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Our journey with art began with simplicity. Initially, we both viewed art merely
as beautiful things used for decoration. The closest we got to art was when
we traveled to different places and had the opportunity to visit museums and
galleries like regular tourists. The idea of collecting art felt distant to us, some-
thing associated with cities, nations, and the wealthy who had more resources

than they could ever use - not people like us,

Then, in 2013, our paths collided with the art world when a blank wall space
appeared in our newly renovated condo. With the thought of having only one
wall, we decided fo try to find a painting by a renowned Thai artist we knew
and hang it there: just one piece would suffice. We could hardly recall any
names with our limited knowledge of our nation’s art, especially Thai artists.

Strangely, we could easily list foreign artists like Picasso. Monet, and Van Gogh.

The only Thai artists we cquld vaguely remember were Thawan Duchanee and
F d hod seen them on TV. If we recall

'Ene obsta ; gmdmg a pomhng we || ed for our home - it could have been

a movie plot. Ultimately, we acquired Thawan Duchanee's elephant painting

to hang on that troublesome wall.

From that somewhat shaky start, our journey in the art world gradually became
smoother, thanks fo the generosity of knowledgeable individuals who shared
information and the countless books we read. Once we gained confidence,
we began to meet artists, support galleries, bid af auctions, request pieces
from collectors, and even search for works by Thai artists that had been lost or
hidden abroad. Our art collection grew exponentially, from one piece fo two,

four, eight, and beyond. far exceeding our wall space.

After a while, we started questioning our motives: Why were we collecting, and
what was the goal of this arduous effort fo amass so many artworks? It could
not have been for investment purposes. as we had no intention of selling these
pieces, no matter how valuable they became. Moreover, the idea of building
an inheritance for children or grandchildren did not apply. as we had both
decided not to have descendants. Upon reflection, our reason for collecting

art stemmed from sheer passion.

However, simply continuing to accumulate art aimlessly, only for us o eventually
pass away and leave these cherished works to scatter among those who may

or may not appreciate them, seemed like a sad prospect

Passion Leads to Collection

Kornkamol and Piriya Vachajitpan

So. we consulted each other and realized that a substantial collection must
have a unifying theme. By bringing fogether diverse artworks in a coherent
manner with a clear narrative, even the smallest or most ordinary pieces become

integral components of the collection, essential and irreplaceable.

Looking back to when we started collecting our first artwork, the main obstacle
was the limited information available about influential Thai artists in the nation's
art history. Even more challenging was that many significant artists had no
actual examples of their work displayed anywhere - the closest representations
were small, blurry, black-and-white phofographs printed in old, dusty books

on library shelves.

Thus, our collection focused on piecing together the puzzle of Thailand's modem
art history, creating a comprehensive narrative in the form of a public museum
Starting from the dawn of modern Thai art around 200 years ago. when Khrua
In Khong began painting murals infused with Western influences. we progressed
through the era when Thai monarchs commissioned Western artists to create
polatfial decorations, the foundational period led by Professor Silpa Bhirasri,
and up to the present day, where Thai artists have become independent, with

multiple styles influencing various disciplines.

We have always believed that artworks that remain alive offer opportunities
for people to experience them. Art differs from other luxuries like fine cuisine,
wine, fashion, or high-performance vehicles. which can only be enjoyed by their
owners and diminish or deteriorate with consumption and appreciation. On the
contrary, art gains more vitality when more people engage with it, understand
it. and critique it - this is akin fo breathing life into the work and honoring the
spirit of the artist who created it. allowing it to endure for a long fime

We sincerely hope that this collection, which tells the story of Thailand's proud
modern art history through perseverance, chance, fate, or forces beyond our
understanding. will enable us, as ordinary individuals. fo acquire nationally
significant works we never imagined seeing. We also hope it will benefit and

inspire others, whether in small or significant ways

Moreover. we hope this collection will continue fo exist in some form. outliving
us, As the saying goes, "Ars Iongo vita brevis”. May if serve as a monument to
our love for Thai art and for each other from the depths of our hearts
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Pre-Post Modern Civilization

Professor Apinan Poshyananda, Ph.D.

