
Types of Handicrafts
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 “Khon” is a dance drama which only based 
on the epic Ramakian. The performers wear the 
mask, called “Hua Khon” (Royal Institute Dictionary 
B.E. 2525).
 Khon is high-class dramatic works of 
Thailand which is very unique and considered 
the national heritage inheriting from generation to 
generation. It is an entertainment performing in the 
significant royal ceremonies since Ayutthaya period 
as one of the Royal decorations of the King. 
 Apart from the performances, music 
band, and costume, another key element of Khon 
performance is Khon mask which is the symbol to 
identify the character the performer represents 
such as Phra Ram, Phra Lak, Hanuman, Thotsakan, 
Giant, Ogre, and Hermit (Royal Institute Dictionary 
B.E. 2525).

To make a Khon mask various engineering 
skills are required such as molding and sculpting, 
model building, turning, carving, engraving, 
lacquering, gilding, and drawing and painting. Thus, 
the Khon mask maker should occupies diverse 
engineering skills. Furthermore, Khon mask is made 
followed its custom and tradition strictly such as 
color and features. Therefore, making Khon mask 

requires knowledge and delicacy to preserve the 
traditional identity and to create the aesthetic to 
the audience along with the epic performance. This 
is honorable wisdom and heritage inheriting for 
hundreds years. 

  Khon is based on the epic Ramakian 
which the performance has been developing since 
Ayutthaya period influencing by Bramanism. Since 
Ramakian is the epic about human being, inhuman 
being, and Gods, the performers have to perform 
each character so they need to be differentiated to 
distinguish and represent each character. For this 
reason, “Khon mask” was invented.  
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Wisdom reflecting engineering skills 
and custom of “Khon Mask”                                                  

Making Khon mask is the special and 
distinguish handicraft from other fields as it has its 
own special customary method. The artisan must 
have an insight into color and characteristic of 
each Khon mask and Khon performance in order to 
express emotions through Khon masks. This wisdom 
reflecting from Khon mask making is complex which 
involving the feature, making method, Wai Kru 
process, and storage which are the strategy of the 
old artisans. 
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Colors and figures of Khon mask
 
 The patterns of Khon mask are rigid, both for 
figures and colors, which identify the character the mask is 
representing. For example,  

Male figure with Yod Chai and green face is Phra 
Ram.

Male figure with Yod Chai and gold face is Phra 
Lak. 

Ogre figure with Yod Chai, ten faces in three 
layers, snarlingmouth, wide-opened eyes in green color is 
Thotsakan. 

Ogre figure with Yod Hang kai, close mouth, 
crocodile-shape eyes, in white-black color is Wirunjambung. 

Yuk Lon (Bald monkey figure) with open mouth 
and black face is Nilaphat.

Money figure with three tops and close mouth is 
Ongkhot.

If classify by the face of the Khon mask, it can be 
classified as follows.  

Male mask both the deva and the king have the 
same face figure but different colors and the top of the 
head, which identify the character, such as   
Phra Isuan - white face and the Nam Tao crown.
Phra Phrom - white four faces with Yod Chai crown. 

Phra In - green face with Yod Bud or Yod Dern 
Hon crown. 
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Ogre masks There are four figures of ogre 
mask. 
Snarling mouth with crocodile-shape eyes   
Snarling mouth with wide-open eyes  
Close mouth with crocodile-shape eyes  
Close mouth with wide-open eyes
 which including Yuk Yod and Yuk Lon, such as 

  Yuk Lon with snarling mouth and 
crocodile-shape eyes are: 

• Sammanakha - bright green or gold face
• Karunratch -  red and white face 

with snarling mouth and wide-open eyes are:
 • Nonthayuk - dark blue face

• Mahakay - dark purple face

Yuk Yod with snarling mouth and crocodile-shape 
eyes are:

• Chiwha -  vermillion and white face with the 
Nam Tao crown 

• Kumphakad - crimson and white face with 
Nam Tao Fueng crown  

with snarling mouth and wide-open eyes are:
• Hiruntayuk - gold face with Kranok crown 
• Mahayamayuk - vermillion face with cock’s 

tail top crown 

Yuk Lon with snarling mouth and wide-open eyes are:
• Kalasun - black face 
• Nonthasun - white face  

With close mouth and wide-open eyes are: 
• Romjak - red and yellow face  
• Sukornsan - green face  

Yuk Yod with close mouth and crocodile-shape eyes are:
• Satthasoon -  vermillion and white face with 

Yod Jeep crown
• Maiyarap - light purple face with Kranok crown

with close mouth and wide-open eyes are: 
• Suriyaphop - vermillion face with Dern Hon 

crown  
• Maris - white face with Sam Kleep crown 
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Monkey mask is Ling Yod and Ling Lon.  
The mask only has the wide-open eyes with both 
open and close mouth. 
 Ling Lon with open mouth are: 
 Keyoon - dark purple

Chaiyamwan - grey or light black and white 
Ling Lon with close mouth are: 

Sattaphli - bright white 
Nil-aek -  copper

Ling Yod with open mouth are:  
Sukreep - dark red with Yod But crown  
Chompuphan - vermilion with white and Yod 

Chai crown 

Ling Yod with close mouth is Ongkhot, 
green with Yod Sam Kleep crown 

It is not the tradition to make female 
Khon mask, but the performance wears the head 
decoration and put on make-up; the performance 
wears a headdress, Rud Klao Yod, Rud Klao Plaew, 
Krabang Nah. 

