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The Khon mask is a traditional Thai art form which demonstrates the
intelligence and craftsmanship of its artists. The masks not only function as face
covers for performances but also represent Thai ritual beliefs. Over time, the masks
have evolved along with social and artistic development in Thailand. The purpose for
this study of the production and conservation of the Khon Mask at the Craftsmen’s
Training Center at Tepakorn Temple in Bangkok is to observe how Khon masks are
produced in the traditional manner and to invéstigate the strong and weak points of
the center. This study also examines how instruction for the production of Khon
masks is offered in public institutions. Finally, this study offers suggestions to further
strengthen the strong points and to minimize or correct the weak points of the center.

The results of this study show that the Craftsmen’s Training Center has become
an important part of the local community by teaching this important artistic craft to
the general public. In fact, the center has brought some fame to the area. However,
a weak point which was found is that the local craftsmen’s lack of basic knowledge
causes an imbalance in mask sizes compared to the individual performers.
Traditionally masks were made for individual performers. Today, the center makes
“one size fits all” masks.

More knowledge about the Ramayana family and historic methods of production
of the Khon mask would minimize or even eliminate this problem. If this problem
could be corrected, the quality of the work would improve significantly. The overall
outcome would be more beautiful Khon masks and an even higher reputation for the
local craftsmen. In fact, improvement in the quality of the masks could elevate these
craftsmen to the status of other craftsmen throughout Thailand.

Studying the production of Khon masks provides an excellent opportunity to
study change and evolution in different Thai arts. By studying this, we can help
understand and create procedures to conserve and perpetuate Thai art and its
important influence in Thai culture. Further, by focusing on local artists we can
concentrate on the real and essential characteristics of this Thai art even when
changes or alterations are necessary because of economic situations.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Significance of the Study

Art can be used to reflect human’s needs. It can also help in reducing people’s
tension. The masked dance-drama is a Thai Art functioning as other arts: it reflects
basic needs of human in their fundamental behavior: vice and virtue. In the past, the
performance of a masked dance-drama was not only a play, but it was also used to
reflect different social status. At present, the mask dance is considered a significant
Thai drama, having gentle gestures and fabulous costumes. These are some
distinguishing features of the masked dance-drama. They are indeed these features
which make the drama very appealing. However, of all significant features of the
drama, the mask is obviously the most significant one.

The Khon mask, the “precious head ornament”, can be divided into four symbolic
categories: 1) the angel, 2) the human being, 3) the demon, and 4) the creature. of
these four categories, the mask is further divided into eight sub-categories: 1) the god
and the angel, 2) the “Hermit Kuru”- the sacred teacher of the arts and “Pra Pirap
Kuru”- the supreme teacher of the arts, 3) the human being, 4) the hermit, 5) the head-
dress and the crown, 6)the monkey, 7) the demon and 8) the creature.

The Khon mask does not function only as a face cover for the performance but it
also represents ritual beliefs, especially those concerning gods and angels. Over time
the mask has developed along with social progress; the mask is no longer strictly used
as the face cover; it has extensively been used as a house décor, also as a souvenir.
These changes have made the mask craftsman remain one of the valuable craftsmen
of the nation today.

The art of making the Khon mask is really elaborate; thus, a number of the mask
craftsmen has tremendously decreased due to the intensive work and low pay.
However, with Mr. Sathaporn Liangson’s initiative in creating the Khon Mask
Craftsmen’s Training Centre at the Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok, has enlivened those
interested in this craft. As the owner of the applied masked dance-drama troupe and
an instructor of the mask dance craft, Mr. Sathaporn Liangson has a strong conviction
in conserving this national heritage.

Objectives

This study investigated the operation of Mr. Sathaporn Liangson’s craft
production center of the Khon mask, its learners and how Mr. Sathaporn Liangson
transfers his knowledge to his students, how Khon masks are produced in the
traditional manner. The study also aims at investigating strong and weak points of this
center. In addition, to make this study more comprehensive, the syllabus and
instruction of the Khon mask craft in the public institutes were also explored with a
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particular focus on how the public institutes have developed their instruction, what are
the trends of the instruction of the Khon masked dance-drama and the craft production.

