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The uniqueness of Lanna traditional houses clearly reflects the way of life, thoughts
and wisdom of the Lanna people of old. On the cover is one of the paintings which
Bunpun Phongpradit , a Lanna artist (1895 - 1977) drew from his memories -
experiences and acute observations. Valuable both for the historical accuracy and
artistic creation, it depicted the atmosphere as well as the architectural structures
and also the way of life, up on and under the houses.

The Editorial Board would like to express our sincere gratitudes to Dr.
Sebastien Tayac, who provided us with an article on Bunpun Phongpradit which
is part of his PhD Thesis,La commande des Peintures bouddhiques dans les monasté
res de la province de Chiang Mai. .

Our in-house writer also provided us with an article on traditional Lanna
houses and their wells, expanding our horizons with “Lanna -Bali” -concluded
with a brief report on activities by the Center for the Promotion of Arts and Culture.

Once again, on behalf of the Editorial Board, | would like to take this
opportunity to praise our supporters - The Rachamankha and also the Thai Bev.
Their constant financial support allowed us to improve the quality and produce
more copies of our journal.

Editor in Chief
Assistant Professor Vilawan Svetsreni
Director : The Center for the Promotion of Arts and Culture, CMU

25e13 “suwsan” SavhiuidiodnauenedoulmlumnnsiayTausssy wilhdugusnans
wanasumuAndiuuasysyaunsel fvuneense o ieu Aadedsinansléi httpy/art-culture.
cmu.ac.th 38 email: artculture. cmu@gmail.com Wipdinguussansns WruaiviedeAniiulag
fvsingeglunsarssumeon \umnuAndaszveaTounsazvinuilinssauzvenasussansms
wiedinduasufaynusssy anivendedesll

)15.a1ss'uwugu
Un 14 avun 1
uns1AN - Unuivu
w.d. 2555

ISSN 1689-2635 mwin

unydu wodUs=aug

12

18
31
34
40

46
48

Bunpan Phongpradit (1 895-1 977) the first realist painter of Lan Na

Sebastien Tayac
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Fig.1 : Daily life in a northern village in mural paintings in the cloister of Wat Phra That Doi

Suthep and on two canvases in the house of the daughter of the artist.

Bunpan Phongpradit (1895-1977)
the first realist painter of Lan Na

by Sébastien Tayac
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“Realism is in the work when idealism is
in the soul, and it is only through idealism that
we resume contact with reality.” This quote
from the French philosopher Henri Bergson
(1895-1941), who solved the problem of the
opposition between idealism and realism in art
history, appears to be a good way to immerse
ourselves in the artistic production of Bunpan
Phongpradit. Surprisingly, this painter who was
born January 4, 1895 in the heart of the old
city of Chiang Mai near Wat Duang Di, has been
almost forgotten for forties years not only to
the public but also to researchers. The purpose
of this article is to highlight the originality of his
paintings by showing the different characteristics
of those on the walls and those on canvas. To
date it has not been possible to propose an
exhaustive overview of his work since regretta-
bly some murals have been destroyed and the
majority of his paintings dispersed. So, even if
we fall short of the expectation of highlighting
Bunpan’s originality, hopefully in the future, we
will be able to organize a major exhibition of
his paintings to give him the place he earns in

Lan na culture and history.

Mani Payomyong (1930-2009), whose
father was a friend of Bunpan, reveals in an
article the origin of his nickname “The beer
caps artist.” Bunpan did not use a palette for
his colors, but he used beer bottle caps. He
had over a hundred. Each cap corresponded
to a color. If he wanted to paint the blue sky,
he looked up at the sky, chose the appropri-
ate colors from the caps, mixed them in a
small window and lifted the resulting color to
check for a match. It was the same for green
when seeking to represent foliage. Bunpan had
one last special feature: he never purchased
brushes, as those that were found in the trade
did not fit his needs. Manufactured by himself,
each brush had a specific function. Bunpan
made a brush made of hair from buffalo earsto
paint details. For the sets and the background,
he used brushes made of human hair. Bunpan
saw only benefits in his or his tools” way of
acting: it was cheap and it was also convenient
because, as he did it himself, his creations cor-
responded perfectly to the size of his hands

and his creativity.
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Fig.2 : Landscapes in the wihan of Wat San Pa
Khoi (first picture only) and in the cloister of
Wat of Wat Phra That Doi Suthep.

