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Phaptawan Suwannakudtf: Thal vislon, Australion painter

Julle Ewington

Phaptawan Suwannakudt came to Australic  six years ago with three languages: Thai, English.
and the complex but entirely legible vernacular of Thal Buddhist temple painting. Phaptawan
grew up in the Thai language. imbibing it, you might say. with her mother’s milk; then, following
the wishes of her father, she studied English at university in the early 1980s. Thai temple painfing,
however, was not part of the usual cultural inheritance of a Thai woman, despite her devout
Buddhism, nor was her decision to practice it according to Thai custom. In becoming a
renowned temple painter, leading her late father’s team to fresh achievements and new
audiences through the 1980s and 1990s, Phaptawan Suwannakudi became a Thai anomaly: an
independent woman responsible for the interpretation of the sacred texts in public places,
liaising with clients from the communities of monks and businessmen, and directing the work of
men. Out of an entirely orthodox Thai matrix, Phaptawan Suwannakudt has emerged as an artist
of compeling originality.

Phaptawan Suwannakudt's new paintings in different works shown at exhibitions at Span Gallery
in Melboume folowed by Gallery 4A in Sydney are once again profoundly innovative. For while

she confinues to work with the supple language of Thai temple painting that she inherited from

S

her father, the celebrated Tan Kudt, Phaptawan is now putting it fo unexgegted purposes,in i
' | ; h :
RAMa X Art Museum EBUMaation o rome

new country. The years in Australia have greatly influenced Phaptawan’s pd
an inevitable effect, nor a simple searching for new subject-matter. This change in her persenal

circumstances has prompted the artist to actively examine her inheritance from her parents and

from her cuiture. Phaptawan is a loving and dutiful daughter: she continues to leamn from the

11 (Under the Lotus Shelten. 2001

Acrylic on canvas 60 X 150 cm

precepts of her father and from the example of her mother. But she apglliss BTN PIGHepE orko
excmple to understanding her own life, making her art an exploration both of her personal
situation and her current preoccupations as a citizen of the wider world. The paintings of the
last two years directly address the circumstances of her life in suburban Australia, as the mother
of two very young (b-lingual) children; and they are, for the most part, profoundly different from
the works she showed last, in 1999.

Phaptawan’s exploration of personal concems is manifested through the greater prominence of
women in her work. In earlier works, she adapted the Thai Buddhist myth of the Nariphon,
tempting girls' fruits, h anging from forest frees to pointedly rebuke the sale of girl children by
impoverished families in rural Thalland. Just as Phopfawan uses Buddhist narratives as templates
for daily enlightenment, she also takes her mother's life experiences as exemplary tales that

luminate the situation of women. Here the arfist's mother is pictured as A devout woman

i r
Practicing Buddhism, and her experiences are considered. The twe panels entifled My mothe
was an Nun 1998-99 document Phaptawan’s Buddhist lineage apparently quite straigh

yet taken with other images of her mother’s fime as a volunteer nun, they critically interrogate

tforwardly:

; : int &
thepractice of Buddhism in contemporary life. Phaptawan records the bitter disappoinfment o

i domestic
her mother, who hoped for the peace of meditation as a nun but was obliged to do

. les from the Buddhist narratives for

e work in Thailand as the leader of a team painfing cye

i i isodes
omples. Phaptawan often chose fo present @ womans perspective on episo
d his Enlightenment, 1997, (to be shown

from the

canon. The great siv-panel painting of Buddha's Lives an

i e of and also
later ot Gallery 4A in Sydney) at the centre of this group of works is also becaus

i ist doctrine. Its
despite s apparent orthodoxy focused on the place of women in Buddhis

s episodes from the Buddha's life relating to his
Here the Buddha is seen

slari ‘
Onificance in this context is that it concern

Mother, Queen Maya, who died only seven days after he was born.

