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A Study of the Floral Arabesque Patterns in Myanmar Traditional Paintings 

Hla Hla Nwe
*
 

Abstract 
 The floral arabesque patterns have come through different ages in the history of Myanmar 

traditional designs and art paintings from Pyu Period to date.The mural paintings became 

remarkably popularized in the Bagan Period, and different painting styles were known in later 

periods – painting on palm leaf in the Inwa Period, and collage painting and mosaic art in 

Konbaung Period and so on.Relying on these documents, this research paper presents the 

knowledge of the floral arabesque patterns of Myanmar traditional paintings in a fresh way from 

the perspective of a historian. 

 Key words:  Kanote, Myanmar traditional paintings 

 

 Introduction 
 This research paper focuses significant characteristics of the floral arabesque patterns 

from Myanmar traditional paintings. In the mural paintings of the Bagan temples, the floral 

arabesque patterns played an essential role from the ceilings to the floors of the buildings with 

the Buddha’s life-stories or Jatakas as the main subject of painting. ‘Kanote’ or floral 

arabesqueare artificial elements commonly found in Myanmar handicraft and designs ranging 

from paintings and sculptures through masonry to smith.As its derivation suggests, ‘Kanote 

motifs’ resemble the different floral patterns of lotus purported to be decorations to the artistic 

works. These floral arabesque patterns are the basic of Myanmar traditional paintings; in 

murals, in parabaik, in sap paintings,inmosaic paintingsand so on. 
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The word ‘Kanote’ is probably a corrupt derivative of Pali 

‘Kumuda, then Kamuda, then Kanuda and finally Kanote meaning ‘tendrils 

of lotus flowers’.
1
It has been thousands of years since Kanoteor the floral 

arabesque patterns were introduced to the works of traditional arts and 

crafts in Myanmar.
2
 Ancient Pyu people were aware of Kanote motifs – as 

can be seen in a lot of evidence from the Period such as decorative ofthe 

floral arabesque designs on the bronze bell excavated together with the 

figurines of musicians and dancers near Payamar Stupa, Old Sri Ksetra,
3
 

and terracotta votive tablets of AD 8
th

 Century found in Muhtaw village, Old Sri Ksetra. 
4
 

In Bagan Period, the art of drawing Kanote patterns was called ‘tankyit-yay’ or 

‘tankyit-nwe’ and was used to add decorations to the temples.According to the etymologists, 

the art of Kanote patternscame to be known as ‘Chupan/chunwe’ in Inwa Period and 

‘Thazinkhwe/thazinpan’ in Konbaung Period.
5 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The Myanmar Dictionary defines ‘Kanote’ as ‘traditional art style of depicting 

convoluted lotus stems, buds, blossoms, etc.’
6
The terms ‘Kanote’ ‘Chupan/chunwe’, and 

‘Thazinkhwe/thazinpan’ are therefore synonymous with all referring in their own way to floral 

arabesque patterns. 

According to the researchers, the origin of ‘Kanote’ could have been India since Indian 

temples dating from some thousand years ago were found with numerous examples of such 

floral motifs.
7
 King Asoka had a lot of Buddhist buildings constructed in his life-time and had 

these motifs carved out in the gateways and facades of his buildings. It was around a thousand 

years ago that these floral motifs made their way into Myanmar, especially in the Bagan 

Period,
8
at once carrying marks of Indian influence and adapting them beautifully into 

Myanmar characteristics.  

Drawing upon the fact that Myanmar Kanote is sometimes referred to as ‘Thai-style 

floral motifs’, Saya Zawgyi once points out in his article ‘Kanote Designs of Bagan Period’ 

that the Thai language has a counterpart of Myanmar ‘Kanote’, which is ‘khanat’ meaning 

‘floral designs’.
9
   However, we should not forget that Myanmar ‘Kanote’ had been found in 

Pyu and Bagan Periods and long before the contacts between Myanmar and Thailand were 

started.  

As Myanmar tradition calls for Kanote in the context of flowers, any 

flowers can be placed in the designs as fillers or peripheral drawings beside 

                                                           
1
 Min Naing, U, Introduction of Culture, Yangon, Sarpay Beikman Press, 1990. P 163. (Henceforth; U Min 

Naing, Culture) 
2
 Min Naing, U,Myanmar Traditional Kanotearticle, Working People Daily, (2.4.1989), P 8. (Henceforth; U Min 

Naing, Traditional Kanote).  
3
 New Light of Myanmar, Artefacts of Pyu Period, (15.1.1967), P 15-16.  

