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Abstract 

 

Art has been a form of communication used to convey religious lessons in Thailand 

(formerly the Kingdom of Siam) since ancient times. While present-day Thais are still 

intensely committed to religious practices, many understand less and less of the precise 

information embedded in this art form. Moreover, religious artworks in Thailand do not 

reflect current society and do not have much in common with contemporary art. Therefore, 

this research investigates the potential causes that have disconnected religious art from Thai 

society and explores possible ways to utilise elements from the Thai religious art style in a 

contemporary painting practice.   

 This research is primarily a studio-based investigation, but is supported by traditional 

discursive research practices, including a historical and contemporary analysis of the original 

functions and the evolution of painting styles of religious art, specifically Ramayana-inspired 

paintings across periods of times and regions. Relevant theories regarding iconology and 

visual representation are employed to guide the understanding and interpretation of these 

religious paintings. This research also investigates the interrelation between art and 

nationalist ideology after the political regime change in Thailand during the 19th century. The 

new state system intensely sought to promote national identity and imbued religious art with 

a new meaning that supported this nation building. What is now known as Thai “traditional” 

art has strict rules in place in terms of preservation, reproduction, and standardisation. Also, 

part of the pre-studio research was a visual survey I undertook of relevant artworks, including 

a range of contemporary paintings which utilise elements from traditional art to create works 

that reflect contemporary society.  

In the studio section of this creative research, I have created four series of paintings 

that experiment with the artistic value inherent in traditional art and attempt to modernise 

Thai traditional painting, making it meaningful to contemporary audiences. This may not 

only offer another way of creating religious painting but could also possibly be another 

method of preservation, ensuring the longevity of Thai traditional art.    
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FOREWORD 

 

This DVA research originates in a childhood interest in Hindu and Buddhist 

mythologies, which later became my major area of study in art schools based in Thailand and 

India. Although I continued working on the same subject when I moved to Australia to study 

art, being in a new environment allowed me much more freedom of speech/art expression. 

Unlike in Thailand or India, people in Australia respect art as a product of creative activity 

reflecting the present times rather than as any kind of spiritual memorial of the past. This new 

cultural environment brought a different dimension to the way I consider the traditional art of 

my home country, even though I never felt I was restricted in terms of my imaginative 

freedom while studying art. From this distance, I began to notice that the governance of the 

country has had an important effect on the way people perceive religion and artworks, which 

ultimately shapes the way art-makers create their artworks. I do not mean the restrictive rules 

around artmaking have led these works to be inferior—they are exemplary in their level of 

skill—however, this thesis argues that the unchanged character of traditional art has led it to 

be disconnected from contemporary society and people.  

As the extension of my previous studies, this research aims to find ways to reinterpret 

and update the traditional methods of Hindu and Buddhist representation in Thailand, and 

thereby make them more accessible and meaningful to a general contemporary audience.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 This chapter offers a brief history of Thailand in relation to traditional Thai painting at 

the centre of my research. The discussion focuses on the origins of Thai painting, its 

interrelation with the cultural nationalism and globalisation and the limitations of 

contemporary art in a Thai context. This chapter also outlines the research questions of this 

study, provides a brief contextual survey of relevant literature and visual art, and gives an 

overview of the thesis structure.  

 

1.1 Religion, Mythology and Visual Art in Thai Society  

 Religion has been central to life in the East since ancient times. It not only informs 

morality but also influences virtually all aspects of society, including economic activity, 

political events, and familial behavior (Little, 2014, pp. 640–650). Mythic stories or fairy 

tales are a universal method of teaching religious and philosophical lessons, usually in the 

form of simple stories, texts, or pictures. In the particular context of Thailand, my home 

country, the massive political transformations that occurred during the 20th and 21st 

centuries have made a significant impact on art and culture. While people in Thai 

communities may still be intensely committed to religious practices through cultural 

identification and socialisation, many no longer understand the information embedded in 

religious art or the ceremonies they inform. It is my view that, archaic as their mode of 

delivery is, these stories offer a human wisdom that is not dependent on time and place and 

are thus worth saving.  

Whether positive or negative, most societies around the world have become 

multicultural environments due to globalisation. In turn, we are experiencing an 

unprecedented degree of cultural exchange through global migration and digital technologies. 

This encourages the combination of different modes of artistic expression and alterations to 

traditional artistic and cultural boundaries. In contrast to that trend, traditional Thai art has 

turned towards preservation rather than evolution, with art schools across Thailand insisting 

that young people should continue learn traditional methods despite the wider global 

influences. This insistence on traditional methods outside global trends, stands to diminish 

interest in traditional Hindu and Buddhist myths. If these stories, historically told through 
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traditional Thai art forms, are to have any relevance to younger generations of Thai people, 

these artistic practices will need to be expanded in a broader global framework. 

The reality of the influence of global multiculturalism on contemporary artmakers and 

their audiences may seem obvious in the context of an Australian University, where this 

research has been undertaken. However, Australians, and perhaps Western audiences more 

broadly, may be surprised at the strict observation of traditional art practices in Thailand. 

“Traditional Thai art” (Silpa-Pa-Chum-Chat) has been subjected (by state cohesion) to 

certain limitations pertaining to national heritage (Mor-ra-dok-Thai) and controlled by strict 

rules of preservation. These rules separate the Thai conventional art style from contemporary 

art as well as from current culture and society. Despite being reproduced with modern 

materials, these artworks reflect minimal change in the artistic style and pictorial elements 

they utilize. Although there is a big gap in understanding the origin and meaning of the art in 

behalf of contemporary audiences, traditional Thai art has achieved public respect as a form 

of high culture or a golden memory of a preexisting civilisation (according to the mainstream 

history of Thailand1), and is easily recognisable as ‘traditionally Thai’. Indeed, these works of 

art have a great market value and demand from Thais as well as foreign tourists.  

Several cultural preservation strategies have been employed for maintaining the 

traditional Thai art style including, for example, the annual indoctrination ceremony (Phi-tee-

kroub-kru-sil-la-pa) that is performed in art schools, which is compulsory for all first-year 

students attend before beginning their studies. In this ceremony, all art students are asked to 

make an oath to a sacred idol (typically, a traditional art masterpiece) that they will pledge 

their loyalty to and swear to do their best to protect the art style. As a Thai art student who 

underwent that process, I can attest that this is a powerful way for keeping the traditional art 

style relatively free from external cultural influence.  

 

 
1 Historical studies in Thailand have presented a royal/national chronicle with a collection of stories by and for 

the national elites, celebrating their successful mission of building and protecting the country. The plot and 

meaning of this melodramatic past have become integral to historical discourse, making history an ideological 

weapon and a source of legitimation of the state (Winichakul, 1995, p. 99). 
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Figure 1: It is compulsory for art students in Thailand to attend the indoctrination ceremony (Phi-tee-kroub-kru-

sil-la-pa) before beginning their first semester. 

 

In order to understand some of the reasons this national art style has become so fixed, 

it is necessary to understand something of Thailand’s history. I will provide a more extended 

explanation in Chapter 2; however, a brief outline is useful here.  

Thailand (formerly Siam), a relatively new country formulated of many overlapping 

“mandala”2 states, has a strong tradition of national modes of representation. Arguably, this 

tendency toward a national art style is a result of having to insist on the legitimacy of 

Thailand as a nation3 (Winichakul, 1997). In fact, art symbolizes the axiomatic existence of a 

nation in a similar way to a map, flag, floral emblem, or specific cuisine. Nominating a 

particular art style as a symbol of Thai-ness (Khuam-Phen-Thai) has been beneficial in 

Thailand for reasons of spirituality, politics, charismatic authority, or national unity which 

has become increasingly important in the nation state system since the 18th century. A 

 
2 The mandala is a model for describing the patterns of diffuse political power that existed in Southeast Asia 

before European colonization in the 16th century, when local power was more important than central leadership. 

This political formulation was counter to the later tendencies of the nation state and the advances in map-making 

to territorially define fixed borders (Scarre & Fagan, 2016).  
3 Thailand is the new name given to the previous kingdom of Siam. In terms of ethnicity, both Thai and Siam 

critically refer to a place rather than an actual ethnic group. Present-day central Thailand was the center of the 

Southeast Asia trading port from the 11th century on. People migrated there from several regions to trade and 

later settled in the area. They were called Siam people for the first time in the 17th century by Khmer empire, 

with evidence found in Angkor stone scripture (Sujit, 2015). Since then, the leader of the central region 

governed the area and founded the kingdom of Ayudhya. With several political crises in mainland Southeast 

Asia during European colonization (between the 17th and mid-19th century), Siam gradually diffused power and 

centralized several neighborhood regions (mandala states) on the north and south, and finally transformed the 

governance system into a modern formulation of unitary nation state known as Kingdom of Thailand since 1932 

(Thamrongsak, 2012, pp. 311-332).  
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recognisable Thai aesthetic has also had economic value for Thai tourism more recently. This 

understanding of traditional Thai art one cohesive atform, and the economic benefits 

associated with that understanding, are however, problematic. The nationalism in Thai art has 

particular consequences for other less affluent cultures in close proximity. From a 

contemporary perspective, art forms originating in current day northern, north-eastern or 

southern territories of Thailand have lost possession of art forms historically connected to 

those regions. A drive toward a centralised “Thai art” often means that other older cultures 

lose ownership of their traditional art forms. This is one more reason, aside from questions of 

contemporary relevance, why it is important to question and extend contemporary 

understandings of the traditional art of Thailand. 

It would be false to say that all visual art in Thailand stays within these strict 

parameters. Western art institutions such as Silpakorn University in Bangkok, have been an 

official presence in Thailand since the 18th century. Consequently, many different types of 

art have been created in Thailand. However, those evolutions belong to a marginal trajectory 

of Western thinking and are not yet part of the broader artistic sensibility of Thai people. 

Certainly, there have been numerous collaborations between traditional and contemporary 

artists in Thailand, but even these collaborations are given strict aesthetic, religious and 

political boundaries (Teh, 2012, pp. 567-583). One significant example of such collaboration 

is “Semi-Thai traditional art” (Silpa-Tai-Neil-Pra-Peh-Nee). Artworks in this category are 

roughly presented within two directions: (1) maintaining narrative function with overall 

conventional conceptual and artistic approaches but incorporating new techniques/materials 

or some different compositions/individual artistic expressions; and (2) appropriating some 

elements of traditional art forms and recomposing them in different directions without a 

concern for conventional narrative function. Over 40 years, the Bangkok Bank of Thailand 

has been the greatest sponsor of such art, organizing the annual art competition at Queen 

Sirikit gallery, called Bao-Lunag (Royal Lotus), which is considered one of the most 

prestigious art competitions in Thailand (Figures 2 and 3).  
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Figure 2: Nethi Bhikrok, Assault mara Mara 2015, 

tempera and gold leaf on canvas, 3rd Prize winner 

of Bao Luang #36 (2015)  

Figure 3: Supprawat Wibulsilp, Life and Esthetic, 

2018, mixed media, Winner of Bao Luang #39 

(2018)  

 

While this research challenges the dominance of traditional Thai art, it is most 

centrally concerned with the way these rigid ideas of Thai art affect and limit the capacity for 

contemporary Thai artists to address Hindu and Buddhist themes in contemporary and 

globally relevant ways. Although the artistic skills featured in Thai traditional or semi-

traditional paintings are to be admired, the content of religious myths in the framework of 

Thai traditional art has become increasingly inaccessible to Thai contemporary audiences. I 

argue that if Thai traditional painting wants to continue to effectively communicate the 

valuable spiritual teachings in Buddhist and Hindu art—for reasons I will elaborate upon—

then traditional symbols need to be adapted to a contemporary context. 

 

1.2 Research Question and Context 

The overarching question for my research is as follows:  

How can the moral stories and artistic style found in traditional Buddhist and Hindu paintings 

and central to traditional Thai art be re-interpreted to effectively communicate with 

contemporary Thai and other audiences?   

As the outcome of this creative research is a series of paintings that appropriate the 

Thai conventional art style into a contemporary art practice, the studio processes and 

investigation represent the primary part of this research. This non-discursive research is 

supported by the more traditional or discursive practices as outlined in this exegesis, such as a 

study of the relevant sources of literature (primarily historical) and a visual survey of 
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artworks in order to address the research question, and more nuanced sub-questions. In order 

to organize the research methods, the main research question was divided into the following 

five research sub-questions (RSQs):  

RSQ 1: What was the original function of Hindu and Buddhist art? 

RSQ2: To what extent is mythological art still important in contemporary society in general? 

RSQ3: How does mythological art effectively communicate with people in general? 

RSQ4: To what extent does culture affect the symbols and iconography used to convey 

meanings in mythological art? And, to what extent does mythological art relate to politics and 

a nationalist mentality and how has this function shifted in the particular context of Thailand? 

RSQ5: How can contemporary artists benefit from using traditional art forms? 

While these questions are by no means definitively answered in the context of this paper, they 

are nonetheless important to note as framing devices for the studio research.  

 

1.3 Select Literature Survey 

The study began by questioning the original function of Hindu and Buddhist art and 

its potential function in contemporary society. This stage included retrieving historical 

information about Hindu and Buddhist art and their intended functions from past to present. 

This part of the study also employed some Western theories that discuss comparative 

mythologies, the psychological function of mythology, and the transformation of 

mythological features over the historical timelines. All these theories reveal how mythic 

stories have functioned and support the hypothesis of this project—that mythological art is 

still arguably valuable for various aspects in contemporary societies. This study mainly 

references the theories of Carl Jung, Sigmund Freud, and Joseph Campbell. 

Studying theories of visual communication was another essential part of this project. 

Aside from scripture or chanting, religions have also employed visual art to convey doctrine 

and philosophy, which is generally activated through the act of seeing the symbolic and 

iconic objects that contributed to character, architectural and environmental atmosphere 

found in mythological painting in Thailand. This part of the study focused on the 

fundamentals of communications systems such as semiology, symbology and iconology, 
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specifically Erwin Panofsky’s Studies in Iconology (1939), and paid particular attention to the 

connections between image, iconography and symbol. Additionally, the communication 

inherent in symbols and iconographies directly relates to the cultural background of an 

audience. This aspect of the study relied on the explanation given by Stuart Hall in 

Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices (1997) for a deeper 

understanding of the Hindu and Buddhist mythological character—why it has been visually 

represented in certain ways and how it has changed over time or across the different cultures 

that have recreated it. This provided information regarding how images communicate 

effectively with people today and made an important contribution to creating the paintings in 

the studio process. 