Siam and Orientalism Studies

Cultural theorist and critic, Edward Said. introduced the concept of Crientalism,
which refers to Western vision that perceives cultural diversity of Asia as strange
and foreign. This generalized viewpoint has engendered misconceptions
about Eastern cultures and races and the reproduction of misrepresentations
depicting the East as unchanging. frozen for hundreds of years, This has justified
the West's perceived superiority and the need to bring development, religious
beliefs, and arts to Eastern societies. Orientalism thus became an essential lens
through which the East was viewed as underdeveloped. Said criticized how
art and literature created an “us vs. them” divide by porfraying the West as
powerful and superior over Eastern cultures depicted as inferior. This reinforced

the perceived legitimacy of Western colonialism! and imperialism over the East.

Norrh Africa, India. and Indochina. The

ircwel to searching for inspiration,
novelty and exotic allure. Lord Byron (1788 1824) wrote poetry inspired by his
travels to Albania, Greece and Turkey. Eugéne Delacroix (1798-1863) painted
scenes porfraying figures and shimmering light in Morocco and Algeria. Jean-
Léon Gérdme (1824-1904) journeyed fo paint in Turkey, Greece and Egypt and
became recognized as the court painter for Napoleon Il and master at the

Ecole des Beaux-Arts? in Paris.

During the European expansion for colonies in Indochina, Siam was surrounded
by neighbors that had been reduced fo subordinate states. King Mongkut
(King Rama IV, 1851-1868) courageously sought fo protect Siam from invasion
by opening trade with the Western powers while striving to maintain equality.
This effort is evidenced by signing frade and tax treaties in 1855 with the British
envoy Sir John Bowring and in 1856 with the French consul Charles de Montigny.
Among the tributes from France were oil paintings of Napoleon Il and Empress
Eugénie, French consulate churches, and forts at the river mouths.

The oil painting depicts Montigny and the French delegation being received
by King Mongkut at the Ananta Samakhom Throne Hall. It is presumed to
have been painted from a photograph by Father Larnaudie, showing the King
wearing full regalia and seated on the throne. The French delegation stands
below while Siamese and ministers and courtiers kneel in an orderly fashion within
the neo-classical architectural interior. To Western eyes, the kneeling represented
the submission of underdeveloped race group fo the authority. as exemplified

in 1857 prints of the Siamese embassy led by Phraya Montri Suriyawong (Chum
Bunnag) crawling before Queen Victoria at Windsor Castle to present fributes

that generated substantial interest in the British press®.

In 1861. Siam sent an embassy led by Chao Phraya Siphiphat (Phae Bunnak)
to deliver a royal lefter to Emperor Napoleon Il and Empress Eugenie at the
Fontainebleau Palace. The reception gamered both positive and negative
reactions, particularly criticism of the Siamese delegates’ crawling behavier
as disorderly and uncivilized and disparaging comparisons to monkeys, insects
and reptiles. These commentaries reflected deeply ingrained French affitudes
of racial prejudice and condescension culfivated through a long history of
colonialism.# To document the historical event, Gerdme was commissioned fo
create a large-scale oil painting depicting over 80 realistic figures in the Salen
Henri Il glorifying Napoleon lil's grandeur. Studying compositional elements
from a 1682 painting of Siamese ambassadors before Louis XIV in Paris and
Jacques-Louis David's 1805 Coronation of Napoleon, Gerome intentionally
portrayed cultural, fraditional, class and racial disparities The French appeadr
in full regalia with visible faces, standing majestically to receive the audience.
In confrast. the Siamese delegates in silk attire and headgear prostrate on fhe
floor. with Chaophraya Siphiphat holding a betel tray his face obscured in
shadow. while Siamese crown. sword and royal regalia are scattered. unattended.

Exhibited af the 1867 Salon, Gerdéme's work drew large crowds amidst acclaim
and criticism. Theophile Gautier described it as “a truly bizare event. the
Siamese envoys kneeling on the carpet before the emperor. It is truly an
ethnographic study of the utmost novelty. Nothing could be stranger than these
costumes loaded with gold, these gestures of the body thrown forward with
elbows on the ground - postures no Westerner would dare fo assume”. Charles
De Mouy critiqued, "The poses are cormrect but stiff like wooden dolls. Part of the
costumes of the envoys is beautifully rendered, but the other figures. whethef

princes or court dignitaries, are too pale, making this a rather cold work”,

As a court painter. Gerome employed art to promote French imperial glory under
Napoleon il Depicting national leaders was crucial for developing diplomatic
ties and representing civilization-an ability expected of artists from developed
nations for exchanging portraits as tributes. With Indochina’s neighbors under
European colonization, local artists had greater exposure fo Western art curricula
than their isolated Siamese counterparts. who relied on secondary sources like

photographs. postcards and prints.



