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THE ESSENCE OF CONTEMPORARY THAI ART

The essence of contemporary Thai art is that it be both uniquely Thai and charactersucally
innovative. These two recent art works lopposite page) are examples of such a synthesis. They are con-
temparary representations of the footprint of the Lord Buddha—which 15 one of the oldest and most
ubiquitous icons of Thai culiure and of Thai Buddhist belief

Whatever their design or material, all Buddha Faotprints share ceram iconographic clements: a

circle in the center and circles in the wes or heels representing the Buddhist law that all things are in

perpetal change; one hundred and esght icons, often bound by grids, symbolizing one hundred featires

of the Lord Buddha's character and teachings, and the eight directions n which these eachings are

disseminated The grid design is isell iconic and appears repeatedly in Thai art to convey a spirit ol

PLATE 4
order, constraint, and clarity of thought. The

footprint is a symbol of the Lord Buddha as a wandering KAMOL TASSANANCHALEE

preacher
Figrirr 2
A ddetail of ame of the
wwoni from the Wt Phe
Bradilha Foolprmes
The reoms are made
of lceguer il motber

of pearl

BunpHa Foorrmst, Navoyar (Ino Series), 1982
Huandwaade poapen, scric, goll Jaf, sk, thread, wood dowids

This vistan of Huddha's foatpeint s by a That arsist whe has lved

aned worked in Californta for mare than o decades. While the form

and bastc companents of the foatprint condorm w the classical Thay

mudel, its design, materials, and colors are producs of the artists
F api H ork, Kamol was inspired as much by

rt M U " E u m ﬂnumuannmnnm of Than culiure, using handmade

papet from Mochem Thailand and the same siyle of wood frame that

has been used (ar conturies in Central Plain sangyae or Targe puppes
shadow - play theatre: Nangyai is the term for the puppet, s stroctune

aned the theatrical perdormance

Loaned by the artist

Fugure 1
The footpmats fram the
Recliney Beddha ™ e PICHAL NIRANE
Wat Pho w thy Crand
Yalivie v of Ranghok
dutedd vw ey Becne of

FLAVE 3

Buniea Foorraing, 1968
{0l paint, gl sl daseal ot carmrsts

s onftimaiss g, geand Wiile this Buddha footprmt enulates classical models, the arsts ie
frapartions | g x 414 b onl pants, ghie, amd sand grses the work a distinctive textire and
bt vl the fcr thiy Jor Thin viewers, an mnovative aesthete qualiny. The ase of poly

i bonesed an Bianggleok s
obdest sl bargint tompile
the sttt e ity ot
Premnils e i i

chrome desyms on the perphery —many ol which siggest shells
clams, and other manne creatres—represents 4 new way ol expiress
ing famihar Badedhst mntions abait the melessness of the wmiverse

a umiverse of mbimte colors and mbinte Hving timm
gt vetrenead relughnies
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ONE:
THE EMERGENC F CONTEMPORARY THAI ART

e ——————————————

This catalogue and its associated exhibition derive from a lengthy ficld swudy of the contemporary Thai
art world From its inception, the study was designed to be an ethnoaesthetic exploration of contempo-
rary Thai art, not an atempt to analyze this art in terms of the history ar aesthetic values of Euroamerican
art, Our intent was ta convey to Western viewers the ways modern Thai think about their art and, in so
daing, to provide an account of the cultural meanng of contemporary Thai aesthetic activity. The project
focussed on how indigenous Tha udge the merit of their art; their views on how contemporary art

presses Thai experience, perception, and emotion, and what artists, owners, and other members of the
2t community gain trom their amstic encounters. From our point of view, it was much more important

1o find out what an artist was Uying (o conmunicate through his work or why That viewers appreciated

E‘u m quﬂﬂlﬂlﬁlﬁn not he was miluenced by Matisse or Modigliani—although il he was influ-

enced, we certainly wamed to know why and in what manner.

