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fig.2. Hrx—>e 2 I—(BHTE) 194945
Sawaeng Songmangmee, Bloom, 1949, Silpa Bhirasri Memorial Museum,
Bangkok
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fig.3. 7T N\VEZyIZ{T N —71)—)19584
Fua Hariphitak, Blue-Green, 1958, Silpa Bhirasri Memorial Museum,
Bangkok
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figd. H77% - 5274 Ry 7 k) 19644
Sawasdi Tantisuk, Fishing Village, 1964, Artist’s collection
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Damrong Wong-Uparaj, Fisherman Village, 1960, Silpa Bhirasri
Memorial Museum, Bangkok
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Preecha Arjunka, Untitled, 1967, Artist’s collection
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Montien Boonma, Temple of Mind, 1995
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figs.1,2,5:

Photo by Samphao Mahawirarat.

figs.3,6:

Photo courtsy of National Museum, Silpa Bhirasri Memorial, Bangkok.
figs.4,7,8,9,10:
Photo courtsy of the artists.
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History of Modern Art in Thailand

Somporn Rodboon
Assistant Professor, Silpakorn University

Encounter with Western Influences

The evidence of change in Thai art is clearly marked during
the reign of King Rama the fourth (King Mongkut, 1851-1868)
when Thailand was making enormous efforts toward moder-
nization in order to raise herself to a level equalling that of
the technologically advanced Western countries. With great
diplomatic skill and confidence, the King managed to save the
country from the hegemony of expanding Western colonialism.

The Western influence on Thai art first appeared in the
work of Khrua In Khong, the most celebrated monk and
painter of the court of King Mongkut.

Khrua In Khong was a traditional painter who through
the experience of Western prints and photographs, started to
incorporate Western elements into his mural paintings. He was
the first Thai to adopt true three dimensional perspective tech-
niques and the use of chiaroscuro in rendering the Western
figures and buildings in his paintings. However, the murals
which brought immense fame to Khrua In Khong are the depic-
tions of Buddhist teachings in Wat Bowonniwet and Wat
Boromniwat in Bangkok.

Traditional Thai art began to lose it’s cultural significance
as a result of the Kingdom’s continued acceptance of more
Western influences. King Rama the fifth (King Chulalongkorn,
1868-1910) followed King Mongkut’s policy of modernization.
King Chulalongkorn was concerned with development of the
country. He spent national revenue for public walfare. Hospi-
tals and schools were built, roads and railways were con-
structed, a water-supply and electricity were installed.
Moreover, Western-style palaces were built but the Thai crafts-
men in His Majesty’s service, could not carry out such a task
because they were not trained in Western technologies and
methods. As a consequence, all the palaces had to be executed
by imported European technicians and artists. In 1904, Cesare
Ferro, the first European court painter, was commissioned to
paint the King’s portrait. However, it is important to note that
Phra Soralaklikhit who is best known for his academic por-
traiture of the royal family and for his copy of a Tiziano’s
Venus was the first Thai painter who was trained in Italy during
the reign of King Chulalongkorn. The contemporaries of
Soralaklikhit were Prince Naris, Luang Suwannasit and
Corrado Feroci.

The successor of King Chulalongkorn, his son King
Vajiravudh (1910-1925), tried his best to promote traditional
crafts. At the same time he sponsored the arts and the Depart-
ment of Fine Arts was founded under the King’s direct super-
vision in 1912. The King also encouraged art training programs
to be included in the school curriculum. In 1913 Rongrian
Poh-Chang (Poh-Chang School of Arts and Crafts) was offi-
cially used for the Hatthakam Ratchaburana School.

According to King Vajiravudh ““Art was part and parcel
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of our national life, as it expressed the individual ideas of our
nationl. It could not be allowed to die, for then we shall cease
to be Thai.”” The King was so supportive of the arts that he
sponsored annual arts and crafts exhibitions. The first one was
held at Suan Kulap School in 1913 and continued at different
sites out through his reign. Apart from supporting crafts, the
King also wanted to revive traditional architecture for educa-
tional Institutions and so Vajiravudh college and
Chulalongkorn University were designed. During this reign,
Somdet Chaofa Krom Phraya Narisaranuwattiwong (known
as Prince Naris), was the Royal chief architect. His work
included the Royal Institute building and the Assembly Hall
of Wat Benchaniabophit.

As Piriya Krairiksh described it, ‘‘Although King
Vajiravudh deplored the superficial attitude of ‘‘Young Siam”’
to ape European manners and European ways in outward
things, he continued to advance his father’s program of moder-
nization. Public and private buildings were erected in Western-
style by European architects, mostly Italians, and the King him-
self sponsored the construction by Annibale Rigotti of the two
Neo-Venetian Gothic mansions, Phisanulok House and the
Thai-Khu-Fah Building. Other notable Europeans in his service
were the German architect Karl Doehring, the Italian painter
Carlo Rigoli and the sculptor Corrado Feroci. These foreign
artists were employed to execute works that had not previously
existed in the traditional Thai context, but were required by
the ““modern state,’” such as statues, monuments, medals and
portraiture.”” The Royal support for the arts greatly diminished
when King Vajiravudh passed away in 1925. The annual arts
and crafts fair was no longer supported and ceased to exist.
The country was then ruled by King Rama the seventh (King
Prajadhipok). The highlight of this reign was the opening of
the monument of King Rama the first (Phra Phutta Yodfa
Chulaloke Maharat, 1782-1809) at the Memorial Bridge in com-
memmoration of the one hundred and fifty years of the found-
ing of Chakri Dynasty and of the city of Bangkok. The statue
of the great King was designed by Prince Naris and was
executed by Corrado Feroci. The foundries in Thailand at that
time were mainly built for the casting of Buddha images and
other traditional objects. The scale of these objects was modest
in size compared to the casting requirements for Feroci’s large
scale statue of King Rama I. This necessitated the casting of
this statue to be executed in Italy under Feroci’s supervision.

