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Abstract - The objectives of this research are 1) to study the conditions of the self-reliant occupation on the embroidery of 
pantomime and Thai dance-drama costumes of the elderly in KhianNiwat community, Trok Kai Chae, Phranakorn district, 
Bangkok, and 2) to study the factors affecting life-sustaining occupation of embroidery that lasts for more than 50 years. 
This research is a qualitative research. The in-depth interview was conducted on the two major informants, participative 
observation undertaken for more than 2 years, focus groups and interviews were done with stakeholders and related people 
with the total number of 10 individuals. The study found that leaders with high skills and well-popular figures are important 
persons who acquired the jobs and carefully distributed them piece by piece among the group members. The process started 
from the customers who appreciated the high quality products and the sacred location where there has been a belief on 
supernatural power. The fact is that, 200 years ago, this exact area was used as a platform for the most famous Thai classical 
dance-drama performance. There was a belief that this supernatural power would enable and bless embroiderers of 
pantomime or khon(in Thai) and Thai dance-drama costumes with success in the past following 10 years. When Pipit 
Banglamphu Museum was established together with the revival activities of fine arts and indigenous wisdom to create the 
cultural tourist attractions, these elderly folks became the sages or knowers on the delicate embroidery. These people were 
hired on the continuous basis. The embroidery work never changed the pattern and it did not need to compete with times. 
The work itself was considered as a life of leisure based on self-reliance. These embroiderers were totally happy and they 
worked at home. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Pantomime and Thai classical dance-drama costumes 
embroidery is considered as one of the fine arts that 
appears in the performing arts exhibition and is 
related with the Thai history dated back for more than 
800 years ago [7]. Theatrical art is a popular 
customary activity as well as a Thai identity starting 
from players with very specific significant roles, say, 
actor, actress, giant, and monkey found in the 
pantomime or khon, and actor and actress in the 
dance-drama. The characters of these performers are 
reflected in their costumes, manners, and dance 
patterns in which the audiences can recognize and are 
familiar with whenever the performance is on stage. 
When Thailand was ruled by the absolute monarchy, 
the officers who were members of the nobility 
traditionally owned groups of Thai classical dance-
drama performers. These groups of players were 
supported by the noblemen in government service 
and were assigned to perform dramatic arts in various 
auspicious events. When Thailand became 
democratic country 85 years ago, these performers 

were forced to leave the patronage system or, in other 
word, they lacked the supporters, and consequently 
they had to start to earn a living by themselves. For 
this reason, using skills to live their life becomes a 
crucial factor for these players to survive. When the 
Fine Arts Department was established, the 
governmental unit is responsible for the management 
of theatrical arts and Thai musical performance. The 
fine arts embroidery of pantomime and dance-drama 
costumes becomes a unit under the supervision of the 
said department. 
 
Thailand is now in her transitional period towards an 
aged society. According to the United Nations World 
Population, in the year 2552, age dependency that 
means children and senior people was in the greater 
number than the working age. It is very interesting 
that in the year 2560, it will be for the first time in the 
history of Thailand that the number of children 
population will be less than the number of aging 
population. This phenomenon is caused by the 
decreasing in fertility rate and the death rate of the 
overall population. As a result, the number as well as 
the ratio of senior people in Thailand is dramatically 
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increasing. Miss SomkidLaothong or being known as 
“Mae Peak,” aged 76 years old, who has been 
working on the embroidery for the past 50 years. She 
has started her career since she was only 16 years old 
and has lived in KhianNiwat community, Trok Kai 
Chae until now. She started the embroidery business 
for pantomime and dance-drama costumes with 
another 4 neighbors. These business entrepreneurs 
are in their seventies and they are still active in the 
embroidery business. At present, Mae Peak is 
respected as a local wise person in the community for 
embroidery of pantomime and dance-drama costumes 
in Banglamphu area, Phranakorn district, 
Bangkok.According to KomatraChuengsatiansup [8], 
community always has something to tell. The past 
experience and memory including various incidents 
whether they were the establishment of the 
community, living conditions in the past, economic, 
social, political, cultural, and historical development, 
the plaque, accident, or even the supernatural events 
could create the local identity, foster way of thought 
and attitude, and designate the kind of social 
relationship among people and things in the 
community both at present and in the future. He also 
argued that life story of people in the community 
reflects the thought and translates local culture into 
tangible things. Life story experience, in Komatra’s 
words, therefore tells us more than a story of a person 
but echoes about community, society, well-being and 
whereabouts of each period of 
time.TikhampornPunluekdej [13] argued that most of 
the people in the community are senile people. These 
people however are considered as very reliable 
informers, with their vivid memory, they can track 
down each individual incident that had happened in 
the community in terms of physical environment, 
economic conditions, social phenomenon as well as 
the traditional culture of the community without 
disruption. 
 