Outcomes

This study has obtained knowledge of the conservation and transfer of the
national heritage of the Khon mask, how the Khon mask patterns have been
developed, how this particular knowledge has been passed on with a particular
consideration to economic and social changes and, finally, how this craft has been
developed.

Scope of the study

This study focused only on the the Production and Conservation of the Khon
Masked Craftsmen’s Training Centre at the Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok, and the state
institutes where this craft is taught. The study will limit itself only on materials used
and the production process in the timeframe of 1999 and 2000.

Definition of the Technical terms in this Study

Krajok-kriab or Krajok-hung refers to a glass resembling a mirror; it’s a colored,
thin and quadrangular glass.

Kranae-lai refers to the use of lacquer or materials to be used for patterns being
engraved on the mould; this term is called “ti-lai” at the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s
Training Centre at the Tepakorn Temple.

Kiew refers to a type of head-dress used for the decoration of a hair-bun or a top-
knot; Kiew is also used for the upper part of the Khon mask for a design representing
strings of the Calotropis gigantia flowers.

Cho-che refers to a spiral wire used for fine artificial head-dress flowers or other
extended parts of ornaments

Din refers to material used for sculpturing a face and decorations. Din is used to
replace lacquer at the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Centre at the Tepakorn
Temple. At this center, Din is mixed with the starch paste, straw-fiber paper, cement
and calcium cement.

Tid-lai refers to the decoration on the Khon mask or its ornaments with molded
lacquer.

Thod-hun refers to the removal of a paper sculpture from its mould.

Pra-ken refers to paper pressed into a thick layer. This term is called nang-pra-
ken by the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Centre at the Tepakorn Temple.
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Pok-hun refers to the sticking of paper having been glued in layers. This term is
called pow-hun by the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Centre at the Tepakorn
Temple.

Yep-hun refers to the sticking of the lay figures removed from a mould to make a
Khon mask. This term can also refer to ornaments ready to be used.

Literature Review

Literature about the Khon masked dance-drama, the applied masked dance-drama,
a variety of head-dresses, craftsmen and the process of mask-making have been studied.

It has been assumed that the Khon masked dance-drama came to existence in the
Ayudhaya period. However, there was no evidence stating exactly when the dance was
first introduced. According to Laloubert’notes, it indicates that the Ratanakosin period
could be considered the glorious period of this art. New scripts were made for
performances of the Khon mask dance in this historic period. In the reign of King Rama
IV, commoners were allowed to have their own troupes of the masked dance-drama.
Later, King Rama VI gave special aristocratic titles to the Khon masks’ artists. It was,
however, unfortunate that, the following king of the Rattanakosin period, King
RamaVII, faced a severe economic regression, the office overseeing the Khon Mask
was terminated. This art has been enlivened when Pranluang School, which taught Thai
dramatic arts was established. This school was later changed to the present College of
Dramatic Arts, responsible for teaching and maintaining Thai dramatic arts of the nation
today.

There are five major types of Khon: 1)Kkhon —klang —plang, the performance in an
open-air field, 2) Khon rong-nok, the dance applied from the royal court, performed
under a temporary shelter, called “rong” in Thai, 3) Khon-rong-nai, a combination of
the female court dance-drama (Jakhon nai) and the Khon masked dance-drama 4) Khon-
nang raw, the dance-drama performed on an open stage with a long bamboo rod serving
as a bench, and 5) Khon-chaak, a modernized production style of the nineteenth century,
performed today in a theatre with painted backdrops.

There is one performance category, considered as a folk art: Khon-sod or the
applied masked dance-drama. This performance has been applied to catch on with the
general public. It is believed that this performance is a combination of three
performances: the Khon masked dance-drama, the shadow puppet play and Li-ke, a Thai
folk dance-drama.

