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INSON WONGSAM

MIDDLE PERIOD : LOST FOUND NEW YORK 1968 - 1974
AT THE NATIONAL GALLERY - CHAO FA ROAD
3 -30 APRIL 1999
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Half way under the sea
| 25x 120 x 120 cm.
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BACK TO HIS ROOTS

WOODEN KNOCK DOWN SCULPTURE
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Rocking Sculpture
12 x 66 x 33cm
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Wongsam ﬁ

Inson

Restless by
nature and
always seeking
new ideas for
his work,
Inson Wongsam
says that his life
is his art.

Inson Wongsam, who was
born in the small town of Pasang in
Lumphun province in the north of
Thailand in 1934, is something of a
legend among Thai artists. After
completing a five year course in
painting and sculpture at Silpakorn
University and winning several
prizes in various exhibitions, he
was awarded a scholarship which
enabled him to travel o every part
of Thailand. Restless by nature and
always seeking new ideas for his
work, he was admirably suited for
this scholarship. He spent a year
exploring Thailand during which
time he produced paintings and
woodcuts of great charm and origi-
nality. He held a successful one
man show in 1961, but his travels
were only a forerunner of a far more
ambitious scheme.

1997
LJSJ‘GHIHQ
38 x 20 x 85 i

Inson planned to travel
round the world with a fellow artist.
At the age of twenty-eight, he held
an auction of his work to raise money
for the trip. The Berli Jucker Com-
pany provided him with a Lambret-
ta : Esso Company alsc contributed
funds. Equipped with some finished
warks of art to sell on his journey, he
left Thailand for India in May 1962.
On reaching Calcutta, his friend was
obliged to return home. Inson con-
tinued his journey alone, as always,
working and holding one-man
shows in New Delhi, Lahore and
Karachi. He traveled to Pakistan,
Iran, Turkey and Greece , holding
shows in every capital. In 1963,
he arrived in Rome. After working
in Vienna and Zurich, he continued
to Paris where he arrived with only
ten francs in his pocket. He worked
in Paris for three years during
which he completed a year of study
at the Ecole Superieure des Arts
Decoratifs and held a one-man show.
The money he earned enabled him
to go to the United States.

In 1966 he flew to New
York, arriving with one dollar in his
pocket. An American artist met
him at the airport, and Inson shared
his studio until he found a place of
his own. A year later, he held his

first one-man show in Connecticut,
moved to Greenwich Village and
married a New York artist. Together
they set up a studio and boutique
where Inson turned to designing
unusual and beautiful.

Coming from a country
where survival so often depends
upon thrift, Inson was both fasci-
nated and repelled by the wasteful-
ness of a consumer society. His
boundless curiosity led him into
collecting discarded furniture,
machinery, old radio and television
sets and all kinds of junk which
possessed interesting forms.

His house was filled with
these items, and at one point he
debated whether to open a second-
hand shop. His fertile imagination
led him to assemble the odd
assortment of objects into a collec-
tion of highly decorative works of
art. He had collected hundreds of
brass and copper door handles.
hinges, escutcheons, drawer handles
and plates. As though by magic.
he transformed them into hanging
plant holders, candlesticks and
sculpture. His wife, Laura, told re-
porters that Inson was recycling
long before it became popular in
the Village.
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Inson Wongsam[i

At the same time, he began
to fall in love with machines. He
was captivated by the idea of space
travel, nuclear science and also
science fiction. In 1968 he held an
exhibition of metal sculpture which
expressed his feeling for these
subjects. He designed sculpture
for outer space, mechanical sculp-
ture which could be utilized to
help combat pollution, sculpture
to float on the surface of the sea
and sculpture for landscape and
mountains.

Rama X Art Museum Foundatian:

By 1971 Greenwich Village
was no longer a safe or pleasant
place in which to live. It had been
invaded by hippies and drug addicts.
Americans, by now, were very
concerned with environment and
pollution. Inson decided to work on
ideas for a sculpture machine which
could recycle polluted sea water,
enabling all kinds of marine life to
live within its framework. He went
to New Jersey and found a nice
house and studio close to the sea
for a reasonable price, where he
could work on his new idea.

He sold his boutique in
Greenwich Village and bought a
barber's shop in Atlantic Highlands,
which he converted into a studio and
gallery, doing all the work himself.
Business prospered until 1972
when, with the beginning of the
economic recession, it became more
and more difficult to sell his work.

In 1974 , Inson went back
to Thailand to visit his parents in the

3 Steps to the highes paint
I 18 x 16 x 80 cm.

town where he grew up. The origi-
nal character of the country had
been retained in the North of Thai-
land to a great extent and the
influence can be seen in his work.
He wanted to carve the teakwood
which was disappearing rapidly
from the north. Once again his
interest in ecology led him to a
source of supply which probably
would not have occurred to anyone
but himself.

