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Introduction

This exhibition came about through a conversation between the distinguished curator Professor
Apinan Poshyananda and myself that started during the Asian Contemporary Art Week in
New York this past Fall. Apinan and I share a common passion for contemporary art. In
collaboration with the Professor, my gallery Ethan Cohen Fine Arts is honored to host this
group show of six Thai artists who will reveal a fresh and unedited vision of how they see Thai
society and how they fit into the world today. My gallery serves as a platform to showcase global
contemporary art and thus I welcome “Thai-Tanic: Thai Art in the age of constraint and coercion”
curated by Apinan Poshyananda.

There will be six artists in the show with works in varied media and styles. Of the various works,
the photographs “This Bloodless War” series by Manit Sriwanichpoom seem to echo the concerns
that face us all today. I wonder “have we forgotten the suffering that war and v iolence can
bring? Manit says that “history will not forget them - their ultimare sacrifice will not have been
in vain”. This gives me pause as an American who grew up during the Vietnam war era. | hope
that this exhibition serves as a reminder for us all to re-examine ourselves. We must never forget
the tragic lessons of the past. I see this exhibition as a continuation of the dialogue between the
Professor and myself, between our cultures, indeed between East and West. Especially, in this
post 9/11 New York, we should share the Thai compassion and sensitivity shown in these

unique art works. This is their world and their world is our world; let us learn from cach other .

Rama 1X Art Museum Fouietbn

Director
Ethan Cohen Fine Arts

January 5, 2003
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Thai Art in the Age of Constraint and Coercion

Many Thais smiled to welcome the New Year 2003 burt could not
that constantly lurk in their head.

get rid of the sinking messages
They predict that the year of the Goat will be ferocious and clash of horns, The
against terrorism will continue and (soon) terrorist acts will ¢

wedge war on Iraq then more American blood will be spilled

y say that war
case. They say that if Americans
at home and abroad.

They say that paradise can be found in Bali, Samui, and Cebu. They ad
to make their destination to hol iday resorts in Southeast Asia. They
Israclis, and Australians have been w.

vise Western tourists not
say that Americans,

arned not to be near tourist spots in Bangkok such as
Khaosan Road, Soi Cowboy, and Patpong. They report that Israeli tourists feel safer in Bangkok
than at home despite rumors that al-Qaeda members have sneaked into southern Thailand.

They think that in 2003 Thailand will be free of International Monetary Fund (IMF) debr, but

they also say that unemployment and poverty will increase. They say that Chiang Mai as the

venue for APEC Summit meeting is symbolic of the Land of Smiles, the amicable ]‘-lﬁ.ﬂma |x ,fﬂ'irt MUSEUm Fﬂ

peaceful agreement. They say thar the chief of Jemaah Islamiyah (J1) has confessed to taking
part in the Bali bombings thar left almost 200 people dead. They say that terror will not strike
Thailand because supernatural forces, ancestral spirits, and deities will protect citize

nry from
evils.

We ask who are “they” and why do “they” influence and dictate our life and fate so much?

They say that when Thais make decisions they prefer to leave them open-ended. When the

t running or change sides. When the US govern-
ment forced nations worldwide to choose sides hetwee

going gets tough Thais have a rendency to ge

n good and evil it became evident that

reality is not separated in black and white like some Hollywood films or comic hooks. In real life

there are blurred areas hetween saviors and destre wyers; peacekeepers and terrorists; pacifists and
fanatics. At times, heroes can tumn into villains.

Manipulation through media coerces Thais into

acceprance that afrer all, things are not that
bad. Bangkok has become
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Thais" hunger for heroes has shifted from political, religious, corporate,
and military leaders to popular actorsfartists, celebrities, and sports-
men. Tiger Woods, whose mother is Thai, is seen by many locals as
national superstar. Blown-up portraits of Woods (as presenter of
American Express) are seen on highways competing with those of

David Beckham and Ronaldo (as presenters of UBC cable TV).

Paradorn Srichaphan and Tamarine Tanasugarn, young emerging
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The yearning for a father figure that the Thai public could trust is
most evident when Thais celebrate King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s
birthday. As part of the promulgation of Thai identities King
Bhumibol's popularity has been elevated to the stature of deity-kin

Thais proudly promote the soverei gn whose paternal love for his )
citizenry has proven to be the unifying force that allevi I

e ate and assuage
differences in ideologies and beliefs.