The mask-making of the Khon performance needs a variety of craftsmen: a
sculptor, a latheman, a lacquer craftsman and a painter. Some well-known craftsmen of
the Khon mask drama-dance in the past were Prince Vorawatsupakorn, Pra Thepayonta
(Mr. Jamras Yantraprakorn), Mr. Jitra Pimpakowit, Mr. Chit Kaewduangyai, and M.L.
Jaroonsawasdi Suksawasdi. Today craftsmen are, for example, Miss Taptip
Kaewduangyai, M.L. Phandhusawasdi Suksawasdi, Mr. Surapol Fuendsilp. These can
be considered “royal crafismen”, whereas Mr. Sathaporn Liangsorn and his troupe
trainees may be seen as “folk craftsmen”.
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In making Khon masks, the process, the use of materials and tools vary from one
craftsman to another. However, the steps of the craft-making must include papier-méché
, pattern designing, gilding on the lacquer covered surface, painting and decorating with
colored imitation gems.

Research Methodology

The studies for this research are as follows:

1. Collecting relevant information: documents and literature about history of
the masked dance-drama, head-dresses and ornaments, craftsmen, all
detailed information of the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Center at the
Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok

2. Making a map of the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Center at the
Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok

3. A field study, using participatory observation, learning to make Khon masks
along with other trainees at the Tepakorn Center, and accompanied the
trainers to various places to observe the mask-making in various places

4. Interviewing 4 groups:

i. People directly involved with the training center; i.e. instructors,
trainees, the community members of the Tepakorn temple, the
school in the community; the interviews were aimed at obtaining
working process, teaching and learning, the relation between the
training center and the community.

ii. Instructors of the state institutes which run the mask-making
curriculum, e.g. Rajmongkala Technological Institute, Fine Arts
Campus (Vidhayakhet Poh Chang) and the King Rama IX’s Fifty
Anniversary Non-formal Educational Center (The Royal College);
the interviews were to search for the teaching methodology, the
curriculum and the teaching/learning management.

iii. Conservative craftsmen: Miss Taptip Kaewduangyai, M.L.
Phandhusawasdi Suksawasdi, Mr. Surapol Fuendsilp; the interviews
were conducted to study the steps in making masks, especially the
materials and tools used, the development of mask-making and views
of those specialists concerning folk craftsmen

iv. Personnel in art supervising sectors: the Promotion and Planning
Departments, Office of the National Culture Commission; this was to
study the relation of the Tepakorn Temple’s Training Center and the
general public.

Data Analysis

The data obtained were analyzed in three components:

i. Patterns of the mask-making of the Khon Masked Craftsmen’s Training Center
at the Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok
ii. The relation of the Tepakorn Temple’s Training Center and the general public
jii. Patterns of the mask-making of the Khon masked dance-drama, the sieps and
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the teaching methods of the conservative teachers/trainers to find ways for the training
center application.

Conclusions, Recommendations and Reporting

The findings were concluded in line with the set objectives. Recommendations
were made for the setting up of Khon mask-making centers and their related ornaments.

The Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Center at the Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok

The community of the Tepakorn Temple is located in Sei 68 of Jaral Snidwongse
Road in the Bang-plad area of Bangkok. Tapakorn is the only temple of the
community. This community has an area of 36 rai ( approximately 15 acres),
accommodating a population of 1,246 ( Source: Bang-plad’s Municipality Office,
1987).

Mr. Sathaporn Liangsomn initiated the crafts training center. This center began its
operation on 12 August 1996, as an occupational training center project affiliated with
Bang-plad’s Municipality Office. When the timeframe of the product came to its end,
it was moved to the Tepakorn Temple Community under the patronage of Pra Khru
Srisutakon, the abbot of the Tepakorn Temple.

The Tepakorn Craft Training Center is aimed to make people learn to preserve
the craft-making art and also to help the unemployed find ways through to their
occupation. The present center is operated under a tent, located in the open area of the
temple, bordering Tepakorn School at the North, the inner side of the community at
the East and the South, and The temple ground at the West.

The operational pattern is of a private sector, receiving no support from any
government offices. The center is managed by having the trainees bringing along the
craft materials needed for themselves and, if possible, some for others while the center
offers the training free of charge. The initiator of the center, Mr. Sathaporn Liangsorn,
made a living by performing Khon Sod, making Khon masks and mask ornaments to
sell. The training offered has no time limit, nor a set syllabus. Besides teaching at the
center, Mr. Sathaporn Liangsorn has been invited to teach and demonstrate the
performance of Khon-sod in various places.