He had bought land at
a small village called Huey Fy,
thirty kilometers from Pasang and
twelve kilometers from the nearest
main road. It was a lovely spot on the
edge of the mountains with a creek
nearby and close to an area where,
many years ago, a teak forest had
stood. The massive stumps were
being cleared by the villagers who
wanted to farm the land. The only
way in which the stumps could be
removed was by burning them and
then hauling out the remains with a
tractor.
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Inson
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Having selected a suitable
site, he built a most remarkable
house with, the help of about
twenty of the villagers. It was a long
barnlike structure built of vertical
logs with spaces for doors and
windows. It was thatched with
grass. Inside at one end a raised
bamboo platform provided sitting
and sleeping space. In front of a
window space in the log wall, which
gave a breathtaking view of the
mountains, was a solid plank table
surrounded by log seats. No first-
class hotel could have provided a
table with a better view. The central
area was both studio and garage.
The car was driven in through the

main entrance - no door! The cook-
ing was done on a small charcoal
stove. A wooden shelf held a few
utensils and food. Edible refuse
was simply thrown out of the window
space and quickly scavenged by
the dogs and cats from the village as
well as by the hens that nested in
the house. At the other end, a woven
bamboo screen provided privacy for
bathing. Water was carried on a
shoulder pole from the creek to fill a
pottery jar which stood on a bricked
area. The one concession to modern
convenience was a lavatory of the
traditional far eastern type, set at
ground level.

Rama |X Art Museum Fou
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Two small sleeping cubicles
were set like cabins high up in the
rafters, also screened by woven
bamboo. These were reached by a
rough wooden ladder. As the house
was literally open to all comers,
both human and animal, the lofty
sleeping arrangements provided
a degree of safety.

As soon as the house was
finished, he paid the villagers a little
money for each teakwood stump,
and he began to carve - Inson had
returned to his roots.

First he carved the stumps
where they lay, on his neighbour’s
land or in the woods. When the
carving had roughly taken shape, it
was transported by ox wagon to his
workshop and there finished and
polished. The villagers were extre-
mely curious. They could not under-
stand why a man who had traveled
the world and lived in great cities
in America should want to return to
the wilds, let alone want to carve
useless tree stumps. There was no
electricity in the village so Inson's
activities provided an end less
source of entertainment for both
young and old.
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Inson

Inson lived like a farmer,
and his cockerel was a reliable
alarm clock. He rose at dawn,
cooked glutinous rice on his char-
coal stove and tended his plants.
He was skilled in the use of herbal
medicine and grew many medicinal
herbs and plants as well as fruit
and vegetables on his land. He
had several shellac trees and about
two acres of red peppers which
brought in a small income. He lived
mostly off the land, making delicious
tonic tea from the bark of several
different trees. As a young man, he
had learned how to survive in the
forest and knew which plants and
roots could he eaten safely.

Rama IX Art Museum Foundation
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Inson lived at Huey Fy for
almost three years, during which
time he had two one-man shows
in the provinces, in Chiang Mai
and Nakhon Prathom, and one in
Bangkok. He never went back to the
United States ; he simply became
interested in new things. He left
behind everything he had worked
so hard to achieve. He could not
afford to have his sculpture sent to
Thailand. His house, his business, all
of his machines and the stock that

had accumulated, he gave o his wife
who remained in the United States.
He knew he must return again to a
simpler way of life. He wanted to
live close to nature, breathe clean
air and eat fresh organic food. He
needed to sleep at sunset and rise
with the dawn. He wanted no dis-
tractions of any kind. He did not
even have any books. He wanted
to draw and make wood sculpture
and to increase his knowledge of
herbal medicine.
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Inson

Inson learned many things
from the villagers. With them, he
studied the art of survival and
philosophy, learning more than he
had during the whole of his time
abroad. They taught him how to
carve wood without “carving”
himself-an adz is not an easy tool
to handle. The other tools they used
were very primitive. They taught
him how to plant fruit and corn,
ground nuts, soy beans and many
other foods. Inson learned all that
he could from them.

Disaster struck in April
1977 when a small typhoon hit
the village. Inson was in Pasang at

the time, and when he returned to
Huey Fy, he found that his house
had collapsed. He was able to save
his tools, his carvings and some of
the wood with which the house
had been built. Once more Inson
had to start from scraich.

With many unfinished
ideas and no studio in which to
work, he came to visit a friend
who lived in the village of Ban
Dan Kwien, about twenty-four
kilometers north of Korat in the
province of Nakhon Rajasima. It
was a village of potters and his
friend owned one of the many
potteries.
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Inson’'s interest was
aroused and he began to work
with the clay, developing ideas for
sculpture in ceramics, once again
exploring new forms and turning
adversity to good account. His
ability to adapt to new circum-
stances and surroundings, working
with whatever comes to hand,
continuously stimulates new ideas.
He says it is because his life is his art.

