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Foreword
This book is the result of an earlier translation and extensive revision of a university
study which originally appeared in Thai in 1996. Based on research and interviews, the
study was an examination of surrealist tendencies in art and literature in Thailand
between 1964 and 1984. The current volume contains additional information gathered
from subsequent research which has been integrated into the original version.
The book is divided into five chapters. After a brief overview of surrealist influence in
various countries of Asia, Chapter 1 deals with the introduction of European surrealism in
Thailand prior to 1964. Chapter 2 examines the body of Thai writings on surrealism that
may have had some influence on contemporary artists and writers. Chapter 3 analyzes a
selection of paintings by Thai artists completed between 1964 and 1984, and compares
them with the European models – Dali was of particular influence – that appear to have
inspired them. In Chapter 4, we describe the works of literature produced in the same
period, chiefly by poets and writers who were also painters or who had some connection
with the plastic arts, which show signs of European surrealist inspiration. The last chapter
looks at the influence of surrealism on visual arts and literature produced after 1984.
Let us state from the outset that the influence of European surrealism on Thai painters
and writers with surrealist tendencies is generally limited to certain techniques or stylistic
approaches to self-expression. The specific philosophical underpinnings of the original
movement escaped them almost completely. What the artists have sifted out from the
original movement has depended almost entirely on the taste and intention of the
individual painter or writer. It is the history of this sifting that we will trace here.
In other words, the surrealist-inspired painters and writers who make up the subject of
this book never shared the same beliefs nor the same political or psychological
perspective as the surrealists of France and elsewhere in Europe. For the Thais,
surrealism was only a means of self-expression, not a strategy for living.
Readers will surely notice that the European paintings frequently cited throughout the
text are not reproduced here. Only reproductions of works by Thai artists have been
included. We count on our readers to be able to find illustrations of the paintings
unfamiliar to them at the appropriate Internet sites.
Readers should understand that in undertaking the research for this book, we were setting
out across uncharted territory and that the facts we uncovered were purely historical in
nature. It has never been our intention to make a specifically esthetic analysis of the
artists and works we studied. That is a task we leave to future researchers.
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Chapter 1
Introduction of Surrealism in Thai Art and Literature Prior to 1964
Of all the countries of Asia, Japan was the first to become acquainted with the French
surrealist movement. There are many reasons for this. Foremost among them was the fact
that an entire community of Japanese writers and painters had been living in Paris since
1910. Through this group of expatriates, Japan was introduced to all the major art
movements that developed in Europe after the First World War. Unlike in Thailand,
surrealism in Japan first made its presence felt in writing. By the end of the 1920s,
Japanese poets were turning out haiku and renga, ancient traditional verse forms, with
decidedly surrealist traits. As would be the case in Thailand, many of the Japanese artists
who took an interest in surrealism were also writers, and it is most likely for this reason
that Aragon was translated into Japanese as early as 1925 and that Breton’s Surrealism
and Painting appeared in Japan in 1930 (the first English translation was not published
until 1972!). The first exhibition by a Japanese surrealist (Fukuzawa Ichiru) took place in
Paris in 1926, and by 1936, Dali was exerting a powerful influence over a large number
of Japanese painters, much as he would in Thailand in the years to come. Communism
and Freudianism, two of the principal ingredients of European surrealism, were equally
influential among Japanese intellectuals of the time. In fact, in 1941, the Japanese
government outlawed all forms of modern art and arrested a number of prominent
surrealists because of their leftist sympathies. Yet, in spite of this history, Japan would
play no role in the introduction of surrealism in Thailand.
Despite an early exhibition in Jakarta in the late 1930s, featuring works by such artists as
Chagall, Chirico, Kandinsky and Picasso, it was not until the end of the 1980s that
Indonesia, specifically the east coast of Java, would produce native artists whose work
could even vaguely be characterized as surrealist. Again, the most discernible influence
was Dali. And perhaps not surprisingly, given the importance accorded to women by the
European surrealists, one of these artists was a woman, a fact that would be true of Thai
surrealism as well. Also, for the same reasons as in Thailand, this influence would be
inscribed on a very long tradition of surreal imagery that features in the country’s visual
arts. Despite the presence of Dutch art teachers, however, none played a role in spreading
the arts and ideology of surrealism in Indonesia.
In many other countries in Southeast Asia – the Philippines, Laos, Cambodia, and
Malaysia, for instance – European surrealism seems to have made no mark whatsoever.
Only in India, usually so open to Western influences, can any trace of surrealist
inspiration, however late and however slight, be discerned. Here again, the primary
influence was Dali.
For further information about surrealism in Asia, readers are well advised to consult the
works of John Clark, Astri Wright, and Krisna Chaitanya, whose names appear in the
bibliography.
Paradoxically, it is in Thailand, so famous for its resistance to all manner of colonialism,
whether political or economic, that the impact of surrealism has been, if not the deepest
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then at least the most enduring. Perhaps this very resistance to European domination has
facilitated a freer exchange of ideas and cultural influences. That said, it is now time to
begin our exploration of surrealist influences in Thai art and literature of the past four
decades.
Surrealism made its first appearance in Thailand a considerable time after its emergence
in Paris in 1924. Therefore, the interest given it by certain Thai artists had no connection
with its social or political context, as was the case in Europe, but can be traced to the
courses in modern art taught by Professor Silpa Bhirasri (Corrado Feroci, 1892-1962, a
naturalized Thai sculptor of Italian origin who founded the Faculty of Painting and
Sculpture and was instrumental in establishing a program of instruction in Western art
Silpakorn University). The sudden availability of European and American art books and
magazines during and after World War II also contributed to the interest.
It was Professor Silpa Bhirasri who first mentioned surrealism in his textbook Art and the
Evolution of Modern Art (1963). But even before this, surrealism had been included in a
course he gave on the development of Western art and in another course on art criticism.
His teaching made a deep impression on many of his students. One of them, Uab
Sanasen, recalls:
Professor Silpa was an excellent teacher, very intelligent, with a mastery of
teaching methods. When he prepared his courses, he always chose examples
that were well suited to his students. When it came to surrealism, he chose
Dali rather than Magritte or Ernst, who were more difficult to understand.
Another former student, Prayoon Uluchada, remarks:
My favorite course with Professor Silpa was art criticism because Professor Silpa
had a great sense of humor and went on teaching until 6 p.m. The students were
usually asked to evaluate works of art that the teacher showed us. He even
encouraged us to exchange opinions. Two of the works he chose to show us were
Dali’s The Persistence of Memory and The Flaming Giraffe.
Nevertheless, Prayoon also recalled that Professor Silpa did not really encourage his
students to take an interest in the surrealist movement, claiming that it was “too modern”
and not appropriate to students with a limited exposure to Western art. According to
Prayoon, Professor Silpa did not really like modern art; he preferred classical art,
especially that of the Renaissance.
This appears to be a valid observation. But there was another reason for Professor Silpa’s
reluctance to promote surrealism. He was concerned that his students would become too
interested in Western art and, as a result, neglect their own traditional art, as this
statement clearly shows:
I would like to state that even though Western art is full of variety, one
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should not pay it too much attention. Thailand, like every other country in the
world, has received this European influence, and a number of artists have fallen
victim to modern art. Magazines are full of this type of art, with pictures of
sculpture that people enjoy looking at. Young people get the idea that this is art
that is truly of its time, and they risk abandoning traditional art and everything of
value in their own country.1
The Thai art community prior to 1964 was familiar with many of Salvador Dali’s works,
more so than with those of any other surrealist artist. Even if it could be proven that
Professor Silpa did indeed introduce his students to artists like René Magritte, Max Ernst,
Yves Tanguy and Joan Miró in his art criticism classes, the only name that appears in his
textbook is Dali. It is likely that he wanted to make surrealist ideas more accessible and
that he considered Dali as more representative of the surrealist camp. Dali’s highly
polished representational style also corresponded more closely to Professor Silpa’s own.
As an academic sculptor himself, he always expressed a preference for the art of the
Renaissance.
This may explain why the surrealist, automatic, abstract works of painters such as Miró
and Masson have received so little attention in Thailand, despite their pervasive influence
on modern art in the US. And it is also almost certainly the reason that for most Thai
students, the only surrealist artist they know is Dali. Some consider Dali’s canvas The
Christ of Saint John of the Cross (1951), painted after the artist’s religious conversion
and subsequent expulsion from the surrealist group, to be a surrealist work of art. In fact,
the painting presents an idea in stark contrast with the beliefs of the European surrealists,
who violently objected to religious themes in their art. And because Professor Silpa gave
no importance to the group’s attitude of revolt against the established values of the time,
nor especially to the role of Freud’s psychoanalytic theories, the result was a Thai-style
interpretation of dreams and the unconscious, free of all sexual connotations.
Originally, surrealism grew out of the aftermath of the First World War and the social
context of the period. But in Thailand, conditions were entirely different. Although the
Second World War, the Japanese occupation, and especially the military governments of
General Plaek Piboonsongkram (1941-1944; 1949-1957) and General Sarit Thanarat did
have an impact, artists working prior to 1964 made no attempt to portray these hardships.
On the contrary, General Pleak’s plan to transform Thailand into a modern nation meant
that art and literature were subject to official influence. Art was given an importance it
had never had before. The School of Fine Arts became Silpakorn University in 1943, and
in 1949, the government provided funds for the first National Art Exhibition and
publication of the Thai translation of Professor Silpa’s writings on art. General Plaek
even gave a sizable sum of his own money to help organize the 5th National Art
Exhibition. For its part, Silpakorn University provided the State with statues and the
period’s major monuments, including Democracy Monument (1939-1940) and Victory
Monument (1941).2
Later, during the time of General Sarit, Thailand received economic and military aid from
the US in exchange for agreeing to serve as a logistical base for the American war against
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Vietnam. Foreign businessmen streamed into the country in the wake of the GIs’ arrival.
This new state of affairs brought the art community a certain cachet, and beginning in
1961, the country witnessed the opening of several new art galleries, featuring works by
avant-garde artists from Silpakorn University and Poh Chang Art College.
In July 1963, for example, there were seven exhibitions, five of them opening in the same
week. At the end of the year, five more exhibitions were staged, two of them on the very
same day. Among the works on display, some showed evidence of the influence of the
European surrealists, among them The End (1960) by Pichai Nirand, as well as Marine
Forms and Two Fishermen (1962) by Thawan Datchani. Thawan would go on to produce
a large number of canvases, which are discussed at the start of Chapter 3. Included in the
15th National Art Exhibition, held one year before Professor Silpa’s death, was a canvas
by His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej entitled Querelle (1963). With its nightmarish
atmosphere, free play of fantastic images, and spontaneous lines and colors, it is a
strange, surreal painting that is similar in style to the surrealists and the expressionists.3
Yet even in an environment more or less open to surrealism, Thai artists and writers have
never formed a cohesive group dedicated to this particular style of art. This is different
from France, where the surrealist group was founded and presided over by Breton and his
poet and artist friends.
In the Thai literary community prior to 1964, the influence of surrealism was negligible.
Perhaps the government restrictions on freedom of expression, especially under General
Sarit, were to some extent responsible for this. A number of writers such as Seni
Saowapong wrote articles only sporadically, hardly often enough to ensure the survival of
the country’s literary community.
Chit Phumisak (1930-1962), an avant-garde writer who took a great interest in various
issues related to language, culture and politics, expressed his views on art, including
surrealism, in “Art for Life, Art for the People” (published under the pseudonym
Teepakorn):
The clearest example of art called ‘pure art’ or ‘art for art’s sake’ is abstract art or
surrealism. Artists interested in the abstract set out to show the beauty of colors or
the harmony of the composition, or, simultaneously, the converse. The emphasis
is on technique or idea – art for art’s sake….When art of this kind is excessively
elaborate and no longer has a connection with the things that matter in life, it
begins to distance itself from people. As it addresses more and more complex
technical matters, only artists are able to understand it.
And despite his familiarity with Pablo Picasso’s surrealist period, Chit considered it a low
point in the artist’s career. In Picasso: His Life, His Works (circa 1957), he wrote:
“As well as a painter, Picasso was an amateur poet. He enjoyed writing poetry
in a surrealist style, describing surreal things as the poet imagined them.”
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Author Seni Saowapong (pen name of Sakchai Bamroongpong, an official at the Royal
Thai Embassy in Paris during the Second World War) also expressed his understanding
of surrealism in a novel called Wallaya’s Love4, specifically in a conversation between a
young student named Janet and a surrealist painter named René:
Janet: First of all, in going beyond what’s real, the surrealists present a false
definition of nature and truth. Some people confuse the naturalist and realist
movements. Realism isn’t merely a copy of nature since it adds a certain
energy and emotion. The naturalists are interested in the tiny details, but the
realists are interested in what is essential. They are interested in details only when
these details are meaningful to essence.
René: Well! Miss Professor…he said, laughing.
Janet: But it’s also very hard to arrive at the truth, and the presentation which
reflects the truth is also difficult. That’s why artists look for a way out. Because
they’re unable to show the true nature of things, they resort to mystery, which is
only one side of realism. How can other people understand what you paint if your
imagination isn’t grounded in reality?
Janet appears to express the thoughts and point of view of the writer, who clearly prefers
realism. In the novel, Janet asks René to change his approach to art. René suffers because
no one understands his work, but in the end he decides to give up his surrealist style in
favor of realist art. He begins work on a mural called The Dove, which functions as a
symbol of his search for peace and all that is wholesome in his relation with life. It is
possible that Seni based the character of René on the life and work of Louis Aragon and
Pablo Picasso.
Chit’s and Seni’s dislike of surrealism could be explained by their belief that art should
only be conceived in terms of people and society.
In conclusion, European surrealism, which arrived relatively late in Thailand, was
invested with the generally unfavorable views of the people who introduced it. Influential
art instructor, Professor Silpa, worried that his students would be seized with such
enthusiasm for this ultramodern form of art that they would turn away from their
traditional art. In literature, Chit and Seni were distrustful of surrealist art, believing that
it failed to respond to the needs of the public.
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Chapter 2
Thai Publications on Surrealism (1964-1984)
1. The writings of No Na Paknam (1967-1972)
After the death of Professor Silpa Bhirasri in 1962, Prayoon Uluchada resigned his
post as teacher and director of Chang Silpa (Silpakorn University preparatory school)
and dedicated the rest of his life to research. His studies resulted in numerous books
and articles, which he published under the pseudonym No Na Paknam. Much of what
he wrote was intended as an introduction meant to cultivate an appreciation for Thai
and Western art. His writings, frequently published in weekly or monthly magazines
such as Siamrat, Chorfa and Chaokrung, are often full of charm and were enjoyed by
people from the country’s artistic and literary communities. Many of them were
collected and reprinted in book form. His most important books are History of Art and
Artists (1967), Western Art: An Introduction to Universal Art (1968), Perspectives on
Art (1968), The Vocabulary of Art (1st edition 1972, 2nd edition 1979), and Lives of the
Great Painters (1972).
In these works, No Na Paknam approaches his subject with a great deal of energy and
enthusiasm. He is an excellent popularizer, writing from impressions and often from
memory. He has a gift for recounting the history of art through striking details, for
treating his subjects from a distinctly personal perspective, and for placing his
examples within a Thai context, facilitating comprehension for his Thai readers.
Sometimes, however, this approach risks distorting the original meaning. This is
especially true in the case of surrealism.
In The Vocabulary of Art (1972), he defines surrealism this way:
Surrealism is an artistic group situated between collage and constructivism,
and in opposition to cubism. Surrealism prefers the story of a dream or a
thought with no reality, for example in the works of Klee, Chirico, Tanguy,
Dali and Man Ray. At times, surrealism sets out to satirize society (or religion)
as in the case of Dali’s image of a woman with drawers.
One could say quite a lot about this definition, but it is chiefly perceptions like this
which have colored Thais’ understanding of surrealism for the past twenty years, and
which to a certain extent still hold true even today. No Na Paknam did not pretend
that his views were scientific or supported by academic research, but nothing
prevented Thai surrealism in its entirety from developing out of his interpretation.
Here, No Na Paknam confuses techniques with schools. While constructivism was in
fact a school of art, one which preceded surrealism by a few years, collage is not an
artistic doctrine but an artistic medium. Besides, for the surrealist painters, collage
grew out of the notion of automatic writing (écriture automatique) – keeping in mind
that surrealism was a literary laboratory before it became an esthetic in painting. No
Na Paknam also wrongly includes Klee among the surrealists. And as for satire, it was
never a prevalent trait of surrealism.
In the second edition of 1979, No Na Paknam adds:
In fact, surrealism should be against naturalism even if certain artists
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paint a new nature arising from dreams; it presents a certain power, a new
perspective on reality. In this case, they attach a great deal of importance to
the world of the imagination and the distortion of reality. Although Dali’s
paintings show a twisting of reality, they still make use of a technique
borrowed from realism. The surrealists, with their preference for subjects
taken from dreams or emotions not found in nature, have diverse styles as can
be seen in the works of Tanguy, Dali, Ernst, and Miró, all of whom have
individual styles. For example, in Miró’s works, abstract forms combine with
emotion aroused by dance; the rhythm of the aerial space creates the image of
a world which seems very real. The power of the artist lies in his ability to
create all that.
As these quotes make clear, No Na Paknam, who had a great deal of influence on the
way people understood surrealism, had in fact little understanding himself of the
original philosophical underpinnings of the surrealist movement.
In Western Art, No Na Paknam writes that surrealism is: “a movement that seeks to
present the unconscious in the form of images.” He also gives the following
explanation of Freudian theory:
Freud, the great psychoanalyst, explains that because we live under the
constraints of the social system, free emotions must remain hidden at the
bottom of the soul. Bit by bit, they look for a way out, finding it in dreams and
the imagination. What matters is the unconscious, since nothing is true when
we are awake. It is only in dreams where everything is real.
Evidently, the charming popularizer was as ill-informed about Freudianism and its
importance to the surrealists as he was about surrealism itself. In his explanation of
the terms unconscious and dream, No Na Paknam neglects to mention sexuality,
which is fundamental to an understanding of Freud and surrealism. Instead, in the
Thai context, he only gives examples of the desire to own (things) and the desire to be
(a hero) – this is radically different from the original surrealism and even more so
from the theories of Freud. Even when he is forced to deal with the theme of
eroticism, to which the surrealists attached tremendous importance, No Na Paknam’s
comments demonstrate a respect for conventional Thai morality, as this passage from
Perspectives on Art shows:
…several surrealist painters try to portray the hidden world of the
unconscious, but the do so only in bits and pieces. Our unconscious is a
mixture of good and evil; artists can only expose a small part of it with a
certain satirical humor. If they wished to be completely honest and had to
reveal their primitive instincts, they would have to resort to a great many
immoral obscenities.
In this philosophical ‘impressionism,’ No Na Paknam, as a good Thai, avoids all
discussion of eroticism, which was one of the primary tenets of the surrealist esthetic.
In The Lives of the Great Painters, Chapter 24 is devoted to “André Breton, the
founder of surrealism.” What follows are various details about Breton’s life. Having
worked in a psychiatric clinic, he developed an interest in the unconscious. Later, with
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Max Ernst, he founded the surrealist movement, which succeeded cubism and
dadaism.
Although he provides a lot of information about Breton and surrealism, No Na
Paknam fails to specify that Breton was a poet and art critic; he wrote manifestoes on
surrealism and was the author of a collection of articles on painting – but he himself