M. Sathaporn Liangsorn is local to the Tepakorn Community. He has received
training to perform the applied Khon (Khon-sod) from a Khon master from the age of
ten. Thirty years ago, he formed his own Khon troupe, called “Sor Pornsilp” and has
been performing Khon-sod along with his troupe members ever since. However, the
popularity of the Khon-sod performance has been diminishing. Thus, Mr. Sathaporn
Liangsorn has supplemented his masked dance-drama occupation by making Khon
masks along with their related ornaments. He learned these crafts from a distinguished
craftsman named Mr. Sakorn Younkhiewsod.
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Apart from the artistic occupations, Mr. Sathaporn Liangsorn is actively involved
with community activities; for instance, being the Chair of the Tepakorn Community
Committee (1996-1997), being a member of the Tepakorn Education Committee (1998-
1999). Such activities stimulated him to have more willingness in transferring the
knowledge of the masked dance-drama and other related artistic skills to those
interested..

Processes of mask-making at the Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Center at the
Tepakorn Temple, Bangkok

Materials they make do from materials normally available in the community.
Some, however, have to be bought, but they all are reasonably prized materials, for
example, cement bags, gold leaves, starch paste, straw-fiber papers, face-colored make-
up. All are of multi-purposes raw materials. This is to keep the cost as low as possible,
yet with the most effective products.

There are 14 steps in making masks at the center.

1. Papier-mache

Preparing and sewing lay figures

Making “lay figure clay” (din) — a mixture of cement, limestone, straw-fiber paper,
starch paste

Shaping masks

Decorating design representing strings of the Calotropis gigantia flowers
Making “face” on the mask

Covering the “face” with a soft, prepared chalk (din-sor-pong)

Drawing and finalizing designs

. Applying foundation on the mask face

10. Gilding using foundation semi-fluid color in replacement of lacquer fluid
11. Decorating the mask face with the imitation colored gems

12. Painting the mask with specific designs

13. Adding other accessories; e.g. sideburn, head-dresses tops

14. Putting together all parts.

w
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In addition, to the teaching and learning process of the Khon mask-making
offered by the Tepakorn Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Center, the researcher also
studied the learners who were interested in the Khon mask making during 1996-1999.
The study reveals that there are two groups of learners; firstly, those people who study
at the center and those who study at a demonstration desk, such as in a mall. The
center statistics reveals that there are 287 learners ranging from 10 to 55 years old
from Bangkok and all over Thailand.

In transferring knowledge to learners, Mr. Sathaporn Liangson, the teacher,
normally gives advice and guidance rather than using particular teaching process
except when making Kiew which is the foundation stage, fundamentally needed. The
main role of Mr. Sathaporn is to guide learners about correct patterns and stages of
making ornaments, as well as the various features of masks. There are times when
experienced learners help passing on knowledge to new learners as well.
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When studying the relation between the center and its community and between
the center and its society, a number of facts have been revealed. In the community,
some people view that the center makes the community well known. However, others
see that the center does not have any advantage for them as they work in labour
market. They, therefore, do not see an importance of having the center in the
community. On the other hand, the society considers the center beneficial and
supporting. For example, when there is a special event in the society, the center is
invited to demonstrate its work.

How to conserve the Khon Mask-making

Though there are several approaches in conventionally making Khon masks, the
researcher chose Mr. Surapol Fuensilp’s approach. Mr. Surapol Fuensilp is a
craftsman belonging to a group of 10 kinds of craftsmen (Chang-sip mu), Traditional
Arts Division, Fine Arts Department. Mr. Surapol Fuensilp uses conventional
materials in making Khon masks; for example, clay, mulberry-fiber paper, straw-fiber
paper, thread balls, lathe rods, starch paste, glomerata latex, calcium sulfate (CaSO,),
Vaseline, leather, wire, gold in tissue (gold-leaf), imitation colored gems, pearl oyster
shells, turpentine oil.

