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PASSAGE THROUGH EAST AND WEST
of WATTANA WATTANAPUN

Thai art for much of this century has refleced the
influence of modern Western culture as well as that of
traditional Buddhist-inspired Thai culture. Thus, the
students of contemporary Thai art, were taught not only
about Western art, but were also urged to explore their
cultural roots for inspiration. The result among contem
porary Thai painters is a combination of some works that
can clearly by seen as Western but with sign of Thai
influence on the one hand and others that are more
sincere in nature on the other hand. The work of Thai
artist Wattana Wattanapun reflects this duality in
particularly forceful and interesting manner. Having lived
and worked both in North America and Thailand. he has
produced essentially two types of work: one which is
essentially Western, but which bears significant traces of
the Thai origins of the artist, and the other which is strongly
influenced by traditional Thai themes. styles, and
materials, but which seeks to explore Thai culture within a
global context. The present article surveys the development
of Wattana's art and examines his most recent works they

reflect this duality.

Early Western Influences

As an art student at Silpakorn University in the
mid-1960s, like most of his fellow students, Wattana fell
strongly under Western artistic influences. thus. learned
impressionist techniques and sought to empoly them in Thai
context. A Western style oil painting of Wat Po that he
produced as a first year student won second prize in a
university-wide competition.

As a student at Silpakorn. Wattana took the required
course of studying and copying Thai mural paintings.

Al the time it was not a popular course. He and other

students generally were far more interested in Western art

and they considered the course to be tedious and boring.

In fact. Wattana flunked the course and was forced to take

it again-something which today he reckons played a crucial
role in developing his skill in drawing.

Western influence was strengthened when he went 10
study at the Rhode Island School of Design after graduat-
ing from Silpakorn in 1968. Wattana recieved his masters
degree from the Rhode Island School of Design in 1976
and returned to Thailand. He came back to Thailand still
strongly under the way of Western art, especially Cubism,
but the dramatic political events of october 1976 served to
awaken an interest in Thai cultural traditions within the
context of a critiqur of current developments in Thai

society.

Inspirations from Northern Thai Crafts

After Wattana returned to Thailand he took up &
teaching position at Chiang Mai University and his art
began to take a new direction that reﬂﬁﬁmﬁ Ti{“ﬁﬁ
link his work more closely with Thai culture and the
problems he found facing contemporary Thai society- Ina
public address in the late 1970s he expressed his concern
about the poor state of traditional arts in Thailand and
remarked that " in many ways the sad state of traditional
Thai art seems to reflect what is happening to Thai society
as a whole -a blurring or even loss of cultural identity. cracks
in the foundations, erosion of what was once precious and
highly valued.”

Born. raised. and educated in central Thailand. Wattana
now found himself living in the more traditional setting of
nothern Thailand at a time when many of these traditions
were coming under threat from mass tourism and other
forces of modernization. He sought to immerse himsell in
in this new cultural environment and set about in particular
to better understand the handicraft traditions of northern
Thai people. During 1977 and 1978 he conducted 13 months
of research on bamboo weaving, pottery. wood carving.,

metal work. lacquer ware, textile weaving, and umbrella

making in northern Thailand. He found the production and
artistic quality of these items generally in decline for
economic and sociocultural reasons. Commercialization
was resulting in people making items with less care and
changes in peoples' lifestyles had resulted in many crafts
disappearing.

His reserch on handicrafts came to influence Wattana's
art. He turned away from oil painting and in early 1980
began collecting local handicraft materials-bamboo, clay,
lacquer, yarns, and wood- and sought to use them to
produce his own works. After moving back and forth
between Thailand and the United States during the mid-
1980s, his work in Thailand began to undergo a significant
change. Rather than simply experimenting with local mate-
rials, he sought to make fine art painting with oil that was
inspired by local handicrafts. An interesting transitional
piece produced at this time was a 1986 bamboo screen paint-
ing named " Interior-Exterior(reflecting the place where

the screen normally hangs, between inside and outside), that

aployedtraditional materials but in a very non-traditional
Museum FBGSHEHEN

manner. He also sought to convey a message through this
work that gained him a reputation as a social critic.

In response to the goverment's promotion of mass
toutism through its Visit Thailand Year campaign in 1988,
Wattana produced an installation in 1989 and began a
series of acrylic paintings inspired by traditional northern
Thai textiles under the title: "Sun, Sand, Silk, and Sex."
Inspired by local handicrafts, he sought to express a critical
examination of the changes taking place in Thai society.
In textile series, the beauty and harmony of textiles 1s
contrasted with images of sexuality and money. In keeping
with his interest in the handicralts themselves, prior to
beeinning his textile series, he arranged for a hill tribe
woman to come to his studio and teach him how to weave
on a backstrap loom.

In 1992 Wattana began a second handicraft-inspired
series employing handmade paper (and sometimes pieces
of hill tribe fabric). Wattana had learned something about

local handmade paper in the course of his handicraft re-

search when he had visited the umbrella making village of
San Kampaeng, near Chiang Mai. Later, he had seen that
there was considerable interest in handmade paper in the
United States and he experimented making some himself.
In 1992 he spent three weeks with the umbrella makers of
San Kampaeng learning from them. With pulp he obtained
from the village he began making paper at home. He took a
great deal of time experimenting with colors, making dyes,
mixing paper with other objects, and even branding the
paper. He used the brands to expose hill tribe textiles
underneath the handmade paper. He saw this as symbolic
of the way that minorities are treated like animals and how
these people suffer, of their degradation. He used nails for
the brands since they were also associated with pain and hurt

and the repetition of nail brands he likened to repeated pain.

