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TRANSCENDING THE BONDS OF TIME AND PLACE

RAJ LOESUANG AND
THE SCHOOLBOY SOMBOON HORMTIENTONG

The exhibition Raj Loesuang and the Schoolboy
Somboon Hormtientong comprises works that vary
considerably in their accessibility. From childlike simplicity
that speaks to you directly, to complexity and high abstraction
that call for interpretative capacity on the part of the viewers,
the substantive and stylistic range is wide indeed. It is the
latter case that necessitates a little methodological exposition.
I have, on other occasions, pleaded for a hermeneutic freedom
for the public, as it has of late become fashionable for the
curator or the artist to indulge in explaining at great length
the work being exhibited. If a work of visual art requires that
much elucidation, this means that it fails to communicate. It
is debatable as to whether this fault originates with the artist
or the public. Coming from literary studies, | have recognized
the danger known as “the intentional fallacy”, for it has been
proven now and again that the intention of the originator of a
work of art does not find its full expression in the work itself.
In other words, the intention of the artist with regard to the
meaning of the work and the meaning emanating at the receiv-
ing end cannot be expressed via a simple equation. Can we
amend the old saying, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder”,
into “Meaning is in the eye of the beholder"? Since the late
20th century, scholars and critics have been paying great
attention to the “aesthetics of reception”, and it can be further
noticed that great artists merely suggest a meaning or meanings,
and encourage or provoke the public to interpret their works
with absolute freedom. Of course, it cannot be denied that
what determines the reception of the message depends on
the experience, the sensitivity, and the perspicacity of the
individual viewers. Yet it is here that the arts can contribute
towards creating or strengthening “a hermeneutic society”

(the expression hailing from the Indian scholar, Professor Anil

Bhatti, of Jawaharlal Nehru University). A society peopled by

those who interpret is a society of those who think.

Somboon Hormtienthong's works more than
adequately fulfill the function of inducing his public to
interpret, that is, to think. (He even refrains from entitling

most of his works.)

The way the present exhibition is structured is worthy
of special attention. It starts off by exhibiting the works of the
schoolboy, Somboon, along with those of the comics artist,
Raj Loesuang, who inspired the boy to emulate him. The
exhibition ends with a "Raj Loesuang Renaissance”, namely
newly created works by the septuagenerian who responded
to the invitation by the now mature Somboon Hormtientong
to stage a come-back, a process that took him as long as

three years. But as visitors can judge for themselves, an

were created during times of personal crisis, but they do not
betray their autobiographical provenance. He has told friends
of his adventurous trips through Thailand on a motorcycle,
but the works created on the basis of these experiences do
not reflect the specificity of those exciting escapades. Art can
be experiential, but a distinguished artist must know how to
transcend the limitations of these “raw” materials. Decades
ago in the late 1960s, when the Thai Fine Arts Department
was functioning as an “educational institution” of sorts, artists
and scholars were invited to lecture or to take part in panel
discussions on the arts on Friday afternoons at the National
Library. | vividly remember a discussion on Abstract Art by
Thailand's leading sculptor, Kien Yimsiri, who defined the term
“to abstract” as “to sculpt” or “to extract” the essence out of
something (the Thai word employed was “sakad”). | think

that Somboon’s works fit into this concept of abstraction very

absence of half a century has not disabled Raj LoeSﬁ%giﬁ‘sa 1% J':"LI"[ MUEEUm F'DLl : t :wh is more than what most people understand as

an artist. Somboon, for his part, opts not to return to his
youthful medium of comics art: since that time, he has travelled
far and wide in physical, artistic, intellectual, and spiritual
terms. But this is not to belittle comics art. What has later
distinguished Somboon’s works perhaps owes something
to this apprenticeship: the care for details, the emphasis on

drawing, mobility, and vibrancy.

The framing of the exhibition by Raj Loesuang’s
works is not just an acknowledgement of a debt of gratitude.
Viewed in the context of Somboon’s entire corpus of works,
the dialogue with Raj Loesuang at two specific points — which
represents an engagement and mutual artistic enrichment
of two strong personalities — appears, in my opinion, almost
like an extracurricular activity. Most of Somboon’s art
works, especially those in the intervening years, are neither
time-specific nor place-specific. Somboon's works do not
date, or will not date too easily. It seems as though they
are striving to transcend the bonds of time and place.
Spatial and temporal non-specificity in no way diminishes their

communicative power and artistic value. Some of the works

“Abstract Art.” Having received formal training from a German
art academy as a sculptor®, he has "sculpted” an essence
out of his experience and invested his work with it. In a way,
his work becomes impersonal and communicates a universal
message. These Olympian heights are fraught with danger
and loneliness, and the artist yearns for more earth-bound
associations. | must quote in this context a famous line from
the poem “Moses” (Moise) by the French Romantic poet, Alfred

de Vigny: “Let me enjoy a sleep like normal human beings.”

