9.09.2549 :centuries re-observed




seum Foundation




= B

-

9 09.25409 :centuries re-observed

Rama IX Art Museum Foundation

BH#: Yan Lei

99 Usegsan
Watchara Prayoonkum

Curated by Josef Ng

Q@ Sept — 9 Oct 2006



9.09.2549: Cenfuries Re-observed
By Josef Ng., Tang Contemporary

2006 (recorded as 2549 in the Thai calendar)  year. everyone is encouroged to wear the

holds a memorable year for Thailand as His colour yellow (it is the King Bhumipol's colour '
Majesty King Bhumibol Aduly@dej enters the as he was born on @ Monday) as a visual rev-
60th year of his accessior to the throne as the erence towards His Majesty the King. while the
longest serving monarch in the world today. colour sky blue represents His Majesty the
What is more relevant is alsO Q year in which,

Queen
amidst the political irstability  caused by If not for the King's timely advisory speech .
perpefual corruption and electoral flaws, about the tensions revolving the recent H

the King has once again spoken up and election in April 2006, which has since been
demonstrated keen sensitivity and welded annulled. the nation would probably have suf- il
wisdom in resolving na‘ional crises, thereby fered dire consequences. If is thus unique in
keeping the country's faith through compassion this context that in Thailand. the boundaries
and dedication. between Self and Nation and the Monarchy
The ninth king of the Chakri Dynasty, few are being ‘dissolved’ into one. Especially this

monarchs have accomplished and recorded year. the institution of the monarchy is re-cast

SO pyi d dr tic ¢ ruling prowess as His 5 rucial presence and a reality that
Rama.JX A MGseUdt Folidation... & v
Over the decades, the Thai public has been To celebrate 30 vyears of diplomatic
dazzled by his concentrated efforts in being  relations between Thailand and Mainland
personally involved with the national projects China, Tang Contemporary Art presents an
he initiates. The people are equally enamored exhibition reflecting on the vitality and dynamics
of the King's artistic abilities: his discreet eye of collective consciousness fowards the '
for and experimentation with painting genres, institution of the Thai Monarchy. 9.09.2549:
and his technical accemplishment in the jazz  centuries re-observed seeks to reveal the shared
and musical compaositions. It is easy to see why artistic intentions, subject matter, sense of
the nation is so proud of ftheir King. place, and most of all, a personal interpretation
The institution of the Thai monarchy dates of Thailand’'s absoluteness towards the
back more than 700 years ago, and the beloved King.
present Chakri dynasty has led Thailand since ©.09.2549: centuries re-observed is notable
1872 fill present times. Although it shifted from in that it does not just function as an
absolute to constitutional monarchy, due to the  exhibition merely in honour of His Majesty the !
historical 1932 revolution, the relevance of the King but. in keeping with the extraordinary
institution remains and exerts great populism. spirit that King Bhumibol Adulyadej possesses
Walk along any mdin road in Thailand, towards artistic endeavours, attempts to shape
and royal portraits are everywhere seen the boundaries of artfistic disciplines. In the
Commemorative portiaits of the monarchy  exhibition, new artistic challenges are taken up
- present and past - adorn almost every by the artists.  Established Thai sculptor

household as a reflection of devotion. This Watchara Prayoonkum contributes his  first



sculptural installation while Chinese conceptual
artist Yan Lei devotes a whole series to identify
and engage with existing norms and values of
status representation in Thailand with his
signature ‘photographic paintings’. There is
also the added dimension of association
between the 2 featured artists, as part of the
design of Watchara’s installation is based on
how he responds to Yan Lei's paintings.