Although it is beyond the scope of this exegesis to offer a definitive investigation of 

the political or historical issues involved, the research has identified that politics have had a 

significant influence on artmaking in Thailand, where the culture was manipulated as a major 

governance strategy since the late 19th century. As a consequence, traditional Thai art has 

functioned as a political symbol of nationalism and standardisation rather than as a form of 

artistic creativity. This proposition in the study is supported by several books and articles 

regarding the nation-building and the exercising of power in modern government system, 

including Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983), Thongchai Winichakul's Siam 

Mapped (1994), Li Chongfu’s The Marxist Theory of the State and National Identity Marxism 

Culture and Identity (2014) and Michel Foucault’s The Birth of Biopolitics (2008).  

These texts and numerous others that have influenced my research are referred to 

throughout this paper either briefly or at length.  

 

1.4 Visual Survey 

Artistic expression is a vital part of a visual art project, and this project employed a 

visual survey of relevant traditional and contemporary paintings as an important guideline in 

the studio process. The review of works of art in this study focused on (1) selected traditional 

art from Asian countries; and (2) the appropriation of traditional art in contemporary art 

works. These will be explained further here. 

(1) The traditional mythological paintings from Hindu and Buddhist art I have 

selected originated in Thailand, India, and other Southeast Asian countries. As mentioned 
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previously, although ancient religious arts in Asian countries roughly presented the same 

mythology, they have been created with distinctive art styles, techniques and concepts of 

beauty depending on nations, cultures, or time periods. The central focus here was to 

investigate the artistic style of traditional painting and narratives (of the selected 

mythological character) in Thailand and other Asian countries so as to (1.1) compare them 

across cultures and historical timelines; and to (1.2) use the theoretical explanations of 

pictorial representation and cultural studies to identify the way the traditional art currently 

communicates as well as the limit of communication regarding the present-day context. 

(2) Specific paintings or world art movements show the transformation of a traditional 

art style or a well-known preexisting masterpiece by appropriating them in a contemporary 

manner. The central focus here was to compare the conventional and the newer version, and 

to determine what or how new a definition of the traditional painting has been made. This 

includes physical features, mediums and techniques, as well as the ontological changes of the 

newer painting. 

 

1.5 Context and Contribution 

This research has implications for two broad areas of discourse—the culturally 

specific and global contemporary culture—both of which inform the choices I have made in 

the studio output to varying degrees.   

My contribution to artistic discourse is twofold. Firstly, as a Thai artist producing 

paintings that utilise elements from traditional Thai art but that also include imagery from 

Western culture, politics and art, I expand and increase the level of experimentation in Thai 

art and thereby question the notion of a national traditional art. Other Thai artists working in 

this area are few, but those who do include Jirapat Tatsanasomboon, Winai Prabribu, 

Chackrapat Rathanachan (Figures 4–7).  
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Figure 4: Jirapat Tatsanasomboon, Forbidden Fruit 

(Rama vs. Obama), 2012, acrylic on canvas 

Figure 5: Winai Prabribu, Foreign grandpa and 

grandma, 2008, oil on canvas 

  

Figure 6: Watchara Prayurkham, A body and a 

narrow-mind, 2015, mixed media 

Figure 7: Navin Rawanchaikui, Navinland needs 

you: we are Asia!, 2012, mural (partial view) for art 

stage Singapore  

  

Secondly, as a Thai artist working in the context of an Australian art school and 

engaging with Western contemporary art frameworks, I am also introducing traditional 

religious stories within Buddhist and Hindu art from a Thai perspective to contemporary art 

and other audiences. Other artists from Asian countries have worked in this space, such as 

Zeng Fanzhi and Achutan Nair Ramachandran (Figures 8–9). However, my work differs from 

these artists in several aspects; for example, my central focus is in reinterpreting selected 

mythological characters and merging them with present-time public figures or images, and in 

finding possible ways to maintain formal characteristics of Thai traditional paintings in 

contemporary art, such as using delicate outlines and filling in surfaces with flat bright colors 

in the Western style of figurative painting. 
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Figure 8: Wei Dong, Traveler No.1, 2002, Ink on 

paper 

Figure 9: Achuntan Nair Ramachandran, Vision of 

Ramdev, 2008, Oil on canvas 

 

1.5.1 Scope and Limitation of the Research 

Within both of these artistic frameworks (Thai and global), my work makes a clear 

reference to the Western artistic tradition of postmodern appropriation. While I recognise that 

this is an important area of Western art history and that my work in visual terms seems to 

play directly into those ideas, my project does not fit neatly within that discourse. My 

intention is to increase the extent to which Hindu and Buddhist myths are able to be read and 

to extend the scope of Thai traditional art. Unlike postmodern discourses on appropriation, I 

am not interested in parody or overt political critique. For this reason, I have not included 

reference to discourse on appropriation in my writing.    

There are two other limitations to this research with regards to global artistic context. 

First, although I am aware of the reflexivity of painting that has dominated Western artistic 

discourse on painting since Modernism, these questions on the nature of painting are not 

central to my concerns. In the manner of Buddhist and Hindu art—and perhaps more aligned 

with painting from a post-medium position—I am engaged with painting as a means of 

producing images in a purely fabricated way. 

Second, although I am engaged in researching the reworking of Hindu and Buddhist 

art, my research does not intend to provide a comprehensive historical account of those 

traditions. Rather, I have selected those myths and those areas of discussion that have, for 

idiosyncratic reasons, become important to the studio work. 

From a broader cultural context, my research underscores the Thai cultural tendency 

toward a national aesthetic and questions the usefulness of such a closed attitude toward Thai 

art. That tendency, as I argue, runs in opposition to the reality of global visual culture in a 
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digital age, and threatens to reduce the important religious stories told through traditional 

Thai art to irrelevant and indecipherable historical artefacts.  As I have already made clear, it 

is my intention to both expand Thai cultural understanding of what constitutes Thai art and to 

increase the relevance of traditional Buddhist and Hindu myths.  

It is also important to note that I speak primarily from a Thai perspective, because this 

is my point of origin. It could also be easily argued that these same problems of artistic 

relevance and nationalism exist in many other regions. 

 

1.5.2 The Value of Mythology: Why Continue with Thai Techniques or Religious 

Mythology at All?  

There may also seem to be an inherent problem or dilemma in my project. If Thai art 

needs to be expanded, then why not use more inventive methods? Why persist with 

traditional Thai art forms at all? My answer is that it is by incremental shifts from the status 

quo that we can often affect the most change. This incremental shift is also a way of updating 

a previous mode of communication through art to reflect the current situation. Some key 

ideas from Joseph Campbell and Carl Jung have aided in the conceptualisation of my 

research. While these theories are not critically interrogated to the degree one might find in a 

traditional thesis, they are nonetheless noted here to the degree that they form a useful and 

coherent explanation for persisting in the use Thai artistic styles in the perpetuation of Hindu 

and Buddhist mythology.  

The most salient ideas by Campbell and Jung in relation to my research, concern the 

importance and existence of mythology as inseparable from contemporary society. Their 

theories state that mythologies are different only in their exterior surfaces and that there is a 

universal mythological character resident in the collective unconscious that benefits all 

humans and acts as a guide towards self-realisation. For example, Jung remarked that there 

are universal “archetypes” that exist in all myths (Snider, 2009). Later, in his studies of 

narratology and comparative mythology, Campbell offered a common template of a broad 

category of tales around the world; for example, he described narratives of Gautama Buddha, 

Moses, and Christ in terms of “the Monomyth” (Campbell, 1949). Similarly, he also 

compared the transition of an ancient Sumerian sky goddess Inanna to Star Wars’ mercenary-

turned-hero, Han Solo; indicating that deep human wisdom rooted in mythological narratives 
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can persist across many time periods and artforms.  In a similar way I have sought to identify 

recurring myths in Buddhist and Hindu art, particularly relating to the story of Ramayana and 

its related images in Thai traditional art. While my research is focused on extending 

traditional Thai art, I want also to draw and learn from traditional iconography.  

Technically, mythology always activates a narrative through the act of seeing 

symbolic and iconic objects, a concept most famously articulated by the most eminent of 

iconology, Irwin Panofsky (Panofsky, 1972) This exegesis employs Panofsky’s idea of three 

strata of subject matter—natural, conventional and intrinsic meaning— for investigating a 

problem of a present-day audience to access a meaning of Thai traditional art with highly 

restricted artistic expression.    According to Panofsky, apart from naturally precepting of the 

work’s pure form, to access the conventional and intrinsic meaning of a painting , requires 

that viewers have the cultural and iconographic knowledge necessary to interpret meanings 

correctly; however, in response to this issue—as an artist who creates images—I ask how can 

we draw from the conventional image—well-known to some audiences and not to others— to 

both expand these rich traditions and  increase access contemporary and Western audiences. 

Conceptually, so-called “traditional art” is actually a modern notion for categorising 

art that was created in the past within a set of restricted ideas and cultural concepts of its time 

and place. By contrast, contemporary works of art are created in a globally influenced, 

culturally diverse, and technologically advancing world. The downside of that cultural 

globalisation is arguably a reduction of cultural diversity that promotes monoculture, which 

propels the loss of individual and group identity. It is important to note that while my 

research argues against traditional artforms that a strictly nationalistic, that I also am not 

advocating for the doing away with those traditional methods and myths. This is not an 

uncommon attitude amongst contemporary artists who draw from traditional culture or 

national identity while finding ways to place these methods beside contemporary culture and 

society. This strategy brings a sense of “visual intertextuality”4 to images that eventually 

gives a contemporary meaning to traditional art. Therefore, the focus of this study is on the 

way contemporary artists benefit from the cultural identity inherent in a traditional art style 

and how the art styles are adapted to appropriate contemporary art creativity. 

 
4 Intertextuality is the interconnection between related works of literature that reflect and influence an audience's 

interpretation of the text. In term of visual art, it means shaping an image’s meaning by another image (Jaatinen, 

2006). 
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Throughout this paper, reference to these ideas noted above will emerge as they are 

adapted to specific examples. 

 

1.6 Organisation of the Exegesis   

The theoretical part of this research explores two major areas of knowledge: (1) the 

nature of religious art and associated theories of symbols, iconography and visual 

communication; and (2) the relationship between politics, culture, and art style in Thailand, 

particularly cultural hegemony and nationalist discourses. This research argues that restrictive 

nationalist mentality can also restrict creativity in Thailand, leaving artists to preserve rather 

than meaningfully communicate the wisdom of Hindu and Buddhist mythology with 

contemporary audiences.  The remaining exegesis is organised as below.  

Chapter 2 provides a brief history of Thai and mythological art and discusses the 

surrounding literature to examine its communication systems and relationship with people, 

culture, society and politics. In particular, the deep connectedness between Thai traditional 

artwork and identity politics. 

Chapter 3 analyses the symbology of traditional Thai art and details the research 

design and methods I have employed. This chapter provides further discussion about the 

royalist/nationalist culture in Thailand and its influence on the communicative affects and 

creative direction of Ramayana-inspired mythological artworks, which are used as a case 

study.     

Chapter 4 provides a visual survey of artists who appropriate subject matter or 

techniques of traditional art in their contemporary art practice. This chapter presents a brief 

description of the investigation of the relevant artwork, practical strategies and theories which 

underlines the creative method, and the studio outcome of this research. 

Chapter 5 presents the studio outcomes of this project. This chapter provides 

reproductions of my experimental paintings and explains the key elements, methodologies 

and techniques I have used to appropriate and transform Thai traditional art into a 

contemporary art form. The details include the replacement of modern-day images, the 

alteration of conventional narrative themes, and the appropriation of preexisting masterpieces 

from Western art history.  
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Chapter 6 concludes by addressing the influence of nationalist mentality on Thai art. 

My research highlights this as a major issue leading to the decreased communicative effect of 

traditional artworks. The studio outcomes of this research present experimental methods for 

releasing this art form from these boundaries, and they suggest directions for future research 

and creation. 

I regard my work as one small contribution—perhaps a bridge—towards a shift in the 

way Buddhist and Hindu art is represented. I aim to preserve the traditional art style of 

Thailand but also to be negotiable in my adaptation of the artistic features and narrative 

approaches to appropriate current society and to convince viewers from different cultures and 

social groups to enjoy both the stories and more experimental forms of representation in my 

works. Attributable to the cultural standards, norms-beliefs-values, that are transmitted by 

government, educational and family social systems, this contribution—one not easily 

undertaken in my local context of Thailand—aims not only to embrace but also to advance 

the traditional art of Hindu and Buddhist religions, thereby preserving the relevance of their 

stories and increasing their longevity.    
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CHAPTER 2: THE HISTORICAL LINK BETWEEN TRADITIONAL 

THAI ART, CULTURE AND POLITICS 

 

As I have already mentioned in the Introduction that in order to understand the 

rigidity of traditional Thai art, it is necessary to understand the deep connectedness between 

Thai politics, art and culture. Therefore, I begin this chapter by outlining a broad history of 

Thai art, politics and culture. 

 

2.1 Hindu and Buddhist Paintings in Thailand 

Hinduism and Buddhism originated in the Ganges river valleys of Southern Asia 

during the “second urbanisation”5 around the sixth century BCE. While distinct, they share 

beliefs and have similar cosmologies and deities. Over time, teachings and ritual activities 

have evolved significant differences, but similar conventions, styles, and processes are still 

present in the visual arts that support them. Animism was a major belief system in the ancient 

lands that make up present-day Thailand, as in most parts of Southeast Asia, before the first 

appearance of Hinduism and Buddhism in approximately the eighth century (Sujit, 2015).  

Established as a major religion in the Sukhothai kingdom during the mid-13th century, 

Theravada6 Buddhism concentrates only on the Buddha's teaching. Originally it did not 

encourage worshipping gods or Buddha himself; however, Theravada Buddhism did not 

completely eschew Thai ancient belief systems. Although Thai people regard themselves as a 

Buddhist society, Hindu practices—which have a proximity to ancient animist rituals such as 

worshipping and making sacrifices to souls, spirits or Devas (gods and goddesses)—are still 

widely carried out in current Thai society (Nidhi, 2005). As Buddhism does not encourage 

worshipping or creating a representative object, most rituals, ceremonies, artworks and 

mythologies in Thailand are based in animist and Hindu influence.  

Historically, delicate pieces of visual art in Southeast Asian countries created for 

religious purposes were commissioned by governmental or social leaders. As most people 

were illiterate, visual art was used as a medium to teach religious content. The principal focus 

 
5 The period of second urbanization (sixth century BCE to third century BCE) saw the beginning of town life in 

the middle Gangetic basin.  
6 Theravada is a Pali word that means “school of elder monks”, as the early Buddha’s teaching was preserved 

by word of mouth and known as Elders' Views. These Views are collectively regarded as Early Buddhism, 

which began to be written down three centuries after the Buddha's demise (Amaratunga, 2018).  
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of Hindu and Buddhist religious art was philosophical practices represented through 

mythologies, that while influenced by Buddhist and Hindu traditions, also mixed with 

stylistic and religious influences from India, neighboring countries by various empires and 

ethnic groups connected to Thailand through trade; gradually developing into what we 

recognise today as the quintessential Thai art with refined delicate details in a unique style 

(Tiptrakul, 2011). 

