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Thai historiography at times uncritically chronicles events according
to a succession of monarchical reigns. That might work with political
history, but when transferred to the domain of the arts, the method can
become an uncomfortable frame. Yet there are exceptions, especially
when a reigning monarch wielded an indisputable influence on artistic
creations of various kinds such as in the case of Rama |l, who provided
leadership in the literary, visual and performing arts alike. In 1996 a
group of Thai artists, art historians and curators decided to organize a
mammoth exhibition under the title, “Art in the Reign of Rama IX”, for
which a weighty three-volume catalogue was published, to which | was

asked to contribute an introductory essay called, “The Golden Jubilee
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and Five Decades of Thai Visual Arts”. Twenty years have elapsed, and
the exhibition can still be viewed online with one further decade added
to it. The event was meant as a homage, and nobody questions whether
the periodization accords well with the trends and directions of Thai art
as a whole.

October 13th, 2016 is a milestone in Thai artistic historiography as
it has never been before and perhaps never will be. The departure of
our beloved monarch does not mark the end of an era, certainly not in
artistic terms. On the contrary, if sparks off an unprecedented explosion
of artistic expressions of every imaginable form, from every imaginable
quarter, by every imaginable group or individual. The demarcation line
between professionals and amateurs is obliterated. “He was our king;
he was my king; | am going to mourn his death in my own way and show
my mourning to my fellow Thai, and also to the international community.”
The traditional media no longer suffice, and the new social media provide
the most convenient and the most accessible vehicle. And when the
royal successor signified his wish not to hasten the pace of the accession
to the throne, as he wished to have time to mourn the passing away of
his royal father, this sentiment proved to be in consonance with the
popular tenor. The country that only a few years ago was on the brink
of breaking up into irreconcilable factions appears to be uniting once
more in giving expression to its common grief. Mourning becomes the
Thai people.

If we are talking about the arts, then the question of artistic quality
does arise. Emotional fervour can turn into an inspiration only in the case
of those who master well their respective crafts. In lesser hands, it can

degenerate into artless posturing or mushy paroxysm. Let us take music
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as an example. The post-13th October-period has witnessed a deluge
of musical performances, and the little that one individual can consume
is sufficient to allow us to form a certain judgement. There are two
categories of music that are performed: first, His Majesty’s compositions,
and second, newly composed works to mourn his departure. The
performances in both categories abound, let us face it, in musical
deficiencies and these can explain a serious problem that besets the
Thai musical world at large. That the Thai popular song, at one time,
was a terrain on which poets and composers collaborated harmoniously
and generated masterpieces that are so rich musically as well as
poetically. Lyricists of today, alas, possess no literary sense, while singers
take pride in making their singing sound as Western as possible; and
this does not concern only their mispronunciation of the Thai language.
Most composers, especially those in the category of pop and rock, are
incapable of probing genuinely deep emotions, let alone expressing
them. The exception is, according to our eminent expert on Thai and
South East Asian music, the collective offerings by the Luk Thung group
(modernized folk music), which testifies both to its musical and literary
inventiveness as well as genuine feeling, unfortunately marred, in my
opinion, by lachrymose excesses. When all is said and done, this is
perhaps no time for harsh criticism. On the social media, a distinguished
musician came out and pleaded for tolerance: let the people mourn their
King in their own particular ways. On the positive side, it needs to be
emphasized that great artists know how to internalize emotions, recollect
them “in tranquility” (according to the English Romantic poet William
Wordsworth) and find the kind of expression that can become heart-

rending without sentimentality. (The great French novelist, Gustave
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Flaubert, confesses that melodramas make him shed tears, but the great
tragedies of Goethe do not!) As for the King’s compositions, one has to
say that great originals usually lend themselves to further artistic
explorations, and seven decades have given ample opportunity for Thai
arrangers and composers to create masterful versions that more than
enrich the repertoire. The version of “Blue Day” by former Privy Councillor,
Mom Luang Usni Pramoj, for example, has always sounded convincing,
but after October 13th, it touches the depth of your heart. So October
13th can be regarded as a new beginning. The requiems have taken on
a new dimension, just like Johannes Brahms’s great work, which is not
only meant to mourn the dead but also to give hope to the living!
When we turn to the visual arts, we must not overlook the bastion
of Thai traditional art, namely the sacred image. Sculpture, and to some
extent, painting, were originally meant to serve a veneration of the sacred.
Moving from religious to lay iconography has not been without its
problems. Thai history has known its own version of image-breaking too,
especially when political propaganda reached it zenith and certain groups
of simple-minded folk began to replace their household royal images
with that of the self-anointed Bodhisattva of the then political leader. In
this respect, it must be said that Thai visual artists have remained
conservative and have mostly stayed clear of political brainwashing.
Their concern has more to do with how to keep up with the international
trend of moving away from the realistic mode of representation, especially
portraiture. Let us be honest about it, the current exhibition, “His Majesty
Supreme Artist”, starting on December 5th, 2016, more than amply
testifies to the extremely strained relationship between the majority of