For the period of 50 years, 4 senile individuals 
working on the embroidery of khon and dance-drama 
costumes and the fact that these people never changed 
their mind to work on other occupation became the 
major interest of study that 1) why do these 4 senile 
people decide to work on the embroidery of khon and 
dance-drama costumes for the past following 50 
years? and why this type of work does not become 
popular among other groups of people?, 2) what are 
the internal and external factors that affect these 4 
senile people to choose the embroidery occupation?, 
and 3) how could the organization or educational 
institution develop the body of knowledge based on 
Thai local wisdom and make it as a profession for the 
next generation? 
 
All of the above perspectives have created a topic of 
study in which the researcher would like to learn 

more about the “Maintenance of the Self-Reliant 
Occupation on the Embroidery of Pantomime and 
Thai Dance-Drama Costumes of the Elderly in 
KhianNiwat Community, Trok Kai Chae, Phranakorn 
District, Bangkok” 
 
II. OBJECTIVES 
 
1. To study the conditions of the self-reliant 

occupation on the embroidery of pantomime and 
Thai classical dance-drama costumes. 

2. To study the factors affecting the elderly to live 
their life on the embroidery of pantomime and 
dance-drama costumes for more than 50 years. 

 
III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND 
RELATED THEORIES 
 
1. Anthropologic perspective: Donald Light and 

Suzanne Keller [4]who are interested in social 
and cultural changes with the supporting plans. 
This theoretical concept is related with the 
structural and dutytheory proposed by A.R. 
Radcliffe-Brown who sees human society exist 
in order to live together and, at the same time, to 
discover appropriate way or improvement to live 
life in the society. 

2. Franz Boas’ historical theory: Franz Boas 
believes in the principle that culture is the key to 
define human and environment in which they 
have a relationship with occupation. 

3. The conceptual framework on social 
conditions that affect system as a spiritual 
attachment. Rituals and rites are symbols that 
represent the relationship between human and 
supernatural power. Victor Turner [5]and 
Clifford Geertz [6]argued that symbols, rituals 
and rites of passage, shared feeling and emotion 
can explain reality and become sources of 
culture. 

 
IV. METHODOLOGY 
 
This study is a qualitative research. Supattra 
Junnapiya [12] suggested that qualitative research is 
used by the researcher who wants to understand the 
meaning, process or explanation of a behavior or 
phenomenon. The qualitative research, she continued, 
is also appropriate tool for conducting research in a 
small community to collect data that are abstract, for 
instance, religious belief, attitude and vision. The 
research utilizes the ground theory method in which 
the researcher possesses and is well-aware of 
theoretical sensitivity in order to formulate a concept 
and theory. This theoretical sensitivity exits in every 
step of the research activities starting from theoretical 
sampling, theoretical coding and theoretical 
generating. The grounded theory has its unique 
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characteristics in a way that it is formulated from data 
arising from the upper-most true phenomena [2] 
[1].The phenomena are comprehended as the loose 
structures, with flexibility for prediction and they are 
not restricted [15]. The data were collected through 
the following sources 
 
1. Historical documents pertaining to the 

pantomime or khon and Thai classical dance-
drama costumes embroidery. These documents 
belong to the Fine Arts Department that is 
responsible for the supervision of Thai 
performing arts.As a verifiable direct data, the 
document offers information with no bias and 
portrayed data that chronologically happened in 
the past [11]. 

2. In-depth interview with Miss SomkidLoathong 
and 2 of her assistants.The in-depth interview 
allows interviewees to free their mind and let go 
of their thought and opinion without being 
dominated by the influential people [4] [11]. 

3. Structured and unstructured interviews with 2 of 
the assistant embroiderers and another 10 
customers. 

4. Focus group of 6-people that include 2 
customers, 2 students and another 2 interested 
persons. The focus group can save a lot of time 
in interviewing and, at the same time, the data 
obtained can be used to cross-checked at each 
other [9]. 

5. Participative observation on the embroidery work 
during the years 2015-2016. The participative 
observation method is widely used in collecting 
qualitative data in which the researcher can 
observe the behavior, action, manner and/or 
expression of the individual or group of people in 
which they can be perceived through the five 
senses and can be well understood 
[11].SupattraJunnapiya [12] stated that data 
obtained from an observation is a primary data 
and is a direct phenomenon according to the 
reality in which the behavior is expressed 
naturally. 