After the disaster at Huey
Fy, he decided to build a studic in
Pasang in the family vegetable
garden and orchard. It was a simple
workshop and living space with no
running water or electricity. He
continued his wood carving having
finally found his true medium.

Inson also loves building
and gradually many more were
added to the compound and deco-
rated with his carving. No longer
wishing to travel, he setiled down
with a new companion, English

sculptor , Venetia Walkey, who had
some difficulty in persuading him
to accept an invitation to go to
Zimbabwe in 1991 where together
they learned the methods used
by the Tengenenge sculpture
community for direct stone carving.
It was a rich and unforgettable
experience living in primitive condi-
tions close to the Mvurwe Mountain
in the North.

Content to live close to
nature they have gradually improved
and beautified their peaceful
surroundings which they love to
share with those who suffer from
the stress and strain of modern life.
They will open the place to the public
in December 1999,

They continue to work and
hold occasional exhibitions. Inson
has an impressive body of work,
dating from his days as a student,
however for many years one period
was missing.

Rama |X Art Museum Foundation

When he left New Jersey in
1974, he left everything he had
created and owned, behind him.
This included 408 models of metal
sculptures for sculpture machines
to recycle polluted water both
under the sea and on the surface
believing that industrial machinery
could be both beautiful and useful.
All his belongings were sold or
given away and they disappeared
completely.

Many years later, Inson
returned to the United States to
attend his son’s graduation at
Cornell University. Afterwards he
visited his ex-father in law in New
York. To his delight, old Jacob who
was also a sculptor, gave him a
barrel containing 70 of the missing
models, together with many note-
books and designs which had been
stored under his roof and forgotten,
until it needed to be repaired.

He brought everything
back to Thailand and with the kind
sponsorship of Mr. Chern Chao Teh,

a local businessman, you can now
see the middle period of Inson’s
work, created in New York between
1968-1971 and resurrected full
scale in Pasang. These brightly
painted metal sculptures are
eccentric and playful. Children are
instantly attracted to them. The
circular elements can also be
beaten like a drum.

The assembled wooden
sculptures whose designs were
first exhibited with the Dice Group
in Bangkok in 1978, complement
the grandiose metal sculptures and
also attract you to play with them.

The moveable parts can be
adjusted to your own satisfaction.
These sculptures are to be enjoyed
by everyone.. “Please do not touch™
does not apply, rather it is "Handle
with care”, if you feel like it and he
hopes you will.

i"' By Venetia Walkey
‘ Pasang - Lumphun 1988.
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Inson Wongsam

Exhibition and Prizes

1957 National Exhibition of Thailand International Exhibition - Japan

1958 Exhibition of Contemporary Thai artists - Bangkok Second prize
tor drawing Third prize for painting

1959 National Exhibition of Thailand : Third prize for painting

1960 Second prize for graphic art

1961 Tourist Crganization for Thailand -~ One man show

1862 All'India Fine Arts Society of New Delhi - Two man show

1962 Gilganesh Gallery, Tehran, Iran - One man show

1962 The Arts Council of Pakistan, Karachi - One man show

1863 Consulate de France-Istanbul - One man show

1964 Galerie Fuchs, Vienna, Austria - One man show

1966 Galerie de Haut Pave, Paris - One man show

1967 Lichfield Gallery, Conn : USA - One man show

1967 International Exhibition of Brazil

1968 One Eleven Gallery, New York - One man show

1969 De Mena Gallery, New York - One man show

1974 Silpakorn University - Nakhon Prathom, Thailand - One man show
(Spensered by the Interior Research Co.)

1975 USIS Chiengmai, Thailand - One man show

1977 Hor Silp Bhirasri Institute of Modern Art. Dice Group show

1980 Alliance Francaise - Bangkok - One man show

1985 USIS Chiengmai, Thailand - One man show

1985 Exhibition of Fine Ans - people’s republic of china

1986 Thai invesment and securities - Group show

1987 Northern Thai Artists, Monthien Hotel Bangkok. Thailand

1988 Pasang Lumphun, Thailand - One man show on the occasion
of the annual Cotton Weaving and quilt making Festival

19891 National Gallery, Chao Fa road, Bangkok - One man show

1992 National Bank of Thailand - Group show

1993 Design Com-bini Co.. Ltd - One man show

1996 Rama IX Foundation - Sirikit Centre - Group Show

1997 Marsi Gallery - Pantip Art Centre - Group Show.
Artists save the western Thai Forests

1998 National Gallery - Bangkok - Group Show - Artists save the Forests

1998 Bangkok City Art Project for Asian Games - Group show

1999 National Gallery, Chao Fa Road, Bangkok - One man show
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