Thai painters, including senior ones, with realistic portraiture. Yet it was
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Rama IX, who in his capacity as a painter, also contributed to loosening
the traditional straightjacket of absolute likeness (much in the same vein
as he shook up the Thai bureaucracy with his warning against a too rigid
interpretation of the notion, “The king can do no wrong”, in his New
Year's impromptu speech of 2005.)

| wish to refer to the exhibition, “Portrait of the King: The Art of
Iconography”, organized by the Bangkok Art and Culture Centre in 2009
which bears witness to the tension between the traditional realistic
portraiture and the contemporary attempts at creative deviations - however
small - which contain an immense potential that can propel contemporary
Thai art circle to the level of a “hermeneutic society”, a society that knows
how to interpret, in other words, a thinking society. Let me refer to the
painting, “Strength of the Nation”, by Chairat Sangthong, (See illustration
below) a “realistic” painting that establishes a link between the common
people with the monarch in an indirect way. A 20-baht banknote is worth
much, much more than its monetary value, simply because of its moral
and spiritual worth. A concept underpins this work of art.

That word “concept” should take us back to the contemporary art
scene, with its aspirations, intellectualism, experimentalism and
hermeticism. The visual arts, at the international level, are an area that
perhaps leads the way in terms of innovative thinking, and Thai visual
artists never fail to keep up with the latest. Take conceptual art as an
example. Eminent Thai artists have espoused it, producing thought-
provoking works. Abstract art, too, is a domain in which our compatriots
have distinguished themselves. In installation, we are internationally
recognized: let us not forget Documenta 12 in 2007 with a monumental

Thai contribution in the form of a terraced rice field. (I visited the exhibition
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myself and had full understanding for the failure on the part of the hosts
to provide sufficient water for it!) Participatory art has given us an
opportunity to innovate: the global artistic community knows our Thai
fried noodles (Phad Thai) better through a “work of art” than via the
culinary excellence offered by all those Thai restaurants in foreign lands.
As for performance art, even an international star like Marina Abramovi
is lagging behind her Thai counterpart in tackling the theme of death.
We are never short of ideas: even within the framework of the revival of
Thai traditional art, one prominent artist can make architecture perform
a Thai traditional dance!

Recent experiments in media art are multifaceted, and here a serious
problem has surfaced: artists do not have the technical skills to carry
out the entire process of creating the work, and are content to act like
architects. This practice has crossed over to the traditional art forms
such as painting and drawing, with the artist assuming the role of a
curator, while the real work is done by “craftsmen” who are drafted as
mere assistants. The present age is dominated by curatorial leadership
marked by self-explanatory loquacity which leaves little room for the
public to make its own discoveries. If Thai art abandons artistic skills in
favour of ideas and concepts in imitation of international fads, it is
alienating itself from Thai ethos. October 13th has reawakened that
Thainess, and even art students reacted fast enough to commemorate
the departure of their royal “father”. You must give your own best,
individually or collectively, to mourn the passing away of your beloved
Rama IX.

It may be possible also to speak of a reawakening in the literary

field after October 13th. The old belief that ours is a poetic nation steeped
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in the habit of singing, dancing and music-making (Rong-Ram-
Thamphleng) has in recent years been stifled by the digital craze of
surfing the net via the smartphone. Literature and orality used to belong
together, and the ability to express oneself in verse, marked by
improvisational fluency, is thought to have been lost for good. Not so!
October 13th has rekindled that dormant poetic fervour which does not
have to rely solely on the traditional media, such as print, radio or
television, anymore. The social media abound in poetic contributions - of
varying qualities, of course but not bereft of deeply felt emotions.
Lamentation as a poetic genre is on the rise. Memories of the fatherly
kindness of the late King, exemplified through his concrete involvements
in the lives of the common folk, find expression in verse form, enhanced
by a reaffirmation that his benign actions of various kinds will be emulated
and continued. A poetic renaissance is afoof in an age which, globally,
has become “prosaic” in every sense of the word. Whereas the awarding
of the Noble Prize in Literature of the year 2016 to Bob Dylan might be
considered a deliberate salvage operation by harking back to the song
as a vehicle of poetry, mourning the departed monarch by way of poetry
in this South East Asian land is a spontaneous act of creativity. The only
regret is that those song writers mentioned above have not been able
to benefit from this literary renaissance. What a strange myopic
parochialism!

Viewed against a broader look at the contemporary literary scene,
with its formal novelistic experimentalism, its imaginative exuberance in
the genre of fanfiction (predominantly online), its popular sentimental
narrative mostly overloaded with domestic pettiness that serves as a

prop for soap operas (which, alas, have become a most successful Thai
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export to Asian countries), this poetic resurrection is a singular
phenomenon whose long-term effect cannot as yet be gauged. Can
Thailand become once more a poetic El Dorado that captured the attention
of foreign visitors to Ayutthya in the 17th century?