The primary thematic content of traditional Thai paintings, sculptures and architecture 

are stories of Buddha’s previous incarnations (Mahanipata Jataka) and the charisma of the 

king (represented through the epic poem Ramakian,7 supervised by King Rama I in 1797). 

The royal courts provided patronage, erecting temples and other religious shrines as acts of 

merit or to commemorate important events. Although drawing on the similar subject matter, 

the artistic features of each empire or kingdom are different in style, and display evidence of 

influential exchanges and development of processes, materials and techniques that were 

available during a particular period (Cate, 2003). A Thai traditional artmaker was originally 

not considered an ‘artist’ in the contemporary sense. Rather the artmaker was considered an 

artisan (chang feemeu) who typically followed the styles and aesthetic conventions of their 

era. Works of art were produced as acts of religious merit or loyalty to a monarch, not for 

individual recognition. Antique Thai masterpieces were mostly recognized by the name of 

sponsor, while the artmaker was mostly anonymous. 

The idea of the artist (silapin) is the result of a Western influence that introduced the 

concept of the artmaker as an individual and of producing works solely for visual enjoyment 

or as an expression of personal values. Although, later in the modern period, Thai artisans 

were respected as ‘artists’ for possessing superior intellect, wisdom, and a thorough 

understanding of culture and permitted, in some extent, to create individual style, religious art 

in Thailand has tended to preserve a conventional style rather than to continue to be 

innovative.  

Up to the present day, religious art is venerated as a sacred symbol of religion or of 

Buddha himself and is still reproduced with minimal changes in the religious and 

monarchical activities in Thailand.  

 
7 Ramakian, literally "Glory of Rama", is Thailand's national epic that is derived from the Hindu epic 

Ramayana. The epic was composed in 1797 under supervision of King Rama I. Although the main narrative is 

identical to the Indian Ramayana, many details are localized to the Siamese context.    
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2.2 Culture, Politics, and Art 

As I have already noted, religious art in Thailand, as in other countries, has, in earlier 

periods, adapted to influential art styles, the availability of materials, or new techniques. 

Historically, this helped religious art to maintain its communicative efficiency. Although this 

exegesis does not aim to criticise Thai politics, the political context of Thailand is worth 

mentioning because the modern political landscape of Thailand has halted the capacity of 

Thai religious art to develop and remain relevant. The centralised power and the control of 

cultural output is a major political strategy for promoting the unity and harmony of Thailand. 

The so-called “Thai identity” (Ek-ka-luk-Thai) policy is certainly a very effective strategy in 

doing this; creating a status quo or cultural hegemony and the standardisation of national art 

(Winichakul, 1997, pp. 1–9).   

Apart from being evidence of human creativity, art in ancient Southeast Asia was also 

a political symbol and a way of maintaining the hierarchical status quo. In the ‘theater state’8 

system— a type of traditional political state based on  a caste system, where the population of 

the state has a fixed role to play according to their political position—only the ruling class 

has the authority to possess or manipulate art. Specifically, the work of visual art was 

employed as a medium for decorating spectacular outfits or displays. The extraordinary 

(mythical) outfit inspired charismatic authority for the state leader and other social/political 

elites emphasised a collective conscience9 about the divisions in society, which indirectly 

maintained the legitimacy of the political order in the social caste system. After the massive 

political reorganisation of Southeast Asia in the 18th century led to the new geopolitical 

borders and the modern territorial system—along with very complex and debatable issues in 

political history—the Kingdom of Siam possessed many regions that had never “belonged” to 

the Kingdom. In order to nationalise all regions and population towards unification and 

harmony, many types of media were employed and promoted to build a collective mentality 

for Thailand. 

 
8  “Theater state” refers to a type of tradition political state formula in a caste system society, where the 

population of the state has a fixed role to play according to their political position, such as god-king, a royal 

descendant, king’s minister, civilian. The term was used by Clifford Geertz in 1980 in reference to the political 

practice in the 19th-century Balinese Negara. The noble rulers of the theater state exercise their power through 

spectacle and are less interested in administering the lives of population than in dramatizing their rank and hence 

political superiority through large public rituals and ceremonies (Nordholt, 1981).  
9 “Collective conscience” is a theory that was introduced by French sociologist Émile Durkheim in 1893 in his 

The Division of Labour in Society. The term refers to the set of shared beliefs, ideas and moral attitudes which 

operate as a unifying force within society (Cole, 2019). 
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In Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-body of a Nation (1997), Southeast Asian 

historical scholar Thongchai Winichakul revealed how the collective mentality and popular 

concept of Thailand as a nation has been embodied. He emphasised the strategy of making 

“Thainess as things”, particularly by repeatedly presenting the image of the geographical map 

of Thailand along with the government’s version of history and nationalism discourses to 

support the geo-body of the nation. I accept Winichakul’s stand on the strategy of nominating 

a geographical map as a symbol of the nation. However, as works of visual art are the central 

concern of this research, they are obviously the “thing” in question, and the artwork may 

have more influence than the image of the map because the (traditional) artworks are 

displayed everywhere in society and adopted widely recognised mythological stories of 

religions and monarchy. Such a strategy of associating the power of the state with religious 

art and traditional Buddhist and Hindu mythology is an effective strategy.10 After the new 

territorial organisation of Thailand, many royal style arts and buildings were rebuilt or 

redecorated throughout the newly possessed regions of the country. Additionally, the new 

media of that time—such as newspaper, radio or television—were heavily and repeatedly 

used for spreading the nationalised mentality until stories about the nation become an 

unquestioned reality in people’s minds, as if those arts or lands had belonged to the whole 

population since ancient times (Charnwit, 2012, pp. 333–373). This was despite the fact that 

no ethnic group called “Thai” had ever existed before and many Thais know that their 

ancestors have migrated to Thailand from other regions (Sujit, 2015). Nevertheless, through 

the eyes of religious, nationalist or conservative Thais, the preservation of art or other 

national symbol is, to a great degree, as honorable as protecting the nation. 

Because of this state-controlled need for Thai art to remain fixed and centralised, 

religious art in Thailand entered the modern era with signs of discontinuation and a 

decreasing level of communicative effectiveness. That is Buddhist and Hindu art were unable 

to evolve in line with contemporary visual culture and adopted a historically informed, fixed 

national identity and aesthetic. This fixedness of Thai religious art was also further impacted 

by more recent political events in Thailand. The regime change in the early 20th century 

 
10 “Governmentality” is a concept that was developed by Michel Foucault along with other concepts, such as 

biopolitics and power-knowledge, particularly in his lectures at the Collège de France between 1977 and 1984 

that discussed the way governments try to produce the citizen best suited to fulfill those governments' policies 

(Sokhi-Bulley, 2014). Governmentality involves organized practices (mentalities, rationalities, and techniques) 

through which subjects are governed, which are not limited to state politics alone, but include a wide range of 

control techniques, and that applies to a wide variety of objects, from one's control of the self to the 

"biopolitical" control of populations (Hamann, 2009).     
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came with a set of policies to build up a collective sense of nationalism for insisting on the 

legitimacy of the newly territorialised Thailand as a nation. Benedict Anderson (1983) stated 

in the book Imagined Community that a nation is an “imagined community” which builds up 

a collective identity as its members interact within the same mass culture and receive 

information from media outlets (p. 49). The traditional art style of present-day Thailand, 

among other media such as songs, folktales or cuisine styles, is preserved as a source of 

national pride. It functions as an emblem in order to define “a sense of political community” 

(Kasian, 2018) and to authorise the territorialsation and state power of the new form of 

government in Thailand (the nation-state). Specifically, the works of art that represented 

gods, kings or the nation have become spiritualised by society as a form of idolatry (Sing-

Sak-Sit) and have become the accepted cultural norm and universally valid ideology for 

Thais. Thus, the artistic style and expression of Thai traditional art as a major part of “Thai 

identity” has been strictly defined, with minimal connection to the changes in contemporary 

society. Furthermore, artists who have dared to deviate from the “authorised version” of 

collective beliefs when producing traditional art have faced public denouncement and had 

their paintings destroyed; for example, Tawan Duchanee’s painting Untitled (1972) and 

Anupong Chanton’s Pikhu Sandan-Kha (2009) (Figures 10–11). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Thawan Duchanee Untitled, 

1972, black enamel on white cotton. 

Figure 11: Thai Buddhist monks and Thai people 

mob protesting against Anupong Chanton’s painting 

Pikhu Sandan-Kha, 2009  
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Since the modern period in Thailand,11 the word “traditional art” (Sil-la-pa-pra-chum-

chat) began to refer to the royal art style and religious art used to reflect and support the 

political transition from mandala states to absolute monarchy, and finally to a democratic 

nation state. Although it is still a matter of debate, Thailand (Siam) was the only country in 

mainland Southeast Asia that remained independent during European colonisation that took 

place between the 17th and 19th centuries. However, with the Burney Treaty (1826)12 and 

Bowring Treaty (1855),13 the Western territorial organisation system replaced the old 

mandala system, leading to several mandalas in the north, northeast and south regions 

becoming part of the Siamese kingdom, a unitary state with an absolute monarchy 

government (Nidhi, 2012). Aligning the traditional art style with the official version of the 

nation’s history became an important political strategy in two ways: (1) it aimed to unify the 

newly received regions by making people to loyal to one history and one art style; and (2) it 

aimed to convince the British government that Siam had been a civilised nation for a long 

time, so it did not need to be colonised (Piriya, 1988).  

 

    

Figure 12-13: Khon Epic Masked Performance in Celebration of the 7th Cycle Birthday Anniversary 

of Her Majesty Queen Sirikit of Thailand, 28 August 2017, at Sydney Opera House, Australia 

 

 
11 The Thai modernization period began during the reign of King Rama IV in the mid-19th century.  
12 The Burney Treaty is an agreement between the UK and the Siam Kingdom, which was signed by Henry 

Burney and King Rama III on 18 April 1826. This agreement made Siam become an ally of Britain against the 

Kingdom of Ava (Myanmar) in the War. This treaty acknowledged Siam Kingdom processes over four Northern 

Malaysian states and also guaranteed the British free trade in those regions (Wood, 2001). 
13 The Bowring Treaty is an agreement between the UK and the Siam Kingdom, signed by Sir John Bowring 

and King Rama IV on 18 April 1855. In fact, this is an agreement of foreign trade in Siam and allowed the 

establishment of a British consulate in Bangkok and allowed Englishmen to own land in Siam. However, by the 

power of British colonization in that period, this agreement has defined (enlarged) a new territorial boundary 

and guaranteed a full extraterritorial power for Siam over many neighborhood regions (Wood, 2001). 
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With the regime change in 1932, the Siamese government changed the name of the 

country to the Kingdom of Thailand.14 A complex postcolonial identity crisis ensued, as well 

as several uprisings which challenged the legitimacy of the government. In response, the 

government has invented a great number of (ultra) royal-nationalist discourses15 and 

repeatedly promoted (the official version of) culture, tradition, national history16 through 

mass media. This political strategy aimed to unify people under the single identity of the 

nation and to construct a collective sense of Thainess or Khwam-Pen-Thai17 (Thongchai, 

1994).  

 

  

Figure 14: 

Mandala-states in the Indochinese peninsula, 

approximately 10th century  

Figure 15: 

Geo-body of nation-states in the Indochinese peninsula 

after European colonisation 18th century  

 
14 The Kingdom of Thailand has been relatively democratic since the Revolution of 1932, where feudalism and 

an absolute monarchy were officially replaced with a new form of government—technically, a constitutional 

monarchy (Church, 2009).  
15 The modern Thai government invented a Thai identity and encouraged people to believe that it has existed for 

a long time. Encouraging a Thai identity was the leaders’ attempt to reform the social, political and monarchy 

system under the Western ideology of civilisation in order to convince the worldview to accept Siam as a 

civilised nation (Sunait, 2018).     
16 The official version of national history is a compulsory subject in all schools in Thailand. It mostly 

emphasizes the warfare and victories of the central kingdoms.  
17 Major-General Plaek Phibunsongkhram, former Prime Minister (PM) of Thailand from 1938 to 1944 and 

1948 to 1957. During his period as PM, he aimed to uplift the national spirit and moral code of the nation and to 

instill progressive tendencies and a newness into Thai life. A series of cultural mandates have been issued to 

construct a sense of Thainess (Khwam-Pen-Thai). His assistant, Major-General Luang Wichitwathakan, has 

written many novels and dramas to establish Thai identity and promoted through government-controlled 

radio/television broadcastings (Thamrongsak, 2012). 
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Affiliated to the idea of a nation being an imagined community (Anderson, 1983), 

promoting “Thainess as thing” is a strategy to nominate a tangible/visible object as a symbol 

of the nation, such as a national flag, a territory map, or art (Kasian, 2018). In this regard, the 

central (royal) Thailand art style known as Thai traditional art was also heavily promoted as a 

symbol of the nation and was the best fit for this strategy because the piece of traditional 

artwork itself had a prior status as an idol representing religious/spiritual beliefs, royalism, or 

nationalism. Thai traditional art continues its political function today. At the same time, 

despite the changes in Thai society, the official art form has maintained the same appearance 

as that produced hundreds of years ago, and has therefore also lost its ability to have real 

meaning— in terms of the deep wisdom embedded in the Buddhist and Hindu myths to 

which it refers—or relevance to its current population.   

As I have already noted, historically, Buddhism has not encouraged the production of 

idols including religious art. At the same time, Thai people—for whom religious art has 

become central to their traditional identity— have been repeatedly informed that Buddhism in 

Thailand is the closest to the original Buddhism practiced, when compared to that in other 

countries (Nidhi, 2016). According to original Buddhist scripture, Buddha did not encourage 

people to worship god/s or idols, however there are many religious rituals in Thailand that are 

based on animism, which are often performed by Buddhist monks or take place in Buddhist 

temples (Sujit, 2015). Therefore, the production and function of religious rituals and art in 

Thailand overlaps with animist ontology that supports the worshipping of objects; thus, most 

pieces of art were seen as sacred idols to be worshipped. Following this, traditional art in 

Thailand became a symbol of the sacred history of the nation and an object made to serve a 

higher purpose, rather than a product of human creativity or visual artistic communication. 