It is worth mentioning that before the arrival of Profes-
sor Silpa Bhirasri in 1923, there were already a few Italian
artists officially working in Thailand. One of them was Alfonso
Tonarelli who arrived in the country during the reign of Rama
V and served as a sculptor in the architecture section of the
Department of Public Works under the Ministry of Works.
Although there is no recorded evidence of his works and thus



no one knows for sure as to where they are or what they were
like, it is understood however that they appear as decorative
elements on certain parts of some architectural works.

Another Italian sculptor was Rodolfo Nolli who came to
Thailand during the period of Rama VI and worked until 1940.
Nolli was an important artist who was involved in creating
ornamental sculptures for Chulalongkorn University buildings
which were being constructed at that time and where he also
taught art history from 1918 to 1920. His most important work
was the giant sculpture of a garuda. Generally, his works were
not so well known in Thailand perhaps because he did not
produce anything that was independent or stood on it’s own.
After 1920, he left to work in Singapore where he became
recognised for the many acclaimed works he produced there.

Ercole Manfredi (1883-1973) was an Italian architect who
apart from Annibale Rigotti, was chosen and despatched by
the Italian government to work as an official in the royal service
under Rama VI. Manfredi studied painting and architecture
at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Turin. In December 1909,
he arrived in Thailand and began working with the department
of public works as an architect. A that time, there was no
specific Thai word for architects.

Manfredi later served in the department of fine arts under
the Ministry of the Royal Courts. He worked in the archaeol-
ogy division of the Royal Academy, taught in the Architec-
ture Department of Chulalongkorn University, and worked
as an architect on several projects. He married a Thai woman
named Tongmuan and had 2 children. In 1943 he became a
Thai citizen and changed his name to Ekkarit Manfendi. He
spent 64 years of his life in Thailand and produced many works
of architecture, both permanent ones and temporary ones. One
of his works was the Anandasamakom Throne Hall. Manfredi
was an older colleague of Prof. Silpa Bhirasri and would often
give him advice and assistance on vrious matters. It was said
that Manfredi was the one who encouraged Prof. Bhirasri to
take up this position in Thailand.

Along with those mentioned, there were also other Italian
artists and architects working in the country during that period
whose life and works should subsequently be looked into
thoroughly as they too had a part in contributing to the change
and development, which led to a new era in the history of art
in Thailand.

The Begining of Modern Art: 1930s and 1940s

On June 24, 1932 a group of European trained military officers
and civilians staged a coup d’é-tat that overthrew the abso-
lute monarchy and replaced it with a constitutional monar-
chy. This revolution not only signalled the begining of modern
Thai politics but it also paved the way for the development
of Thai modern art. As a consequence, the court was no longer
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the primary patron of the arts. The Department of Fine Arts,
that was once under the supervision of the King, was trans-
fered to the Ministry of Education in 1933 under the director-
ship of Luang Wichit Wathakarn..

The school of Fine Arts (Rongrien Praneetsilpakam) was
founded in 1933. Feroci was appointed as the principal and
together with Phra Sarotrataniman, an English trained architect
working for the Department of Fine Arts, designed the cur-
riculum. Students were trained in painting and sculpture along
the lined of European art schools. Among the instructors at
the school was Phra Soralaklikhit who was trained as a painter
in Italy.

In his book Art Since 1932, the artist and historian Piriya
Krairiksh described the situation as such: ““The organizers faced
a dilemma whether to form artists capable to carry on tradi-
tional art or to consider the request of contemporary art. Their
solution was a practical one to enable the graduates to find
work after they finished their studies, meant a training in
Western art. According to Feroci, it was not possible to go
back to old forms, because modern surrounding are quite
different from those of the past. He therefore, decided that
it would be logical to train young Thais to start from nature
which would giving them a sound foundation in their arts. He
realized that it meant an academic training, but as he succinctly
put it, ““Once the young students have finished their art train-
ing they may express themselves better in whatever style they
like because it becomes a personal matter and each artist has
the right to express themselves individually.”” This became the
philosophy for the teaching of art at Silpakorn University
during Feroci’s time. As for traditional arts, the students had
to do research on architecture, painting, sculpture and orna-
ments three hours a week, which served to ‘‘stimulate in them
a subconcious relationship with the spirit of the past which
is unchanging because it represents the essential peculiarity of
the Thai race.”

The first class of students graduated in 1937, many of
whom worked with Feroci in modelling figures for the Vic-
tory Monument of 1941 (fig. 1, p. 126). Students trained at
the School of Fine Arts were now able to execute the kinds
of works required by the Thai Government which in the past
had been given to foreign artists.