As can be seen from the examples of materials above, we can say that Mr.
Fuensilp has made a good integration of traditional and applicable materials. As for
tools, he mostly uses conventional ones; for example, mould for patterns, round rods
(Mai kuad rak), knives, cutters, fret saws, pincers, scissors, Chinese brush, artist’s
brush, round brush, a small mortar.

Mr. Fuensilp follows the conventional steps in making Khon masks, including:

Molding lay figures, modeling and de-modeling

Progressing lay figures

Furnishing lay figures

Smoothing off the faces of lay figures

Molding mask faces, smoothing of the faces and decorating the faces

Designing and making facial ornaments

Lacquering and gilding

Painting the faces

Decorating the faces with imitation colored gems, putting teeth, eyes and eye-teeth
O Furnishing all head-dresses

SPOR NN LN -

In keeping this heritage, one should not focus only on the conservation of
traditional crafts, but the same importance should also extend to the transfer of
knowledge. It is fortunate that there are two state educational institutions teaching this
traditional craft: the Faculty of National Arts, Rajamangala Technological Institute,
Poh Chang Campus and the King Rama I’X’s Fifty Anniversary Non-formal
Educational Center (the Royal Palace College).
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Faculty of National Arts, Rajamangala Technological Institute, Poh Chang
Campus

This institute has a curricular focusing on maintaining Thai traditional crafts.
The courses consist both of theories and practices. For the Khon mask-making
syllabus, the institute has a teacher named Mr. Voravinai Hiranyamas. Mr.Voravinai
Hiranyamas received fundamental knowledge from two great teachers who were
renowned in the Khon mask construction. These two teachers are Mr.Chit
Kaewduangai and M.R. Jaroonsawasdi Suksawasdi. Mr. Hiranyamas himself was
trained as an artist from the Traditional Arts School (Poh Chang Campus). The
students in this program graduated from the Arts Section of vocational schools. They
have to study and practice the foundation of traditional crafts steps by steps. The
students study 9 hours/week with the total learning hours of 162. However, with the
limitation of time, learning hours for molding lay figures, modeling and de-modeling
have been decreased.

King Rama IX’s Fifty Anniversary Non-formal Educational Center (the Royal
Palace College)

This institute has a conventional approach. The students have to stay with their
teacher at their teacher’s home. Thus, the yearly intake of student is limited to ten.
The students must have had their basic knowledge of arts, prior to the college
entrance. Similar to other schools, the students in this college have to study theories
first, then practice. The weekly study hours are flexible; However, the total learning
hours of the program must be 800. The program consists of four sections:

Basic knowledge of Khon masks
Higher knowledge of Khon masks
Furnishing and decorating Khon masks
Production and Management

b

Because of the constraint of time, there is no teaching of making mask lay
figures, molding and de-molding here. To replace the absence of this course, the
college provides lay figures and moulds for students. However, if any students need to
know about making mask lay figures, they may request for instruction time after the
course is completed. The teacher is M.L. Bhandhusawasdi Suksawasdi. He received
direct training from his father: M.R. Jaroonsawasdi Suksawasdi.

Discussion

Teaching and learning the Khon mask at the Tepakorn Khon Mask Craftsmen’s
Training Center is flexible. Interested people have more opportunities to study here
because there is no prerequisite requiring a knowledge of the foundations of Thai
Arts. They can study in their own free time as the center does not have a fixed
schedule. Moreover, people who have small income can also study this course
because the materials used in making Khon masks are inexpensive and can be easily
found in the community. From 1996-1999, one aim of the project at the center was to
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help increasee the income of the people who were unemployed or those with only a
small income.

The strong points of the center are first, a resource center providing knowledge
for people interested in Khon masks; secondly, creating jobs for unemployed people,
and finally, preserving local arts and making the community well-known.

In term of weak points, the study found the weak points are a result of five

different factors:

1. The center does not have a well-designed curriculum which could be arranged
according to difficulties of the training content.
The teachers do not have a teaching process, or a teaching methodology.
Community craftsmen do not have sufficient foundation of knowledge.
The materials used tomake masks are not of good quality
The community does not consider the center as a beneficial resource center.

