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It is nearing evening at Wat Bang Phra, a Buddhist 

temple just 50 kilometers west of Bangkok, but the 

room inside is only marginally lighter than the dusk 

that teases outdoors. While the outside world prepares 

for nightfall, an intricate ecosystem pulses within the 

Thai temple. Operated by a Buddhist monk, a series of 

ancient script and animal imagery dances to life on a 

man’s skin, geometric patterns flirting with Buddhist 

iconography. The monk alternates between traditional 

hand sticking with a long metal needle and the use of 

a modern tattoo gun, its electric buzz granting audible 

presence to the mystical energy of the tattoo. The 

man seeks protection, luck, invulnerability—and the 

sak yant tattoo welds these traits onto his very being. 

Sak yant tattoos have existed in Thai culture 

for centuries. The tattoos—combining elements of 

Buddhism, Hinduism, and Animism—are attributed 

back to the fourth century and the spread of Buddhism 

across Southeast Asia. While monotheistic religions 

condemned inking, many parts of Southeast Asia 

embraced the long-practiced spiritual tradition. Since 

then, sak yant tattoos appear in various historical 

accounts: from Marco Polo’s thirteenth-century trav-

elogue in Southeast Asia, to sixteenth-century Thai 

soldiers who were readied for battle with protective 

sak yant tattoos. 

For Marco Polo, it was the elegance and the beauty 

associated with the head-to-toe inkings that caught 

his attention. And in recent years, this Thai subculture 

has gained notoriety for perhaps similar reasons. As 

Westerners learn more about the practice, many seek 

their own elegant Thai inkings with the accompanying 

spiritual protection. Sak yant tattoos are thought to 

bring good luck, protection, strength, and wealth. 

Fifty kilometers away on Bangkok’s Khao San 

Road, businesses litter the street with signs, a visual 

cacophony to snare passing tourists. Travel agencies 

rub elbows with Internet cafes, and backpackers 

pinball through the streets, bouncing from vendor 

to vendor. Tattoo parlors stud the road, far-distant 

cousins to the Wat Bang Phra temple. 

As traditional Thai tattooing gains media 

attention, tourists flock to streets like Khao San 

Road for tattoos. Since Thailand remains one of the 

world’s top tourist destinations, the country’s ancient 

customs and rituals have developed a trendy life 

of their own. Tourists who forgo the trek to Wat 

Bang Phra might find themselves on Khao San Road, 

inked with religious deities like Buddha or Ganesh. 

Their timid counterparts might purchase Buddha 

statues instead, prime decoration for life back home. 

Unfortunately, these new adaptations of Thai culture 

sit in tense dissonance with Thais. 

left A monk at Wat Bang 
Phra temple works on a sak 
yant tattoo.

top Thai Buddhism 
embraces the long-
practiced spiritual tradition 
of sak yant tattoos.

bottom Offerings are 
brought to the temple 
before being tattooed.
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Nearly 94 percent of Thailand’s 67 million people 

identify as Buddhist, a religion often simplified and 

infantilized in the West. Practices like meditation and 

yoga, increasingly popular in western nations, only 

scratch the surface of Thailand’s national religion. While 

yoga is easily adaptable into western culture, other 

elements of Buddhism aren’t quite as cohesive. The 

polytheistic religion, which emphasizes reincarnation, 

requires a total derailment from monotheistic thinking. 

Buddhism emphasizes a complete disconnection 

from material objects, a practice that the original 

Buddha lived and taught to his followers. For many 

Buddhists, the human body is understood as simply 

another attachment. Statues of Buddha, common 

throughout Thailand, are intended for neither idolatry 

nor decoration, but merely as visual reminders of this 

core concept. From this framework, Buddha tattoos are 

problematic for two reasons: they depict the religious 

father in an ornamental manner, and they further an 

attachment to the human body, which is used as a 

decorative canvas. 

Because Thai people condemn the tattooing 

of religious deities, the increase in Buddha tattoos 

presents an uncomfortable blend of East and West. In 

2013 the National Office of Buddhism declared that 

“these situations [were] becoming more frequent,” 

because “foreigners often think that Buddhism is only 

a philosophy.” It is this misunderstanding and simplifi-

cation of Buddhism that’s spurring a fascination with it. 

As a response, Thai organizations are working to generate 

public awareness and stop the offensive practice.

On a drive from Bangkok’s main airport into the 

heart of the city, a red billboard welcomes tourists to 

Thailand’s capital with a dash of unease. “It’s wrong,” 

proclaims a message in stark, white text, “to use Buddha 

as decoration or tattoo.” The text continues in abrasive 

left A monk at Wat Bang 
Phra temple before starting 
work on a sak yant tattoo.

right Sak yant tattoo 
supplies at Wat Bang  
Phra temple.
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candor: “Don’t buy or sell Buddha,” it reads in frankness. 

Eliciting a medley of wariness and malaise, the billboard 

acts as an introductory note to the city.

This particular billboard is a project from the 

Knowing Buddha organization, a Bangkok-based 

nonviolent group that works to combat misuses of 

Buddhism in the commercial sector. Along with bill-

boards, they’ve created flyers and magazines, and 

hold marches in tourist centers like Khao San Road. 

Knowing Buddha spreads awareness about Buddhist 

teachings while advocating for anti-blasphemy laws 

and calling for a global boycott against commercialized 

Buddha images.

Like many of their projects, the red billboard targets 

both tourists and Thai citizens. As long as tourists seek 

out Buddha tattoos, tattoo parlors will provide them. 

Organizations like Knowing Buddha want to stop this 

commercial market before it solidifies itself as a staple 

of Thai tourism. It’s therefore critical that the campaign 

reaches commercial tattoo vendors. If western tourists 

single-handedly guide the Thai tourism industry, 

exploitation and commercialization of Buddhism will 

be par for the course. 

Back at the Wat Bang Phra temple, the sak yant 

tradition continues as it has for generations. As a monk 

winds down for the night, he cleans his needles and 

rearranges any misplaced furniture. Having practiced 

for years to perform the sacred sak yant tattoos, he 

reflects on his most recent opus: the crouching tiger 

enclosed in a ring of script. Unlike the easily replicated 

Buddha images performed on tourists, each sak yant 

tattoo carries a unique combination of images, shapes, 

and text—its own ink blueprint—designed by the monk 

specifically for the recipient’s aura and needs. As the 

outside world finally settles down for the night, the 

tireless tattoo master heads home as well, knowing 

full well that he’ll be back tomorrow—same schedule, 

different sak yant—to continue Thailand’s centuries-old 

tradition. In downtown Bangkok, a world away, the 

night is just starting.

left A spiritual occasion, 
prayers are said before  
and throughout the 
experience of receiving  
a sak yant tattoo.

right A man receives a 
sak yant tattoo with the 
traditional long needle 
repeatedly stuck by hand.