Among the first group of students were the well known
artists such as the painter Fua Hariphitak and the sculptors
Pimarn Mulpramook and Sitthidet Sanghiran. All of the stu-
dents created their work in a realistic manner learning form
nature as well as being inspired by Feroci’s own highly aca-
demic works.

Marshal Phibun Phibunsongkhram, the Prime Minister
of Thailand at the time was very supportive of the arts and
culture. He set up the National Council for Culture in 1941



which sponsored several exhibitions. He visited the School of
Fine Arts in 1943 and was so impressed by the remarkable
progress and success of the students that he had the school’s
status raised to university level. Since then the School of Fine
Arts changed its’name to the University of Fine Arts and is
known today as Silpakorn University.

The Emergence of Art Competitions

The 1938 Annual Constitution Fair held in Bangkok, included
art exhibitions and competitions for the first time. The inclu-
sion of student work from the School of Fine Arts can be
credited to Feroci’s initiative.

Among the art competitions held during this important
period of contemporary cultural development were Poster Con-
tests for the promotion of Art Competition sponsored by the
Japanese Cultural Institute (1943). The group of artists
‘“‘Chakrawatsilpin’’ also held their first exhibition at the Sala
Chalermkrung Theatre in 1944. The exhibits ranged from the
works of students of the Fine Arts Univeristy (Silpakorn) to
amateur, artists, commercial artists and photographers. Artists
in the groups such as Wannasit Pukhawanit, Chamras Kiet-
kong, Sanit Disatapundha and Chalerm Nakiraks, executed
their work in a realistic style. At the time the public found
the work too modern because they were more familiar with
traditional art.

Corrado Feroci, ‘‘The Father of Thai Modern Art”’
became a Thai citizen and took a Thai name “‘Silpa Bhirasri’’
in 1944. During his life, he was not only engaged in promot-
ing art within Thailand, but he also tried to meke Thai art
known abroad. In 1948, with the approval of the Thai govern-
ment, he held a Thai art exhibition in London. The exhibi-
tion displayed both the work of contemporary Thai artists and
traditional Thai antiquities. The exhibition was highly success-
ful in part due to Bhirasri’s commitment to explaining the sig-
nificance and meaning of Thai art to the visitors at the
exhibition.

During the post war years another art institution, The Arts
and Crafts School was reconstructed after being destroyed
during the war. Jitr Buabusaya, who studied in Japan from
1941 to 1946, set up a new curriculum for painting and sculp-
ture. In 1947 the School organized its first exhibition and in
the following year a group of art instructors held the first exhi-
bition of oil painting in Thailand. Later on the group formed
““The Thai Fine Arts Association.”’

In 1949 Bhirasri successfully inaugurated the first annual
National Exhibition of Art. The aims of this exhibition were
to promote the advancement Thai artists had made since the
establishment of the art school and also to encourage the
interest of the public in modern art. The exhibits were divided
into four categories; painting, sculpture, applied art and
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decorative art. The works were chosen by a selection commit-
tee of important artists and prizes were given in the form of
gold, silver and bronze medals to the work considered out-
standing for each catagory. From 1949 onwards, the National
Exhibition of Art took place annually.

In 1953, Bhirasri was appointed the chairman of the com-
mittee of the National Art Association. This association was
one of the members of the International Association of Arts
which had its headquaters in Paris. In 1954 he represented
Thailand for the first time at the International Conference of
Artists in Venice.

Seven years later (1960) Bhirasri represented Thailand once
more at the third International Conference of Artists in Vienna,
Austria. At this conference, he presented a paper on ‘‘Con-
temporary Art in Thailand.”” His paper drew considerable
interest among important artists gathered at the conference.
The paper helped to focus their attention on Thai arts. This
led to the exchange of art work between Thai and foreign
artists.

Two years after Bhirasri’s death in 1962, the first Inter-
national Art Exhibition was held at the National Theatre, Bang-
kok. In February, 1965 The Silpa Bhirasri Art Center Foun-
dation was founded to commemorate and honour Bhirasri.
One of the art center’s aims was to build and organize an art
Center for exhibitions of various forms of art by Thai and for-
eign artists. This initiative was Bhirasri’s dream when he was
still alive.

Styles of Art since 1949 to 1970s

In the 1st exhibition in 1949, Impressionist and realistic sytles
were dominant in painting, as can be seen in Mislem Yipint-
soi’s Dreamer’s Avenue, which was awarded the 1st prize and
Chamras Kietkong’s Nude, that won the 2nd prize. In the field
of sculputre, the style of realism can be seen in the work of
Sitthidet Sanghiran’s Garuda Carrying Khaki Away, Sawaeng
Songmangmee’s nude sculputre Blossoming (fig. 2, p. 127).
Pimarn Mulpramook’s bust The Monk, and Paintun Muang-
sombooon’s life-sized sculpture of a goat. All the works men-
tioned were awarded the 2nd prize. Written accounts of how
the 1st National Exhibition of Art was received do not seem
to exist. However the first reaction to modern art at the time
came in the form of an art critique when the 2nd National Exhi-
bition of Art was organized in 1950. M. R. Kukrit Pramoj in
his paper Siam Rath, commented that the work in the exhibi-
tions were the imitation of western art, and the artists lacked
personal style and individual technique. However, Bhirasri was
defensive about such criticism. He explained that ‘“what and
how the contemporary artists express must be entirely left to
the individual feeling and judgement of each artist. They are
Thai therefore their art will be Thei also, even though the eyes



of laymen cannot yet discern such characteristics.”” Bhirasri
also pointed out that Fua Hariphitak’s style was referred to
as ‘“‘Impressionism.’” But the word ‘“Impressionism’’> should
not be understood as a copy of the Western Impressionist
School. Impressionism means to express sincerely what we see
and accordingly what we feel, without any intellectual
speculation.”’

