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Door Guardians of Wihan Lai Kham,
Wat Phra Singha

Surachai Jongjitngam

Gilded Lacquer door guardians on the
middle door panels of Wihan Lai Kham,
Wat Phra Singha in Chiang Mai have been
regarded as the most beautiful door guardians
in Lanna (Northern Thailand). And they
are also an important evidence that represent
the glory of Lanna art from the late 19%
century.

This work of art represents the well-
balanced collaboration of sources of inspira-
tion; for example, the facial expressions and
costumes were influenced by contemporary
Burmese art. The designs on their base and
their apparels as well as the technique of
gilded lacquering were all influenced by the
art of Rattanakosin (Bangkok). Moreover,
some parts of ornamental design were
influenced by western and Chinese art
reflected through Burmese art.

An interesting point is that Lanna design
during the Meng Rai dynasty (13 - 16
centuries) or contemporary works of art in
Chaing Mai, and even decorated design on
other edifices of Wat Phra Singha does not
have any influence to the creation of these
door guardians.

This characteristic well supported and
collaborated with artistic circle in Chiang

Mai at that time. It appeared that there were
many schools of craftsmanship at the same
period and location. It was because King
Kawila, who retrieved and established Chiang
Mai again in A.D.1796, after two centuries
under the Burmese occupation, gathered
many groups of people to settle down here.
That was the origin of various groups of
artisans, who had so much different types of
craftsmanship.

The eclectic style as found in these gilded
lacquer door guardians of Wihan Lai Kham
was widely and quickly spread out, and became
a long-standing influence in Chiang Mai.
From the early 20" on those gilded lacquer
door guardians executed in various temples
reflected more and more obvious influence
of Rattanakosin art. This characteristic
collaborated with political situations at that
time. Chiang Mai was reduced its role from
an autonomous state to become only a province
in the Kingdom of Siam.

At the same time, even though the
influence of Burmese art had reduced its
role a little, it was still unseperably mixed
with Rattanakosin art and became an important
foundation of Chiang Mai’s culture in the
20™ century.
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