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fig.l. ¥F7¥a—Y REMNDL T3 EF24 — 1§
A statue of Silpa Bhirasri in Silpakorn University, Bangkok
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fig.2. REHEEC6H D H )19124F, HU5t [E] ST S ik
Minami Kunzo, One Day in June, 1912, The National Museum of
Modern Art, Tokyo
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Fua Hariphitak, Japanese Internment Camp, Purana Quila, Deoli,
.1943-45, private collection, Los Angeles, from Modern Art in Thailand

by Apinan Poshyananda, Oxford University Press, Singapore, 1992
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Kamol Phaosavasdi, OQut of Balance, To Turn a Build Eye on
Chao-Pra-Ya River, 1993

fig.s. 74 Fa—2 Ly ¥>=—(REDIES M (A) ) 19934
Vichoke Mukdamanee, Signal in Environment: Plant(A), 1993
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“Chiang Mai Social Installation Festival,”
1993

Montien Boonma, Vessel,
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Bangkok and Chiang Mai: Ways of Modernity
Shioda Junichi

Curator, Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo
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Bangkok, the capital of Thailand, is also known by the graceful
name Krungthep, or City of Angels, befitting the soaring
golden spires of its ancient buildings. The new Bangkok,
however, is a crowded modern metropolis, bristling with
skyscrapers, inundated with endless streams of cars converg-
ing in traffic jams, and choked with atmospheric pollution.
An angel would have a difficult time finding a place to land.
This roisterous, bustling city, pulsing with energy, is clearly
part of the present age. Driving around Bangkok, seeing its
positive and negative sides and observing the suffering, desires,
and prayers of its people, one breathes in the atmosphere of
Thailand’s present.

The government’s development policy has rallied the
nation to rapid modernization, putting Thailand on the fast
track to economic growth and setting the populace adrift on
the high seas of consumerism. The extreme concentration of
population in Bangkok is accompanied by a variety of urban
problems. Pollution is worsening, the gap between rich and
poor is growing, and bribery and political corruption abound.
How do Thai artists response to these realities which seem so
similar to the problems caused by high economic growth in
Japan? I have made two trips to Thailand so far, trying to
ascertain the place of modernity in Thai art. Naturally, this
cannot be done in a meaningful way through a superficial inves-
tigation of historical facts. To fully explore the effects of
modernity, one must take in the present situation of Thailand
and ultimately examine the present situation of Japan as well.

II.

The center of Bangkok, in a political and spiritual sense, is
the Grand Palace, and Silpakorn University is located just
across from it. During my stay in Bangkok, I visited the univer-
sity many times since it is the place where most Thai artists
have been trained, and I found it interesting how close it is
to the palace. In the middle of the campus, always decorated
with the flowers of the season, stands a statue of the founder,
Silpa Bhirasri (Corrado Feroci, fig. 1, p. 117).

Feroci, a sculptor born in Florence, Italy, was invited to
Thailand by the government in 1923. He was given the task
of making statues of the nobility and other public monuments
while teaching the techniques of Western sculpture to young
Thais and creating the institutions needed to support a modern
art system such as an art school and exhibitions. The Ronrien
Praneetsilpakam (School of Fine Arts) was established in 1933
with a curriculum planned by Feroci. It was reorganized as
Silpakorn University in 1943. Thus, it would be no exaggera-
tion to say that the modern period in Thai art begins with
Feroci. The role played by Feroci in Thailand is reminiscent
of that played by the ‘‘hired foreigners,”” Fontanesi and
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Ragusa, in the early modern period of Japanese art. They came
to the Far East almost half a century before Feroci at the invi-
tation of the Meiji government and laid the foundations of
modern Japanese art by teaching Japanese students the tech-
niques of Western painting and sculpture at the Art School
Attached to the Technical College. In both cases, modernity
in art was inculcated as part of a modernization policy car-
ried out under the authority of the central government. Feroci’s
position in the history of modern art in Thailand, however,
is incomparably greater than that of Fontanesi and Ragusa
in Japan. Fontanesi and Ragusa went back to Italy after a few
years, or, to put it more accurately, were sent back because
of a change in policy of the Meiji government, so their influence
was limited. Feroci, on the other hand, stayed in Thailand his
entire life, nurtured Thai modern art as if it were a beloved
child, eventually obtained Thai citizenship, and even took a
Thai name, Silpa Bhirasri.

