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Beauty, Delight, Delicacy and Intensity in the Works of Pongsiri

- Pisanu Supa...

I first met Pongsiri Kitdee when he entered the Master's program in Graphic Arts at
Silpakorn University where | teach. Pongsiri had received his Bachelor's degree from
the Faculty of Fine Arts at Chiang Mai University in northern Thailand after graduating
from high school in the southern province of Nakorn Sri Thammaraj.

His personal history is an interesting one for someone working in or studying art.Born
in the south, Pongsiri first studied art in the north before continuing his studies in
Bangkok.It is the blending of his personal life with the art and culture of the different
regions of the country where he lived that | find particularly interesting.

In chemistry scientists know that certain elements shouldn't be combined because of

the reaction they produce. And in the kitchen, experienced cooks quickly learn tHa@ma |X Art Museum Foun

certain flavors just don't go together.

But in art things are very different. Artistic traditions from various countries, cultures,
and ethnic groups have mixed together countless times over centuries without

incident, without hazard, and without giving audiences tummy ache, eye strain, or
emotional trauma.

This is the case even when the most radically opposed traditions come together, when

for example, western art first came in contact with the world of eastern art,long before
the present age of globalization.

When the Aryans introduced elements of Greek and Roman culture into India,
combining them with the traditional beliefs of the indigenous peoples, they brought
about a new golden age of Indian art.

In the Himalayas, where Chinese art and architecture brushed up against the arts of
India, the contact led to the birth of Nepalese, Tibetan and Bhutanese art - art which no
one would confuse with either Indian or Chinese art - art of a special genius, beauty
and originality that today belongs to all mankind.

When Chinese art was introduced into the islands of Japan, it blended with the
esthetic simplicity native to the Japanese, creating a serene and graceful art that is
treasured all around the world.

And of course, when the arts of India made the dangerous sea crossing to the
Indonesian islands of Java and Bali, they soon acquired the function of appeasing the
indigenous gods of the local people.

Closer to home, in the Chao Praya River basin, the Siamese, situated between the
people of India and China, were likewise influenced by these two great ancient
cultures. This explains, of course, why Siam and the other lands of Southeast Asia came

to,be known as Indochina.
Aation

And even though Siam is a relatively small country, the arts and culture of each region
of the country are remarkably different. In the north, Lanna culture shares similarities
with the culture of Burma, while the Lanxang culture of northeastern Thailand
extended into Laos and Cambodia, and the culture of southern Thailand traces its roots
to the islands of Java and Bali.

The cultural differences that distinguish these regions include not only art but also
language, food and dress.

Of course, it is important to make clear that these artistic differences need not be a
cause for conflict or misunderstanding.We are glad to discover the Sherpa people
living in remote parts of the Himalayan foothills. It pleases us to know there are Tai Yai
people in Burma, and the Buddhist culture of Luang Prabang is such a source of
enjoyment that we wish the people of Lampoon and Lampang could go back in time
some 40 or 50 years in order to be more like the people of Luang Prabang today.



These artistic differences are not political differences. They have nothing to do with the
current perception that a politician from the South doesn't stand a chance of winning
Chiang Mai in a national election, or that a Prime Minister from the North has nothing
to say to the people of Songkhla.

Artis not a cause of dissension or strife. On the contrary, art produces and is the
product of human creativity and the more that art is a synthesis of different cultures
and traditions, the richer that art becomes.

As | said earlier, | find it interesting that Pongsiri was born in the South, then went to
study art in the North, and is now living in Bangkok.

Even the fact that he studied at different universities interests me because each
institution has its own particular character and its own particular strengths and
weaknesses. People who stay in just one part of the country and study at only one
school risk getting stuck in a creative rut.They risk shutting themselves off from new
experiences and new ideas.| think it's good too that there's more interaction between

Admittedly, the atmosphere and use of color that you find in Pongsiri's pictures are not
exactly cutting edge. A lot of other painters have already explored the same territory,
most notably the French impressionists of the second half of the 19th century.These
painters turned the world of art on its head, rejecting the use of thick swaths of paint
in favor of a more scientific approach to light and color.Their attention to atmosphere
changed the art of painting forever. As a result of the Impressionist revolution, Paul

Although Pongsiri's basic ideas and techniques are similar to those of the
Impressionists, it isn't fair to call his work derivative. His work also reflects his own
experiences, ideas and beliefs, and for this reason, his pictures are uniquely personal.