Hundreds of thousands candles

Thonchas Me o Bt rere i g £ W i
Thnsda Meluove. o Were it on the night of His Majesty' birthday as symbolic @M@ 1X Art Museum

o i 1 5 il

,u_n.Jm;_: brightness for the citizenry. Pageantry and splendor prevail
. == = - ‘
| _ differences among Thais who are brought toge
ity and unity on the memorable occasion. Rece

the promotion of King Bhumibol’s new

ther to stress homogene-
ntly, court strategy to inculcate

royal fervor was
book on his favorire dog Tongd

acng. Affection, loyaley

€ LI 1T L DeCe = [ 5
3 e the h ¢ 5 TC ‘ll
111 L WANes: cCame C [t dals w h(l [L\ & ]‘!hl‘ £
11 I 1 Il > theme f bl | I Il 11 T u hd‘\L the I\H‘l
el ht‘l)k

and shirts

with the logo of his favorite pet

The gigantic cut outs, billboards, posters,

and calendars of King Bhumihol that

decorated on the

are

streets, n!'flcc.\. she pping
malls, restaurants, karaoke bars, and private
quarters inculcate Thai Je

commitment for the

vorion and

ir beloved father figure.
Larger-than-life portraits of King Bhumihol
erected ourside the Grand Pal
symbolic of the

dCe are
epicenter of narional
herirage and Thai-ness. Visyal

: domination of
King Bhumibol has

Chnsimas decimg
= O decomaton and wenboaryd of Kine |
e . s T5th Bt and F;“,,Ef” J\JI .t\.",lf Bhaomabsol Addvacder s
King al kok . 200

epresents the nationa| totaliry.

ceremonials and pageants e mad
¢ ave made

I_iHI\

King Bhumihol

the natio £~ L (e
Tt on .\l |\'.;lll]l [fillt.ll]tl \"1!]‘

\ S
e and his spectacles visible to the people of
ALCANTS ;i|.~n coerced '[hl' T|1

are part of the

of r|'l|.' T i\,",],l

gaze. King Bhumiky s |
and centralizing o
g

YOrtraits ats into becoming objects

cultural appararus thy

AU Cast a "'lnﬂh'
i nto I}h' \nul_\“[ }I]I TI!.”\

However, Thai r wal

12¢ ¢ 3
L (8 R TS l}u' ation an

Fﬂmdﬂlhﬂmul Wwernment as attempt was

visual domination is not one of control, discipline and surveillance but patriotism and paternal-
ism. The images of gazing King Bhumibol facilitate the citizenry into re-imagined process
paternal linkage to their hero-king. Unlike the stare of young models and presenters who lure
consumers to buy their goods, royal portraits in public places are symbolic reminders of the

father of the nation who has endured and sacrificed for the wellbeing of his children.

During the collapse of the economic bubble in 1997 to the September 11, 2001 cataclysm,
many Thais experienced social and economic crisis that have been detrimental and deleterious.
Desire for official inventiveness of Thai culture to foster and reflect a sense of national unity has
been designed to counter the threat of globalization. Cultural tourism through promotion of
royalty and heritage is seen as unique qualities of Thai-ness that fabricate and validate the sense
of cultural specificity. The main features of Thai-ness were disseminated through films of heroic
persons and events such as Bangrachan, Suriyothai, and Taksin. Visual domination included
exhibitions and art contests related to patriotic themes and Thai identity. Mainstream contem-
porary Thai art consisted of reverence of Thai values and national pride. State and corporate
sponsored funds continued to support art exhibitions and cultural activities related to high

profile occasions such as birthday cycles of the royal family.

This period also witnessed a flourish of art activities and creative works by Thai artists who
began to question and redefine Thai-ness in context of contemporary culture in the epoch of
globalization. Globalization process came to be discussed in the carly 1990s when Thailand was
seen as one of newly industrializing countries (NICs). Some Thais coined the abbreviation

NICs as *“narok (hell) is coming soon”. Thai names given to globalization varied from lokanuawat,

lokawiwat to lokaphiwat, lokawibat. Meanings
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range from global change to global
catastrophe. Debate on the pros and cons of

globalization became tense in the Chatichai

made to turn battlefields of Indochina into
market places. Military coup d'¢tat that led
to the bloody crackdown known as the May
massacre in 1992 resulted in strong reaction
by activists, intellectuals and NGO (non-
government organizations). Thus, globaliza-
tion and dictatorship became double threats
that Thai activist artists saw as the roots of
the problems that led to political, economic,

and social catastrophe in Thailand.