In performing his role of educating Thai students and
introducing Western academic art and its techniques, Feroci
issued a warning against the excesses of modernism and advised
Thai artists to respect the traditions of their own country and
seek their own kind of originality.! In other words, he was an
advocate of preserving tradition as well as being the promoter
of a policy of modernization and Europeanization. In this
respect, he reminds us of Ernest Fenellosa, the ideologue who
advocated a return to the past in modern Japanese art. Fenel-
losa, together with his Japanese colleague Okakura Tenshin,
encouraged the creation of a modern form of Japanese-style
painting to be achieved by reforming the traditional painting
schools, which were being enervated by the influx of Western-
style painting, and restoring tradition in a modern context.
The ideas of Feroci and Fenellosa are quite similar in many
respects. It was perhaps inevitable that Asian countries would
seriously consider ways of reviving their own traditions as they
attempted to change themselves by learning from West moder-
nity and absorbing the thought and technology of the West.
However, it is certainly a historical irony that this was advo-
cated by Westerners, the embodiments of the new model.

After Feroci, Western modernism continued to be prac-
ticed and was seen as a universal ideal, but the greatest issue
in the modern art of Thailand was how to revive Thai tradi-
tion and incorporate it in a unique form of expression. Fua
Hariphitak, one of Feroci’s first disciple and perhaps
Thailand’s greatest modern artist, became a very accomplished
painter of Cubist nudes and landscapes as a result of study
in Italy. He also received recognition for his achievements in
restoring and preserving traditional murals in Buddhist tem-
ples. Not just Fua but many of Feroci’s most talented pupils
became involved with local subjects rooted in Thai culture after
their European studies. Their works reflected Buddhist



philosophy and a concern for the past. Thus, Feroci, through
his educational and critical activities, personally established
the basic framework of Thai modern art. That is why he is
still greatly respected as the founder of modern art in Thailand.

In Japan, modernization and Europeanization were vir-
tually synonymous. In Thailand, however, as pointed out by
Apinan Poshyananda, modernization meant Europeanization
before World War II but after the war it became Americani-
zation after that war, and after the Vietnam War, Japaniza-
tion.” In any case, it seems that the course of modernization
in art was not entirely influenced by Europe and that a number
of alternative routes existed. In the 1940s many young Thai
artists studied overseas after graduating from art school, and
some of them, like Jitr Buabusaya, studied in Japan rather
than in Europe. Jitr, who was already an instructor at the
School of Arts and Crafts, came to Japan in 1941 and studied
oil painting under Minami Kunzo and sculpture under Asakura
Fumio at the Tokyo School of Art.

Jitr Stayed in Japan until 1946, expriencing the chaotic
conditions of the Second World War were coming to an end.
During this period he made frequent sketching trips in Japan,
painting landscapes in a fresh, plein air manner in outlying
places like Ikaho, Karuizawa, Nikko, and Suwa as well as
within the city of Tokyo. Jitr’s teacher, Minami Kunzo, was
a practitioner of Japanese academicism, an eclectic version of
Impressionism, and had little to do with the avant-garde (fig.2,
p. 118). Still, this Impressionist, plein air style of painting was
sufficiently advanced for the Thai art world of the time, and
learning it had great significance for Jitr.

Fua Hariphitak, on the other hand, went to India in 1941
and attended the University of Viswa-Bharati Sautinikatan,
founded by the poet Rabindranath Tagore, where he studied
Oriental philosophy, art history, and Tagore’s teachings. He
studied Tagore’s follows and his paintings was influenced by
the style of Gagendranath Tagore who mixed Cubism with mys-
ticism.> When the Second World War began he was incarcer-
ated in a prison camp near New Delhi together with Japanese
prisoners in 1942. In the camp he painted scenes of prison life
in a Cubist or Futurist style. His exceptional talent is demon-
strated by the fresh and harmonious colour schemes and
solidly-structured compositions (fig. 3, p. 118). Fua later
studied in Rome, between 1954 and 1956, where he gained a
solid understanding of Cubism before returning to his own
country. It is noteworthy, however, that prior to this he had
come to modernism by way of India. The examples of Jitr and
Fua show that there are many possible alternative routes, not
just one path, leading to modernism.