The first thing that sets him apart from the French impressionists is his focus on Thai
subject matter. Pongsiri's works contain images of exquisite Thai temple and palace
architecture.They are alive with the brilliant colors of temple roofs - flaming orange,
bright red, and deep dark blue. The addition of gold leaf and bits of colored glass
intensifies the warmth and radiance of his works, and evokes feelings of delightin

schools today. And even though students are still not able to transfer credits fromangi@ |X Art Museum Foupryenfyho sees them.

university to another, | think it's a good idea for students to do their Bachelor's degree
atone university and then apply to another university for their Master's degree. | like
the kind of cross-breeding that this engenders. It prevents Thai education from
becoming too narrow and stifling,and gives students more learning opportunities.

Take Pongsiri as an example. Having done his undergraduate work at Chiang Mai
University's Faculty of Fine Arts, Pongsiri entered the Master's degree program at
Silpakorn University. As a graduate student, he was eager to gain new experience and

new insights,and as a result, he ended up finding productive new avenues to explore
in his work.

Pongsiri's earliest work can really only be called ordinary. It lacked any real creative
force. But fortunately, he had some of the most admirable characteristics that an artist
can have. He was hardworking, persistent, and determined. It didn't matter how many
times his student work was judged a failure, he never got discouraged. He just went
back and made corrections until eventually he found his way forward.

Another distinctly Thai characteristic of Pongsiri's work is his insistence on a two-
dimensional surface.There is no attempt to create the illusion of depth, and in this way,
Pongsiri is like the master craftsmen who painted murals on Thai temple walls. Like
them, he simply chooses the colors that please him and places them next to one
another.

Another traditional Thai element is just as central to the success and vigor of his works.
Many of the small forms and decorative elements that we notice when we look closely
at Thai architecture or painting also appear in Pongsiri's work. The use of traditional
designs like kanok, rod nam, kaew ching duang and dawk loy makes us aware of the
notion that many of the great works of Thai art and architecture from the past may
have grown out of these small decorative details, and that these details are what give
Thai art its pleasing sense of harmony. Similarly, Pongsiri makes repeated use of floral
patterns and small squares, triangles and circles to create the colors and forms he is
aiming for.



Perhaps it's in these complex patterns that appear in his silkscreens that Pongsiri's
manner of working can no longer be called Impressionist. By filling his pictures with
hundreds and thousands of flowers and small geometric shapes, Pongsiri gives his
palette real energy and force.The images seem to come alive. Pongsiri's works are an
expression of the belief that the smallest elements can come together to form
something big.

In addition, Pongsiri's works are not paintings, but rather prints, made using techniques
he developed himself.

The bright, cheery colors that fill his works also give us a clear idea of the artist's
attitude to the world he lives in. The strong, pure colors are like a gleaming smile
shining out at us.There is nothing harsh or violent about these hues; they are the
colors of joy and delight. Pongsiri is concerned with higher things and invites us to see

the world without cynicism or suspicion. In fact, looking at Pongsiri's works makes our
heart swell with joy and belief.

The brilliant oranges, reds and blues form intricate patterns that adorn the entire

image. In fact, Pongsiri's works have an exquisite delicacy and attention to detaj .h:ﬁﬁ'l M
are characteristic of traditional Thai art in general. ﬁ a IX Art

But these luminous colors are distinctly Pongsiri's own.No one can say that the warm,
rich tones are the product of his experiences as a student in northern Thailand; nor did
he learn them while studying in Bangkok; nor are they just an expression of his fiery
southern Thai soul. Unlike chemistry, in which precise measurements are possible, art
doesn't allow for such easy classification or categorization.

But what art does allow us to say here in Pongsiri's case is that the artist has reached a
point in his career where he has achieved spectacular success. And I'm not just
referring to all the awards he has won over the past couple of years.What | really mean

is his success in finding a unique style and technique that have enabled him to
produce such beautiful works of art.

I can't believe that anyone could look at Pongsiri's works and not feel an

overwhelming sense of joy - joy due in large measure to a technique that requires us
to step forward and look at his images close up.

Translated from the Thai by R.Michael Crabtree
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Silkscreen on canvas, 130 x 160 cm.
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Ao AuuAuLIAILA aeu qu MmNy 7, 2548
Siam, Land of Joy, Peace and Happiness No. 7, 2005
Silkscreen on canvas, 130 x 160 cm.

No. of editions : 2

avwTuussomeuanIdla au qu nnoay 8,2548
Siam , Atmosphere of Joy, Peace and Happiness No. 8 ,2005
Silkscreen on canvas, 130 x 160 cm.

No. of editions : |



