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Foreword
by
Dr. Waldemar C. Sailer

It is a pleasure and an honor to write a brief introduction to the exhibition catalogue of
The Exhibition of Thai Paintings that is being sponsored by the Montien Hotel. This
exhibition is being presented by the ““Tan Kudt Group.” This group is composed of the
children and apprentices of the late master of traditional Thai mural painting, Adjan Paibun
Suwannakudt. (The group derives its name from the last part of his name. A translation
could be: The Honorable “Kudt™ Group.) It was this group that requested me Lo write a
brief introduction. When the invitation was given to me, 1 felt the urge to express my
appreciation for what I had learned from the master artist over the 14 years that I had known
him. During that time we often discussed the topic of Thai Buddhist murals. At the same
time, a feeling of joy permeated me since I realized that his desire to have traditional mural
painting continue is being fulfilled by his children and apprentices.

From the master artist | had learned two major points. The first one was the
relationship that the Thai master mural artist had with his apprentices. It was this combination
that created the magnificent Thai Buddhist murals that are still with us, at least to some
degree. The second point that I learned was the importance of having knowledge about
religious and secular texts when one want to understand Thai murals. In regards to this
second point, Adjan Paibun Suwannakudt was especially keen on the Thai edition of a text
that is named Pathom Sambodhi Katha, a biography of the life of the Lord Buddha that was
written in Bangkok approximately 150 years ago.

does not deal heavily with Thai Buddhist themes, it never the less clearly illustrates to us the
importance of religious and secular texts when we discuss Thai murals.

In the spirit of conveying information to others, as the master artist did so charitably, |
would like to present a little more information on the topic of biographical texts on the Lord
Buddha.

The Thai edition of Pathom Sambodhi Katha is a biography on the Lord Buddha that
Thai society has adopted as a classic. It was written by an adroit prince who became a very
learned mank. At the end of his life this monk became the sangharaja , the patriatch of his
time. We know he wrote this text at Wat Po, but we don’t know the exact vear. He, in
fact, wrote at least one more, if not two, that were in Pali.

This same text may also be found among the Isan, Lanna, Laotian and Mon people.
Some of the texts are in poetry, some in prose, some are long and some are short. In almost
all cases we don’t know who wrote the books or when they were written, except for the Wat
Po editions. This, however, is subject to change in the near future. This topic of Pathom
Sambodhi Katha is a fabulously rich area that requires much future study.

From the Pali text named Gandhavamnisa, most likely written by a Mon monk who
definitely resided in Pegu, Burma (About 1467-1565 A.D. = 2010-2108 Buddhist Era), we
know that a Pali text by the name of Pathom Sambodhi Katha does exist in S.E.
Asia. Unfortunately the writer of the Gandhavanisa does not inform us who write Pathom
Sambodhi Katha , not does it tell us where or when.

We also know, from a palm leaf copy of a text by that name in the National Library,
Bangkok, Thailand, that such a text had existed during the reign of King Narai (1650-1688

In my perspective this exhibition is a continuation of the above factors. THed@EA&s|X Art Museum Foumdatieips-2231 Buddhist Era). It may be that it is a different text, but it may also be

are an ancient tradition which is being extended with some variations. We can clearly see
that the contemporary Thai mural artists are working as a group with a dedicated
leader. In this case the second daughter of the late Adjan Paibun Suwannakudt fills. this
role. This is in contrast to the western style where one individual artist produces a
mural.  This exhibition is living proof of this vital concept. The children of the late Adjan
Paibun Suwannakudt and some of his apprentices of his era have feverishly worked to
extend this invigorating concept.  This combination causes creativity to flow and imagination
to flourish.  The evidence is available in the thousands of square meters of murals that still
exist in this kingdom. Michelangelo would have been delighted to view these massive
spaces filled with creative genius. The same evidence is also available in this exhibition.

The master artist also left with us a fine group of artists. He taught them, as well as
myself, the importance of using ancient texts, both religious and secular. He endlessly
pointed out to us texts to use as sources which would explain what we were viewing on the
walls of monasteries.

Many books were introduced to us, but one of them was singled out, i.e. Patham
Sambodhi Katha , a biography on the life of the Lord Buddha. In the years I was with l.lim I
had learned to appreciate this Thai text, a text that was written by a prince who was an or-
dained monk. Many aspects of the murals at Wat Suthat and Wat Po, the monumental
works of King Rama [11's time (1824-1851 A.D. = 2367-2394 Buddhist Era), were explained
to us through the use of this text, even though the murals dealt with different themes from
other texts that dated to a far earlier period. These murals are still with us and they are clear
evidence of man’s greatl acheivement at that time of history. Evan though this exhibition

the same one.

The tradition of such a text goes back to the Sacred Canon of the Theravada Buddhist
monks. In this massive Sacred Canon there is a Pali text by the name of Buddhavanisa. [t
is rather limited in size, but the last chapter deals with the life of Gotama, the one who
became the Lard Buddha.

This above volume is expounded upon by a monk by the name ot Buddhadatta in a work
entitled Madhuratthavilasini . He is thought to have lived in Kavi rapattana, South
India. It could have been the fifth century, but slightly earlier than the great Pali writer,
Buddhaghosa. He may have written another Pali text by name of Jinalarkarati ka, a
similar theme.

About the same time came another Pali text by the name of Nidana-Katha. We are
uncertain of the writer’s name, the date and the place. This text also relates the life of the
Lord Buddha.