The twen! hi artists whose works are represented here were all selected by their peers as among
Thailands most accomplished or provacative Creative artists In conducting the research for the exhibir,
the investigators examined approxmately 8,000 works created during the past three decades, interviewed
most of the kingdoms major institutianal and private collectors, patrons, critics. museum directors, and

allery owners, discussed an with scores of artists and art students; and through Intensive interviews

collected the lite histones of all the artists e works are shown here, including the detatled examina-

tion of virwally ther entire portfolios The choice al speaific works included in the exhibit was based on

native judgments of their arustic excellence and culwral significance, with a view as well toward demon.
strating o American viewers the richness and diversity of contemporary artistic expressions. Our con-

with itv and richness as determined by native judiges—as contrasted to limitmy ourselves o

only a few artists who might appeal 1o Western viewern—was in keeping with the ethmoacsthene pur.

poses ol the enterprise
Throughout the preparatien of these matenials. there has heen constant tension between using

intarmant-centered explanation o the one hand (what artists collectars and others actively ivolved in

the art world think. fantasize, and 1y 1o wsuly abot thewr art] and art historcal explanasion (the posi

ing of historical relationships between ditterent styles and works and the role ol uncomcious leaming !




on the other. To the extent that the two explanatory modes address different kinds of questions—the
tormer issues of culural meaning and value, the later the gencalogy of acstheue forms—this rension
has been largely reconcilable, However since the art presented here was created by and for Thai, not
Westerners, and since our purpose i5 to explain to Furoamencan viewers what the signilicance of this an

is to those wh irec i i
o are most directly associated with i, on balance we have wiven greater weight to ethno:

graphic than to art historical formalist explanation

and § 1 Infl

While the project was me; 3
praject was meant 1o he an exploration of contemporary Thal art, it was alse meant to be a
a4 i 8

case study of one of the most d
widely occurmng arstic phenomena of the 20th century—thai ol non-

Western artists tryi W son h 1
ying to comend with th
5 end with the conflicting siandards of their indigenous aesthetic raditions

and those ol an en o ThaLicy S >
encroachr & international culwre. The re Nution of this flict ha
h conthict has ©

_— - aken a variety ol
routes, sometinmes resulting in the enl ¥

argement or reinvenition of the

artists own culwral traditons, some:
umes in the straightforward copying of fore I

1an models, and sor
= : Metimes m an ongoing process ol innovi-
tve accommodation among compeiing forces o

The evidence from Asia
a suggests that the s i
part ¢ choices made to deal with (R a-%Art Museum Fotmebgtgeypypmes o sl anaronmen and bidding arewell © pe-

a function of the lange
arger palitical larces gy
: : NEING upon the soc
Hicues

e wlu[mg " hpan m which artists and their patrons

APANEsE an ; century

the sub s 10 France during the last two decades of the 19th centwry and
seauent impact of European realism and F n

an re; - apancs

e - realism and French mpressionism on the development ol lapanese
mnowas clea result at the policies of W . g

h the e Weste:
ol the Japanese government to avail isell of all things Western in

restoration (See particularly
987 and Yamada 1974 |

the vears fallowin
i the Meip
\ ’ .5 i
Takashima, eral | Mivagawa 1967, Shively 1971, Sullivan 1989

In contras i LELRY A
sl 1 |.rp1|‘| s the In
i done d years
SIAN sianon where. dl:\[\llt' almost threw hund [ Duchy
a LU hundicd years o !