Vasan Sitthiket is a leading art activist and a
member of the Ukabat (Meteor) Group. He
is renowned as an advocate for the disenfran-
chised and the rural and urban poor. His
aggressive att itude towards tyrants, corrupt
politicians and mischievous monks has
carned him the trademark of a nihilist and
anarchist. Among the many paintings that
ot Sitthiket into trouble with the authority
is Buddha Visits Thatland 92 (1992) depicting

the Lord Buddha witnessing inauspicious

Vasan Serthuker . Buadilhee rernoms to Bangkok 92 W97 ol o
scenes such as military mayhem, monks el g =1 el " |




raping women, cultural tourism, and sex
supermarket. Condemned by 43 Buddhist
institutions as reckless blasphemy to Bud-
dhism, Sitthiket argued that his art is like a
mirror reflecting the current society for the
general public. In Resurrection (1992), he
paints Jesus Christ with the Cross smashing
the multinational enterprises and global
corporate institutions. The scene depicts the
collapse of the global epoch, which at the
time, was interpreted as the golden age at the
turn of the millenium. Less controversial is
Chatchai Puipia’s Siamese Smile (1995)
revealing his self-portrait as an urban lunatic
whose arin turns into a grimace of horror.
Reflecting life in the metropolis, disrupred
and uncertain, a person’s life under constant
strain and tension could easily snap like an
over stretched bow. Songsak Tung’s allegori-
cal painting combines neo-traditional Thai
art with postmodern vocabulary that critiques
Thai consumer society in dilemma. The
impact of globalization on food, f

ashion, and

leisure is reflected in signifiers of brand name

products and counterfeit commodities. Tung’s

Vasan Suthiket, Resurvectiom, 1992
400 x 200 em

+ oil on canvas,
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o . and Caprain Sanders.

Thai economic down spiral in 1997 known

as the tomyum kiung (spicy shrimp) syndrome

came like a stomach virys causing the
fnationss economy in disruption. Multina-
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Thailand’s economic collapse. In postmodern
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nadir. By choosing the medium of photogra- 4
phy Sriwanichpoom appropriates infamous

war photos and broadcast of atrocious
coverage of massacre of Vietnam victims by
the Americans at My Lai and Song My
during the Vietnam War. Unforgettable
photo shots of broken bodies slaughtered by
American platoons and the naked Vietnam-
ese girl with napalm wounds running in front
of the camera. Similar scenes are re-staged in
Bangkok to resemble the horrific mayhem
that occurred in Vietnam decades earlier.
Instead of twisted corpses, bullet torn, and
burnt flesh, Sriwanichpoom uses models/
friends dressed in brand name outfits with
shopping bags of Chanel and Versace. Tlles'
scream, run, and collapse like victims of
armed conflict. However, there are no
weapons or troops to be found. In
postmodern warfare and ncwcnlonial.
conquer, weaponry are in the forms of

cultural flows, information, knowledge, and

media control and financial enterprises.

jer et

"L
H.rg("[a‘ :Rﬂﬂ
5 ol

Manit Srueanichpoom, This Bloodless War Series 1997 photograph

Sriwanichpoom and his friends dressed in white overalls displnyu; these photos m.1 1111.-“{:':11:1::\“]
outside shopping malls and financial districts in Bangkok. Apart from issues on nlu e ‘ 1... ;
and cultural imperialism, the photos are meant to criticize the Thai ‘."-l scene with nnpr;\ ict
able market prices due to economic instability. A scene of a South Vietnamese soldier shoot a
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Chanthaworrasut, aiming the pistol at the head of artist Chatchaj Puipia. Thai
as a victim of the art sy

artist is seen
stem that in turn is manipulated by investors, dealers, and art merchants.
Coercion in contemporary Thai art was controlled by cash flows from corporate

collectors. When the purchasing power was cut dry the immature Thai
bankrupt.

and private

art system went

While promotion of Thai-ness is employe

d to hold back global challenge, turning to the local
can be used

as reason to control and marginalize certain groups within the nation. The
of endo-colonialism might sound strange for Thail

colonization. The reaction against global values has been an excuse for certain groups to

ty. Sriwanichpoom’s Pink Man on Towr (1998)

process
and, a country that claims to have escaped

maintain power over other groups in Thai socie

was created at the time the campaign Amazing Thailand was promoted by the Tourism Author-
ity of Thailand. Pink Man is a personification of a Thai middle- cl

ass consumer whose avarice
and rapacity misguide him aimlessly

with his pink shopping cart. Like a customer who finds all
ing Pink Man visits places such as the hill tribe
village supported by Pepsi in Chiang Mai. In Horror in Pink (2001), Sriwanichpoom re-touched
historic photos of uprisings of October 1973 and 1976 by inserting Pink M
observer who witnesses intense national fervor thar resulte
re-visiting these events through a time warp of photographic manipulation the

Man plays the role of ethnocentric parochial man whose passion
could lead to murder of his comp

local, exotic goods amaz culture conservation

an as a cynical
d in brutality and anarchy. By

gluttonous Pink

and infaruation for Thai-ness
atriors,
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