III.
In the 60s and 70s, Thai artists attempted to make modernism
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their own and at the same time carry on the legacy of previ-
ous generations. To me, the work of certain outsider artists,
sometimes self-taught, is more interesting than that of artists
working within the framework constructed by Feroci which
might be thought of as the official or mainstream approach
to modernism. One example is Chang Se Tang, originally a
poet known for a unique form of concrete poetry which invokes
visual images through the overlapping of simple words and
phrases. Chang died five years ago, but a huge collection of
his paintings and drawings is preserved by his family who lived
a secluded life in Bangkok. Chang was a painter as well as
a poet and made many striking paintings in an Informalist style.
On one wall of his family’s modest home is a mortuary pho-
tograph of Chang with an incense stand placed before it and
surrounded by more than ten self-portraits painted in various
styles. This group of self-portraits, arranged like an altarpiece,
explains what modernism meant to this artist and how he strug-
gled with it. The self-portrait as such is a product of the modern
spirit, asking the question, Who am I1? The various styles, Poin-
tillism, Expressionism, Realism, and semi-abstraction, indi-
cate different stages in his search. His abstract paintings
executed with raw, slashing strokes of thick black paint are
said to have their origin in Chinese calligraphy and ink paint-
ing rather than being specifically related to Informalism or
Abstract Expressionism. The path taken by Chang, who is of
Chinese extraction, can be discovered by examining the tradi-
tional culture of his people, and his work has particular sig-
nificance in this respect. His ink drawings have a fluid, spon-
taneous touch reminiscent of oriental calligraphy and it is easy
to see how they are related to his larger paintings. Some of
his works, however, are painted in a style quite different from
this “‘hot’’ abstraction. Recognizable landscapes and cityscapes
done in an Expressionist style with vivid colors, they might
be thought to precede the more abstract works. In reality,
however, the Informalist abstractions date to the 1960s while
the Expressionist works were painted more recently, in the
1980s. This is an excellent example of an artist whose develop-
ment runs contrary to what is thought of as the usual pattern
in the history of modern art, moving from representation to
abstraction. Clearly, however, the change from abstraction to
representation is not regressive but occurred quite naturally.
Anything is possible to a free spirit, and if modernity is con-
sidered to be a product of the concept of progress, this reverse
process can be taken as a criticism of modernity. This is a ver-
sion of modernism peculiar to the special context of Thailand.

The tendency to work deliberately in a Thai context rather
than accepting modernism uncritically is also seen in the nar-
rative paintings based on Buddhist sermons of Thawan
Duchanee and the abstract paintings reflecting Buddhist doc-
trines of Pratuang Emjaroen and Pichai Nirand. They are able



to produce a truly original Thai art by adopting the viewpoint
of Buddhism, the spiritual foundation and core of Thai soci-
ety and culture. This is their way of responding to the advice
of Feroci to respect their own traditions and not let themselves
be diverted excessively by modernism as they study the art of
the West.

Iv.

How is the current art of Thailand connected to the work of
these earlier generations and how does it break from it? In
addition to the overwhelming number of works in the forms
of painting and sculpture, the new generation of Thai artists,
including the students of the art colleges, make many instal-
lation and performance works similar to those frequently made
in Japan and other world countries. Having mastered the
common language of contemporary art, members of the new
generation stake out their own position and use this language
to speak of their own problems and those faced by Thai society.

The new Thai art which employs a common international
language is a phenomenon of the 1980s. Artists like Montien
Boonma (1953- ), Vichoke Mukdamanee (1953- ), and Kamol
Phaosavasdi (1958- ), for example, who were born in the 1950s,
all began working in the early or middle eighties. At first glance,
their work does not seem to owe much to previous generations,
and in fact they have been exposed to a great deal of infor-
mation from overseas. Montien studied in France, Vichoke
in Japan, and Kamol in America and they have learned the
language of contemporary art used in each of these locations.
They do not, however, merely copy the most fashionable inter-
national styles. As we explore their varied expressions, we see
how they directly reflect the realities of present Thai society
and its historical and cultural background.