Hence those extracurricular activities mentioned
above. The two contact points with Raj Loesuang situate
Somboon here and now. “In the beginning is my end. [...]
In the end is my beginning” (according to T.S. Eliot in The
Four Quartets). The wheel has turned full circle. But the ma-
ture artist will not stop: he has found a new beginning after
having touched base in his home country. The Raj Loesuang
Renaissance is a phenomenon that requires serious analysis.
The birth and rebirth of an artist is of a different kind from
normal human undertakings. In the case of Raj Loesuang,

the prompting from a former self-appointed pupil was propped

"

by a stupendous act of will, and not by a resuscitation of a
residual, dormant technical ability. The philosophical and
moral implications of this Renaissance are immense. And
the analogy with Buddhist practice is irresistible: a monk
can mount the pulpit only after somebody has asked him to

preach (arathana)!

The main body of the exhibition lies between the two
poles. A retrospective is an opportunity to get to know the
artist, to gauge his development and to evaluate his work as
a whole. What strikes me most is Somboon’s versatility. He
does not dwell too long with one mode, one form, one medium,
or one style. He can either express himself simultaneously
through various media or he can shift and change his styles
in the course of time. But it is the legacy of his training as
a sculptor that commands my attention. Henry Moore once
said that the physical nature and form of his material does
in some way condition his creative process. There is much
humility in this remark. The materiality of things does count for
a sculptor, and even the materiality of his tools counts, too.
He does not treat his “raw” material as "crude” material, for it
has an existence, an essence, and a character of its own. A
sculptor cannot blot out the notion of form from his thinking.
The attachment to form and the respect for the materiality of

all things are his artistic credos.

Somboon Hormtientong goes even further. For him
installation is, in some ways, an extension of his sculptural
practice. The case in point was the installation consisting of
temple pillars from Northern Thailand. We cannot very well
speak of “raw” material, for his material was “ripe” already, that
is to say, ripe with years. But more than that, it had ripened
through its religious function; it came to him already vested
with spiritual aura. Somboon opted not to beautify those pillars
but, out of respect, to leave them as they were. Installation
meant therefore to arrange, to put in order, or in contemporary
parlance, to manage. The artist acted as a modest man
whose role was to acquire the treasures of yore, theretofore

dismantled and neglected, and to open up an opportunity for



the public to find its own spiritual message. His intervention
was, in consonance with his modesty, kept to a minimum.

But in this case, less is perhaps more.

As a sculptor may have to chisel away at a block
of stone repeatedly, each stroke making progress over
time towards the finished work, | cannot help feeling that
Somboon works in an almost similar manner as a painter and
a draughtsman. Some paintings appear from a distance as a
bare plane of one colour, but upon closer scrutiny, one can
see fine strokes or lines that must have been repeatedly made,
finally producing very fine nuances. Texture is an important
feature of these works. Details count in Somboon works — a
legacy from his early comics art? Sometimes a space of plain
colours is cut through by a single line, and it is this particular
line that has to be examined closely. It is rough, and
deliberately so. Vibrancy emanates from it, which gives life to
the entire painting. He loves to work in series, varying each
work only a little from the other, as though a departure from
sheer repetition happens only reluctantly. Let us look at the
word “répétition” in French, which means a musical rehearsal.
And what function does such a repetition serve? The answer

is simple: to achieve perfection. Somboon is a perfectionist.

Since we are faced in this instance with a retrospective,
we can hardly avoid the question as to how Somboon has
developed as an artist. One characteristic runs through his
entire artistic creation: discipline. Even a most complex
drawing exudes an unmistakable sense of discipline. We
know that he loves to improvise, but those improvised strokes
testify to an inner discipline. It is a discipline that is not an
imposition from outside. It is internalized, it is part of him, it
is part of his personality. His latest works are remarkable in
that this discipline is far from being stressful; rather, it induces
a sense of relaxation. When Somboon paints elephants and
horses, it is so relaxing to look at those thick lines that mark
the contours of the animals he is depicting. And what about
the new series of bear dolls? They are so simple as to defy

description. Maturity means making peace with the world:

12

all things are important to the artist, he does not overlook
anything, he treats them as equals. He contemplates the
world around him, he imbibes it all, and when he recreates
it as a work of art, he invests it with a “noble simplicity and
a serene greatness” (to invoke Winckelmann on the subject
of ancient art). That is why Somboon rarely directly tackles
weighty contemporary social and political issues (except for

a mild admonition implied in the installation, “"Departure”).

Does discipline reflect the “good education” he has
received from various teachers, both Thai and Western? We
cannot avoid the topic of Somboon's relations to his teachers.
As a boy of 15 he was fascinated by the comics produced
by Raj Loesuang and began to draw his own, which were
impressive enough to be accepted by a publisher. He never
had the temerity to seek out his idol in person, and the

teacher-pupil relationship was what we might today call

world” like a library (as expressed in his poem “Inscriptions

from the Past").

