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Lai Kham: Ornamental Designs of
Wihan Phra Phut

Jirasak Detwongya

“Lai kham” or decorative gilded lacquer designs, on
wooden pillars of Wihan Phra Phut in Wat Phra That Lampang
Luang are said in an inscription to have been painted at the
beginning of the nineteenth century.

“Lai kham” in this temple are both natural and ornamental
designs. The style is influenced by many artistic sources. For
example, rectangular and curved triangular designs reflect
Chinese influence, while the plumy swan design and figures
reflect Burmese style.

Besides these, there are many animal designs, some
resembling real animals such as peacock, hen, dog, monkey,
buffalo, goat, deer, tiger, cow, rhinoceros, and elephant, while
others represent imaginary animal, some of which are also
found in the Central Region, and others typical of Lan Na (or the
Northern Region of Thailand), such as the “mawm”.

The human figure is found in pictures of villagers, gods
such as Indra, and interestingly, Chinese soldiers. These
armoured equestrians may be the local depiction of a Chinese
soldier appointed by the Burmese to govern towns in Lan Na
as mentioned in historical sources.

An interesting characteristic of gilded lacquer designs
here is the technique which differs from traditional one in that
a master prepares a foundation of lacquer on a pillar to form
a layer which is the foundation. The next step is gilding with
gold leaf. Then the designs have been carved in the gilded
lacquer foundation with a pointed tool. This technique is widely
practiced in China, from whence it came to Chiang Mai, and
perhaps from there spread to Burma. Since both this technique
and the more commonly followed one are practiced by lac-
querware craftsmen in Burma.

These designs on the pillars show some degree of cultural
exchange among people in China, Burma, Lan Na, and Bangkok.
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