Apart from male, ogre, and giant mask, there 
are animal mask such as lion, horse, deer, bird, and 
garuda. There is no mask for the hermit character 
but the performance will wear the Yod Buad only 
and unveil the face. Hermit mask is made for paying 
respect only. 
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Wisdom reflecting engineering 
skills in making Khon mask      

 Khon mask is the ancient handicraft 
inheriting from generation to generation which 
the feature, pattern, and the making method are 
strictly conformed. The mask was covered with 
sandpaper which has been changed to mulberry 
paper (Sa paper) later as it has the same quality 
to sandpaper and tough. When the mask dries, 
take the paper mask off the plaster model and cut 
the edge before sewing with brass wire. Enchase 
with aluminum to hold the paper mask and 
avoid the distortion. The powdered charcoal will 
also strengthen the mask. The thickness of dried 
cowhide or buff is suitable for sewing ears, eyes, and 
teeth which is made from mucilage. Then, create 
the pattern with Ruk Samuk (the water mix with 
powdered charcoal from dry banana leaf) which 
is boiled with the standard method and decorate 
it as customary design. When the pattern dries, 

which is about two months later, paint the color 
and write the face details. Face writing represents 
the wisdom that reflecting the engineering skills of 
the mask maker. 
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Khon: Thai Dancing Art 

Khon is the performance represents the 
royal decorations that has been developing since 
Ayutthaya period and is influenced by Brahmanism.

In general, Khon is performed based 
on the epic of Ramakian. In the past, Fine Arts 
Department organized the performance “Anurut”, 
however, it was not as popular as Ramakian. The 
script of Ramakian is in various styles depending on 
the period of literature, Ayutthaya, Thonburi, and 

Rattanakosin period. In particular, the literature 
in Rattanakosin period which the literary work by 
King Rama II was widely used. It was the one that 
was rearranged in series and scene by Fine Arts 
Department for performing as Khon Chak. During 
the reign of King Rama VI, he composed six lyrics 
and literature: Losing Sida, Burning Long Ka, Driving 
Phiphek, Booking road, Begin Long Ka battle, and 
Nak Bas.
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Since the story of Ramakian concerns 
with human being, inhuman being, and gods, the 
performers represent each character which the 
masks are needed to differentiate the character. 
For this reason, the Khon masks are created 
so the audience can appreciate the aesthetic 
of performance. If Khon is the ritual and the 
entertainment for Thai people, Khon masks is also 
the heritage fine arts that coupled with through 
time. 

It is presumed that Khon mask had not 
been used at the beginning period of Khon 
performance. The performance put on the make 
up to identify the character they represented. For 
example, the dancing art of India (Kathakkari) which 
performs Ramakian as same as Thai Khon still 

applies face painting method until today. However, 
Thai Khon classifies the performers in many groups 
so face painting was the hard work. Later, the 
mask imitating the face of character was created 
as evidenced in Chak Nak Dukdamban (one of 
the traditional Thai amusement) in the Ayutthaya 
coronation ceremony, which is the original of Khon 
performance.  

From late Ayutthaya period, Khon mask 
has been invented and decorated gracefully, 
particularly between the reign of Borommakot 
and King Rama II, Rattanakorin period, when Thai 
dancing art and music, including all arts were very 
prosperous. For this reason, the beautiful and 
valuable Khon mask existed. 
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Material-tools for making Khon mask 
Plaster model for paper wrapping 
Mulberry paper, gold paper
Wheat flour
Knife, cutter 
Awl, hand drill
Zinc wire, brass wire
Dried cowhide or buff
Kite string
Jig and jig blade
Assorted sizes of chisel, hammer 
Banana leaf or coconut leaf or thatch ash
Lacquer (Ruk Nam Kliang)
Paint for wring face 
Assorted sizes of brush
Glue
Compressed gems 
Sequin, colored glass
Epoxy
Gold leaf
Wood stick for making the peak of Khon mask
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Steps of making Khon mask

Covering model 
Boil the flour for stick the paper. Mix wheat 

flour, water, and color with hand and boil until it is 
well cooked. Apply it on the mulberry paper, put 
it on the model for four layers, and smoothen it. 
Then, soak the wet paper (the remaining from the 
gold leaf peel) into water and cover the model 
for two layers before covering with the flour-paint 
mulberry paper. Repeat the step 4-6 times and use 
the tool to press on the paper. Sun-dry it for 3-4 
days. 

Open and sew the model Draw the line 
on the back of the head model and cut along the 
line. Take the paper model off the plaster model. 
Peel the wet paper and trim the paper model 
neatly. Glue the cut tightly and sew along the cut 
line with the brass wire at intervals. Cut the wire 
end and affix it with the paper model. 

