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The Works of Forgotten Thai Lanna Muralists of the Finest Quality

(This article is abstracted from a current research project entitled “The Structure of Thai
Lanna Mural Paintrings™ a project funded by the toyata Foundation)

The murals of the Thai Lanna School of painters are, within the context of
Thai mural art, wofks of the finest quality. By Thai Lanna murals, the writer means
the murals which were executed within the traditional framework of the Thai Lanna
culture. This was a society which determined its own ‘life styles, values, beliefs,
customs and religious practicesi. |

Investigation has shown that Thai Lanna mural paintings were more often
painted in the large vihara, or assembly hall, than the ordination hall (the uposatha),
which is the reverse of the central Thailpractice. The decorations of the interior
surfaces of the vihara’s walls with coloured pictorial art can now be seen as being

most appropriate. The edifying stories the monks read to the congregation cannot

only be listened to and read; the same stories were also iIluslrated in the murals on
the walls of the vihara in order to help the illiterate to know the content of the
scriptures well. |
According to the writer, the narrative content of the Thai Lanna School -of
mural painting is the most important point in this study. He emphasizes that it was
restricted to certain popular story cycles: the Life of the Historical Buddha, His Ten
Former Lives, the Lives of the Disciples, and the apocryphal Panndsa Jitaka. Most
mural sites include major episodes from at least two different cycles, if not more.
Since the narrative content is of much importance; the writer therefore wiﬁl]
consecutively discuss in his article these story cycles together with the reasons why

the Thai Lanna muralists were different from the central Thai ones. Then after




having finished this part, the readers will realize that Lanna mural art is indeed a

unique and certainly a very individual treatment of story cycles.

Thai Lanna painters were allowed more freedom of expression in their
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emotions, their thoughts, and their social experiences than their more rigidly bound

Ratanakosindra counterparts. They could freely depict daily life, customs and

festivals, as well as courtship, feasts and people at work and in play. These were

incidental scenes, fitted into the main narrative sequence when the opportunity °

arose, but their presence is striking enough to impress anyone who has the chance
to view them. ‘

Since the mura1§ investigated have an art style that ‘is specifically Thai
Lanna aﬁd the muralists were able to bring added value to the paintings rounding
them off and making them still more impressive than they might have been, these
works are of importance to the study of history, antiquities and aesthetics. They
serve as clues to the past by their depictions of people, of architecture and of
situations. They are therefore another source of material that supplements and goes

beyond what is available in the written documents.

Sone Simatrang
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