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Oil on canvas 24x 32 inches

unwases lay
Unfinished melody
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UAB
SANASEN

1

don't call myself
a creative artist, but a professional
artist’, comments Uab Sanasen with-
out any note of false modesty. It is a
strange remark coming from one of
Thailand’s leading contemporary
painters and, in a more objective
appraisal, creative would be the first
word to spring to mind. The nouns
applicable to this multi-talented man
are numerous - teacher, musician,
photographer as well as painter --
yet each of them begs the adjective
‘creative’.

However, Uab’s self-description
does contain its own truth and pro-
vides an approach towards an under-
standing of a complex man. It holds
the key to reaching an awareness of
his enormous contribution to the
development of contemporary Thai

art and, through this, to an appre-
ciation of his own painting.

In essence the statement is in-
dicative of Uab’s fundamental belief
in a vital interplay between art and
society, the dependence of one on
the other. At the same time, he is
fully aware of the current gap between
the two in Thailand. He therefore
sees a need to tug at both in an effort
to bring them closer.

‘One must bring art down to earth’,
he says and hence his insistence on
‘professional’ rather than ‘creative’
as the adjective to describe himself.
At times his proneness to candid
remarks borders on the outrageous,
such as when an interviewer asked
what was his inspiration and he re-
plied, ‘money’. There is truth in this
as in all his utterances, but it is not a
literal or surface truth. The meaning
lies in his attempt to jolt the public
into a truer understanding of the
artist and to deflate high-flown con-
cepts of art.

“The Thai public’, he says ‘think
an artist is some kind of superman,
very temperamental and not needing
to earn a normal living. Whereas, in
fact, the artist can live like any other
professional person’. Uab believes
that unless the public comes to view
the artist in a realistic light, there is
little hope for the development of art
in Thailand. There has to be an inter-
action between audience and artist,
if only to create a necessary market,
and without such interaction art is
stifled since there is no understand-
ing. ‘Let’s see the artist first as a
human being,” he insists. ‘And then,
okay, in say 25 years he can be much
more creative as he will have a public.’

This process of understanding
works both ways, for the artist as
well as the public. Herein lies the
second important consideration im-
plicit in Uab’s refusal to term himself
a creative painter; the need for the
artist to pitch his work at a leve] that
can be appreciated by the public

while still being faithful to the ideals
of art.

Before he began to develop se-
riously his own style, Uab was aware
of two extremes in contemporary
Thai art: cheap, commercialized
paintings of touristy scenes at one
end of the spectrum, and what he
calls ‘over creative’ experimental
works at the other. The one aims
too low, the other goes over the
head and is lost on an uninformed
audience. There is thus a failure of
communication which, after all, is a
primary function of art.

To redress this situation Uab has
consciously chosen a middle path
for his own painting, remaining faith-
ful to art principles, techniques and
discipline but limiting his subjects to
those that are readily accessible toan
audience. ‘I have to fill a gap,’ as he
puts it, ‘otherwise the public and art
will go further away from each other
and never meet.’ In taking a middle

path he hopes tginform the public,
through examplmm&i%ighﬂ Museum

of art without being so avant-garde
as to confuse or baffle.

This in no way implies mediocrity
- Uab’s talent and technique are
beyond doubt -- nor a lack of ori-
ginality. It is just that he chooses not
to be as daring with his subject matter
as he could be, although there is still
considerable innovation in his work.
Uab also has great admiration, albeit
tempered by constructive criticism,
for many of his colleagues although
he feels much of their experimental
work is largely lost on an unappre-
ciative audience.

a1
Eve
Acrylic-oil on canvas 28 36 inches

Fam
Tea time
Acrylic-oil on canvas 24x 32 inches




Uab was instinctively drawn to art
and remembers how at the age of
four he was already daubing on the
walls and doors at home. Later,
when he was around 14, he says that
while his friends were going to the
cinema or taking girls out, he was
spending his free time going to
temples and copying mural paintings.
There was no tradition of painting in
his family but there was certainly a
bent towards creativity (despite Uab’s
reservations, the word is inescapable);
his father was an amateur musician
and an accomplished photographer
while his elder brother became an
architect and another brother is a
professional musician.

After secondary education at
Assumption College, Uab went on to
Silpakorn University where he re-
ceived his BA in Fine Arts in 1950.
His teacher was the famed Professor
Silpa Bhirasri (C. Feroci) and it was
this great mentor who was to have a
profound influence on the young
artist. ‘I don't think I could have

done as well without him,” says Uab.

‘He gave me an understanding of art.’

Certainly one can trace many of
Uab’s current concerns about his
own painting and art in general back
to the teachings of Bhirasri. His
courses were firmly based on classi-
cal art, the Italian art of the Renais-
sance, and the lessons of technique
and discipline were constantly
drummed home. The professor had
no time for rarefied ideas about art;
to him it was all a matter of hard
work and solid technique, and when
irritated, recalls Uab, he would often
berate a student with the scathing
remark, ‘If you think you're an artist,
get out of my class’.

Strict and classical though
Bhirasri’s teaching was, it gave Uab
a thorough grounding in the funda-
mentals of art. Today, in even a brief
conversation, his broad knowledge
of the history of art readily comes
across and his understanding of
Western painting, unlike that of
many other Asian artists, is tinged
by neither uncritical admiration nor
nationalistic reservations.

After graduating Uab did not see
clearly his way forward as a painter
and, moreover, believed he needed
to achieve maturity in the world
before attempting his true work.
Accordingly he promised himself
that he would start seriously as an
artist when he reached 40. ‘Nobody
cared about art 20 years ago,’” he
says. ‘And I realized that Thai art
was not ready to accept creative art,
therefore I spent my time trying to
educate people.’