Attach the leather part Use dried cowhide 
or buff that the hairs are removed to engrave in the 
pattern of each Khon mask such as ear, eyebrow, 
ans sideburns to attach to the paper model using 
brass wire. If it is the large leather, such as sideburns, 
staple the wire at the back to strengthen it. 

 Making pattern Make the pattern with Ruk 
Samuk (from boiling lacquer with banana leaf ash, 
resin, and dammer oil) in the soapstone mold. At-
tach it on the Khon mask with pure lacquer followed 
the traditional method. Let the lacquer dry which 
takes about one and half month or two months. 

Gilding Apply epoxy on the space desired 
for gilding. Let it dry and re-apply epoxy again. 
Put the gold leaf all over the model and press 
with brush to ensure that the gold leaf attaches 
completely. Brush away the gold powder.
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Glue the gems Put latex glue on the 
groove desired for making pattern before sticking 
the gem. Let it dry. 

Mold a face using powdered charcoal, 
consisting of grinding paste, ash, and gold paper, to 
mold the parts such as nose, eyebrow, eyes, ears, 
and mouth. Let it dry and cover with kite paper. 

Face painting and writing It is necessary to use 
the color accurately followed the custom. For     
example, green color for Phra Ram, purple color for 
Miyarap, and white color for Hanuman. After      
painting, write the face by drawing the main line 
(Sen Prai) to highlight and beautify the face shape. 
For the ogre or the monkey, there are two colors 
code:  

1. Green color is used for writing all Khon 
masks, except for the green Khon mask. 

2. Blue color is used for writing the green Khon 
mask only. 

After writing Sen Prai, draw the black line 
along the inner Sen Prai. Cross the Sen Prai with 
small black lines, called Lae Sen. Paint the lips with 
red-pink color with the lychee color in inner lips. 

การติดพลอย
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Writing Sen Hor Hua Khon 

Sen Hor Hua Khon consists of the four small 
lines in different colors: lychee, red, pink, nad 
gold color (it is writing the line with rubber fig 
before gilding). It is written to beautify Sen Prai 
and embellish the Khon face. Draw the main pink 
line and overlay with red color on the inner side. 

Draw the lychee color over the red line, which the 
lychee color is the inmost line of Sen Hor. The last 
line is Sen Thong; write the rubber fig on the pink 
line and gild with the gold leaf. 

Besides, another part of Khon mask that the 
mask maker applies writing pattern method rather 
than affixing pattern is the headdress or Lung Pha. 
The pattern is unlimited depending on the skills of 
the artisan.  

nononono
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Relevant beliefs and rituals

Khon is dancing art with diverse custom 
and practice. Some customs are still practiced 
whereas some have changed through time. In 
particular, Khon mask is the key component of Khon 
performance as it represents the characteristic and 
personality of the character. Therefore, the Khon 
mask maker should organize the Wai Kru or Krop 
Kru ceremony (to pay respect to the arts master) 
as same as other types of dancing art. Before the 
performance, the offerings should be set and 
the Khon mask should be one of the offerings to 
worship the masters. 

Khon mask is the unique and valuable high 
artwork of Thailand. Therefore, it is necessary to 
take care and store Khon mask in good condition 
by storing in Lung, a container for Khon mask 
storage. Formerly, Lung was the mobile light 
weight lacquering basketry. At present, it is made 
from zinc. It is in the short cylinder shape which 
the middle part is the Lung, a space for putting 
Khon mask, and the cap. The middle of Lung is the 
short round-stand for placing Khon mask, crown, 
or headdress. Lung should be place higher than 
the floor or corridor or the sidewalk area. Avoid 
dropping the Khon mask on the floor, and be 
careful to keep it from cockroach and rat or to 
behave to disgrace the art master. 

Moreover, Khon mask is stored in group; 

human being, ogre and monkey. In particular, ogre 
and monkey mask should be stored separately 
by having Pharatamuni or Hua Phor Kae placing 
in the middle. This is the customary tradition that 
has been practiced strictly. Further, do not keep 
the costume or Khon mask at home. They should 
be secured at the temple only as it is believed 
that these objects are the hot stuffs that bring the 
trouble to the person who possess them. Even the 
drawing of the character should not be possessed. 
However, the belief is fade out gradually. 

Formerly, learning how to make Khon mask 
was difficult because the belief and ritual were 
involved. Thus, it was limited in a small group which 
each family had their own identity that unrevealed 
to the non-family member.  At present, Khon mask 
is considered the high-class art to be preserved. 
Consequently, there is a class to teach Khon mask 
making in order to generate income to community. 
In teaching and learning, putty is used instead of 
Nam Ruk (lacquer) to avoid the allergy and it is the 
low-cost material that is available in market.  

The charm and graciousness of “Khon 
mask” is not only valuable for “Khon” performance 
but also very fascinated by the collectors and 
tourists who are enchanted with Thai crafts. Khon 
mask is Thai handicraft that is accepted worldwide 
from its outstanding and uniqueness representing 
Thai culture and heritage. 
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Sources of information and reference documents  

Interview with Ajarn Vitsanu Padungsilp, A Book “KHON Mask: Thailand Art Heritage”  
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