was not a painter. He overlooks Breton’s role as the head of the movement – the socalled Pope of Surrealism – and as the leader of a group of artists and poets who
agreed to abide by the general doctrine of the movement. Breton also played the role
of inquisitor, verifying the credentials of group members and summarily dismissing
those who lacked the requisite qualifications (as in the case of Dali in 1938 and of
Ernst in 1952). Breton invited artists who shared the same vision and methods of
working but were not members of the surrealist camp per se to take part in exhibitions
(for instance Picasso, Klee and Kandinsky); others, such as Matta and Lam, were
recruited into the group. This helped to prolong the life of the surrealist movement
(1924-1969) and inspired a plethora of innovative activities for almost half a century.
Surrealism really only ended in 1969 with Breton’s death, although it enjoyed its
greatest impact in the period between the two world wars.
No Na Paknam’s assertion that surrealism is markedly different from cubism probably
came from the fact that surrealism repudiates lines, geometric forms and especially
the static quality of cubism. It opts instead for a technique centered around the
distortion of nature, reflected in strange shapes and forms that are meant to imitate the
basic uncertainty at work in the human soul.
In the case of Ernst, No Na Paknam writes briefly in Western Art and The Vocabulary
of Art that he was a German painter who was introduced to dadaism in Cologne and
who liked to stick bits of paper or small ornaments on his canvases. Later he left
Germany and moved to Paris. According to No Na Paknam, Ernst had a taste for
painting mysterious scenes or terrifying and disgusting realms. He concludes,
however, by saying that Ernst was a very successful surrealist.
No Na Paknam provides even less information about other major surrealists. Tanguy,
Magritte and Man Ray are only mentioned in passing, while in the section on
surrealism in The Vocabulary of Art (1979), No Na Paknam analyzes Miró’s
technique for creating images. More to the point, however, the few details that No Na
Paknam provides about Miró and his abstract style makes it impossible to appreciate
the importance of his particular way of creating automatic images that come from the
unconscious or the world of dreams. What’s more, he seems to have no knowledge at
all of André Masson. As a result, Thai readers have never given importance to the
concept of automatism, which played such a prominent role in the esthetics of the
surrealist group.
In The Vocabulary of Art and in Western Art, No Na Paknam notes that Giorgio de
Chirico was an Italian of Greek ancestry who founded the metaphysical school of
painting. He loved to paint architectural scenes from a disorienting angle, like a
gallery extending into infinity, or an apartment building with arched door and
windows adorned with ancient statues. He gave tremendous importance to objects (a
mannequin, an antique picture frame, a triangle, a ball, etc.) that convey the
mysterious atmosphere of times past without specifying a date and resembling, in fact,
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an imaginary world. Moreover, No Na Paknam considered Chirico one of the
founders of surrealism.
No Na Paknam gives more attention to Marc Chagall than to De Chirico. He presents
a detailed biography of the Russian painter, discussing his arrival in Paris in 1910 and
the influence of cubism on his work prior to his return to Moscow. Then he makes a
point of mentioning his second trip to Paris in 1923. He also compares Chagall’s style
as the sketches of a child who paints the images of a dream or a fantasy, opening up
the surrealist painters to a new way of seeing. In the chapters dealing with surrealist
paintings and abstract art in his book Western Art, No Na Paknam adds more
historical information and stresses the style of Chagall (who uses cubist technique to
communicate the story of a dream and evoke a certain nostalgia for the country of his
birth) as an example of surrealist style. The paintings The Birthday and My Village
and I are accompanied by the following comment: “Chagall’s technique seems to
have a higher artistic quality than that of Dali, as he had an exceptional gift for using
colors and emotions in his paintings.”
But despite his preference for Chagall’s technique, No Na Paknam accords Dali
greater importance, discussing his life and works in considerable detail in his book
The Vocabulary of Art:
Early on, he started working in a cubist style then became one of the leaders of
the surrealist group. An opponent of Marxism, he converted to Catholicism;
his works are universally known.
Obviously, this is a terribly sketchy description of Dali’s political ideas, which were
infinitely more complex than a simple rejection of Marxism and his conversion to
Christianity, the latter one of Dali’s favorite themes after his expulsion from the
surrealist group.
In his biography of Dali in Western Art, No Na Paknam includes these comments on
the artist’s original attitudes:
Salvador Dali is a remarkable surrealist….of a profound surrealism. His
behavior is as strange and surreal as his paintings. In an interview in London,
he created a surrealistic atmosphere by wearing a race car driver’s helmet.
And on his first trip to New York, Dali showed up for an interview with a
lamb’s skeleton on his head. He loves to behave in bizarre ways, like wearing
a scuba diving suit for an interview. Dali was born in 1904, and was a threeyear-old child in Catalonia when Picasso and Braque launched the cubist
movement. At 21, he had his first exhibition in Barcelona and then in Madrid,
where he himself cut a very strange figure in the midst of his paintings. Even
if he was not yet a surrealist, he was already under the influence of Sigmund
Freud. As a student at the School of Fine Arts in Madrid, he was rejected by
his classmates because of his passion for philosophy books, which had a great
impact on his work. On a personal level, Dali was a rather chauvinistic young
Spaniard. He loved Picasso for his fame and decided to go to Paris to meet
him, where by chance he also met the members of the surrealist group which
had just been established. He joined the movement and took part in an
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exhibition which was even better received than cubism. This was the start of
Dali’s fame.
No Na Paknam wrote on several of Dali’s works, including numerous illustrations and
critical analyses of his paintings. Some of these critiques are an expression of his
appreciation for and personal interpretation of what seemed to him to represent ideas
not so different from traditional Thai religious beliefs. For example, about the
painting The Persistence of Memory, which he called Soft Watches, he writes:
The first painting is a work by Dali entitled Soft Watches (Persistence of
Memory). It seeks to describe memories imprinted on the mind. At first
glance, one probably wonders about these soft objects -- these watches which
melt as though made of wax. Then on closer inspection, one notices that
beneath this deep, dark landscape, one’s imagination extends infinitely toward
a brilliant light that illuminates a distant rock. This work is our unconscious,
which after the boredom of some task, invades our spirit; in an instant, one
becomes listless and one desires nothing: it is a kingdom of solitude. And it is
at that particular moment that one rediscovers a reality that is unequivocally
present in the ambiguity of things, including time (the melting watch), nature,
mountains, and a profound uncertainty about the future. At this stage, one can
penetrate the Dharma, like the will of the painter. Looking at a painting should
expand the level of thought and allow this thought to grow until one arrives at
the truth, which may differ from person to person. It is just like classical
music, which rings out pleasantly if one is in a good mood while listening to it
or that brings consolation when one is sad: this is the magic of art to which all
of us are susceptible. Similarly, with this painting by Dali, if you look at it
with a light and happy heart, you say to yourself: “This painter is sick.
Everything he does is really weird.” But if you are feeling a bit sad as you
stand staring at it, you will feel something springing up miraculously to
console you.”
In the same book, No Na Paknam describes Dali’s work (notably Flaming Giraffe,
without the accompanying illustration), to show that surrealist paintings are
“curiosities resulting from the free play of the unconscious.”
He paints the elongated silhouette of a woman wandering in the middle of the
desert, one hand extended before her like a blind person; on her bust and on
one leg is a set of drawers; coming out of her back are pieces of wood, one of
which is a cane. Farther away in the distance is a giraffe on fire from its neck
to its back. At first glance, the painting appears to have been done by a
madman, but after a more considered examination, it seems to hold a secret
lurking behind it as if the artist wanted to convey a negative view of women. It
needs no explanation, as with a single word of explanation, it stops being
surrealist. When you guess, it can be more or less wrong, but it serves in some
measure to refresh your intellect.
The Dali painting which No Na Paknam particularly admired was The Christ of Saint
John of the Cross. He provides a lengthy analysis in which he includes his personal
interpretation and perspective:
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This painting by Dali depicts Christ on the cross, seen from above as from the
heights of heaven. Above him is a profound darkness, and below is a beach
where a fisherman can be seen pulling in his fishing net. The landscape is
peaceful and quiet. Dali called the painting The Christ of Saint John of the
Cross, a title for which no one can offer an explanation, since Dali himself
never offered one.
But in the commentary that follows, he confuses Saint John of the Cross, a Carmelite
reformer, with Saint John the Baptist, the cousin of Christ. Evidently, not only was No
Na Paknam’s scholarship on surrealism, a movement of his own time, seriously
lacking, but his knowledge of the Christian religion was also more than a little
suspect.
In addition to this painting, No Na Paknam presents two other Dali paintings without
giving their names. One, an image of a woman’s face (Mae West: 1934-5) is simply
called Surrealist portrait and is included in his History of Art and Artists. The other
appears in the last chapter of Lives of the World’s Great Painters and is a
reproduction of a knight floating on the ceiling (Saint James the Great: 1957). It is
only identified as a work by Dali, but at the time it was painted, Dali had long since
been expelled from the surrealist group.
No Na Paknam had a great of admiration for Dali and even provided very specific
details about the artist’s character, much more in fact than for any other surrealist
painter. As a result of his facility with language and his use of powerful verbs, his gift
for describing images, and the frequent inclusion of his personal opinions and a Thai
sense of religiosity, his articles proved to be extremely popular among readers who
shared the same cultural context.
When No Na Paknam refers to Dali as the surrealist leader (despite having already
credited André Breton with having founded the Surrealist movement), it is because of
his assertion that Dali was instrumental in the promotion of the group. But readers, as
we have seen many times before, risked being misled.
It is also interesting to note that despite his remarks on the influence of Freud on Dali,
No Na Paknam, for his part, was never tempted to examine the painter’s works from a
Freudian perspective or within their highly erotically charged context.
In a later chapter on surrealist paintings in Western Art, No Na Paknam compares the
works of surrealist artists like Dali, Chagall, and Chirico (as well as Odilon Redon, a
French painter who preceded the surrealist movement but whom No Na Paknam
includes among the surrealists!) and concludes with a positive assessment of
surrealism overall:
Each of the surrealist artists mentioned here has his own very personal ideas.
Salvador Dali loves to paint from his unconscious, and his intention is
frequently satirical. Chagall paints pictures inspired by dreams. Redon has a
love for images with musical emotions. Chirico paints as a way to explore life
and the antiquity of objects in a parallel world. These painters are all
surrealists. In reflecting on their works, we may not see them as having any
great value at first, but if we look harder at the major ideas that informed this
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movement, we will recognize its tremendous value and the important role
surrealism has played in the evolution of human thought and the development
of world art. Surrealism is the only artistic movement which forces us
immediately to reflect on human thought as the supreme expression of
freedom and peace.
Not only did No Na Paknam turn his attention to surrealism and the European
surrealist painters, but in a somewhat obscure manner, he also pointed to the influence
that surrealism could have had on the works of three contemporary Thai artists:
Thawee Nanthakwang, Thawan Datchani, and Kiettisak Chanonnart:
Thawee Nanthakwang is a former surrealist; he began his career by painting
still lifes and landscapes before attempting to work in an abstract and
surrealistic style. But he remained in some small measure a naturalist painter.
Most of his paintings are of a very high quality. (Dictionary of Art, 1972: 92)
In the same book No Na Paknam also writes of Thawan Datchani:
Thawan’s specialty is sketching; he has a great facility in the field of anatomy
and the proportions of the human body. He loves painting large, black and
white representations of humans and animals that demonstrate superb
technique in a surrealistic manner. His sketches are very valuable and attest to
a superior talent and a good knowledge of art. (85)
No Na Paknam also mentions a painting by Kiettisak Chanonnart, shown at the 20th
National Art Exhibition in 1971:
It is an abstract painting in a surrealist style without any moral or narrative
content; it is merely a depiction of strange movements that blend together to
pay tribute to all the beauty overlooked by the human eye because it comes
directly from the mind.
In conclusion, No Na Paknam’s books had a significant impact on readers in
Thailand’s artistic and literary communities. In discussions that took place in MarchApril 1986, two former students of Professor Prayoon Uluchada (Lawan Daorai
Oupa-in and Kamchorn Sounpongsri, both famous artists and educators today)
expressed admiration for No Na Paknam’s works. Lawan stated:
Personally, I don’t like reading art books written in a foreign language, even
English. I would rather read books that are translated into Thai or written in
Thai, especially those by Professor Prayoon.
As for Kamchorn, he swore:
I read Professor Prayoon’s books and remember that they made such an
impression on me that I dreamed about surrealism. I think that people are
particularly drawn to Western Art by No Na Paknam.
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2. Writing on Surrealism after No Na Paknam (1973-1984)
Starting in 1968, art education experienced a period of rapid growth in many
schools and universities, as teachers and essayists began to publish books and texts for
Western art history courses, and submitted articles for publication in specialist
magazines and journals.
Some of the more noteworthy teachers and essayists are: Sa-gnuan Rodboon,
Somporn Rodboon, Aree Soutthipan, Poonsri Wongwitthawat, Wiroon Tangcharoen,
Amnat Yensabai, Kamchorn Sounpongsri, Piriya Krairiksh, Santi Isrowuthakul and
Rachaneekorn Hatsarangsri (the pen name of Paisan Thirapongvisanuporn).
In their writings, one finds more detailed information about the surrealists and
the surrealist movement, although it is often presented with less brio and less charm
than in the essays of No Na Paknam. Without exception, these writers attach supreme
importance to Dali. Kamchorn Sounpongsri, who has written a great many books and
articles on Western art, devotes numerous pages to dadaism and surrealism. In fact, it
is Kamchorn who provides the most information about the movement, the artists and
their works. He also offers a more complete explanation of such concepts as the
unconscious, dreams, eroticism and the theories of Freud, all so central to an
understanding of surrealism, than any of the other writers. Essayist Santi
Itsrowuthakul also stresses, in one of his articles, the erotic content of much surrealist
art (especially Dali) and notes that this is a common quality of both dadaism and
surrealism.
In contrast, two of the writers avoid any discussion of eroticism entirely.
Poonsri, a French literature lecturer, provides reliable information about Breton’s
career as a poet, but in discussing Miró’s painting The Hunter (1923-4) she
completely ignores the obvious sexual significance of the work. Similarly, Somporn
interprets the birds in Magritte’s The Therapist as symbols of peace, whereas they
have clear erotic connotations.
Compared with the books of No Na Paknam, all of the writings by these later
lecturers and essayists are much better researched and documented. They provide
more accurate details about the names and roles of the artists generally associated
with the surrealist movement (Arp, Magritte, Giacometti, Brauner, etc.). Yet, after
mentioning the date of the group’s founding, none dares to set a date on the group’s
demise. None makes mention of the constant coming-and-going among the group’s
membership. In fact, one has the impression that all the artists who took part at one
time or another in the activities of the surrealist group remained true to the movement
for the rest of their lives. If No Na Paknam convinced his readers that Dali was a
surrealist throughout his long career, Santi goes even further, claiming that “all of
Dali’s works are surrealist.” Kamchorn cites one of Masson’s paintings as an example
of surrealist art, when in fact, the canvas was produced after 1949, the year in which
the artist left the surrealist group.
Connections between Surrealism and Thai Art of the Past
After discussing the links between such precursors of surrealism as
Hieronymus Bosch, William Blake, Arcimboldo, and Odilon Redon, Kamchorn
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Sounpongsri goes on to explore that connections between surrealism and traditional
Thai art:
In fact, it is easy to find instances of this manner of expression in our own
traditional art, for example in the Ramakien: the demons, giants, monkeys or
even the gods and angels that I have dreamed about since childhood were
created by a surrealist imagination. The image of Totsakan, the king of the
demons with his numerous arms, also belongs to a surrealist universe.
And in the following selection Ratchaneekorn Hatsarangsri (Paisan
Thirapongvisanuporn) expresses a similar opinion on the subject:
The surrealist works with their own particular style are in fact not so different
from the idealized art of Asian artists. One can find this style of idealized art
in temple murals, for example, which contain certain figures and forms similar
to what one sees in surrealism: angels, birdmen and women, lions and nagas
(serpents) or even creatures with the body of a man but the head of a monster,
as in the various incarnations of the god Narai.
After the publication of Kamchorn’s article, in which he describes the
characters from the Ramakien as belonging to a surrealist universe, the term surrealist
began to be used more frequently to characterize Thai traditional mural paintings. For
example, in an interview on March 26, 1986, Nipon Khamwilai, a graduate of
Silpakorn University, stated: “All of the mural paintings in the gallery at Wat Prakaew
are surrealist in style.” Likewise, on May 16, 1985, Thawan Datchani said: “Looking
at mural paintings, we can see Indra, Brahma, Narai, Vishnu or Hanuman who expels
stars from his mouth when he yawns…Our surrealist style began when it was brought
by the Indians during the time of Sukhothai, and the magical powers of the hero and
heroine of the Ramakien are surrealist in origin. I believe that surrealism is common
in Nepal, Tibet, and even in Burma, Japan, Indonesia, especially in Bali, and even
more so in Thailand and Malaysia.”
However, to conclude that Thai or Western art has had a surrealist character
for centuries or that surrealism was little more than a new kind of packaging for a
long tradition in art would be to forget the specific cultural conditions in which
European surrealism was born. In the West, it is also sometimes claimed that Bosch
was a surrealist, but this is an anachronism because in Bosch, there is none of the
revolutionary ideology that defines surrealism. Despite the long history of art in
Thailand, all we can say is that because of certain common attributes that are true
across time, it may remind us of surrealism. In terms of content, however, it is clear
that Thai traditional art and surrealist art have radically different origins, despite what
Breton felt: “Surrealism existed long before me, and I am sure it will outlive me.” By
making this claim, Breton wanted to highlight the universal aspects of his ideas in
order to temper – slightly – the revolutionary nature of the art produced by the
surrealist group. Even so, there is no evidence whatsoever that Breton admitted to any
Asian artistic influence on surrealism.
While No Na Paknam mentioned only three contemporary Thai artists who he
felt had been influenced to some extent by the ideas of surrealism, the teachers and
essayists who came after him cited many more examples. In total, they named some
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thirty writers and artists, and in the following chapter, we will examine the works of
some of the most important among them.
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Chapter 3
Thai Painting with Surrealist Tendencies (1964-1984)
The period from 1964 to 1984 was a time of tremendous political unrest in Thailand.
This was especially true under General Thanom Kittikhachorn whose government
joined forces with the United States in its war against Vietnam. The bloody events of
October 14, 1973, and October 6, 1976, which stemmed from protests against the
country’s military government as much as against the American presence, were
traumatic and provoked a powerful response among many leading writers and artists.
It was evident that some of these artists had been influenced by surrealist works. They
produced art that was born from their understanding of surrealism but that also took
into account their reactions to the social conditions they were living in.
Based on the previous chapter’s examination of writings on surrealism and on
interviews with many artists and experts, it is possible to divide the Thai writers and
painters who produced surrealist-inspired works into two major groups:
Group 1. Artists or Fine Arts students who flirted briefly with surrealist style and
technique, namely: Uab Sanasan, Chuang Moolpinit, Sompong Adulsarapan, Parinya
Tantisuk, Vivicha Yodnil, Sremsak Sukpiam, Supachai Sukkechote, Charun Poltacha
and Chakrapan Posayakit.
Group 2. Artists whose interest in surrealism lasted longer and who can be divided
into four smaller sub-groups:
2.1 Artists who created surrealist-inspired works that incorporate their personal
experiences and elements of their subconscious: Kiettisak Chanonnart, Nayana
Chotisuk and Viroj Nuy-butara.
2.2 Artists whose works are intended as social criticism: Thana Lauhakaikul, Kamol
Thassananchalee, Somchai Hatthakitkoson, Pratuang Emjaroen, Thammasak
Booncherd, Paisan Thirapongvisanuporn, Chirasak Patthanapong and Apinan
Poshyananda.
2.3 Artists whose works touch on religious themes and/or are inspired by Thai
traditional art: Pichai Nirand, Kowit Anekkachai (Khemanantha), Worarit Ritthakani,
Panya Vijinthanasarn and Thawan Datchani.
2.4 An artist whose works are similar to surrealism in terms of their form and content:
Angkarn Kalayapong.
In our discussion of these Thai artists’ works, we will look at the particular stimulus
that may have led them to produce surrealist-inspired art. We will also point out the
specific surrealist artists and works that influenced or inspired them. Finally, we will
explain the ways in which the Thai artists adapted surrealism to their own personal
manner of expression.
Group 1. Artists or Fine Arts students
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Uab Sanasen and Vivitcha Yodnit.