Self-taught painter, Bun-
pan was initially recognized in 1933
with his first mural paintings in the
wihara of Wat Upakhut. In 1940, he
painted the murals in the wihara
of the Wat San Pa Khoi, of Wat Pa
Mai Ngam at Tak and of Wat Khon
Tan at Sop Rim in Mae Rim district.
Later, he painted in the wihara of
Wat Sansai Luang and, in 1955,
Bunpan then aged 60, painted the
walls of the cloister and the ubo-
sot of Wat Phra That Doi Suthep.
In the cloister of Wat Phra That Doi
Suthep, Bunpan for the first time
introduced a scene of everyday
life in a village in northern Thai-
land (Fig.1, first picture) without
any religious reference. Two quite
similar canvases were also found
in the home of his daughter, both
signed but only one dated 2518
(1975) (Fig.1, second and third
picture). In the paintings Bunpan
did in temples, and contrary to tra-
dition, he always separated each
scene of the Jataka or the life of
the Buddha into room wall (space
between two pillars) as if they
were a different canvas (except in
the paintings behind the Buddha
statue in the wihara of Wat Upak-
hut). Apart from the question of
the visual aspect, this layout helps
to make the religious message
more easily understandable. In his

mural paintings, Bunpan always

sansau A

paid particular attention to landscapes and trees. This was greatly facilitated by
the jobs he previously held. In fact, Bunpan worked in a timber trading company
- Bonio Company - inspecting and conducting research in the field until the age of
30. Then he wanted to become a farmer so he bought land in the tambon of Khi
Lek Luang, in the district of Mae Rim. These two jobs gave him the opportunity
to observe and learn about nature. Logically, it should not be surprising to find
landscapes with trees or plants corresponding to northern Thailand in his mural
paintings related to the Jataka and the life of Buddha. One day, Narin, his son-in-
law, asked him why the Buddha, an Indian, was represented in a Thai environment.
Bunpan replied, “If the Buddha was indeed Indian, Buddhism came to Thailand at
the time of our ancestors evolving to the present day, and eventually becoming
part of our traditions. We have almost forgotten that Buddhism came from India.
In addition, in my case, | have no documents that may be my model. So | use
both my imagination and the real world for the murals.” This way of acting cor-
responds once again to the philosophy of Bergson who convinced many thinkers
that immediate experience and intuition are more significant than rationalism and
science for understanding reality.

Over time, Bunpan appeared to attach increasing importance to these
landscapes in his mural paintings, the latter evolving from simple backgrounds to
complete works sometimes bringing us the impression that the religious theme
recedes into the background.This is particularly visible in some scenes at Wat San
Pa Khoi and Wat Phra That Doi Suthep (Fig.2). We can say that Bunpan had the skills
to be called a landscape painter. Although it seems unlikely that he may have had
knowledge of the major European movements of the nineteenth century, his ap-
proach can appear to be a continuation of the latter.In the academic tradition, the
sensitive observation of nature was considered inferior to the intellectual experience,
and the landscape was still a minor genre. The English painter John Constable,
(1776-1837) is known principally for his landscape paintings of Dedham Vale, the
area surrounding his home now known as “Constable Country” which he invested in
with an intensity of affection. “I should paint my own places best”, he wrote to his
friend John Fisher in 1821, “painting is another word for feeling”.It is very similar to
the Bunpan way. A few years later, another English painter, one of the founders of
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, Sir John Everett Millais (1829-1896) made in 1852
a particular painting. The latter, entitled Ophelia is known for its depiction of the
detailed flora of the river and the riverbank, stressing the patterns of growth and
decay in a natural ecosystem.Realism in art is as close as possible to modern day

life and social realities of the time.The main inspiration is everyday life, what the
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Fig.3 : In the foreground or the background, Bunpan used realistic animals in the life
of the Buddha in the wihan of Wat San Pa Khoi.

