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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an attempt to study changes in the conceptions of Sukhothai art by using the
concept of “artworld”. This refers to context of change in the relationship of its functionaries: the
patron, the artisan/artist, the tradition and perception, which confer an artistic status upon objects.
Three prominent Sukhothai Buddha images are studied as they reflect the conceptions of Sukhothai
art in the Bangkok “artworlds” from 1782-1967.

The study shows that in the early years of his reign, King Rama I related Buddha images with
the sacred and spiritual, but in his last years he inclined to have an interest in physical properties such
as size. He ordered the installation of the Sri Sakyamuni image, the largest bronze Buddha ever made
in Thailand, at the center of the newly founded capital. Royal artisans played an important role in
restoring and remodelling this damaged 14th-century image in accordance with the Pali scripture. The
artworld of this period functioned under the patron king and his artisans who both relied on tradition.

Both King Rama IV and V praised the Pra Buddha Jinaraj image as the most beautiful

Buddha image in the world and acknowledged its patronage by great kings in the past. Although King



Rama V had a replica of the image made in line with tradition, he paid attention to its fine qualities
rather than its sacredness. Both Kings revealed their different artistic tastes that would affect the royal
patronage of the arts tradition and the royal artisans who could no longer meet the demands of the
patron. Thus the artworld of this period was ready for the entrance of foreign artisans and modern
Thai craftsmen who followed the royal leadership.

In the modern era, Silpa Bhirasri, the Italian Professor of Arts and founder of Silpakorn
University, used the language of western art theory to explain his appreciation of the Sukhothai
walking Buddha as an impressive classical masterpiece and the works of artists with an independent
mind. However, the artists in his own days had difficulties in making their profession known and
accepted by the public. Therefore the artworld of this period was characterized by the struggle for
existence by the artists while trying to meet the demands of the bureaucratic officials in the way Thai

artisans never faced before.