4
 Thar(Archaeology),Mg, Sri Ksetra's terracotta  Buddhist tabletsarticle, New Light of Myanmar, (23.4.2019),P 20. 

5
 U Min Naing, Culture, P – 159.  

6  The Myanmar Dictionary, Ministry of Education, Board of Myanmar, 1991.  
7  Yin Hlaing (Pyinmamyaing), Mg, Myanmar Kanote Motifs ,Yangon, Sarpay Beikman Press, 2001. P 25. 

(Henceforth; Mg Yin Hlaing,  Myanmar  Kanote)  
8  Zawgyi, Kanote Designs of Bagan Periodarticle, Yangon, Payphyuehlar Magazine, 1985, April, P 103. 

(Henceforth; Zawgyi, Kanote of Bagan ) 
9   Zawgyi, Kanote of Bagan, P 104.  
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and between the figures.
1
 For the sake of appreciation of Myanmar art, we should dwell a little 

upon the nature of Myanmar paintings. Artifice is the salient feature of Myanmar art.
2
 By 

means of artifice with the help of Kanote motifs, the artists ‘create and materialize’ the 

mythical animals like dragons, garudas, kumbhandas, yakshas, flying elephants and horses, 

sphinxes, pancarupas, and kinnaras.
3
 The leogrypohs placed in front of the temples’ gateways 

may not resemble living lions in their true sense, but with the help of Kanotes or floral 

arabesque patterns, stiffness becomes soft and roughness becomes flexible, thus making the 

statues pleasant-looking. 
4
 As its derivation suggests, ‘Kanote motifs’ resemble the different 

floral patterns purported to be decorations to the Myanmar artistic works and the floral 

arabesque patterns form an integral part of Myanmar art and designs. 

Kanotes designs or floral arabesque patterns have come through different ages in the 

history of Myanmar floral design and art from during the reign of Myanmar kings to date. With 

the expansion of maturity of art, the Myanmar people have used Kanote patterns in everything 

around them from the royal regalia of the kings and queens to the daily utensils of the 

commoners’ homes. So, some information give on the different features of Kanote motifs on 

Myanmar traditional paintings can be studied according to the medium they are seen in. 

Kanote designs in Mural Paintings 
 The mural paintings or Myanmar ancient art paintings was unique and originated in the 

Bagan Period. In the mural paintings of the Bagan temples, the Kanote or floral arabesque 

patterns became significantly popularized as the main subject of wall painting. Although floral 

motifs was derived from that of the Indian, Myanmar took on own characteristics and style 

even at the early Bagan Period. The reason for it is that religion was being the dominant theme 

of the Bagan mural paintings and most of the frescos on the wall were depicting life stories of 

Buddha. In the Phayathousu Temple of Minnanthu village, Bagan, the ceilings were full of 

Kanote designs among which the squares have the Buddha images in Dhammacakka mudra 

and the corner squares have the images of the Chief Disciples.
5
 

In Old Bagan, the plain Kanote patterns executed in 

elaborate detail on their varied styles are found on the ceilings 

of almost every temples.
6
 In most Bagan temples, the 

demarcation lines below the ceilings have also been drawn in 

Kanote patterns with Buddha figures and animal figures like 

parrots, hamsa, peacocks, deer, ogres, elephants and lions. 

 

The Phayathonsu Temple of Minnanthu village has one 

peculiar description of the Buddha in the Parileyyaka forest in which 

the Buddha is drawn seated like on a chair with a lotus flower under 

his feet and the Parileyyaka elephant is standing next to him while a 

monkey is offering honeycomb in the Buddha’s bowl.
7
  The spaces 

between the figures have been taken up by the Kanote designs, 

making the painting more attractive and appealing. 

In the mural paintings of Apaiyadanar, Phayathonsu,Gubyuakgyi and 

                                                           
1  U Min Naing, Traditional Kanote, P 8.  
2  Mg Yin Hlaing, Myanmar Kanote , P 15.  
3  Thinkhar, Kanote, nari, kapi, gazar article, Sitpyan Magazine ,  October ,1989, P 36.  
4  U Min Naing, Traditional Kanote, P 8.  
5
 Mg Yin Hlaing, Myanmar  Kanote , P 53. 

