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Foreword

O the auspicious occasion of His Majesty King Bhumiool Adulyadef's 501h anniversary of s

accession o the throne, al Thal fes:
tation of thei oyaty and deep gratitude towards HiM, As a gesture to distingush tis phenomenal
event, the Galden Jubi g "

e ntemporary he nation's

foremost artist, our beloved King.

iy ecognised, HM the King I al aspects of ar.
photographer Duing the past
naif-century of s reign, Thal theers

development. Should there ever be a spiay of ths phenomena in the o of an exibiton or
publcation, such an event wil senve as a hstorical evidence of the grandeur of the Rama IX arl.

“The committee i profoundl gratefl to His Majestythe King. for proiding 21 painings and 10
ocasion.

i conrution,the Comiee has gatfereg 1090 objcts of et fom artsts,instutons and

Eeotdelrs v o s g his eshokion s incosprated l ant prncioes
and at museum standards, ncuding aso_published works s such programs and reference.
books, 3 i
forther studies

Al ty tothe Rama X Art

the foundation in becoming Thalland’s cente of an and creation i the future. The move il thus
mpliment endow Tal

side wth material developmen.

“The Committee has received generous cooperations from a variety of concemed partes who are

well aware ‘nation. On benalf of 2y
thanks this project artistic
ibue 1 His sty ing Bhumibol te Great.

Long LUve His Malesty

Tarrin Nimmanahaeminda
Chairman of Golden Jubilee At Celebration Committee:

Chairman of Rama X Art Museum Foundation
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Possession to the Works of Art

Bangkok Bank Foundation /Banghok Uniersity /Bank of Thalland /Chulalongkom University /Chumbhot-Pantip Foundation /Faculty of
Pantig, Sculpture and Graphic Ars, Sipakom University /1BM Thailand Co.L1d. /Misien's Sculpture Garden /National Museum Siipa

Birasn Memorial /P, Real Estate Company Limited /Fits & Colts. v
Limiteg /M Investrment and Mmal

/The National At Gallery /The Rejabhat Instiute at Suandusit

Tragiional Arts Division, The Fine Ats Deg JUnion Asia

Akapol Sorasichart /Apichart Rammyarupa /Bhanapot Damagong /Boonchai Bencharonghul /Chakkiaphong Maripart| /MR, Chakrarot

Chirabongs . /Chirapha Lew /Chumpel
Donsakul /ihipol Thangenelok /Khanchai Boonpan /Kreinghai aruthavee /Lojana Paiawongse /Luxmi Thangehalok /Montr Watoharakiun
/N Darohatisha /Numthong Sae Tang /Petch Osathanugren /Pitakpol Wisuth-ampor /MR Powari Suctiva /Praphant Asava-Avee /
Remgchal Marakanond /Samsakd Xto /Soravut Hattaktosol /

‘Surapol Yen-ura /Surapon Bunyapamal /Thip Sae Tang /Thongeha Lamsam Vichai Thongvanit /Waldemar C. Sailer /Warawoot

st Al Museum Foundagion
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Golden Jubilee Art Celebration Committee

Adisory Board

Py Couco nd Sttesran
GenPrem Tistnonds

GenChatieai Cononnaian
Mednans Payarctun

Melhuan Lesigai

Ocknousy Veovn
MLBraotargse Kasemst
OrCiira Isargin Na Aitare
NrSanate Pemsongsant
NiTaessak Sosanaorg
Protghacss Suramela 0.
Assocrot s S0 Aoon

s oA U My

Organising Committee

MeTan Neomananoetinds
Wurying ol Suryasat
MR Chaty Mongal Sonaal
MeRengiha Maakanand
Melitrat Brusanasst
MeSiapan Dardaarands
MeBamol Kimat
MrSaghan St
ProL:Chetans Nogara
MR Chaarot Crivadongs
Mol Viraraa
Nekasak Choontaan

NePragrant sas-Aes
Nisanida T

Exhibton Advisory Board and

MeSamas Tantsk
NeRat Osathaugrr
AsstPrtib Supskagan

Asstroiol Trangehaok
Assrt Somgem Roeon
MrCtaychal Promothatred
AssacProf O Wicon Tugharoen
Assac ol Deginan Postyarca
WPyt Porgrpeegom
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The Golden Jubilee and Five Decades of Thai Visual Arts
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Chetana Nagavajara
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The artistc achievements of Thai Monarchs are g both at home and abroad. Professor Willam ) Gedney,

an expert on Thai Studies, once proposed the following hypothesis: “This traditional procedure for selecting a successar is of
‘some interest to iterature students because it suggests that it may be no accident that so many of the Chakri monarchs.
have had biillant and creative intellectual and literary talents. One summises that these qualities were probably among the
factors that guided the choices In the process by which kings were selected.” (William J. Gedney, “Patrons and Practitioners:
Chakii Monarchs and Literature, Crossroads. V.2 [1984], No.2 pp.11-12)

Some of Professor Gedney's conclusions might be debatable In the light of historical facts, but his observation regarding the
artistic talent of Chakri monarchs should be beyond doubt. We can extrapolate from Professor Gedney's verdict that their
artistic genius is not restricted only to literature, but encompasses other art forms such as visual and performing arts.
Furthermore, certain Tha Kings are adept in various art forms at the same time. In the case of H.M. King Bhumibl, It is
Known to Th as wel s citizers of the world that His Majesty has created outstanding works In music, iterature and visual
ars. In addition to bestowing his indness on his people in the capacity of patron of the arts, His Majesty aiso makes

mportant confitansp:he aiptigonupty o el frafatiss: Toe iy years hve

been an 1 g ich Tha sl s hav Gemonstcte o th workd et ry hve vy vl uncrsond e concep

of “gabalizaton”.