The urge towards “singing, dancing and music-making” should have
provided a fertile ground for the musical theatre, but the fact remains
that our contemporary composers and dramatists have not yet been able
to capture the ethos of Thai theatricality and the sumptuous and costly
productions of “musicals” have not succeeded in freeing themselves from
the Western model. At the opposite pole of these theatrical extravaganzas
is the rise of the small theatre, very much akin to the German counterpart
of Zimmertheater (literally “chamber theatre”). Growing up during the
heyday of democracy between 1973 and 1976, partially under the
influence of Bertolt Brecht, it rose again after a hiatus of about 20 years
in the late 1980s, notably with the amateur production of The Revolutionist
by Kamron Gunadilaka. These small troupes of young progressive thinkers
are “amateurs” in the best sense of the word, for most of them have to
earn their daily bread by practising various professions, and engage in
the theatre for the love of it. They are intellectually far superior to those
protagonists of the soap opera and are possessed by political ideals: to
create a consciousness for the plight of “the small man” in a predominantly
materialistic society. Very soon they graduate from the political to the
philosophical theatre, reinterpreting Buddhism in a way that social
consciousness and philosophical awareness can merge. | have called
them “the Lean Theatre” (Lakhon Phom), lean in budget and material
resources, but ambitious in their quest for a better society. It is not only

in the spoken theatre that they distinguish themselves; their dance theatre,
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drawing both from traditional Thai masked drama and Western-style
modern dance, is just as thought-provoking. Over the years, these
amateurs have acquired such theatrical skills that they are ready to tackle
any theatrical form, and even their excursion into the “musical” has proved
to be just as successful because of their sense of mission. Needless to
say that some of them have become known abroad. However far they
have travelled from the originating conditions, they have not forgotten
their mission of pricking their compatriots’ conscience vis-a-vis “the
small man”.

Radical political scientists normally pitch them on the opposite side
of the conservatives and the “monarchists”. But let us face it, King
Bhumibol too cared for the plight of “the small man”. He had first-hand
experience and never resorted to just giving alms, but encouraged the
small man, with basic resources and know-how, to become self-reliant
through laborious but gainful employment. Those hilltribes who come a
very, very long distance and file into the Royal Palace to pay respects
to their beloved “Royal Father” (Pho Luang) now lying in state represent
the small man, the target of the theatrical as well as monarchical
aspirations. Amazing Thailand, indeed!

We have so far dealt with the issue of how the King’s departure
has unleashed an unprecedented artistic creativity of various kinds that
is tantamount to a wonder. It has to be assumed that deep faith in His
Majesty must have already been steeped in the heart and spirit of the
Thai people for so long. Another facet of the phenomenon we have
witnessed is perhaps a comforting realization that we are basically an
artistically endowed nation that can best externalize our heartfelt emotions

via works of art. It would be naive to conclude that there has been no,
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or little, artistic expressions of faith in our King prior to October 13th. The
fact is that we perhaps take them for granted or do not notice them. A
film like “Loyally Yours” (Duay Khlao) dates as far back as 1987. As
mentioned earlier, works of art or exhibitions created or organized after
October 13th cannot always presume upon artistic excellence, which is
not really the crux of the matter. There is another aspect of the relationship
between the King and his people that warrants careful analysis. As His
Majesty could express himself through various art forms, music being
perhaps the most prominent, does it follow that he himself inspired artistic
creativity among his subjects? This naturally goes beyond the role of a
patron of the arts, but has to do with the leadership provided by the
monarch, in the same way as his august ancestor, King Rama Il. ltis a
question to be kept in mind and may not require an immediate answer.

What is of utmost importance is the continuity that we should feel
justified to expect from the present creative fervour following October
13th. To use the jargon prevalent in our contemporary society: Can we
reckon with a kind of “sustainability” with regard to the present artistic
renaissance? As a teacher and educator, | am not inclined to let things
take their own natural course. Cultural policy, especially an action-oriented
one, should capitalize on the artistic awakening of the Thai people at
present. Let us see to it that the fire of faith in our late King remain
inextinguishable. This may be easier said than done. There may be no
better way to vest the current upsurge of artistic creation with more
permanent attributes than integrating this consciousness into the
educational process. Fleeting eulogies, lamentations and panegyrics
have no permanent value. At this juncture, it must be said that there is

no avoiding of the separation of the wheat from the chaff, and an
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evaluative act of selecting exemplary artworks inspired by our great King
for the purpose of education has to be undertaken. We shall have to
make great efforts to explain appropriately to posterity how the good
work of a good king can serve as an impetus to his subjects to become
creative in various ways: creating inspired and inspiring works of art is
one of them. The passage from mourning to positive thinking, then to
creative act, is what education can cultivate. Mourning becomes the Thai

people, because it does not stop there.

Strength of the Nation by Chairat Sangthong
(Reproduced with the kind permission of the artist and Kasikombank)
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