6  Than Tun and Aye Myint, U, Ancient Myanmar Designs, Yangon, I Group Press, 2011, P 103.  
7 Kyin Pann (Myinkapar),Mg, Nandapyinnya Temple of Bagan , Yangon, Aungtagon Press, 2014, P 92. 

(Henceforth; Mg Kyin Pann,  Nandapyinnya)  
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Nandapyinnya temples of Bagan, the Bodhisatta from the Mahayana Buddhism and the gods 

from Tantric Buddhism can be observed.
1
 

The painting in the interior wall near the southern window of Nandapyinnya Temple of 

Bagan is of a Tantric god putting his right arm around a goddess and talking with her. In front 

of him is another goddess with a gesture of paying homage.
2
 The canopy of a tree forms the 

halo with Kanote designs supporting the depiction. 
There are ancient wall paintings available in and around Sagaing. Scholars date them as 

belonging to the Innwa Period. The Pitakataik or library building of Ywathit village, Sagaing, 

shows examples of Inwa Period mural paintings. Remarkably, the paintings on the walls depict 

Mahosadha Jataka in which King Pancalayit, Kevutta Brahmin and the 101 kings are on the 

march,
3
 but Kanote designs are not much observed.  

The Min-ye Monastery of Kanmyint village in Chaungoo 

Township, Monywa District, which has portraits of King Korabya 

and Punnaka, the Ogre playing dice with that of the Throne 

Umbrella Goddess is a good example of Myanmar mural paintings 

in Konbaung Period.
4
 The rest wall painting was fainted feature by 

the lake of proper maintenance. 

Similarly, the rest-house of the Shwe Tant-Tit Pagoda, 

Kwun Village, Pakokku Township, Magway Region has beautiful pictures of the Buddha’s 

Renunciation Scene and His Conquest over Mara as the best examples of mural paintings in 

Colonial Period.
5
 These paintings, however, show the growing use of perspectives of Western 

style and the decline in the use of Myanmar Kanote designs.  

Kanote designs in Parabaik Paintings 
In the Periods following Bagan, the construction of temples 

declined and, consequently, mural paintings declined. Parabaik 

paintings became popular starting from Inwa Period, and reached their 

peak in Amarapura and Later Konbaung Periods.
6
 However, the royal 

costumes and ceremonies were the main themes of these paintings, 

which normally didn’t allow the detailed installation of Kanote 

designs as had been done before. 

Kanote designs in Palm-Leaf Paintings 

According to the History of Myanmar Writings, palm-

leaves were widely used in Inwa Period. It was more difficult to 

draw sketches on palm-leaves by using the stylus than just write 

letters. However, the Kammavaca writings (Buddhist Ritual 

Scriptures) may have had colorful drawings of the Buddha images 

flanking the six-line texts and the floral arabesque patterns 

interspersed between the lines, as suggested by a 27-inch long 

palm-leaf found from the Ontonpin Monastery of Beikmanma Village, Myaing Township, 

Magway Region.
7
 It is described in detail by the article on palm-leaf paintings by Aung Pye 

Nyo (Old-Fields).        

                                                           
1
 Zawgyi, Mahayana Pictures of Bagan Period article, Zawgyi's Selected Writings,Yangon, Thin Press, 2013, P 

484.  
2 
Mg Kyin Pann, Nandapyinnya, P 101-102.  

3  https://www.facebook.com/ bonkyaw/post  
4 
https://www.facebook.com/ kaung minwai/post  

5  https://www.facebook.com/ mg htutaung/post  
6  Kyaw Win (MA), Mg, Parabaik Paintingsarticle, Yangon, Ngwetaye Magazine, 1989. August, P 33.  
7
  Aung Pye Nyo (Old-Fields), Myanmar Palm-leaf Paintings article, Yangon, Ngwetaye Magazine, 1990. 

September, P 45.  
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 Traditionally, when Myanmar babies were born, their nativities were recorded on the 

toddy palm-leaves beautifully designed with Kanote patterns.
1
 Astrological diagrams 

surrounding the horoscopes had Kanote motifs, which are worth studying too.  

Kanote designs in Cloth-Paintings 

 In the history of Myanmar art, cloth-paintings can also be found. 