Certain works of art shown at the present Jubilee Exhibition and reproduced in the Commemorative Volumes could very well
be taken as the work of eading intemationa artists, if shown at an international exhibition without identiying their rigin. it
‘does not neccessarily follow that Thai artists have been absorbed into the international movement to such a degree that
theif works can no longer be distinguished from that movement, Modern Thai visual arts, inthe same way as modem Thal
‘music, have been inspired by the West, and It is generally recognised that the Westem movement has acquired such
currency in th intemational communit that they are regarded as “universal’ (sakon In Thai), The achievements of Thal
visual arists in the past fify years have been dependent on the abity to fully understand the “universal’ movement without
disregarding thei cultural roots, which is why Thai visual arts have never sufered fiom an “aftstic homelessness”. We have
‘not demolished the old in order to build the new, but we have been able to reconcile both. When compared with another art
such as music, it s evident that the goiden age of modem Thai music was the early years during which time Thal musicians
applied themselves assiduously 1o the study of Westem music. Ty drew inspiration fom the West that helped them and

created works which could prouy be considered as Thal, These were innovations worthy of serious consideration in terms



ofthei creativy, the iner force that nvigorated the artstc community and the pleasure they gave to a large public
audience. The fecent decine of modem Thai music has been dué to a savish iitation of the West and to commercial
exploitaton. 1 s most fortunate that Thai visual arts have been free fom such onslaughts of materalism and can conf-
dently continue in this “universal” direction without having to label themselves sakon. A number of works by Thai visual
atists have received intemational fecogniion, whereas works by their musical colleagues have failed to achieve the same
level. Can we assume from this that ours is a visual nation rather than an aural one, or are there other factors which have
lted Thai visual arts into the Intemational arena?

Traditionally Thai visual arts have been linked closely to religion, predominantly Buddhism. Although it has been claimed that
these artists were merely subservient to the dictates of their masters, this method of work in no way restricted their
creativity or individuality. Through fulfiling the task of tuming abstract Buddist teachings into concrete works comprehen-
sible to common people, they were compelled to reflect deeply on their work. It could be said that traditional Thai artists did
think and work as interpreters of the Buddhist dhamma, absorbed in the philosophical questions concerning the world and

the unvere, g e .u:nlafmimflu? me-y'v'e[el.i'ﬂw 10 pstfom a5 arists

il T TH Pl
augmenting the spiritual leadership of the Buddhist monks.

The contact with Wester culture has not forced Thai arists to suocumb to the ure of novety, but rather has brought about
a einforcement of their faith, The Latin motto “ars longa vita brevis * which their European master nferpreted for them as
“Art s long, but lfe is short" Instead of the interpretation given by Goethe that the world of knowledg s of such immensty
that ane whole e is not adequate to master it) has given the confidence to modern Thal arists that theif ole and function
are of great importance, since they have o create works that stive to comba the passage of ime. Ths Wester intellctual
legacy, which emphasizes the greatness of art and in certain cases places art on the same level as religion, has provided
significant inspiration to Thai visual artists. In the changing world these arists no longer work for the palace and the temple
but must prove their mettle as a voice of y, a fesponsibilty of no ificance than the
Interpretation of Buddhist teachings.

The elevation of artto the level of religion has induced some artsts to give expression to & new form of atistic arrogance,
as demonstrated by the following ines of poety writien by the dean of Thai poets, who is also a great painter



Never shall | desire. nirvana

But shall travel on in this cycle of bith and rebirth,
Translating the real value of those multtudinous stars
Into poetry dedicated to the universe.

Without such self-confidence and arrogance, our impecunious artists would have had diffculty surviing the material
destituton that besets most of them. n the fina analysis, this Westem idea, welldigested and well eflected upon, has
proved 1o be a potent remedy which has made their lives livable in a not altogether congenial environment.

1t can be seen that the sunival of Thai visual ars has itle to do with good fortune, but is dependent on a solid cultural
basis, together with  remarkable abilty to adapt to new ideas, a receptiveness to extemal nfluences impetus which was
aleady evident during the late Ayutthya period. There are other factors worthy of consideration which, by ther very nature,
ate inherent to the isual arts, Works in the visual arts are corcrete, endowed with a certain deglee of durabiity or

'

pemanence, iy Inragiions! Thai socieyy ari SAMEIks to sene the

monarchy of eligion, that is to sy, lhey Were creating wors or others, and not merely o satisfy themselves, Tnese works
were therefore destined to exist in the public domain. Thal painters were conscious that their murals depicting the ffe of
Buddha were a public property which would fast for & number of generations, and in this sense they were accountable to
the pubiic. If they produced a work of poor quality, this would cause self-deprecation.

The mode of operation of the visual arts contains within itself a mechanism for quality assurance not so familar to other

ans. Literature, for example, depended more on the oral tradition In traditional Thai society with its own sets of rules.