Indeed, Uab rapidly became a
highly esteemed teacher and today
he still commands much love and
respect in that role. In fact his
teaching career began before his
graduation when, as a fourth year
student, he was asked to take drawing
and anatomy classes. He has sub-
sequently taught in the Mass Commu-
nication and Journalism Department
of Thammasat University, and had
also been a much travelled lecturer

at many univerﬁigfiwlﬁq Museum Fou ;

around the coun en now,
his own Nuan-Naang Art Centre, he
occasionally gives lectures while also
providing facilities for other teachers.
Further maturity and understand-
ing of the world were gained from
spells as a designer with the Thai
Television Company, as a manager
of a well-known art gallery and as
Head of the Arts and Design Depart-
ment of the publishing firm Thai
Wattana Panich. He also spent a
year with SEATO. Moreover, a
concern for increased public
awareness has led to Uab serving on
the committees of many important

AINAILY
Peace

Oil on canvas 24x 32 inches

TIWI 0y pan sy
Ming bowl and flowers
Acrylic-oil in canvas 24x 32 inches




institutions  including the Siam
Society, the Society of the Preserva-
tion of Thai Arts and Environment,
and the Institute of Thai Studies at
Thammasat University.

A man of many talents, Uab is
well known and respected as an
accomplished violinist and as a photo-
grapher. Music, he admits, is his
first love and he assisted in the
founding of the Bangkok Symphony
Orchestra as well as bringing pleasure
to many through his own perform-
ances. Photography he was first
drawn to through his study of temple
mural paintings. In both fields,
music and photography, he is equally
at home and says, ‘Art can use any
medium. If you use it as a slave, your
medium is no barrier to creative
content...the artist must just know
how to use his tools.’

Nevertheless, it is as a painter
that Uab attains his finest achieve-
ments. He has exhibited in Malaysia,
Singapore and Bahrain as well as
Bangkok, and, in 1963, he received
a medal at the National Art Exhibi-

tion. Yet he is rather dismissive of
awards and competitive exhibitions,
being more concerned with selling
his work, both to make a necessary
living and, much more importantly,
to develop public taste and aware-
ness of contemporary art.

Consequently his favoured subjects
-- landscapes, still lifes and nude
figure studies -- are superficially un-
exceptional so that they may have an
audience appeal. However, beyond
the surface subject matter, all his
canvases display considerable tech-
nical ability and deep, original
expression.

‘Uab is first and foremost a master
of technique and early in his career
he was rated as one of the finest
tempera artists - a certain yardstick
of technical ability since this
medium dries so fast as to prevent
any retouching. Today, he prefers
oil and acrylic as his media but still
his mastery of technique and exquisite
brushwork are remarkable.

Primarily he uses acrylic first to
achieve a sharp line and then oils

applied with fine brushwork to blend
and build up colour and bring about
a distinctive luminosity. It is this
subtle use of light through brushwork
rather than obvious white that
characterizes his best work, trans-
forming trees in a landscape or a
vase of flowers into something highly
expressive and powerful. On the
technical side, Uab’s achievement
with light gives his paintings depth
while, in terms of mental contribu-
tion, it instills his canvas with a deep
sense of peace or what might be
termed ‘chitrakarma’, heart-felt action.

Such an intensity of expression is
most brilliantly portrayed in Uab’s
still lifes which frequently feature his
beloved violin or antique vases and
bowls of which he is equally fond.
Here there is a strong Oriental as
opposed to Western influence
(although still life is a Western form)
in that the paintings are two dimen-
sional and lack true perspective, yet

depth is achieved-through the us o
light and shadeeﬂs'ﬁ n}m]&ﬁ Museum|

is an almost surreal air which
communicates an essence beyond
the surface quality of the objects.
This is further enhanced by the
composition being worked out on
the canvas itself and not pre-set by a
physical arrangement of real objects
(Uab does, however, use photographs
or real individual items as references).

The nudes, Uab admits, are his
most commercial work, but again
they do display his fine technique
and brushwork. Nevertheless, he
likes all his paintings and insists,
‘How can people be expected to buy
your work if you don’t like it first.

Aoutalaamivlilonu b Au
Double concerto for 2 Violins
Acrylic-oil on canvas 24x 32 inches

AauuTlnamsulaly nulalofu
Oboe and violin Concerto
Acrylic-oil on canvas 24x 32 inches




And he goes on to add that ‘T am a
performing artist, and as a good
musician can play the works of many
composers, so myself as a painter
am drawn to different styles.’

While Uab is best known for
three styles of painting - landscape,
still life and figure studies - he also
occasionally ventures into a fourth,
one closest to surrealism. Here,
through a juxtaposition of images,
he probes questions of life, death
and rebirth, of childhood and
memory and of other metaphysical
concerns. This is readily illustrated
in a work such as ‘Memory’ which

combines images of his wife, a

child’s doll, an old house, and part
of a violin in a most haunting and
evocative fashion.

Yet whatever style Uab chooses
to work in, his great accomplishment
as a painter is inescapable. Through
mastery of technique he manages to
convey a sense of depth, tranquillity
and a heart-felt
a result not o
concern for art itself but also for
what it can, and must, give others.

John Hoskin

1 Qs
aTn
Lovers

Acrylic-oil on canvas
29%2x 51% inches

UAI-17
Back lighting
Oil on canvas 16x 20 inches
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