Uab Sanasen’s Unfinished Melody (1981)
(Fig.1) and Vivitcha Yodnit’s The Samed Sea
(1982) (Fig.2) both depict heavy objects
floating in the air.
Uab and Vivitcha admit being impressed by
the forms and style of surrealist paintings, but
they are unable to name any specific works.
Vivitcha appears to have been inspired by
Magritte’s The Castle of the Pyrenees (19591969), while Uab’s painting bears some
similarity to the same painter’s Threatening
Time (1928). In addition, in terms of
atmosphere, palette and certain details (such
as the table with a tablecloth), both paintings
recall Dali’s Couple with Their Heads Full of
Clouds (1936).

Fig.1

Despite these resemblances, the intention and
subject matter of these two Thai painters are
far removed from the works of the early
Fig.2
surrealists. The musical instrument and other
details in Uab’s work are completely different
from what one sees in the Magritte painting, which depicts a trumpet floating on the
sea near a chair and the body of a woman. Magritte hoped to provoke a feeling of
surprise in his viewers, forcing them to see a new kind of reality in the unusual
combination of unrelated objects. He wanted to hint at the secret relations between
things, between the unconscious or between sexual impulses. Uab’s intention is
different. In an interview on April 26, 1993, he said that he enjoyed playing the violin
but had never managed to play as well as he wanted. That is why he painted a violin
floating above a musical staff.
Vivitcha explains in his thesis Stone, Sea, Sky (1982) that he had been struck by the
beauty of nature at the seashore and had wanted to express his feelings of
appreciation. In an interview on June 21, 1985, he confided that he had painted a large
floating rock simply for the pleasure of showing a heavy stone freed from its usual
environment. This is radically different from the intention Magritte to use the
irrational to surprise Western viewers, used to seeing things logically. The content of
Vivitcha’s painting is also different. The stones are smaller but more numerous. They
hover just above the surface of the water and are accompanied by shadows. The sea is
enormous and painted in vivid colors. There is no wish to shock Thai viewers, who
are familiar with the world of legends, and the belief in miracles and the world of
spirits. Thais would not be taken aback by Magritte’s immense stone (which is as
large as the castle) or by his sky, which is decidedly larger than the sea.
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Parinya Tantisuk

Parinya’s painting Saturday (1981)
(Fig.3), one of a series of paintings on the
days of the week, is made up of forms
freely adapted from natural objects. Birds,
worms, insects, kites, snakes, trees,
mountains, and eyes all appear to float in
space. They all are given playful new
shapes that express the artist’s feelings for
nature.
The way in which the artist has
Fig.3
transformed natural forms into lively,
simple shapes that float freely in space, as
well as his two-dimensional use of color recall Miró’s painting Carnival of Harlequin
(1924-5). Meanwhile, the objects are shortened, which is reminiscent of the stripes in
Kandinsky’s Black Points (1937).
During an interview on June 25, 1986, Parinya admitted that he was interested in
Miró’s use of color, his shapes, and his unnatural metamorphosis of forms. But
whereas the Spanish artist was driven to paint by an internal stimulus (the automatism
of dreams, or the delirium brought on by a combination of hunger and sexual
obsession -- states much favored by the early surrealists), the forms in Parinya’s
paintings are colored by his perceptions of nature on a vacation he took outside
Bangkok. Unlike Miró, he does not draw from his unconscious nor from his libido.
x

Chuang Moolpinit, Sompong Adulsarapan, Sremsak Sukpiam, and Supachai
Sukkechote

The painting Ayuthaya (1977) (Fig.4)
by Chuang Moolpinit contains the same
compositional elements and atmosphere
as Ernst’s painting The Whole City
(1935), a work inspired by the artist’s
fear of impending catastrophe in the
form of Hitler’s war on Europe. But in
an interview on August 23, 1993,
Chuang claimed that on seeing the
ruined temple at Ayuthaya (Siam’s
former capital destroyed by the
Burmese in 1767), he had merely
reimagined the temple in its entirety. As
for his technique, he had tried to print a
lace design on the canvas just as Ernst
had done, but he found that it took too
much time and gave it up in later
works.
Fig.4
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Sompong’s paintings Mannequin
(Fig.5) and Dream at the Seashore
(1981)(Fig.6) are both concerned with
the sea, but Sompong insists on
transforming the female figures into
slack, fossil-like objects, a style
beloved by the surrealists. The
distinctive feature of the first painting,
a combination of human body parts, or
women with trees or flowers for
heads, recalls Ernst’s women in the
painting Napoleon in the Desert
(1941) and Dali’s women in Three
Young Surrealist Women Holding in
Their Arms the Skins of an Orchestra
(1936). While in the second case, he
may have been inspired by Magritte’s
Collective Invention (1935), in which
a mermaid figure has been turned to
stone, it is equally likely that
Sompong was inspired by various
drawings by Hieronymus Bosch (15th
century), who also influenced the
surrealists.

Fig.5

In an interview on May 24, 1986,
Fig.6
Sompong admitted that he loved the
smooth, seductive surfaces of Dali’s paintings. He acknowledged that surrealism was
easy in one way, in that it allowed him to give free rein to his imagination. Sompong
also said that as he worked on these two paintings, he used his imagination in painting
a nude body so that rotting flesh would be transformed into wood, stone, or some
other natural element. Instead of putting a brain in the woman’s head, he put in a tree,
a flower, a bird, a fish – whatever struck his imagination!
Sremsak and Supachai are two students
at the Faculty of Painting at Silpakorn
University. One is working on his
Master’s degree, the other on his
Bachelor’s. Both have stated that their
works are inspired by the European
surrealists, especially Dali and Ernst.
What they find interesting about these
European masters is their technique of
placing objects in the middle of a vast,
horizon-less space or their way of
freely juxtaposing hybrid objects or
conveying a dreamlike atmosphere.
Fig.7
Sremsak’s canvas Opposition of Different
Forms in the Imagination 2 (1985)(Fig.7)
suggests the Buddhist concept of impermanence through the contrast between soft,
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solid forms and hard ones, scattered in a dark, empty space. The painting as a whole
recalls Dali’s Premonition of Civil War or his Cannibalism of Autumn, as well as
Tanguy’s Mama, Papa Is Wounded (1927), and Ernst’s Napoleon in the Desert
(1941). In his thesis, which has the same name as his painting, Sremsak admits to
being influenced by the work of the European surrealists:
In creating works of art, one is always influenced by other artists. This is
certainly true of my work. I am interested in surrealist paintings, and in my
own paintings, I emphasize the importance of imagination and dreams, and in
this, I am not so different from the surrealists. I have studied the methods of
artists like Salvador Dali, Yves Tanguy, and Max Ernst, and adapted these
methods to my own work, and eventually I have developed my own particular
style.
What distinguishes Supachai’s
canvas, 070 hour (Fig.8), is the
unusual nature of the hybrid animal
(a combination sheep’s head, bird’s
beak, buffalo’s horn and kiwi) in
the midst of an empty atmosphere
bathed in yellow light. The pointed
feet that perched precariously on the
ground make the creature appear to
float. The painting shares certain
features with Dali’s Sleep and Max
Ernst’s The Angel of Hearth and Home.
x

Charun Poltacha

This student explains in his dissertation “The
Surreal in Thai Painting” (1976)(Fig.9) that he
uses surrealist techniques to tell stories like the
Ramakien and Phra Apaimani. In his first painting,
inspired by Dali’s Atavistic Vestiges after Rain
(1934) and Magritte’s Signs of Evening (1936),
Charun may have wanted to create a twodimensional point of view. In the second painting
(Fig.10), which borrows from Magritte’s Not to Be
Reproduced (1937), he suggests the dual nature of
the demon, who is both fierce and kind. Borrowing
from Magritte allows Charun to communicate his
ancient subject matter more effectively.
x

Fig.8

Fig.9

Chakrapan Posayakit

At 21, when Chakrapan was a student at Silpakorn,
he demonstrated his love for the marionnettes and
masks from Thai popular theater in a painting
(Fig.11) submitted as a composition exam in 1965.
The painting is a self-portrait in which the artist is
Fig.10
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surrounded by everything he loves (as a
child he had gone to see the masks and
marionettes at the National Museum many
times). The stands on which the masks are
mounted and the empty, limitless space
stretching into the distance have probably
been borrowed from Dali’s Sleep (1937).
Surrealism provided an inspiration that
helped Chakrapan to get his message across.
But this is the only time he turned to
surrealist models for help. Chakrapan has
since become famous as a portraitist, a
painter of figures from classical literature,
and a marionette maker. He works in a style
that is distinctly his own but still consonant
with traditional Thai culture.
Group 2: Artists who have shown a sustained
interest in surrealist painting

Fig.11

2.1 Artists whose works are colored by their personal experiences: Kiettisak
Chanonnart, Nayana Chotisuk and Wirot Nouiboute
x

Kiettisak Chanonnart

In 1980, in an interview on the occasion of his winning the gold medal at the 26th
National Art Exhibition for his painting The State of the Subconscious, Kiettisak
remarked: “Ten years ago, after I graduated from Silpakorn University, all my works
had a surrealist quality.” He began to take an interest in the surrealists in 1965 when
he was a student in the Faculty of Painting at Silpakorn.
The sudden death of his youngest brother was the principal cause that drove him to
produce these surrealist-inspired works. Seeing his brother’s body at the morgue was
deeply troubling, and when he saw the works of Dali and Chirico in some art books,
he felt that they echoed his own feelings.
After graduation, he launched himself into a deeper exploration of surrealism. For his
master’s thesis The Silent Mystery (Silpakorn University, 1979), Kiettisak had to
study the history of surrealism, surrealist art, dadaism and the metaphysical painting
at the roots of surrealist art. He also delved into Freud’s psychoanalytic theories and
his concept of the unconscious. Kiettisak maintains that his work continues to be
inspired by surrealist art and the psychoanalytic theories of Freud. But, in Kiettisak’s
opinion, he is no danger of wandering too far away from everyday life; social and
cultural constraints keep him anchored to reality. As for the question of eroticism, so
important in Western surrealism, he says: “We don’t dare show that” – despite its
presence in the unconscious.
Kiettisak’s surrealist-influenced oils on canvas can be divided into two periods.
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In his work from the earlier period (1968-1976) he insists on delving into the most
labyrinthine pathways. Stimulated by the surrealists’ manner of representation,
Kiettisak borrows various forms to help convey the experiences that lay buried in his
unconscious. These include the sudden death of his brother and his trip to the morgue
where his brother’s body lay wrapped in an atmosphere of silent, suffocating mystery.
The artist, who tends to be introverted, reflects on these experiences in his paintings to
gain an understanding of his own thoughts and
feelings. An example is Painting (1968)(Fig.12).
The subject of the painting is death, symbolized
by a human skull and an animal skeleton, placed
in the middle of the canvas on a train and a swing,
the two main focal points of the painting. The
train with its smokestack looks like a wagon for a
coffin and a crematory. On the far left is a
Buddhist monk seen from behind and dressed in
strange attire. The monk, although presented in an
unrealistic manner, is a sign of the artist’s
devotion to the Buddhist faith.
Fig.12
Although some of the forms and content of the
painting appear to be surrealist-inspired,
especially by the hyper-real landscapes, zigzag arrangement of objects, and trains of
Chirico in such paintings as The Philosopher’s Conquest (1941) and Mystery and
Melancholy of a Street (1914), the Italian surrealist saw trains as a symbol of the
industrial age. His trains appear in a Renaissance
context to represent the conflict between
different spaces and times. But Kiettisak’s train,
which resembles a wagon bearing a coffin and
the chimney of a crematory, is symbolic of death
and separation from a loved one. This
symbolism is closely tied to the artist’s personal
experiences and, to understand, depends on an
Asian cultural context based on Buddhist beliefs.
As a result, his train is different from Chirico’s,
which was conceived in a Western context.
Fig.13
In the painting Painting 2 (Fig.13), produced
the following year, death reappears in the form
of a skeleton in the left foreground. This figure and the overall atmosphere combine to
suggest suffocation. In the center of the canvas a wooden human form with its mouth
wide open reinforces the feeling of extreme oppression. Surrounding this form are
terrifying animals with strange heads and shapes. Some have only one head, others
two, but all evoke an odd unease. Through the wall on the right, one can see into a
long room. Kiettisak has also attached an actual window and door to the left and right
sides of the painting to add depth and a three-dimensional quality which evoke a sense
of terrifying mystery, especially in the faces of the strange creatures on the window
and door.
Kiettisak has explained the origin of the image of the man crying out with his mouth
wide open and the strange animals. “I screamed like that because I had to do drawings
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for a textbook for one of the departments of the National Education Ministry. I was
feeling a lot of pressure and needed a release, when I saw this ugly, vicious-looking
dog at Chakrapan’s (Posayakit, his friend) house. As soon as I saw it, I had the feeling
I could use it in a painting.”
Kiettisak also attributes the image of the screaming man to Studies for Figures at the
Base of the Crucifixion (1944) by the English painter Francis Bacon, who was a
disciple of the English surrealists for a time. The use of doors and windows to
decorate the canvas may have been inspired by Max Ernst’s work Two Children Are
Threatened by a Nightingale (1924).
The large staring eyes in Painting 2 and the
same terrifying sense of oppression will
reappear in A Moment of Feeling (1972)
(Fig.14) and Revelation of the
Subconscious 4 (1974). The first of these
paintings reflects the artist’s feelings as he
listened to a ghost story told to him on a
trip to Khao Yai. The figures have oval
faces, and the lower part of their body
gradually widens into a morning glory or a
lamp. Two of the figures are shown resting
on the ground, and a third floats in the air.
The oval faces are concealed beneath
flower-like shapes in the space between the
stalks. The wide-open eyes, like the eyes of
animals, resemble the eyes in Painting 2,
and constitute major elements in the
Fig.14
composition. The inverted stalks and
flowers as well as the oval faces are intended to surprise the viewers and draw them
in. Meanwhile, the entire space from the foreground to the background is filled with
black strings, like snakes, creating a mysterious, terrifying atmosphere that repels and
attracts at the same time.
In Revelation of the Subconscious 4
(Fig.15), Kiettisak’s arrangement of
elements adds to the depth and complexity
of the painting. The viewer’s gaze is drawn
immediately to the center of the canvas,
where there are two levels, like two
superimposed rooms. A strange creature like
the one in Painting 2 (with eyes wide open
as in Painting 2 and An Instant of Feeling)
emerges from a tube. Its reflection appears
in reverse in the inside room, which is more
brightly lit. The depth of the painting, its
complexity, and the image of this strange,
captive creature combine to express man’s
oppression in the world of modern
technology.

