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INTRODUCTION

Thai Artists and the West: The Middle Path

The twentieth century has witnessed perhaps the
Glen R. Brown

most significant transformations in Thai art
since the emergence of the classical Siamese
style from its Khmer precedents in the four-
teenth century. Over the past hundred years,
Thai classical and folk art traditions have passed
through alternating stages of decline and renew-
al in response to an increasingly international
outlook that has carried with it fluctuating
attitudes toward Western aesthetics. The unique
character of contemporary Thai art is attribut-
able to the Thai artist's ability to seek and
finally open a middle path, to synthesize from
classical Thai style, elements of indigenous folk
art and Western art history an effective expres-

contexts today; at Chulalongkorn University, for
example, dedication to the ideals of a progres-
sive international art has led to the requirement
that all faculty hold terminal degrees from
foreign institutions 3 In general, however,
contemporary Thai art is characterized by an
active dialogue with both classical Thai art and
traditional belief systems.

The oldest of these belief systems, a form of
animism recognizing phi or spirits and a vital
essence called khwan, was largely incorporated
into Buddhist thought during the conversion of
the Thai by the Buddhist M&n some 1000 years
ago. Traces of animism still exist, however, in

sion of a changing Thailafdgma |1 X Art MUEEUZ‘E‘ E’mﬂbﬁjﬁéﬂ@ﬁ] addition, the influ-

Nationalization and Westernization:
Toward a Contemporary Thai Art

Be careful to choose the good.

Choose poetry as your quide

Be a good citizen, work hard,

And Thailand will be honored as q bright jewel

The varied fortunes of Thai classical and folk art
in the twentieth century have corresponded
fairly directly to transformations in Thai atti-
tudes toward their own heritage, especially early
in the century when it became fashionable
among the younger members of the upper class
to disparage traditional Thai culture and pursue
@ Westernization in which sophistication was
equated with a taste for European habits 2 le
tendency of “Young Siam" to turn away from its
roots was especially strongly felt with regard to
Thai classical art. which not only embodied
ancient belief systems through its almost exclu-
sively religious subject matter but also—
because of its anonymity, repetitive imagery and

—King Vajiravudh!

conventional stylistic traits—seemed to rein-
force an artistic conservatism  Vestiges of this
uneasiness toward tradition prevail in some
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Hinduism, particularly through the
Brahmanical ritual practiced among the Siamese
elite, left its mark on the Thai world view.?
Christianity and Islam have had a small follow-
ing, and more recently some interest has even
arisen in astrology. (In a well-publicized
instance in 1977, prime minister Thanin
Kraivixien solicited the aid of fortunetellers tSO
help hnnﬁunsuccessfully—m retain power.)
Despite these varied influences, however,
Buddhism‘usually in a very pragmatic form—
remains the belief system most prevalent among
contemporary Thais

The significance of the Buddhist traditiDlT' even
among those Thais who profess a sceptiosrﬁ
toward more formal rituals, is the strong ph,llo.
sophical base it provides and the mﬂueﬂf‘?It
continues to exert over aspects of perblmdmy
Deeply enscanced in the Thai world view are the
Four Noble Truths of Buddhism 11 life is full of

suffering; 2) suffering is a consequence of desire;
3) suffering can be eliminated by eliminating
desire; 4) desire is eliminated by following the
Middle Path. Addressing the necessity of the
Middle Path, the Buddha told his disciples:

There are two extremes which should be
avoided by a man who renounces the
world. One of these is the practice of
those things related to the passions, and
particularly sensuality: this is low, uncivi-
lized, unworthy and unprofitable, and is
fit only for the worldly minded. The
other extreme is the practice of self-
mortification, which is painful,
undignified and equally unprofitable.®

The Middle or Noble Eightfold Path, the alterna-
tive to the extremes of hedonism and self-
inflicted suffering, consists of eight rules of
conduct: Right Understanding, Right Thought,
Right Speech, Right Action, Right Live?lihood.
Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right
Concentration.

