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A New Technique

in Srijai Kantawang’s Lanna Art Form

For the past several years no one can deny that the woodblock prints of Srijai
Kantawang display a unique character, perfect in their beauty, their expression of the
soul and culture of the northem Thai region, and also their testimony to the artist's
technical expertise in carving woodblocks and producing prints, where it is rare to find
his equal. The unique and endearing nature of his work stems not only from its narrative
quality, its subject matter, and the decorative patterns expressive of Lanna style, but
also from his artistic vision expressed through line and color, which creates rhythm,
balance, and contrast interweaving in an eloquent unity that is capable of instilling
wonder in those who view his work.

The works in this exhibition, “Rhythm of Line and Color”, held at Panisa Gallery
consist of woodblock prints, monoprints, and a new technique which the artist discov-
ered by trial and error, which uses dry point technique, a method of using a sharp
pointed tool to gouge a deep groove on the face of a paper printing block without
employing the acid etching process. Normally, this printing technique uses either a
metal or a plastic printing block. Using a paper print block is thus a technique
somewhat unique to Srijai. Apart from this, the exhibition also displays both black and
white drawings, which are models for the finished prints, and the print blocks. The artist
wants viewers to understand the creative process of making a print by seeing the
preliminary draft, the printing block, and the finished print in sequence. One can see

from this that Srijai attaches as much importance to the intermediate stages as to the
finished print.

Srijai produced the majority of his latest woodblock prints at his studio in Mae
Taeng. This group of works focuses on nature more than Culture. Being surrounded
by the beautiful natural environment in Mae Taeng gives the artist a greater sense of
freedom. Trees figure prominently in these works, for example the sala tree. Each tree
has a special character. The color silver appears in littie touches throughout these
works of nature - either pure silver or silver mixed with other pigments. This creates an
unusual beauty; this use of silver arises from the personal preference of the artist.
Srijai’s tree series displays the flow of the seasons with changing leaf colors and varied
blossoms, inspired by the experience of being in Mae Taeng.
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Aside from Mae Taeng, Srijai also derived inspiration from visiting Angkor Wat
and viewing stone relief carvings lining the porticoes. These contain pictures of trees,
turtles, and fish which Srijai brings into his work to create a striking blend of Angkor
Wat and Lanna culture. Various forms which Srijai has brought from Angkor Wat have
symbolic meaning, for example the turtle is a symbol of longevity, fish symbolize the
cycle of life, while the tree means well-being.

Thus, Srijai’s work tends to contain influences from various sources that inspire
him. These sources make his artistic creation a labor of love and enjoyment - a
distinguishing feature of his work is the “heart” that he puts into it.

Aside from the influence of nature on these works, Srijai introduces various
subject matter that is different from his previous work. For instance, political topics can
be seen in the works where large fish are eating small fish, which is an inescapable fact
of life in human society. Two groups of small fish appear in these works. One group is
fleeing from being devoured by the larger fish, and the second group is racing towards
the larger fish. This is analogous to human behavior. These works give the sensation of
a constant ebbing and flowing like a wave, unlike his other works which normally instill
a feeling of serenity and calm. It is noteworthy that in these works, even though Srijai
made draft outlines, he didn’t reverse the outlines on the woodblock as he usually
does, because he wanted the finished work to be a more direct expression of his
emotions.

Another work that Srijai produced in Mae Taeng is entitled “Faith”, which
shows the Buddha on the summit of a tall mountain. This work is more abstract than
his other works. It is a work about the power of faith and belief. Srijai employed a
special technique here in engraving the surface of the woodblock. This technique
involves engraving the woodblock repeatedly to produce a light airy and atmospheric
effect in the printed work. On the other hand, the print of a peacock has a highly
refined beauty expressed through each of line, color and form, evoking serenity,
happiness, and peace.

One important work in the exhibit which should not be missed is of King
Bhumibhol. This is a work that Srijai conceived especially to honor his majesty. He uses
a briliant pure yellow as the main color. Srijai prints this yellow color several times
starting with light shades and then gradually building to deeper yellows. In this picture
Srijai uses flowers as a symbol of goodness. Blooming flowers distributed throughout
the picture symbolize the king’s goodness which enriches many people. The kindly



concemn and benevolence of the king are spread to each of his subjects throughout the
kingdom. The large tree in the work can be compared to the king’s benevolence. Thus
Srijai has used symbolism in this work to convey his profound meaning.

It is notable in Srijai's works that the form of faling flowers is based on a
traditional patten found on Buddhist scripture cabinets or in gold leaf mural paintings
from Thailand’s northern region. Similarly, the peacock print is also a traditional pattern
of the north. On the other hand, Srijai creates his distinctive shapes of elephants
working directly from his own feelings and imagination. Another notable new feature of
this latest exhibition is the texture of the surfaces. It is almost as if he has created his
own artistic language.

Srijai continuously develops his craft and extends and refines what he can
accomplish through his printing technique. The artist does not focus solely on woodblock
printing. Another technique that he enjoys experimenting with is monoprint, which he
wants to take beyond chance and develop as an art form. In general with monoprint the
process and the end result can only be controlled about 80%, but Srijai has developed
his technique so that he can fully control the result, as can be seen in his work of a hen
and chickens, in which Srijai used watercolor in the printing. Another interesting experi-
ment in technique is the use of ball point pens and dry ink pens to press and gouge
deep grooves on the surface of thick, pliable paper (Photo board) and then seal them
with lacquer. This process creates heavy or fine traces based on the pressure applied
by the hand. After printing the surface of the print tends to be gray. One limitation of
these paper printing blocks is that it is only possible to print one or two times, because
the paper is not capable of withstanding the weight of the press. This technique is thus
suitable for testing and printing a limited number of times because of the fragile nature
of the paper printing block but can still yield successful results.

In pursuing his craft Srijai attaches importance to the expression of his genuine
feelings and imagination. Srijai does not follow current trends in modern art, conse-
Quently his art is solidly grounded in his own principles. Srijai takes great pride in his
northern Thai heritage with its strong Lanna art and culture. This permeates his thoughts,
soul, and life enabling him to refine and convey his art which emerges exquisitely and
perfectly with a rhythm of line and color.

Somporn Rodboon

Faculty of fine arts Chiang Mai University
November 2006

Text translated by khun Bob Martin
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