Fig.15
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In terms of surrealist influence, it is possible to see the oval faces in An Instant of
Feeling as having been inspired by the heads in Chirico’s The Disquieting Muses
(1916). The illusion of depth in the center of the painting and the placement of objects
at equal intervals recalls Delvaux’s painting The Echo (1943), and in his use of mirror
images, Kiettisak appears to be borrowing from Magritte’s Not to Be Reproduced
(1937).
Works from Kiettisak’s second period insist on the unknowable nature of things.
What the painter is searching for appears as clothing (symbols) and certain body parts
(hands and feet), but the essential elements that would allow us to recognize the
whole person are always missing. The open door in the middle of the chest suggests
an inner mystery.
In State of the Subconscious 1 (1980)(Fig.16),
Kiettisak’s arrangement of elements is even
more complex. The painting is broken up into
three sections, with what looks like a frame
setting off the two parts at the top. The section
at the bottom is shown from a different
perspective, creating a sense of symmetry and
balance. The new characters are the shirt and
the pants, which seem to symbolize the artist
himself as he leaves his inner world, or the
world of his subconscious, and approaches the
viewer. The fact that the shirt is almost as
large as the thick-walled room suggests that
the painter’s subconscious feels isolated,
solitary, oppressed and alone, and is seeking a
way to move toward the world outside. What
the viewer finds most unexpected is that the
shirt and pants float in space, with a face or a
body. Only the hands and feet are visible.

Fig.16

Clothing and rooms as conceptual images are
explored different in Kiettisak’s subsequent works.
Hallucination of the Subconscious 2 (1982)
(Fig.17) shows a set of clothing seated in a chair.
The position has changed slightly, the arms are on
the arms of the chair, the hands hang loose, and the
toes are touching. The most noticeable difference,
however, is the depth of the room at chest-level.
Rather than putting the man in the room, as in the
previous painting, here the artist puts the room in
the man, hinting perhaps at the depth and mystery
of the soul in the ego of the man or the artist.
This quality of “a vision superimposed on reality”
is seen clearly in Hallucination of the
Fig.17
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Subconscious 1 (1982)(Fig.18), where
headless human forms in black clothes sit
on stools, their right hand on their knee.
One form appears to be the reflection of
the other, but the arm and hand of the
reflected image are different from the
first. One of the bodies is wearing a longsleeved shirt, while the other has on a
short-sleeved shirt, and the hand of the
reflected figure is on his leg, not his knee.
It is the artist’s attempt to separate his ego
into two parts: the first, on the left is the
conscious part, existing within the bounds
of reason; the second, on the right, is the
unconscious, which is free.

Fig.18

Kiettisak’s use of clothing as a stand-in for the human being, and his decision to show
neither the face nor the body but, in works completed between 1980 and 1982, only
the hands and feet, were inspired by such Magritte paintings as The Pleasure
Principle (1937), The Therapist (1937) and Philosophy in the Boudoir (1947).
Yet despite this initial inspiration from Magritte, Kiettisak went on to find his own
source of inspiration in the usual Western outfit of short-sleeved shirts and jeans – the
clothes of everyday life. He places these “characters” in various poses that
complement the overall composition of the work. These paintings represent a real step
forward in his artistic development. Nevertheless, whereas Magritte was motivated by
a desire to protest against the conventions of realist art, or to mock the notions of what
is true and false, empty and full, or to shock his audience with his overtly sexual
messages, Kiettisak is more interested in the tenuous nature of identity and the
difference between true and false. There are no sexual overtones in his work.
Kiettisak aims to explore the complex metaphor of the human soul rather than
provoke a powerful response in the people who see his paintings. He appears content
to leave things hidden behind a screen rather than to reveal the essential make-up of
the subconscious. This is an attitude in perfect keeping with Asian culture, and
especially with the Thai mindset.
But, on the other hand, these images of floating shirts and headless people show
Kiettisak’s willingness to go beyond the limits of traditional beliefs, particularly
regarding the shadow of the head. Kiettisak is the first Thai artist to produce threedimensional paintings with actual objects, such as doors and windows, attached to the
canvas. He is also widely admired for his pleasingly symmetrical compositions and
his subtle, appealing use of color.
x

Nayana Chotisuk

Nayana is an artist whose works have a very direct relation to her personal
experiences and inner truth.
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The works discussed below – Waiting for Death 1 –(Fig19) are all intaglios
completed when she was a fifth-year student at Silpakorn University’s Faculty of
Painting.
Produced in the same year, Way Out of the
Suppressed Mind 2 (Fig.20)and 3(Fig.21) depict
frozen waves that bear little resemblance to reality. In
the first engraving, the waves and the water are shown
to have a destructive power. Dead tress, either fallen
or leaning, with their dead leaves suggest the artist’s
anguish and her deepest, darkest pessimism. The
second is equally pessimistic in its vision, with the
eerie static waves encroaching on a road bordered on
both sides by enormous clothespins. Withered plants
are scattered here and there, some of them apparently
dead. On the road in the foreground are dead leaves,
just as in Way Out of the Suppressed Mind 2. The
shadows cast by the giant clothespins make no sense.
Some extend over the roadway and the water; others
stretch up the clothespins themselves. The sky is
dark, and the atmosphere is silent, mysterious and
almost lifeless.

Fig.19

In her dissertation, Nayana writes that she was
influenced by the spatial arrangement and elongated
perspective of Delvaux’s Echo (1943), as well as by
the use of pale blue to convey a sense of silence,
sadness and mystery, which the Belgian martist put to
good effect in Entrance to the City (1940).
Chirico may also have contributed to Nayana’s poetic
imagery, the atmosphere of lonely, mysterious silence,
and the imprecise sense of time. In Mystery and
Melancholy of a Street (1914), there is no clear
indication of the time of day. In fact, the artist
gives us conflicting signals. And in Way Out of the
Suppressed Mind 3, the elongated shadows
on the road lead us to think it is late
afternoon, while the shadows on the
clothespins tell us it is noon.

Fig.20

Magritte’s influence can be felt in the
presence of everyday objects that have been
distorted and placed in unusual contexts. The
flower and the gigantic clothespins may owe
a debt to Magritte’s Tomb of the Wrestlers
(1960) and Personal Values (1952).
Fig.21
Yet, despite these influences from Delvaux,
Chirico and Magritte, Nayana’s use of color,
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her depiction of shadows and unusual objects, and her symbolism are distinctly her
own. Through these symbols she is able to communicate effectively with viewers who
understand and experience the same emotions as the artist.
Interestingly, while Nayana professes an admiration for the works of Delvaux, many
of which are filled with naked women, half-awake, half-asleep and often highly
sensual, she claims not to like nudity or eroticism. She finds nothing appealing about
looking at it. This may be the result of her rather traditional upbringing.
x

Viroj Nuy-butara

While Kiettisak and Nayana find inspiration in surrealist art without making use of its
aggressive nature or its hostile attitude toward traditional values, particularly with
regard to sex, Viroj represents a clear contrast. His work is aggressive, rebellious and
decidedly erotic.
In 1964, Viroj painted his self-portrait, inspired by
Magritte’s The Rape (1932)(Fig.22). But Viroj’s
painting is even more shocking. By placing the make
genital organs square in the middle of his face, he
seems to be making fun of himself. He has said, “I
claim to be an educated person, but I have a filthy
mouth, I’m sex-obsessed, my eyes are wide open and
full of suspicions like birds. I have no faith in what I
see.”
Viroj sets himself up as a critic of Thai society,
which he sees as rife with insincerity, deceit, and
corruption. In an interview in 1986, he said, “Our
society is being turned on its head. In times
like these, I couldn’t possibly make realist art,
so I made surrealist art where certain objects
stand in as symbols for other things.”

Fig.22

Viroj loves to poke fun at society by dressing up
like Dali (Fig.23) to shock people and raise
questions about his identity, his motivations and his
activities. Viroj achieved his goals on the day of the
opening of an art exhibit at the German cultural
center in June 1978. “I covered my head with lots
of pig and dog fur because my co-exhibitor was
related to the royal family (Thidathep Devakul). A
lot of royals were there that day. I was being
sarcastic. They thought what I did was over the top,
but I didn’t think so. I could have been even more
outrageous.”

Fig.23

Viroj intended to protest against deforestation
by wearing a suit and tie and some lipstick and walking around the trunks of trees
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until people thought he was crazy. And in his work
called Tree and Bra (1965)(Fig.24) he transgressed
social norms by putting a bra and a pair of panties on
a tree trunk and filling the bra with fake breasts.
Dressing up trees in sexually provocative ways
recalls the work of certain surrealist poets who saw
the world through a veil of eroticism. Louis Aragon,
for example, saw the Eiffel Tower as a naked woman
with her legs spread apart, and René Crevel saw the
city of Marseilles as a naked woman lounging
seductively. Viroj’s work is also reminiscent of
surrealist painting and sculpture, which are often
loaded with erotic overtones as a means of mocking
the manners of the European middle classes. Two
such examples are Magritte’s Philosophy in the
Boudoir (1947) and Dali’s Aphrodisiac Dinner
Jacket (1938).
In June 1975, Viroj presented an exhibition of
drawings and poems (with German artist Horst
Janssen) at the Goethe Institute in Bangkok. On
display were about 200 drawings and 70 poems
written in India ink, most of them containing the
ideogram for bitterness and an ironic remark on the
political situation of the time. The exhibit attracted a
great deal of attention from the media and the
general public. Some of the more erotic drawings
were censored. In response, the newspaper The
Voice of the Nation (June 4, 1975) published the
following appraisal: “However, there are brilliant
collages of Adam picking an apple and a female
body for which he has cut parts out of celebrities like
(Mrs) Kennedy’s lips, Liz Taylor’s eyes and Sophia
Loren’s arms and arranged them together”(Fig.25).

Fig.24

Fig.25

Piecing together the body parts of these global celebrities is similar to the technique of
free collage, a surrealist technique that made no reference to any type of reality nor to
any manner of rationality.
Viroj explains his Collage of a Woman this way:
I took Liz Taylor’s eye, Kennedy’s wife’s mouth, parts of these world famous
women of the time…it’s a social chain. I put on the chain like a knot made out
of drunkenness. The mouth that spoke the words: ‘come to the moon’ with
peace for all mankind; they wrote the word ‘peace’ in gold on the moon!
…Then they went to the moon to make war and consolidate their power. They
claimed they were in Vietnam to make peace. Peace…right…they brought
weapons. That’s what their mouth is like. It’s like taking a pee, some kind of
peace…hah!
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Viroj’s persona and the work he completed between 1964 and 1975 were largely
inspired by the works of the surrealists and the Dadaists. Viroj seems to understand
the essence of surrealism. He expresses his thoughts directly and openly, without
censoring them, as a revolt against the values and rules of his society. This is a quality
that holds true as much for what he says as for the way he dresses, the paintings he
paints, or the poems he writes (See Chapter 4). The surrealist approach proved very
helpful in enabling him to find a way to validate his personal experiences and express
his rejection of social norms. His personality and his works – provocative, strange,
marginal, aggressive and erotic – have both interested and exasperated journalists and
fellow writers and artists. Still, his creative period turned out to be relatively short. He
gave up writing and painting in 1978 to become a devout Buddhist and a follower of
the very strict Santi Asok sect. Since this radical change in lifestyle, he has produced
no more surrealist-inspired work.

2.2 Artists whose work contains elements of social criticism
x

Thana Lauhakaikul and Kamol Thassananchalee

Between 1965 and 1966, before
settling permanently in the United
States where he worked as an artist
and taught fine arts, Thana
Lauhakaikul painted several canvases
that turn a critical gaze on Thai
society. Most notable are The
Hospital’s Mask, The Farmers, After
the War, and The Grand Theater
(1965)(Fig. 26).
Fig.26
In this last painting, the artist compares
society to a grand theatrical spectacle.
The influence of surrealist art is evident in the use of free collage, the lack of
connection between objects, the combination of animal and human forms, and the
resulting atmosphere of mystery. The painting has an otherworldly quality that seems
to have risen up from a (bad) dream. The upper portion of the painting is dark, murky
and mysterious. There is no reference to any specific time or place. The entire
painting, including the cow’s head, recalls Picasso’s Guernica (1937-8), and its use of
animals as symbols for people is a technique also used by Dali and Miró.
Thana was among the first artists to use surrealist methods as a way of commenting
on the Thai political scene. In response to a set of questions dated August 2, 1986, the
artist explained: “The Grand Theater set my imagination, my politics, and my
creativity on an infinite road of freedom, independence, isolation and hope. Even
today this work is a help to me in producing other works. It has also sparked my
interest in the concepts of time and space, which artists call the 4th dimension.”
Kamol Thassananchalee, another artist who left Thailand and settled in the US,
produced several canvases that reflect his bitterness over the Vietnam War. In Flesh
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and Blood (1969-70)(Fig.27), the artist depicts
the tragic consequences of war through a number
of representational and non-representational
motifs. Faces with their mouths wrenched open
in agony float in the air; headless corpses lie
amidst ruined buildings, and human limbs lie
scattered about. The painting plunges the viewer
into a nightmare world.
Kamol’s painting style, characterized by free,
rapid brush strokes of vivid color, recalls the
automatic method employed by André Masson in
Pythia (1943) or by De Kooning in Woman I
(1950-2). De Kooning, an American artist, was
likewise influenced by Masson.

Fig.27

But surrealism’s hold on Kamol was only
temporary. Later on he turned to other artistic movements, notably pop and
conceptual art, for inspiration.
x

Somchai Hatthakitkoson

Most of the paintings Somchai Hatthakitkoson completed between 1964 and 1978 are
difficult to track down as they were purchased by foreign collectors, and Somchai did
not take photos of his works. Nor did he keep records of the collectors’ addresses. All
we have are two paintings in the National Gallery: The Goddess Kali of the 20th
Century (1972) and Structure of the Society (1978). Copies of two other works
painted in 1969, The Call-Girl and The Cultural War, exist in postcard form.
In an interview on August 29, 1986, Somchai spoke his source of inspiration as he
worked on his paintings in 1969. “I had to decorate a bar on New Petchburi Road
during the Vietnam War. There were lots of American soldiers and I’d seen a lot of
pathetic, heartbroken Thai women. So I decided to do a few paintings…a series.”
In The Call Girl (1969)(Fig.28),
Somchai expresses his pity and
disgust for Thai women reduced to
prostituting themselves over the
phone. A telephone with a long
cord is attached to the bottom of a
bed inside the open stomach of a
woman whose lower body is made
of metal. Where her genitals should
be is the head of an insect – a
beetle, perhaps, or a grasshopper.
Fig.28
She has fruit instead of breasts, and
from her neck to the top of her head and
all over her face there is a tangle of wires or pipes, as well as shrimp, fish, fruit, etc.
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On the left side of the painting a figure seen from behind resembles the hips and legs
of a women stretched out on her stomach. Above her knee is a thin piece of striped
cloth, and above her waist, superimposed female body parts (hips, legs, arms, chest)
form a torso. Her head is made up of intertwined strings. The painting evokes an
atmosphere of oppression; it is unnatural, lifeless and frightening.
In The Cultural War (Fig.29), painted in
the same year, Somchai makes use of
decoupage and a collage of human organs
to convey a nightmarish quality. In
portraying female body parts as hideous,
he is able to show one of the
consequences of the Vietnam War on
Thailand – the explosion of the
commercial sex industry. To suggest the
degradation of women forced to sell
themselves, of women so starved for
money that they sacrificed their dignity,
the artist has suspended a purse from the
branch of a tree next to the female organs.

Fig.29

Three years later, Somchai produced The
Goddess Kali of the 20th Century
(Fig.30), a painting attacking Thai
society for the proliferation of
prostitution at the time that American
soldiers invaded Southeast Asia under the
pretext of saving Vietnam from the
Communist threat. A female form,
upright on a flower in the sea in the
middle of a thick bank of clouds, is
shown dancing; she resembles the
goddess Lakshmi, who was born on a
lotus flower in the sea. But in identifying
the figure as Kali, the name of goddess
Uma (the consort of Shiva) in her
destructive phase, the painters merges
two mythical females. Her hair hangs
loose, as in the first three paintings, but
Fig.30
here it is longer and thicker and veils her
entire face. Her breasts are larger, more
frightening than in The Cultural War, and encircled by snakes. In the opening in the
middle of her body, two male faces resembling Johnson and Krushtchev (the
American and Soviet leaders) talk on the telephone. On the woman’s thighs are two
terrifying animals; two snakes wind down her legs to her feet. In her left hand, Kali,
the goddess who rules over life and death in this age, holds the tail of a large
dragonfly. In the middle of the painting, above the woman, is a bird, perhaps a symbol
of the artist surveying this scene. This painting could be seen as a work of ugliness,
terror and repugnance, having all the signs of shocking sexual symbolism.
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In Structure of the Society (1978)
(Fig.31), the last painting from this
part of Somchai’s career, the artist
once again lays emphasis on images
of degradation, decadence and
deterioration while varying his
technique and his arrangement of
compositional elements. The artist
seems intent on pointing out the
debasement of women, oppressed
and exploited by a society in which
men hold all the cards. The painting
suggests that Thai society as a whole
is in a state of moral decline. In
contrast, the composition, palette and
overall atmosphere are far less offputting than in the three earlier works.

