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u r i n g my j ourney w i th m u r a l pa inter Phap tawan S u w a n n a k u d t 
i n M a r c h 1996, one of the figures that s t ruck me most was that 
of Queen Mayadev i , the mother of Bodh isa t t va who wou ld even
tual ly become B u d d h a . She was part of a m u r a l i n a n ordinat ion 
h a l l (bot) i n T h o n b u r i , Tha i l and , w h i c h was her father's first 
attempt to revive the dy ing art of m u r a l pa in t ing i n the country 
back i n the seventies. 

FATHER'S AND DAUGHTER'S SPACE FOR THE WOMEN 
Queen Mayadev i is pa inted on a wa l l facing the pr inc ipa l 

B u d d h a image, the last pane l the believer sees before leaving 
the temple. Most m u r a l pa inters opted to depict the story of the 
Bodhisat tva 's t r i u m p h over the forces of M a r a , the symbol ic k ing 
of evi l a n d temptat ion . Represent ing the conquest of evil by 
v ir tue, it is a scene meant to fortify the believer against the 
profanit ies a n d temptat ions wa i t ing for h i m / h e r outside the 
sacred space. Instead, Pa iboon S u w a n n a k u d t pa inted the b i r th 
of the Bodh isa t tva , and foregrounded the w o m a n considered 
j u s t an accessory to the unfo ld ing of a male-dominated tale. 

Paiboon's predecessors wou ld also customar i l y depict Queen 
Mayadev i i n a s tand ing pos i t ion, extending her r ight a r m to
wards a tree that "bends to greet her . " J u s t beside her is the 
Bodh isa t t va as a fully grown toddler, s tand ing on a lotus flower 
"w i th the look of a great m a n . " 

In Paiboon's reconst ruct ion , however, the mother occupies 
a strategic site at the lower center i n the pane l . She is i n a 
rec l in ing , mermaid- l ike pos i t ion, probably reca l l ing that night, 
w h e n i n a dream, she saw a white e lephant penetrate her s ide— 
a s ign of the b i r t h of a son who wou ld be either a Universa l 
M o n a r c h , or, i f he renounced the wor ld , a B u d d h a . S t ra in ing to 
sp r ing out of Queen Mayadevi 's womb, Bodh i sa t t va emerges 
from her r ight side w i thout in jur ing her. 

Th rough th is unor thodox interpretat ion, Pa iboon asserted 
the signi f icance of one of the most impor tant points i n B u d 
dha 's l i f e—his exit from B u d d h a heaven a n d the beg inning of 
h is h i s to r i ca l existence as the One who wou ld later at ta in en
l i g h t e n m e n t a n d u l t i m a t e l i b e ra t i on f rom the end less a n d 
unavo idable cycle of reb i r th that marked the p re -Buddh is t Vedic 
belief system. Th rough h is life and teachings, the B u d d h a "pro
v ided the long-hoped-for reso lut ion to the quest ion of a being's 
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fu ture "—a pa th of sa lvat ion 
that prov ided a n alternative 
to the the e t e rna l cyc le o l 
r e t r i b u t i o n t h a t a n i n d i 
v i d u a l i s d o o m e d to l i ve 
(Boisselier: 24). 

F o r P h a p t a w a n , h o w 
ever, the t u r n i n g po in t i n 
B u d d h i s t history is the story 
of the Bodhisat tva s u b d u i n g 
M a r a . In he r r e c o n s t r u c 
t ions, she wou ld place the 
Bodh isa t t va at the apex of 
the pa int ing , r ight h a n d on 
h is knee, fingers po in t ing to 
the g r o u n d , s u m m o n i n g 
D h a r a n i , the E a r t h G o d 
dess, w h o m he cal led u p o n 
to bear w i tness to h i s r ight 
to En l i gh tenment . D h a r a n i 
is pa inted j u s t below h i m , i n 
t h e s a m e s p o t Q u e e n 
Mayadevi occupies i n her fa
ther 's first m u r a l . 