This way of approaching religious art in Thailand as a sacred object rather than a work of art, 

is exemplified in Thai relationships with the “32 signs of a great man”18 depicted in almost all 

Buddha statues. These 32 signs are actually part of an artist’s attempt to present Buddha’s 

stories through his physical features—such as curly hair, elongated ears or hand gestures and 

so on—as iconographical representations of being detached from the materialistic world. 

 
18 The “32 signs of a great man” (Mahā purisa lakkhaṇa) are auspicious marks that are supposed to be present 

on all Buddha images. The idea of the signs possibly originated in Brahmanism and was later incorporated into 

Buddhism. The signs probably also connect with the ancient Indian concept of idealised physical beauty, which 

is an artist’s attempt to represent the Buddha’s greatness by iconographic language such as long ears, blue eyes, 

a golden complexion, an unsheathed penis and so on. Although Buddha himself rejected the Brahmanical 

concept that a ‘great man' could be noticed by physical characteristics, the first Buddha image found already 

included these signs (Berzin, 1884).  
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However, most audiences overlooked these iconic depictions and approached the statues as a 

means of idol worship, rather than paying attention to what they were trying to visually 

communicate. 

   

Figure 16: Thai people praying and making a votive offering to Buddha is a common scene in Buddhist 

temples. This image shows two tons of bananas and mangoes and 600 pig heads being offered to the Buddha 

statue at Wat Krang Pang Phra, Thailand.  

 

In terms of its creation, such works of art have been governed by certain guidelines 

and standards, which are still in place today. The tendency, as noted, is to reproduce this old 

art to serve nationalism or royalism, rather than adapting the art form to reflect current 

society. Even Silpakorn University, the first modern art college in Thailand (est. 1943), and 

its founder Professor Silpa Bhirasri19 tried to encourage the use of heritage art forms within 

contemporary art, but that has also been carried out within the nationalist mentality which 

prevents traditional art forms from alteration (Chatree, 2004). It is not easy for Thai artists to 

appropriate elements of the traditional art forms purely for creative purposes because most 

Thai viewers have accepted this type of art as a representation of the holiness of the king, or 

faith in the past civilisation of the nation, or a symbol of religion or gods. At the same time, 

any art that is made differently from the (mainstream) accepted traditional style is 

(negatively) defined under the discourse as being “un-Thai” (Thongchai, 1994, p. 5). 

Consequently, both state cohesion and social consensus have established the art towards 

patriotism and cultural hegemony, with an extreme preservation of the national (spiritual) 

artistic identity. Thus, criticism of or alteration to the art form can be equally regarded as 

 
19 This is the Thai name for Corrado Feroci, a Tuscan-born Italian sculptor, who was appointed by the Thailand 

Ministry of Palace Affairs as a sculptor. His Thai name, which was given to him by Major-General Luang 

Wichitwathakan, means “art of the prestige”. In 1943, he founded a university of fine art, Silpakorn University. 

Feroci was the designer and sculptor of many well-known monuments in Bangkok. He is respected as the father 

of modern art in Thailand (Chatree, 2004).  
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disrespecting or insulting the nation; in many cases, this is a crime against national security 

laws.     

To reiterate, although I believe the preservation of traditional stories or art styles is 

invaluable—from my critical point of view, mythological idols should not be regarded as for 

a nationalistic purpose or even for worshipping—those works were previously created with 

more imaginative freedom and creativity that reflected their era of production. In this project, 

I discuss the particular circumstances of Thailand and question the extremely rigid rules, 

laws,20 and social norms that govern the preservation of the traditional art style as a symbol 

of nationalism.  

 Art in Thailand has been continually developed within mixed influences between 

domestic religion/culture/beliefs within Southeast Asian regions and India. As discussed in 

detail in this chapter, this research has identified that the changes of political regime from 

feudalist state to absolute monarchy and later to a constitutional democracy from the late 18th 

to the early 20th century have had a significant impact on Thai art and the way people 

understand it. The annexation of several small (mandala) states to create a new central form 

of government required the promotion of a single national identity. 

The result of this nationalising strategy was the elevated status of the artwork and its 

preservation. Although there have been modern art movements in Thailand since the mid-

20th century, these have been carried out in almost a separate direction; separating 

completely from traditional Thai art. This is because of the rigid rules around preserving 

traditional art and its spiritual status, which has made it seen as being beyond adaptable. By 

contrast, Thai people, culture, society and lifestyle have moved towards multicultural 

globalisation. Therefore, this research has underlined this issue as a major cause that has 

made traditional Thai art disconnected from present-day people and society who do not 

benefit from the deep wisdom these artworks can hold.  

  

 
20 The Thai government has legislated several regulations, acts and articles in the Thai Criminal Code B.E. 2499 

to protect the king, the queen, the heir-apparent, the regent from offences against them and the internal/external 

security of the kingdom. Often times, these are acts involving the alterations of symbols related to the monarchy 

or the nation, which is seen as a crime against national security (Thai Law, 2008).  
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CHAPTER 3: ANALYZING TRADITIONAL THAI ART AND THE 

CASE-STUDY OF RAMAYANA 

 

As discussed in Chapter 2 the nationalist movement in Thailand has had an important 

influence on the creation of traditional Thai painting and the way people understand it. This 

chapter further investigates the impact on art of royalist/nationalist culture and political 

history in Thailand, adopting Ramayana-inspired mythological paintings as a case study.  

In the later part of this chapter, I will refer briefly to the iconological theories of 

Erwin Panofsky in Studies in Iconology (1939) that significantly informed my approach to 

both analysing and re-imaging traditional Thai art. Though I will not provide an in-depth 

iconological analysis of the works I will introduce, these ideas did inform my research in a 

general sense and are useful for conceptualising the many levels on which traditional Thai art 

can be received.  

3.1 The Aesthetic of Traditional Thai Art 

 According to the mainstream art history of Thailand, Thai traditional painting may be 

divided into three major periods: (1) Ayudhya style traditional art (14th–18th century); (2) 

Rattanakosin style traditional art (18th–20th century); and (3) modern nation-state traditional 

art (20th century to present). Thai traditional paintings from the 14th century until recently 

were roughly created as narrative illustrations of Buddhist and Hindu religious mythologies. 

Showing a bird’s eye view, traditional Thai paintings do not utilise perspective or shading, 

and the proportion of figure sizing and level of detailing are depicted according to the 

character’s level of importance. Important characters are posed in traditional Thai 

performance style to represent certain emotions or roles. Figures and objects are outlined by 

smooth, solid lines and filled in with colors and gold leaf (Benedis, 2014). Between the 14th 

and 18th century, paints evidenced the increasing of availability of paint colors in the later 

periods (Figures 17–18). From the 20th century, even though the narrative direction was still 

typically maintained, there was a noticeable change in the way human figures, architecture, 

and the environment were portrayed, with artists incorporating a more realistic view, 

featuring perspective (Figure 19). 
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Figure 17:  

Narada Jataka Ayudhya-style 

traditional mural painting, c. 17th 

century, Wat Chongnontri, 

Bangkok, Thailand 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

 

Figure 18:  

Narada Jataka Rattanakosin-style 

traditional mural painting, c. 18th–

19th century, Wat Khongkaram, 

Ratchburi, Thailand 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19:  

Hem Vejkorn, Vessantara Jataka 

Thai traditional painting, 20th 

century                            
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As I have noted, traditional Thai art has developed through a combination of styles 

between local and Indian artistic expression that are attached to Hindu and Buddhist 

evangelism. In Indian philosophy of art, painting is a type of visual entertainment used for 

evoking various emotions from its audiences. According to Indian aesthetics, Rasa refers to a 

state of beauty which emphasises transmitting worldly emotion or action (Bhaava) into the 

idealistic emotion or action in visual art and performance (Jain & Daljeet, 2005). In other 

words, Indian aesthetics suggest that artists create an idealistic expression from their realistic 

experience. In Southeast Asia, religious art is grounded in Indian ideals of beauty, that tend to 

take the form of idealised imaginary figures and scenes rather than a direct imitation of 

nature.  

Objects in traditional Thai art are, therefore, typically idealised rather than realistic. 

Subjects are presented in two dimensions without perspective; characters, architecture, 

environments and other subjects are generally painted with flat color (or gold leaf for an 

important object or person), with sharp and fine lines painted with dark tones for detailing. 

The size, location and detail of each element in the picture reflect its degree of importance. 

The primary technique of composition is that of apportioning distinct areas: the main 

elements are isolated from each other by space, and perspective is implied by overlapping 

objects or eliminating the intermediate ground. The ideal of beauty in traditional Thai 

painting is attaining a flat smooth surface and including delicate details, while the tone is 

generally bright and vivid, with no specific indication of time of the day or night.  

 

3.2 Understanding Traditional Thai Art: Case Study of Ramayana 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, the original function of religious mythological art was 

to communicate religious stories or philosophies to its disciples with an attractive image. I 

now refer to one of the most famous symbols in Thai traditional art; by doing so, readers will 

be aware not only of the close relationship between Thai traditional art and culture and 

politics, but also of the process of analysis I have undertaken across several myths to develop 

my works.  

 My paintings in this series are mostly drawn on an ancient Sanskrit epic Ramayana 

which the original version is conventionally attributed to the authorship of the sage Valmiki, 

located in the South Asia and dated to around 500 BCE to 100 BCE. Later, this epic has 

become one of the two greatest divine mythologies of Hindu religion in India and has been 
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disseminated to many SE Asian regions and adapted to many versions to suit a local cultural 

context. Ramayana, known as Ramakien in Thailand, is a story of Prince Rama who has 

committed the exile for fourteen years to the forest due to a vow his father made to his 

stepmother long ago. The main story is about Rama’s quest to rescue his beloved wife Sita 

who has been abducted by the evil demon Ravana while they are in their exile. Prince Rama 

and his younger brother Lakshmana establish an alliance with the monkey king Sugriva and 

invade the kingdom of Lanka with the help of the monkey worriers. Rama has many battles 

and slays Ravana and all his fantasy demon worriers to win back Sita and return to rule his 

kingdom at the end of the story. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Ravana pleasing Lord Shiva 

by sacrificing his heads one by one, 

Gouache painting on paper, part of an 

album of seventy paintings of Indian 

deities, Collection of British Museum 

 

In Hinduism and Buddhism, the pictorial representation of gods having multiple heads 

and arms in a human form is the artist’s attempt to visually express the supreme power of 

gods (Buddhism does not encourage worshipping gods, but many gods are mentioned in 

Buddhist mythologies). Additionally, there are countless stories about the meaning of those 

multiple heads, arms, hand gestures (mudra) or the objects held in each hand, which 

symbolise the specific character or ability of that god.  

Ramayana mythology migrated to Thailand during the spread of Hinduism in 

Southeast Asia and the Pacific in approximately the fourth century. The story was presented 

through many types of visual art, such as painting, sculpture, shadow play and mask/puppet 
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performance. There are various translations regarding the character Ravana, with different 

details depending on the social and cultural environment surrounding them. According to the 

most well-known version, Ravana was rewarded 10 heads after he sacrificed his head to the 

highest god Shiva; each time he cut off his head (which he did 10 times), a new head grew 

back with a special power (Figure 20). There are two famous interpretations of this character; 

one interpretation says the 10 heads represent 10 knowledge areas that he mastered (the six 

Shastras and the four Vedas), while another says each head indicates a different state of 

human emotions (“Significance of ten heads”, 2014). In Hinduism, the Ravana story is a 

philosophical lesson of the smartest man in the universe who has lost his self-control and let 

evil thoughts overcome his moral behavior, leading him to kidnap Rama’s wife.21 His 

decision brought war, which resulted in destroying not only his own life but also those of the 

entire kingdom. 

Another explanation believes that the Ramayana epic is possibly based on a true story 

of an ancient war approximately 7,000–10,000 years ago between a Eurasian nomadic tribe 

(Aryans), who migrated from central Asia down to the south, and a Dravidian group, who had 

said from Africa and settled down centuries earlier in the Indus subcontinent (Madan, 2017). 

Among much supportive evidence, the most famous is the image taken by a NASA shuttle of 

a mysterious ancient bridge, the so-called Rama’s Bridge (Rama Setu) or Adam’s Bridge, 

that once existed between Indian and Sri Lanka (“The NASA Shuttle”, 2014). Based on this 

idea, the mythology is a historical record that was initially written by the Aryans as the 

winners of this war, to which fantasies were added over and over as time passed. However, a 

central Indian government announcement in 2007 based on an archaeological survey of India 

stated that there is no historical and scientific evidence to establish the existence of Rama, 

Ravana, or the content in the Ramayana because there is no proof of the characters and 

events depicted therein (Bhadra, 2008). 

Besides the entertainment value of the religious parable or its historical validity, many 

socio-political scholars believed that the renewed interest in the Ramayana in recent times in 

many countries is due to political reasons. Sanskrit scholar Sheldon Pollock (1993) remarked 

that the equation of Lord Rama and Hindu kings as protectors of purity against foreigners and 

the demonized character of Ravana as an (foreign) antagonist are metaphoric representation 

of a political imagination in the 20th century in India. Similarly, Karl Marx mentioned in 

 
21 There is a similar narrative structure in the Iliad, where Paris kidnaps Helen of Troy, which also causes war 

and ruins his own empire at the end. 
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1852 in Die Revolution: The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte that people often made 

their own history by “anxiously conjuring up the spirits of the past to their service and 

borrowing from them names, battle-cries, and costumes in order to present the new scene of 

world history in time-honored disguise and borrowed language” (Marx, 2005, p. 1). This 

theory helps to understand the role of this mythology and art in the Indianised states of 

Southeast Asia, which will be further discussed below.  

While the major characters of this story were kept by artists, their features varied 

depending on the country, but the Ravana character was still portrayed with 10 heads and 20 

armed hands in most versions; for example, in the art style of Ayuddhya, Rathanakosin, 

Cambodia, Angkor and Sri Lanka. However, the character also has been localised and 

characterised with distinctive style by local artists, a point to which I will soon return. The 

images I referenced include artworks from the school of Kangra22and (Mughal23) Deccani24 

in India, bas-relief stone carving of Banteay Srei temple25 and Angkor Wat in Cambodia, 

mural painting at peristyle corridors of Emerald Buddha temple26 in the Royal palace and 

Wat Suthat in Thailand, (Balinese) Kamasan27 paintings in Indonesia, the Belu puppet of 

Myanmar, and shadow-play puppets of Sri Lanka (Figures 21–29). 