Fig.31

The style and composition of Somchai’s paintings often recall the works of the
European surrealists, most notably Dali. In The Call-Girl, the ambiguous forms,
whether human or parts of the landscape, remind the viewer of The Portrait of Frau
Isabel Styler-Tas (1945), while the leafy branch in Structure of the Society also recalls
this work. Cutting open the human body to create the illusion of depth is also seen in
Dali’s The Weaning of Furniture-Nutrition (1934). The telephone and the
grasshopper’s head, symbols of sensuality, suggest that the artist was influenced by
Sublime Moment (1938) and the Great Masturbator (1929).
This assembling of female body parts in The Cultural War, the predominance of pink
and yellow, the goddess Kali’s breast, and the structure of the female form in
Structure of the Society all recall Dali’s Premonition of Civil War (1936), while the
human body composed entirely of elements animal and vegetable elements echoes the
surrealist approach used by Delvaux in Call of the Night (1937). The trompe l’oeil
depiction of the sea in The Cultural War was likely inspired by Dali’s The Persistence
of Memory.
Even though Somchai’s paintings were inspired by surrealist artists such as Dali and
Delvaux (or by those artists like Bosch or Arcimboldo, who provided inspiration to
the surrealists), particularly in the use of semi-real, semi-dreamlike images, trompe
l’oeil, ambiguity, metamorphosis (human form + animal or vegetable element), the
theme of woman and eroticism, he seems to differ from the surrealists most notably in
his attitude. If he makes use of the female form and eroticism, it is for reasons of
social critique. Somchai borrows surrealist techniques chiefly as a means of selfexpression.
x

Pratuang Emjaroen and Chang Sae Tang

Like Somchai Hatthakitkoson, Pratuang is a self-taught artist. Early works, such as
Life and The Metallic Tree, were completed in 1966. The works of the succeeding
period were painted around the time of the political turmoil of October 14, 1973 and
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October 6, 1976, two events that aroused powerful emotions in the artist. DharmaAdharma (1966), Red Morning Glories and Rotten Rifles (1976) and The
Mortification of Buddha (1976) are among his better-known early works.
In Life (1966)(Fig.32), Prathuang evokes his pain
and that of the other members of his immediate
group by carving out ruts in the surface of the canvas
and putting garbage on top. The dominant colors are
yellow mixed with varying shades of brown or red.
Occasional patches of blue draw attention to some of
the focal points of the painting. Life depicts a woman
and child. The woman is painted in brown; she has
three faces, an arm and a hand on each side. The
child at her stomach resembles a light blue embryo
dominated by a large vivid eye. In an interview on
March 25, 1986, Pratuang spoke of this particular
painting, explaining: “The woman with three faces is
life…It’s the impression I have of the ordinary
people I meet. The woman who posed for the
painting expressed her feelings clearly and in
Fig.32
various ways. Sometimes she was anxious,
sometimes she was in pain; sometimes she felt hopeless. The expressions on the face
there in front of me told me that the social conditions around her had caused her
sadness.”
The free, ethereal form of the image resembles something out of a dream or the
subconscious. In this painting, the image is partially dreamlike, partially automatic.
The blurred, fossil-like faces with their numerous eyes recall Ernst’s painting The Eye
of Silence (1944).
It is possible that Pratuang was inspired
by another Ernst painting entitled
Oedipus Rex (1992), in which a piece
of pointed metal protruding from a
finger and a walnut are symbols of
suffering. As in The Metallic Tree
(1966)(Fig.33), Pratuang depicts a
metal shoot (symbol of some
destructive force) growing through a
large tree trunk (life destroyed). He
uses blue-gray for the metal, and dark
brown for the background, while a
bluish shadow represents the suffering of
the artist, who has no other way to fight.

Fig.33

The events of October 14, 1973, a day of great sorrow, outraged Pratuang. He painted
Dharma-Adharma (1973-4)(Fig.34) to denounce the massacre of students and other
victims who had demanded a return to democracy and respect for the constitution.
The painting’s power comes from the violent movement of various juxtaposed
elements. The symbols of the Dharma – the wheel, the head of a Buddha statue, and a
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Fig.34
white flower (a symbol of purity) – have been crushed. The wheel, of which certain
bits lie beneath a weapon, is broken…The Buddha head has been pierced by a weapon
and, like the flower, is stained with blood. The figures representing Adharma include
rifle butts and muzzles, and a sword in a hand with long, tapered fingernails.
Frightened, suffering faces are scattered throughout the picture. In the upper right is a
circle (representing perhaps the sun), and in the middle of the circle is a smaller circle
with a blue nucleus from which rays emanate. Beneath one of these rays is a large eye
staring fixedly (it may be the artist’s eye). About the painting, Pratuang has
commented:
I wanted to symbolize the feelings of confusion and disbelief at the sight of
such horrific scenes. There are crying faces and a sky with heavy black storm
clouds. Tears stream endlessly down the face of the Buddha, a symbol of the
Thai people under threat.
Apinan calls this painting “one of the most powerful testaments against violence in all
of modern Thai art.” He remembers that when Pratuang displayed the painting at the
National Gallery in 1974, many viewers sat in front of the canvas and cried, reflecting
back on the events they had witnessed (Apinan: 1992:161).
With regard to any possible surrealist influence, we agree with Apinan, who feels that
Pratuang was inspired by paintings of war and killing like Picasso’s Guernica. Even
so, the use of bright colors and free, staccato, almost irrational brushstrokes to tell the
story of those terrible events and the images emerging from Pratuang’s subconscious
recall the painting style employed by Masson in such works as Paysage Iroquois
(1944), in which brilliant colors also dominate.
Shortly before the bloody events of
October 6, 1976, Pratuang painted Red
Morning Glories and Rotten Rifles and
The Mortification of Buddha. These
two paintings share a common feature –
a scattering of holes or black circles
that reveal targets or the mouths of
canons. These are symbols of
destruction, as in Dharma-Adharma.
Pratuang contributed Red Morning
Glories and Rotten Rifles (Fig.35) to the

Fig.35
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Dharma Group’s third show at the Bhirasri Gallery on the eve of the October 6
massacre. The high point of the painting is the soft form of the rifles (M16), one of
which is curved like a leg tucked under and the other with a mouth resembling an
extended arm. Within the cylinders of these two rifles are wires wrapped around
tendons and muscles, most of which are green like rotten meat. In contrast, certain
other parts are yellow and red, which Pratuang himself has said represent pus and
blood. There are worms eating away at the inside and wriggling their way to the
outside. The morning glories with their white blooms crawl out of the lower left-hand
corner and over the two rifles. Where the rifle barrels end, there are blue shapes that
resemble an exploded head and the headless, handless torso of a shattered Buddha
statue. The dominant color in the foreground is a greenish orange, while the
background is brown, blue and green. The hill is made of human skulls.
Pratuang explains the origin and meaning of the painting in this way:
Every day I had news that my fellow countrymen and women were being
gunned down day and night without stop. A deep sorrow remained like a
wound in the hearts of parents, brothers, sisters, wives, children and friends. I
shared the sadness of my compatriots and decided to do this painting to
compare and contrast the morning glories, which grow up out of the soil and
nourish us, with rifles that have the odor of blood and pus. I wanted to show
what is lost in the effort to soften the hearts of the savage men who fired the
guns in order to make them have love for their fellow Thais instead.
It is clear that the artist was inspired by several surrealist paintings, especially Dali’s
The Persistence of Memory in which solid objects appear to melt and metamorphose.
The various shapes given to the softened weapons and human body parts recall
Premonition of Civil War, and the way in which the butts and muzzles of the rifles are
connected by human muscles recalls Magritte’s Red Model (1936), in which a foot is
joined to the upper portion of a shoe.
Pratuang borrowed from these surrealist models
and related them to the story of the Buddha in
order to criticize Thai society more effectively.
In The Mortification of Buddha (Fig.36), the
artist portrays Prince Siddharta seated in
meditation prior to attaining enlightenment. It
would appear that Pratuang intended for the
suffering of the Bodhisattva to be a symbol of
Thai society’s suffering in 1976. The head of
the Bodhisattva, in a white halo, is barely
visible, a technique inspired perhaps by two of
Magritte’s paintings: The Pleasure Principle
(1937) and The Art of Living (1967). Beneath
the left shoulder there is a black hole (a bullet
hole, a symbol of destruction). In the middle of
the body there is a large hole behind his folded
hands, and beneath the hole one can see a
white circle (in the place where, in
meditation, a circle of light appears). The

Fig.36
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knees seem to melt into the oval seat, which is divided into several red squares in
which there are skulls, faces, eyes, and emaciated children with bulging eyes. This is a
symbol of the starvation, poverty, and suffering of the Thai people at the time. Yet the
brilliant rays of light that emanate from the back could symbolize the enlightenment
of Buddha after his mortification as well as the dharma, a source of comfort to all
Buddhists. The artist is showing Thai society the right path to follow at this time of
suffering and sorrow.
But a closer look at Pratuang’s works shows that despite these surrealist influences,
notably the free juxtaposition of images and the automatic brush strokes, the subject
matter and messages of the paintings are uniquely his own. The chief difference is
that Pratuang’s paintings, unlike those of the European surrealists, have no sexual
content. In the Ernst painting, for instance, the metal piercing the nut carries the full
weight of the Oedipus myth and conceals a powerful sexual element. But in The
Metallic Tree, Pratuang emphasizes the suffering and pain that destroy life and leave
one powerless to fight back.
In Dharma-Adharma and Red Morning Glories and Rotten Rifles, Pratuang is
protesting against the political violence of the time, whereas the works of Masson,
Magritte and Dali are meant to express the artists’ subconscious urges and appetites.
Pratuang presented his painting Red Morning Glories and Rotten Rifles on the eve of
the bloody events of October 6, 1976. Could he have had a presentiment of the
terrifying violence about to happen? Dali also had a premonition of the horrific
violence of the Spanish civil war before the conflict broke out. It is interesting to note
that Pratuang was accused of being a Communist because of his use of bright red in
his canvas Red Morning Glories. After the events of October 6, 1976, Pratuang had to
report to the police in order to respond to the accusation that he and the other
members of the Dharma Group were leftist sympathizers.
The violence directed against students in
1976 also had a tremendous impact on
another artist, Chang Sae Tang. The
painting October 14 (1973)(Fig.37) is a
self-portrait but without eyes – perhaps to
symbolize his refusal to accept the
terrifying events he had witnessed. And
as in certain surrealist works by Miró,
Magritte, etc., there is also a mixture of
writing and images. But it is just as likely
that Chang was inspired by paintings
illustrating ancient Chinese poetry. The
writing is illegible, as Chang wished it to
serve merely as a backdrop for his selfportrait.

Fig.37
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Thammasak Booncherd

Thammasak was a precursor of the Windmill Group, a
collection of artists that will be discussed below. His
painting Thai Peasant (1979)(Fig.38) depicts the lives
of poor peasants exploited by capitalist merchants. In
the painting a peasant hangs from a scale for weighing
rice, his clothes are in rags, and he is surrounded by
parched rice fields under a harsh, cloudless sky. The
scene recalls Dali’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross
(1951) and to a lesser extent the same artist’s Sleep.

x

Fig.38
Paisan Thirapongvisnuporn and Chirasak
Pathanapong (Windmill Group)

The Windmill Group, made up of five young artists who graduated from the School of
Fine Arts (Thai Wijit Silpa), announced their intention to point out the corruption and
moral decay of Thai society. They wanted to motivate others to rise up and deal with
these long-standing ills. Two members of the group, Paisan Thirapongvisnuporn and
Chirasak Patanapong, produced works with obvious surrealist traits, especially the
works they contributed to the Group’s second and fourth exhibitions (1980-1982).
Paisan’s oil paintings are clearly influenced by surrealist models. Most reflect the
particular social problems debated after the events of October 6, 1976. One such
problem was local government’s mismanagement of water resources and the resulting
droughts in the Northeast that forced farmers to abandon their villages and migrate to
the cities. Young people especially had to leave their homes and look for work in the
capital, where life was difficult. Some became coolies, others prostitutes. They were
exploited and deceived by the capitalists. In other paintings Paisan addresses different
religious and moral issues.
In an interview on March 30, 1985, Paisan admitted to an interest in surrealist art. “I
feel that the surrealist style gives me the most freedom in terms of presentation, form,
content, essence, symbolism and the ability to get my messages across. We can
express whatever we feel. Frankly
speaking, it isn’t my intention to be a
surrealist; I just borrow their techniques. I
don’t fully understand their philosophy.”
In Faint Breath of the Old Field (1981)
(Fig.39), the torso of an old man,
resembling a fan or a cadaver on a wooden
stake, hovers above a cracked and desolate
landscape. He represents all the elderly
villagers in the Northeast abandoned by
their families in a parched, impoverished
land. The extended arms and the hands that

Fig.39
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point back towards a city in the distance symbolize the hopes of young villagers,
unable to work the dry soil of their native villages, of a better life in the big city.
It is clear that in planning and executing this painting, Paisan was inspired by Dali,
especially in the depiction of the sky which is larger than the earth, the human figure
floating in the middle of the canvas, and the use of the stake, all of which recall Sleep.
In This Street Is Called Patpong (1982)
(Fig.40) (Patpong is the center of the tourist
sex trade), the artist shows a street that leads
directly to a door located right between a
woman’s legs. The image suggests that the
men who come to this place are interested in
only one thing – sex. The naked legs, with
occasional rotten splotches, suggest that the
sex trade turns women into soiled, degraded,
and disfigured victims. On the side of the
street, near the woman’s right foot is a sign
with the street name, and above this is a
Fig.40
white cloth tent propped up on posts. Above
the front entrance to the tent hangs a pair of
breasts, and above the tent are two masks and animal skull, symbols of the wicked,
hypocritical capitalists. It is a bold, shocking exposé of a reality that Thai society
would prefer not to face so openly.
The use of cloth in the painting recalls Dali’s work William Tell in Old Age (1931),
while the cut in the middle of the body is reminiscent of The Weaning of FurnitureNutrition (1934), likewise by Dali.
In Paisan’s last painting, Lokiya-Lokuttra
(1982)(Fig.41), the artist depicts a V-neck
blouse on a hanger. The sleeves
metamorphose into the face of the artist on
one side and the face of the Buddha on the
other. Beneath the faces, the blouse is tied in a
knot. What the artist wants us to see here is
that the “self” is made up of lokiya (worldly
pleasures that are the causes of suffering) and
lokuttra (truth that is above lokiya and
dukkha).
What makes this painting interesting is the
surrealist influence that inspired Paisan. For
example, the image of the double faces comes
from André Masson’s drawing The Portrait of
André Breton (1939), and the hanger is
borrowed from Magritte’s Philosophy in the
Boudoir. Yet Paisan’s use of these images is
in complete opposition to the philosophy of
surrealism: the Thai artist sees religion as a
cure for society’s ills, while the surrealists

Fig.41
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were violently opposed to all religions and moral codes.
Although Paisan was inspired by the form and style he saw in surrealist paintings, his
work differs from that of the Europeans in terms of its content. His paintings are
meant as criticism of current events taken directly from the media. His work does not
reflect his unconscious or dream images aroused by his experience of reality. Some of
Paisan’s works, especially those that deal with prostitution, have a certain boldness,
but his sole intention is to criticize, not to arouse sexual desire, as is often the case
with the European surrealists. Another difference is that the atmosphere in these
paintings tends to be lifelike and realistic, not dreamlike or ambiguous.
Chirasak’s work is characterized by subject matter and formats that are very similar to
those found in Paisan’s work. This is not surprising as the two men are close friends.
They studied at the same art college (Thai Wijit Silpa). Chirasak actually took part in
the demonstrations leading up to the events of October 14, 1973 and October 6, 1976,
whereas Paisan followed the developments in the press. Both were important
members of the Windmill Group. Like Paisan, Chirasak adopted certain surrealist
techniques in order to criticize society. Because of its social relevance, Apinan calls
their work “social surrealism” (Apinan 1992:224). In an interview on March 26, 1985,
Chirasak spoke of his interest in surrealist models, which “are conducive to
expressing feelings, you can distort them any way you like.”
Many of the oil paintings Chirasak Pathanapong produced starting in 1979 are the
artist’s response to the cramped, unsanitary living conditions of peasants in the capital
in search of work. He also addresses political and environmental issues, portraying
images of garbage pickers, poverty and pollution. Chirasak’s favorite symbol of
oppression and discontent is a shroud. One of his paintings shows a skeleton, partly
concealed by a piece of cloth. The image is meant to suggest the degradation of
workers in contemporary society.
The painting Life of the
Working Class (1981)(Fig.42) is
composed primarily of an
elephant’s head, its skin
clinging to the bone, and its
body like torn cloth stretched
over a worn skeleton. Part of
the animal’s tail is shaped like a
cone spiraling around the
pinchers of a crab that rests on
the floor. The four legs are not
the legs of a normal elephant.
Instead, they’re grasshoppers’
legs so tapered that they could not
Fig.42
possibly support the weight
above. The elephant, used in
Thailand to haul logs from the forest, is a symbol of the exploitation of the country’s
working class. On the left of the canvas, there are unidentifiable objects that look like
a series of screens stretching out of view. Between the screens are piles of covered
objects, perhaps dead elephants, symbols of the working class in the big city.
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Screams of Time (1982)(Fig.43) is
an expression of the pain and
oppression that the artist and his
friends were made to endure. Time
moves on relentlessly. Two human
heads scream from inside the face of
a clock. Between them are two
pathetic human beings, one a
woman with no head, the other a
man with a head but with a
mutilated body. These human forms
haunt the artist as he remembers the
events of October 14, 1973 and
Fig.43
October 6, 1976. The same suffering is
expressed in The Sad Song of War,
another painting from the same year but which we have not included here.
The last painting entitled Breathing
in…Breathing out (1983)(Fig.44) is a
self-portrait surrounded by symbols
of oppression, duress, and
despondency. These symbols take the
form of tubes covering the artist’s
mouth and nose, and an object
wrapped in cloth in a rectangular
frame. The metal tubes look like parts
of an industrial factory. Perhaps the
artist wanted to comment on the
pollution in Bangkok, where oxygen
is in short supply and it is
increasingly difficult to breathe.

