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Michael Wanshrough

The Project.

Six o'clock. Mist hovers over ponds with secondary forest & Smokey blue hills behind. The chilly stiliness is
broken with intermittent shrieks & howls: welcome to the jungle.

The silence is ruptured by a cough and urgent chatter. as two figures, males in the moh hom denim-blue suits
of the peasants of the North, stroll purposefully across a clearing, steam issuing from their mouths at each
breath. They go into a low open-sided shack. They are joined by others, men and women dressed alike, passing
steaming mugs, speaking in low voices.

A group of men enter from another direction, bearing long rods of freshly-cut bamboo. They hand them out.
Groups leave, latecomers running across the open space to join them. The groups go quietly in all directions,
keeping to the narrow tracks between the trees & vines of the jungle, murmuring. listening, searching through
the foliage.

My own involvement with Artists for Elephants began in 2004, when my friend Pirapong Gulpisal. a senior
Thai artist & art academic. invited me to come to Lamphang with the first group of artists. My task was
to observe & participate, so that | could then write English language PR materials for the exhibition at The
Thailand Cultural Centre. | rode elephants. observed the artists at work, wandered around with the mahouts.
marveling not only at their skill, but also at their sensitivity & the depth of their relationships with their
charges.

The whole project involves something like 60 artists. including some of Thailand's revered National Artists
(the equivalent of an R.A. in UK). The Poh Chang project this time has about 40. Some of them came into
the project, they told me. knowing nothing about elephants. and not really interested. All went away from it
loving the animals, & determined to continue their relationship with Artists for Elephants.

It is difficult for foreigners to understand the place that the elephant occupies in the Thai national identity.
Most countries have a National Animal that is used as a symbol. For Thailand. however, the elephant is a
deep part of the national psyche. Elephants have long been used in battle. As recently as the 2nd World
War the government offered to send elephants as reinforcements! They have been used as work animals,

Rama IX AI‘T MUSEum Fﬂumltlﬁ)ﬂreceptmw to training. especially in forestry industries. Indeed. most of those at the Elephant

A dissident training camp deep in the hills of the Golden Triangle? Well, yes. for these people are subversives
in the world of Shopping & Eating that is contemporary Thailand. And they are in training. But they are visual
artists. and their mission is not the overthrow of government, or the destruction of society. They are dedicated
to the perpetuation of the great symbol of ancient Siam, a unifying giant - terrifying in war. powerful in industry,
dignified in ritual, and gentle in play: the Siamese elephant. They are going on their morning walk, led by their
mahout mentors, to collect the elephants from their resting places in the jungle. and entice them with delicious
green bamboo to come for their morning bath.

The lucky riders scramble onto their elephants and the groups pick their way back through the undergrowth,
heading for the weir, where many, but not all, dismount before the hilarity of the freezing morning dip.

Why are artists pretending to be mahouts. and how can this help with the survival of the elephant?

These artists are teachers from Bangkok's oldest art & craft school, Poh Chang Campus of Rajamangala
University of Technology Rattanakosin. They are participating in Artists for Elephants, a fund-raising & awareness-
promoting project of the Aree Soothipunt Foundation. The project, now in its 5th year, enables professional artists
to learn about elephants & experience some of the mysteries of the mahout, so that they can create artworks
for public display & sale. The proceeds of their exhibitions are then donated to the National Elephant Institute
(formerly the Thai Elephant Conservation Centre) at Lamphang, to help purchase eguipment and plant which are
not covered in their annual government budget. The current phase of the project is preparing for its 4th
exhibition. the 2nd by Poh Chang, at the prestigious Queen's Gallery in Bangkok's Ratchadamnoen Avenue.

Institute are animals who have previously worked in logging and. since the demise of logging. have had
nothing to do. And there are also the Auspicious, or ‘White" Elephants. which belong to the King. and are
traditionally believed to be responsible for the health & prosperity of the kingdom. Kaneh (Ganesha). the
Hindu elephant god is revered by Thai people. and may be seen in many temples and household shrines.

The National Elephant Institute is a repository for traditional local knowledge. as well as a modern research
centre. It is responsible for supervising elephant conservation in Thailand. It has recently begun a re-introduction
program, so that animals may eventually re-populate forest areas. and a breeding program.

It is therefore most important that the Institute should be supported in order that the Siamese elephant may
be conserved. It's not merely an ecological issue. it is one that is tied to the maintenance of traditional
cultural values and therefore identity. Cultural values & identity are in the portfolio of artists” concerns and
responsibilities, so — OF COURSE: Artists for Elephants!
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12 Elephant / Oil Color on Canvas / 80 cm. X 100 cm. Flying / Oil on canvas / 70 cm. x 75 cm.
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8 AaUuSUBY : AN91Y 1ABAJVMT / Kam-ai Detchdaungta - falusulBry : gnans B1elau / Soodsakorn Chaisem
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o

6 / InSevindou / g 15 B,

Ao wganmelu / Tuwasndia / 100 cm. x 250 cm.

14 Indeed Feeling / Fibergrass / 100 cm. x 250 cm. Elephant / Porcelain / height 15 cm.
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. Usalung MO9UDAWIUS / Pramote Kitchumnongpan AaUuIW:670

- I AR aoe s Ty R

N6 / @dwduuudifu / 70 em. x 90 cm.

Elephants 3 / ddhuuns:ay / 38 em. x 28 cm.

Elephant Island / Oil on Canvas / 70 c¢cm. x 90 cm.
- Elephants 3 / Watercolor on Paper / 38 cm. x 28 cm. P
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