In an artistic span of 20 years, what
distinguishes Watchara Prayoonkum from his peers
is his delicate skills and vigorous modelling of
dedicated to the

is at the same time not

clay, ‘super realistic’ form

which far removed
fromn the traditional convention of figurative

sculptures. Born in Chaiyaphum province 40

years ago, Watchara is regarded in awe by

recognisable icons from Western art such as
Pablo Picasso. Auguste Rodin, Salvador Dali
and Vincent Van Gogh were displayed side by
side with local influential figures the late Prof
Silpa  Bhirasri, founder of Silpakorn University

and puppet master Sakorn ‘Jo Louis’

Yangkeawsot. By merging the characters with
‘appropriated’ elements - such as Dali sporting

a four-layered Thai-style headdress or Van

Gogh painting of Starry Starry Night which,

on closer inspection, is actually a clever

transformation irto Wat Arun’s Phra Prang

Watchara began to boldly push the rationale
of freestanding sculptures intfo something more
interactive, drawing a framework between
iconology., contexi and interpretation.

In  this the artist

exhibifion, creates a

work attitude and passion in which the King is
given compelling embodiment as a modern
hero, fulfiling the social destinies and needs of
the nation.

As for fthe
by the boulders from the ancient Sukhothai

‘gate’, Watchara is inspired
period where, in the spirit of site-specificity, the
artist has manipulated the original design and
material into a solid structure with multiple
steps, a combination of both steel and wood,
that stood as a ‘rite of passage’ between the
2 sculptures. The mounted structure has a
quasi-spiritual quality, large enough for one to
totally be in sync around the rectangular-like
tight space. Watchara takes the viewer into a
space of consciousness. By interacting with the

installation. the viewer is invited into a process

the local art community and Raﬁﬂ:ar L“K &E&Mug@umgﬁguﬂdatiﬂ:ﬁwe reflection. As Watchara expresses,

ability to make his sculptural figures as lifelike
as possible and often derives his molds from
living people. "You've got to make it appear
as if there is blood circulating under the skin”,
as he once expressed. Having sculpted
historical figures of politicians, revered monks
and noblemen, it is Watchara's monuments of
past Royal Highnesses that he has become
known for, such as King Rama V installed at
the Department of Custom, King Rama VII and
His Majesty the Queen installed at the
Sukhothai Palace, and many more.
inventiveness prompted

in 2002.

The quest for
Watchara to his first solo exhibition
Titled "Praduj Fah Nhom Su Din (From Heaven
to Earth)”, it was a roomful of representational
sculptures mainly inspired by pivotal milestones
on the life and work of His Majesty the King
Bhumibol Adulyadej. In 2005, he embarked on
another solo "Return to the Oriental Life and
Spirit 3~ in their

where, fibreglass forms,

on conception cnd composition, investigating
not just the possibiities of time and space but also
the boundaries of the gallery-site-interactive
titled “Praduyj

comprises 2 main

manifestation. Tre installation,
Fah Nhom Su Din 27,
distinctive sculptures of His Majesty the King,
each resonating within given structures while
being linked by a replication of a ‘gate’ built
in specific to the pillars in the gallery.

On one end attached to the wall, painted
in various shades of yellow hues, is a standing
sculpture of the King adorned in a suit with a
walkie-talkie in his pocket, a map on his hand
and a camera around his neck. The inspiration
for this sculpture s taken from a famous image
of the King duing the years he spent in
the countryside, keeping in tfouch with the
pecple’s needs and dealing with environmental
issues. By placing the sculpture at a level
where the viewers immediately come to face

the 'tools’ of the King, Watchara attests to the

"I would like my audiences to participate in
my installation with a spiritual heart through
their

observation, while walking slowly step by step

physical feeling with cognition and
so as to concentrate and be touched by the
intrinsic textures of the installation”.

Right in front of this structure, the audience
is confronted with a small room, and in it is
placed a highly-detailed sculpture in mid-air
supported by long poles.' Lit only with dimmed
lights, the artfist chooses to paint the whole
room blue for it represents the colour of
in the Thai

The bronze sculpture itself is composed of

the Monarchy national flag.
His Majesty the King. atftired in royal regalia
and seated in a ceremonial throne, named
‘Pratheenarngrashaindhayana’, with a five-tiered
spired roof and a base decorated with figures
of Garudas and nagas.