Fig.44

An examination of these three paintings
shows clearly that Chirasak was inspired by the styles and techniques of surrealist
painters, especially Dali, but that he adapted these methods to express his feelings and
critique the social conditions around him. In combining the human form with cloth, he
is borrowing from an image Dali used in Daddy Longlegs of the Evening – Hope!
(1940). In Life of the Working Class and Screams of Time, his depiction of skeletons,
elephants, and men with torn cloth instead of skin is striking and original. The
elephant with its delicate legs (Life of the Working Class) may have been influenced
by Dali’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony (1946), and the way in which Chirasak
wraps objects or men’s heads in cloth may have come from Dali’s Specter of Sex
Appeal.
Chirasak may have found inspiration in the works of other surrealist artists as well.
For example, the arrangement of figures in Screams of Time recalls Chirico’s The
Disquieting Muses (1916).
It is also possible that Chirasak was also inspired by painters from other schools that
shared certain common characteristics with surrealism. Covered objects and the use of
tubes and cones may have come from the work of Christo or artists from the School of
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Vienna, such as H.R. Giger. The open, screaming mouth immediately recalls Edvard
Munch, the Norwegian expressionist painter whose painting The Scream is world
famous.

x

Apinan Poshyananda

Apinan himself is an artist, as well as
an art historian and educator (Currently
he holds the post of Director of the
Contemporary Art and Culture
Department at the Ministry of Culture).
In 1982, he painted Psychoanalysis
(Fig.45), which, in terms of its
eroticism and automatism, seems to
evince surrealist themes and techniques.
Yet his intentions are somewhat
Fig.45
different. His work is a criticism of “free
sex,” and he attempts to soften the
violence of his painting through the use of intangible forms and the colors of the
walls, which serve to draw the viewer’s attention to the objects spread out on the
floor.
Apinan admits that he was inspired by several Western painters: “Picasso, Fuseli,
Blake, Rubens, Dali, Bellmer, and Kitaj.” Apinan has also explained some of the
techniques he employed to produce this work: “First I put several layers of color on
the canvas before putting it on the wall. The technique of putting down the layers of
color first is partly automatic. But I don’t know if it’s the same method that the
surrealists used, and it doesn’t really matter to me if it is or it isn’t. Most things are a
product of the times, because automatic painting was widely practiced by American
and European painters after the Second World War.”
In our opinion, Apinan may have been inspired not only by Picasso and other abstract
expressionist painters like Arshile Gorky, but also by certain works by Francis Bacon,
such as Two Figures (1953).
In an interview on April 27, 1993, the artist stated: “Psychoanalysis has a certain
surreal quality; in other words, there’s something surrealist about it, but that doesn’t
mean that the way I produced this painting conformed to the surrealist code…It’s as if
this painting is in a box of the imagination: a symbol of the artist’s oppression in a
society full of competition. It’s Thai society in the year 1982. It isn’t French society
of the 1920s.”
2.3 Artists who produced works with religious themes and/or inspired by traditional
Thai art
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Pichai Nirand

Among Thai contemporary artists,
Pichai is one of the first to integrate
historical Buddhism into a modern
pictorial form. Some of his paintings
evidence a certain surrealist
influence – The End (1960)(Fig.46)
and Chivataman (1970)(Fig.47), for
example. The End is a Buddhist
contemplation of death, and the
veiled faces were probably inspired
by Magritte’s Heart of the Matter
(1928).

Fig.46

Chivataman is a drawing that looks like a
stained-glass window. It is an arrangement of
multi-colored panes, each containing the
image of an object or scene relating to birth
(a baby’s head, a uterus, sperm, a breast,
etc.). But in the central pane is a face (that of
the artist) rapt in meditation. From this it
becomes clear that the panes are intended as a
meditation on the agonies of birth described
in the ancient literary epic The Three Realms.
The painter has told us that the painting grew
out of his interpretation of the teachings of
the Buddha.
In addition to his personal feelings and
experiences, Pichai may have found
inspiration in certain surrealist works. The
semi-abstract style of the drawing in
Chivataman recalls the automatism used by
Masson in Pythia (1943) or Gradiva (1939). Pichai’s
outlook, however, especially with regard to religion, is
very different from that of the Western surrealists.

x

Fig.47

Kowit Anekkachai (Khemanantha)

The picture Rock with the Face of Dhamma (1980)
(Fig.48) uses the technique of Chinese calligraphy on
silk paper to portray a man (the artist as monk) seated on
rocks resembling four human faces seen from different
angles. The eyes of the most visible face are turned
toward the heavens. Part of the hair, or a hole in the
rocks, resembles female genitals. Below this are
curves or arches like rushing water. The picture as a

Fig.48
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whole can be seen as a monk reflecting on the different aspects of himself and his
previous incarnation, especially his past life of sensual pleasure.
Kowit’s approach to drawing is influenced by automatic writing, and his use of
collage to assemble the various parts of the face recalls Picasso’s technique in such
works as Woman in Tears (1937), which affords a view of the face from the front and
in profile at the same time. This double image is also reminiscent of Dali’s Portrait of
Frau Styler-Tas, and the automatic quality of the drawing also brings to mind
Masson’s Automatic Drawing (1924).
In his article “The Way of Buddhist Iconography,” the painter explains that the
drawing comes from the world of dreams and the self, and makes no reference to
external objects. Admittedly, there are similarities between the automatism of
surrealism and certain Zen concepts, but the differences are much greater.
Khemanantha seems to have hit upon this particular technique more as a result of his
study of the teachings of Wei Lang than of his knowledge of surrealism.

x

Worarit Rithakani

The Tree of Life (1982)(Fig.49) shows a bo (pipal)
tree and a tiered umbrella in the shape of an island
or a mountain. Within the tree is a luminous gem,
a symbol of nirvana or the teachings of the
Buddha. At bottom left are the assembled figures
of a man (the artist), a woman and a bird, all
moving in the direction of the gem. Human
beings, regardless of their sex, will find the key to
a peaceful life in the Buddhist precepts.
The association of the two human figures with the
bird may recall two of Chagall’s works – Tribute
to Apollinaire (1911-2) and The Flute Player
(1954).
Fig.49
It is clear that Worarit has succeeded in
integrating in own paintings both Chagall’s
fondness for floating or flying objects – representatives of an imaginary world – as
expressions of his religious beliefs, and certain traditional Thai elements. But there is
an important difference between the half-bird, half-human figure in Worarit’s work
and that in Chagall’s The Flute Player. The figure in the Thai artist’s work appears
more real than the fanciful figure of the Western painter.
In fact, these half-bird, half-human, or half-human, half-animal creatures have been a
feature of Thai painting since ancient times. Images of kinaree or kinorn – halfhuman, half-bird creatures – and other mythic animals are often found in mural
paintings and on Thai scripture cabinets. However, unlike traditional Thai painting,
the human faces in Worarit’s work are more realistic.
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Panya Vijinthanasarn

Most of Panya’s paintings are temperas, produced
between 1979 and 1981. We have chosen to
examine two series of paintings: Crisis of the
World Today 1 and 2, and Symbol of the World
1and 2, as well as the individual works, Different
Paths and The Struggle.
In Crisis of the World Today 1 (1979)(Fig.50), the
principal figures are imaginary and legendary
animals found in traditional Thai painting. A large
naga – a mythological serpent – a swan and a
griffin do battle in an empty, infinite space. At the
top of this space is the mouth of a naga trying
Fig.50
to swallow a Buddha statue. On the horizon is
an ancient structure with an open door, shaped
like a mouth with large canine teeth. The imaginary creatures in the painting may be
symbols of human passion or desire and the conflicts between human beings in this
world. But one of the animals appears to rise above the fray, ascending into the
spiritual realm symbolized by the Buddha image at the top of the canvas. The ruined
building in the background, like a mouth frozen open, represents organized religion, a
center of faith in the past but which time and human greed have now destroyed. Truth,
symbolized by the faint light of fireflies, has been virtually swallowed up by the
darkness of earthly desires.
In Crisis of the World Today 2 (1979)(Fig.51)
various animal and human figures are shown
riding in a golden chariot behind which are the
tail and hind quarters of an animal. The chariot is
pulled by an imaginary animal
(griffin+swan+naga) and moving in the direction
of a strange creature with great open jaws and
enormous canine teeth. Another group of
imaginary animals, bundled together in a knot,
can be seen above the open mouth. In the lower
Fig.51
left corner of the mouth is another smaller
mouth, also open. Opposite, the painting seems
to open onto another dimension where a group of imaginary animals advances along
another road.
In the distance on the right are a desert and the head of an animal with menacing
horns. Its mouth is wide open, and in front of the door, which resembles a tongue, is a
chain. Behind this head a large canine tooth surges up out of the ground, its curved tip
in the form of a swan pierced with holes. The dominant color in the painting is dark
blue, giving the picture a barren, desert-like atmosphere. In the corner of the mouth,
the bodies of animals and a chariot are bathed in a golden light. There is also a mix of
red and green. The figures and themes are derived from traditional Thai painting, but
the painter has put them to a distinctly modern use, as the title clearly denotes. He is
sketching the lines and painting the colors of the fantasies haunting the world today.

46

The work, a skillful blending of traditional and modern styles, offers a biting critique
of the modern world in crisis.
Symbol of the World 1 (1980)
(Fig.52), like the earlier works,
portrays imaginary figures, but
here the mouth or entrance and
stone-like objects or objects
resembling knots of animals with
canine teeth or the claws of a great
beast swirl in a confusing mass in
infinite space. The figures at the
center of the canvas represent the
world, all alone in the midst of a
barren, unstable universe. What
distinguishes this painting from
other works by Panya is the
monochromatic palette in shades of
purple.

Fig.52

In Symbol of the World 2 (1980)(Fig.53), the
foreground is filled with the organs of animals
both real and imaginary, like the head of a bird
and a three-headed naga, all connected in a
circle. In the center an abyss of jet black is
surrounded by a mix of purple and gray. At the
top of the picture is a wooden door against a red
background. The door is sculpted, and on the
closed panel is the design of the guardian spirit,
and through the open panel it is possible to see a
spectrum of various colors, ranging from yellow
and green to black at the center. On both sides
Fig.53
of the door there are shutters, and to the left and
right of these there are square and rectangularshaped passageways. Inside, there are mouths, canine teeth, and knots of imaginary
beasts. They burst out of the frames as they battle endlessly. The dominant colors are
bright green and dark yellow. In its entirety, the fresco is a moving depiction of the
sufferings of the world, but the painter does suggest that sublimation is possible
through the teachings of the Buddha.

In Different Paths (1980)(Fig.54), the frame is triangular and the
background red. It recalls traditional Thai painting (See
Appendix 2) and works by Thawan Datchani, such as The Sun
and Cosmology (See below). The painting depicts two
superimposed passageways. Inside them, the color scheme
seems to add yet another dimension, whereas the
surrounding background is only two-dimensional.
Fig.54
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Below, in the corner is what appears to be a door, but the door is framed above by
curved canine teeth and mythical or imaginary creatures, locked in an eternal struggle.
This part of the work is similar to Crisis of the World Today 1 and 2 and Symbol of
the World 1. The passageway above resembles the gaping mouth of a snake with two
pairs of canine teeth in the upper jaw and one pair below. Inside the mouth is a small
Buddha statue. The image represents human passion or the worldly life, dominated by
the desire to possess things, whereas true salvation lies in the quest for the self or the
soul, symbolized here by the Buddha statue. The title of the painting points clearly to
the artist’s intention, which is to show that there are others ways to achieve salvation.
The Struggle (1981)(Fig.55), also
by Panya, depicts the same basic
figures in the same color scheme as
the four paintings discussed above.
But this painting is divided into
three parts. Each section is made
up of different visual elements, and
each has two frames in the corners.
The right-hand section has a flat
Fig.55
background out of which colorful
designs emerge, and in the middle
there is a flat two-dimensional surface with two figures, their open mouths
brandishing razor-sharp canine teeth, leaning in from the left and right-hand sides.
The figure with the inverted head contains a red sky at sunset and tiny butterflies
flying up. It is an expression of the Buddhist philosophy, in which living beings who
seek to attain religion and free themselves from the suffering of this life, are hindered
by their own desires and greed.
Dali’s influence on Panya is clear, especially the depiction of empty space and the
fluid, mysterious atmosphere completely lacking in clear indications of time and
place. The use of doorways to create the illusion of a third dimension, especially in
Crisis of the World Today 2 and Symbol of the World 1 and 2, recalls Magritte’s Signs
of Evening (1926) and Dali’s The Weaning of Furniture-Nutrition and Atavistic
Vestiges after Rain (1934). What’s more, the image of sharpened claws rising up from
the ground is reminiscent of Dali’s Architectonic Angelus of Millet (1933).
In addition to the great naga, swan and griffin of traditional painting, and to his own
imagined creatures, locked in perpetual battle, it would appear that Panya found
inspiration in other surrealist works, such as Luncheon on the Grass (1935) by Max
Ernst and Anti-Lacoon (1963-4) by the Viennese painter Ernst Fuchs, a member of the
Magical Realism school.
It is interesting to see in the combination of human and animal elements and in the
various types of creatures, common features shared by the cultures of East and West.
But despite this similarity, the intention behind these creative works and the public’s
reaction to them are worlds apart. In Asia, and in Thailand in particular, it has always
been acceptable to bring together these diverse elements from the world of reality and
the world of fantasy. Modern-day Thais would not feel repulsed or disgusted by
images of this sort, nor would they trouble themselves with questions about reason or
authenticity. In the West, however, the surrealist poets and painters set out to
overthrow the social conventions and values of the middle classes, firmly attached to
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the values of reason and logic beginning in the 17th century. To achieve their goals,
the surrealists created works of art based on contrasts and unexpected juxtapositions
of objects and emotions. Western audiences responded to these works with
considerable surprise and even shock.
The imaginary creatures in Panya’s work, linked as they are with obscure, chaotic
elements that are often difficult to identify, differ, therefore, from those found in
traditional Thai painting. In Panya’s works, they convey an image of power, struggle
and conflict.
In adapting surrealism to certain conventions of traditional Thai painting, and in to
this his own personal taste and considerable artistic talent, Panya manages to create
art that is distinctly different from traditional painting in terms of perspective,
atmosphere, design, color and composition. But his greatest strength as a painter lies
in his ability to create art that not only presents an interpretation of Buddhism based
on an obviously profound understanding of the teaching of the dharma, but that is an
actual demonstration of Buddhist philosophy at work. And in this way he is among
those contemporary artists most deeply committed to putting art at the service of
modern spirituality. In conclusion, despite the superficial influences borrowed from
the surrealist painters, Panya’s ideology is diametrically opposed to the core tenets of
surrealism.
x

Thawan Datchani

Throughout his career as a student in the Faculty of Fine Arts at Silpakorn University
between 1958-63, Thawan Datchani, a disciple of Professor Silpa Bhirasri, took an
interest not only in Thai art (the subject of the course Research in Traditional Thai
Art, which focused on temple mural paintings) but in the history of Western art as
well. Yet the attention he gave to Western art seems to have been more a matter of his
admiration for Professor Silpa. He tried to paint and draw in a wide range of styles,
from academic (Michelangelo) to surrealist (Dali).
From 1964-69, while pursuing his studies at Amsterdam’s Rijksacademie Voor
Beeldende Kunsten, Thawan gained a much deeper knowledge and experience of
Western art. He visited many museums not only in the Netherlands but in France,
Spain, Italy, Germany, Austria and elsewhere. Then, after his return to Thailand, he
began a deeper study of traditional Thai art and literature. He also had the opportunity
to travel and study art in numerous Asian countries, including Indonesia, Burma,
India, Nepal, Tibet, China and Japan.
In addition to his immersion in Western art and the works of the European surrealists,
he has also devoted time to a profound examination of metaphysics and Buddhism
(Hinayana, Mahayana, Zen and Tantra), as well as to Asian art, especially the works
of Java and Bali, which the Dutch had assembled for a special exhibition in one of
their many museums.
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The influence that Western art, especially
surrealism, has had on Thawan has not been
limited to just pictorial representation but
extends to a willingness to shock, his taste in
clothes (Fig.56), and his collection of buffalo
skulls and horns. His fondness for Dali comes
across most clearly in a speech published in a
Thai magazine called Dam Daeng Parithat and
in Forms of Man (1974:16), with an English
translation by Russel Marcuss:
Fig.56
My whole ambition as an artist is to
materialize the image of irrationality
(lust) with the most imperialistic fury and precision so the world of
imagination and conquered irrationality becomes an object of the same
durability and with the same meaningfulness and communicable thickness as
the external world of phenomenal reality…
It bears considerable similarity with Dali’s statement:
My whole ambition, on the pictorial level, is to materialize irrational images
with the most imperialistic fury for precision. (Conquest of the Irrational,
1935)
After his return to Thailand, surrealist works, especially Dali’s celebrated Christ of
Saint John of the Cross (which he had loved since his student days) remained etched
in his memory. Moved and outraged by the shameless pillaging of Buddhist temples
by merchants and businessmen, Thawan began his first series of canvases inspired by
the techniques pioneered by Dali. But because public reaction was so violently
negative, he quickly modified his approach, making reference to Buddhist mythology
and the story of the lives of the Buddha. It was in 1973 that he began to come into his
own, a mature artist able to integrate Western and Eastern manners of expression
filtered through his own personality.
First series of works (1970-71)
Thawan created a scandal comparable to that of the
surrealists in Europe with Untitled 1 (Fig.57) and 2
(Fig.58), part of a series of black and white paintings
shown at the Indra Hotel in 1971. In these canvases the
Buddha’s head and Buddhist structures (the bot, or
ordination hall, pediment, pagoda and bell tower) are
juxtaposed with naked human bodies (strictly male).
Accusations of heresy and iconoclasm were leveled
against the artist. But in fact, this was not Thawan’s
intention. This series of works was meant as a
protest against the wrongdoers who had stolen
Buddha heads for commercial purposes. Yet,
the public response to these paintings was
aggressively angry. Journalists, in particular,

