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Meaning in Form and the Creative Process of
Tawatchai Somkong

One late morning In the cool season | climbed a
narrow winding lane in Chiang Mai called Kham Yanhd
Fah up to the studio-home of independent artist Tawatchai
Somkong. The house sits in a shady compound with a
commanding view of rolling hills and prilhant green fields
below. It is here in this tranquil, natural setting that the
artist has chosen to create his distinctive works of art.

Tawatchai's studio i1s a clear reflection of his
character and his personaal tastes. It 1s small and simply
decorated, but it is also a storehouse of artistic treasures.
Aroud the room are many of the arust's own paintings as well
as abundant records of his past achievements and a
collection of art books, where the ideas for his paintings
originate. There are sketch pads filled with vibrant water
colors and a stunning selection of art supplies from all around
the world.

At 35, Tawatchal Somkong is still a young, potent
artist with a fertile imagination. Even now | can see in him
the fresh-facea fifteen-year-old from Mae Hong Son who
enrolled in the fine art program at the northern campus of the
Rajamangkala Institute of Technology so many years ago.
| remember how his eyes blazed with pride and self-
confidence as he showed me one of the oil painungs he had
taught himself to make. The same self-confidence remains
despite the many vicissitudes of life. Like a tree whose roots
have grown deep into the earth, Tawatchar has drawn
sustenance from the experiences he has lived through over
the intervening years since | first met him.

Tawatchai’'s training as an art student 1in Thailana
has given him outstanding skills as a draftsman ana
laid the groundwork for his move beyond the limits of
traditionalism into a bold new artistic frontier. He has been
aided In this by his openness to new approaches and his
confidence in his own vision.

Beyond Realism in Search of Logic and Reason

Tawatchai recalls that he did not oniginally intena to
become a fullime artist. After completing his education al
Srinakannwirot University, Bangsaen, (Burapha University )

he planned to work as a teacher. But when

ne 0ok stock




(3vinendoyiwa) foladn wihrwiueg Wadeunw

wmilaule ﬁtmzvhmuﬁw:'lﬁ'@Lﬂuﬁaqdmmu

i Hé’amnﬂﬁﬁfammumuﬁaﬂ:uumam'ﬁw'ﬂm

109falulnaaunily o MORMUWIINE nINBatng fife

anuaula lffan iy Fygy ATILAT ATIEN A0ANET AT

liyaszmenndngy RRadnsuna BN united

wanlnalaiduag Lf]v.ﬂw:ﬁQmﬁwuﬂmﬁmmmﬁﬂ n3

Wimenuda uazudnvaandImmETygniuay

57198 Gudni ﬁaﬁﬁnnmnﬁeﬁa:ﬁaeﬁﬂui SRR
EmUndsAuA sz aunA il Tnglasumu3nun

WMEMNIGIE gy 1

WS ueudfungy,
Uszinedwdy

m"u!.lfumﬁnmﬁam

Nduide SulugaGuduzninng
Lﬂﬁwmumﬁﬁﬂzﬁ‘mmmmai‘nﬁ"ﬂ ANAY OE1ILAT S

Tan'lmi-m-::lugﬂé‘nmﬁ

53198 saniugy ITULNIERR

BINAUR TNy i
m‘wum’lﬁﬁnﬁwwﬁwm‘iuﬁ

BaYIY

mﬁau:maamm'ﬁwﬁaﬁu
HBniwa ﬁwﬁ:y'lunmjmwx:’iﬁi-‘m MR amuaggas
ﬁ"oLm-n::ﬁh'rmﬁmummu ZELTREEAPE aufaliule
uly Miziiauag Qumﬂuﬁqai'w-?{;yﬁqmm”umﬁwomﬁaﬂ:

B 0tine 196y 133992 laivig g U 3uuy
WHOUYS98 WO UAaY 2 fignys A AR A
wanmilalusanng Aol ik auay s

CERREEPEL Hila ey

LARN 'AY)
AOUU10 ) YR e, s s :
] NuUANuy wuU e Wil WE 9By
e HUNMLe®dula
11l 075,

ABIENIN 5 T 18WTar ﬁml'{mm.wyflu.r‘mi
vy
A S W e e NG Tt
MW EA I au A% uazandeng g T
WBYTINA TN AT 1 N&BT8IAY Bas R ETIT AR
& ¥ |8 4 A4l
HYAT5f mfu'mm}ﬁfﬁdEm‘:”uwm;ﬂuﬁ Yiorlss IBansuLg
' L LD E Ty JWRE
1MUY LRREG T PRSP 1

uing ot JIWUEY IHYBIAY
WATIZWa BT by

WIS Ny gy i
LAY HaIUUULNgy IHOT9N e 3} L;‘ﬁl\l":r”‘ﬂ}l'n
QL8N nows NS A g ] ] ;
it Art book WIAUR 1Ayl kL
E FRIIOULNYR 4 1TTE
Mie9u (9 Fqy = i -
TU (g ] ":"w‘;WL'}:“;"'LJiﬁ3:5"AL\"‘—‘} 95 3
¢ e Uy LEBILS J
wanad v « s o !
Manug HHIR @S [ § 1 ‘
L N T 1Y
d ) a4
Ve 4 <34 &
l VaGn 5 M Art bogk f A
¢ W3y

of his skills as a draftsman, it seemed only natural to become
an artist.