Isiti S Mo he r ing a i 0 eqa h. Buddha's
\.'ISIfIng hi 4 r i i i t b efore descendl g ag in t
ves q d his Enﬁghfenmenf as in the smaller. recent piece B

These different aspects of the Buddha narratives thus

Tavat
afimsa: Heaven (shown in Melbourne).

i ict him
QCknOWIedge the Buddha's indebtedness and devotion to his mother, and depi ‘
s of the paintings would immediately

showing

h .
S great love ang respect, Thai Buddhist ‘recder

inti isite but it is
UMderstond the emphasis hot Phaplawan s offering hers. The painfings are SXGEETS

Pointeq

i i Phaptawan’s
Three INdivigyq) images of archetypal women from the Buddhist canon underscore p

; i i, the mother
fodical "@valuation of the role of women. They are the beautiful Queen Maya Devi,

| ;. Sujata, shown
Of the future Buddha. who figures as the loving. maternal and supportive woman;  Suj

tva as the
"ot offering the first food to the Buddha affer his fast. kneels before the Boddhisa

f table and
SHS of ine nurtuing and aftentive woman: and finally Thoranee. the unpredicta



powerful Earth Goddess who created the world when she washed her hair and shook the water
from it. Thoranee is evidently pre-Buddhist (and pre-Hindu): as a manifestation of an earlier
Mother/Earth deity, she continues to offer a powerful alternative to the masculine emphasis of
the Buddha stery and to the masculine dominance of the practice of Buddhism today.

Importantly, each of these personae/archetypes is shown singly, rather than in her place in the
narrative of the Buddha's life. Each has been singled out, and thus her crucial role in the great
scheme of life emphasized, in a remarkable departure from usual Buddhist painting practice. If
one compares these individual images with the large panel painting, the radicality of Phaptawan'’s
move immediately becomes apparent. Buddha’s Lives and his Enlightenment shows a great
many figures moving through a sequence of events, across a panorama that is both physically
extensive and doctrinally complex. In these paintings, Phaptawan has exploded the miniature
scale of traditional Buddhist narrative painting to increase the size, and thus the focus on,
individual feminine personae. This is a highly significant move: it claims space and attention for
the figure of ‘woman’, and perhaps even more remarkably, for the perceptions, agency and
value of women. Phaptawan now addresses Australian life through the eyes of a Thai painter.
Between 1999 and 2002 Phaptawan made the suite of four paintings titled Earth, Wind, Water.
Fire, each composed of three verical panels typical of Thai painting, which apply the four

fraditional elements of Thai cosmology fo Australia. Earth, for instance, depicts a great asymmetrical

If her wvision is idiosyncratic and her project self-directed, nevertheless she applies Buddhist
precept (dhamma) to her personal circumstances in a new country, adapting Buddhist narratives
and seeing fresh truths in them. In Under the Lotus Shelfer, for instance. her two young children
are seen, in their innocence, standing among the flowering lotus, their feet still in the mud and
sime at the bottom of the pond. their heads like tender blossoms amongst the redeeming
beauty of the flowers. The lotus pond is one of the most powerful images of Southeast Asian
Buddhism, a persuasive metaphor for the possibility of human goodness arising out of darkness
and filth. For this reason Thais always grow lotus and water-lilies near their houses: the living lotus,
in its pond, is a spiritual image and an encouragement.

This is a dangerous world, however, and there is evil in if: Phaptawan herself is pictured
confronting the vile and furious beasts of the forest. Walking Home in the Dusk (Portrait with
Three Beasts) was inspired by a reallife experience in the suburban streefs near her Sydney
home. when the artist was robbed. Its more general message, however, is that life obliges one
to respond with dignity to hostile challenges that may arise in the most unexpected quarters.
The woman pictured here is not angry, nor apparently fearful: she regards the beast with
detached interest and perhaps with a degree of sympathy, striving, according to the best
precepts of Buddhism, to achieve harmony and serenity in the faces of life's difficulties.

One final note; the great significance of Walking Home in the Dusk (Portrait with Three Beasts),

free rather like a ghost gum, improbably flowering with magnolia-type ﬁamadl.&wﬁﬂ MUSEUI’T‘I Eﬂum&ay\g E‘ner ‘Australian’ paintings. lies as much in the instatement of a Thai vision in

leaves. | saw this painting first in Bangkok and was immediately struck, not only by its announcement
of a new (Australian) subject-matter. but by the change of scale and focus in the work. The
previous miniaturized complexity characteristic of Phaptawan's extensive Buddhist scenes had
Been replaced by a great enlargement of each image. cs if one episode or encounter from o
larger universe was now under close scrutiny. Remarkably, there are no human protagenists in
fhese images: no one waits undemneath the branches of the gum free. Rather than narratives.
these images are arenas for (projected or imaginary) human actions, certainly for Phaptawan
herself, and, if one wishes to join her, for members of her audiences.