artist sees. In his mural paintings, Bunpan liked
to represent the traditional houses of the north,
to dress the characters in common clothes and
place everyday objects (pots, ladles, cooking
utensils and woven baskets...) and wild or farm
domestic animals (Fig. 3). If, as these two paint-
ers, the representation of nature is regional and
omnipresent in his paintings, Bunpan remains
probably one of the leading realist painters of
Lan Na.In his artwork in the temples, he still
maintains a sense of humor already present in
the murals of Lan Na (Fig. 4). This occurs mainly
when Bunpan evokes the character of Jujaka -

when dogs chase him - (Fig. 4, second picture)

helping us thus to identify his work because
the latter never signed his mural paintings.He
only began to do this when he started to paint
on canvas.This detail in the mural paintings as
well as the article by Ferguson, John. P. and
Johannsen, Christina B. allow us to attribute
the paintings in the wihan of Wat Chaiphrakiat
to Bunpan.

Around 1945, at the age of 50 years,
Bunpan ended up not going to work in the
temples because of his declining health -
problems with hypertension and osteoarthritis.
He continued to paint on mobile support,

preferring the “paper conglomerate” to the

Fig.4 : Jujaka in the village of Kdlinga in front of his house and Jujaka with the dogs and the

hunter in the wihan of Wat Chaiphrakiat.

canvas. No longer able to move as before, and
as evidenced by the numerous photographs
of landscapes found in his effects kept by his
daughter, Bunpan used this new medium as a
complement to his imagination. He abandoned
religious themes to focus only on landscapes
or traditional houses preferring to depictdaily
life in northern Thailand. By devoting himself to
paint this rural world that he seemed to love
so much, it is possible to draw a parallel to the
artifacts of the artists of the Barbizon school
or the Crozant School who deliberately opted
to follow the precepts of John Constable, to
make nature itself the subject in their paint-
ings. Among them and unlike Gustave Courbet
(1819-1877), Jean Francois Millet (1814-1875)
spread his vision of landscapes to the charac-
ters, depicting the peasantry and field work.
Gatherer (1857) is a perfect example, showing
three peasants busy gleaning after the harvest,
without staging or dramatic demonstration, but
simply an evocation of the simple life.

In 1962, Kraisi Nimmanhemin (1912-
1992) ordered three paintings: “A house of Lan
Na”, “A raft on the river Ping” and “Elephants

at work.” Kraisi was greatly instrumental in

Sumpsan b

promoting the art of Bunpan after seeing these
three paintings and as a consequence, people
asked him to paint others. According to Mani
Payomyong (1930-2009), Bunpan executed
over a thousand paintings until his death with
manypurchased by foreigners. How many of
his works are still in Thailand? Hopefully this
article will lift the veil on this artist, one of the
first realist artists of the Lan Na.

In conclusion to this brief presentation
of the artwork of Bunpan thinking the words of
Oscar Wilde (1854 - 1900): “At present, people
see fogs, not because there are fogs, but
because poets and painters have taught them
the mysterious loveliness of such effects. There
may have been fogs for centuries in London.
| dare say there were. But no one saw them,
and so we do not know anything about them.
They did not exist till Art had invented them.”

If according to Oscar Wilde, nature
is imitating art and not vice versa and if art
influences our perception of the world around
us then we ask this question: is not Bunpan
by his paintings one of the contributors of the
elaboration and the codification of Lan Na and

Neo-Lan Na?
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6 Rachamankha 9, Phra Singh, Chiang Mai 50200, Thailand. tel: +66 53 904111, fax: +66 53 904114, email: sales@rachamankha,com, www.rachamankha.com