Later, however, he happened 1o attend an exhioi
highlighting  the works of a local conceptual artist at the
National Gallery in Bangkok. The paintings he saw there
changed the direction his own work would take. He sougn!
Out other opportunities to see this artist's works, which
Tawalchai admits were a revelation to him. They
fépresented an entirely new approach to painting. one
whose value lay not in their faithfuiness to reality out in the
thoughts they conveyed. To Tawatchai, they were the
expression of a genuinely contemporary sensihility.

This exposure to conceptual art helped Tawatchal
to realize that as an arust, he still had many things to learn
Eager o gan new INSIgnts and experiences, ne followed
Ine advice given to mim by Ajarn Suchart Thaothong: 1o
Study art in India at the visva pnarati santiniketan university
ltwas this decision 10 go 10 Inaia that marked Tawatchai's first

slep to ward a new way ol thinking about and creating his art.

A New World: Meaning in Form

Tawatchal readily admits thai his traiming qeyihe

Santiniketan universily. where he was expected 10 work a8 @

artist in his own Studio, nad a tremendous impact on his

Intellectual growth, He developed a process for analyzing his

OWn thoughts and beliefs about art and his iife as an artist, He

realized that the (ask of knowing onesell 1s the artist's first

‘esponsibility,

With this thought in mind, Tawalchal decided 1o
abandon realism in his painting. Whiie still recognizing the
suills. he felt that art should am at
achieving somelhing of

value of tecnnical

Qeeper significance than the mere
representation of pnysical reality. The five years ne spent In
India, one of the worid's great sointual centers, broadened

Tonception of Buddhis:
artistic, nistonica) and cultural

his

ana Hindu philosophies. The

marvels he encountered there
Degan 1o nounsn and inspire nis intellectual ana  artistic
u(—.’v?e!r)omem
IUwas at tng ime that he began 1o paint 1N a
SEMIabstract vein, cq 'ECUNG his work 10 the first of many
&M books Ponting 10 4 Page fillca witn rough sketcnes.
Tawatchar explaing that they reflect the nature of 1l
WRIEh s ke g SINNg of beads., with one experience
ollowing fropy and growing out of arothar. The SKetEhes
are of dog NES and ather form
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child’s dreams. In 1993, he began to select images from
this vast collection of sketches and to rework them in a
series of paintings that make free use of color.

According to Tawatchai, how we look at things
shoula take precedence over external form, which he
belives is merely illusion. By looking at something from
various perspectives, we are more likely to perceive its
essence. This explains the emphasis on meaning over
form in his paintings. Tawatchai claims that in order to
convey this meaning, the artist must achieve a state of
heightened intellectual and emotional awareness
because as Tawatchai believes, art exists over and
beyond the physical world.

This is why dots and lines play a prominent role in
many of his more recent works. The visual elements help‘rhe
intellect achieve a state of serenity where it becomes p§53|b|e
to see through the external shape of things and perceive the
meaning within. The elemental Forms that appear in his

paintings permit viewers to create their own meaning.
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Although symbols from natare continue to featu
. ings to

in his works, Tawatchai does not attach fixed meanings
iffer

them. The viewer's fesponse to these symbols may di

; . i ‘s
greatly from the painter’'s own interpretation. It is each viewer
Prerogative tg accept or reject the m

eaning the artist has
invested in the work.
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Itis clear, therefore, that a great deal of reflection

) 1 is
Into each of Tawatchai's works. There i

" g h
the spontanegyg Or haphazard in his painting. Eac
is the Product of
definite gog|

and Planning Qgoes
little of

Canvas

@ Syslematic thought process with a
and intention.

Tawatchaj Considers his earlier works, completed
betwee

1987 and 1990, a6 experimental, While the first and
second serj

Series of Paintings shoy evidence of surrealist influe—
BY retain regjigi
was in g

nees, th C forms. The artig freely admits that he
€arch of 4 new

aPproach at this particular point in his
Career, |y

IS not untj| the thirg series of works that he discards

Pletely and relieg less on color to achieve
his desiragd effects.

