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BACKGROUND READING FOR PRESENTERS 
Thai Temple Rubbings 

Thailand	  is	  famous	  not	  just	  for	  its	  winsome	  Thai	  smile	  but	  also	  for	  its	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings.	  	  Just	  like	  
the	  rest	  of	  the	  world	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  producing	  works	  of	  art	  to	  interpret	  their	  rich	  culture,	  Thai	  
Temple	  Rubbings	  have	  become	  one	  of	  the	  famous	  symbols	  of	  Thai	  tradition.	  The	  main	  debate	  as	  of	  
this	  time	  is	  the	  growing	  concern	  over	  the	  damage	  brought	  on	  by	  the	  constant	  rubbings	  on	  the	  ancient	  
walls	  and	  carvings.	  

The	  main	  inspiration	  for	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  has	  always	  been	  the	  Thailand	  epic	  Ramakien.	  	  As	  part	  
of	  their	  pilgrimage,	  devotees	  of	  Rama	  would	  rub	  charcoal	  on	  any	  material	  over	  the	  carvings	  of	  this	  
famous	  epic	  to	  keep	  as	  their	  souvenir	  of	  this	  particular	  symbolical	  journey.	  	  Nowdays,	  devotees	  can	  
still	  go	  on	  a	  pilgrimage	  tour	  but	  they	  are	  banned	  by	  the	  government	  in	  rubbing	  the	  stones	  to	  preserve	  
these	  historical	  sites.	  Since	  the	  late	  1960s	  various	  temples	  around	  Bangkok,	  Thailand	  have	  been	  the	  
main	  site	  where	  skilled	  local	  artists	  trace	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  with	  the	  use	  of	  high	  quality	  rice	  
paper.	  	  These	  artists	  once	  use	  colored	  chalks	  to	  imitate	  the	  exact	  likeness	  of	  any	  temple	  wall	  carvings	  
until	  they	  were	  banned.	  	  This	  is	  the	  reason	  why	  the	  old	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  are	  more	  valuable	  than	  
ever.	  

Ramakian	  is	  the	  main	  foundation	  of	  Buddhist	  literature	  and	  belief	  in	  Thailand.	  	  Ramakian	  is	  simply	  
translated	  as	  the	  glory	  of	  Rama,	  hence	  the	  change	  from	  Ramakian	  to	  Ramakien.	  The	  Temple	  of	  the	  
Emerald	  Buddha	  is	  famous	  for	  having	  the	  most	  comprehensive	  coverage	  of	  the	  epic	  of	  
Ramayana.	  	  There	  are	  more	  than	  a	  hundred	  marble	  carvings	  covering	  this	  temple’s	  walls	  which	  
produced	  more	  than	  that	  amount	  of	  original	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  in	  the	  past.	  Since	  the	  Ramakien	  is	  
filled	  with	  amazing	  characters	  such	  as	  demons,	  giants,	  and	  other	  magical	  stuff	  there	  are	  many	  Thai	  
Temple	  Rubbings	  that	  reflect	  these	  stories.	  

Foreigners	  are	  entranced	  by	  the	  ageless	  beauty	  of	  these	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  not	  knowing	  that	  
these	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  are	  the	  exact	  embodiment	  of	  what	  Thai	  art	  and	  culture	  is	  all	  about.	  Most	  
of	  Thailand’s	  legends	  were	  painstakingly	  written	  on	  the	  walls	  and	  handed	  down	  through	  the	  next	  
generation.	  	  Under	  the	  reign	  of	  Rama	  I,	  the	  Thai	  Grand	  Palace	  was	  built	  in	  Bangkok.	  	  It	  is	  on	  the	  
grounds	  of	  Wat	  Phra	  Kaew	  where	  the	  Temple	  of	  the	  Emerald	  Buddha	  was	  built	  as	  a	  result	  of	  his	  
master	  plan.	  	  It	  is	  no	  wonder	  why	  the	  walls	  of	  Wat	  Phra	  Kaew	  were	  gorgeously	  decorated	  with	  
paintings	  from	  the	  epic	  Ramakien.	  

His	  successor	  Rama	  II	  carried	  on	  his	  fathers’	  love	  for	  Ramakien.	  	  Rama	  II,	  added	  some	  Thai	  dancers	  
with	  elaborate	  costumes	  and	  masks	  as	  theater	  performers.	  	  This	  can	  be	  seen	  in	  some	  of	  the	  Thai	  
Temple	  Rubbings	  that	  depict	  Thai	  musicians	  and	  dancers.	  	  Some	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  also	  show	  
Musical	  Ladies,	  elephants	  and	  other	  symbols	  that	  depict	  Thailand.	  	  Some	  Thai	  Temple	  Rubbings	  show	  
Phra	  Sangjajai,	  which	  is	  Thailand’s	  version	  of	  the	  Chinese	  Buddha.	  