Venus of Bangkok (1991-93, cat. no. III-44), the work
shown by Montien in this exhibition, is an assemblage com-
posed of scrap metal, pieces of wood, and an old red bucket
placed on a cage-like stand to which boards are attached
haphazardly. The use of scraps and junk to construct this form
which resembles a reclining human figure is not an especially
unusual approach in contemporary art. But it is new enough
in the context of Thai art since hardly anyone before Mon-
tien has made this kind of assemblage. More important than
its formal qualities, however, is its capacity to affect the viewer
emotionally by its pointed reference to a serious problem in
Thai society. Many young women, the Venuses, come to Bang-
kok from the country full of hope and trying to find decent
jobs but, worn down and hurt by the brutal realities of their
situation, often end up in the red light districts. The artist shows
this negative reality behind the facade of high economic growth
with great candor, using scraps of wood and metal and an old
bucket, ordinary materials which are a part of everyday life.
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Marble would not be appropriate for the Venus of Bangkok;
refuse is more fitting. This is not a superficial aping of Western
contemporary art since the artist is obviously working deliber-
ately in a Thai context, dealing with a situation which is very
real for him. The artist who uses this approach tends to have
an active relationship with social reality and to use materials,
whether discarded or natural, which are found in his every-
day surroundings.

The same concern with reality is displayed by artists like
Kamol and Vichoke and also by younger artists. Kamol makes
installations using wood, stone, and earth which refer to the
crisis of soil and water pollution brought about by economic
development which threatens to tear up the Thai way of life
by the roots (fig. 4 p. 120). Vichoke’s works of aluminum,
cloth, rope, string, bamboo, and wood take the form of tools
or plants found in the everyday life of the Thai people (fig.
5, p. 120). Montien also uses regional motifs like pagodas, pot-
tery forms, and bells, often using natural materials like earth
or candles. This conscious choice of forms or materials which
are closely tied to the life of the Thai people does not neces-
sarily mean a return to tradition. Traditional expression in Thai
art is a product of a certain eras of the past. Simple repetition
of traditional forms without reference to the present can only
produce anachronistic results. The Thai artists of today are
probing deeper into their tradition in the attempt to discover
their own identity in their land and the way of life which has
been created by it.*

Vasan Sitthiket is the artist who most directly expresses
this tendency to deal with realism in today’s Thai art. Vasan
made Expressionist paintings and prints during the mid-
eighties, but is known for his multi-faceted talents as poet and
musician. His varied activities are motivated by anger at social
wrongs and injustices. In his series of paintings from the early
nineties, caricatured figures rendered in strong, simple lines
and primary colours are trampled, beaten with golf clubs, and
made into food for wolves (fig. 6, p. 121). Clearly, these pic-
tures are meant as allegories of the situation in which the Thai
people find themselves. Vasan also makes works which refer
directly to concrete social problems like political corruption,
excessive consumption, the environmental damage that accom-
panies development, and prostitution. These humorous, satir-
ical narrative paintings have great formal strength and do not
descend into the realm of hysterical or dogmatic propaganda.

In recent years, Vasan has been making installations which
include paintings, and in this exhibition he is presenting a par-
tial reconstruction of an installation entitled 7 Love Thai Cul-
ture (cat. no. 111-45). The original work, first shown in Febru-
ary and March of this year, is composed of a self-portrait
wearing a female costume used in traditional Thai dance, satir-
ical paintings exposing social problems, drawings accompa-



nied by 108 questions like, ‘“Do you love Thai culture?’’ and
video presentations. The title itself is ironic since traditional
Thai culture is being commercialized to please the taste for
the exotic of tourists, the Japanese included, while the life of
the ordinary people is moving farther away from their own
grass roots culture. This installation expresses Vasan’s con-
cern with this critical situation. It seems that the manner of
subjects treated and the clarity and directness of expression
in this work made it highly controversial in Thailand and there
was some concern over whether it should be shown in Japan
or not. The decision was made to go ahead because this work
is probably the best example of the realistic tendency in con-
temporary Thai art. Also, Vasan’s approach to art functions
as a critique of modernity and I believe that provides much
food for thought in relation to the contemporary art of Japan.
Vasan advocates sinlapa phua chiwit (art for life), the idea that
art must go beyond the realm of art, that it has no meaning
if it is not directly relevant to human life and society. Vasan
uses this same approach in his poetry and in songs with social
messages accompanied by guitar. There is an unbroken tradi-
tion of ““art for life” in Thailand and Chang Se Tang, men-
tioned above, is another artist who makes this kind of art. The
stance of ‘‘art for life’’ is very different from the modernist
position which believes that art should be autonomous and
self-contained. It is the approach which artists inevitably take
up when they think seriously about the role which art can play
in the Thai context rather than simply accepting the model of
Western modernism. This way of thinking is reflected to a
greater or lesser extent in the tendency of today’s Thai artists
to deal directly with reality. The question of what art can
achieve today is a problem which needs to be faced by artists
everywhere, not just in Thailand.