Fig.57
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accused him of blasphemy, and a group of high school students was encouraged to
invade his studio at the Hua Chang Bridge,
where they destroyed a dozen or so of his
canvases.
In structural terms, these two paintings, with
their round arches and a triangle,
were inspired by Dali’s Christ of
Saint John of the Cross (1951)
(see diagram). In the first
painting, the primary form is an
inverted triangle, with other
secondary triangles on both the
left and right. In the second
Fig.58
work, the principal shapes are
abutting inverted triangles, the
tops of which are hidden behind the bell tower in the middle
Sketch of “The Christ of
of the canvas. Most of the surrounding elements are
Saint John of the Cross”
triangular in shape, and there are numerous eyes in the
black cloud positioned behind the principal figure. Thawan has a special fondness for
this triangular structure, which he has adapted to suit his purposes in many other
works.
Thawan took from the surrealists their use of the free juxtaposition of disparate
objects in illogical contexts to create striking and powerful works of art. The most
surprising element in these early works can be found in the first of the paintings – a
bell. Commonly used in religious contexts, here the bell hangs not just from the
foundation of the bell tower but from between a man’s legs, in the exact position of
his penis. This use of sexual allusion to provoke a public response is certainly
reminiscent of the surrealists. Later the artist looked for other means of treating
religious themes that did not involve combining religious structures and naked men.
Mature works (1973-76)
Thawan’s unique interpretation of Buddhism and his use of a variety of
artistic techniques were put to good effect in the works of this period. He
produced oil paintings, drawings, canvases based on traditional Thai
designs, and black and gold or stained lacquer, all of which share a
tremendous sense of unity. Four of the series
completed by the artist during this period are Ten
Lives of the Buddha8, Cosmology, Three Gems, and
Confronting the Demons9.
From the series entitled Ten Past Lives of the
Buddha, we have chosen to analyze seven: Temiya
Jataka, Mahajanaka Jataka, Nimi Jataka, Bhuridatta
Jataka (two versions), Narada Jataka and Vessantara
Jataka.
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In Temiya Jataka (Fig.59), the painter depicts this Boddisatva, who embodies the
ideal of silence, in the form of a nude half-human, half-animal figure. The top part
shows the head and back of the wing of a cricket; its mouth is hidden to symbolize
silence. With its arms raised, its legs bent, and its feet together, the figure is in an
identical pose to that of the dancing Shiva destroying the world. The bottom of the
picture is dominated by intense colors that represent the earth and the sea, and make
for a powerful contrast with the boisterous animals, such as the tiger, symbol of the
thirst for power, and the grasshopper and the cricket, symbols of greed and
foolishness. Other creatures found in the lower section of the painting include
shellfish, butterfly larva and the bat, all symbols of silence and serenity. At bottom
left is an exhausted half-human, half-elephant figure, its legs extended, a symbol of
royalty’s lack of need. Overlooking this scene is the sun, almost entirely veiled by a
shadow, a symbol of wisdom or intelligence almost completely swallowed by
ignorance. Structurally, the figure of Temiya is composed of three overlapping
triangles, joined at the bases and the tops. Behind the inverted triangle at the top of the
painting is a circular form, a symbol of the artist’s technical development and a form
also found in Untitled 1 and 2. Further signs of development are the bent legs and the
face of the tiger, which recall the figure found on the left side of the painting Untitled
1 (see diagram).
The painting Mahajanaka Jataka (Fig.60) depicts a
Boddhisatva with the head of a hammerhead shark
with fins on its back and legs. It is a symbol of the
greed that drove this Buddha-to-be to set to sea
where he lost all his belongings in a shipwreck.
Surrounding the central figure are menacing fish, symbols
of desire, the struggle for power, and the quest to recover his
wealth. Fossils symbolize the death of the crew, and the
unclothed man emerging from a doorway represents an
attempted rescue.
In this painting, as in Temiya Jataka, Thawan omits the role
Fig.60
of the angel who is supposed to help the hero. This omission
reflects the artist’s belief in the Buddha’s teaching that we
are the sole source of our suffering and only we can help
ourselves to escape from the cycle of birth and death. Structurally, there are still
triangular motifs in the painting. Overlapping triangles point to both the top and
bottom of the canvas. The base of the lower triangle is less wide. Fish eyes, in the
form of small circles, appear almost everywhere. It is an adaptation of the usual
structure inspired by Dali’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross, in which the arches
have been shortened or removed (see the diagram).
Thawan’s use of a concave shape in this painting recalls The
Sleeper (1957) by the Czech surrealist, Toyen, while the
appearance of human/fish elements is evidence of the
influence of Magritte’s painting Collective Invention. In
addition, the hole that resembles a door and the naked man
near the head of a fish at the left of the canvas recall Dali’s
painting Birth of Liquid Desires (1932).
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In Nimi Jataka (Fig.61) the painter depicts Nimi (who renounces sensual pleasures
and lives a life of charity) as a naked man seen from behind, his arms raised and his
hands extended in the posture of the dancing Shiva. On the right of the canvas is a
nautilus, which for Thawan symbolizes hell because of the unchanging nature of its
form and the role it has served since ancient times. It is like hatred and greed, human
desires that have followed us since the beginning of time. Within the body of the
nautilus is an open door, a symbol of the Boddhisatva’s visit to hell. One can discern
different types of animals from the underworld, ranging from a prehistoric elephant to
a falcon. The dominant color is red, the color of the fires of hell. Once again, the chief
structural elements form an inverted triangle with a narrow base (see the diagram).
The elongated fingers are part of a line that connects with the curves of the arms, but
these curves are shortened and do not have the same central point as the arch formed
by the shellfish at the bottom of the painting. The door in the body of the nautilus is
also noteworthy, having already appeared in the Mahajanaka Jataka and recalling the
technique employed by Dali in The Weaning of Furniture-Nutrition.
In the oil painting Bhuridatta Jataka (Fig.62),
a naked Boddhisatva – half-human, halfsnake – stands with his legs bent toward the
viewer (his genital organs are visible). The
lower part shows the bottom of the ocean,
home of the great naga, but his seven hoods
spit their venom toward the heavens.
Bhuridatta’s power and authority are so great
that even ferocious animals like the crocodile,
the elephant, and the eagle, which represent
the three primary elements of water, earth
and air, flee in terror.

Fig.62

Structurally the painting is a variation on the composition for Dali’s Christ of Saint
John of the Cross: the spherical element is formed by the serpent’s hood at the top of
the inverted triangle that makes up the body; the extended leg encloses the triangle
which points upward in the background. The painting also features a greater diversity
of postures, such as the contracting legs in the triangle (usually, the extended legs
serve as the triangle’s base). The animals’ eyes are enlarged to create a kind of
decorative motif, and the juxtaposition of the human-animal elements recalls not only
surrealist techniques but also those of traditional Thai mural painting and literature.
Bhuridatta Jataka (drawing)(Fig.63) is just one of a
number of works by Thawan dealing with this story
from the Buddhist canon. Thawan depicts the character
from various angles, including the front, in profile and
from behind. This Boddhisatva was subjected to
violence, venom and torture, but still managed to
cultivate the virtues needed to deliver himself from all
human suffering. This work, which shows Bhuridatta
from the front, tells the story of the Buddha-to-be in
meditation; violence, venom and emotion have been
subdued. The seven heads of the serpent hover over the
human form, which holds tightly onto its knees, joined

Fig.63
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together to form a solid mass, perfect in and of itself. The closed eyes indicate a
meditative state, an attempt to achieve inner tranquility. The arms, legs and back are
covered with small animal figures, like tattoos, which symbolize the story of the life
of the figure shown meditating. On the left arm are animals that represent the greed of
the Brahman who sought to prevent Bhuridatta from observing the precepts. The
designs on the knees recall the time when Bhuridatta was stopped by the Brahman and
forced to dance and gesticulate in front of the crowd. The figures on the buttocks and
legs show animals either mating or devouring one another – an allusion to human
desires and the sources of suffering which lead to the cycle of birth and death.
From a structural viewpoint, the hood is placed within a circle where there are two
triangles, one inverted (from the knees to the ankles) and the other right-side up (see
the diagram). The seven heads of the serpent form an arch and an Isosceles triangle.
The eyes belong to the circle, and the muscles conceal animals’ eyes or heads in
which there are eyes.
The painting has a Chinese box-type construction, in which small figures appear
within increasingly larger objects. It is a device that recalls Arcimboldo, who also hid
images within objects. Arcimboldo, especially his series of paintings of the seasons,
influenced a number of the surrealists. In addition, tattooing is an art well-known
throughout Asia.
In Narada Jataka (1974)(Fig.64), the
great bull with immense horns and an
open mouth symbolizes foolishness or
stupidity. It is associated with King
Angkhati, who stubbornly ignored the
warning of his daughter Ruja and
refused to observe the precepts and
practice compassion. Instead, under the
influence of the naked hermit, he
concerned himself with affection and
sensuality. There are also detailed
allusions to his indiscretions and
Fig.64
debauchery. For example, in the mouth of
the bull there are large canine teeth that
resemble a crab’s pincers. Excrement emerges from the hinges of the open door. On
the closed door are half-bird, half-human figures or the faces of birds of prey
commonly found on temple doors and meant to serve as temple guardians.
The figures on the bull’s right leg represent different animals – lemurs and buffaloes,
which symbolize stupidity and ignorance. The genital area of the bull is represented
by a serpent devouring a bird, which is itself devouring an elephant. And on the bull’s
horn there are newborn birds and frogs, symbols of reincarnation. Beside them are
skulls and other refuse which look like excrement on the horns and which symbolize
death and sensuality, respectively.
Above the horns is the teaching of the hermit Natreprome: the fertilized buffalo (in
the egg) signifies ignorance, the source of human suffering. The face and human skull
filled with muscles are the consequences of ignorance: death or enslavement to desire.
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The state of absolute deliverance from all human desires and suffering is represented
by the face of the Buddha.
One can see in this painting the evolution of Thawan’s usual techniques. The
triangular structure is not as pronounced as in the earlier works. Only traces remain.
Three or four right-angle triangles can be discerned. The circular shapes have been
replaces by four ovals. In addition, a quadrilateral has been added as a new element.
In other words, the influence of Dali’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross has been
reduced to no more than a trace. Instead, the painter may have been inspired by other
Dali paintings, such as Persistence of Memory, as there is still a certain resemblance
between the skulls and the fledglings suspended from the bull’s horns and the melting
clocks hanging from a tree in the famous work by Dali.
Moreover, the hands joined directly around the legs recalls Magritte’s painting
Intermission (1927), and the boring of the bull’s mouth is a technique developed in
the paintings Mahajanaka and Nimi, both of which include the motif of the closed
door. Where the door is open, one can see animal figures and their organs emerging.
The oil painting Vessantara Jataka (Fig.65),
which tells the story of the most important
past life of the Buddha, stresses the virtue of
compassion and is subject once again to
Thawan’s individual interpretation.
In the middle of the canvas is the figure of
Vessantara, seen from behind, his crossed
hands on his shoulders, standing in front of a
cliff where a stream symbolizing compassion
flows. On the other side are two muscular
men, their heads bent, standing between the
two sides of a large rock. They are painted in
Fig.65
red to signify desire, conviction and greed,
which the Boddhisatva intends to put behind him. The left side of the painting shows
a grouping of elephants and horses which Vessantara has already given away to
others; Jujaka is shown seated on one of the elephants. Above are animal figures,
central among them a bird of prey with round eyes circling a throne on which there is
a telephone. It is a symbol of the connection between virtue and charity. On the right
side of the canvas is Maddi, prevented from returning home by three tigers. Above the
head of Vessantara and the men who symbolize desire is a brilliant sun, symbol of
precious wisdom and the state of semi-awareness. It stands in contrast with the halfextinguished sun which symbolized the state of ignorance in the painting Temiya
Jataka.
Structurally, Thawan returns once again to the composition employed by Dali in
Christ of Saint John of the Cross, with arches and triangles in the center of the canvas.
The curved line that links the two men coincides with the curve formed by the arms of
Christ, and the muscles on the underside of the arms correspond to those of Christ.
But what distinguishes this work from Dali’s is that the angles hidden in the muscles
or in the secondary elements make the triangles merely implicit. But if one looks
closely at the figure of Vessantara, from the shoulders to the feet, one can see the
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shape of an inverted triangle with a semi-circle similar to that found at the ends of the
cross in Dali’s painting. The circle at the top has been adapted from Temiya Jataka. It
is also a return to the composition used in Untitled 1 and 2 (see diagram).
In addition, Thawan’s use of the surrealist practice of portraying objects in an
uncustomary or anachronistic context (the telephone on the throne) also recalls Dali’s
painting The Sublime Moment (1938), although it must be said that anachronisms are
also common in the tradition of Thai temple painting.
Paintings in the series Three Gems and Cosmology (1975-76)
In the painting Sun (Fig.66) from the series
Cosmology, one sees the reappearance of the
triangle-circular structure used by Dali in Christ
of Saint John of the Cross. The picture is round.
Thawan’s sun is personified by a deer-headed
figure with rounded plumes. From the
shoulders to the waist the figure is human with
eight arms extending out in different directions
(symbolizing illumination in eight positions).
These create arches both above and below. This
human figure is seated on a buffalo, his legs
likewise extended. In the middle of the circle
are the arch-shaped horns of the buffalo and
Fig.66
between the legs is the head of a crocodile
pointing downwards. Near the edges of the
circle beneath the horns is the figure of a griffon, its tail represented by a
tongue of flames. All of the paintings’ elements symbolize the life force,
power and heat intertwined in a color scheme dominated by red, yellow
and orange.
Despite structural traces of Dali’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross, the painting
contains clear signs of growth, both in terms of technique and subject matter. The
artist is clearly reflecting on his own cultural heritage (see diagram).
In the series Three Gems: first scripture cabinet
(Fig.67): front, Thawan has created a painting that
depicts magnificently the Thai cultural identity. In
structural terms, the combination of the tall, narrow
triangle and the rounded arch are created, first, by the
legs and bodies of the lion-king and the naga11, and
second, by the arms of Norasri and the garuda12.
In contrast to other scripture cabinets, the two panels that
make up the rectangular whole are perfectly matched,
with the images on the left blending seamlessly into
those on the right. In this work, Thawan has been
particularly successful in giving authentic power and
strength to the traditional Thai patterns that adorn
the cabinet. The shades of black and gold, which

Fig.67
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imitate the traditional technique called lai rod nam, or lacquer on wood, are especially
effective.

Three Gems: second scripture cabinet: left side
(Fig.68) is another triangular piece in which
mythical beasts like the lion-king and the elephant
Erawan, and real animals from the Asian
horoscope do battle, especially at the bottom of
the canvas. It is a powerful depiction of the
Buddhist concept of the suffering of living beings
in this world. The triangle and round arch that
structure the composition are less visible because
of the black arch-like bands that tend to dominate
the piece. In the center near the bottom there is a
triangle with an almost rounded base, intersected
by the head of an elephant and flowing into the
figures of ferocious tigers. What is most striking
Fig.68
about the painting is its shape, which recalls a
chedi (stupa) or the triangular pediment of a
Buddhist chapel. The triangle is much more commonly used in Buddhist and Asian
architecture than in the West, where the preference is for quadrilateral construction.
Thawan’s originality is particularly evident here, with white lines that stand out
against the dark background. The forms given to the central figures are also a
reflection of the artist’s personal taste and help to distinguish him from traditional
Thai painters.
In Three Realms (Fig.69), another painting from the
Cosmology series, Thawan depicts animals from the
different realms: the naga to represent the sea,
Erawan the elephant to represent the land, and the
garuda to represent the sky, or heaven. These
creatures are all combined in the face of the mythical
monster Rahu, with his tongue of fire. Like the
previous painting, Three Realms is also triangular,
but here the visual hierarchy has been reversed, with
the naga at the top and the garuda at the bottom. A
close look at the lines and color scheme of the
painting reveals the presence of the same triangles
and circles found in Dali’s Christ of Saint John of
Fig.69
the Cross. Specifically, the shape of the central
figure is an inverted triangle, superimposed on
another triangle pointing upward, which gives the composition a sense of solidity and
strength. The scattered patches of white and other colors (metallic gold, crimson, and
light brown – the colors of the head, back and surroundings of the central figure,
joined in a perfect circle) bring to mind the conflicts produced by the shifting of
power and draw even more attention to the central figure.
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Western influences have been reduced to a minimum in this work. Despite the
structural similarity with Dali’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross and a depiction of
muscles that could have come from Michelangelo, Thawan has found a way to adapt
these foreign influences to a painting that showcases traditional Thai design and
subject matter. This was not the case with Untitled 1 and 2. In addition, his blending
of animal and human elements owes much more to traditional Thai mural painting
than to any surrealist inspiration.
Works completed between 1976 and 1984

Fig.70
Today Thawan’s reputation for originality rests more on the structural than on the
compositional level. The triangle and arch continue to appear in his work. Take for
example Untitled 3, a painting shown at Exhibition of Art After 1932, held at
Thammasart University in 1982. Structurally, the painting is made up of a triangle and
overlapping arches (See the diagram). The central figure in the middle of the canvas
again recalls Dali’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross. The figures of couples having
intercourse on the triangular base at the right will inspire at least two other works –
Untitled 4 and 5 (See Chapter 5).
Another distinctive feature of Thawan’s work is his frequent inclusion of animal eyes
or small circles resembling them. These are images scattered throughout many of his
paintings, such as Untitled 2 (1970-1). It may be that this is something borrowed from
Ernst’s The Eye of Silence. It may also have to do with his own experience of
accompanying his father on hunting trips as a child in the forests of Chiang Rai in
northern Thailand, where he was born and grew up. In an interview on May 30, 1986,
he explained his fascination with the eyes of animals in this way:
Out hunting at night, all we could see were eyes. I learned how to estimate
size and distinguish the eyes of different animals – birds, grazing animals, and
carnivores. I could even tell the difference between predatory birds and other
birds just by looking at their eyes. We can tell how animals feel from their
eyes, just as our eyes reveal our feelings and the state of our soul.
In conclusion, in our discussion of Thawan’s works, it is possible to recognize a
number of unmistakable surrealist influences, especially in his representational style
and in the recurring structure found in many of his paintings, borrowed from Dali’s
Christ of Saint John of the Christ. Admittedly, Dali completed this painting after
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having been expelled from the surrealist group for ideological reasons. The most
noticeable points of similarity between Thawan’s works and those of the European
surrealists are:
x
x

x

The creation of polysemous images;
The juxtaposition of different elements with no concern for rationality or
external truth, such as the combination of naked male figures and animals,
some of which (man/serpent, man/bird) have appeared in traditional Thai
mural painting for centuries;
The depiction of male nudes with different objects, as in Untitled 1 and 2, and
a tendency toward sexual provocation.