The painfings are also maps of Phaptawan’s transition to Australia. Here is the familiar vista from
a Sydney suburban house, an ethical amphitheatre despite its apparently somnolent propriety:
no neighbours are in view, but the houses stand as emblems of human energy and intervention
into the landscape. There are the wind-filled sails of a fantastical vessel, which could be a Malay
prahu sailing Southeast Asian waters but also recall the myriad craft filing Sydney Harbour on
any fine weekend affernoon. No crew is in sight. Only the image of water is populated, by giant
turtles mating and a splendid fish. Crucially, this pictorial fransition to a new culture was effected
adopting the earliest advice that she could remember from her father he encouraged her to
fhink of the four key elements when approaching any painti

ng. so Phaptawan took his advice
when commencing the painting of her new life.

the Australian imaginary as in the importation of *Australian content’ into contemporary Thai

painting.  Phaptawan Suwannakudt offers a double achievement: she pictures familiar scenes

and subjects the suburbs, her young children differently. Once seen, her paintings enter the

great unruly stock of Australian images and may not be refused. And by teaching us the Thai

pictorial language, Phaptawan enables Us to understand both the time-honoured beauty and

Power, but also the contemporary relevance, of Maya Devi, Sujata, Thoranee, and of the Thai

Buddhist world of her father and mother. It is perhaps not Phaptawan Suwannakudt, Thai

Painter, who has leamed a new language. but just possibly we other Australians, who are now

looking at her paintings.

Brisbane, May 2002



PHAPTAWAN SUWANNAKUDT
Painter

A Thai artist working with traditional mural painting, hotel projects, and many individual paintings series.
Address in Australig

email: phaptawan@optusnet com.au

websites: www‘spcngcI\eries.com.ou/orc,'cmsts,fsuwannokudtosp
www.ramaRart.org/phaptawan/index2.html

Education

1980 Graduated with BA. in Languages (Englsh major, German minor) from Sipakom University, Nakhon Pathom.
1977 Graduated from Suksanaree High School, Bangkok.

Professional Background

Freelance artist in traditional style and mural painting.

Special Instructor, Thai mural painting unit, Painting Section, SUPPORT Foundation. (The Foundation for
Supplementary Occupations and Techniques, Office of Her Majesty's Private Secretary, Chitraloda Palace,
Bangkek. April 1984 - February 1996)

Working Experience

1984-1996, organized and led the Tan Kudt Group of painters temple and hotel murals.

1981 ESL teacher for Indo-Chinese refugees, Pragmatics Company Ltd., @ UNHCR Project.

1970-1981 Twelve years' painting apprenticeship to my father, the late artist in Thal style,
Paiboon Suwannakudt, or Tan Kudt

Awards

Bundanon Trust, residential Studio Grant, January 2003

Australia Council Studio Grant for new work by an established artist, 2001,

One Person Exhibitions

2002 July, Gallery 4A, Sydney (different works)

2002 June, Span Gallery, Meloourne (new work)

2000 November. Tadu Gallery, Bangkok

1999 July/August, Sherman Galleries, Hargrave Street. Sydney
Group Exhibitions

2003 October-November, Abstractions, Drill Hall Gallery, Australian National University, Canberra

2000 July-September, £ Poder de Narrar (The Power of Narration, with nine artists from eight countries,
catalogue texts by Kevin Power. Patrick Flores and Trinh Minh Ha), Espai d‘art Cntemporani de
Costello, Valenciona, Spain