Traditonal human exp y way of improvisation, a unique exper did not aim for
permanence, (whereas written literature operated under different principles.) It s not our intention to claim for the visual
arts a superiority over literature, but to emphasize that the visual arts do not nommally operate with swiftness, which s the
hallmark of verbal improvisation, but are an art form that, predominantly, gives itsf time, both from the point of view of the:
creator and the receiver. Permanence is inherert In works of geat value which successive generations sirv 1o presene. I
summay, the idea of permanence, which includes physical permanence, serves as a feminder 1o the artst that he should
be thinking al the time of the quality of the work he is creating. With the advent of technology, permanence plays an ever-
Increasing ole, athough certan Kinds of visual arts defiberately confine or obiferate this idea of permanence, which vl be



discussed fater.

The changes which have occured in both in the creation and reception of the visual arts ar inked to advancements in
technology: the Tha artistc community is not agging behind i this change. The Golden Jubilee Exhibiton confims that Thai
artists are conversant with international movements, and are i a positon to be moving further and thinking independently.
One major trend is the acceptance of the importance of the matefial, which entalls the acceptance of the material word.
This 1s @ world which artists can master with the latest technology. as may be witnessed in contemporary sculpture. Some
artiss do not ust accept techinology as  tool, but are intent upon abstracting phlosophical principles from the word of
technology. They o not deny contemporary society, but their atitude is by no means a passive one, for they appea to be
detaching themseNves from their Immediate environment and placing themseives at a distance in order fo be able to eflet
deeply on it and find means of expression through various media and diverse materials, The difficuty for the publicis to
distinguish with cerainty as to which of these works is imbued with a tuly pilosophic sprit o which s phony and a mere:
imitation of the latest products of the WesL. What we canno deny is the experimental pature, the quest for new expression,
Nhch epresens augnneesingendn cotappgray A, On e gn b ey rojdes g pess onthe
other hand, technology pvuvokes 2 sirong reacion tha brings abouta etum o Simple materas Grawn from th tradtonl

or rural societies of Thaland.

The dissemination and reception of art has been greatly extended by the povier of technology. The techmiques of
reproduction (there is unfortunately no English equivalent to the German term Reproduzierbarkeit) have caused changes
within the artstic communty, with positive as well as negative resuits. Works of great value, to which a lrge majoiy of
people has no direct access, can be reproduced with starting likeness to the original. In a way, the world of art has become

more democratic. However, the pleasure derived from such secondary experience cannot, i the opif

n of some, be

compared to the primary experience of direct contact with the work of art. Many people have previously refused such

, but today very few this secondary experience as essentill inferior. A new con-

sciousness has established itself, a new aesthetic principle has set in, which has wide acceptance.

Inthis respect, industry has set up compl netiorks whose B onthe

oublic cannot easily be gauged. In the areas of performing arts and music, an almost nfinte number of feproductions can

be made from one single original which can then sweep over millions of listeners who have fallen a prey to the witchery of



adverisement in such a way that they can o longer exercise any critcal Judgment. The visual arts are probably less affected
by suh sligpery business. The Commemorative Volumes are ffing the nable function of gathering together works of great
value and providing access for many art lovers. They may have the effect o whettng the appette to such an extent that the
art lover will travel to visit the exhibition n order to be able to appreciate the works first hand. For others they may confir
the belie that it is not necessary to have contact with the original works and that it is ully adequate to experience "an
imaginative museun’, a concept proposed by the French writer André Malraux whose publcation Le Musée imaginaite s a
repository of great works collected worldwide and presented through photographs.

The aforementioned practce also has @ great implication or art education, Art historians today can easiy build up a sore of
knowledge through reproductions, and the teaching and leaming in this discipline proceed along the same way. Art historians.
ofyesteryear were forced o acque skilsIn drawing and undertake ong joumeys, sometimes to istance cimes, I order o
come into contact with the orignal art works. The reason why the study of ar history In Thaand today pays it attention to
contemporary art s probably due to an absence of primary experience through contact with original works. Moreover, some
oot st i 6 ke hiaestédelitcal oS 1 aestnli e ik o e worcs, hey

are more interested in istory than ar. That is a negalive impact coming from technology.

The artists themselves fullyrealize the mplications of such an impact, and are probably not cortent to see 3 large number
of people absenting themselves from museums, gallries and extibiton spaces, although copyight royaltes from reproduc-
tions do bring certain material benefts. A new directon in the visual arts has emerged, namely the creation of works of at
that delierately 6o not lend themselves to phatography or to other forms of reproduction. Certain works of sculpture can
only be understood or appreciated thiough real contact, since certain constittive elements cannot be seen in a photograph.
Afew contemporary Thai sculptors demand from us @ specific measuire of o-operation or may be allegiance. In order to

‘appreciate their works we are forced to prostrate ourselves o the floor as ifto pay respects to them.

Itis true that technology has proved itself a relable aly to those wishing to achieve permanence in art, but there are stil
certain atists who choose methods and materials that work against permanence, as if they wish to set a Imit to the
durabilty of their works, We may well interpret ths artistic direction in two ways. First, it is probable that artists would like to
enhance their work by lending a uniqueness to t:this work can be created only once, and cannot be re-created and will not
fast. This philosophy should make the publc realize that time is working against them and they should hasten to see the



work at the earliest opportunity. Second, this may  be in consonance with the Buddhist belief in the impermanence of all
hings; and in this way arti 1d benefit from this principle by their ~confidence and artistic
anmogance. Thus it would not be inappropriate for us to challenge those artists adept in the art of Instalation, itself a
*Westen nspiaton, to adopt this Buddrist idea n rder 10 break new ground. I ve were o think piosapically a e

. We could conclude that impermanence has a significant positve value. Is It not the durabilty of construction
materiais and techniques, supported by moden technology, that has contibuted to the architectural aberrations that have
ecome rampan in our cies 7