Contemporary Thai art is not made only in Bangkok. The
northern capital of Chiang Mai is another important center
which has produced a number of talented young artists, for
example, Navin Rawanchaikul (1971- ), Araya Rasdjarmrearn-
sook (1957-), and Supachai Satsara (1968- ). These artists are
all graduates or instructors from the art department of Chiang
Mai University. Artists connected to the university have played
a central role in organizing the ‘‘Chiang Mai Social Installa-
tion Festival.”” This outdoor exhibition has been held twice,
the first time in 1992. The art was set up in temple precincts,
public parks, the streets, and on other public sites close to the
life of ordinary citizens in an attempt to give life to art within
the community. Foreign artists participated along with Thais,
and the art presented in this new format was of exceptional
quality (fig. 7, p. 122).

It is easy to imagine the difficulty, especially economic,
of holding this sort of experimental event in a regional city,
and, in fact, a lack of funds made it impossible to put it on
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this spring. In spite of this, Uthit Atimana, one of the main
organizers, maintains a passionate vision of how art can be
presented which deserves attention.’ He has noticed the pos-
sibility of working through Buddhist temples because of the
many functions they perform in Thai society. They are not
just places of prayer but also places of learning, places where
people can gather and communicate with each other, theaters
where rituals are conducted, and galleries where Buddhist
murals can be appreciated. They are multi-purpose cultural
centers with roots in the community.

There are no museums or galleries in Chiang Mai. The
art support system consisting of museums, exhibitions, cura-
tors, and critics is, of course, a product of Western moder-
nism. What sort of system is most appropriate for presenting
art in a developing country like Thailand? Simply following
the Western model would not seem to be the best approach.
An alternative method rooted in local history and customs,
one that fits the Thai people, would clearly be better. The
‘“‘Chiang Mai Social Installation Festival’’ has provided one
solution, setting art free in society rather than confining it to
a museum and creating points of contact between art and the
everyday life of the people. To make modern art function like
the murals on the walls of Buddhist temples: here is a very
healthy, independent concept of art. It could have great sig-
nificance for the art museums of Japan which have uncriti-
cally transplanted the Western model and are still struggling
to catch up with the West.

Almost seventy years have passed since Feroci arrived in
Bangkok. During those seventy years, Thai artists have learned
from the West but have strenuously sought their own unique
forms of expression, neither simply copying Western moder-
nism nor trying to maintain tradition. While no definitive solu-
tions have been found, the efforts of Montien and Vasan and
the Chiang Mai artists suggest some possible alternatives. And
perhaps the angels are still around, resting in the shade of the
flame trees of Chiang Mai shining bright orange at midday.

(Translated by Stanley N. Anderson)

Notes

1. Silpa Bhirasri, Thai Culture, New Series No. 8: Contemporary Art in Thailand,
The Promotion and Public Relations Sub-division, The Fine Arts Department,
Bangkok, Thailand, 1959, Sixth Edition 1989, p. 16. Bhirasri writes, ‘“The result
is that many works of Eastern artists lack any racial or individual peculiarity;
they are imitations of Western works and we discover that they were produced
in the East only from the name and nationality of the artist...A kind of univer-
salism in artistic expression is determined by our modern civilization and has
been adopted everywhere, but, as has been said, this is not a plausible reason
why art must have a monotonous character. If sincerely expressed, a work done
by a Thai or any other Eastern artist must be different from one made by a
European. The difference will correspond to the individuality of the race.”’

On Feroci’s ideas of ‘‘the modern,” *‘the ultra-modern,” and “tradition,”
see Apinan Poshyananda, Modern Art in Thailand, Oxford University Press,
Singapore, 1992, pp. 54-59.



Apinan Poshyananda, interview with the author, August 1994.

Apinan Poshyananda, op. cit., p. 69.

Ushiroshoji Masahiro, ‘‘Realism as an Attitude: Asian Art in the Nineties,”
Fourth Asian Art Show, Fukuoka, exhibition catalogue, Fukuoka Art Museum,
1994, pp. 33-38. Ushiroshoji summarizes the concern with society and the artists
surroundings which is found not just in Thailand but in the contemporary art
of all Asian countries today as the attitude of ‘‘realism.””

Uthit Atimana, interview with the author, May 1995.
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