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Thai-Chinese commercial contact under the Tributary system was established
long before the Sukhothai period. However, the Chinese repertoire only started to play
arole in mural paintings at the beginning of the Ayutthaya period. During the reign of
King Rama III in the early Rattanakosin period, the depictions of Chinese life such as
immigrants, architecture and decorative arts became the Royal Chinoisserie taste, as
the King was especially fond of the Chinese arts.

The purpose of the research was to trace the backgrounds of the Chinese while
living in their Motherland, in order to learn more about the social context of the
immigrants. The data from the research was used to compare and analyse the
similarities and the differences in the Chinese motifs found on murals. The data would
also be used to find out the causes of the changes in the motif style.

The research divided the study into a literature survey and field work. The
field work was divided into two parts: firstly, the collections of data from wats in
Bangkok and Thonburi and secondly, the collections of data from Guangdong and
Fujian provinces in the People’s Republic of China, where the immigrants mostly
originated.

The criteria for choosing wats were the ones built by kings, bureaucrats and
commoners and that were still in good condition. The purpose was to find the
differences in Chinese depictions among wats supported by patrons of different status.
The study separated the mural paintings into two categories: Genre mural painting and
Special mural painting.

Genre mural painting, where the Chiniese motifs were mixed up in the murals,
can be observed at the Buddhaisawan Throne Hall, Wat Phra Chetuphon and Wat -
Bang Khun Thian Nai. The Special mural painting, where the Chinese motifs covered
part of or the whole wall, had contents which were influenced by historical events or
Chinese literature. This type of painting can be found on the west wall of the Scripture
Repository at Wat Saket, Wat Chaiyatit and Wat Kanlayanamit.

The-results of the research found that the Chinese depictions of immigrants
show that most of them were merchants. This reflected the real lives of the early
Chinese immigrants whose occupations were as vendors, selling goods by boat, which
was a common sight in everyday life. While the image of an upper class merchant can
mostly be found on murals in wats built by kings, such as Wat Phra Chetuphon and
Wat Sutat. The profiles of such merchants were rarely found among ordinary wats.

Apart from this observation, the researcher noted that the immigrant images
were not always of Chinese origin, but also could possibly have been the Vietnamese
in the early Rattanakosin period. It was known from historical data that the
Vietnamese who immigrated during the period of King Rama I were both soldiers and
skilled craftsmen. There were also other art forms brought in by the Vietnamese such
as the lion dance, Vietnamese lamp dance, etc.

The research also found that a particular style of house, previously believed to
be typically Chinese, was in fact an assimilation of Chinese and Thai styles, creating
an individual style different from both the originals. It may be the work of the
independent-minded Thai craftsmen, depicting this particular style as a Chinese
house on mural paintings, calling it “Chinese House - Style in Early Rattanakosin
Period”. The artists did not completely discard the original as there were some
paintings of Chinese style houses which still retained the original characteristics.
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Some of the paintings incorrectly depict Chinese style houses; maybe due to the
painters’ misunderstandings.

When the famous Chinese literature “The Romance of the Three Kingdoms”
was translated in the reign of King Rama I, as well as others in the following reigns,
the Chinese opera became popular among the Thais.The characters played
considerable roles in mural content. They appeared wholly or partly on paintings in
wats of different patronage. Chinese opera is appreciated by Chinese in all classes.
Chinese migrants practiced customs as if they were still in their Motherland, such as
watching Chinese opera in their recreational time.

The connection between a Bangkokian’s tastes and attending Chinese opera
was depicted on the west mural of the Scripture Repository at Wat Saket. This
reflected the historical event of the arrival of a Chinese opera troupe and the
preparations for the show.

The motifs for house decorations for the Chinese are important and auspicious
emblems. The Chinese know how to choose decorative patterns to suit their strict
regime of social status. The motivation for the Chinese came from the patterns that
appeared on wooden and lacquer furniture, porcelain, screens, embroidered silk etc.
These goods came with the Tributary system of trade, having the upper class
merchants as the deliverers of important culture.

The research also discovered that dwellings, clothing and watching Chinese
opera etc, were considered exterior culture for the Chinese, and has up to now been
changing and blending to the point of disappearing with the tide of modern society.
There are hardly any images of Chinese wearing conical hats, three quarter length
blue trousers and front opening upper garments. The only things that remained were
because elderly Chinese were still dressing in that style. In addition, images of upper
class Chinese merchants wearing long silk gowns with front overflap closing to right,
wide sleeves and side vent disappeared. Bureaucrats and noblemen wearing these
traditional costumes are only found on murals and in Chinese opera. Dwellings all
closed up with gable roofs and windbreaker of the ladders became extinct. Hardly any
Chinese opera remained that was common culture for Chinese of all classes. Modern
Chinese may no longer have the chance to watch Chinese opera in their recreational
time,

Interior culture brought over by Chinese immigrants such as the belief in cult,
the Chinese New Year’s festival, the Qing Ming festival, the Moon festival etc. still
have remained steadfastly within the Chinese community.