T h e B o d h i s a t t v a i n 
P h a p t a w a n ' s r e n d i t i o n s a p 
p e a r s to o c c u p y t h e m o r e 
dominan t pos i t i on , h i s inert , 
meditative stance set i n str ik
i n g c o n t r a s t w i t h t h a t o f 
D h a r a n i , who is s h o w n n o n 
c h a l a n t l y , even s e n s u o u s l y , 
w r i n g i n g her h a i r , t h u s u n 
l e a s h i n g a de luge f r om the 
forces of M a r a located j u s t be
low her. The B u d d h a connotes 
t r a n q u i l i t y , w h i l e D h a r a n i 
comes across as the the em
bodiment of Nature 's capaci ty 
for creat ion a n d des t ruc t i on . 

The entire scene is a n ex
amp l e of h o w a w o m a n , by 
virtue of her phys i ca l features, 
can be re imaged into a p u b 
l i c l y o b e d i e n t o n e w h o s e 
potent ia l l y des t ruc t i v e ener
gies m u s t be c o n t a i n e d a n d 
rechanneled by male superv i 
s i o n a n d i n t e r c e s s i o n . T h e 
fa ther g lor i f i ed m o t h e r h o o d 
a n d i ts n u r t u r i n g role i n the 
pe rpe tua t i on of a ma l e l ine . 
The d a u g h t e r r e i n s e r t s N a -

"Buddha Subduing Mara" (detail) Wat 
Phaptawan Suwannakudt 

Jaksa Phottaram, Uthai Thani, 1992-93, by 

ture 's chton ic powers—some
t imes pass ive a n d therefore 
safe, but at other t imes l ike i n 
t h e m u r a l j u s t d e s c r i b e d , 
des tab i l i z ing . 

Rendered i n flat, u n m o d u 
l a t e d s o l i d c o l o r s , t h e s e 
women seem to reinforce the 
stereotypes of feminini ty and 
the b i n a r i s m s that form the 
bas i s of women ' s infer ior i ty : 
C u l t u r e / N a t u r e , Head/Body , 
I n t e l l e c t /Emot i on , the One/ 
The O t h e r . Ye t , w i t h i n the 
context of a belief system that 
offers a p a t h of de l i ve rance 
a c c e s s i b l e to a l l . Q u e e n 
Mayadev i s t ands out as the 
w o m a n wi thout whom, i n the 
f irst p lace . B u d d h i s m wou ld 
not have come about. A n d , as 
Phaptawan puts it, " B u d d h i s m 
may not have happened, " if the 
scene where D h a r a n i plays a 
c e n t r a l ro l e h a d not at a l l 
t ransp i red . W i t h i n the l imi t ing 
w a l l s o f t h e i r s t e r e o t y p i c a l 
f e m i n i n e c o n s t r u c t s , these 

women suggest other poss ib i 
l i t i e s t h a t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 
a f f i r m a n d t r a n s c e n d t h e 
b o u n d a r i e s o f t h e i r p r e 
determined existence. 

EVOLUTION AS ARTIST AND 
LEADER 

A l though D h a r a n i a n d her 
potent locks wou ld be the re
current theme i n Phaptawan ' s 
mura l s , her first pa in t ing , at 
the age of eight, was i n fact 
Queen Mayadevi 's ha i r . W i t h 
out p a r e n t a l know ledge a n d 
consent , she h a d pe r suaded 
Paiboon's ass i s tan ts to let her 
c l imb that scaf fo ld ing w h e n 
eve r h e r f a t h e r w a s n o t 
a round . Th i s act of d isobedi
ence serves as a mi lestone for 
Phaptawan, as it character izes 
her pub l i c l y subserv i en t but 
pr ivate ly subvers i ve ways of 
break ing down the barr iers of 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y m a l e t e r r i t o ry . 
She w o u l d be c l i m b i n g one 
sca f f o ld ing af ter a n o t h e r to 

54 Women in Action No. 3, 1996 



r e a c h h e i g h t s p r e v i o u s l y u n 
t h i n k a b l e a n d o f f - l i m i t s t o 
w o m e n . B u t l i k e Q u e e n 
M a y a d e v i a n d D h a r a n i , s h e 
w o u l d d o so b o t h w i t h i n a n d 
o u t s i d e t h e b o u n d s o f w h a t 
w a s d e e m e d " f e m i n i n e . " 

A l t h o u g h s h e b e g a n h e r 
c a r e e r a s h e r f a t h e r ' s y o u n g 
es t , t h o u g h u n o f f i c i a l , a p p r e n 
t i c e , P h a p t a w a n w o u l d e v e n 
t u a l l y b e c o m e P a i b o o n ' s l e g i t i 
m a t e a s s i s t a n t a n d a f t e r h i s 
d e a t h , h i s s u c c e s s o r . B u t a s 
h e r l a t e r p r o j e c t s i l l u s t r a t e , 
s h e w o u l d g a i n h e r o w n s t r i d e . 