I any case, we must adnit that contemporary Thai visua arts il remain inaccessible o the wider public. We cannot very
el ascribe this defect to thei “intemational” character. The difculty of contemporary Thai art s a problem of

- communication; contemporary art operates with indeterminacy of meaning or even incomplete meaning. Visual artists

* demand of their publicthat they should stop and thin, interpret or complte the meaning. However, this does not mean that
* raditional Thai visual ats did not require of their public to engage in an interpretative act. On the contrary, symbols and

st ) i e ks oG Gt A TS0 chaca vy iy o

* known n the contemporary work. There existed a common set of conventions, a common body of knowledge, and

 consequently poblems of nterpretation did not arise. Contemparry society opens its door o muli-faceted experences; our
of knowedge derived fiom within and from abroad has become more complex and diverse. At the same tie,
* Indiidualtty has also become an accepted value in the artists and also in thelr audience. We cannot say that modem art s

* more diffcul of more profound than traditional art, but communicative conventions are different, n the same way that
sl and nteliectual contexts are different, The majoriy of Thal peaple have not et had a chance to understand fully the

*context and the basic principles of moden esthetics. People are not in a position as yet 1o adapt or educate themselves
- and will require assistance from art education and art criticism.

A puzzing phenomenon is that the difficuty of the works and the poverty of many Thal artists have ot resulted n an
Impoverishment of the work of art. On the contrary, Thai visua arts have registered great achievements n tems of technical
proviess, profound ntellectual and spirtual content, variety of form and innovation. In summary, the visual arts are the pride
of the nation within the intemational community. But this success has been achieved ith neither the participation o the
support of the majority of the Thal people, a situation which has led certan art lovers to pass the verdict that modem Thai
Visual ats are eltist. Ironically, it Is this very elitism which has, in @ certain way, preserved this spiritual purty of Thai visual



arts. That is to say, Tha visual arts have in no way slavishiy followed the dictates of money, unllke other art forms which
have prostituted themselves in the market without any measure of qualty control. One redeeming feature which may serve
as a comfort to visual artists is that they are an important intellectual and spiritual force in contemporary Thai society, and
although not rewarded in material terms, they remain highly respected by a minority of peaple who are grateful that they

have lent some spiitual value to this saciety othervise steeped in materialism.

What has been said up to now is not to overlook the latest phenomenon that could brighten up the image of the
impecunious arist. Actual, there is a small group of atsts who have been able o acieve a certain degee of material
welh, but the economics of the visual arts stil emains a discpline with no reiabl fules and teores. It s true that

‘govemmental and private agencies have become more active n the support of the arts through the provision of scholar-

ships, pensions. which are no longer poo The number of pr has
Increased over the years. Nevertheless, we cannot be sure that these agencies and individuals truly understand and

appreciate art. Certain artists have exploited their own thetoric and. persumea unsophwsucawd collectors to purchase works
W digi arists, who

!
of at ot e EIFILR

are as yet immature and inexperienced, an easy vumﬂumly o produce works  fa carte to sal\sfy the uniniiated, There are
also artists who o not care about ther respectabilty In society, and the resultof this acquiescence in commercialism is
those innumerable small at galeries housed n rest-rooms of grand hotels, big commercial centes and sumptuous private
mansions. In terms of management, certain govemmental agencies are not seriousiy committed to SuppOrtng the arts, and
museums of moder art as well as art gallris are not in 2 positon to fulf their assigned responsibity. Some private
‘agencies and foundations cannot resist the temptation of real estate business, and a museum of modem art, which used to
be the meeting place for artists and art lovers, has been put o a temporary death, which is liely to become permanent in
the near future. We have cited these unwholesome examples in order to make this image of Thai contemporary art scene &
truthful one. It is impossible o sy, with any measure of confidence, that the contemporary patronage system is ar in
advance of that provided by the temple and the palace of oiden days.

These weaknesses should be of limited concern to a society in which art citcism acts as an effective mediator between the
artist and his public. These defects are peculiar 1o the Thal visual arts community, Wen compared with another art form
such as literature, we shall have to admit that literary crticism in Thailand is much (Ivelier than art citcism, despite the fact

that reading culture is on the wane In a society in which technology-oriented medi are exercising an ncreasing influence



which Is hard to combat. Art criticism was more dynamic some 20 to 30 years ago, at that time practising artists being

longside their creative work. i lated to the visual arts do not seem to be moving.
n dlrmmn favourable to the study of contemporary art, although academics in the field have higher credentials than
eviously. The conclusion has been drawn that Thal people do not ke critcism of do not want to be critcized, or worse

il that vie are bereft of a critical culture altogether- although the question must be raised as to why iitical actiities on

fronts are ively and cynamic. Can we justy accuse the mass media of not ging a foru to critiism? The media has.
this accusation by stating that the stage has long been prepared for the critcs to make their entry, but that it remains
empty because criics never present themselyes.

 shall therefore have to look for an explanation elsewhere and I feel we must concentrate our attention on the question of
‘education, in the broadest sense of the word. The oldest art academies, one near Memorial Bridge, the other opposite the

Grand Palace. have been fulfiing their function of training artsts. Puplls of the Japanese-trained Thal master, as well as

 of the European master who greatly admired Thai art, speak of their respective masters with great admiration, In the
of e o o, v s o s oo s dhers ot v

and wield an immense Influence on  farge young public also at the school level. As for the latter, t has, fom the.

o s estabiishment, been imbued with a global spit, adept in Thas and foreign ar, eve ready 0 accord due regard to
History as vellas aesthetis and deeply nterested In other ats. In summary, it can be said that education for atists is

bt broad and deep. The graduates of these academies cany forvard the work of their masters, with the courage to think

futhier and think farther than their masters. A number of them are far-sighted enough to think not only of their own creative
Mmm conscious of an educational mission for the young, They expend great efforts, [ncluding the opening of their
“oun pockets, aining young pupils the fesult being that the work of Thal children has gained international recognition. |
“believe tha, on the whole, education for artists in Thailand s of a satisfactory level, as amply demonstrated by the qualiy of

work shown at ths Golden Jubilee Exhibition.