The style of Impressionism played an important part in
the development of Thai modern art since the post war years
to 1958. The only source that could provide such information
was the documents of the National Exhibitions of Art. There
was no permanent collection of Thai modern art for anyone
to see and to appreciate.

Artists who created the work in Impressionistic styles were
Misiem Yipintsoi (1949, 1950, 1951), Sawasdi Tantisuk, Tawee
Nandakwang, Suchow Yimtrakul (1953), Pranee Tantisuk
(1954, 1955), Prayura Uluchadha (1955), Nopparat Levisith
(1956) and Taveesak Senanarong (1958). All of the works they
painted were pictures of landscapes. Those who executed their
work in portraiture were Chamras Kietkong and Fua Hariphi-
tak (1950), Banchop Palawongse (1953, 1954) and San
Sarakornborirak (1958). Still-life painting was represented by
Boontheong Ritkirt (1950). According to Bhirasri ‘‘the Impres-
sionistic and Realistic phases were the first stage which all
modern artists have passed through.’’

Another important figure who painted in the French
Impressionist manner was Jitr Buabusaya, who studied post-
graduate courses at the Tokyo School of Fine Arts. In the
1940’s Japanese artists were widely influenced by French
Impressionism. Jitr was also influenced directly by French
Impressionist paintings he saw in the galleries and museums
in Japan. During his stay, country landscapes and scenes of
various places in Japan were beautifuly painted. Jitr’s impres-
sionistic style can be seen in a few works that he brought back
with him from Japan. Some of these works are the paintings
depicting Ueno Park, Tokyo and Fuji Vines Arbor (cat. no.
I11-9). It is very unfortunate that many of his works were des-
troyed during the bombing of Tokyo. As far as the written
evidence shows, Jitr was probably the first Thai artist who
painted in the French Impressionist style. Most of his paint-
ings were done in the 1940s. Fua Hariphitak did not paint in
the Impressionist manner until the 1950s when he went to study
in Italy under a scholarship from the Italian government (1954-
1956) where he saw the original works of the Impressionist
masters.

Cubism in Thai modern art began in the 1950s when Fua
Hariphitak went to Italy and acquired the style during his stay
there. His famous paintings Blue-Green (fig. 3, p. 128) painted
in 1956 and Nude (cat. no. I11-7) painted in 1957 clearly reflect
the influence of Picasso’s early cubistic style (1907-1908).
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Sawasdi Tantisuk was also inspired by this art movement.
Some of the works he painted while studying in Italy such as
Rainy Day in Bracciano (1959, cat. no. III-15) for example
shows the details of architectural elements were reduced to
simple geometric planes.

During this innovative period (late 1940s to 1950s), cubism
had a strong impact on Thai modern artists. Some of them
did not go abroad but they were introduced to cubism when
they were students of Bhirasri at Silpakorn University. Tawee
Nandakwang’s Ayutthaya (cat. no. III-13) painted in 1948 waw
done in the style of Analytic Cubism. Chalood Nimsamer also
experimented with this form.

Sompot Upa-In was another of Bhirasri’s talented stu-
dent who greatly admired Picasso’s work. Analytical cubist
techniques were applied in his works. One of Sompot’s most
important paintings entitled The Politician (1958) was painted
in a style similar to Picasso’s work completed in the 1910s.

However, Cubism was still a predominant mode in the
early sixties. Artists like Anand Panin and Sawasdi Tantisuk
(fig. 4, p. 129) began to move away from such style. Cubistic
forms in their works were dissolved into abstract imageries.
According to Anand, ‘“The aim of abstract art was to express
the inner mystery of the soul, while avoiding the external tan-
gibles as much as possible.”

The early sixties was the time when figurative painting
made way to non-representative and abstract expressionism,
and later on in the seventies to the hard-edge abstraction. Many
Thai abstract, painters such as Panom Suwannat, Prawat
Laochareon and Pote Sa-Ngawong were inspired by the work
of those of the New York School (1940-1970). All of them won
silver medals in the National Exhibition of Art in 1966.