wnored and untaught won the 1920
and Soedap S
and integnty of Indonesian lassical

orientalist vision (Said 1978

colonialsm. Western art was largely

and the essays by Kusnads Spanjaard and 19305 (See Holt 1967
n Fischer TR0 1 ek colonialbs clealy respec el

and tolk

the beauty
they ing | tradivens, b in accord with the Western
A amtmned a SYsler
F M ol acsthey
% . c aparthe d g he. i
s as the products of an ideatized by essentially stavic | 05 et i
il (LS U TS (FTRT

e Ui S past |y . e
fence n 194% thar a modern Indonesian an utilezing i F R ozl IO
SR I e,

and Western clements L 1o bloom

However, in
CONC ' W
condance with {hye PRIFETOUS Cross. Cupg 1l Dl
Lk ol daclone
ssian

snee s nception been marked by vigonos det ST e
toronss debate o )
wiher it showl
d be distncuvely ind
digenous of
o=
world, should T ted v Indonesias P

shiwld serve wedetine an Tndonesan wenty

directed toward the intermational
ast or b radically mnovative

o sholi] iy —
nly serve aestheric puarpeses aned whether i

this most ethnically diverse nation an carth, a “national” art could actually be tashioned from regional

and local ditferences,

The Thai Encounter with Western Art

The Thal expenence lies somewhere bevween these two extremes Like
Japan and unlike Indonesia, Thailand has been both a polincally indepen-
dent kingdom far all of it history and one of the most cthmeally unbied
nations in Asia Tte fnitial, mid-19th century encounter with Western art
came at a time when Furopean domination was a real, 1f unceram, possi-
bility, but one to which the Thai political leadership had responded with

diplomatic skill and seli-canfidence. While there 15 never a one-to-one

relationship hetween politics and art, it 1s not surprising that the Tha

reaction to Furopean art was congruent with this politcal respomse—nushing neither o copy nor reject 'F\_’.'""fr' St
At I g s mund-
Eurnpean models, but usimg Western elements entance and iluminate their own vision of the warld,  0th costery concepiion

of the Lord Buddha

Thus, the first evidence of Western influence on Thar art are the wall murals at Bangkoks Temple o as o ot
Navamives, dating trom the late 18505, Pamted by Khnua In Khong. they poriray Thai in a most unlikely !‘j‘_‘;:“”l preaching to
T T congredation

sonis sailing off in what seem to be European men-of war (see figures 3 and 41 Pespite their anomalous
qualities, the murals are an expression of the maditional didactic purpose of all wemple an—io glarify
Ruddhism—with the artist using Furoamerican relerences o convey the universality of Buddhism and
the modermity of the Thar ol his period. Thus what appear 1o be men-of-war are in fact comemporary

versions ol the ships that can take Buddhists o mirina. and what scoms like 2 giganue lotus blossom is a

Faure

Rewt In Khouips
parteayal of Thy
fididaa himvaell o

el sher silingd

reincarmation of the Lord Buddha preaching o a congroga-
tion of the fathiul The arists knowledge of Euroamerican
models denved from o sources: the drawings he had scen
on forcign postal cards and on the walls ot the homes ol il
Amencan medical missionanes who had come o Thaland in
the late 18205 (drawings which alsg may have helped 1o
ntroduce thiee dimensiomality 1o Thar paating] and Turo

pean vessels that often docked m Bangkok the mosy recent

ol which had carmed Brinsh afficials o negotate 3 treaty with

Thailand

I the vears that tolliweel the Thas imerest in Larsapean an bevame easinghy Lomplex. Toward

the end o the cenury, members of the roval tanily s B wasieed or studied 1o Fngland Becane bmilig




Fuugtire 1
A way portrnt of
Conade Feron, the
Iniliaen -t sculptor
uiho dsrected the
mtempiarary Tl ani
masemient from i
wrrly em30e kil his
doath ez This
work n dry Fun
Hetepititk o of hes

dartiest sl

CRERIES went imo teaching
accord with the pro.
In lact
perod ol twenty-five vears belore and

nngushable from Furoamerican art—although in ap ublig

vears bebind s Eursamerican

of Western ant usually stopped with

abswract expressionism and subsequent 30tk LNty movements were 1, alien 1o the Thay aes

with European culural mstes, and returned to Thailand with the notion of art as collectible and as a
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