What we lack is education for the public. Contemporary Thai aft was bom within the circle of connoisseurs and the initated.
tis herefore imperative that a link be forged with the greater public. During the late 1960s and early 1970s the
‘Department of Fine As was very actve in providing rt education for the general public in the felds of Iterature, perfoming
‘s, music and visual arts. Introductory programmes became very popular, and the resulting small booklets which emerged
fiom these programmes were works of high qualty. These activities lost their strength in the ensuing years, along with the



wegkening of all govermental undertakings. The private sector has not given attention to such educational activies, which
by their very nature, do not yield a conorete fesult I the short term. The final limiting factor i that the arists themselves
have: been requited to explain their own works to the public, since no help has been forthcoming from criics and academ-
Ics. We shall simply have to admit that te kind of education that can serve s a basis for the training of criics and scholars

of the arts requires more serious attention than hitherto.

hs y based on photography and have obstructed the real pleasure

‘which could have only been derived from immersing oneself in the artistic environment, from establishing real human
contacts, with academics entering into a meaningful dialogue with artists and crossing from an academic department to a
studio on the same campus. A complete art education must encompass three groups of people, namely the artists, the
public and the critics/scholars. Our artistic community seems to emphasize only the first group. This imbalance shall have to
‘be redressed, the sooner the better. Historically Thai society was not affected by this problem, owing to the proximity of the
creative artists and their public who on the whole were members of the same community. Traditional society had no need of
xnotions o dnferetons for it ook g wee st el pogaas e bt fam v very
first sketches. Some members of the community may have taken part in the construction of the edifice or other retated
components. Modern society is devoid of such unity and is in desperate need of an education which will serve as an
instrument of social cohesion. The Golden Jubilee Art Exhibition should lend strength to the effort to create art education for

the general public.

The viewing of five decades of Thai visual arts provides ample proof that Tha artists have been liveral and receptive to
various influences from outside, while maintaining their abiiy to think for themselves and to innovate. The retum to Thal
traditional art, which has produced a creative direction and a new discipline known as “Thal Art", has nothing o do with
facile nationalism or shallow conservatism, but i a return to our own cultural roots n an effort to understand ourselves
more profoundly. This new trend has also shown that to look back is & means for looking ahead. Contemporary Thal artists
interpret Buddhism from the standpoint of the present and at times focus on the conflict between the chaos and decadence
of modern society and the ideal of Buddhism, which s timeless. The expression they choose is marked by a concreteness
which is, at times, so radical as to be mistaken for ragrant disrespect or sacrilege. This new direction has attracted the
special attention of foreigners and has moved further into the intemational stream.



Inthis way, the Tha art which has arisen in conjunction with the building of Tnal Buddhist temples in foreign lands. aithough

regarded by experts, may be performing a useful function in disseminating Buddhist dhamma to both Thai and
@ manner comparable to traditional Tha society. The study of Buddhism in foreign countsies, including the
of Buddhist meditation, has expanded a great deal, and among foreigners interested in Buddrism there are some

e gone further than ple appreciation of mural paintings. A fied Buddhism so profoundly as {0 be.
0 derive spiritual inspiration from contact with this Easten faith: an epic poem on the Life of the Lord Buddha is
nly being written by a Westem poet. This witing posseses spitual profundity and rtistic beauty of the Kind that would
the work a worthy companion to our nineteenth-century masterpiece on the same theme known in Thai as
omsomphathikhatha. The visual ats of Thailand have contributed to creating a broad interest that may pane the way
ificant cultral and spirtual exchanges among nations.

 question was asked as to what the future of Thai visual art will be, we art lovers would probably to answer that we do
\an! ‘we know for certain what it should look like. First and foremost, we must never allow ourselves to succumd
: v 8t o e i nstostes

ed Inresponse o the cravings of the noweaux riches, these things are signs of danger that should challenge the

stic community to unite forces in order to generate cultural immunity. Technology has an immense potential, but f
o1t use it visely, new breeds of artists will not know how to draw, how to mix thir paint, and the computer will

 our absolute master. We must make visual arts an integral component of & new environment which emphasizes the

side of our contemporaty lfe, certainly not a mere adomment, but a creativ force and @ vice of conscience that
afim basis for our fath n the unity of the true, the good and the beauifl.

ists and amateurs of the arts have voluntarily co-operated in organizing this Golden Jubilee Art Extibition bears

fony 10 their conviction that there is no greater git one can make to one's own campariots than handing to them

[ treasures bom ot of their native soll. What greater homage could be proffered to our great artst king than this act
these artistic treasures with his beloved subjects 7
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His Majesty King Brumibol Aduyadej ascended the throne as King Rem I of Chli Dynasty i 1946, & tme considered
1o be a significant transitional period In Thai history. Although Thailand was about to fetum to ts peaceful state after the end
of World War I, it stil suffered from international pressures resulted from its aliance with Japan during the Wer. Thus, the
country's economy which had plunged during the past two decades. femained unstable. Most imporantly, the sudden
change of the Monarch following the assassination of His Majesty King Ananda Mahidol, left the Thai people in a state of
contusion and despair. A milltary group took the situation as an excuse for a coup d'etat. The accession to the throne of this
young Monarch, inevitably brought a ray of hope for a better future amidst the obscured situations prevaiing t the tme.

