BP Bundit PUANGTHONG

Born 1969, Cha-uat, Nakhon Si
Thammarat, Thailand Lives in Melbourne,
Victoria

Bundit Puangthong is a contemporary
painter based in Melbourne and descends
from a long family line of temple arts
practitioners that includes dancers,
healers, oracles and master puppet
makers. Bundit received formal training in
temple painting at a south Thai art
academy where he was taught to follow
traditional Thai religious and mythological
styles and iconography. He later explored
western art, completing a Masters in
painting and printmaking at Chang Mai
University, and earned a Master of Visual
Arts from the Victorian College of the Arts
in 2005. After moving to Melbourne,
Bundit made connections between temple
painting and Melbourne’s graffiti culture,
and along with the influence of western
artists such as Jean-Michel Basquiat, this
led him to cultivate a distinctive



contemporary practice. His work redefines
traditions by celebrating the ‘in
betweenness’ of living within 2 cultures.
In this commission, Bundit draws deeply
on memory and channels the spiritual
presence of his late grandmother and
grandfather. He honours aspects of their
creativity and spirituality: stencils

and botanical illustrations, images of
bandaged limbs and tied bundles of
healing plants refer to his grandmother’s
healing practice. In creating the painting
Bundit Puangthong delved into the
Library’s collection of botanical texts,
bestiaries, travelogues and manuscripts,
with an emphasis on illustrations of flowers
and herbs. This search eventually led to
the discovery of curious images of animal
and plant hybrids.



Bundit PUANGTHONG
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auwae Obchey 2025
3 parts, acrylic on canvas
Commissioned by State Library Victoria
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At night-time, how important the sarong is. |
remember — my house is a hay and
bamboo house. There is fresh air
everywhere. Most times it's hot but during
rainy season it's cold. Sarong is good to
cover yourself.

Or if | was in trouble and wanted to
hide, | sat in a corner and hid in my
sarong, and | could not see anyone! And |
remember when it flooded, or when | was
too scared, you know, | used to chew the
corner. Or when | couldn’t sleep, | kept
chewing the sarong.

But after my mum passed away, | brought
back this one.

It has smell and texture, it's memory. —
Bundit Puangthong, 2024
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In this movie, this kid lived in the temple.
One night, he saw a group of bad people
come to the temple at night and cut the
head of the Buddha statue and put itin a
jeep. The kid tried to stop them. He hung
on to the car and got dragged along.



He yelled ‘Give it back! Give it back!” One
guy shot him.

And then the angel came to pick him up
and put [him] in front of a statue and
superpowers from the God turn him to
Hanuman.

That's not how Hanuman was born but
that’'s how he was born in the movie. That
movie it always stuck in my head, when
I'm from six, seven years old. What | like
about Hanuman: he’s a warrior, fighter and
very cheeky.

— Bundit Puangthong

Bundit has a strong affinity with Hanuman,
the half-human, half- monkey Hindu god.
In the Ramayana, Hanuman is confronted
by the king Ravana, who tortures him and
sets his tail on fire; in retaliation, Hanuman
burns an entire village. According to
Bundit, Hanuman remains a hero, if an
imperfect one, though he knows some
people see him as a villain.

In Hindu mythology, Hanuman is
revered for his devotion to Rama,
Lakshmana and Sita. When Lakshmana
was injured, Hanuman was sent to fetch



sanjeevani, a herb believed to have
magical healing and life-restoring powers.
Unable to identify the herb, Hanuman
carried an entire mountain to ensure he
brought it back. This led

to the popular iconography that depicts
Hanuman flying in the sky carrying a giant
mountain.

The traditional and old technique, it always
comes out when I'm bored. | draw. It's sort
of like it's always inside of different people

and different artists. It's innate.

— Bundit Puangthong

In Eastern religions, half-human, half-
animal figures are often seen as symbols
of divine power and sacred meaning.
Inspired by this tradition, Bundit creates
his own hybrid forms, putting his personal
spin on the iconography. His search for
Images in the Library

collections led to him discovering Western
manuscripts and bestiaries featuring
comparable figures. While not all of them
hold religious significance, the mythical
creatures that appear in manuscript pages



may have served as mnemonic devices.
This ties in nicely with the theme of
memory that is so important in Bundit's
work.
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When | was a kid, back in my village we
used to see a particular cobra and
mongoose fighting. One time the
mongoose got bit so many times we
thought it was going to die. But it ran away
and hid away in the night.