Like Pratuang Emjaroen, another self taught artist Chang
Se Tang, experimented with abstract art. While most of his
abstract counterparts were following the abstract art of the
West, Chang’s abstraction derived from his own Chinese roots.
Chang was very much interested in nature, Chinese philosophy
and poetry. Consequently, his work was closely related to
Buddhism, Zen and Taoism. According to his son Thip Se
Tang, before his father started to paint, meditation was
extremely important. Chang would contemplate and concen-
trate his mind in front of his canvas. His energy would flow
only when his mind, hand and brush became one. Chang’s
abstract paintings not only reveal the depth of his inner feel-
ing but also create a universal language that can be seen through
both powerful and sensitive usage of lines, shapes and colours.
Chang isolated himself from the art scenes and social activi-
ties by devoting his time to creating works of art. His work
in the sixties was so forceful and dynamic that they could be
translated into the abstract expressionist’s language. The most
sensitive and delicate drawings were executed between 1966



and 1967. The manipulation of dots and lines floating in empty
space reflect his inspiration from ‘“Daogi,’’ a Chinese poet of
the Ming Dynasty.

Nevertheless, abstract art at the time was not well
accepted. In order to bridge the gap between the art and the
public, Prayura Uluchadha began to write an art review in 1959
by using different pen-names such as No Na Paknam and Rum
Charoensatha.

The new artistic era initially began in 1961 when private
galleries were opened. Artists such as Damrong Wong-Uparaj
organized group shows with his friends. Support and interest
in Thai contemporary art came from the Western community.
They came to the opening of exhibitions and bought some
work. Michael Smithies wrote an article ‘“The Bangkok art
scene in the early 1960s: A personal souvenir, Journal of the
Siam Society (July, 1978), describing the fact that foreigners
in Bangkok were far more interested in Thai art than the Thais
and the artist depended almost exclusively for his income from
exhibitions for foreigners. As a consequence, a market in
modern art started to gain momentum.

The opening of commercial art galleries increased. New
venues for exhibitions were available for artists work. Such
places as the Alliance Frangaise, the British Council, the United
Sates Information Service as well as the Goethe Institut, also
provided space available for art exhibitions. The first art gallery
in Bangkok, known as Bangkapi Gallery was opened in 1962.

Although abstract art was heavily influenced by the west
in the sixties, Thai life still remained an important subject for
printmakers such as Inson Wongsam, Manit Poo-Aree, Prapan
Srisuta, Pote Sa-Ngawong and Prayat Pongdam. Traditional
art, meanwhile was given new life by the work of four artists:
Angkarn Kalayanapongsa, Thawan Duchanee, Pratuang
Emjaroen and Pichai Nirand.

While paintings and print were remarkably progressing,
sculptures began to decline. It was only Khien Yimsiri, Cham-
reung Vichienket and Misiem Yipintsoi, who were actively
producing work. Bhirasri commented on the National Exhi-
bition of Art in 1961, that ‘‘sculptors are almost absent, the
reason being as they themselves put it, that they are too busy
with official work.”

Piriya Krairiksh once described in th book ‘‘Art Since
1932’ that “‘Although Thailand has been a member of the
International Association of Art since 1953, that body has done
little to promote Thai art internationally. It was again left to
the enterprises of the artists themselves to find their own
patrons. The boom years of the early sixties saw privately spon-
sored exhibitions taking place in Florida and Milwaukee,
U.S.A., in 1962, and at the Alpine Club Gallery, London, in
1963. Individual artists too began to hold their one-man shows
abroad, among the best known were Damrong Wong-Uparaj
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in Paris and Florence in 1963, Prapan Srisouta in Kuala
Lumpur in 1962 and Sydney in 1963, and Thawan Duchanee
in Kuala Lumpur in 1964.

As a result of the art boom more artists than ever before
had the opportunity to go abroad to further their study. At
the end of 1964 Prapan Srisouta had gone to Germany, Anan
Panin to France, Manit Poo-Aree to Italy and Thawan
Duchanee to the Netherlands. Others like Euayporn Kerd-
chouay, was soon to leave for England and Banchong Kosal-
wat and Pira Pathanapiradej for the United States. Theirs and
others departures brought to a close a short brilliant era in
contemporary Thai art.”

Revival of a Cultural, Traditional Art: in the 1940s-1970s
In the history of Thai modern art, the interest in the revival
of traditional art paralleled the development of a more Western
style of painting and sculpture.

During Bhirasri’s time, Western influence had a strong
impact on Thai art education. Although Western curriculum
(concepts, techniques and aesthetics) were introduced to Thai
students, he did not fail to encourage them to study and explore
the roots of Thai culture and traditional art.

In Thai society traditional Buddihist culture is deeply
rooted and for many artists, Buddhst culture is an important
source of inspiration to them in creating their art. The revival
of traditional art began in the late nineteen forties. Khien Yim-
siri (1922-1971) a student of Bhirasri was the first to revitalize
traditional art by combining it with modern art forms in
sculpture.

Khien Yimsiri understood and was impressed by the grace-
ful flow of lines found in Thai classical art, as can be found
in the Buddha images of the Sukhothai period or in those found
in Sukhothai folk art, murals, and traditional art.

The bronze sculpture Musical Rhythm (cat. no. III-11)
is the first sculpture that won Khien Yimsiri won a gold medal
for, at the first National Exhibition of Art in 1949. It features
a flutist playing his musical instrument in a graceful manner.
The beautiful flowing exterior lines of the whole form clearly
marks the influence of Sukhothai Buddha images. This move-
ment which began by Khien Yimsiri apparently increased in
popularity. Toward the end of the 1950s and the early 1960s.
Sculpture and paintings executed in this new traditional manner
can be seen in the work of Chit Rienpracha (fig. 5, p. 130).
Unlike Khien Yimsiri’s bronze sculpture, he used different
materials. His sculpture was carved in wood and depicted man
playing Thai musical instruments. Prasong Patamanuj the
painter was also among the first artists who created his work
in this new style.