In aspects of visual arts and creativiy, the change of the Monarch truly marks the beginring of a new era, Significant events
and changes began to mount since the early years of this Monarch. The history of modem Tha art seems to have started

with the contrbutin e of the League of Artists (established in 1944) whose determination was to free themselves from
the economic power of the capitalists and conventional mode of expression. Their movement had made moder Tha artists

become more recogrisable and t consequently became widely accepted that the artist was an inseparable part of the

moden Tha iRl il |2, Jrd I im F nhldl

During that time, the numbers of at graduates increased rapidly due to the growth of art insttutions. At Poh Chang School
of A, Jitr Buabusaya, a gifted painter who graduated from Japan, started o revise the fine arls curiculu 10 sult the
changing soclety. Final, he stopped his creative work though It was actually i its advance state, in order to dedicate al of
his effors to the establishment of the School's moder art program. Poh Chang School of Art has continuously produced
many qualty ar graduates p o the present. These graduates have pursLied thei fne art practce and entered nto various
an elated careers, whether working in the area of fne or appled arts, these people have constantly contrbute to the

growing appreciation of art among the public and socety.

ipa Bhirasr was another important igae in the course of Thal art history. His teachings and untiing efforts to develop the
art of modern Thailand has provided & fim ground for the evolution of art. His three major roles have immensely contributed
to the advance and diversity of Thai ant, which had never happened before. In the role of a govemment-commissioned artist,
Bhiasri proved to Prime Minister Gen, Marshal P. Pibunsonghhram through his sculpture monuments, how art couid be:
efectively used for national propaganda and eventually received approvalfrom him 10 elevate the status of & smallart

school to be the 4th university of the country, L. Silpakom University. Bhirasri therefore undertook another Important role



s an ot teacher. Hundreds of Siipakom graduates during s time, have formed the concrete start of contemporary at in
‘Thailand. The university has produced graduates of quality equal to intemational standard. Although the structure of leaming
and prectising may have been borowed fom tha of the West, th studyof sty and phlosophy of indigenous Thal at
remeined core courses. Seeing numerous good works coming out from his students, Bhirasi sighty shifted fis role to
moden art to the publi g the end of his Ife. He started organising national art

competitons so it became  venue for the meeting and exchange of ideas among artists and art lovers. Simultaneousiy, he
urote constantly in several paper and magazines, pointing to the different and profound aspects of this new art, which had
“fever appeared in Thailand before. His final role should end with the establishment of national museu of modern art by @
govemment for the preservation of this national treasure had he not passed away thirteen years after the 1t National
Bhbltion of At (¢.1949)

The importance of the National EXfbiton of Art to the dexelopment of moder Thai art could be seen in three aspects; s
qualty, quaniity and consistency. Apparently, works silver medals became wi and accepted
by e genral B h e et of ey cklegofied and el s v e prng
categary alone was divided nto several segments, such s Painting in Siamese Style (4th event), Paintng in Thai Style and
“Palnting in Moder Style (61h event) as well as Art in Thal Traditional Style (in both painting and sculpture category. in the.
101 event), 2 to be opened to most applicants. It was certainy a very successful strategy. Since it first event, this
‘annual art competiton has attracted works by over 2,000 participating artists. Athough not every one of these particpants
“could be properly called an arist n s broadest sense, the number of enties clearly indicates the Immensity and

sigificance ofthe event. It could be said tha there are only a few major artsts ofthis regn who never entered this
prestigious art event.

Upto the present, 42 events have been held. No other compel a long period, until

‘such as the Banghok Bank started in 1974 to organise art competitions. It is undeniable that the event is the greatest
centre of art produced in ths reign, and the writings on the history of moder Thal art in the past fiftyyears can not be
‘completed without the study on the contribution of the event.

After Bhirasti the immensity and this event began to lose it solid ground. Groups of avant-
‘garde arists had then found their new venues and admirers, The step to power of Gen Marshal Sarit Thanarat from 197 to



1959, marked the age of totalitarian dictatorship. Even though he passed away just a few years later (¢.1963) his rules
and order grew even stronger. His coup d'etat act id ot only have an Impact on the country’s politcs, it also changed
Thailand from an agricultural to an industrial and monetary econorics based society. The dissolution of the Culture Ministy
and estadlishment of the Development Ministry may be Just a small issue in tems of politics but in social views, the

incident marks the second change in Thai history after the 1932 revolution

To lead the country into a modem state, the miltary government did ot merely import progress (in the form of road and
dam construction, establishment of universities, and Le.) and foreign specialists in various fields, a large number of young.
people ncluding artists were also sent to study i the Wes_. Their sources of knowledge and advance technology viere not
confined to the stutly in Europe, it extended to Nothern America which subsequently became the “new education centre” for
Thais. No one has ever expected such great changes to be made by these artists to the Tha art society after ther eturn,

Under the leadership of the military government, Thailand changed from an agricultural to an industrial based society. Cities
grew upon the collapsé 0fbral development and Velues, Tolliing By wais bt igriion no big iles. Ecarnic power,
norm of art and culture undertakings as well as standard of livings were homogeneously centralised by the Government. In
such crcumstances, art venues were imited to Bangkok,the capitalcity. The more information exchanged among the Thal
and intemational artists, the more the gap and Isolation of the artists from their society. The advance and alienation of
modern artists, who had undertook cubist practice which obviously went far beyond the understandings of general public in
the previous decade, were extended further when these artists tumed to abstraction.

