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A Sculpted Surrealism

Best known as a painter of elegant forms that represent some
of the most enduring aspects of traditional Thai and Balinese culture,
Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul, 44, has turned his attention

:@,fﬁ%@ t S?'éf" igyjauIptures bring to life an erotic and
Rama IX Art Imp nEg Emﬂiéﬁ e Im%ﬂlcan only be hinted at in his paintings.
Boonyavanishkul’s voice in contemporary Thai sculpture is
a fresh one indeed.

Robert C. Watson

Painting, whether based on traditional subject matter or contemporary
notions of abstraction and figuration, is at the heart of contemporary Thai
visual arts. It is painting that long held sway in art education since the estab-
lishment of Thailand’s first school of fine arts, founded in 1933 by the Italian
sculptor Corrado Feroci (Silpa Bhirasri, 1892-1962). Sculpture, until the 20th
century, had its roots and expressive power firmly anchored in religion. While
images of the Buddha have dominated the history of Thai sculpture, in the
modern period there have been numerous monuments to important individu-
als. Over the past five decades, however, the development of three-dimen-
sional art, sculpture and installation, has been dramatic and has, in recent years,
come to be an important form of expression for many young artists seeking to
express new ideas and their own singular views of the world around them,

Early modern and contemporary Thai sculpture sought a union of West-
ern and Thai forms and was dominated by realistic figuration, but not without
important individual experimentation. “Many sculptures produced during this
period reflect an awkward, unresolved quality resulting from a commingling
of European and indigenous modes of representation.”" Gradually, formal sculp-
ture gave way to greater experiment that resulted in abstract and installation
works by artists such as Inson Wongsam, Kemarat Kongsuk, Vichai Sithirat,
Chalood Nimsamer. Montien Boonma, Kamol Phaosavasdi, and, in the past
few years, by the painter Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul. New generations of
Thai sculptors, from the 1960s onwards, while still influenced by many West-
ern sculptural attitudes, have looked more closely at traditional Thai culture,
both rural and urban, for inspiration and renewed vigor in their art.



Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul, who was born in Singhburi. Thailand, in
1961 is unusual in Thai art circles in that he divides his time between Thailand
and Singapore, where he now mainly lives with his family and exhibits his work
at Linda Gallery. He has traveled and worked in a number of countries on
both paintings and temple murals, as he did at the Thai temple, Wat
Buddhaprateeb, in London. The broad experience of other cultures he has
gained lends a deeper understanding of them and this informs all his art, in
many subtle ways. “Rearngsak’s life is different from other contemporary Thai
artists. He has spent most of his life in Singapore and has traveled extensively
in Asian countries... Asaconsequence, his visions, ideas, and artistic creativity
are not restricted to one national context.”

Boonyavanishkul, who studied both painting and sculpture at Silpakorn
University, Bangkok, from which he graduated in 1986, is well known for his
closely observed, beautifully colored, and highly stylized realistic paintings of
Balinese and Thai dancers and their costumes, at work and rest. Such work
speaks of the splendor and serenity of traditional dance and Boonyavanishkul’s
appreciation of it. And it is clear from the end results that he has had a close
relationship with the dancers and their worlds. Yet, parallel to making such
works, Boonyavanishkul has also made many that might be viewed as mytho-

logical surrealistic paintings. In s 3 stra rqoding, and egeotic :
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media of tempera on rice paper and oil and acrylic on canvas.

Dating from the late 1980s, these mythological, surrealistic works are
significant in Boonyavanishkul's own view of himself as an artist and the place
of free expression in the making of art that speaks of the erotic and imagina-
tive sexuality. The works, like those of his dancers, are deeply reflective and
are thoroughly Asian in their sensibilities. Such paintings as Life in Crisis in the
Year 1987 (1987), Adam & Steve (1996), Family (1996), Adam & Eve Beyond
2000 (1996), and Mother & Child (1998-1999) form a daring balance between
the formal realism of his colorful traditional dancers and his desire to experi-
ment and to reveal a more imaginative side of himself in his questioning of
society and its mores.

What strikes one about the dancers is the boldness of the colors, and,
besides the unusual line and forms, it is also the colors that draw one’s atten-
tion to his surrealistic paintings. Boonyavanishkul is clearly a colorist of great
ability and he is excited about color and the possibilities of it within both his
paintings and sculptures. As Boonyavanishkul notes, “As a painter, | have al
ways wanted my paintings to have a three-dimensional, tangible quality. That's
why | have chosen some of my works and turned them into sculptures. By
mixing paints, heating them, and applying them to surface of the bronze, I've
adapted a painting technique to the art of sculpture. Each of the colors that
appear in the work has a specific meaning. The red on the surface of the bronze
represents flesh and blood. Green is a symbol of life. Black refers to some
instinctual, hormonal drive, and cobalt blue is the air that surrounds us and
nurtures all forms of life. In harmony, they are the colors of the natural envi-
ronment.”