 

 
22 The Kangra school of painting was established between the 17th and 19th centuries in princely states 

(feudatory states ruled by original ruler). The main centers of Kangra paintings were in the valley of Guler, 

Basohli, Chamba, Nurpur, Bilaspur, Kulu, Mandi, Nalagarh and Kangra, which are located in Himachal Pradesh 

in present-day India. The Kangra style is naturalistic, with a great attention to detail, and a popular subject is the 

love story of Radha-Krishna (Goswamy, 2016).  
23 The Mughal Empire was founded in the 16th century in the Indian subcontinent. The empire was established 

and ruled by the Persian Muslim dynasty from central Asia (Goswamy, 2016).  
24 Deccani painting is the style of miniature painting that flourished in the period of Deccan Sultanate from the 

late 16th century in the middle and lower northern part of India. Very delicate, the style is a great combination 

of indigenous and (Persian-Islamic) styles. Deccani and Mughal style from the North have given a great 

influence for miniature painting of the Hindu court of central India since the 17th century (Goswamy, 2016).     
25 Banteay Srei is a Hindu temple dedicated to Lord Shiva. Located in the Angkor area, the temple was 

established around the 10th century. Banteay Srei is popular for its delicate decoration of bas-relief carved on 

the soft pink sandstones of the architecture. The main subject of the bas-relief is the 10 incarnations of lord 

Vishnu. The battle scene of the army of Rama and Ravana from Ramayana is also included in the decoration. 

This temple is miniature in scale and is respected as a "jewel of Khmer art” (Siemreap.net, 2018). 
26 The Emerald Buddha temple is located in the Royal Palace in Bangkok. The central building of the temple 

houses the Emerald Buddha, or Phra Kaeo Morakot, which was enshrined in 1782 by King Rama I and marked 

the beginning of Chakri dynasty (still considered as the palladium of the kingdom of Thailand). The corridor 

walls around the temple were painted with the whole story of the Ramakien in 1929, during the reign of King 

Rama VII. It consists of 178 units, making it the longest mural in Thailand.  
27 The Kamasan painting is named after the unique Balinese style of painting on canvas, which began in the 

period of the famous King Watur Renggong in the 16th century. The painting is a major part of Hindu-Javanese 

origin, the famous subject is a visual narrative of Hindu epics, the Ramayana and Mahabharata, with a number 

of indigenous narratives (Siobhan, 2011 pp. 51-54). 
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Figure 21: Ravana character in 

bas-relief stone carving, Angkor 

Wat Cambodia, c. 10th century 

Figure 22: Ravana character in 

sand stone bas-relief, Banteay Srei, 

Cambodia, c. 10th century 

Figure 23: Ravana character in 

Chamba Painting, India, c. 17th 

century 

   

Figure 24: Ravana character in 

Mughal school painting, India, c. 

17th century 

Figure 25: Ravana character in 

Thai traditional style painting, Wat 

Suthat Thailand, c. 19th century 

Figure 26: Ravana character in 

Belu puppet show, Myanmar, 

c. 19th century 

   

Figure 27: Ravana character in 

Kamasan school painting, Bali, 

Indonesia, c. 19th century 

Figure 28: Ravana character in 

Thai traditional painting, Royal 

Palace, Thailand, c. 20th century 

Figure 29: Ravana character in 

Painted Shadow-play puppet, 

Sri Lanka Style, c. 20th century 

  

In the past, many Southeast Asian artists had never travelled to other parts of the 

region, so they portrayed characters, costumes, cityscapes, and environments based on their 
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local visual experience, which made the paintings’ scenes familiar to their audiences 

(Chatree, 2004). Thus, according to Panofsky’s rule of iconology—that cultural knowledge is 

greatly important for accessing through the three level of meaning in a painting— the local 

audience could have easy access to the meanings, at least at the primary (factual) level of the 

story. 

It is worth mentioning that in Thailand as well as in other Southeast Asian countries, 

the Ramayana does not really focus on religious philosophy as much as it does in India,  

functioning instead as a ceremonial story of the kinghood. Since the Ayuddha kingdom 

(during the 14th century), the king of Thailand has been believed to be part of the incarnation 

of Visnu (Visnu Avatar), one of the Hindu Trinity. The Ramayana is related to the Thai 

monarchy because Rama, the hero in this mythology, is the seventh Visnu, the greatest 

incarnation. This belief continues to this day; since the Ratthanakosin period (during the 18th 

century), all kings have been titled Rama after their coronation. The current king is Rama X. 

In this way the Ramanyana myth has been adapted to suits the needs of Thai culture.  

In another way, other aspects of the Ramanyana myth have been adapted to represent 

more general and philosophical values in Thailand. Although the overall image of Ravana 

represented in Thai art is still based on the Indian version—that adheres to a definite 

philosophical narrative— the character of Ravana has been adapted in Thai culture to more 

broadly represent an immoral person per se. This type of adaption of Hindu and Buddhist 

mythology is precisely the kind I am advocating for in my work, that extracts the meaning 

and value of mythology for benefit of broader audiences. If we consider Ravana through the 

lens of Carl Jung’s archetypes (Jung, 1991), for example, Ravana is an ego type of mythical 

character who represents fundamental human motifs of experience which reside within the 

collective unconscious of people. Ravana’s loss of self-control can be considered as a 

timeless state of the human mind, which means this lesson is still arguably valuable for 

anyone in current society, regardless of their religious beliefs or nationality. In terms of visual 

attraction, figuring a character in unusual or ultra-human form is an effective technique that is 

still widely used in contemporary visual and media arts; for example, in the works of Neo-

Surrealism artists or in (super)hero film characters. Although the content in Hindu 

mythologies is fantasy stories that were created to provide a sacred narrative of (their) gods 

and deities, I argue that those myths are just an exterior surface of the intended message; an 

effective way to gain attention from their audience while teaching them a philosophical 

lesson. 
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This question of the origin of traditional Thai imagery is certainly relevant to the 

production of my own. I will return to a greater explanation of this soon; however, my origin 

as a Thai student who studied in Indian and Australian universities has meant that my 

interpretation of Ramayana differs significantly from earlier versions of it. In fact, it is this 

question of context that is perhaps at the center of the argument toward evolving Thai 

mythological art. I have shown the mutability of those mythological representations 

according to time and place, and my work is just one more extension—a version borne from a 

Thai culture that is expanding in a global context.  

 

3.3 Physical, Cultural and Temporal Context of Display  

Not only does the context of creation change the reading of a Hindu or Buddhist 

mythological representation, but also the context of its display. In a digital age, display is also 

a much more expanded term. Thus, another important factor to note is the places where 

Ramayana-inspired artworks are displayed. In the past, the art and performance of this 

mythology was considered a type of “royal articles of use” (Ra-chu-pa-pok). The art was 

exclusively presented within royal palaces, temples or theaters, where there was no general 

public access. Although in the past the temple functioned as a school, only the upper castes 

were allowed an education. Therefore, the audience of the paintings was much smaller, and 

they possessed knowledge of the background to the story. Therefore, the power of the works 

to visually communicate a message was very effective.  

However, even though these images are circulated today and seen at a far greater rate 

than ever before, their lack of context means that much of the reading and understanding of 

them is missed. These images are no longer “special” or sacred images that require proper 

consideration. Very often, they are at best pretty pictures and at worst used as mechanisms 

for cheap cultural appropriation.28  

Artefacts show that the character of Ravana in paintings evolved over time to adapt to 

the surrounding culture and society within Southeast Asian countries until the idea of 

 
28 The Thai traditional art style is used as an icon for advertising or cultural tourism purposes at both the 

domestic and international level. Some of these cultural appropriations are thoughtfully done, but many of them 

have little or no connection at all to its original meaning or function. For example, an example of the style or a 

character’s name is used for decorating printed t-shirts or for decorating/naming a hotel, shop, restaurant or 

special dishes (e.g., Sita Beauty Care and Salon, Chicago; Charmed by Hanuman Thai, Sydney; or Rama 

garden/Chicken Rama in Thai spicy peanut sauce). 
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traditional preservation as part of nation-building was introduced in approximately the 18th 

century. In contemporary society, Thai people have much easier access to education; almost 

all temples or palaces where Ramayana paintings are displayed allow public access; and this 

mythology is also published in schoolbooks. Therefore, people should have more 

understanding about the paintings. Unfortunately, the mythological paintings have not 

continued to reflect current society, and in turn, their level of visual communicative 

effectiveness has gradually decreased.  

Therefore, a gulf exists between the lived experience and attitudes of Thai people and 

the strict Thai nationalism and religious mythology at the heart of traditional Thai art. On the 

one hand, knowledge is broadly expanded in a digital age (beyond the specialisation of 

Buddhist and Hindu mythology or Thai nationalism); on the other hand, traditional Thai art is 

still expected to remain “pure” and free from that expanded knowledge. In that way, a 

distance opens up between the knowledge a culture might actually have and the knowledge 

connected to the idealised Thai art object. As a result, traditional Thai art, in its rigid 

separation from the contemporary, increasingly gathers more and more distance from its own 

audiences.  

According to Panofsky’s rule of accessing the meaning of painting, the level of a 

viewer’s understanding depends on an iconological point of view; for example, two viewers 

may interpret the gesture of a man raising his hat in different ways depending on their prior 

knowledge of the social values that involve this same gesture (Panofsky, 1972). Similarly, 

one of the founding figures of Birmingham School of Cultural Studies Stuart Hall has given a 

significant statement “art is a product of culture” to identify that members of society share the 

same cultural code, which enables them to interpret things in similar ways. (1997) Modern-

day audiences or artists themselves no longer have the same cultural/visual experience as that 

depicted on the traditional Thai paintings; they do not have the background knowledge 

necessary to properly understand the wisdom these myths were originally intended to convey.  

The answer here, demonstrated in my studio-based research is to open up that imagery to 

provide other, social relevant, iconography that enables deeper understanding of those works. 

 

This study identified that the work of art, especially mythological art, played a very 

important role in the specific type of political state that Thailand and other Southeast Asian 

countries exemplified, known as the theater state. In this context, the importance of 

mythology is not only as a form of literature or an entertaining version of a religious lesson 
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but is related to the history of the nation and supports the legitimacy of caste stratification. In 

other words, this type of art was produced to give a distinctive character to people in the 

authoritarian caste. The mainstream history of Thailand is referred to as the royal chronicles 

(Pong-Sa-Wa-Darn = lineage of Vishnu incarnation), which is the Thai localised version of 

the Ramayana. It was composed in 1797 under the supervision of King Rama I,29 the founder 

of the current Chakri dynasty.30 The story presents the victory of good (Prince Rama, the 

seventh incarnation of Vishnu) over evil (Ravana). The Thai (Siamese) monarch is believed 

to be of the lineage of Rama, the hero of this story. This information is worth noting because 

all works of art related to mythology within this cultural context have been created to 

celebrate the monarch, while the monarch himself has lineage to a god; thus, these works of 

art are sacred presentations of a god (monarch).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30: The Royal barge Lord Vishnu-

Garuda (Narayan Song Suban) of King Rama 

IX, The Grand Royal Barge Procession 

(Krabuan Phayuhayattra Chonlamak), in the 

Ceremony of King Rama IX, Bangkok 

Thailand 2012 

 

The conventional Ramayana paintings show that the factual description of this type of 

painting is or used to be adaptable. Based on the artefacts, the character of Ravana has 

evolved along art historical timelines. Despite the fact that traditional artwork is referred to as 

a political/nationalistic symbol in modern-day context, the role of traditional art is to preserve 

or demonstrate the power and the values of the ruling elite. This ontology is contrary to the 

nature of art itself, which should evolve to adapt to its immediate culture and society. This 

 
29 King Rama I the Great, or Phra Bat Somdet Phra Paramoruracha Mahachakkriborommanat Phra Phutthayotfa 

Chulalok, ascended the throne in 1782, was the founder of Ratthanakosin Kingdom (now Bangkok), and the 

primary monarch of the Chakri dynasty.  
30 The Chakri dynasty is the current ruling royal house of the Kingdom of Thailand. The title Chakri is 

composed by the two sacred weapons—the discus (Chakri) and the trident (Triula), which is the most powerful 

celestial weapon of Hindu Highest gods, Vishnu and Shiva. This dynasty has ruled Siam (now Thailand) since 

1782 (Church, 2009).  
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research highlights the nationalist mentality and rigid rules over preservation as the major 

problem in terms of creating/appropriating elements from traditional art forms in 

contemporary art. According to the insights offered through this research, Thai traditional 

painting is losing its relevance and connection to current Thai society. Allowing a shift from 

the conservative status quo may be the way to revitalize the old art form, as it may not only 

benefit from a liberal point of view, but it could also possibly be another method of 

preservation, ensuring the longevity of traditional art.   

 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, Thai traditional painting has developed from mixed 

influences and achieved a unique status which has been used in the present time as a symbol 

of the nation, with rigid rules in place for preserving the art form. This research used 

Ramayana-inspired mythological paintings in Thailand as a case study. The strict rules of 

preservation apply even more intensely to artworks related to Ramayana because Rama, the 

mythic hero in this mythology, is believed to have a relation with the Thai royal family. By 

investigating the depictions of Ramayana characters in several countries and art styles, 

especially the character of Ravana, I have shown that these changed to adapt to the related 

culture, social situation, local preference, art style, or availability of materials. According to 

Panofsky’s theory, this explains why this mythological painting effectively communicated 

with audiences in the past.  
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CHAPTER 4: CONTEMPORARY ART, TRADITIONAL THAI ART 

AND CONTEMPORARY TAKES ON RELIGIOUS MYTHOLOGY 

 

This chapter discusses the reuse of religious/traditional themes in contemporary art 

creation in traditional Thai art and international art. The discussion is illustrated with 

reproductions of artworks that have remade masterpieces from Western art history with 

religious or mythological themes, which have had a significant influence on the creative 

methods and the studio outcomes of this research. 

   

4.1 Thai Art 

Many successful Thai artists have created their works by appropriating a variety of 

Western art styles to reflect the current culture, society, and political context of Thailand. 

Significant examples include the mural inside the Wat Thai Buddhapadipa in London31 and 

Bao Lung, the annual semi-Thai traditional art competition. Of course, Thai traditional art is 

also (re)produced on a large scale, but often with many restrictive conditions. Since the 20th 

century, artists in Thailand have tended to reject established expectations about traditional 

aesthetic qualities or turned away from painting to experiment with new formats in order to 

seek originality. However, this is not the aim of my research. I do not see the reason why 

artmakers have to give away all techniques or characteristic art forms they already have to 

seek originality. As discussed previously, it is important to release the nationalist obligation 

the traditional art form is burdened with. In undertaking the visual survey of this project, I 

found that many modern and contemporary artists still base their art on preexisting 

masterpieces to recreate other masterpieces in many different directions. This section is based 

on information collected from a visual survey focused on three groups of artists: those 

working with Hindu and Buddhist mythology; those working on religious representation 

more broadly, including Christianity; and those dealing with the “mythology” of art history. 