This gap between the artists and their socety was severely addressed after Professor Sipa Bhirasri's death. In 1964, the
decision of the 15th National Exhiition of Art's Juy on the first placed painting which appeared to be a revival piece of Thai
raditonal style, was harshiy questioned by a group of young artists. These arists eventually announced to tum their back
on ths prestigious art event, Obviously, the fesult came from a group of jury without the presence of late Professor Silpa
Bhirasr whose judgment was always respected. Nonetheless, the inident has led these young artsts to ind altemative
exhibition spots. Meantime, the influx of ‘aids’ from Wester counties, especially the United States. had brought wit it new

ideas, consumers and art management which remarkably created new venues for those young artists to break in.

These new art consumers searched for changes and newness. Their economic power ranged from the middie to top end.



o o dta, seeking focts and eager for debte. Most of al, they were fom the prvate sector. These people’s

#10 the outburst of differences precedingly suppressed Under layers of compromise and homogenisation. Artists

e between the old and the new, Thal and Intemational as well as modem and traditional. This period also
the beginning of art criticism, Newspapers and art magazines started to publish art reviews. Art discourses began
anong inellectual. The number of art dealers rapdly ncreased. Prvate enterprises gradually replaced the

i o the patronization of the visual arts. How did atists adjust themselves to cope with all these changes?

iad to find new venues rather than wait for the annual tum of the National Art Competition as usual. Private
rovided great opportunities for active artists. Advance education was another option. It had come to the state that

amnon offered locally could no longer meet the demand of these young artists. By having their own exhibitions,

themselves to intemational audience, Their problems in moder Thai
grants for artists 1o study abroad Including US.A., England, France and Netheriands, apart from lily which had
0 be the only destination of Silpa Bhirasri's pvpus The\r last nmm was. mﬂucmg works that caught the markets'

e ey snunilon % cviush o o o foups: bty
o Thal traditional sentimentaity and beauty of value contemporary to the West. It is apparent that the seeds of the
umpion was implanted since the 15t National EXHibition of Art in ¢.1949, and grew stiongly among second

ton arists. However, Iesistibi 1o the Western art trend, these artsts turned their back against traitional sources
a0 to work n fne with the West on abstraction around 1963, This had set a path for the following generations to
eif own Vocabulary, 1t is Interesting to ind that the ntensity of questioning oneself, cultural values, morals and

‘among intellectuals and academics at the time, never really penetrated Into
asterpieces of abstract art during its highest ten years.

elf-guestioning and self-investigating gradualy became & powerful politcal force. The Thanom -Prapas Dictatorship
om the time of former Prime Minister Gen. St started to be shaken that t had to revolutionise itself in 1971.
for democracy by small group of ntellectual, university students and people began to mount until it became a
al upheavals. Athough all those people had sacrificed their ives to overthrow the military government during the

4 14 October 1973, Thai society was stil in chaos unti ten years later when the communist party of Thailand was
ly cracked down. Amidst these states, through their art works a group of arists fose up to take part n this political
that they had isolated themselves for so long,



There were high demands for the use of art in many political activites after the October event. Simultaneously, the quest for
soldarity and rightness in Thai society became core materials for left-wing artists to create new orks. The circumstance
gave bith t0 3 significant art movement earlier known as “Artfor Life", As these works were usuall straigitforward, raw,
foughly rendered and often stressed repetitive subjects which appeared to have been done in a short period of time, it
‘apparenty faded away rapidly. However, its bold and forceful presentation would never been dismissed. Though, it fals to
develop inits full process, its fighting spiit remains in many works of later generation artists.

The it Fronts of Thlland established n 1974 vas the most concretefom o “rt For Life” movement. s most
significant and controversial united pieces are a large series of huge billboards installed in the middle long the whole
Rachdamnem Road. Those who had experienced such a street-tuming ant hall which ran over thousand square meters,
‘could hardly deny its powerful arousement on people’s political consciousness. However, the massacre of students and
‘people at Thammasat University by the goverment at the dawn of October 6, 1978 did not only push the Artist Fronts back
10/t sta, but o seized s entie reative fore and t artistic evoluton process. Nonetheles, the “At for Life”
movement had ool afcgbaput #ab b rebVA S bie. b WkctiFd RAELERA doled dorhE he ighest dovs

of abstact at. No one could wel reay the message of poltcal suppression and effectvel arouse a urited force by using

non-figurative art. Thus, it is not surprisingly o find that artists who joined the force were mainly from institutions like Poh
Chang School of Art instead of Silpakorn University where abstract art was the mainstream practice.