The influence of these principles on the forma-
tion of national traits, such as a propensity for
moderation and compromise, has often been
noted by foreigners. The Thai themselves place
particular value on their even temperament and
praise the quality of cai yen (cool heart) or emo-
tional restraint 7 It was in part the non-
aggressive and sometimes even self-effacring
nature that Thais traditionally adopted with
regard to foreigners that made them particularly
susceptible to the growing influence of the W_est
in the modern period The strength of equanim-




ity which led to the polite acceptance and even
adoption of foreign ways became a weakness to

the extent that it led to a devaluing of the Thais’

own tradition.

It was not until 1910, with the reign of King
Vajiravudh, that a concerted effort was made to
reverse the effects of acculturation. In an effort
to cultivate a spirit of nationalism, Vajiravudh's
public addresses frequently touched upon the
theme of the individual's responsibility for the
reputation and fortunes of the state. Speaking
to a body of students about to embark for study
at European universities, for example,
Varijravudh admonished:

| beg to remind all of you students
that we are Thai. Don't disparage your
nation, for in doing so you are in effect
disparaging yourselves We must
nurture the merits and the good charac-
teristics of our race and not let it be said
that we are inferior and not the equals of
others A nation without its own
traditional culture is not regarded by
outsiders as a nation at all It
down upon by the world
of derision 8

is looked
and is a subject

The way back to a strong sense of tradition

according to Vajiravudh. was to consider the

inique characteristics of Thailand's history

religion language and art

Fhai art which Vajiravudh considered an integra|

art of Thal identity was given special attention
kineg s personal involvement in the promao

tion of the fine arts extended to making speech-
es, publishing articles and even writing poetry in
praise of Thai artists. In addition, state funds
were provided for the establishment of a
Department of Fine Arts in 1912 and a School of
Arts and Crafts at Wat Ratchaburana in 1914, In
order to encourage the support of Thai artists by
collectors, an annual Arts and Crafts Fair was
established in 1913, and government-funded
exhibitions of Thai art were sent to Turin, Leipzig
and San Francisco ?

Ironically, while the prestige of Thai artists was
certainly raised through the support of
Vajiravudh's nationalist program. one of the

Both form and content have evolved to address
the central issue of what it means to be Thai'
today. to live in a country with ancient traditions
and and the modern problems of traffic jams.
pollution, and AIDS.

Eight Contemporary Thaj Artists

The eight artists selected for the current exhibi-

tion—Preecha Thaothong, Kanya Chareonsupkul,

Noppong Satjaviso, Ithipol Thangchalok, i_ux-m?
Thangchalok, Pishnu Supanimit, Chatchai Puipia
and Pinaree Sanpitak—represent in their work
the principal characteristics of contemporary
Thai art. Strongly formalist, the work tends

o i ) B toward har j 1 fields and serene
king's seemingly minor dﬁmpas‘ltmeﬁiﬁ Museumwgw]ﬁﬁmiﬂﬁather than jarringly
several decades of such str ng flu-

uropean in
ence that Thai art would become essentially
indistinguishable from its Western counterpart
In 1923, Vajiravudh invited the Italian sculptor
Corrado Ferocj

to Thailand to produce a series
of

monuments to the principal figures in Thai
history Feroci carried out his commissions, but
in the process became so enamored of Thailand
that he spent the rest of his life there. teaching
the principles of Western aesthetics to genera-
tions of Thai artists 10

It was not until after 1962, the year of Feroci's
death. that Thai artists began once more to look
to their native traditions of classical and folk art
forinspiration  Over the past thirty years Thai

art has (Ieveluped as a integration of these

traditions with the early modernist aesthetic

Propagated by Feroci and the later forms and

ideas of Fur 'Pedn and American art encoun-

tered by Thai artists while abroad as students
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expressionistic contrasts of color or tone. A
sense of moderation and a balance conducive IF)
contemplation are in part the legacy of the Thai
classical aesthetic and its reflection of the
Buddhist adherence to the Middle Path. It also.
however, relates to the influence of Western
Post-Painterly Abstraction and Minimalism.
(Ithipol Thangchalok, Luxmi Thangchalok and
Kanya Chareonsupkul earned their graduate
degrees in American Universities in the early 70s)-