P a i b o o n w a s t h e c h a r i s 
m a t i c v i s i o n a r y , h e w a s n o t a n 
o r g a n i z e r . H e left m a n y u n f i n 
i s h e d p r o j e c t s , P h a p t a w a n 
s a y s , a n d Q u e e n M a y a d e v i ' s 
m u r a l w a s o n e o f t h e m . H e r 
f a t h e r h a d d o n e t h i s for free. 

P h a p t a w a n ' s t u r n to h e a d t h e 
p r o j e c t , s h e r e s o l v e d , a l o n g 
w i t h h e r s i b l i n g s , to a v o i d t h e i r 
f a t h e r ' s m i s t a k e s b y s t r i k i n g a 
b a l a n c e b e t w e e n t h e a r t i s t i c 
a n d m a n a g e r i a l d e m a n d s o f 
m u r a l p a i n t i n g . P r o o f o f t h e i r 
s u c c e s s i s t h e P u t t a M o n t h o n 
B u d d h i s t C e n t e r , t h e i r l a t e s t 
p ro j e c t , w h i c h r e u n i t e d for t h e 
f i r s t t i m e i n 10 y e a r s , f i v e 
t e a m s o f s e v e n m e m b e r s e a c h . 
T o g e t h e r , t h e y h a d to p a i n t , 
ove r a o n e - y e a r p e r i o d , 8 6 p a n 
e l s , e a c h m e a s u r i n g 8 b y 1.8 
m e t e r s , i n a n a r e a t o t a l l i n g 
1 , 3 0 0 s q u a r e m e t e r s . T h e 
p r o j e c t w a s f i n i s h e d w i t h o u t 
t h e u s u a l c l a s h o f p e r s o n a l i 
t i e s t h a t p r e v a i l i n s u c h 
i n d i v i d u a l i s t s e t t i n g s a s a 
g a t h e r i n g o f s e v e r a l a r t i s t s for 
a n e x t e n d e d p e r i o d — t e s t i -

Another detail from a mural in a private residence in Tak Province, 
Thailand 

" b e c a u s e n o b o d y w a s i n t e r 
es ted i n m u r a l s a t t h a t t i m e . " 
Ha l fway t h r o u g h t h e p r o j e c t , 
however , h e r a n o u t o f l o g i s 
t i cs . M e m b e r s , n o m a t t e r h o w 
d e d i c a t e d , d r o p p e d o u t o f t h e 
pro j ec t " b e c a u s e t h e r e w e r e 
t imes w h e n the r e w a s n o t h i n g 
to e a t . " W h e n i t w a s 

m o n y to t h e g r o u p ' s c o h e s i v e -
n e s s a n d i t s l e a d e r s ' e f f i c i ency . 

P h a p t a w a n c r e d i t s t h i s 
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t t o t h e d i v i 
s i o n o f t a s k s b e t w e e n h e r a n d 
h e r b r o t h e r , a t e a m w o r k t h a t 
w a s n o t a v a i l a b l e t o h e r d u r i n g 
t h o s e y e a r s w h e n s h e w a s s t i l l 
s e n d i n g h e r s i b l i n g s to s c h o o l . 

T h e r e w a s e v e n a t i m e s h e h a d 
to s h u f f l e b e t w e e n h e r d u t i e s 
a s s p e c i a l t e a c h e r a t t h e 
r o y a l t y - i n i t i a t e d S u p p o r t 
F o u n d a t i o n a n d a s m u r a l i s t , 
w h i c h b r o u g h t h e r to f a r - f l u n g 
p r o v i n c e s a n d r e m o t e a r e a s . 
W h e n t r a v e l l i n g a l o n e , s h e 
w o u l d o f t en d i s g u i s e h e r s e l f a s 
a m a n . M o s t o f t h e t i m e , s h e 
h a d to c a m p o u t a t i m p r o v i s e d 
s h e l t e r s a n d s u r v i v e o n v e r y 
l i t t l e s l e e p . 