6. Non-participative observation in various 
exhibitions on khon and dance-drama costumes 
embroideries organized by Tourism Authority of 
Thailand (TAT), participated in New Year merit 
making celebration organized by the community 
in which there were Thai classical dances using 
costumes that are embroidered by the group of 
elderly in the community. 

7. All interviews were re-checked by the 
interviewees to prevent any possible 
misunderstanding. The data can be repeatedly 
analyzed and re-checked in order to maintain the 
credibility and validity [3]. 

 
 

V. RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
1. The conditions of the self-reliant occupation on the 
embroidery of pantomime and Thai classical dance-
drama costumes. The task requires high skills of the 
embroiderers who must inevitable practice and self-
study in order to be specialized. 
1.1 The superintendent: a person with high 
specialization who used to work at the Fine Arts 
Department for 40 years. This person did not have an 
education on the embroidery work. Loving the 
embroidery, this individual has tried very hard, bit by 
bit, little by little, and finally become the 
embroiderer. She is a highly responsible and very 
punctual person who must make sure that all of the 
work assigned must be done. She oversees the 
necessarily preparation before the actual embroidery 
work could start, for example, the colors of the 
players, raw materials arrangements, the players, and 
other related inputs. 
1.2 The assistant: These assistants must be able to 1) 
copy the pattern, 2) stretch the fabric to begin the 
embroidery, 3) use the right, appropriate and 
beautiful sequins, 4) clean, iron, fold and store the 
cloths, 5) try the costumes on the players, the whole 
embroidery for one player must be done by a single 
embroiderer. The assistant, during the first year, will 
start from the most easy to do task of embroidery. 
After 2-3 years, this assistant could proceed to 
perform the whole embroidery by herself. Group of 
embroiderers must perform their work with high 
concentration. Every piece of work needs a clear eye-
sight and an appropriate sitting posture. The 
embroiderer must be in focus all the time. 
1.3 The customer: He or she must allow enough time 
that fits with the kind of work he or she has expected 
and the difficulty of the work. Embroidery work must 
not be done in a harsh. The embroiderers can usually 
perform their work at home and at the same time they 
can still perform their required duty as a house-
keeper. 
 
2. The factors the affect the elderly to live their life 
on the embroidery of pantomime and dance-drama 
costumes. 
2.1 External factors that support the embroidery of 
khon and dance-drama costumes. 
2.1.1 Khon revival. From 2005 onwards, pantomime 
or khon performance is royally patronized by Her 
Majesty Queen Sirikit who graciously gave her 
private money to the Fine Arts Department to revive 
pantomime performance.  The Thai classical 
pantomime performance is considered as the most 
beautiful fine arts and is related with the Thai 
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identity. By this reason, there are more educational 
institutions arrange to have a course to train khon 
performers. As a result, there is an increasing demand 
for the khon costumes embroideries. The craftsman 
who works at the National Theater cannot do the 
required work. The embroidery work was brought to 
Miss SomkidLaothong who lived nearby the National 
Theater. And for the past 10 years, groups of people 
in the community were continuously hired to work on 
the embroidery. 
2.1.2 The awakening of the Thai fine arts support. 
The Fine Arts Department together with many other 
educational institutions including Tourism Authority 
of Thailand have been promoting and supporting 
khon and dance-drama performance. These intensive 
promotions, especially in performances, help to bring 
more embroidery work to the people in the 
community. 
2.1.3 KhianNiwat community, that is the residence 
and working place of the elderly people who perform 
the embroidery work, is also considered as a special 
area for cultural tourism in cooperation with Pipit 
Banglamphu Museum. The museum exhibits the Thai 
local wisdom for the past 200 years. The embroidery 
of khon and dance-drama costumes was displayed 
every year. This exhibition allows the live-show of 
the embroiderers performing their exquisite work. 
2.2 Internal factors that support the embroidery 
2.2.1 Since khon and dance-drama costumes 
embroidery requires a very high quality of 
craftsmanship and it is in accordance with the Thai 
custom, therefore, there is no competitor in the 
market. The embroiderers can bring the work to 
theirs house and perform the work at home. 
2.2.2 The embroidery is a popular customary work, 
when the pattern is ready the embroiderers can begin 
their work right away. The work is completed piece 
by piece, for instance, breast cloth, Hanuman and 
other players in the Ramayana saga for the khon 
performance. 
2.2.3 The customers usually range from academic 
institutions, interested individuals and television 
broadcasters.These people are regular customers who 
put their trust on the highly craftsmanship. 
2.2.4 The location of the community is considered as 
a historical site in which it is a part of the first 
erection of Bangkok as a capital of Thailand in 1782. 
There is a shrine called Prince ChakJadesada in the 
area. Every year in January, people in the community 
organize New Year celebration in which there is a 
Thai classical dance and khon performance in order 
to pay respect to Prince ChakJadesada. All of the 
players wear costumes embroidered by the elderly 
people in the community. 