 

 
31 Wat Thai Buddhapadipa is a Buddhist temple located in Wimbledon, UK. The mural inside the central 

building (U-Bosod) was created by Prof Panya Wijinthanasan and Chalermchai Kositpipat in 1984. The two 

artists have been promoted as Thai national artists since 2011.  
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4.2 Artists Addressing Hindu and Buddhist Mythology 

The first group of relevant visual art includes conventional Ramayana paintings 

focusing on multiple-headed characters, that in each culture take a distinctive artistic 

direction taken. The character of Ravana for example, to whom I have already referred, has 

been created in various ways in mythological paintings throughout many Southeast Asian 

countries, being an evidential record of the cultural, social, or political situation in its country 

of origin. For example, Ravana is portrayed with Islamic style costumes in Mughal32 

miniature paintings, while his facial features are transformed from humanlike into demon-like 

features when created in Southeast Asian countries. The referenced images depicting the 

famous scene of Ravana kidnapping Sita have been drawn in different art styles, including 

Chamba, Orissa's Paata, Kalighat, Madhubani, an early Indian modernist painting of Raja 

Ravi Varma and Jamini Roy and Thai style painting and mask performance (Figures 31–36). 

This section also includes some examples of Thai traditional Buddhist paintings recently 

(re)produced in Thailand, England and Australia; namely, paintings by Panya Vijinthanasarn, 

Chalermchai Kositpipat, Precha Thaothong and Phaptawan Suwannakudt. (Figures 37–41). 

 

  

Figure 31: Kidnapping of Sita by Ravana, Chamba 

painting, c. 17th century 

Figure 32: Kidnapping of Sita by Ravana, Orissa's 

Paata painting (reproduction), c. 20th century 

 
32 The Mughal Empire was founded in the 16th century in the Indian subcontinent. The empire was established 

and ruled by the Persian Muslim dynasty from central Asia (Goswamy, 2016). 
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Figure 33: Kidnapping of Sita by Ravana, Kalighat 

painting (reproduction), c. 20th century 

Figure 34: Raja Ravi Varma, Kidnapping of Sita by 

Ravana, 1895 

  

Figure 35: Kidnapping of Sita by Ravana, 

Madhubani painting (reproduction), c. 20th century 

Figure 36: Jamini Roy, Jatayu, Sita and Ravana, 

1940-1944 

 

 

 

Figure 37:       Chalermchai 

Kositpipat, The Death of 

Buddha (Parinirvana), Mural 

painting at Wat Thai 

Buddhapadipa, London UK, 

1984-1987  
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Figure 38: 

Panya Vijinthanasarn’s The 

Defeat of Mara and 

Enlightenment, Mural painting 

at Wat Thai Buddhapadipa, 

London UK, 1984-1987  

 

 

 

                                         

Figure 39:  

Precha Thoathong’s 

Mahachanok, created under 

supervision of His Majesty 

Bhumibol Adulyadej (King 

Rama IX), 1996 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40:     

Phaptawan Suwannakudt’s 

Budda's Lives and his 

Enlightenment, 1997-1998                            

Display at Art Gallery of New 

South Wales, Australia 
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Figure 41:    

The Royal Duties of His Majesty 

Bhumibol Adulyadej (King 

Rama IX), created by the artists 

from Fine Arts Department of 

Thailand, Mural painting at 

Royal Palace Bangkok Thailand, 

2015 

 

4.3 Recent or Contemporary International Art Adapting Religious Themes 

Numerous contemporary artists refer to religious themes in their work, as 

demonstrated by many recent exhibitions including Tibetan Spirit (2012)33 and Tibet and 

India: Buddhist Traditions and Transformations (2014),34 and the recent publication of Aaron 

Rosen’s Art and Religion in the 21st Century (2015).  

Relevant artworks referenced throughout my studio research could be roughly divided 

into two groups: (1) those that recreate religious/traditional art scenes, styles, or concepts 

from a contemporary perspective; and (2) those that appropriate preexisting “mythology” 

from art history. 

 

 
33 Tibetan Spirit, featuring work by Tsherin Sherpa, was exhibited at Rossi & Rossi Gallery in London between 

12 October and 29 November 2012.  
34 Tibet and India: Buddhist Traditions and Transformations, featuring the work of Tenzing Rigdol and Gonkar 

Gyatso, was exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York between 8 February and 8 June 2014.  
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Figure 42:  Tenzing Rigdol, Aes 

Dhammo Sanantano (Change is 

the Eternal Law), Magazines, 

scriptures collaged on paper, 

2006 

Figure 43: Gonkar Gyatso, 

Buddha Sakyamuni, Mixed media 

screen print, 2008 

Figure 44: Tsherin Sherpa, 

Untitled, Gold leaf, acrylic and 

ink on linen, 2012 

 

4.4 Recreating Religious/Traditional Art  

Religious/traditional themes have been a constant focus in visual art. Generally, they 

can serve as a reminder of old celebrations, practices and stories of religious establishment 

and prevalent beliefs of each society. The religious/traditional theme has also been a good 

starting point for contemporary artists to create other artistic interpretations of old mysteries 

of religion and belief. At the same time, religious art is often associated with a sense of native 

identity which may also explain why a great number of contemporary artists still retell these 

old stories of their cultural origin.  

Three artists in particular, who refer to religious mythology in their work, 

significantly influenced my studio research. Stanley Spencer, Achuntan Nair Ramachandran, 

and David Lachapelle. Spencer’s Christian Cookham series and Ramachandran’s New Myth 

for Old series were important to my work because, although the two artists come from 

different cultures and religion, they employed a similar method for updating old traditional 

painting. For example, Spencer shifted the conventional scene, costumes and environments of 

Christian painting into his 20th century local context as if the story had recently taken place 

in his beloved hometown of Cookham (Figures 45–46). Ramachandran also employed a 

similar method for updating his conventional Hindu narrative paintings (Figure 47). More 

recently, American artist David Lachapelle transformed well-known Christian mythologies 



43 
 

Timeless Stories: Investigating Contemporary Approaches to Hindu and Buddhist Art 

into colorful pop culture scenes, where many religious figures are replaced by popular icon or 

celebrities (Figure 51). These three artists have provided a good practical guideline on 

replacing meaningful (equivalent) modern-day figures or environment in traditional 

paintings, which became a central theme of my paintings.  

Other artists of influence to this research and whose work addresses Christian 

mythology include Italo-Australian artist Salvatore Zofrea whose painting series Images from 

the Psalms (Figures 48–49) while based in the wisdom of the Psalms are adapted to his 

individual painterly style. Danish artist Stelios Faitakis’s mural paintings on the wall of the 

Danish pavilion at the 2011 Venice Art Biennale and his appropriation of mythological 

narratives historically represented in Byzantine mosaics to represent modern-day political 

stories in graffiti style (Figure 50). German-Danish painter Emil Nolde’s The last supper, 

English artist Jenny Saville’s Ancestors, Australian Artist Imants Tillers in Paradiso (1994) 

(Figure 52) and South-African born artist Marlene Dumas’s Myths and Mortals (Figures 56–

58) have also been influential to my research, converting the delicate artistic expression of 

classical Greek and Christian paintings into darker themes of their contemporary society such 

as death, war, racism, and sex. 

Other groups of artworks that simplified or reformed Hindu traditional character of 

gods/goddesses also had an influence on the artistic direction of this creative research. The 

paintings of Manjit Bawa and the sculptures of Ravinder G. Reddy were instructive in 

simplifying complex details in traditional art style and recomposing the art form into a new 

visual context and connotation (Figures 53–54). While Rameshwar Singh’s paintings do not 

tend to simplify traditional style, his work releases the characteristic status quo of Indian 

classical painting and portrays it with more freedom and in a more relaxed manner (Figure 

55). Similarly, the controversial series of Indian contemporary painter, M. F. Hussain 

reworks Hindu mythological characters with an expressionist painting style (Figure 59). 

Although my artistic preference is to maintain the delicate finishing details of traditional 

painting, the correlation these artists made between selected (religious) scenes, reflection of 

their contemporary social/politic situation, and brushwork expressions provided useful 

information for my studio process.   

While artworks that contain a modified/distorted image of Buddha are not acceptable 

in my country of origin, contemporary Tibetan artworks by Tsherin Sherpa, Tenzing Rigdol 
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and Gonkar Gyatso are worth considering in this research in terms of transforming or 

distorting traditional religious iconography (Figures 42–44).  

Though not strictly religious in subject-matter I was also influenced by artists from 

diverse backgrounds whose work drew from traditional Eastern mythology and styles, but 

that expanded those artistic modes to include contemporary and Western themes. For 

example,  Masami Teraoka’s series From Tradition to Technology, the Floating World 

Comes of Age used the traditional Japanese well-known woodblock printmaking technique 

and process and expanding the conventional mythic contents of Japanese printmaking by 

emphasising scenes of sexual fantasies (Figure 60). The paintings of Vincent de Pio, Leang 

Seckon, Wei Dong, Ishihara Nanami and Hendra Gunawan were also influential in this way. 

(Figures 61–65). 

 

  

Figure 45: Stanley Spencer, Christ’s Entry to 

Jerusalem, 1920 

Figure 46: Stanley Spencer, Last Supper, 1920 

  

Figure 47: Achuntan Nair Ramachandran, Bed of 

Arrows, 2012  

Figure 48: Salvatore Zofrea, Psalm 52: Sunday 

Afternoon, 1993 
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 Figure 49: Salvatore Zofrea, Psalm 22, 1982   
 

Figure 50: Stelios Faitakis, Mural on the wall of the 

Danish pavilion at the Venece Art Biennale, 2011 

 

 

 

 

Figure 51: David LaChapelle’s The Rape of Africa, 

2009  

Figure 52: Imants Tillers, Paradiso, 1994 

  

Figure 53: Manjit Bawa, Untitled, 1993 Figure 54: Ravinder Reddy, Untitled, 2007 
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Figure 55: Rameshwar Singh, Krishna, 1996 Figure 56: Emil Nolde, The Last Supper, 1909 

  

Figure 57: Jenney Saville, Byzantium, 2018  Figure 58: Marlene Dumas, from the series Myths 

and Mortals, 2016-2018 

 

  

Figure 59: M.F. Hussain, The Arrival of Fifth, 1960 Figure 60: Masami Teraoka, Full Moon, 1992 
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Figure 61: Vincent De Pio, Memories of Geisha: 

Banzai, 2010 

 

 
  Figure 62: Leang Seckon, Indochina, 2014 

 

 

 

  

                                                  
Figure 63: Wei Dong, Ancient Stage 

Modern Players, 1995 

 

                                                           

 

 

 

Figure 64: Ishihara Nanami, Lucky 

Dragon, 2012 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
Figure 65: Hendra Gunawan,  Pandawa 

Dadu (The dice game from the 

Mahabharata epic), 1971 



48 
 

Timeless Stories: Investigating Contemporary Approaches to Hindu and Buddhist Art 

 

4.5 Mythology of Art History  

 “Good artists copy, great artist steal”, said Picasso (McNee, 2009). Many artists 

recruit the “mythology” of art history in their work. Not only does my studio research refer to 

the tradition of Thai religious art, but it also refers to Western art historical themes, styles and 

images. In doing so, my work bridges not only a cultural divide within Thailand—between 

the nationalistic and the global—but also between Eastern and Western modes of painting.   

Using preexisting masterpieces to create contemporary painting was another method 

this research focused on. Paintings included Francis Bacon’s Study after Velazquez’s Pope 

Innocent X (Figure 66), Kehinde Wiley’s series of The New Republic (Figure 67), and those 

featured in the group exhibition Figuring History—Robert Colescott, Kerry James, Marshall 

and Mickalene Thomas (Figure 68–71). These artists’ work provided me with a guideline on 

re-creating an old famous painting with individual reinterpretation as well as artistic 

expression according to a current cultural perspective. Da Vinci’s The Last Supper has been 

recreated numerous times with different interpretations across cultures and time periods; the 

examples here are Zeng Fanzhi, Zhang Hongtu, Leonardo Digenio, Paul Ndema and Adi Nes 

(Figures 72–76).  

 

  

Figure 66: Francis Bacon, Study after Velazquez’s 

Pope Innocent X, 1953 

Figure 67: Kehinde Wiley, from the series The 

New Republic, 2005 
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Figure 68: Robert Colescott’s Les Demoiselles 

d’Alabama: Vestidas, 1985 

Figure 69: Robert Colescott’s George Washington 

Carver Crossing the Delaware: Page from an 

American History Textbook (private collection), 

1974-75 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 70: Kerry James Marshall, Untitled (Beach 

Towel), 2014 

Figure 71: Mickalene Thomas, Three Graces: Les 

Trois Femmes Noires, 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 72: Adi Nes, Untitled (The Last 

Supper Before Going Out to Battle), 

1996 
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Figure 73: Zeng Fanzhi, The Last 

Supper, 2001  

 

   

            

                                                                                                                                                                      
Figure 74: Zhang Hongtu,  (Mao)The 

Last Supper, 2005 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                   
Figurer 75: Paul Ndema, The Last 

Supper, 2012  

 

         

     

   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
Figurer 76: Leonardo Digenio, 

Communist Last Supper, 2015 

 

4.6 The Value of Continued Imagery 

  Why do these artists and many others continue to refer back to religious and other 

mythologies? What is the value of recreating these stories in contemporary art? Mythological 

stories have been retold countless times, and artists are continually drawn to reimaging and 

reinterpreting religious mythology from the past. Most mythologies are fanciful stories that 

have religious dimensions. To some scientific scholars in the 20th century such as Max 

Müller, E.B. Tylor, James Frazer and Rudolph Bultmann, myths were a valueless cultural 
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artifact from a superstitious age, which might have once had value but were now unnecessary 

in the scientific era (Longenecker, 2014). However, the idea of these reductionist scholars did 

not consider the deeper significance and function of myth within the human psyche and one 

reason why myths still survive to the present day. In fact, mythologies in most present-day 

societies are not so much about worshipping or making sacrifices to a god, but about 

satisfying the human need of an imaginative world. Carl Jung, whose concept of the 

archetype I have already touched upon, conceived that the psychic structure of the archetype 

is integral to the collective unconscious. According to Jung’s Man and His Symbols (1988), 

the fantasy presented in mythologies is not only about a personal history, as he stated that the 

mind is not built only by conscious reference to the past through language and other cultural 

traditions. Rather, he emphasised the importance of mythology by referring to the undeniable 

inherence of mankind, the biological, prehistoric, and unconscious development of the mind 

in archaic man, whose psyche was still close to that of the animal (pp. 20–31). According to 

Jung, dreams, myths, religions or art are the only way to (indirectly) deduce the existence of 

archetypes.    

