Paradigm Academic Press -
Art and Society =
ISSN 2709-9830
JAN. 2025 VvOL.4,NO.2 T eness

Avrtistic Expressions in Thailand’s Lantern Festival: A Study of Yi
Peng

Kritsada P. Suphasiri*
! Chiang Rai Rajabhat University, Chiang Rai, Thailand
Correspondence: Kritsada P. Suphasiri, Chiang Rai Rajabhat University, Chiang Rai, Thailand.

doi:10.56397/AS.2025.01.01

Abstract

The Yi Peng Festival of Northern Thailand represents a harmonious blend of tradition, spirituality, and artistic
expression. Rooted in the cultural heritage of the Lanna Kingdom, the festival is marked by the release of khom
loi lanterns, symbolizing spiritual renewal and communal bonds. Over time, modern adaptations, such as
large-scale lantern installations and eco-friendly practices, have reshaped the festival while preserving its
cultural essence. This paper explores the historical significance, visual artistry, community engagement,
economic impact, and future prospects of Yi Peng. It highlights the balance between innovation and tradition,
emphasizing sustainability and cultural preservation as critical for the festival’s enduring relevance.
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1. Historical and Cultural Foundations of Yi Peng

The Yi Peng Lantern Festival is deeply rooted in the cultural and historical fabric of Northern Thailand,
particularly within the ancient Lanna Kingdom. Emerging as a spiritual and communal tradition, Yi Peng reflects
the region’s unique identity and its connection to Thai Buddhism. Historically, the festival was celebrated as part
of the Lanna Kingdom’s religious calendar, marking the end of the rainy season and the beginning of the cooler
months. Its origins are intertwined with local agricultural cycles and the gratitude expressed to deities for
bountiful harvests, a practice that has evolved into a more spiritual and symbolic ritual over the centuries.

Central to the festival is its strong connection to Buddhism. Yi Peng is seen as an opportunity for merit-making,
a core practice in Thai Buddhist tradition. The release of lanterns, known as khom loi, symbolizes letting go of
past misfortunes and cleansing the soul for a fresh start. This act of renewal aligns with Buddhist teachings of
impermanence and spiritual enlightenment, reinforcing the festival’s importance in Thai culture. The sight of
thousands of lanterns ascending into the night sky creates a serene and almost otherworldly experience,
reflecting the collective hopes and prayers of the community.

At the heart of Yi Peng are its rituals, which embody both religious devotion and communal celebration. The
symbolic release of lanterns is accompanied by prayers and offerings, often performed in temple courtyards or
public spaces. The act of lighting the lantern and watching it rise signifies releasing worries and inviting good
fortune. Other rituals, such as parades, traditional dance performances, and the decoration of homes and temples
with smaller lanterns, enhance the festival’s vibrancy and spiritual resonance.
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Figure 1. Origins of Yi Peng Festival: Ancient History of Yi Peng Lanterns

Figure 2. Monks releasing lanterns during Loy Krathong in Chiang Mai

2. Visual and Artistic Elements of Yi Peng
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2.1 Craftsmanship of Khom Loi Lanterns

The khom loi lanterns are the beating heart of the Yi Peng Festival, showcasing the skill, creativity, and cultural
legacy of Northern Thailand’s artisans. Crafted primarily from bamboo and mulberry paper, these lanterns are
marvels of lightweight engineering, designed to ascend into the night sky when heated by a small open flame.
The bamboo serves as a sturdy yet flexible frame, while the mulberry paper, known for its durability and
translucency, creates an elegant shell that glows warmly from within.

The craftsmanship extends beyond structural elements to the intricate designs that adorn each lantern. Traditional
motifs often include lotus flowers, symbolizing spiritual purity and enlightenment, and geometric patterns,
which reflect the harmony and balance inherent in Buddhist teachings. Some artisans embellish the lanterns with
gold accents or natural dyes, adding layers of visual richness. These patterns are not arbitrary but are deeply
symbolic, making each khom loi a vessel for both aesthetic beauty and spiritual meaning.

A close-up of a khom loi reveals the precision of these designs: the delicate brushstrokes on the mulberry paper,
the symmetrical bends of the bamboo frame, and the soft, golden glow that emerges when the lantern is lit. This
meticulous attention to detail ensures that each lantern is not only functional but also a work of art.

Figure 3. Yi Peng colorful paper lanterns decoration at night Loy

The moment these lanterns are released into the sky is a culmination of both physical and spiritual labor. As they
rise, they symbolize the release of past misfortunes and the welcoming of blessings, making their craftsmanship
a vital component of this ritual.