North American Abstractions

Wattana returned to the United States in 1983 and spent
much of the next couple of years there. Back in America
his work began to depart from Thai influence. He began a
series, called Transformation, that was syncretic in nature.
It contained Western elements but was inspired by temple
mural paintings, using fragments of pieces of what is left
on the temple walls (washed away space), and Buddhism
(in terms of imagery and the use of pieces of gold leaft).
Wattana commented at the time that he came back to the
United States having been influenced by recent
developments in Thailand, but that in the United States he
was having to adapt to a new environment as he sought to
make a lving as a full time artist in the American context.
Thus, he and this series of paintings was transitional in a
sense of leaving something and becoming something new.

Still working on his Transformation series and still in
America. in 1984 he began a new series named "Internal
Rhymes". Being away from Thai culture. Wattana saw that
his paintings were changing in term of technique. composition,
and use of color. He saw motion in his work and thought
that it was like writing poetry. He saw rhymes in the colors,
shapes. and composition (and a tension or relationships

between the images and colors). The vrical quality of the



paintings recalled a type of Thai poetry with different
rhymes known as sam phat nai (touch inside). This led to
internal rhymes title of this series of paintings.

During his stays in the United Staes in the latter part
of the 1980s Wattana also produced a number of abstract
paintings that bore little evidence of Thai culture. Many
of these works ended up being sold to commercial

buyers-banks, hotels, restaurants, law firms, and so forth.

Recent Works

While spending most of his time in Chiang Mai over
the past couple of vears, from May to August 1996 Wattana
was a visiting scholar at Simon Fraser University in
Vancouver. During this visit he produced a new series of
paintings that were very North American in character, Of
this series, he notes that “being in the northwest it was
undeniable to paint anything but the forces of nature-Cana-
dian air, moutains, water, and so forth.” These paintings are
done in abstract impressionism. employing bold forms and
colors. They are sometimes melancholy, but are benignly
expressive of the natural surroundings.

During his stay in Vancouver, Wattana also began
writing a paper for a symposium on "Traditional T ai Arts
in Centemporary Perspective to be held as part of the
International T ai Studies Conference in Chiang Mai in
October 1996. In this paper, publisheed as "The Use of Tra-
ditional T ai Images in Contemporary Thaij Painting."
Wattana explores the interplay of internal and external
mfluences on Thai painting. he argues that despite the
massive impact of global culture on contemporary Thai art,
the work of many Thai painters “continues to respond to
internal influences in its selection ol materials used,

lechniques employed, motifs. and themes.” While he does

not say so in his paper, this piont certainly applies to much

ol Wattana's own work.
Back in Chiang Mai Wattana returned to his search

for ways to express his concerns about modern Thai

soctely i a way that was contemporary and yet I'irmly

Sl s e 3
grounded in Thai artistic traditions. New Inspiration came

slowly and in late 1997 he decide

d to work with bamboo

screens. Wattana had produced one screen painting in 1986
when first starting to produce works of fine art using local
handicraft materials, but at the time had not continued with
this medium. He produced his first two new screen
paintings in early 1998. These works continue his interest
in contemporary social issue in Thailand and impact of
globalization, this time in the context of current economic
crisis. Also relevant to this work is his concern with Thai
traditions and the notion that Thais must decide what to
keep and what to throw away.

The second of these paintings is called "Double Blind".
The piece has two layers of bamboo blinds or screens. Pieces
of the front screens were pulled out to reveal parts of the
rear screen. The front screen has images of flowers,
textiles, parasols, and the flag of Thailand. The back screen
has an enormous image of the face of a young girl who is
screaming and crying. The images on each of the screens
are supposed to have to contradictory meanings or two sides.
Flowers can be used as an invitation and as an image
of beauty, but in this painting they Iﬁéllﬁﬁ 15?&‘“]
associated with death. Parasols have an exotic anc
attractive quality and can be used to protect from rain and
sunshine. but they also are associated with rank, power. and
influence (and their misuse in contemporary Thailand). The
girl signifies innocence, fragility. purity of nature, and the
need to be protected. The scream and crying signifies loss.
unhappiness. and abuse (Wattana remarks that “unlike
adults, kids never cry from happiness™). If the two screens
were hung separately they would not necessarily have
anything to do with one another. By placing them together.
the artist seeks to unify the various themes-further
emphasizing this with a large blue circle. Thus. as with
earlier works. Wattana's most recent paintings employ rich
imagery and bold colors to provide a vivid critique of

contemporary Thai society.

MICHAEL C. HOWARD

Professor of Anthropology, Simon Fraser Univers ity
Burnaby, British Columbia, ( anada
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PASSAGE THROUGH EAST

INTERIOR-EXTERIOR 1989 melu-meuan 2532
Oil on Bamboo Blinds, 100 X 125 ¢m. MinTuumia 100 X 125 s,

GOLD HEM 1989 NI 2532
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Acrylic on Paper. 36 X 76 cm. Ao MAALUNT= A 56 X T6 il
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Acrylic and Qil on Canvas, 92 X 117 cm.

Rama IX Art Museum Foundation
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an Oil on Paper. 36 X 76 ¢m 'S“.” T cag 5 -
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Acrvhic on Paper. 56 X 76 ¢m




PASSAGE THROUGH WEST
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Oil on Paper, 50 X 50 cm.
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OXYMORON 1 1999
Acrylic on Paper. 76 X 56 cm.
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Oil on Canvas. 122 X 182 cm.
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