Somboon too, in a like manner, has learned to read
the world with his own eyes and may have had an edge over
his Thai contemporaries as a result of his formal education
and his extended sojourn for over two decades in Germany.
Although it is not possible in this exhibition to show the work of
one of his Thai masters, Chang Sae Tang, it should be noted
that Somboon did go through the school of Chang, whose
extreme rigor was perhaps a little too onerous for the young
man during the years prior to his departure for Germany.
The discipline coming from that benign “Oriental despot” was
internalized and transcended by Somboon. Around the same
time, Somboon attended the Pohchang College of Arts and
Crafts, the academic curriculum of which he found tedious.

Nevertheless, he doubtless acquired certain skills from

i ; . | j d hi
“distance learning”. Without the master's presence B{daved | X Art Museum FﬂUﬂtEﬂﬁflﬂﬁSters' Somboon subsequently enjoyed his years

to-face instruction, the pupil often had to find his own way to
solve certain problems. In this sense, self-education or self-
learning was an integral part of Somboon’s artistic initiation
from the very beginning. This mode of learning is rarely
emphasized in the Thai concept of education (although the
element of self-learning and self-discovery is never denied,

and at a certain stage of development, it is even encouraged).

Let us consider Sripraj's final words (as the legend
would have it) before he was executed by the Governor of
Nakhon Srithammarat: "I am one schooled by great masters”.
(My translation is deliberately very loose.) Even a contemporary
artist like the internationally acclaimed dancer Pichet Klunchun
started off his international career with a work that
was a celebration of his master, entitled “I Am a Demon”,
although he was accused by traditionalist colleagues as
a despicable rebel who set out to destroy our age-old national art.
But we cannot very well generalize. Our great poet
Angkarn Kalayanaphong did not owe a debt to any particular
master, but the entire corpus of Thai poetry, classical and

modern, was the master who empowered him to “read the

at the Munich Academy of Fine Arts, because his professor
allowed him much freedom to discover his own way forward.
Whatever may or may not have been the influence of such
teachers, the results of their initiation coupled with Somboon's
own autodidactic bent are marked by discipline — or rather
self-discipline — which | would go so far as to describe as
“classical sobriety”. At a certain level, this discipline may be
the fruit of deep concentration, but it is not easy to say
to what extent this is akin to the Buddhist concept of
“samadhi”. Suffice it to say that face to face with some
of Somboon's works, one could sense a spiritual message
of some kind. Not that Somboon does not know lighter
moments: his lastest works bear ample testimony to this
other side of his artistic personality. While taking in the
exhibition, one might be tempted to exclaim, “Why don’t
you get mad sometimes, Somboon?” The answer might not
be too difficult to find: “But | am one schooled by masters,
including myself!” Sripraj has entered the twenty-first century,

fully updated.

When all is said and done, Somboon's education is

of a singular kind. It could perhaps be described by Faust's

remark in Part | of Goethe's famous eponymous play: “What
you have inherited from your forefathers, / Acquire it, such that
you will possess it". Somboon has completed the three stages.
He has inherited an artistic legacy from his various teachers,
a legacy that he has turned into a personal acquisition, in the
sense that he has had to wrestle hard with this inheritance in
order to, as it were, master the masters. Somboon, of his own
accord, has added a fourth step: the passage from acquiring
to possessing paradoxically leads to that of dispossessing,
namely freeing oneself from what has been given in order to
achieve self-discovery. A true artist may start from receiving,
acquiring, possessing, but his final destination is that of
giving. (Martin Heidegger, in connection with the poet Friedrich
Hoélderlin, uses the German term “stiften” which can also mean

“to donate” or "to endow".)

Raj Loesuang and the Schoolboy Somboon Horm-
tientong might in a way substantiate the perennial message
from the English Romantic poet, William Wordsworth, that “The
child is father of the man”, with the child having “fathered”
both Raj Loesuang who is experiencing his own “Renaissance”
and Somboon Hormtientong who has gone so far as to free

himself from the bondage of place and time.

This exposition might not correspond exactly to what
the artist may have had in mind, for the works themselves,
as most works in the visual arts, speak in a language of
indeterminacy. But it is this very indeterminacy that engages
you in a hermeneutic act. A hermeneutic society is one that
responds, reacts, thinks — thinks along, thinks further, and

thinks even in the opposite direction.

An artist has already done well, not necessarily as a
teacher or as a prophet, if he can function as an instigator of
thinking, especially critical thinking. In this respect, Somboon

Hormtientong is serving his public profoundly.

Chetana Nagavajara
Bangkok, 16 December 2012
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