2.2 Modern Artistic Adaptations

While khom loi lanterns remain central to Yi Peng, the festival has evolved to incorporate modern artistic
innovations that complement its traditional elements. These adaptations have turned Yi Peng into a platform for
large-scale creativity, blending ancient symbolism with contemporary technologies to create immersive visual
experiences.

One striking innovation is the use of LED lighting in modern lantern installations. Unlike traditional lanterns that
rely on open flames, these modern designs employ programmable lights that can shift colors or display dynamic
patterns. For example, installations in Chiang Mai have featured massive lantern sculptures depicting elephants,
dragons, or mythical creatures, their surfaces illuminated by cascading waves of light. These creations not only
captivate festival-goers but also retain connections to traditional Lanna cultural symbols.

In one such installation, a towering elephant lantern incorporates lotus flower patterns on its sides, seamlessly
merging cultural heritage with modern spectacle. The elephant’s surface is covered in LED lights programmed to
change hues, creating a dynamic display that attracts both locals and tourists. The use of these advanced
technologies ensures that Yi Peng remains relevant to younger generations while honoring its roots.

Another adaptation can be found in interactive lantern displays, where attendees can control the color or
brightness of a lantern using touchpads or motion sensors. These displays invite participation, making the
festival more engaging and inclusive. Despite these technological enhancements, the traditional motifs and
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symbolic meanings are preserved, ensuring that the modern adaptations remain grounded in Yi Peng’s spiritual
essence.

These modern adaptations not only enhance the visual impact of Yi Peng but also broaden its appeal to
international audiences, ensuring that the festival continues to thrive in an ever-changing world.

3. Social and Community Engagement

The Yi Peng Festival thrives on the active involvement of local artisans, communities, and even tourists, making
it a celebration deeply rooted in collaboration and cultural exchange. The festival’s enduring vibrancy owes
much to the collective efforts of families and artisans who dedicate themselves to crafting the iconic khom loi
lanterns. These lanterns are not merely decorative; they embody the shared traditions and spiritual values of the
community.

In the weeks leading up to Yi Peng, homes, workshops, and communal spaces buzz with activity as artisans
meticulously shape bamboo frames and layer them with mulberry paper. Families often work together, with
elders passing down techniques to younger generations, ensuring the survival of these time-honored practices.
Beyond the artistry, these workshops serve as spaces for social bonding, where neighbors and relatives come
together to prepare for the festival. This collaborative effort fosters a sense of unity, reinforcing the cultural
fabric of the community.

A glimpse into one of these workshops reveals artisans bending bamboo into frames, carefully attaching the
translucent paper, and painting intricate designs that reflect Lanna cultural motifs. The scene is alive with
conversations, laughter, and a shared sense of purpose.

Figure 4. Craftsmen in Chiang Mai Creating Paper Lanterns for Yi Peng Festival

In recent years, Yi Peng has also become a magnet for tourists, many of whom are eager to immerse themselves
in the festival’s traditions. Workshops now often include sessions tailored for visitors, where they can learn to
craft their own lanterns under the guidance of local artisans. These interactive experiences allow tourists to
engage with the cultural essence of Yi Peng, offering them a deeper appreciation of the festival.

However, the growing involvement of tourists also raises questions about cultural authenticity. While their
participation provides economic benefits and global visibility for the festival, it sometimes shifts the focus from
spiritual and communal values to commercial interests. For instance, some workshops now prioritize quick,
mass-produced lanterns to meet the demands of visitors, potentially compromising the quality and cultural depth
of the experience.

Balancing the needs of tourism with the preservation of cultural authenticity remains a challenge. Nevertheless,
the continued dedication of local communities ensures that the spirit of Yi Peng—rooted in collaboration and
tradition—remains intact. By integrating tourists into these communal activities, Yi Peng fosters cultural
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exchange while reminding participants of the deeper values it represents.
4. Impact on Tourism and Cultural Economy

The Yi Peng Festival is not only a cultural celebration but also a significant driver of the local economy. Its
ability to attract both domestic and international tourists has turned Chiang Mai and surrounding regions into
vibrant hubs of activity during the festival period. This influx of visitors generates substantial revenue across
various sectors, from artisan markets to the hospitality industry.

Economic Contributions

The festival’s economic impact is most evident in the surge of local commerce. Artisan markets thrive during Yi
Peng, with vendors selling hand-crafted lanterns, souvenirs, and traditional Lanna attire. The demand for these
items not only supports artisans but also ensures that traditional crafts remain a vital part of the region’s economy.
For many families, the festival season represents a significant portion of their annual income, as they cater to
tourists seeking authentic cultural experiences.