Seven of the eight artists in the current exhibi-
tion share a relationship—either as faculty. ‘
alumni. or both—to the principal art school in
Thailand, Silpakorn University Founded in 1954
as the School of Fine Arts, SiIp.akorn—\’Vhi‘:h
changed its title and status in 1943—noW _
employs over 500 faculty in architecture. archae-
ology education technology and the s(ieﬂ.t‘ehi
as well as all areas of the fine arts As an insti-
tution. Silpakorn University has been the single

most important influence on Thai art in the '
latter part of this century. Its support of Thai
classical and folk art in the early '60s, for
instance. set the precedent for the study of
traditional art styles that has becor.ne p.art .of the
required curriculum in Thailand's six principal
art schools.

Despite stylistic similarities and ins?tit‘utional
affiliations. the most significant umfylng factor
of the current exhibition is the mediurq |F repreA
sents. Paper has an ancient history, ong@at:ng
in China in 105 AD and soon after spreadfng to
Thailand and other parts of Southeast Asia.
Kradaad saa, or handmade paper, long held a
special place in Thai tradition. As with other
Thai arts in the twentieth centgry: howeyer,
handmade paper and its associations with
ethnicity did not reconcile with the taste for
Westernization. As a consequen.ce. the knoxvl-
edge of traditional techniques dl?d out in many
parts of Thailand. It was not until the early
1980s—when a faculty member a‘t SI!DakOrn. .
University began to incorporate kradaad saa in his
work and to teach the techniques of papermak-
ing to his students—that Tha? ha?dmade_z paper
made a comeback Il Today, kradaad saa is a! .
symbol of the Thai past. of the folk art tradition
and of a Buddhist respect for natural processes

Textured surfaces of handmade paper. play-
grounds for subtleties of light and shade, create
in Chatchai Puipia’s "Paper Works" a strong
sense of impermanency. the fragility of the
organic world  The ephemeral qualities of soft
.sh;udm\s are complemented by the wispy fibers
that trail from the surfaces like delicate root



systems or thin locks of human hair. Against the
empty paper fields, the appearance is of almost
imperceptible disturbances made by tiny peb-
bles as a wave recedes from the sand. A slight
rippling is the only indication of motion, the
sole source of tension. Monochromatic, the
works are paragons of neutrality: like the
Buddhist Middle Path, they are neither given to
inordinate sensuality nor to radical asceticism

A similar sense of balance is conveyed by Kanya
Chareonsupkul, whose three-dimensional col-
lages are painted over in unifying pale tones.
Her work—in tune with natural processes such
as the changing of seasons, the movement of
water and the shifting of earth—employs an
abstract format to produce spiritual resonance.
Through a technique of hand-embossing, Kanya
creates molded-paper stones that embody
properties of cosmological structure. Enmeshed
in wire nets, these paper forms recal| the ancient
Chinese relation of the human body to the
natural landscape. in which rocks function as
bones: “the core of nature *12

Bones, concealed structuring devices, also
provide the imagery for Luxmi Thangchalok's
colorful layered-paper works "Forms of the
Hidden World * In all-over compositions in
which rib and vertebra shapes interact to create
patterns rather than recognizable skeletons,
Luxmi creates a sense of organic Integrity tran-
scending any individual |
a process, the Buddhist
are recycled

ife. The works suggest
flux. in which al] things
bones, ossified minerals, break
lown to their original state after death. or
through fossilization literally become stones

From this perspective, the individual is simply a
part of a larger being, and to emphasize the
primacy of the ego is to misunderstand the true
nature of existence.

If Kanya Chareonsupkul and Luxmi Thangchalok
focus on the bones of the world, Pinaree
Sanpitak might be said to examine its skin.