In the 1950s this revival of the traditional style, was fol-
lowed by a new trend led by Damrong Wong-Uparaj with his



depictions of Thai country life (fig. 6, p. 131). His most well
known scences were of villages in the rural areas of Thailand.
It is interesting to see his use of traditional or folk objects as
well as typical architecture without the inclusion of figurative
elements to reflect Thai country life. Damrong’s individualis-
tic style is deeply rooted in his native land.

Apart from Damrong’s Thai life, Manit Poo-Aree also
focused on this theme in his prints and paintings, and Inson
Wongsam depicted the scenes of country life in northern
Thailand. Bhirasri wrote ‘‘In beholding these landscapes, we
feel our spirit restored and have the illusion that we live in
the very heart of Thailand and among Thai people.”” After
viewing the work by Manit, Inson and some other artists,
Bhirasri described that ‘it is edifying to notice that the best
of our artists remain ‘““Thai.”” They express themselves with
simplicity, reflecting their daily life with sincere ‘‘freshness.’’
Bhirasri did not want these artists to imitate the complexity
of Western modern art but merely by doing so he encouraged
them “‘to preserve this naivite of ideas and feeling.”’

In the 1960s, artists like Pichai Nirand, Thawan Duchanee,
Pratuang Emjaroen and Angkarn Kalayanapongsa turned to
Buddhist themes as the means of expression in their art while
some other artists (fig. 7, p. 131) were experimenting with the
non representational and abstract expressionist styles of the
West.

Pichai Nirand was powerful painter of Buddhist themes.
He mainly used delicate details and religous symbols to convey
a message of serenity through truth. The major themes in his
work dealt with life cycle, birth and death. The depiction of
Buddha’s presence can be seen through the forms of footprints,
lotus, flowers, trees of life and the wheel of doctrine.

Thawan Duchanee was profoundly inspired by Buddhism.
He is one of the revolutionary artists in the history of Budd-
hist art in the modern era. His fantastic human figures, strange
creatures and Buddha images are used to symbolize a message
of truth, defined in Buddhism as greed, lust, worry, hatred
and violence. Buddha images are used in a very ironic way that
creates misunderstanding of being sacriligious as well as being
decadent. Thawan’s work is extremely powerful and dynamic.
For Pratuang Emjareon, a highly successful self-taught artist,
‘‘Buddhism”’ is a medium to help human beings understand
nature and to lead them to the truths of life. Unlike other artists
already mentioned, he never used any traditional ornamenta-
tion but only the motifs that reflect traditional culture and
spirit. Pratuang stated in the catalogue of the third exhibition
of Dharma Group in 1976 that ‘“Art can serve society by truth-
fully reflecting the differents aspects of Thai life, such as a
religion, politics and living conditions.”” The statement clearly
shows that Pratuang himself is very concerned with social and
political issues.
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Actually Pratuang was the founder of the Dharma Group
that had its first exhibition in 1975. The aim of this Group
was to create a new art and new cultural values for people at
large. Exhibitions of large paintings with socialistic and political
themes were launched in 1974 on Ratchadamnern Avenue on
the anniversary of the fall of the military government in
October 14, 1973. Another exhibition was mounted around
the Pramane Ground in support of the students’ protest against
the United States. The group was openly active until the mili-
tary coup of October 1976.

However, in the seventies the changes of Thai modern art
clearly reflected shifts in social awareness and concern for the
political unrest which marked this turbulent decade. Some of
the artists who once produced art for art’s sake turned their
minds toward art for society, and towards of a resurgence of
more traditional styles in painting.

The Art of Installation: the New Movement in 1980s

Since the early 1980’s installation has been an important move-
ment in Thai contemporary art. Many artists particularly the
younger ones have moved toward this new direction because
of their desire to do more experimental work and to break away
from previous conventions.

It is worth noting that the development of installation art
in Thailand, not only incorporated influences from the out-
side world namely Europe, America and Japan but also some
Thai artists have developed installation directly from Thai cul-
ture, for example, traditional ceremonies and festivals.

Installation was first introduced to the Thai art scene by
Kamol Tassananchalee, a Thai artist who has resided in Los
Angeles for more than two decades. In 1980 he exhibited his
one-man show entitled ‘“Ten years of Art in the US.1970-1980"’
at the National Gallery, Bangkok. Kamol placed a large
number of colored tubes up side down into an expanse of sand
which covered the gallery floor. The installation was not well
received at the time because this kind of art form was very
new to Thai viewers. In 1985 Kamol Phaosavasdi who studied
in the United States for a few years made his first installation
entitled ‘‘Song for the Dead Art’’ exhibited at Silpa Bhirasri
Institute of Modern Art. Prawat Laucharoen, another Thai
artist living in New York, returned to Thailand and exhibited
his work ‘‘Japanese Reverse’’ the first print installation ever
exhibited in this country.

