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Thai Traditional Floral Arrangement, Bai-si, Fruit
and Vegetable Carving from the Sukhothai Period to

the Second Rattanakosin Period
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ABSTRACT

In carrying out this research investigation of Thai traditional floral arrangement,
the bai-si, fruit and vegetable carving, from the Sukhothai to the Middle Rattanakosin
Periods, the researcher had the following objectives:

(1) To synthesize the history of Thai traditional flower arrangement, the bai-si,
fruit and vegetable carving data and evidence so that images in the stories of the
past can be elucidated;

(2) To analyze the trends of philosophical concepts derived from the Tri
Bhumikata tales in regard to their effects on the definition of forms and styles of
flower arrangement art, bai-si, and fruit and vegetable carving through applying a
qualitative research methodology. The researcher also analyzed data and gathered
supporting evidence as found in both written and oral forms. Additionally, the
researcher incorporated information taken from interviews with experts and
specialists and extrapolated this information to the interpretation and analysis of
data by means of the framework afforded by the aforementioned philosophical
concepts.

The results can be summed up as follows:

1. The styles and techniques of floral arrangement, the bai-si, fruit and
vegetable carving may be divided into the following three periods:

First period: the Pre-Rattanakosin Period. This may be sub-divided into three
sub-periods given in chronological order as follows:

a. The Sukhothai Period. Floral work during this period can be found in the
forms of intricately composed work, such as the so-called “phu klin” (dangling strings
of scented flowers strung together to resemble pendants or tassels), garlands, and
flowers arranged in gold and silver bowls for presentations during Buddhist religious
ceremonies. The shapes are mostly similar to mound-like cones that taper to the top

to resemble two palms joined together as if in a state of paying obeisance.



b. The Ayutthaya Period. Floral works found in this period are: the so-called
“soi-son” made with layers and layers of flower petals strung together, as well as
large-sized hanging floral decorations such as the ra-ya, khao-bin, and bai-si made
for presentation and decoration during Brahman ceremonies. Usually, a pair of gold
pincers was used in such ceremonies. In carving or casting work, special motifs
resembling emblems or particular types of family arms were developed and served
as decorative designs used for lanterns in venerating Lord Buddha.

c. The Thon Buri Period. Floral work found during this period comes in the
form of soi-son and bai-si pak cham (the bai-si made to cover the mouth of a bowl).

The Second period. The Early Rattanakosin Period (during the reigns of King
Rama | to King Rama lll). Here, the Ayutthaya style was closely traced and copied,
such as in the decoration of the royal cremation pyres with phu-klin, ra-ya and
various styles of garlands. The cores of vegetables and fruits served as the cores of
hand-made floral arrangement. Several styles of hanging floral lanterns were
invented such as the ones called khom huat, khom raya and chat dokmai (an
umbrella composed of several layers of flowers). Flowers arranged for use with a
crown or headgear came in the shape of soi-son or trae. The bai-si was made for
use in Brahman ceremonies. An additional invention in the form of the crystal bai-si
or bai-si kaeo was found to have been invented during this period. It was used in a
ceremony in which participants engaged in seven rounds of walking around the
ubosot with participants holding lighted candles. For common peasants or villagers,
the bai-si pak cham was used to hold hard-boiled eggs. The carved fruits and
vegetables were eaten during meals. The knowledge of this intricate subject was
normally passed on from one family to another by entrusting the care of young
children to families known for possessing such knowledge. The children would serve
as apprentices and servants, learning this intricate art at the same time.

The Third period: The Middle Rattanakosin Period (the reigns of King Rama IV-
King Rama VII). During this period, floral arrangement art reached its zenith. Flower
arrangement contests and competitions were held. A large number of people were
recruited to contribute their skill, time and labour in the making of floral work during
Buddhist ceremonies and the festivities connected with royal celebrations. A large
quantity of flowers was needed for such arrangement, thus giving rise to a new
profession: that of growing flowers for sale. More types of garlands and wreaths were
made. The designs of the bai-si were developed until fixed styles and patterns were
developed. Fruit and vegetable carving became widely used during the festive

seasons such as the Royal Merit-making Ceremony at the end of the tenth lunar



month in which newly harvested rice was used as ingredients in making special
dishes and sweets. Pumpkins were carved to serve as containers for ya-khu rice.
Large-sized pumpkins were imported from China. Men became more adept at carving
than women. Vegetable- and wood- carvings were placed as decorations on Western-
style dinner tables.

2. In the analysis of floral arrangement work, the bai-si, fruit and vegetable
carving, the researcher found that sometimes the motifs and designs are similar to
those of the stucco on the lintels of old ruins and were developed into floral tassels
and garlands. The making of the hanging lanterns or decorative pieces signify cool and
calmness and aspiration for the transcendent. The designs therefore come in layers
representing the different heavenly levels. The base is usually made to resemble a
wide net pointing upwards to the sky. For flowers that are arranged into lotus-shaped
floral tributes, real lotuses are used to pay homage to the divine Shiva. The flowers
tucked behind men’s earlobes originated from flowers placed there as turban
decorations as a symbol for Mount Sumeru. As for the making of bai-si, it is found
that the making of the type of bai-si called bai-si-ton bears some connection with
lotuses which symbolize the flowers that, according to old legends, sprang from the
earth to support the feet of Lord Buddha at the time of his birth. The eggs and the
mound-shaped posies of flowers represent Lord Brahma, who was said to emerge
from the belly of the divine Narayana. The davadimsa represents the second Heaven
where the divine Indra resides, while the lotus, the sun, and the cone containing rice
represent Mount Sumeru and the Indian sub-continent. The wooden cores represent
the divine Indra’s pegs which hold things together, the core of the universe, the
stems of lotuses, and Mount Matara. The bai-si itself represents Mount
Sattaboriphan, all the six continents in the old legends, together with the six pegs.
The bai-si container represents the walls surrounding the universe. The various layers
of the bai-si represent the multiple layers of Heaven. The three wooden sticks
enclosing the bai-si represent the golden, silver, and crystal stair rungs of the
heavenly ladder.

As for the fruit and vegetable carvings, it is found that they reflect the
concept of the deva or celestial beings. The carvings are normally used as
decorations for royal cremation pyres. The shapes of legendary creatures thought to
have existed in the Himavana Forest were carved, including the naga, a symbol for
the system of the universe. The motifs are mostly derived from the shapes of lotuses

found in nature and then stylized further to make them into creative art.