From the hard floor outside the installation

to the soft texture of the floor within, one gets



the sense of sinking, while in the presence of
a sculpture which stands profoundly solid,
surrounded by rocks at the bottom which
alludes to the steadfast support and allegiance
of the Thai people towards his Majesty the King.
From brightness to dim. from a sea of yellow to
blue, indeed, architecture as the experience of
time is dissolved as an open wall leads to an
enclosed chamber and the

becomes the architecture.

light and colour

Watchara's installation is hypothetically direct,

fascinating, powerful and evocative. If is

exemplary in its use of historical sources to

describe and represent alternative views

the present and of the Thai

of
monarchy, and
juxtaposing pure form with content in a way
that not only defines but also expands the
imagery the artist creates.

In the case of Yan Lei,
previous series, the artist employs photographs
taken. collected or

that

bought to create visual
constructions both engage and divert
meaning. While on a trip in Bangkok 2 years
ago, Yan Lei discovered that it is a common

devotional that

portraits of the monarchy - present and past -

practice commemorative

adorn almost every Thai household as a sign of
reverential affection.

Aware of the status mechanisms linked with

portraitures, the artist suggests and re-creates

the specificities of various portraits of His Majesty

the King and the royal family with corre-
sponding shades of colour strips onto his paint-
ed subjects. This both

deconstructs collective identity

signifies and

in recognizing
the very existence of power itself given and
present in the Thai Monarchy. As he once said
about his works, "Apart from the colours, what

is most important for me is the content that

much Rﬁlma

lies behind the work itsel®. | devote myself to this
matter everyday”.

Of this series in this exhibition, he explains, "I
want to express the attitudes of the Thais. How
to project the generosity of this society? For
me, the first aftitude | Noficed when | first came
to Bangkok is the sureness of the Thai people
towards the royal family”. Since the genesis of
his paintings come mainly from photography.
Yan Lei has the luxury to ‘revisit’ his subjects,
refining each until the work becomes infused
with a specific ambience, a unique mood that
is surely related fo the initial jolt of recognition
within himself that thé€se key images provided
when Yan Lei first encOuntered them.

Yan Lei approaches his

paintings like

a chemical process, Q kind of distilling and
refining . of the ignag€. bringing it a point
(XA Miiselim. Fouid
potent. He takes the Photos or postcards and,

through a computer. he would measure and

highlight the outline ©f the subjects, as well as

the variations of bri3htness accordingly, and

then allocate speciic numbers to different

shades of colour. A painting can then be
produced by applying colours according fo the

respective numbers. Wwhich correspond to his

paletfes of unmixed Saints he employs.

From a distance- Yan Lei's paintings have
a definition as hig" as that of a photograph,
but the closer one d®ts to the canvas, the more
it melts intfo dense ANd sticky chromatic blotch-
es, revealing the st™kes of the brush.” As he
has become incre@ingly accomplished in  his

technigue, Yan L€i

has also grown more

confident about scqle, now using larger can-
vases to produce g paintings, as exemplified
by his painting of Wm Ratchanatda, measuring
180 x 270 cm.

In some of the paintings for this exhibition,
Yan Lei has to modify his source materials in
order to bring it to a point whereby the essence
of the portraits is preserved but the means of ifs
rendering is subverted. It is only then, it seems.
that the artist can begin to paint from it, ond
only at this point, he believes, that the adven-
ture and significance of his painting begins. The
result is the depiction of ‘glowing’ outlines that
escalate and follow around the features of the
painted subjects. As the rich colours gradually
deepen, moving away from the subjects

info an infinite space. the imagery seem to
speak of the nature of power that transcend
upon or radiate from the Thai monarchy.
In this exhibition, the audience is invited fo
move within the art works, to explore their
sical  construction, to reflect upon the
iﬁﬂﬂm pulses of the paintings and their
saturated expanses of colour and light. More
importantly, this exhibition offers the audience a
memorable and fransformative experience
through sensation and immersion. All are invited

fo re-observe.

1 Sourced from Architecturs

by Nithy

Sthapitanond

i Millet. 2006

il "I'm not an artist I'm a manl by Nathal
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