In addition to markets, the hospitality sector sees a considerable boost. Hotels, guesthouses, and restaurants in
Chiang Mai often operate at full capacity, with many businesses tailoring their services to festival-goers. Guided
lantern-release events, cultural workshops, and curated festival tours have become popular offerings, further
contributing to the region’s tourism-driven economy. The spending by tourists during Yi Peng creates a ripple
effect, benefitting transportation services, food vendors, and local performers who participate in the festival.

Challenges of Commercialization

While tourism brings undeniable economic benefits, the growing commercialization of Yi Peng poses challenges
to its cultural authenticity. As the festival gains global attention, there is increasing pressure to cater to large
crowds, sometimes at the expense of its traditional values. For instance, the mass production of lanterns to meet
tourist demand can lead to the use of lower-quality materials and designs that stray from traditional
craftsmanship.

Furthermore, the influx of tourists has led to environmental concerns, particularly the impact of discarded
lanterns on the natural landscape. Efforts to address these issues, such as promoting eco-friendly lanterns, are
ongoing, but the need to balance economic interests with cultural and environmental preservation remains a
persistent challenge.

The commercialization of the festival has also shifted some of its focus from spiritual reflection to entertainment.
Some events are now tailored to provide a spectacle for visitors, which can dilute the spiritual and communal
essence of Yi Peng. However, local communities and cultural organizations continue to advocate for preserving
the festival’s integrity, ensuring that its roots in Lanna traditions are not lost amidst its growing popularity.

By striking a balance between tradition and tourism, Yi Peng can continue to thrive as both a cultural treasure
and an economic boon. The festival’s success depends on maintaining this equilibrium, ensuring that it remains a
meaningful experience for locals and visitors alike.

5. Future Prospects and Preservation of Yi Peng

As the Yi Peng Festival continues to grow in prominence, its future depends on addressing pressing
environmental challenges and preserving its cultural authenticity. Balancing modern innovations with tradition
will be key to ensuring the festival’s sustainability and its enduring value as a cultural treasure.

Sustainability and Eco-Friendly Practices

The environmental impact of the Yi Peng Festival has become a critical issue in recent years, particularly due to
the release of thousands of lanterns into the sky. These lanterns often fall into natural habitats, rivers, or urban
areas, posing risks to wildlife, infrastructure, and the environment. To address these concerns, artisans and
organizers are turning to biodegradable materials and innovative designs that reduce waste and pollution.

Biodegradable khom loi lanterns are crafted from natural bamboo and paper that decompose quickly after use,
minimizing their ecological footprint. Some modern designs replace traditional fuel sources with LED lights
powered by small batteries, eliminating the fire hazard posed by open flames. Additionally, collection efforts
after the festival have been organized in recent years, involving volunteers and local authorities in cleaning up
lantern debris to ensure minimal environmental harm.

One example of sustainable innovation is the use of water-soluble dyes for decorating lanterns, ensuring that any
residual materials left in natural ecosystems do not pose a threat. These measures represent a growing
commitment to making Yi Peng an eco-friendly celebration without compromising its visual and cultural appeal.

Cultural Preservation Strategies

As the festival evolves, preserving its cultural authenticity amidst modernization and commercialization is
another critical challenge. Government initiatives and community-led efforts have been instrumental in
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maintaining Yi Peng’s traditional values while adapting to contemporary demands. These strategies aim to
ensure that the spiritual essence of the festival remains intact, even as it gains global attention.

Local cultural organizations play a pivotal role in educating both locals and tourists about the festival’s origins
and significance. Workshops are often conducted to teach traditional lantern-making techniques, emphasizing the
symbolic meanings behind their designs. Additionally, stricter guidelines for the commercial production of khom
loi lanterns have been implemented to uphold quality and traditional aesthetics.

The Thai government has also introduced measures to regulate the festival’s expansion. For example, specific
zones for lantern releases have been designated to prevent safety hazards and environmental degradation. These
zones often include temples and public squares, reinforcing the spiritual and communal aspects of the celebration.
Moreover, efforts to integrate sustainable practices into festival policies are being promoted as a way to align
modern adaptations with the preservation of Yi Peng’s cultural integrity.

By combining sustainability with cultural education, Yi Peng can continue to thrive as a meaningful tradition.
The integration of eco-friendly practices and the safeguarding of its spiritual roots ensure that the festival
remains a cherished part of Thailand’s heritage for future generations.
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