F o r t h e P u t t a M o n t h o n 
B u d d h i s t C e n t e r , h o w e v e r , 
P h a p t a w a n w a s a b l e to f o c u s 
o n t h e o v e r a l l a r t i s t i c s u p e r v i 
s i o n . A n d s i n c e s h e w a s w o r k 
i n g w i t h a n e x p e r i e n c e d t e a m , 
s h e a l l o w e d s p a c e f o r e a c h 
g r o u p ' s a r t i s t i c p r e f e r e n c e s , 
e x p e r t i s e a n d t e m p e r a m e n t . 
T h e r e s u l t i s a p o l y p h o n i c c h o 
r u s , w h e r e e a c h t e a m ' s d i s 
t i n c t i v e s t y l e s a r e u n i f i e d b y , 
a n d c o m p l e m e n t e a c h o t h e r 
t h r o u g h , o n e u n d e r l y i n g 
t h e m e . 

STAMP OF PERSONAL AND 
WOMAN'S INDIVIDUALITY 

In h e r f i r s t t e m p l e p ro j e c t , 
t h e W a t S r i K h o r n K h a n i n 
P h a y a o , 4 0 0 k i l o m e t e r s n o r t h 
o f B a n g k o k , P h a p t a w a n h a d to 
t a k e ove r , w i t h e x t r e m e r e l u c 
t a n c e , f r o m a m a l e m a s t e r w h o , 
for s o m e r e a s o n , w a s u n a b l e 
t o c o m p l e t e t h e p r o j e c t . 
T h o u g h s h e t r i e d to be f a i t h f u l 
t o t h e o r i g i n a l i n t e n t i o n , 
P h a p t a w a n c o u l d n o t h e l p i n 
s e r t h e r o w n t e a m ' s d i s t i n c t i v e 
v o i c e . T h i s i s a p p a r e n t i n the 
c l a s h o f c o l o r s b e t w e e n t h e 
u p p e r a n d t h e l o w e r p a n e l s , 
a n d the d i f f e r e n c e s i n the 
B u d d h a ' s f i g u r a t i o n : t he 
e a r l i e r o n e w a s flat a n d s t a t i c 
w h i l e P h a p t a w a n ' s w a s t h r e e -
d i m e n s i o n a l a n d m o d u l a t e d . 

I n t h e r o y a l t y - s p o n s o r e d 
W a t T h a S u t h a w a t i n 
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A n g t h o n g , a b o u t 100 
ki lometers from Bangkok , the 
m u r a l i s t h a d to m a n a g e a 
g r o u p of s t u d e n t s a n d co-
t e a c h e r s f r om the S u p p o r t 
F o u n d a t i o n , some of w h o m 
were men whose ind iv idua l i s t 
l eanings often got i n the way 
of teamwork: "I was busy set
t i n g d o w n r u l e s , t h e y 
frequently broke t h e m . They 
s m o k e d , d r a n k , a n d t h e i r 
hearts were not i n the project. 
They were more preoccup ied 
wi th their canvases and the art 
c o m p e t i t i o n s b a c k i n B a n g 
kok . " 

Phap tawan wou ld eventu
ally w i n out, but not w i thout 
some c o m p r o m i s e s . "I p re 
d i c t ed f rom exper i ence tha t 
the co lors they were m i x i n g 
wou ld change after some t ime, 
but they d id not l i s ten . 1 was 
proven r ight . " 

W h e n she was l ook ing for 
a space to exhib i t the produc
t ions of the T a n K u d t group, 
the team her father founded, 
she was con f ronted by a re
m a r k t h a t d e f i n e s h e r i n 
negative a n d der ivat ive re la 
t i on to he r father : " Y o u are 
Paiboon's daughter , " the hotel 
manager sa id , "but you are not 
P a i b o o n . " Y o u are , i n o the r 
words , the ass i s tan t but not 
the master himsel f , the copy 
and not the or ig ina l , the suc
cessor but not the inventor . 