It is important to note that installation was introduced
by Thai artists who were mainly living or studying abroad and
later brought back this influence to their homeland. Neverthe-
less, installation was not critically recognized until 1989 when
Silpakorn University in cooperation with Hara Museum of
Contemporary Art, Tokyo from Japan, organized an instal-
lation exhibition entitled ‘‘Japan: The New Generation”” which



featured the works of two young artists, Suzuki Junko and
Miyajima Tatsuo. Through their art, ideas were expressed
which formed the values of their lives and traditional culture.
They magnificently chose modern high-tech media to express
their beliefs. The exhibition was a success and very well
attended.

In 1989 Silpakorn University and the Goethe Institut,
Bangkok organized an exhibition which was a documentary
installation, The ‘‘James Bay Project’” by Rainer Wittenborn
a well known artist from Munich, and in 1990 and 1991, Joan
Grounds and Noelene Lucas, artists from Sydney spent time
at Silpakorn University as Artists-in-Residence. During their
residencies, both artists created works and exhibited them at
the Silpakorn University Art Gallery. The works left a strong
impact on young Thai artists who were impressed by the usage
of simple local materials found in Bangkok as a means to
express their impression of Thai culture and their experiences
in Thailand.

Among the first generation of installation artists were
Jumpol Apisuk, Thammasak Booncherd, Amarit Choosuwan,
Montien Boonma and Kamol Phaosavasdi.

Since 1989, Montien Boonma, one of the most important
installation artists, has set a new artistic pace for Thai con-
temporary art. He is innitially the driving force behind
Thailand’s newly emerging contemporary art scene.

From his first conceptual installation exhibition “‘Story
from the Farm’’ (1989), Montien depicts in bold design and
simple materials, The charms and vitality of indegenous coun-
try life. Farm tools, straws, rice sacks, raw hide and a water
buffaloes’ horn are used. Another exhibition ‘“Thai-iahT”’
(1990) also reflects the transition from rural life to the modern
era of industrial development and the ‘“NIC-culture.’”’ In
Montien’s Venus of Bangkok (1991-93, cat. no. 11I-44), found
objects from the construction sites are used to portray an inno-
cent young girl from the countryside who has migrated to Bang-
kok seeking a job but ends up becoming a prostitute. According
to Montien, a bucket coated inside with bright pink colour is
used to symbolize a young girl. Nevertheless, Venus of Bang-
kok ironically reflects Montien’s social comments. His instal-
lations could well be the first step toward the indentity of Thai
contemporary art.

Montien has been inventive with materials which he fused
freely ranging from ready made objects, found objects, clay,
natural objects and high tech objects. Montien did not start
his spiritual works dealing with Buddhist philosophy until 1990.
Pagodas and Alm series were executed in 1991 and 1992 respec-
tively. Montien began to open up new ways for the veiwers
to experience his work when he participated the Adelaide Fes-
tival in 1994. He created the Room series which was an instal-
lation located in natural surroundings. Viewers had to sit, stand
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and lie down within the interior space and underneath the work.
What they could see inside the work were question marks and
exclamation marks on a piece of cloth hanging down from the
top of the work. They were automatically drawn to contem-
plation and became aware of the need for self realization.

Montien’s recent installation (fig. 8, p. 133) has gone
beyond sound and sight. He uses the pigments of primitive
or traditional medicine to paint on a construction of his objects.
Viewers are invited to smell the fragrance of primitive herbs.
This is meant to be another means to the state of a calm mind.
Montien’s installations appear to be international in style but
the underlying meaning derives from Buddhism and from
aspects of traditional culture.

It is worth mentioning that in 1992 an important histori-
cal event in Thai contemporary art took place in Chiang Mai.
A group of young Thai artists organized an exhibition held
at temples, cemetaries, private residences, public buildings,
streets, rivers, canals and open spaces all around Chiang Mai
city. Known as ‘‘Chiang Mai Social Installation’’ Group, they
also organized a second event in 1993.

These artists are interested in holding exhibitions in public
places rather than in art galleries. They carefully selected pre-
existing sites, locations which already possessed a sense of his-
tory and meaning. They wanted to transform the locations
selected into art objects and public art centers. By staging exhi-
bitions away from the galleries and into public art centers, the
city itself becomes a complex social installation.

The support of the government and private sectors

Thai contemporary art started to flourish when the National
Gallery was officially opened to the publics in 1977. It’s aims
is to collect and house visual arts as well as to provide space
for contemporary art exhibitions.

The task of reaching out to the public was not only the
responsibility of the art institutions but also of private galler-
ies. For example, Visual Dhamma Gallery, opened in 1981 to
promote Thai art dealing with Buddhist themes. The support
of the gallery was strong and thus stimulated and encouraged
the New Traditional art movement.

During this time the private sector, for example, the
Bangkok Bank, the Thai Farmer’s Bank and Siam Commer-
cial Bank also contributed their support by organizing exhi-
bitions and competitions. Diverse themes of exhibitions are
especially designed to honour His Majesty the King and Queen
as well as to honour other members of the Royal Family on
different important occasions. Culture and tradition are the
keys to creative stimulation. At present the National Exhibi-
tion of Art organized by Silpakorn University has been finan-
cially supported by Esso and the Standard Thailand Co., Ltd.
““The Exhibition of Contemporary Art by Young Artists’’



organized by Silpakorn University also involves private firms
and banks who donate money for special award winners.