Mythologies do not only belong to the past, as they have also transformed their 

original form to maintain their validity to correspond to contemporary times and places. In 

The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell (1949) suggested that all mythologies are 

only different in their exterior details but they share a similar narrative structure. Campbell 

introduced the idea of the Monomyth or the Hero’s Journey,35 a common template of a broad 

category of tales from his studies of comparative mythology around the world. This template 

not only helped shape the origins of storytelling, but also influenced the most narrative theme 

of our modern popular culture (McGuire, 2018). Although many critics argued that the 

concept was too general to be of much use in comparative mythology. The most important 

point of Campbell may not merely be about the mechanics of the common template but it is 

the very purpose of hero-myths in human life, as mythology always conveyed a lesson of 

self-actualization to people to carry with them before they faced their own considerations or 

used mythological characters as an example to sound a cautionary note about making wrong 

 
35 The Hero's Journey - Mythic Structure of Joseph Campbell's Monomyth consisted of 12 stages; life in the 

ordinary world > call to adventure > refusal of the call > discovering a mentor > Passing the threshold > finding 

allies and encountering enemies > tests and challenges > approaching the innermost cave > seizing the sword > 

the ultimate ordeal > resurrection > returning with the elixir (Romaniello, 2018). 
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decision, and vice versa. “It has always been the prime function of mythology and rite to 

supply the symbols that carry the human spirit forward”, said Campbell (1949, p. 7).  

In term of visual art creation, mythological or religious themes have featured in the 

tradition of painting since primitive times. In later periods when every culture began to have 

its own legends, mythological art was an important part for building up a heritage identity. 

For example, Roman soldiers in the scene of the Passion of Christ in Renaissance paintings 

were represented as Italian soldiers to reflect their own time. In relation to this research, the 

characters in Ramayana or stories of Buddha actually originated in the Indian subcontinent 

but when the stories/beliefs were accepted in Southeast Asian kingdoms, the characters were 

represented in paintings in ways that made them relevant to their audiences’ experience in 

place and time. In the nation formation period in Thailand, mythology and visual art had a 

similar function as it was a major part of political identity, characteris ing the image of a 

national heritage, mythic leader or an enemy of the nation. 

On the one hand, traditional mythological art has been challenged by contemporary 

thought, defined as an outmoded representation which artists have turned away from in 

search of a new creative dimension. On the other hand, religious or mythological themes are 

still widely used in contemporary art, perhaps with different agenda depending on personal 

opinions of artists or level of freedom of speech allowed in each society. Nevertheless, 

whether from a positive or negative viewpoint, such artists have presented distinctive 

characteristic mythological themes or art forms that demonstrate an original (nationality) 

identity of the artworks. As presented in the visual survey section of this research, the well-

known traditional or mythological scene of Ravana kidnapping Sita was a very good point for 

appropriating and imbuing already-known images with new interpretations and, often times, 

to question the prevalent belief/religious establishments from the present social or artist’s 

personal point of view.   

To conclude this section, I refer to Voltaire, who wrote in 1778, “if God did not exist, 

it would have been necessary to invent him" (Reb, 2018). Mythic stories of gods or demons 

have already inspired artists to create their artworks around the world. It is also the main 

content of my paintings: recreating those images of gods and demons from my personal point 

of view of the present-day condition.  

 To summarise, this research project began with the aim of increasing accessibility to 

the meaning of mythological paintings as an extension of the ideas and studio processes from 
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my practical background in Thai traditional painting. However, this chapter has identified 

that the invented tradition and nationalist mentality of Thailand has greatly influenced the 

perceptions of modern Thai audiences and constructed the ideology and ontology about 

“their” traditional artwork as a sacred symbol of the nation, the god or the monarch. This 

identified issue is very important for the artistic expression of this thesis because Thailand is 

my country of origin and I have grown up surrounded with this mentality without thinking to 

question it. Although the preservation of art as a symbol of the nation is still valuable in many 

aspects, this research has found that this type of collective mentality is also a potential cause 

that has contributed to the end of the mythological art style evolving and becoming produced 

for reproduction purposes. Thai traditional painting has lost its connection with current 

society. Based on this, I reconsider the traditional painting with an alternative perspective and 

rethink about the mainstream artistic direction and approach the studio practice with a 

different mindset.   
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CHAPTER 5: STUDIO OUTCOMES 

 

This chapter presents a record of the primary studio outcomes of the project. It  

provides illustrations of my experimental paintings and explains the methodologies and 

techniques I used to appropriate and transform Thai traditional art into contemporary 

paintings. The four series of paintings I have created during my candidature can be 

categorised as follows: Hindu Mythology Paintings; Reimaging Paintings; Wall Paintings; 

and Appropriating Images.  

 

5.1 Key Elements in the Artistic Expression  

To introduce the studio outcomes, I will briefly return again to Panofsky’s theory and 

to the way I applied them to the aforementioned Ramayana myth in my work.  

Panofsky’s theory concluded that access to the second and third layer of meaning in 

visual art generally depends on an audience’s experience, cultural background, and their 

education. However, this research considered Panofsky’s knowledge from the artmaker’s 

point of view and suggested that there were other factors in Thai paintings themselves that 

did not match a contemporary viewer’s daily experience and cultural environment, which 

potentially contributed to communication failure. I have identified two major issues; namely, 

a missing denotative image and inappropriate iconic depictions regarding current society. 

Therefore, replacing images in the conventional paintings with modern-day images is an 

important strategy that highlights the visual outcome of this research.  

It is worth mentioning here that this research did not intend to make a scientific or 

quantitative measurement of the pictorial communicative effect but to experiment with other 

alternative ways of recreating old mythological paintings to reflect current society. This 

method may not scientifically confirm strengthening the effectiveness of pictorial 

communication, but at first glance, the more familiar image and the more current situation 

depicted in these paintings should increase their ability to engage present-day audiences.  
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5.1.1 The Replacement of Modern-Day Images 

In terms of semiotic theory, a missing or unclear denotative image in the selected 

mythological character (the 10-headed Ravana) was considered as the cause of 

communication failure. For example, according to some versions of Ramayana, each head of 

Ravana represents a different type of human emotion, while in others it represents a different 

supernatural ability. However, there was no communication of this in the paintings, as all 

Ravana heads appear identically depicted in almost all versions of this character across 

countries. Only the Mughal version portrayed one of Ravana’s heads as a donkey to represent 

a state of ignorance. In my paintings, I attempted to emphasise this iconic depiction by 

replacing distinctive heads to symbolise the philosophical content that was described in 

(textual) mythology. For this reason, I replaced the 10 identical faces of Ravana seen in 

conventional depictions with the faces of 10 modern-day public figures to symbolize 10 

human emotions. 

Inappropriate iconic depictions or symbols appearing in the original mythological 

character were considered as a cause of communication failure or disconnection with current 

society. In general, the costume, weapons or architecture depicted in (visual art) mythological 

characters represented the importance of each character according to the literature. However, 

most of these iconic depictions in the conventional character were outmoded and therefore it 

was impossible for people today to understand their meaning. For example, in the famous 

painting scene of Kidnapping of Sita by Ravana, Sita drops some of her jewelry along the 

way in the hope that they will help her husband find her. Today, the image of Google map 

icon might make better sense of tracking a location than a lady dropping an earring. 

Therefore, in my paintings, I have replaced old-fashioned objects usually depicted in 

conventional scenes with contemporary objects to symbolise the content of the story.  

 

5.1.2 Alteration of Content and Narrative Themes 

Although mythological content worked to parabolically convey religious lessons, in 

some other way, they also concealed their political implication. Not least of all, this is 

because most well-known mythologies that remain today were written by the victors. In many 

Asian countries, the state leader employed mythology and visual art as reference and glorified 

themselves as a mythic warrior of god who has a sacred duty to eliminate an evil enemy. The 

one who stood on the antagonistic position of the state was always discoursed as an 

(imaginary) evil enemy by mixing and matching them with mythological characters. For 
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example, the mythical character Ravana was possibly a historical figure in the ancient war 

between local people in the southern part of Indian subcontinent and the Aryan people from 

the north. However, this character was gradually demonized in later periods in mythology 

and visual art. Ravana was perceived as a representation of badness among Hindus or 

Ramayana readers, despite the fact that he might not be actually a real demon but an ordinary 

man who was defeated in the war for protecting his homeland.   

The 10-headed Ravana featured most frequently in my paintings because this 

character was well-known by most Ramayana readers. Although some audiences may not 

have a prior experience of Ramayana epic, the extraordinary iconic depictions of this 

character (10-heads and 20 arms) deserve closer analysis by contemporary artists. In my 

opinion, the old dogmatic or hegemonic ideology that tried to make collective 

conscious/consent about good or evil through the character of Ravana may not be valid in 

today’s liberal society. In fact, one political leader can be defined as both a mythological hero 

or a demon; interpretation depends on a personal point of view. Therefore, my paintings 

attempt to offer other depictive representations of good and evil by employing the well-

known mythological character as a core structure and adding other modern-day images to 

reflect present-day contemporary situations and political implications.  

 

The following sections describe the specific ways in which I sought to address some 

of these problems.   

 

5.2 Studio Outcomes 

5.2.1 Series 1: Hindu Mythology Paintings 

For my first painting series in this creative research, I focused on increasing viewers’ 

ease of access to the meaning in Hindu mythology paintings. One of the identified issues is 

the outdated ways these stories have been represented, as they continue to reflect the previous 

cultural contexts they emerged from. Therefore, for my six paintings Awakening of 

Kumbhakarna (2015) (Figure 77 and 78), Sleeping of Kumbhakarna (Figure 79, 80 and 81) 

and The End of Future – Apocalypse (Figure 82), I aimed to reinterpret the meaning behind 

the main character from Ramayana—one of the most important Hindu epics, which depicted 

the relationships and ideal characters of all society members—and to find different ways to 

rearrange the narrative elements and composition in my paintings.  
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In examining the narration and representation techniques in mythological painting, I 

employed semiology and iconology to better understand the components and process of 

visual communication. The audience feedback I received from my group exhibition 

Erehwon36
 confirmed Panofsky’s (2014) argument that most audiences will be able to have 

immediate access to the figurative elements of the painting (that is, the things they can 

identify because they are recognizable) but less of them can reach its intrinsic meaning. The 

viewer’s ability to access the iconographic level of a painting depends on their level of 

education and cultural background. While culture evolves, the features of Thai traditional 

painting have not; therefore, updating the figurative elements of the painting to reflect current 

society was a major focus of my paintings in this series. This process was undertaken at the 

same time as I completed the visual survey of relevant artworks during my early candidature 

milestones. 

 

  

Figure 77: Awakening Kumbhakarna   No.1/2015                                                  

acrylic on canvas, 30 x 40 cm 

Figure 78: Awakening Kumbhakarna    No.2/2015 

acrylic on canvas, 30 x 40 cm 

 
36 The group exhibition Erehwon (which is ‘Nowhere’ backwards) was held at POP gallery, Woolloongabba, 

Brisbane, 11–27 January 2017. 
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Figure 79: Sleeping Kumbhakarna No.1 2015, 

acrylic on canvas, 40 x 50 cm 

Figure 80: Sleeping Kumbhakarna No.2, 2015, acrylic on 

canvas, 75 x 85 cm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

                                              

Figure 81:  

Sleeping 

Kumbhakarna No.3 

2015, acrylic on 

canvas, 85 x 105 cm 
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Figure 82:  

 

The End of Future – 

Apocalypse, 2016 

acrylic on canvas 

90 x 115 cm 

 

Reflecting on these experimental works, I considered that the overall artistic 

expression of my first painting series was still very much in the traditional mode, which did 

not meet the objectives of this project. Thus, I continued searching for a different way to 

improve the quality of the communication of traditional painting to be effective with current 

society. I investigated Stanley Spencer’s painting series Christ in Cookham and WWII 

Glaswegian and focused on his method of creating unconventional Christian paintings; he 

depicted Biblical scenes as if they were happening in his day in Cookham. Spencer’s method 

inspired me to create three paintings: The absolute happiness? (2016) (Figure 83), Ravana 

sunk in the (Brisbane) river of lust and desire (2016) (Figure 84) and Sita in (Brisbane 

Botanic Garden) Ashok Vatika, Lanka (2016) (Figure 85). 
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Figure 83:  

 

The absolute happiness? 

2016, acrylic on canvas 

75 x 85 cm 

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
Figure 84:  

Ravana sunk in the (Brisbane) river 

of lust and desire, 

2016, acrylic on canvas 

45 x 60 cm 
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Figure 85: Sita in (Brisbane Botanic Garden) Ashok Vatika, Lanka, 2016 

acrylic on canvas, 40 x 40 cm 
 

5.2.2 Series 2: Reimaging Paintings 

In March 2016, I extended my research to investigate some theoretical frameworks by 

Jung and Campbell in which they explain the importance and similarity of the myths and 

religions of the past and present cultures, as discussed in Chapter Three. The two scholars 

have a similar concept of mythology, pointing out that many major mythologies are only 

different in terms of their exterior surfaces and are still arguably valuable for contemporary 

societies. Traditional Hindu and Buddhist paintings are developed through iconographic 

systems that include objects of deep narrative and spiritual signification, including historical 

costumes, weapons, vehicles and specific body and hand gestures. Such images, composed of 

old-fashioned or (classical) theatrical objects and signs, are unnatural to the eyes of 

contemporary audiences. Referring to Campbell’s Monomyth, where he pointed out the 

similarity between a Mesopotamian god and Han Solo from Star Wars, I suggest that to 

increase the attraction and communicative effect of these works, the representation of the 

components within them has to be updated. Based on this principle, I proceeded to make 

changes to “the exterior surface” of the conventional characters from Hindu mythologies. For 

example, the faces of the traditional character of Ravana were replaced by the faces of 
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famous public figures such as sport stars or politicians. The mythic weapons, ornaments or 

accessories were replaced by present-day, well-known Australian objects, predominantly 

relating to sports.  

In terms of representative meaning, I intended that these replacement images would 

implicate current social/political situations, whereby the faces of the 10 public figures on the 

Ravana character represented 10 negative or violent thoughts that generally reside in people’s 

minds. In addition, to question the value people place on materialistic objects, I replaced the 

original depiction of a golden crown or royal jewelries, which represented hierarchical status 

in feudalist period, with items such as a luxury fashion handbag, watch or accessories, for 

example. The three paintings Modern Image of An Ancient Hero with Thousands Faces 

Number 1/Number 2 (2016) (Figures 86 and 87) and Kidnapping of Sita by Ravana (2017) 

(Figure 88) were created using this method. 