2.2.5 The 4 elderly people are working as assistants 
to dress up the players of khon and dance-drama. 
There are approximately 20-50 players in each 
performance. The senile people travel with the group 
of players and are paid in lump sum of money. 
2.2.6 Self-reliance. The elderly people live their life 
in a highly delicate work of embroidery. These 
groups of old and fragile people cannot work in a 
conventional highly competitive environment. 
Embroidery task is a life-long type of work that 
provides an opportunity for the aged society. The 
embroiderers must take good care of themselves in 
using their eye-sight and their correct sitting posture. 
To these elderly people, self-reliance is not a strategy 
of transition to something utopian, but about a 
process that is much alive, that  takes place for 
everybody to watch, talk about, and participate in – or 
fight against, as many do and more will do as the 
process gains momentum. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
According to the Foundation for Older Persons’ 
Development (FOPDEV), the Thai population in the 
year 2556 will be 64.6 million people of which there 
will be 9.6 million senior people. It is also predicted 
that in the year 2573, there will be 17.6 million of 
aging people (26.3%), and in the year 2583, the 
number will consequently reach 20.5 million people 
(32.1%).At present, the government and private 
organizations together with non-governmental 
agencies (NGOs) are trying their best to collaborate 
in order to protect, promote and support the status, 
roles and activities that will enhance the quality of 
life of the elderly. The study on “Maintaining the 
Self-reliant Occupation on the Embroidery of 
Pantomime and Thai Dance-Drama Costumes of the 
Elderly in KhianNiwat Community, Trok Kai Chae, 
Phranakorn District, Bangkok” discovered that the 
senior people who have an occupation on the 
embroidery of khon and dance-drama costumes must 
perform their work with their whole-hearted love and 
affection together with their genuine passion in order 
to provide the high quality and delicate handicraft. 
They have accumulated their skills and delicacy on 
the work throughout their lives. They have 
responsibility and they deliver their work exactly on 
time. This kind of work commitment pleases the 
customers. The superintendent is the most important 
person who distributes the work to the group of 
subordinates. This practice is in accordance with the 
heritage and Thai local wisdom conservation work. 
Arts is an essential part and meaningful to human life. 
It is the result of human’s creativity for the sake of 
utility and aestheticism. Arts and human being are 
inseparable. The two are related since man was born 
up until the day he dies. There are many great and 
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interesting things happened in this world everyday 
especially those involve in the technological 
innovation.But there are very little things, in very 
small communities, in many places in the world that 
still appreciate and being impressed with the work 
that requires local wisdom that can be handed down 
from one generation to the next. There are groups of 
people who are satisfied with simple life, are 
interested in the learning of self-development and are 
happy with social relationships among surrounding 
people, such as lovers, parents, cousin and friends 
more than falling in love with high technology 
[10].Khon and dance-drama costumes embroidery 
occupation is the task that requires highly skills and 
self-practice. The work itself consumes a very long 
and patient period of time since it demands a lot of 
details. The tatting pattern repeats itself over and over 
again so the work is suitable for the elderly who are 
very patient. Although this particular type of work 
has been promoted and transferred the body of 
knowledge among various educational institutions as 
well as among the youngster, the result did not 
portray in a favourable light. Pantomime and dance-
drama costumes embroidery takes a long and tedious 
time to finish the required task, therefore, it lacks 
competition in order to bring about innovation to 
improve the work processes. On top of that, the price 
is quite stable due to the stable demand. As a result, 
this embroidery occupation interests no young 
generation.In conclusion, khon and dance-drama 
costumes embroidery occupation offers a chance to 
elderly people to work and to earn a living in fast-
moving society where patient is no longer considered 
as a virtue. The embroidery work causes the elderly a 
positive thinking towards their lives, the work can be 
done at home,it utilizes local wisdom and, at the same 

time, preserves the invaluable Thai arts for the next 
generation. 
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