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CHAVALIT'S WIT

Chavalit Soemprungsuk is a Thai artist who has lived in Holland for more than two decades.
He works in solitude in his studio in Amsterdam. The artist no longer makes art in Bangkok
as he finds the chaotic life difficult to adjust. Chavalit says that his art would be totally
different if he was to return and settle in the metropolis of Bangkok.

Chavalit’s grids are emblems of modern art which have little to do with ethnicity and natio-
nality. The artist shows us how his grids function to declare the modernity of modern art.
His art turns its back to nature. It is free from the obligation to picture the world. It is
anti-natural, anti-real, anti-mimetic. In so doing it demonstrates the independence of all
deductive or logical systems from the process of observation. Chavalit's hand-drawn lines
criss-cross in an orderly fashion and at the same time state the absolute autonomy of the
realm of art. The grids stare back at us from the flat surface as if to challenge the mind to
play a game.

This game is withdrawn from the real world entirely. Once the viewer's mind is conditioned
the game becomes complex and sophisticated. Chavalit's systematic line drawing becomes
almost obsessive and ritualistic with its precision, its neatness, its finicky exactitude. At first,
we get the impression that the artist is in pursuit of intelligibility by mathematical means.
Each line in carefully mapped out from one point to the next. The multitude of lines intersect
in a mesh and we expect experience the sensation of purity or transcendence or something
of that sort. But this is not the case. Chavalit surprises us by luring the mind to continue
with the game. The artist creates a serial expansion for the mind to get tangled in a rich
array of geometric forms that move beyond the economy of the mathematician's language.
Chavalit's wit must be fully appreciated in a series of drawings. As a set of work the grids
compliment one another emanating a feeling of infinity. As the result, the situation reaches
a contradictory state as the notion of “less is more””’ becomes ''the more the merrier”” For
Chavalit, the reduction of form and content is different from the concept of Kasimir Malevich
or Ad Reinhardt (the square = sensation, the white area = nothing). Chavalit's art is not
always reductive as his drawings are constantly reorganized and rearranged to create new
compositions at different levels of complexity.

Those of us who have been following Chavalit’s development will notice a change of tempo
and rhythm in his work. His new series in this exhibition continues the grid-like geometric
forms but colors take on a more significant role. The lines are made up of colors which
create an equivalent of a screen or a filter through which light passes to the brain. The
intensity of these colors vary according to how Chavalit makes them interact with their
neighbors. In some areas intersecting colors create optical illusion as if they are vibrating,
buzzing waves of electric currents. In other areas there are bright color blocks which create
opacity. The use of pigments enrich images which are superimposed on the retina.

Many viewers may find Chavalit's work baffling and meaningless. This is because his art
rejects narrative or representational reading of any kind. But this is where Chavalit takes his
stand and that is why every time he exhibits his work in Bangkok the experience is always
refreshing. Once in a while, it is worth reminding ourselves that there are gifted artists who
should be praised not because of their ‘Thai-ness’ but for the fact they are extremely talented
modern artists.

Apinan Peshyananda
Neovember 12, 1989
New York

Apinan Poshyananda is an art eritic for the Bangkek Pest. At present, he is writing his Ph.D.
thesis on modern Thai art at Cornell University, Ithaca, New York, U.S.A.
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