Toshiba Thailand organizes art competition annually. The
top award winners not only receive prizes but also receive a
grant from the organizer to tour art galleries and museums
in Europe for a month. Giving a grant for the award winner
to tour around Europe is becoming very popular. Thai
Farmer’s Bank is doing the same thing. This incentive will give
the opportunity for professional artists and young artists to
be exposed to the arts of the outside world.

The Thai government has also played a crucial role in
preserving and promoting traditional art and culture through
art activities. A group of volunteer artists headed by Panya
Vijinthanasarn (fig. 9. p. 134) and Chalermchai Kositpipat
received support to paint murals for the temple ‘“Wat
Buddhapadipa’’ in Wimbledon, London. This project was
designed and carried out from 1983 to 1987. This special task
marked a culminating point for the New Traditional direction
in Thai contemporary art.

What makes the mural paintings in the temple so special
is that in each area the artists tried to introduce modern day
cultural and political themes. As a result they will function
as pictorial records of our time for future generations. The
artists also include ‘‘foreign elements’’ such as scenes of
England, The Big Ben Tower, international events and develop-
ments in technology. Their intention is to represent the time-
less universality of Buddhism.

International Influences and Exchange Networks
As Herbert Phillips describe in his book The Integrative Art
of Modern Thailand: ‘‘Foreign influences have entered
Thailand through at least four routes: through Thai artists who
were sent overseas for more advanced training; through the
continuing input from those Thai artists who remained over-
seas from the selective interests and pressures of foreign col-
lectors and from the participations of Thai artists in interna-
tional exhibitions and exchange networks. He also stated that
“‘the most overaching fact of Thai society over the past 150
years has been its active willing and accelerating participation
in an international culture. Whatever the domain-law, tech-
nology, politics, agriculture, religion, even cusine the Thai have
been involved in an exorable process of adapting themselves
to the practices and standards of the international world.”
In the past two decades, 1980s and 1990s, the number of
Thai contemporary artists who have been invited to take part
in international art exhibitions have increased. Artists like
Ithipol Tangchaloke, Montien Boonma, Kamol Paosavasdi,
Kamin Lertchaiprasert, Pinaree Sanpitak, Chatchai Puipia,
Vasan Sitthiket and Panya Vijinthanasarn have gained more
recognition in foreign countries such as Australia, Japan, the
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United States, Austria and around the ASEAN countries.

Those whose stays abroad are still active and creating
works of art. Include Kamol Tassananchalee who is living in
Los Angeles. He founded the Thai Art Council. The aims of
this council are to promote exhibitions of Thai contemporary
artists in the United States and also to provide the opportu-
nity for some of them to work and gain more artistic
experiences there. Kamol returns to Thailand every five years
to exhibit his work and to give lectures on his art and on the
contemporary art movement in the United State at Universi-
ties in Bangkok and in provincial towns.

The other two artists, Prawat Laochareon and Thana
Lauhakaikul who are living in New York and Texas repectively
have some influences on Thai artists. They spent less time in
Bangkok. Prawat specialized in printmaking and conceptual
art while Thana is extremely interested in performances and
installations. No less important than Kamol, Prawat and Thana
is Chavalit Sermprungsuk (fig. 10, p. 135) who has resided in
Amsterdam for more than twenty years and Somboon Huam-
thientong who is now living in Munich, Germany. All of the
artists mentioned return back to Thailand every now and again.
Each time, they will bring back with them some works, for
the exhibitions. Evidently Kamol and Somboon, are a great
source of pride to the art community. Although both of them
have been living outside of the country for a period of time,
they still address Thai issues or use Thai motif and materials
in their work.

In 1990s a number of Thai contemporary art works have
been purchased by foriegn private collectors, museums and
galleries. Recently, Australia National Gallery in Canberra
bought 2 prints by Kamin. The Art Gallery of New South
Wales, Sydney bought 2 prints by Vijit Apichatkriengkrai. The
Queensland Art Gallery acquired Montien Boonma’s Instal-
lation and some drawings by Pinaree Sanpitak. Fukuoka Art
Museum in Japan and the National Art Museum of Singapore
have a collection of Thai artists’ works.

From the 1980s onward, there have been two main streams
in Thai contemporary art. One is the universal or international
style, and the other is the revival of traditional art styles. Thai
contemporary artists have also reached a state of freedom in
expressing their thoughts and themes. Although external
influences play a significant role in the Thai art scene, many
of them are still closely tied to culture and tradition. The
development of Thai contemporary art undoubtedly parallels
the development of the country and obviously, present day
art reflects the preoccupation of the country’s wider society:
social conflicts, ecological concerns, political unrest and search-
ing for self expression.

Although we cannot deny the fact that these days, inter-
cultural development creates less cultural differences, many



Thai artists and people in the art academic circle begin to realize
that they should focus their attention more on contemporary
art in their neighbouring countries, particularly the Southeast
Asian region. It is a prime time to re-examine the history and
cultural identity and look into the similarities and diversities
as well as influences of art and to culture among Asian
countries.

The continuity of development of cultural exchange net-
works, will significantly and sufficiently enhance unity and
integrity in the arts and artists of all Asian countries.
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