It was a natural progression then, given the attraction to portraying a
mysterious world beyond the realisticand natural, that Boonyavanishkul would
choose his surrealistic works to make into original, powerful, and physically
imposing sculptures. His sculptural art is one that takes in relationships, both
human and animal, and smacks of eroticism and the metaphysical. In his sur-
real paintings and his sculptures of horses in their various formal and informal
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postures, there is a hint of the rebel at work. “Personally, | consider myself
a bit of a rebel. When I‘ve taken one idea as far as it will go, | tend to set off in
a different direction. It'simportant to escape monotony and look for opportu
nities to try new things. This is a case in point. | believe that taking a painter’s
approach to making sculpture has had some starding results. These are sculp-
tures that resemble paintings from the point of view of a painter.

“[My sculptures] are characterized by surrealist symbols that allude to
the cycle of birth, life and death. | don‘t claim to have any answers to these
great mysteries, and | don't have any moral agenda. My only hope is that the
pieces here will bring pleasure to the people who see them and light a spark in
their own imagination.”

What isimmediately clear about Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul’s sculptures
are the highly detailed surfaces, the sense of humor, the power of the horses,
the suggestion of peacefulness, and a clear eratic sensibility in a work such as
Adam & Eve, and the gay content of Adam & Steve. Some people may be
offended by Adam & Steve or see it as too provocative or even pro-gay.
Boonyavanishkul, however, saw only the transition from one work of art to
another, from thfe two-to the three-dimensional that lends, in its physical real-
i red.surfaces, : ortunity to reinterpret the artist’s
ﬁﬁmfﬁéﬁﬁﬁrﬁﬁmm%&f Pr[:!ent orY:Iirect peopple in any way
specifically. | am not against anything gay,” he says. “| have many gay friends
and | asked them very personal questions about their lives. They have another
way of life that is very different from mine. | was curious about the early gay
paintings that | did and | was curious to make three-dimensional works of
these painting. The sculpture was certainly inspired by the paintings.”

Confronted by the physical reality of Boonyavanishkul’s sculpture, one
comes face to face with a great sense of passion. One senses the weight of the
horses, one is taken aback by the power of the head that is Life Crisis in the
Year 1997, and one is caught up in the disturbingly emotional and physical
panic of the falling horse that is Independent Mind. In the surrealist paintings
the animals are caught in impossible positions. Soitis, too, in a number of his
sculptures.

Boonyavanishkul's horses are proud, powerful beasts indeed. They fill
their space with a certain haughtiness that is attractive to the eye and high-
lights the dignity of the horse as one of the world’s most beautiful and grace-
ful animals. One recognizes Boonyavanishkul’s horses not as one specific spe-
cies but as an amalgam of many, both Western and Asian, real and imagined.
The deeply patterned surfaces of each animal is a study in symbol and the
physical reality of the body. The patterns suggest the very life of each beast
and in so doing they demand to be touched.

"My horse is purely from my imagination. Early on,, in 1989, | began to
draw horses when | came to Singapore. My horses have aspects of many dif-
ferent kinds of horse. But my horse of the imagination is there to represent
human life. It is, for me, a metaphor also for suffering. Humans are born to
suffer, | think,” says Boonyavanishkul. "I began by representing the veins and
the flowing of blood. Other patterns are from traditional Thai patterns that
represent traditional heavenly states, the glory of the king. But my function
has changed to express my own idea of beauty and flow of energy. Thereis no
religious significance in my work."
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Even with an art school grounding in sculpture Boonyavanishkul’s evo-
lution from painter to sculptor has been one fraught with singular challenges.
But his exposure to the world beyond his own has led him to concrete notions
about his art and art in general.

It is content of any work of art that is central to the creative act. Artists
give voice to their imagination through a particular process suited to their
own personal vision. In the process of painting, artists must work within the
limitations of a two-dimensional plane, using various visual elements to cre-
ate volume and the illusion of depth.

“Sculpture, however, is a three-dimensional medium. A piece of sculp-
ture exists in space; it can be touched. The sculptor’s imagination finds
expression in a physical object in harmony with its environment in space.
Normally, these are the essential differences between painting and sculpture.
Yet, despite these differences, both painting and sculpture have a common
aim. Both present some particular content.””

Boonyavanishkul sees his art practice as one long and continuously de-
veloping line throughout his life. He speaks in his art about that which is
important to his life-family, humans beings in all their confused state, about

Buddhist philosophy, commonsense fahd geed afieilrt Museum Foundation

There is a subtle intensity in all his art, painting and sculpture alike; they
speak beyond his culture but at its very core it is Asian. As Somporn Rodboon
writes, “Finally Rearngsak’s artwork has proved to be another aspect of contem
porary art that explicitly reflects an Asian value and an Asian sensibility.”®
Although Rodboon was referring here to Boonyavanishkul’s work as a painter,
itapplies to the artist’s work as a sculptor, too.