Sri Lanka also provided another Pali text of the same type. This is
Samantakiitavannana, written by Venerable Veheda. 1t is believed that he lived in the
thirteenth c'cmu;g; A.D. The text deals with the footprint of the Lord Buddha, but the
greater portion of it is a poem that relates the life of the Lord Buddha. Furthermore, Sri
Lanka has other Singhalese texts of a similar nature.

Burma too has several texts of this topic.  The oldest is a Pali text written in Pagan,
Burma in the 12th century A.D. The writer was Venerable Nanagambhi ra and the title of
the book was Tathagatuppatti. The newest one is in Burmese by a monk that is siill
alive. He wrote a history that is six volumes long. The name of the book is Maha




Buddhavanisa, by Venerable U. Vicittasarabhivamisa. Another similar text was Mala LarKara,
written by Maha Dhamma Raja Guru Kavivamsabhidhaja . He wrote it before 1834, thus
being about the same period as the great Thai text. This particular text became well known
to westerners. There are at least three other Burmese texts: Ji natthapakasani’, Sabu
Meikswe, and Thudhammavati', Finally, there is one other Burmese text that most certainly
must of known of the old Pali version of Pathom Sambodhi Katha. This is Buddhavanisa
Tathagatha Udana Di pani. This text was written by Siri Saddhammabhi larikara in 1771.

The subject matter of biographies 6n the Lord Buddha is still very incomplete. Much
research must yet take place. There are also many other Sanskrit texts which could have
effected any of the books mentioned above.

It is quite a dream that some day soon we will have all of these texts available to us in
order to study Buddhist murals, but to think that we study murals without any of them is
rather improper.  This exhibition looked to this text and hopefully future exhibitions will be

able to use this text to a greater extent as the study of the great sphere of the Pathom Sambodhi
Katha grows into a rgality.

Waldemar C. Sailer
B.S., M.F.A., AdM., PwD

Rama IX Art Museum FoundafiGh
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Concept

In the Bots (Consecrated Ondination Halls) and the Vihans (Assembly I—la_lis) of the
monasteries of Thailand there are massive murals with significant statements. It is thought
that the total amount of square meters of wall surface with murals is greater than those that
exist in Rome or Paris. However, as the influence of western ways and means encroached
upon traditional art values, interest in those murals was reduc.ed. Whex:eas murals were
once a respected form of art, their position changed. Economics and society changed and
so did the interest in the arts. The massive mural spaces which were worked on by a ma_ster
artis, together with the apprentices, surrendered to western canvas painting (_)f various
forms. Regardless of this happening, there are still people who see the value of this creative
process. Admittedly, the number is rather limited.

Adjan (Master instructor) Paibun Suwannakudt ( com_monly addressed as Tan

Kudt ) was one who saw this happening. He, after studying basic ar[.s and we§tern a.rt. asa
member of the first class of Silapakon University, then studied Thai traditioanl
murals. Later he studied murals at many monasteries, but favored the murals of Wat Po
which are near the university. After his extensive study he was able to create m'urals of the
Wat Po type. His own work totalled well over 1000 square meters. All of his work was
done in the traditional manner. In the work that he produced he served as the leader and
various responsibilities were given to the studcnt.& Then-e were lhose. who worked on the
composition. There were those who added detalls. (drawings _of the ﬁgur‘es). Llao§e who
added the color,and those who added the final and important lines of the figures. This work
was carried out by the children and apprentices of Tan Kudt. None of them ‘had lh.e
opportunity to study art as a formal subject in a thool program, rather they had obtaxr}ed this
type of knowledge from Tan Kudt. Through him they obtamed. the necessary practice gnd
er they developed their skill until they were able to work independently. At this time

|>{ .fﬂ'irt MUSEUITI Fﬂugﬁaf GHTe to work on monastery walls and other places by themselves. They have not

i the tradition! ) .
given ltl/lpural salptting 1 @ form of great or clasic art that is different than canvas

painting. This type of painting is an expression of ‘tr'ulh, wisdc?m, d:is'[ingq;is-hbing
character, and meditative qualities.‘ _The master tradtt:ongl a}!;nst,A j?n. Tl uln
Suwannakudt, always said that traditional Thai murals require the use of six levels
of vision. They are:

Vision: seeing with our own eyes

Imaginative visio:ll

Vision of perception

vision of knowledge

Intellcctual vision

tal vision . )
ThT‘r‘z}_{nZi]e;:;%l;e Tan Kudt Group” was formed after Adjan Paibun Suwannakudt had
e

. -hildren and apprentices, who comprise this group, have as their objective to
e lLs that are based upon past traditions and will offer this work, together with all
s et forms that exist today, 10 the future to judge. It is yet to be decided what will
B Ofm. form. Thegroup is fully aware that western influences are very strong in
[« .

7 :nfluences cause the artists to follow the demands of the
Thalllanc}rhl;)g?gﬁp Eﬁiivé?ﬂis trying to use their own thoughts and wisdom so that it may
society. ’ 2

iow for Thai society. They try to compete with existing forces. They try to
m:ea_[e a new vie lves create statements which are distinctly in the vein of ancient That
dlsu'nngh lhembscl'eve that there should be some new aspect for the future of Thai mural
”ad"-‘ons‘lﬂl'—l'lif{viﬁ Le able to continue where old traditions left off. If this will not be the
S:;E,“;]hgiswp;lr-iicular aspect of That culture may be lost forever.
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