One piece of cloth bearing paintings from the 12
th

 Century was found by 

the Archaeological Department in a broken arm of the Buddha Statue in 

Temple No. 315, Bagan.
2
 Another piece of cloth found by a mason 

called U Doe in Temple 2159, Bagan is now among the exhibits in the 

National Museum, Naypyitaw.The Ngapechaung Monastery of Inle, too, 

has an example of cloth-paintings from Amarapura Period. According to 

the evidence available so far, there are no remarkable floral arabesque 

patterns found in cloth-paintings. 

Kanote designs on the Wooden Wall Painting 

 A very rare find of the paintings on the wooden walls is seen 

on the ceiling ruts of the Abhayasukha Sima Ordination Hall of 

Waya village, Yezagyo Township, Magway Region. Most probably 

from the 16
th

 -17
th

 Century, the painting is of a pair of the Buddha’s 

Footprints surrounded by the drawings of Kanote designs, lotus 

flowers and a coiling Naga.
3
 The significant features of Kanote 

patterns have been appreciated in this wooden wall painting.  

Kanote designs in collage paintings 

        For the ceremonies of different kinds in Konbaung Period, pieces of 

paper with drawings were combined to form decorative art of collage 

paintings or Sap panchi. Such paintings were very popular at the funerals 

of the Buddhist monks.
4
 Kanote designs played an important role in 

these paintings. 

 

 

Kanote designs in Tapestry Paintings 

According to the researchers of the inscriptions, tapestry painters were 

recorded in the Tinechutphaya, Shwekoncharphaya and Myasayti 

Stone Inscriptions of the Bagan Period.
5
 The best samples of tapestry 

paintings with Kanote floral motifs can be seen at the Manawramma 

Ontonpin Monastery of Beikmanma village, Myaing Township, 

Magway Region, and at the Shwegugyi Pagoda, Myingyan Township, 

Mandalay Region. 

The mural paintings of Bagan temples indicate that the royal 

dresses must have had the tapestry works of art with Kanote designs, 

especially the headgears and arm-chains.The Nativity Scene of the 

Buddha in the Nandapanya Temple, Minanthu village, Bagan, shows 

how the Queens had used detail of the floral arabesque patterns on the 

dresses and ornaments bearing tapestry art.
6
 

                                                           
1  Tin Ma Ma Khaing (Mantakkatho), Designs of Horoscope, Yangon, Sarpay Beikman Press, 1992. P 52.  
2  Khin Mg Nyunt, Dr, A 12th century Cloth Painting from Ancient Bagan, Myanmar Perspectives, Vol III, 

1998, April, P 28-29.  
3  https://www.facebook.com/ m htutaung/post Yezagyo Township.( 5.5.2019) 
4 Aung Thein (Hsinphyukyun),  Introduction of Sap Panchi, Yangon, Sarpay Beikman Press, 1982, P 27. 
5 .Aung Kyaing (Minbu), Archaeological Designs of Bagan Period,Yangon, Sarpay Beikman Press, 1985, P 149. 
6
 Thein Mg, U, The Culture of Bagan Period, Yangon, Zwe Press, 1956, P 99. 
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The princes as well as princesses and queens from the later periods also had such 

ornamental dresses decorated with the floral arabesque patterns, which are out of fashion these 

days.  

Kanote designs in Mosaic Paintings 

          Mosaic art was among the forms of art popular in the times of Myanmar kings, found 

side by side with lacquerwares and sculptures. At the monasteries around Mandalay, a lot of 

different betel and alms-food containers and palm-leaf book chests bearing mosaic art are 

seen.
1
 In the mosaic paintings Kanote patterns played an essential role and the main subject of 

painting. 

 

Glass was used for paintings and cut into pieces to form art 

with the help of masonry. The floral arabesque patterns were among 

such figures as the Buddha images, gods and nagas decorating the 

pillars and walls.
2
 Beautiful kinnari and human figures surrounded 

by Kanote patterns can still be found at Shweyanpye monastery, 

Nyaungshwe Township, Shan State.
 

Conclusion 

             As have been seen, the Kanote motifs on Myanmar traditional paintings have come 

through different ages from Pyu Period to date. With the creativity of the artists, they have 

been adapted and modified into different designs and patterns to suit the purpose of the art 

paintings. The stylistic effects of these designs range from stiffness to flexibility. The rise and 

fall of the tradition of the Kanote motifs on paintings, therefore, depends mainly on the users 

and their sense of adaptation. Today, the floral arabesque patterns on Myanmar traditional 

paintings can be seen in their grandeur and fullest extent of national pride showing the high 

skills in art paintings of Myanmar Culture Heritage History.  
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