It the fourth Series of
formg are

These

paintings, completed in India,
Simplified ang s

€ndencigg carry over |
a new app

ols from Nature begin to appear.
Nlo series 5. in which Tawatchal
ach 1o Solving the problem of finding
visug| €lementg that

COMmMmunicate hig inner vision. In these
Paintings, Iraditiong| Perspective g
of color.

adoptg i

replaced with planes
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In the sixth series, Tawalchai makes an m.\pc,\'i!il‘\;
discovery. In these works, which form a briage bm‘we:ew -
elarlaer works and the paintings in the seventh series, ;mEI. L;
perspective. Forms such as stupas replace mc?hmo:lerI o
time and consttute a rhythmic pattern. For”.he‘ e
Tawatchai feels satisfiea that the forms used n.. : CTnere Hh.d
come close to expressing his inner Cor‘l(‘.epih‘\) ,v - :ne
syntinesis of thought which leads to the tull lOTN& ing of the
artist's vision on the following sernes of pamnings.

Ecstasy Land

The seventh seres of pamun

Qs represents

. “r Th B
" oA nlapstract mode ot
T Ofk 1™ a semiapstr:
. auon of the artist s w
culminanc

5 0f DItk as well as shapes ana gots
paintngs feature symbois of birth as well as snape
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arranged in rhythmic patterns like words in a verse of poetry.
The use of color is deep and musical, opening a passage back
to the great and mysterious civilizations of the past. The viewer
is drawn into a mystical yet familiar world whose aura lingers.

These paintings evoke in the viewer feelings of bliss
and perfect contentment, They are an invitation to dream and

acrystallization of the artist's thoughts and his highest aesthetic
ideals.

Series 8 employs flames and smoke as symbols of the

birth and death of the soul. The palette is rich, and the artist

makes playful use of line to give the canvas the appearance of
a bas-relief. In this series of paintings, the artist is in search of
a new direction in his work.

Series 9 is a synthesis of the ideas at work in series
7 and 8. Symbols such as flames and lotus flowers appear,

evoking the notion of wandering souls. The paintings in this

series mark a transitional phase in which certain issues
remain unresolved. What is clear,
use of tiny forms,

however, is the artist's

lines and dots to create illusions on the
surface of the paintings.
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Series 10 is the most recent seeries of works. Again,
the artist discards most repesentationa! forms in order to
convey a deeper meaning. although flames continue to

be used as a symbol for the soul.

The painting "Kru,” which depicts a lotus flower on a
silver field, makes use of the interplay between foreground
and background to create the illusion of movement. Thick
layers of paint give the aopearance of radian: waves of
light or the movement of the spint. Each fine 1s umigue and

comparable o a momentary suspension of breatr.

"Nirvana is Simply Freedom from Sanxnaras,” which
belongs 10 the same series of paintngs. depIcls 10lus flowers
and flames on a background of deep blue. These elements
symbolize spiritual awareness. A pattern of towering flames

exists in the midst of a vast reaim of spiritual serenity.

Tawatchal pelieves that an arlist's reputation
should not rest on a single work. but rather his life ana work
should be considered as a vasl mosaic that can only be

judged as a wnhole once it nas been completed.

As | leave the studio, | pass a group of art students
on their way to gather information for a report on
Tawatchai and his work. | am sure that tney will gain
valuable insights into life, art and philoscpny from their
encounter with im. They will learn that artistic achievement i1s
1he fruit of a lifeime of Internal and exiernal experiences and
that technica! skills are the means by which the essence of
these experiences 1s transformed into an expression of tne

individuality of the creator.

Tawalchai Somkong has receivea numerous
awards both locally and abroad. His painungs are
admired for therr unigue and mysterious beauly. The people
close 1o him also respect im as a deep thinker and rely on
mim to provide sclutions 1o intractable probiems. |t
Tawalchal were asked whether life gives value 1o art or vice
versa, he would be hard pressead 1o answer because for mim,
e and art are Synonymous. As an ingependent arist or
pursuil of meaning, Tawalchai remains commitied to

ercoming the difficulties inherentin the ife he has choser
ov 2

Sriwanna Saokong




ECSTASY LAND 1990-1999

SERIES BORN IN THE HARVESTING SEASON {1940

%73 CM WATER COLOUR ON PAPER
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SERIES 2 UNTITLED (1991 )
56X75 CM PEN ON PAPER R
PRIVATE COLLECTION
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SERIES 2 UNTITLED (1891
56X38 CM PEN ON PAPER
B - : PRIVATE COLLECTION

SBXAE (M PEN UN PAPER

PRIVATE (01 EC Tk