BIASES AGAINST (WOMEN) 
MURALISTS 

T a n K u d t was rejected not 
only because of Phaptawan ' s 
perceived infer ior i ty but also 
because of the marg ina l s ta
t u s of i t s a r t i s t i c p r a c t i c e . 
Operat ing outs ide the frame
work of the "fine ar ts , " m u r a l 
product ions are d i sm issed as 
"craft ," products of sk i l l ed ar
t i sans or "copiers," not works 

of art insp i red by the genius 
of a n ind i v i dua l creator. When 
the group attempted, through 
Phaptawan 's init iat ive, to en
t e r a s e t t i n g r e s e r v e d for 
s o l i t a r y c o n t e m p l a t i o n , the 
ho t e l i e r c o n t e n d e d tha t i t s 
works "are not appropriate for 
the space." (Phaptawan even
tua l l y f ound that e xh i b i t i on 
space.) 

In a sense, however, the 
hotel ier 's r emarks were on the 
m a r k . P h a p t a w a n i s no t 

collective i n execut ion, t rad i 
t i ona l gu i lds , spec ia l ly those 
o r g a n i z e d i n E u r o a m e r i c a n 
c o n t e x t s , h a v e e x t r e m e l y 
strati f ied a n d h i e ra rch i ca l re
l a t i o n s o f p r o d u c t i o n . 
Workshops are typical ly iden
t i f i e d w i t h t h e a u t h o r i t y , 
insp i ra t ion and v i r tuos i ty of a 
named male ar t is t , the source 
a n d l o c u s o f c r e a t i v i t y 
( C h a d w i c k : 1 9 9 0 ) . U n d e r 
Phaptawan's more egal i tar ian 
leadership, the nodes of crea-

Detail from "Coronat ion of the King" , The Regent of Bangkok Hotel, 
1982 -83 , Paiboon and Phaptawan Suwannakudt 

Paiboon, the v is ionary, but an 
ar t is t a n d leader i n her own 
right. Paiboon was the pioneer, 
Phap tawan wou ld be the or
g a n i z e r . It i s a t e a m w o r k 
r e m i n i s c e n t o f t h a t s c ene 
where the B u d d h a meditated 
on the profundit ies, w i th the 
efficient D h a r a n i by his side. 
Th rough h a r d work, determi
n a t i o n a n d d i l i g e n c e , 
Phap tawan wou ld succeed in 
pe rpe tua t ing her father 's v i 
s ion , w i th her own re-visions. 

She h a s moreover rede
fined the mode of product ion 
of m u r a l pa in t i ng . A l t hough 

t iv i ty are d e c e n t r a l i z e d a n d 
d ispersed . At the same t ime 
that she exercises the leader's 
prerogat ive a n d con t r o l , she 
allows room for each member 's 
ind i v idua l voices. 

In P h a y a o , for i n s t a n c e , 
she gave a local boxer a lmost 
b lanket freedom to pa int the 
hel l scene i n one of the lower 
pane l s . In i t i a l l y r e s i s t an t to 
her a u t h o r i t y , he was la ter 
quoted as saying: "I w i l l follow 
no o r d e r s e x c e p t f r o m 
Phap tawan . " T h i s reposi t ion
i n g o f p o w e r r e l a t i o n s 
decentral izes male dominance . 
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t h u s c r e a t i n g s p a c e f r o m 
w h i c h w o m e n c o u l d l a u n c h 
more strategic intervent ions. 

Phap tawan has also been 
branded a "court pa inter , " a l 
l u d i n g to he r serv ice at the 
r o y a l t y - i n i t i a t e d S u p p o r t 
Founda t i on , from w h i c h she is 
now resigned. S t i l l others i n 
dic t her for " e a r n i n g money 
from her temples." Perhaps it 
is because her m u r a l projects 
straddle what usua l l y are con
f l ict ing a ims of rel ig ion (temple 
murals ) a n d those of t ou r i sm 
and commerce (hotel a n d of
fice mura ls ) . 

T h u s , when a mura l i s t who 
happens to be a w o m a n suc
c e eds i n n e g o t i a t i n g th e s e 
contradict ions, society is qu ick 
to coopt, categorize a n d d is 
m i s s her i n recognizable, and 
therefore acceptable , p a r a m 
eters: a success story propped 
u p by parenta l inf luence a n d 
royal tutelage. 

