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Birds in Early Modern Japanese and Thai Painting:
A Buddhist Tool for Enlightenment

JARIYANUSORN Jet

This research examines the symbolic meanings of four birds;
peacock, chicken, parrot, and pigeon, appearing in 18" and 19" century
Japanese and Thai paintings, with the aim to identify their implications
in the Buddhist context of both countries. The research focuses on Itd
Jakuchti (1716-1800)’s 30 painting scrolls Colorful Realm of Living
Beings (BfE#R#2), and the 510 Nibata Jataka (Th. fiuewnan) mural
paintings at Wat Kruewan-waravihara Temple (1824-1851). The method
for investigation is to analyze 1) the representation of the birds (e.g. color
symbolism, motif references), 2) the surrounding motifs (e.g. plants,
landscape), 3) the mode of painting (e.g. bird-and-flower painting,
narrative painting), to clarify the Buddhist essence incorporated in the
individual birds.

The finding shows that the four birds in both works are employed
as a metaphoric tool for guiding viewers to the ultimate Buddhist
teaching to achieve enlightenment. However, the birds in Colorful Realm
of Living Beings represent birds as their present being, while in Nibata
Jataka the birds are avatars of the Buddha or Bodhisattva. These two
aspects explain that in the early modern Buddhist context in Japan, the
birds were placed in contemplation of equality to human, while they were
perceived as the subject of superiority in Thailand.

Keywords: early modern bird-and-flower painting, Colorful Realm
of Living Beings, Nibata Jataka
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