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Zig-Zag lines:
1. from the mural of Wihan Nam

Taem assembly hall.
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II. from the painting in Lawkaguru
cave.
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Roof styles:
1. from the mural of Wihan Nam
Taem assembly hall.
II. from the painting in Lawkaguru
cave.
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Animal depictions as roof decoration:
L. from the mural of Wihan Nam
Taem assembly hall.
II. from the painting in Lawkaguru
cave.
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Male head-dress and female hair-style
and head-dress from two different
places. They are not exactly the same,
yet suggest communications between
the two places:

1. from the painting in Lawkaguru
cave.

II. from the mural of Wihan Nam
Taem assembly hall.
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Dressing fashion found in the
mural of Wihan Nam Taem
aseembly hall.
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Dressing fashion found in the
murals of Upali Thein in Burma
executed in the 18th century.
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New Res’earches_ and Theses
Mural Paintings of

Wihan Nam

dem

in Wat Phra That Lampang Luang

The artistic heritage of Lanna is in
various forms found at numerous
sites in the north. Unfortunately,
the majority has been weathered,
according to the period.

Wihan Nam Taem in Wat Phra
That Lampang Luang, Lampang
province has outstanding murals
on the upper part of itsside walls.
As they are, if not the oldest
existant in Thailand, the oldest
found in Lanna, these paintings
deserve a profound research.
Wihan Nam Taem meaning the
assembly hall with paintings is a
wooden building comparatively
small. The roof is in several tiers
in the same style with Wihan Phra
That, another assembly hall in the
wat compound. However, the
roof of the former is more
outstanding than that of the latter
in its roof —decorations of Chinese
ceramic pieces. Particularly,
above the pillars at the entrance
way, various animal figurines
such as birds, cats, lions and
hamsas are adorned. The lower
part of side walls are open to let
the light come in.

The mural paintings we are to
discuss are found on the upper
part of the side walls including
the upper part of the pilasters and
the area immediately under the
roof. Before applying pigments
the muralist prepared the
background with mixture of lime,
glue and water to make the
wooden-Panelled surface smooth
and thus easy to paint. This was

also to have the paintings
beautiful and last longer. The
colours employed are white,
black, red, brown, pink and
green. Depicted objects are
simple and stylized, done by
drawing the outline and filling
the drawn space with pigments.
In the case of human figures,
details such as mustles have been
left out.

The painted objects include human
figures, animals, trees and architecture.
To render the depth and distance,
the artist arranged the objects
overlapped and raised slightly higher
one after another. This is certainly
not in accordance with the Western
sense of perspective. Human figures
in the same distance or of equal
importance are aligned in the same
level parallel to the wall. Besides
they are in similar attire and head-
dress. To devide episodes, wavy or
straight lines are executed.

The whole sidewalls are full of
paintings including the upper part of
the pilaiters without leaving any
space idle. Interestingly, captions in
the Thamma Alphabet are found
here and there. Judging from the
captions we know that two different
stories are depicted. On the right
wall of the presiding Buddha image
is depicted the story of Phra Nang
Samawadi, and on the left wall the
story of Thao Sakka.

Dating of the Murals
The writer supports his dating of

Somphong Khanthasaibua

the murals in the 18th or the 19th
century with the studies of various
concerning matters including chroni-
cles, art styles, ancient culture and
political changes and the Tamma
alphabet’s palaeography, as follows:

Chronicular Accounts
According to the Phra That
Lampang Luang Chronicle, in A.D.
1456 Chao Meun Kham Paek from
somewhere south of Lampang came
to the north, and prostrated in the
gesture of subordinacy to King
Tilokarat in Chiang Mai. The king
sent him to Lampang as a governor.
During his rule, he reconstructed
Wat Phra Maha That in his city by
building an assembly hall and the
enclosure walls, enlarging the wat as
a proper religious complex for the
first time.
Earlier to this time in 1449, the
chronicle says that the ruler called
Han Tae Thong expanded his
territory towards Lampang. And
then, he asked King Tilokarat’s
permission to have an elderly monk
called Attha Thakhaisai build a chedi
to enshrine the Buddha’s relics at the
site of Phra That Lampang Luang at
present and a structure to house the
Buddha’s foot-print.

Judging from the above-mentioned
accounts, it is possible to say that
Wihan Nam Taem was originally
built during the time of Chao Meun
Kham Paek. The chronicle again
mentions that later in 1496, a ruler
called Hansithat made a Buddha
image to enshrine it in the northern
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assembly hall of the wat. In the
southern assembly hall there was a
large Buddha image already. However,
at present, there are two assembly
halls to the north of the wat's
compound, called respectively Wihan
Ton Kaew and Wihan Nam Taem.
In the southern part of the wat there
is only one assembly hall called
Wihan Phra Phut.

The Wihan Ton Kaew’s position does
not exactly coincide with that of
Wihan Phra Phut which is referred
to the southern assembly hall in the
chronicle. This is probably because
that the hall has entirely been
renovated lately in 1967, and now
there is not a single evidence of
former structure to be found.