PROCESS AND PILGRIMAGE 
1 asked Phap tawan where 

she derives s trength a n d grace 
to face her detractors, but she 
could not p inpo int one single 
source. Instead, she showed 
me b luepr in ts of her sketches. 
Meditative refuge is found i n 
d r a w i n g t h o s e w a v e s a n d 
those leaves again a n d aga in 
and again. She also recal ls a 
time when her father ordered 
her to draw thousands u p o n 
thousands of leaves i n pu r su i t 
of that one perfect leaf tha t 
would best embody not only its 
essence, but also the ske tch-
er 's d i s c i p l i n e a n d m o r a l 
fortitude—the very v ir tues that 
made the B u d d h a t r i u m p h 
over the forces, of M a r a . 

As we progressed through 
the var ious project sites, I be
gan to c o m p r e h e n d t h a t 
Phaptawan's con t inu ing devel

opment as a n art ist is at once 
a pi lgrimage as wel l . She was 
a l l a long on a trajectory, from 
be ing a n obedient though ob
st inate ch i l d who resolved to 
follow the B u d d h a ' s life, fired 
by he r fa ther 's devo t i on , to 
b e c o m i n g a n a c c o m p l i s h e d 
person i n her own right. She 
recal ls those t imes when her 
father wou ld recite—from the 
h e a r t a n d i n a l o u d , c l e a r 
voice—the sut ras of the B u d 
d h a ' s 5 0 0 l i v e s w h i l e h i s 
appren t i c e s were u p on the 
s c a f f o l d i n g , f i l l i n g i n h i s 
sketches of scenes that were 
to t ouch h i s daughter . F r o m 
the time she was old enough 
to t a g a l o n g h e r f a t h e r ' s 
projects, Phaptawan led a con
stantly mobile and unorthodox 
existence. 

She traveled from temple 
to temple, whi le other ch i ld ren 
her age led, for the most part , 
sheltered lives. 

T h i s p e r i p a t e t i c l i f e , 
combined w i th Paiboon's non 
conformist ways of ra i s ing h i s 
c h i l d r e n , n o t o n l y s h a p e d 
P h a p t a w a n ' s i n t e n s e s p i r i t 
ua l i t y bu t a lso gave her the 
courage to enter doors barred 
to women. At the age of 16, she 
wanted to be a monk. In her 
twenties, she was chal leng ing , 
i n n o n c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l ways , 
t h e v e r y i n s t i t u t i o n s h e 
dreamed to be a part of. W h e n 
her team was comple t ing the 
Phayao temple, w h i c h is i n a 
t rad i t i ona l c o m m u n i t y , some 
elders lodged a protest at the 
sight of women (among them 
P h a p t a w a n a n d her younger 
sister) p a i n t i n g r i gh t i n the 
m i d d l e o f a s a c r e d , m a l e 
g round , at a height where the 
soles of their feet soared above 
the m o n k s ' heads. F i n d i n g a n 
unexpected al ly i n the abbot 
h imse l f , P h a p t a w a n a n d her 

team ra l l ied on , w i n n i n g i n the 
process, the hearts and m i n d s 
of the c o m m u n i t y — f r o m the 
abbot down to the local boxer 
w h o w o u l d t a k e no o r d e r s 
except from her. 

T h o u g h P h a p t a w a n ' s 
d r eam of becorhing a m o n k re
m a i n s a n i m p o s s i b i l i t y , the 
different facets of her l i fe—as 
breadwinner , older sister, de
v o u t B u d d h i s t , w o m a n a n d 
m u r a l p a i n t e r — i n t e r p h a s e 
each other i n ways that open 
u p other spaces for women i n 
a n intense ly pa t r i a r cha l belief 
s ys t em. L ike the Queen a n d 
t h e G o d d e s s , t h e M u r a l 
Pa inter con t inues to resist for
mu la i c dep ic t ions a n d the flat, 
u n m o d u l a t e d p i g m e n t s that 
often color women's roles. W i th 
m u r a l pa in t ing as her prayer, 
su t ra and m a n t r a , Phap tawan 
u n l e a s h e s w o m e n ' s . O t h e r 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s a s a g e n t s o f 
change and as shapers of more 
l iberat ive p rac t i ces a n d e m 
power ing in tervent ions .^ 
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