The three-dimensional forms in her installation
Breastworks have the frailty and eerie beauty of
the American sculptor Kiki Smith's representa-
tions of the human body. Pinaree's work,
however, seems directed not toward the body's
physical properties but rather toward its
dematerialization and connection to a feminine
principle or spirit often | i

Buddhist tradition.!3 Hﬁﬂ%ﬁjﬁiig Art
breasts, oriented horizontally across the gallery
floor, create a microcosmic landscape with the
austere features of a Zen garden, promoting
contemplation of the place of birth and

nourishment in a continuum greater than any
individual life

This greater continuum, a perpetual recombina-
tory process metaphorically represented as a
stream of life, is also suggested by the non-
objective collages of Noppong Satjaviso  Like
the tachiste works of Nicolas de Staél, Noppong’s
textured all-over compositions set irregular
rectangular forms against one another to create
an undulating surface that precludes the domi-
nance of a spatial center or any individual form
Reference to Buddhist conceptions of the non-
self is made through the combination of red and
gold in patches across the surface In Thai
tradition. colors often have supernatural assoc!

" ations with a place or time of birth and can
become personal attributes. !4 Red is sacred,
and gold—the most radiant of colors—
is always associated with the Buddha, who in
Hinayana Buddhist scripture is described as
“golden-skinned "

References to traditional Thai art and beliefs are
also strong in the work of Ithipol Thangchalok,
who incorporates in his paintings a modern
version of the raa-la-iad, or fine-lined, style of
folk art. Through black grounds—sometimes
divided vertically into rectangular sections by
pale bands of horizontal lines—Ithipol scratches
out wavy patterns to reveal a multicolored
surf beneat be effect is of curling wisps of
MUEEU mlfwﬂﬁﬂh% of burning incense—
or the shimmering ripples on the surface of
flowing water. Out of this flux of lines loom
geometric forms—rectangles and triangles—
creating an effect reminiscent of Robert
Motherwell's Open series, in which sharp lines
representing Western analytical philosophy were.
sel against a shifting colorfield of the Eastern void

Strongly geometric compositions also character-
ize the work of Preecha Thaothong, whose
stepped-frets and rectangles relate to Buddhist
temple forms while evoking the warm serenity of
Robert Mangold's Manila paintings. A frequent
form in Preecha‘s work is the triangle. with its
references to such aspects of Buddhist trinity e-n;
the Three Jewels of affirmation: “I take refuge in
the Buddha. | take refuge in the law: | take
refuge in the community " Another strongly
geometricizing trait is the use of the grid, a
compositional device common both to

Modernist movements such as De Stijl and
Minimalism and to classical Thai arrangements
such as the 100 pedagogical icons on the feet of
the colossal nineteenth-century reclining
Buddha at Wat Pho. In Preecha's work, reference
is made to such icons through the inclusion of
small embossed gold-leaf Buddha and Lotus
images among regular patterns of squares.

Perhaps the most overt use of traditional Thai
forms is found in the work of Pishnu Supanimit,
who weaves—between horizontal strips suggest-
ing rolling bands of pixels on a video
screen—elements of Thai furniture and architec-
ture, with their flamboyant leaf-and-tendril
designs, and nanguai, or shadow puppet forms.
The traditional arabesque patterns adorning
stuccoed gables, carved-relief lids or richly
articulated surfaces of cabinet doors have in
recent years found only a dull echo in objects
mass-produced for the tourist trade, while
traditional forms of entertainment such as the
nangyai have been abandoned in favor of modern
video games and television 15 pishnu's use of
traditional forms in a contemporary context—
the creation of what he calls a "sandwich"—
seeks the regenerating, "making-strange” effect
that the best of art can produce In their fresh
guise, emblems of the Thai past are recovered as
a reminder that taking the Middle Path in a
changing world means neither resisting the new
nor renouncing tradition but seeking the
harmony between

Lubbock. lanuary 1995
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Noppong Satjaviso. Old Languages, New Languages #1. Mixed media collage, 17 1/2" x 207, 1994

Pishnu Supanimit. Bookcase Sandwich #2. Mixed media collage, 15 172" x 15 1727, 1994
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Kanya Chareonsupkul
Four Sides of a Heart/Right. Mixed media. 34 % 32", 1994

Four Sides of a Heart/Below

Kanya Chareonsupkul
Mixed media, 347 x,.32° 1994
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