 

  

Figure 86: The Modern image of an Ancient Hero with 

a Thousand faces No.1, 2016 acrylic on canvas, 40 x 

60 cm 

Figure 87: The Modern image of an Ancient Hero with a 

Thousand faces No.2, 2016 acrylic on canvas, 85 x 99 cm 
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Figure 88: Ravana’s kidnapping of Sita, 2016, acrylic on canvas, 99 x85 cm 

 

5.2.3 Series 3: Wall Paintings 

In February 2017, I had an opportunity to create a painting on a public wall during the 

Brisbane Street Art Festival. I painted chi-U-dee and Kumbhakarna-Dee’s downunder selfie 

(2017) (Figure 89), which marked my first experimentation with spray-paint, before 

approaching two larger-scale murals, United Diversity (2017) (Figure 90) at Morningside for 

the Brisbane Canvas Project and Hanuman and the Great Barrier reefs (2018) (Figure 91) for 

the Cairns Regional Council. The murals consist of simplified Thai traditional art forms 

combined with well-known local images from where the murals were located. Creating my 

painting through alternative painting techniques and on a much larger scale in a public space 

was a great experience for me, especially because I was able to receive feedback from 

audiences with diverse backgrounds, which was very valuable for the following project I 

worked on.   
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Figure 89: chi-U-dee and Kumbhakarna-Dee’s downunder selfie 2017 

spray paint, Fortitude Valley, Brisbane 300 x 300 cm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 90:  

United Diversity, 

(Brisbane Canvas 2017) 

spray paint, Morningside, 

QLD  

450 x 3000 cm 

 

 

 

    

                            

Figure 91:  

Hanuman and The Great 

Barrier reefs,  

(Pumped- A Water and 

Waste Art Trail 2018), spray 

paint, Cairns, QLD 

450 x 150 x 200 cm 
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5.2.4 Series 4: Appropriating Images 

After my candidature confirmation in May 2017, I gradually understood the dilemma 

about the preservation of traditional artistic languages and the nature of creativity in art. On 

the one hand, these traditional religious artworks are supposed to be sacred objects of faith 

and on the other hand, the methods of making religious art have become tied to nationalist 

politics. This connection means that these types of traditional art forms are almost beyond 

criticism in Thai society. Although I do not wish to discuss how the Thai nationalist 

movement emerged and what it stands for, it is true that the national mentality has had a 

significant impact on art, standardising the “correctness” of (traditional) art, and instilling 

strict rules and laws for preserving these art forms. The national standardisation, with deep 

roots in the previous generation, still exists in the present-day society, not only by rules and 

laws but also as a collective mentality and belief system. Consequently, traditional and 

contemporary art have separate, often oppositional, reputations: traditional art equals national 

pride and contemporary art equals creativity. To fulfill the objective of this project, I 

attempted to find a way for the two attitudes or types of art to be connected. 

In my studio experimentation, as an extension of the Reimaging paintings series, I 

proceeded to use the method of “borrowing” a well-known preexisting image, which is a 

common method in art known as appropriation. Instead of repeating the same approaches as 

in the sense of reproduction, I only used some parts of Thai traditional forms and combined 

them with well-known Western masterpieces in order to re-narrate existing ones and to 

contribute a new representation associated with the current culture and social/political 

implications. Therefore, I reconsidered the narratives of old characters in Western paintings 

and compared and combined them with Thai mythological characters and social/political 

situations. The six resulting paintings include The Legend of Modern Heroes with Thousands 

Faces (2017) (Figure 92), The Greatest Discoverers (2017) (Figure 93), Ramerican Gothic in 

Brisbane (2018) (Figure 94), and Duplicated Image of Boddhisattva (2018) (Figure 95). 

Duplicated image of Bodhisattva (Pointing to the moon) (Figure 96), and The Disruptive 

(Thai) Version of the Last Supper (Figure 97). 
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Figure 92:  

 

Legend of a Modern Hero, 2017  

acrylic on canvas 

50 x 70 cm        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 93:  

 

The Greatest Discoverers, 2018 

acrylic on canvas 

85 x 99 cm 
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Figure 94:  

 

Ramerican Gothic in Brisbane, 2018 

acrylic on canvas 

85 x 99 cm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 95:  

 

Duplicated image of Bodhisattva, 2018  

acrylic on canvas 

85 x 99 cm 
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Figure 96:  

 

Duplicated image of Bodhisattva (Pointing to 

the moon), 2018 

acrylic on canvas 

90 x 99 cm 

 

 

Figure 97: A Disruptive (Thai) Version of the Last Supper, 2019, acrylic on canvas, 

140 x 260 cm 
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 This chapter has presented a record of the studio outcomes of the research, which are 

four series of paintings. The first series, Hindu Mythology Paintings, focused on increasing 

the ease of access to Hindu mythology paintings by reinterpreting the meaning of the 

mythological character Ravana from the Ramayana. However, the overall artistic expression 

of the experimental paintings in this series was still very much in the traditional mode, which 

did not meet the objectives of this project. In the next series, Reimaging Paintings, I 

employed the method in my paintings that Stanley Spencer used in his series Christ in 

Cookham. Conventional scenes of (Thai) Ramayana paintings were re-contextualised with 

present-day images and surroundings. The third series, Wall Paintings, included three large-

scale wall paintings executed in spray paint in public spaces for Brisbane City Council and 

Cairns Regional Council, for which I experimented with different techniques, scale, and 

location. 

As discussed in this exegesis, Thai traditional painting strictly adheres to 

“correctness” in artistic style, while contemporary painting is about imaginative freedom. In 

the fourth series, Appropriating Images, I attempted to find a way to connect the two attitudes 

or types of art. With the influence of Campbell’s “Monomyth” and the concept of the “hero’s 

journey”, I reconsidered the story about mythological characters and compared them with 

present-day social/political situations. In terms of artistic direction, I was influenced by 

several contemporary artists who have reworked Western art masterpieces through their 

individual art expression. Therefore, well-known masterpieces from Western art history, Thai 

traditional painting and present-day public figures and social/political situations were mixed 

together in the fourth series, Appropriating Images. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

6.1 Discussion 

6.1.1 Historical and Theoretical Context 

The original function of religious mythological art in Thailand can be simply 

described as an artistic communicative tool for telling religious stories or philosophies. “Thai 

traditional painting” is the pride of the nation to all Thai people. However, relatively few 

Thai people today are able to access the precious meaning attached in their art. And in terms 

of art creation, there is also less utilisation of contemporary art approaches in the art form. 

Therefore, this research asked how the moral stories and artistic style found in traditional 

Buddhist and Hindu paintings can be effectively conveyed and become of benefit in the 

creation of contemporary paintings. 

Primarily, this project found that a potential problem making the paintings 

inaccessible is the unchanged artistic style expression and narrative approach used in them, 

which does not reflect the current society in Thailand. In theory, successful communication 

depends on a shared language system between two parties, the painter of the picture and the 

viewer. Therefore, both Thai traditional painting and modern Thais do not meet the basic 

requirement of pictorial communication, which has led to the downgraded communicative 

effectiveness between the artwork and its audience. Although Thai traditional art possesses a 

unique artistic identity and is still widely practiced in art schools all over the country, its 

purpose is to preserve rather than to adapt heritage art styles or techniques and thus has no 

relationship to contemporary art or the current situation in Thailand.  

This exegesis has investigated why traditional art in Thailand remains unchanging and 

has identified that the political status that is attached to these artworks—as it has been 

perceived as a representative symbol of the god, king or the nation—is the major reason for 

this and also explains why it remains beyond criticism.  Historically, paintings in the ancient 

patrimonial or feudalist states of Southeast Asia functioned as a form of artistic (visual) 

communicative media telling religious stories. They were also used as an important tool for 

exposing and legitimising hierarchical position—particularly, for embodying a representative 

image of a charismatic leader and monarchy members as if the monarch is an incarnation of 
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god according to religious mythologies. This political/cultural ontological status has been 

intensely emphasised by the ruling class for embodying the identity of the nation during the 

political transition (from the old state system to a nation state in the 19th century) which 

caused the creation of traditional art  to support the nationalism ideology and cemented its 

artistic standardisation. 

In my direct experience of art education in Thailand, traditional painting is rarely 

discussed or regarded as a political symbol. Although traditional painting has significantly 

lost its communicative effect in contemporary society, the artistic style is not considered as 

the cause of this. Instead, Thai people have been taught to respect, to protect and to cherish 

this type of art and will have been blamed for their ignorance of traditional knowledge. This 

research has argued that the traditional artwork reproduced today does not communicate with 

current visual language, so it denies contemporary viewers accessibility. In this regard, this 

thesis has underlined the interrelation between the traditional painting and politic/nationalist 

mentality as a critical issue that has led to the creation of Thai art and the way people 

understand it in today’s society.     

In fact, the practice of painting is the most tangible element the government has 

employed to construct a sense of collective identity of the nation. Because Thai identity 

(known as “Thai-ness”) is actually an imagined identity which is not easy to physically 

specify, this research regards traditional artworks as a political symbol as it has been 

intensely used for visualising the national identity, particularly since the Cold War. Although 

Thai people have various origins, all current (legal) citizens are deeply loyal to the 

“traditional” art as it has been their cultural origin since primeval times and become their 

pride of the nation. In many cases, “traditional” artworks have been idolised as a spiritual 

representation of the three principles of the country: god, king, and the nation. Consequently, 

the national artistic style has been standardised, with adaptation forbidden. Reconstructing or 

criticising the art form can be considered ungrateful (to the ancestor/king or the nation) and 

can lead to social condemnation and even legal punishment. For this reason, traditional art in 

Thailand is not freely discussed and imaginative freedom in terms of art creation is 

discouraged. This political/cultural ontological status is still active in the present.  

From an international perspective, according to the visual survey of this research, 

many contemporary western and eastern artists significantly recreate and adapt their heritage 

art forms with different mindsets and have significantly more imaginative freedom to do so. 
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Such artistic practices expand the reach and awareness of those religious and mythological 

beliefs around the world. Contrarily, traditional art in Thailand is still strictly reproduced 

within prescribed conventions and fulfils the same functional purpose as it has historically. 

From either the conservative or liberal point of view, it is important that the nationalist and 

religious spiritual boundaries in traditional artworks need to be released, so that it can keep 

innovating and reinvigorating the life of Thai traditional art for greater longevity.    

 

6.1.2 Studio practice 

In an art practice, personal values and beliefs play an important part in directing the 

imagery employed by the artist. When making religious or mythological-based artworks, 

some artists aim to uplift the mind or provoke spiritual realisation according to a collective 

attitude of their religious tradition and culture. As an artist, I am no exception. When I was 

living and training in art schools in Thailand, I admired Thai traditional art and believed it to 

be incomparably the most delicate art style of the highest culture. The positive aspects of that 

belief is that it encouraged me to dedicate myself to learning those skills. On the other hand, 

this ideology has confined my thinking and cut me off from other alternative modes. 

My direct experience of living and being educated in an Australian art school within a 

multicultural environment has compounded my belief that culture is not a fixed subject but is 

updating at every historical moment. Art is no exception, as it is a product of culture. Living 

long distance from my intimate cultural environment has given me a new creative freedom 

and gradually affected the development of the studio output of this research. While the 

contemporary lifestyles and visual culture in major cities in Thailand, Australia or other parts 

of the world are a fusion of old and new images of local and foreign origin, no such hybrid 

scenes have intentionally appeared in Thai traditional art. Even though characters and their 

antics in original mythological paintings were depicted with imaginary features, I believe that 

those characters were a reflection of the reality of social situations or public figures of their 

times. In other words, the traditional artists in the past created fantasy scenes from the reality 

they experienced and the cultural environment familiar to them. This probably made the art 

lively and modish, able to communicate effectively with its contemporary audiences. Using a 

similar method, I created my painting by reprocessing older social and cultural images or 

stories and overlapping them with the current ones that are familiar to people today. 

Therefore, the real intention of my practical experiment is by no means for disparaging or 
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downgrading my native traditional art or culture, but to separate the art form from political, 

nationalistic rhetoric or nostalgia of the past and to allow our artistic and cultural traditions to 

grow, evolve and thrive in a contemporary world.   

 

6.2 Conclusion 

In conclusion, despite the fact that nationalism has been of benefit to Thai society and 

economy,  for this study, a nationalist mentality has been identified as a potential cause of 

Thai traditional painting ceasing to evolve and has contributed to its standardisation of an 

outmoded conventional style. This rigid preserving of past styles for the sake of national 

identity has resulted in a disconnection between art and the people with whom it intends to 

communicate. Although receiving a high demand in foreign art markets, (original) Thai 

traditional painting is likely consumed by collectors as an artifact of the past, or of an 

unaccustomed culture rather than as a creative artwork of a contemporary Thai artist. My aim 

here has not been to judge the attitude Thai people have for their “beloved” art or to rally 

against nationalist conservativism but to offer an alternative mode of preservation through 

evolution in traditional Thai painting. In reality, it is undeniable that the context in which an 

artwork is created has already changed. Of course, intensive preservation strategies or 

nationalist/political propagandas might force the (re)production of traditional artwork to 

remain unchanged for decades; however, the deserved consequence is the artwork losing its 

connection to the current society.  

If Benedict Anderson’s definition of nation is right as “an imagined political 

community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson, 1983, p. 6), 

then national identity is obviously a manmade figure for serving particular will. In this sense, 

Thai traditional painting has been determined by a fictional reality of the nation and already 

sacrificed the loss of decades for the sake of a nationalist mentality rather than moving 

forward as an independent creative activity for enriching and reflecting the world.  

The fascinating identity of Thai traditional painting is likely the cause and the 

consequence of nationalist mentalities in which the Thai people were encouraged to regard 

Thai art as too perfect too change. The preservation of a conventional art form can not only 

keep the body of the artwork as a memory of the past but also prove a failure to motivate 

change in the changing cultural landscape. Realistically, the art does not belong to our time. 
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The nation-building era has already gone by and the Thailand nation will never collapse by 

allowing adaptation of the “traditional art”. This research suggests that by sensitive analysis 

of the value in the old art and its appropriate iconographic integration with contemporary 

society we can extend the life of traditional Thai art and the myths they contain. My research 

offers offers an alternate method for Thai traditional art that both raises awareness of negative 

effect of nationalism and encourages learning from universal (rather than nationalistic) 

mythology. Although this creative research is just a small contribution made by one person, 

this experiment may offer a glimmer of hope for more creative people brainstorming for 

liberating unnecessary boundaries and refurbishing Thai traditional art. Perhaps, in following 

the legacy of artistic intellectuals and innovators from the past who adapted established 

patterns of Hindu and Buddhist Art into what has become recognised as Thai traditional art, 

we may be able to move again toward a fruitful and diverse future. 
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