R wN

As for the style of Khon mask-making at the center, the study reveals that the
traditional patterns of the masks still remain. The patterns are correct and remain
beautiful. In addition, Mr. Surapol has adapted and developed a good quality
materials used for making the masks. However, there are some shortcomings which
should be looked at. Due to complicated and delicate steps in Khon mask-making, it
requires a great amount of time. As a result, there are very few craftsmen who make
traditional masks. Besides, there is not much knowledge transfered among crafismen;
thus, there is a limited number of skilled craftsmen. Another shortcoming is that
craftsmen do not have support from any sector. They have to work for a living.
Consequently, they do not put much effort into the refinement and beauty of the masks
as “old-time” craftsmen traditionally did.

In investigating the teaching and learning process in government educational
institutions, some strong points were found. In those institutions, learners did receive
an adequate knowledge of both theories and practice as designed by the institutions.
In addition, the learners gain knowledge in a more apropriate and systematic way.
They start learning something easy before learning something more complicated and
difficult while maintaining the traditional Khon mask-making.

The study found weak points of the teaching and learning process in the
government educational institutions as well. First, the selection of learners is
inadequate. Unlike the traditional way, the insitutions cannot select and maintain the
learners who are really motivated and patient enough to learn. Second, teachers teach
lessons according to the curriculum and strictly follow the curriculum design. This
makes the learners lack enthusiasm to search for more knowledge by themselves.
Therefore, they do not learn from their genuine interest. Third, while learning in the
traditional way requiring a long learning and practicing period of time for each step,
the present curriculum does not allow enough time for such learning and practicing.
This has led to graduates with less skills .

The findings of the study present three strengths at the Tepakorn Khon Mask
Crafismen’s Training Center. Firstly, the opportunity is given to interested people as
there is no foundation knowledge required. Secondly, there is no fix schedule, thus
interested people can study in their free time. If the Tepakorn Khon Mask
Craftsmen’s Training Center provides foundation knowledge about Khon-masks (e.g.
various masks in Ramayana as well as their different characteristics) before teaching
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the more complicated things, it can make the learners have more insights in the Khon
mask, and make the study more appealing. The center should also organise the
teaching process more systematically (from easy to difficult things), it can motivate its
learners who want to learn even more. Thirdly, the Tepakorn Khon Mask Craftsmen’s
Training Center makes the community well-known, though paradoxically, people in
the community do not see the importance of having the center. If these people were
encouraged to acknowledge the work done by the center and got involved in the
centre’s activities, they would recognize its existence and be willing to help develop
the center. Eventually, they would see the importance of the center and more actively
join the centre’s activities.

One weakness of the mask-making at the Tepakorn Khon Mask Craftsmen’s
Training Center is an incorrect proportion of facial features of the masks. If the
Tepakorn Khon Mask Craftsmen’s Training Center provided more foundation
knowledge about the characteristics of different characters in Ramayana and the
related beliefs, as well as encouraged them to be more mindful in regard to the
elegance and fineness of the masks, it would help craftsmen to improve their skills and
be able to do a better job which would increase their income.

The government should also encourage the development and continuation of the
Khon mask-making. This can be done by providing courses both in educational
sectors and non-educational sectors. This way there will have more skilful and
qualified craftsmen in Thailand. Moreover, the government should strongly encourage
traditional craftsmen to transfer their knowledge of the Khon-mask making to
interested people as well as to instruct people in the foundation knowledge about the
Khon-mask to local craftsmen. |

Suggestions for further study

In this study, the researcher focused on changes in the production process of
Khon-masks, materials and equipment used in the mask-making. The researcher also
looked for ways to develop Khon-masks production at the Tepakorn Khon Mask
Craftsmen’s Training Center. There are several factors relating to the process of
Khon-mask making which are worth investigating. These factors include changes in
patterns and features of the masks, knowledge about colours and features of the masks
in relation to the Thai way of life. The researcher is certain that these factors are
worth studying in order to preserve and develop the production of the traditional Thai
Khon-mask.