The	  Hindu	  epic	  Ramayana	  –	  This	  epic	  is	  thought	  to	  relate	  to	  two	  North	  Indian	  kingdoms	  of	  about	  the	  
12	  to	  10th	  centuries	  B.C.,	  which	  were	  united	  by	  the	  marriage	  of	  Rama	  and	  Sita.	  In	  the	  story,	  the	  hero,	  
Rama,	  is	  the	  son	  of	  a	  king	  and	  an	  incarnation	  of	  the	  Hindu	  god	  Vishnu	  who	  loses	  his	  throne	  to	  his	  half	  
brother,	  Dasarata.	  Rama	  then	  goes	  into	  the	  woods	  to	  live	  where	  his	  archery	  proves	  wins	  him	  the	  
princess	  Sita	  for	  his	  bride.	  Rama,	  with	  his	  brother,	  Laksmana,	  and	  Sita,	  then	  go	  into	  exile.	  During	  their	  
exile,	  Sita	  is	  abducted	  by	  Rawana,	  the	  demon	  king.	  Rama	  and	  Laksmana	  eventually	  win	  Sita’s	  freedom	  
in	  battle	  with	  the	  aid	  of	  Hanuman,	  the	  white	  monkey,	  and	  the	  monkey	  armies.	  
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SUGGESTED DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
Thai Temple Rubbings	  

 
1.Describe	  what	  you	  see.	  Do	  these	  pictures	  seem	  a	  little	  strange	  to	  you?	  	  
Is	  there	  anything	  familiar	  about	  them?	  	  
How	  do	  you	  feel	  about	  them?	  
	  

2.How	  would	  you	  describe	  the	  personalities	  of	  each	  character	  in	  the	  rubbings?	  
	  	  	  	  What	  types	  of	  behavior	  do	  the	  figures	  exhibit?	  
	  
3.Stylized	  movement:	  Note	  the	  positions	  of	  hands	  and	  feet,	  toes	  and	  fingers,	  legs	  
and	  arms.	  Do	  they	  	  	  appear	  natural	  in	  all	  cases?	  
Some	  of	  these	  dramatic	  movements	  are	  exaggerated	  or	  stylized.	  Positions	  of	  
fingers,	  for	  example,	  can	  convey	  specific	  meaning.	  Certain	  gestures	  are	  regarded	  
as	  fierce,	  cowardly,	  menacing,	  and	  so	  on.	  
	  

4.Arrangement:	  Look	  at	  the	  placement	  of	  people,	  objects,	  etc.	  in	  the	  picture.	  Does	  
there	  seem	  to	  be	  a	  particular	  arrangement	  in	  these	  compositions?	  Do	  the	  
arrangements	  cause	  you	  to	  look	  from	  one	  place	  to	  another	  in	  the	  pictures?	  
Where	  do	  you	  look	  first?	  Second?	  
	  

5.Rhythm:	  Arrangement,	  movement,	  and	  repetition	  of	  form	  are	  said	  to	  create	  
rhythm	  in	  a	  picture.	  Can	  you	  see	  where	  forms	  are	  arranged	  in	  a	  repeat	  pattern	  
or	  movement?	  Show	  what	  you	  mean.	  
	  

6.	  Do	  these	  figures	  show	  realistic	  qualities?	  
	  	  	  	  	  Some	  storybook	  or	  fairytale	  qualities?	  Explain	  
	  
7.	  Where	  are	  decorative	  patterns	  evident	  in	  the	  rubbings?	  
	  	  	  	  What	  types	  of	  whapes,	  patterns	  or	  decorations	  do	  you	  notice?	  
	  
8.	  Does	  color	  play	  an	  important	  part	  in	  these	  rubbings?	  
Could	  they	  have	  been	  done	  I	  any	  color	  and	  still	  have	  the	  same	  effect?	  
	  

9.	  	  These	  figures	  were	  put	  on	  temples	  in	  Thailand	  to	  show	  parts	  of	  a	  story.	  Have	  
you	  seen	  stone	  figures	  on	  churches	  or	  temples	  here,	  which	  serve	  to	  tell	  a	  story	  or	  
event?	  Tell	  about	  them. 
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SUGGESTED EXTENDED ACTIVITIES 
Thai Temple Rubbings	  

 

1. Cardboard Impressions 

Materials: pieces of cardboard, plain paper, crayons or chalk 

From cardboard, cut odd shapes and place them on a flat surface. Place a lightweight 
paper over them. Rub with the side of a crayon or chalk across the paper. The 
cardboard impressions will show up clearly, and you will have a textured picture. 
Use more than one color for variation. Mount on dark paper. 

 

2.  Texture Impressions 

     Materials: textured paper, plain white paper, crayons or chalk 

    Place a plain piece of paper over a textured piece. Rub with the side of a crayon or  
chalk across the paper. By rubbing with various colors of crayons, a new design can be 
made. 

 

2. Guess the print 

Materials: plain paper, crayons or chalk 

Have students look for various textured surfaces – bricks, cracks in the floor, bark, a 
comb, spiral notebook, anything that is not a flat surface. Place a lightweight paper 
over them. Rub with the side of a crayon or chalk across the paper. Have students 
write what the item is on the back of the paper. Bring everyone together and play a 
guessing game as to what made each rubbing. 

 

 
 
	  
	  