Notes

1. foran interesting general overview of modern and contemporary Thai sculp-
ture see Apinan Poshyananda, Modern Art in Thailand, Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries, Oxford University Press, Singapore, 1992.

2. Somporn Rodboon, “Asian Sensibility in Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul’s Paint-
ings of Dancers,” quoted in The Artistic Path: Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul,
Artext Publishing Sdn., Bhd., Malaysia, 2003, p. 20

3. Quoted in Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul: Asian Tour Solo Art Exhibition,
Singapore, 2005, p. 2

4. ibid

5. In conversation with the artist, February 200s.
6. In conversation with the artist, February 200s.
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- Quoted in Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul: Asian Tour Solo Art Exhibition,
Singapore, 2005, p. 2

8. Somporn Rodboon, “Asian Sensibility in Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul’s Paint-
ings of Dancers,” quoted in The Artistic Path: Rearngsak Boonyavanishkul,
Artext Publishing Sdn., Bhd., Malaysia, 2003, p. 25



Rama |IX

Indasnsd...Us:Qiunssuirnoduaunms

[Bovlag: Robert C.Watson
IUaloe: WUawssnu Sofiosu

AaUurhudistnesonAudiuLnuuevdasns wobdaulumsassAassuiuumwana
SULALWASMSM  IUUIAALSUIVUSUITUSUCHILUUSIWATINEICIADIAU  SoulUGvICUUSSSU
und dasnsriwdo:dulpsiiula usnoINISOANG  UrueCdLEing  AGUUWASIKODA
TuoomsAaU:unpausuaEAsy 44 U 1aidoluuiuundion BSoAndlaiuuiuuiRnuns
SLasSAMIUUS:ALINSSUDENDIAUG  wabuus:GuinssurivraneaaususalkiRuIdon
oAU denadlisivoluidonububaniainuiriuavBinee vl MNUSELINSSU
IKandidunmwanafioaduwsniAmsusINQduddiuduareuanewiuimdu — dolddims
IANISOLUOLANUBLANGWILUSAILINSSUSoUaTEaTITUURIUaNIKLoE LIS

mwanadulug w1 duwavuANUNUUSIWOTADIAU MWIKTOUDSOHSOSUILULNUSSSU
OUaE ,chofdnowaRuriuovMsiAuAadinesouadedoanuivau nsdu Aauiuud
ézgizﬁﬂdé%”ﬁgﬂﬁ%%@a}&%|Uumawuwud‘oudaUaU w.A. 2476 aven
Us:Givinssnodenauudn Corrado Feroci (Silpa Bhirasti 1892-1962) nSomansionsy
Aau wsAsldnedblsoisaudtasAadirvisniudovinadu

VIUUSAUINSSUIOLTSNIKONKONMSaSWwassAlaadaidormkaninaauaAmau
DUNSTVALACDSSUA 20 USAUINSSUDIAODMWUODODAWS:AULNAUWNSINTOTENSWA
IKdous:3amaasuovoomsus:auinssulnesunsrvliugnaded  avniRuldsaiufiol
wswnssulia:ouanaseunnuiadUiitounasvduwos:anavuAnaaAtIUINKU KA
doaru ogholsiia Tusop 5 nAdssuRw LG MsweuuwovAaliuu 3 08 sourio
vlsaunssulaAad:msdaoodu Idnansuidufithduandulo iafusovnaniuftiwiuw
35cuunmisgwauldnaneunidusuivuaruiudumuoD  IdoAatusulkuchoRTBIuomMY
Inahd lumsohenaafiau:suluuing - AalulaoomdtiKomsmeanoqiudfalikus  Woo
wenenuuoniayuuoNiciolansou GadoeiuuauuuoLAatuIon

Us:@unssulnaaveirugnisuisniaus:cuinssuingsoualsldwensuasoasse
ADUNAUNEUADCTIS:HINDSUILUICUUSSSUQ:SUDONIUUINGS]  AUTCUUSSSUA:IUAN
Tuagadugblasusnswan nIAMIASOAaUILUIKTOUDSD - SnrbmsncaouiaruiBudonn
foilduSoonunaidaiulasuiu “OusaunssurasBuimauiusovduarioulRiRunWaNaU
lardoasunsanuluidlugaduaenidon  Boilduwaumnmswauuuilgovnonuidugisuia:
suusiiaudoiiuuovinglumstitaue™  mNICMUUSTLINSSUGONENGUAIGIWIONL
IWoMSNOaoLNENIKAY  BoiRuwald Tuwat uuuLNUSSSU. (Abstract) IAWAIUMSIND
UoLAAUU DENDIBU duaus JVFay, 1IBUSaU Novay, 368 anSSau, baa Juiaue,
UUIAES UruLn, nua Wnadad tadasnswhuuiduus:aunnsunld 2-3 U ogoisoAnd
ynugoraseina




pauanihuTusomsus:auInsineducioneit. w.A. 2503 Soaludu gbOnauD euoL
BNEWaNINUSALINSINUaSUaNUSINNOE  MnwstunIRdoDInAvRUSOaNUNAaNSaN:
voLANUITUBUBAINEAWALWAIUNLAOLICUUSSSY  SuIduluombAau:uovus:auINs
Tugndu