2000 February, Gang of Four. Robert Lindsay Gallery, Melbourne

1999 November, Gang of Four (with Smnyn Gl Lindy Lee, Savandhary Vongphutom) Rosyn Oxey Galery, Sydney
1998 March, women maging women: home. body, memory. (Artists from Indonesia, Phiippines, Thaiand

and Vietnam). Cultural Center of the Philippines, Manila

1997 March, Co-organizer and exhibitor at Womanifesto Exhibition of work by Thai and Overseas Women

artists ot Concrete House, Nonthaburi and at Baan Chaopraya. Bangkok
Temple Murals and other Buddhist Works

(I usually did the designs for and supervised the painting by a team of from six to ten artists)

1999 A Buddhist Series of Tree and Flower Allegories painted during visits to Thaiand and China

1996/99 Commission from the Zen Centre, Annandale for its Gorricks: Run medifation temple, funded by the

Australia Council. for an altar painting of the Buddha in meditation
1998 August. brief visit to Thailand fo complete designs for o Mahayana Ternple in Nakhon Pathom. and commence

designs for o specially commissioned temple scheme oy Bangkok Airways ot a temple on Somui Island
1997/98 Lives of the Buddha Screen entirely executed and completed in Sydney The work is 1 8 x 4.32

meters overall, on ihe narative theme of Buddha's previous lives and the life of the historical Buddha
1997 Designs for exterior gables and pediment of Buddha image at Wat Phuttharangsee, Annandale, Sydney
1996 Phutthomonthal Buddhist Center. near Bangkok (1.200 sq.m., basic designs for 86 panels of 18 x 8

meters.  Supervisor of five teams each of seven-eight artists, about thirty-five artists overall)

Rama X Art Museum

By -

Hotel & Office Murals )
1996 Mural in residence of District Chief Officer, Tak province.
1996 Murals in Wimanthip Room. Montien Riverside Hotel. Bangkok.
1996 Murals for The Century Hotel, Bangkok
Selected Bibllography
Texts by Phaptawan Suwannakudt -
g i i int’ i 1, March 2002, 16-17.
The Artist's viewpoint’, TAASA Review, vol.11, no.1. .
‘Artist’s Talk’, for the conference Women imaging Women: Home, Body. Memory. Manila, Cultural Center of the
Philippines, March 1999.
Exhibition Essays o
Julie Ewington, ‘Phaptowan Suwonnakudt: Thai vision, Australion painter’, Span Gallery. June 2002 and
Gallery 4A, July 2002. o )
Kevin Powers, ‘Narrative Worlds and the Accumulation of Meanings’ in Kevin Powers, El Poder de Narar,
Espal d'art Contwemporani de Castello, Valenciana, 2000, 286-289 o0, 505512
Patrick D. Flores, 'Through the forest a convoy of clamors’, in Powers, above, : : m;?
lndy Lee, 'Picturing the Sun’, notes for Sherman Galleries, Hargrave Sireef, July/Augus ;
Selected Articles and Reviews . e
Robert Nelson, ‘Artists go through the emotions’, The Age.'l une. 2'002
Anna Clabbum, ‘Goddesses vs the patrarchy’. The Australian. Mi June, i
i  Livi i i February 2001.

Wiliam M . ‘At a crossroad’, Living in Thailand., . . .
Maria Ch::;ZZILekhoGJ Shankar, "A way with dirty dishes: Thai muralist fakes an unusual view of temple life’,
Asiaweek, 12 January 2001,

' B ember, 2000.
Pichayanund Chindahporn. ‘Lucid expressions’, The Bangkok Post. 12 D]i;,'?_OOO pr

. i r g
Ashley Carruthers, "Phaptawan Suwannakudt’, Eyeline. n0:4" sumr:e " oo, 52
Kajri Jain, “Nariphon: How 1o eat o bowl of noodles', Artiink, vol.l Lk & SR
meﬂ,ﬂm Queen, the Goddess, and the mural painter’, At AslaPacific. no.14, Apr .
e Queen, .

] iti 6.
Identities’, TAASA Review. vol.5, no.). September 199

! ' ne. 10-16 March, 1996,
‘Portrait of the Artst as a Thai woman', The Bangkok Post Sunday Magazine. 10-16 Mor
‘Profile’, For Eastern Economic Review, 21 December 1995. s
Jennifer Gampell, “Like father like SUN’. Manager, May. 1995, ‘
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