Architectural Characteristics

of Wihan Nam Taem

Wihan Nam Taem assembly hall
is a wooden structure in the oldest
Lanna style still existant. The
triangular roof-supports are carved
to depict Naga with flame-like
tendril motifs in low relief on both
sides. This type roof-supports date
from the reign of King Tilokarat in
the 15th century. The roof-supports
of Wihan Nam Taem have similarities
to those of Wihan Phra Phut in the
naga’s shape which is similar to the
Chinese dragon. Other decorative
motifs of the roof-supports of both
buildings bear the Ming period
influence of China. Roofs of both
buildings are alike. It is most
probable that the murals of Wihan
Nam Taem are not older than the
building itself which bears the
architectural characteristics of the
15th century. They must have been
executed sometime in or later than
the 15th century.

The Themes depicted
Unfortunately, the murals are in
much deteriorated condition. However,
judging from the fragmentary captions
of episodes in Thamma alphabet, we
can say that the themes are Phra Nang
Sammawadi and Thao Sakka, which
are the tales made up to explain the
birth of the Buddha from the Tripitaka
version translated by Phra Phuttha
Kosacharn from a Lanka text in Pali
in the 5th century. The gist of the
tales is to teach people to work hard
for their own self-control, by stressing

aab

on the law of cause and effect.

In fact these themes have not
prevalently been depicted in the
murals of Thailand. Therefore, it
can be suggested that the murals
were painted immediately after the
8th synod of Buddhism held at Wat
Maha Photharam (commonly known
as Wat Chedi Chet Yot in Chiang
Mai) during the reign of King
Tilokarat. The king is known to
have very much been interested in
the research works conducted in the
Tripitaka by the Neo-Lankavamsa

monk-scholars of Sri Lanka. This
had eventually enlivened their
counterparts in Lanna. However,

judging from the captions in Thamma
alphabet of the north, it becomes
obvious that the mural execution
must have been taken place sometime
later than the King Tilokarat’s reign.

Art Styles

To date the murals correctly, it is
necessary to distinguish all the
influences and relations with other
regions seen in them. If possible,
they should be compared with those
bearing accepted dates.

Decorative Motifs

The mural paintings contain motifs
influenced by Chinese art, for instance
the tendril motifs. They are similar
to the vegetal decorations on Ming
period porcelain wares, and can also
be found in the Pagan period murals
of Burma which had since been
delectably repeated for several
centuries.

Division of Mural Area

The most frequently employed
device in dividing the mural area in
this hall are wavy lines, like those in
Burmese murals of the 17th and 18th
centuries. By contrast, their con-
temporary Ayutthaya murals have
for the same purpose zig-zag lines
similar to fish-teeth.

Roof Styles

In central Thailand murals, wooden
houses are, without exception,
depicted with a single-tiered roof.
Only the halls in wats have a multi-
tiered roof. In contrast, the wooden
buildings depicted in this hall are of
several tiers of elongated roofs
superimposed one on top of the other
diminishing in size, again like some

Burmese buildings. Moreover, the
entrance way of the hall is a mixture
of those of manadapa and the typical
wooden building of the north.

Mural Composition

Human figures and other objects
alike, those of the same importance
or distance are in the same size and
with similar appearance. These main
objects are painted in the foreground.
The depth is represented by overlap-
ping similar motifs closely one after
another. To fill the whole space,
trees and branches and birds are
painted. This is, in fact, similar to
the murals in Lawkagura Cave in
Sagain hill in Burma dated to the
18th century.

Human Figures

Both man and women wear hair-
bun on top of the head, and women
wear hair pin. Some men’s head-
decoration and shirts are similar to
those depicted in Lawkaguka Cave
in Sagain and in Upali Thein in
Pagan, Burma, both dated to the
18th century.

Political Changes

In the 18th century, the Burmese
renewed their incursion at various
cities in Lanna, breaking the peace
since their defeat by King Narai’s
army in the late 17th century. The
Burmese rulers sent to Lanna were
merciless, and consequently the
Lanna people staged revolts against
them. The history of Lampang lacks
the accounts of the three years from
1729 to 1732, which must have been
chaotic.
Burmese political pressure over
Lampang at that time must have
been tremendous, like it had been
over Chiang Mai, Lamphun and
Chiang Rai. Besides, about this time
the army from Lamphun set up their
camp at Wat Phra That Lampang
Luang. The whole city of Lampang
became a battle field; houses set
afire and numerous people killed.
From the Chaos, a powerful leader
arose, called Nan Thip Chang.
Under his strong leadership, people
of lampang could drive the Lamphun
army away, and subsequently
Lampang enjoyed peace for 30 years.
During this time the people of
Lampang reconstructed their city,
particularly their religious monuments



including Wihan Nam Taem. Judging
from the mural themes, it seems that
the people desparately hoped peace,
' hated homicide how inevitable the
reasons might have been, and en-
couraged merit-makings in the hope
that they would have been happy in
their life-time as well as the life after.

The Thamma Alphabet of

Lanna
- Some characteristics of Thamma

alphabet written in the captions of
the murals are similar to those used
since the 17th century. However,
one particular consonant employed
in captions began to appear as late
as in the 19th century in Lanna
records.

Conclusion

Judging from the mural themes,
the Thamma alphabet employed in
captions, and the mural style and the

chronicular accounts, it is possible
to conclude that the murals of
Wihan Nam Taem in Wat Phra That
Lampang Luang had been influenced
by the Burmese murals of the 17th
and the 18th centuries, and must
have been executed between the 18th
to the 19th century.
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