ISoANG UrussENa INAIJoU w.A. 2504 10uAGTUUINEINTDHI0ACHUS Tu
opmisAaUing ISoANGIdUAGUUNGUBOINIUSSSUNNIAENIGeD  kNCEDIBEIIAUMLIU-NaU
SHOWNSLINW-ADAIUS DEjlAUD GBIKAZIKANT IADISOANGIA:ASOUASIIBBIANUNUS:
nAaoAlUSIalosunGDaIaaOWaMUAAU: (U ofal Linda ogiluus:s TuB3aUNGiuncon
JIUMDIVIGEUSUTDNCIDS KaneusinA TASoUIBEUSUDASNSSUWIWUDDISNIS U Ja
wnsunu Jalnellunsbaouceu UsinAdbnqy mslddus:aumsuiuigeuigousauusssuy
dulnnchdranNraneagUosAsHdl  MIASOANGINaRUIRALICUUSSSUUODICANUN
UINGUDLASNMENDaKAINKAELUUODWIUBUDUAGU:uoDINIGa:158080008NDIS
Jorniaenine)  “BoauoniSoAnaUUInNChtIUDINAGTUSOUAUBAUBUT knIBBE30&ouLN
Aavalusia:aunivlunsluusinainuioBe  daairkadiovomikuLuoD  1IudAUAQIA:

- = = = e = : L = ) w2
MSaSESSANUAGLUODIN ukiaomawésmaﬁowoﬁwmualg&@ﬁm Foundation

BSOANGRUMSANDINSIUMBNENGUAEUNNS Ineniuadonws: nsoinwst Ul w.A.
2529 AaUUWBLSISBULIOMDIaSNSsUlaUS:auINssuAUdIaBoITudnddINacoeD
10udasnsioon® I&aNSNNOMWLNDSWIKEIRLSING  TUS1ENUICIooDANSDIASOD
WSOUSIESIHSOILICIDSENUNIDEWNWOUMENAMIGIKTOUDENDITASUSSOD  DUroranes
1aavAWIce  Us:rdaa:avuigoniduuevdaiuignssuldnuasa  1a:go1aanio
ANUAS:AUNKEDSOENDANBLIUAAU-BLLADWIBULTUODISLANGONA2E  IdoIRumwoia
UoLISLANGIFID:IRUIGBaINDURFUWUSINABAULDS IaTanNsUSSSOoUBOsUOD
woniso oglsid guivUNISLANGMASUANUIUBNSENDAD MSMILBASNSSUSUILU
9auAAIToosy DANUAAU THAcwsantowamabidoaide Iafiaadnum Saniario
ASWAUNSMEoLA3IanflE300EaSorIN WIUAATRIUSDUODISHANG  YrueMuLENa
GoaINATAFWULUNSIUANUO ELhULuto uibAsoiiludonsanuuwiiu

gounaulunivuarewnsAnsis 2528-2541  Tupiu:AiSuAndIufialunundo
msasimuustivinssulusuivuaaundniudogosy  feidudovlnaiduunn iduionanund
WCDassAasUAaUIGoEDSES: UoNIANISOLSDISDIUNDIWA IGDUALNMSSUIIAS
NEOAUISOLMILISUNIIGoEDIGUR vILSUIVUBaUAGNDHANBIcaBUYAGTIOUANUIBEUAU
IafuswaIsesauoISos WiuMARUIDIBEIdoEDaUYSNUANBLISUIGEoRUMUDIUIUKUDQ
UIDSIOUBABOErDUID DILDOSNSSUSEND Life in Crisis in the Year 1987 (w.A. 2530),
Adam & Steve (w.A. 2539), Family (w.A. 2539), Adom & Eve (w.A. 2539), and
Mother & Child (w.A. 2541-2542) Oudu Ao wiluionanurivoviNbLCLICRUNET
noaswauqalfinaidususssusHabunsuluuatuRbaauasMsmiaw:au  AUAIL
dopmssulsbnanv:naaoviaIwalAIRURDSNAUIKDSUALINSAITTUMSADANIL
ciodbAulunaner] Usms