Two days later it was the same
mongoose | saw. | thought, how did it heal
from poison? My granny told me there is a
tree, they know where to go for medicine.
— Bundit Puangthong

Bundit's grandmother was a Buddhist
medicine practitioner, who taught him that
the use of herbs and plants to heal
wounds was not restricted to the human
species. Images of beings wrapped in
bandages that appear in his



commissioned painting represent the
presence of his grandmother.

The earliest printed records of animals
using plants as medicine were based on
the observations of Aelian, a renowned
teacher of rhetoric, and Aristotle. The study
of animals demonstrating self- medication
and healing was recognised only in 1987
and named ‘zoopharmacognosy'.
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In The Travels of Sir John Mandeville
(1357), Mandeville compiled the stories of
many travellers. One tale describes a plant
that produced a gourd-like fruit from which
a small lamb emerged, a complete
creature of blood and bone. Among other
historians, Herodotus wrote of trees in
India that bore sheep whose wool was
used to make clothing. The story inspired
numerous illustrations of zoophytes (or
animal—plants) under various titles,
including Vegetable Lamb, Scythian Lamb
and Barometz Sheep.



The title Paradisi in Sole Paradisus
Terrestris puns on the author’'s name
Parkinson, or ‘park-in-sun’. The
frontispiece shows Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden, which on close inspection
reveals a ‘vegetable lamb’ growing among
the plants. Sir John Mandeville is credited
with introducing this legendary creature to
European audiences in his Travels of
1357.
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Al Waq Waq from Kitab al-Bulhan (‘Book
of Wonders’) 1330-1450

Bodleian Library, Oxford University MSBodl.
Or. 133

Exhibition print from facsimile, 2025

When | see an image, sometimes it’'s just not
clear, not really focused, but | know exactly
what it's going to look like when | paint. |
don’t want to produce an exact image. It's
tricky for me.

| saw the plant that grows a human
female body in my [Thai] book and then |
saw the same plant in another [Persian]
book. And how amazing is that? One story
just connected another story in a different
part of the world. And [in the] old days, no
network, no social media. But how did this
happen?

And in State Library book there is the
vegetable lamb, that grows sheep from a
plant.

And after thousands of years later they



all connect in my painting.
— Bundit Puangthong

One of Bundit’'s preparatory drawings
shows how his compositions emerge as
he references various found images. The
curious similarity of the Nariphon figures in
Thai mythology and the Waq Wagq tree in
the Kitab al-Bulhan remains unexplained.
It is not known whether both were inspired
by the same tree, so their correspondence
can be explained only as coincidence.
Bundit embraces this coincidence and
sense of wonder into his own work.
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Bundit wished to convey the presence and
energies of both sexes using botanical



imagery and requested from the Library
illustrations of plants that were classified
according to sex. He was particularly
drawn to Carl Linnaeus’s detailed
illustrations of the sexual classification
system and he appropriated images that
resembled plants he was familiar with.
These flowers and plants ornament his
work as little shooting rockets and textile
patterns.

Bundit created the persona of ‘John
Hill — a combination of Linnaeus and the
British traveller John Mandeville — and
channelled this character as he roamed
through the Library’s collection. John Hill
Illustrates the plants he encounters in his
travels, both real and fantastical.
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My granddaddy, he was the leader of
family spirit.

So, my granddaddy he made shadow
puppets. | learned to make shadow
puppets through him. That's why | created
stencils which | used to tag everywhere.
— Bundit Puangthong

Bundit channels the creative practices of his
family. In this case, he makes each stencil
following a process used to make shadow
puppets, an art form his grandfather was
known for. His tagging using the stencils
channels the work of a well-known New
York artist, Jean- Michel Basquiat, whose
crown motif became synonymous with his
art. Bundit's tags remind us of his own



presence and lineage, and honour the
influences of ancestors whose practices
continue to shape his own. Other notable
influences are commercials and signs,
where repetition functions as an aid to
memory.
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Together, the objects in this case serve as
an attempt to describe Bundit's artistic
practice. His ancestors live on in his works,
coexisting with spirits that he encounters In
the everyday world, even in
advertisements or decorative posters.
Bundit plays with English words and
phrases, which are a basis for many of the
hybrid figures

that appear on his work. His ‘smart worms’
are worm-like human figures whose limbs
have atrophied — beings from a world
where gadgets and smartphones perform
their human functions. Bundit's characters
live amid botanical illustrations and textile
patterns, in paintings that grow like wild,
untamed gardens built up in layers of
acrylic and spray paint.
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