The aggressive “At for Life" movement came to its end as  pight of power sezure in the name of revolution. I ideology,
howener, sustained in a softe degree, The spit of fihting for rghtness and equalniess for the benefit of the society was
transformed nto other social movements. This is evident n the incongruous dispute that arose within Sipakom Universty's
Faculty of ainting between the dean and his colleagues over differnt art approaches and attitudes, which resulted in @
transfer of those members to other faclties and the resignation of the dean. Futhermore, there were disputes over the
decision of the 26th National Exibiton of At held in 1980 and a foundation of Association of Thal Sculptors in 1981, an
‘apparent separation from the National Exhibition of Art, of which sculptors from this group had long been participated. These
were the challenging moves against the established. From this point, the Thai art world would never be the same,

Amidst the aforementioned situations, abstract artists who had disassociated themselves fom the democracy movement
during the time, had successfully produced remarkable abstract works far advance from their beginning paint. The emotional



in ty works was into the realm of wisdom, attaining the purity of forms, which
were 101be ater developed n another art discipine known as printmaking, The technique which was introduced to Thailand
sice the time of Professor Bhirasn. There were orly simple techniques mosty using wooden pinting plates. The works
produced at the time prints, from drawings and simply the Thal identity.
However, since a department of graphic arts was set up In Silpakom University's Faculty of Painting, print making seemed to
“gain much popularity among practsing artiss and art lovers. In s early stage, artists working in this media tended to
produce abstract works. However, as there were some identical aspect of the technique to photography, some groups of
Artists were unintentionally led to retum to figuration. Some pure abstract prints even represented lllusive reality.

Aiound 1973, established art nstitutions and events started to lose their authority, whil alterative venues ncreased.
Silpakom University's Faculty of Painting and the National Exhibition of Art were no longer artists’ destination, A series of art
acivties and eshiitions were held regularly at Poh Chang School of Ar, Faculty of Education's Department of At Education
o Chillonghom University and Srinakharinwirot University. Art education in Thaland became more diverse as each
stulon ndepéndert Gevlopdd thei bin ystem and ardctbnstis el aros diferen art apirbaes and
discplines. Besides, new exhiition venues mushroomed more than ever. They ranged from spaces in hotel Iobbies,
Shopping centres, prvete and commerciel galeres and even universites which offered no art courses. I this perod.
*slesses seemed {0 be measured by sales fevenue rather than positive reviews and awards. Aists had to have business
*sklls apar from being aristicaly creativ. In iews of major collectors, Thai businessmen had replaced foreigners, mostly

* Amercan's soldies, as major at consumers. They seemed to have clearer direction in collecting.

A new era of well-organized art system was sgnified by the opening of Bhirasri Insttute of Modem Art (¢.1974), the
*National At Gallery (c.1977) and Silpakom University's At Gallery (c.1979). Simuktaneously, Thai Investment and

 Securties Company Limited (TISCO) started their art collection In 197 1. The Bangkok Bank, to no less extent, began
organsing 3 major art competition known as Bua Luang Painting Competiton In 1971, following by

Competition annualy held by Thai Farmers Bank since 1979. Art began to atiract more attentions from the press. New
* magazines and joumals on art and culture ere released; Chaturas (around 1976), Patee (¢.1977) and Muang Boran
* Journal (which began to publish article on modern art regularly since 1977) and Art World Journal (1984). Even business.
‘papers like Prachachat Thurakit also had a feport on art. It seemed that there were more exhibition spaces than the number
of atists. However, shorty ater that there viere high demands for exhibiton spaces than there was 1o offer. The National



Gallery of Art was booked 12 months in advance. It was unfortunate that the Bhirasri Insttute of Moder At a hope of most
artsts, ended its years of glory in 1988. Over a decade, this insttute had set major standards for the local art circle. It
gave entry opportunities for new artists without prejudice. The Institute’s fiends and viewers could expect 1o see best works
from the arist exibited. There were often g0od curated shows of local and intemationally individuzl and group works. Such
closing down was Inevitably a great loss for the progress of Tha art.

The age of consumerism began as the counry was going through econonic recession. Yet, th siuation was temporay. Te
Govemment under the leadership of Prime Minister Gen. Prem Tinsulanonda gradually brought the country back to stabilty,
both i the poftcs and economics areas. Though all mor problems might ot have been toally Soled, th county was
teady o jump o the tate of anewiy industalised county inthe hands f the folowing Goverment. Theyear 1962 vas
consideed the most imporiance year o this period. It was the anniversary year of the Ratanakosin Bicentenrial. A great deal
of art and cultural activities were held to mark and celebrate such auspicious occasion. This coincided with the artists”
revival of Thai traditional art, There were works drawn directly from the pattems and styles of Thai mural paintings and
radionalscutes il a tosdtiéthnded! o retad 1 locd! 53k whe s e ernaioa ioms and
ocabilary. Works which eflecs Tha dentity, mosty by means of using ndigenous foms and pattems seems to appea 10
a larger group of audience. For most collectors, it seemed wise to put their money with those kind of works. It was the first
time that artsts could prove to their colletors tha their works had both aesthetical and image making values.

The age of double igit economic growth ate abrupty ended with the overthrow of the Chatchai Goverment by & miitary
vegime. The country went back to ts gloomy days again, The riss ended with bloodshed crackdown of innocent people who
unted to fight against the inustioe mitary Govermment in May 1992. Many artists had joned the force. The people’s
victory arrived as a compensation of the country’s defeat. It might be too early to evaluate the loss from the event. However,
Some artists have aleady made their comments, Several exhibitions after the bloodbath of the May event reflect some.
artists’s pessimistic views towards our political development. Perhaps through their negative perception, answers would be
found. At does not necessariy feach its glorous state solely when society i in greatness. It must etain the human soul

and spirit, no matter what the situation is.

Rama X, eld a1 Queea Sirki Natonal Comventon Centre on Fetruary 23, 1996,
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