Strangely enough, while the surrealists often depicted naked women in their works,
Thawan has a preference for male nudes. But the greatest difference between Thawan
and the European surrealists is the religious content of his paintings, inspired by
Hindu mythology and the Buddhist teachings. At the start of his career, he produced
works of social criticism (Untitled 1 and 2) that scandalized and shocked the public.
But at no time did he revolt against the tenets of Buddhism, unlike the Western
surrealists who rebelled against religion and sought to eradicate it by the roots. In
Thawan’s case, he merely points out certain weaknesses in the way that the religion is
practiced in order to reveal the true meaning of the Buddha’s teachings.
It is easy to see certain similarities between Thawan and Dali, especially from the
period after the Spanish artist’s expulsion from the surrealist group. Clearly, there are
parallels between the techniques Thawan has adopted and those of the European
painters. But the ideology behind the surrealist movement has completely escaped the
Thai artist.
2.4 Artist whose paintings share certain features typical of surrealism
x

Angkarn Kalayanapong

Angkarn is an artist whose work is generally inspired by Asian influences, especially
traditional Thai art colored by his own artistic imagination. His years as a student
under Professor Silpa Bhirasri at Silpakorn University, between 1946 and 1948,
afforded him an opportunity to learn about Western art, including surrealism. In the
course of several interviews, he insisted that he was not averse to Western art. He
even spoke about Picasso in an interview published in the appendix to a collection of
poems called Panithan Kawee (Poetic Intention). He also confessed to liking Dali’s
famous Persistence of Memory in Hi-Class magazine, volume 72, published in April
1990.
The paintings and drawings in which a certain surrealist influence or surrealist
tendency can best be seen are The Bird of the Himapan Forest and Woman, completed
in 1964. Other paintings corresponding to the surrealist style of expression (but
likewise the fruit of the artist’s own imagination and Thai and Asian cultural heritage)
include Flower Hand and Untitled, completed in 1964 and 1964-66, respectively.
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In the pastel Woman (1964)(Fig.71), Angkarn depicts a rather
attractive young woman, her face superimposed seven times.
Two birds perch on top of her head, one sitting on a nest. The
woman’s eyebrows are made of worms, her eyes are
diamonds, her mouth has the shape of a fish, her hair is very
full, and she wears a blouse made of gold. The painting can be
read as an attack against women, if one considers the
following symbolism:
x The bird is the woman obsessed with reproduction.
x The diamond eyes are symbols of greed and a desire
for precious things.
x The fish-shaped mouth represents malicious gossip.
Fig.71
x The eyebrows are either disgusting worms or easy
women, who love seducing men.
x The serpent earrings are representative of dangerous, venomous women.
x The swollen lice in her hair and on her face symbolize filth and contempt.
x The golden blouse is a sign of the woman’s desire for precious things.
x The superimposed faces represent infidelity and falsehood.
The superimposition of faces recalls Picasso’s Weeping Woman (1937), and the
substitution of the mouth for a fish and the image of birds nesting in her hair are
similar to the surrealist work The Portrait of Valentine (1937) by British painter Sir
Roland Penrose.
In the Bird of the Himapan Forest (Fig.72) a bird
with a woman’s face perches on the ground at
night beneath a full moon. Resembling an angel,
the bird-woman also wears a crown, and her tail is
a bouquet of flowers. There are other small birds
flying between the moon and the half-bird halfwoman figure. All of these elements appear to
have come from the painter’s imagination. It is an
ideal world where the human, the animal and the
Fig.72
vegetal are joined in perfect union. Especially in its
use of this bird-like creature, the painting shares certain similarities with two works
by Chagall: The Flute Player and the top part of Paradise (1958-1961).
But it is necessary to point out that there is nothing at all surprising about this halfbird half-human figure from the perspective of Thai artists, who have grown up seeing
similar creatures in traditional Thai paintings. In
fact, paintings of the half-bird half-human or
half-animal half-human creatures who inhabit the
Himapan Forest frequently appear in Thai mural
paintings and on Thai scripture cabinets.
Therefore, it seems more likely that Angkarn’s
inspiration came from traditional Thai murals
than from Western works of art.
In another painting called Flower Hand (1964)
(Fig.73) lotuses and other flowers grow out of
Fig.73
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tips of the fingers, gradually opening more and more as they progress from the little
finger to the thumb. Beside the fingers a bird is flying beneath what appears to be a
full moon. This association of flowers and a human hand recalls one of Dali’s works –
Three Young Surrealist Women Holding in their Arms the Skins of an Orchestra – in
which flowers grow from a woman’s head. But in Angkarn’s work, the flowers allude
to the Buddhist parable of the four types of lotuses. They are symbols of the four
types of human beings who differ in terms of intelligence and moral sense.
That the bird flies in the same direction as the blossoming lotus is meant to show the
improvement in human morality and sensibility under the light of the moon.
In Untitled (1964-66)(Fig.74), the artist depicts a
harmonious blending of human, animal and vegetal
elements to symbolize the unity of all things in nature.
The snake is a symbol of wickedness and human cruelty.
The human face that grows out of the serpent’s tail and
is topped with a pineapple signifies the natural evolution
from animal to human being. The lotus flowers in the
body of the snake represent the hierarchical differences
between the human spirit and that of animals. This
harmonious blending of various objects in a dreamlike
atmosphere is often employed by surrealist painters like
Masson, Dali, Ernst, etc.
Fig.74
From a Freudian perspective, the serpent may
symbolize the phallus, while the human face and
pineapple are feminine symbols. But if one considers that the artist was recovering
from an unhappy love affair at the time he completed this painting, it is possible to
find another explanation for his denigration of women here. The pineapple head may
indicate the woman’s stupidity – after all, it is a brainless head. In this regard, Apinan
has written:
The head of a boy topped by a pineapple and ending with the body of a snake
represents puberty, as the snake is a sexual symbol suggesting one’s initiation
into erections and masturbation. (1992:147)
But from a strictly religious point of view, the painting may represent the outer beauty
of women and things, and the evil and cruelty that lurk within. Beauty is an illusion
that is harmful to the human spirit. Through hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch and
sense, symbolized by six stones, beauty can poison a man.
In our opinion, Angkarn is a painter-poet whose works chiefly reflect Buddhist
teachings. Flower Hand and Untitled are the best proof of this. His use of free collage,
in which human, animal, and vegetal elements are brought together in a harmonious
whole, appears to rely on symbolism derived from the Buddhist precepts, and not on
any of the intuitive experiences of sex that Apinan perceives in this painting.
In all, for Thai artists, surrealism is merely one of many means of self-expression.
They are happy to borrow from it on a stylistic or occasionally a structural level when
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it suits their needs, their ideas or their personal taste. But more importantly, surrealism
has forced these artists to reconsider, question and gain a new appreciation for the
traditional art forms of their own culture. In this way, it has played a part in building a
bridge between the past and the present. For these Thai artists, surrealism is a form of
exoticism that has driven them back to rediscover themselves.
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Chapter 4
Thai Literary Works with Surrealist Traits (1964-1984)
In contrast with the European phenomenon, in Thailand, artists discovered the
surrealist revolution before writers. Between the years 1964 and 1984, there were
comparatively few literary works produced that contain distinctively surrealist traits.
In fact, many of the authors whose works will be examined here were also artists with
a literary gift or writers with an involvement in the arts. In any case, most were more
likely to have been influenced by the paintings or, even more directly, by the writings
of No Na Paknam than by the poetry or manifestoes of Breton or of the other writers
of the surrealist group. Part of the reason for this was that because much of the writing
on surrealism was in French or English, it was relatively inaccessible. Another reason
was that the philosophy on which the new esthetic was based and which informed
much of surrealist poetry proved difficult to understand for those with little
knowledge of Western ideas and Western ways of thinking.
Therefore, these writers, like the painters, were inspired chiefly by the plastic arts,
especially the paintings of Dali, which they found reproduced in magazines and
newspapers. They interpreted these images in their own manner while retaining the
impulse or emotion that first moved them to create their literary works. In other
words, they made use of surrealist techniques and style to criticize certain social
conditions or to convey their own personal anguish. Some even dared to produce
provocatively erotic works – a characteristic they shared with their European
predecessors. Yet, although the number of literary works is substantially less than the
number of paintings and drawings, some are just as valuable as the canvases of some
of the country’s best known painters.
Most of the Thai literature with a surrealist bent belongs almost exclusively to the
genres of poetry, drama and the short narrative (novellas and short stories), and
almost not at all to the novel. Thai writers even seem to have accorded greater
importance to the short story than to poetry, in contrast to the early development of
surrealism in Paris.
Poetry
Poems influenced by surrealism or bearing certain surrealist traits were written by
Angkarn Galayanapong, Viroj Nuy-butara, Thawan Datchani, Suchart Sawati and
Keo Laithong.
x

Angkarn Galayanapong

An outstanding artist and poet, Angkarn was responsible for masterpieces in both
painting and literature. One of his poems, Imagination, is considered a surrealist work
because of its surreal or supernatural imagery:
The sea, flooded to the sky…
The stars, drowned in the paddy field…
The rotted stones, as light as cotton wool…
And crabs sit astride the clouds on their way to paradise…
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According to Chonthira Satyawatthana, the first Thai instructor to identify the poem
as surrealist, the images in the first stanza are surrealist because of their appeal to
unreality and their origin in the poet’s imagination. In fact, these images are very
similar to those found in traditional Thai poetry, such as Lilit Pralor, the Legend of
Sri Praat (16th century) and Nirat Narindra (early 19th century). This seems to
indicate that Angkarn belongs more properly on the side of tradition, both in terms of
his ideas as well as his poetic form and technique. The image of “the sea flooding the
sky” appears in The Three Realms (13th century), in the part which describes the
creation of the world and the universe. It is found as well in traditional nursery
rhymes: “When the world is flooded, fish eat the stars.” But these surrealist images
could also be interpreted as representing a possible reality, if one accepts the
hypothesis that in this way, that the poet is establishing an organic link with history.
But rebellion and eroticism are completely absent from the poem.
While in her Master’s thesis on the surrealist tendencies in Angkarn’s poetry,
Saiwaroun Noinimit identified certain elements of protest (attacks against new
technology and human greed), the poet’s primary intent was to point out to readers the
possibility of a better way of life. A closer examination of these traits shows that they
are ideas grounded in religion, and traditional literature and painting, and that they are
meant to be instructive. It seems, therefore, that the works of Angkarn represent a
revolt and identity that are proper to him but which could not be considered as a
rejection of traditional values or social institutions.
Moreover, Angkarn is a very devout Buddhist. One cannot conclude that the images
found in his poetry are any stranger, more provocative or more powerful than those in
traditional Thai poetry. In our view, some of his poems bear a resemblance to the
works of the surrealists, as he was often inspired by certain surrealist paintings that he
was especially fond of, foremost among them Dali’s The Persistence of Memory. In
an interview that appeared in High Class magazine (April 1990), he recognized that
“the surrealist imagination is a reality and that many things are hidden behind Dali’s
painting; that while in reality, watches would never melt, they do make us think of
many other things: eternity, the power of time, man’s struggle, so hot that it is
eventually consumed in the eternal fire…”
The inspiration that sparked Angkarn’s imagination can be seen more clearly in the
poem called “The Dream Made by the Pha Luang Mountains,” and especially in the
following selection:
“Time passed with its eternal golden ray until time withers into infinity in a
calm and peaceful setting, absolute – until one hears the voices of the angels.”
Elsewhere, the image of “fossils with fixed, tortured eyes,” which appears in the poem
“The Poet’s Will,” may have been inspired by Max Ernst’s The Eye of Silence. In his
prose poem “The Cry of the Dead,” these fossils are given the power to move and
speak.
x

Viroj Nuy-butara
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Viroj is also both a poet and a painter, but he is much less well-known and much less
prolific. He has said that when he has the urge to write a poem, he writes as he feels,
without any special preparations or any attempt to use poetic language. “I even write
in the taxi if that’s where the urge overtakes me.” This method might recall the
technique of automatic writing employed by the European surrealists. Viroj has also
been known to play with the form of the letters or the tonality of words with no
concern for semantic sense:
And soon we will fall asleep as we nod off
On a beautiful corpse.
We are finally satisfied!
Heave a sigh of relief
After having been disturbed
Mentally and morally.

It may be that the poet was inspired by the combinations of words and images
produced by such surrealist artists as Miró or Tanguy. As for the image of the
“beautiful corpse,” it was the name of a poetic game played by the surrealists. What is
most interesting about Viroj’s poem is the way he plays with words and tones, which
is both surprising and provocative. And like the work of the surrealist poets, it is an
automatic expression of the writer’s unconscious. It is too bad that Viroj produced so
few works.
x

Thawan Datchani

In addition to his work as a painter, Thawan joined with a group of artist friends to
produce a collection of writings in English called Dare (1969). Below are two of
Thawan’s poems: “How to Paint the Portrait of the Dog” and “Fragrance of Sperm.”

How to Paint the Portrait of the Dog
First, paint meat
paint good meat
excellent, tasty for
the dog
paint a smell of blood in the air to
tempt
the dog.
Then, place your canvas at Rajprasong Square,
wait for the dog
wait for a week, a month, a year,
or even for life, but
wait.
When the dog comes, if it comes, be silent.
Let it devour the meat, and
If it barks, it’s a good painting.
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If it barks not, it’s a bad painting.
If it barks, then
Sign your name and
Sleep.
It is possible (indeed rather likely) that this poem was inspired by Jacques Prévert’s
“How to Paint the Portrait of a Bird,” which Thawan could have read in the English
translation. Prévert used a surrealist technique which consisted of playing with the
real and the illusory, even though he was no longer a member of the surrealist group
at the time. Thawan may have believed otherwise. A comparison of these two poems
makes clear that both poets focus their attention on an animal – in Prévert’s case, it is
a bird, and in Thawan’s, a dog. Some of the details found in the French poem are
missing from the Thai poet’s work.
The other poem, “Fragrance of Sperm,” shows a surrealist influence in that it makes
use of obscenity to provoke:
Fragrance of Sperm
Fragrance of sperm
From Petchburi Road,
Pollen of contemporary civilization
For sale.
Before I get there with my empty basket,
They’ve sold it already
To the Gringos.
The presence of sperm recalls such works of Miró as Carnival of Harlequin. But in
Thawan’s poem the intention is not to release the repressed subconscious. Instead, the
poet is reacting to the condition of prostitutes in the bars on Petchburi Road who
serviced American soldiers during the Vietnam War. A similar reaction can be seen in
the paintings of Somchai Hatthakitkoson, which include The Call-Girl, The Cultural
War, and The Goddess Kali of the 20th Century.
x

Suchart Sawatsi

Suchart is a journalist, editor and author whose works range from poetry to short
novels. In 1982, he produced a provocative poem entitled Imagination in Three Lines,
in which the verses in Thai or in English are accompanied by drawings.
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The poem is a satire of sex tourism, which the government of the time was promoting
as a means of generating foreign income. The poem appears to be a virtual copy of
Magritte’s painting Time Transfixed (1939), though Suchart himself claimed that his
inspiration came from pornographic Japanese prints.
Another of Suchart’s poems entitled The Song of the Man Who Pulls the Flesh out of
the Wreckage contains a number of distinctly surrealist traits. The poem was written
in response to the death of the poet’s friend in a car accident. An expression of
Suchart’s sadness and anger, the poem has a style that comes close to the automatic
writing of the surrealists. It is powerful, spontaneous and employs a brutally sexual
analogy. Suchart compares the accidental death of his friend, crushed beneath the
wheels of an automobile, to sexual desire and orgasm.
“We are a group of men having received a challenge between flesh and metal,
between the accelerator and the point of orgasm…Close your eyes tight, close
them…Entrust your heart to your girlfriend and then go down and beat your
chest against the fender, caress it tightly and then ejaculate, make the liquid
gush forth like rain, make it flow slowly to the last drop with a powerful
desire, make it shiver and then stay silent for a long time…! Silent and a long
time. Grip hard, ejaculate endlessly. Close your eyes tight and breathe in
deeply. We are coming…we will be gentle with your flesh, your heart and
your love. We are coming. We will free your flesh from the steel;”
This erotic depiction of the car recalls the poem “l’Aumonyme” by the surrealist
Robert Desnos, in which driving is compared to sexual intercourse.
We can conclude that these two poems by Suchart resemble French surrealist poems
in that they foreground sexuality and make use of provocative imagery to shock the
reader. But his overriding intention – to criticize sex tourism or to point out the danger
of automobiles – is completely different from that of the surrealists, who sought to
rebel against rationality and realism and to achieve a new type of freedom through
man’s sexual impulses. Their primary preoccupation was to affirm the esthetic nature
of the sex act.
x

Keo Laithong

Keo Laithong is the pseudonym of Sethasak Sithongthuam. In a work entitled
“Confession of the Subconscious,” he refuses to conform to traditional literary
models, adopting instead a style consisting of long phrases with intermittent pauses
and ending in a question. What? Flowers, you say? It is an automatic, lingering trace
of subconscious unease; it is almost the delirium of a madman or an obsessive. The
same style of writing can be found in “The Magnetic Fields” by Breton and Soupault,
to which we can compare the following excerpt from Keo’s work:
Here there are no lights but the rotten corpses of rats in the corner of the room
flowers or the perfume the person who gave it to me told me that it is the
yellow of lymph from a decayed corpse but impossible to recognize this color
no one said that its smell goes back to the flowers of the night intoxicated by
this perfume one feels as if one were walking in the deserted lane covered in

67

mist perhaps there are dark rays of light and old wooden fences there is a male
with the face of a seated dog that barks in front of a three-story building
perhaps there is a man with black butterfly wings on his broad shoulders but
these wings are those of a butterfly placing a kiss on the white forehead of a
delicate skin that reflects the moon’s rays of a white winged girl like a
butterfly and suddenly the body of the male is transformed into a bar of gelatin
which gradually melts on the wings of the girl falling then taking wing into the
sky the instant when her body remains on earth she cries out and laughs softly
as tears run down her cheeks and eventually on to the earth this earth bursts
into flames flames of the soul the body of man will return the burnt wings
agonizing in the midst of the inferno of the soul what? Flowers…
The strange nature of the passage allows us to see to what extent Keo makes use of
imaginative comparisons and certain irrational linguistic formulations to describe a
half-human, half-animal couple. The transformation of their bodies – his into a bar of
gelatin and hers into a butterfly that loses its wings – is reminiscent of the paintings of
André Masson, most notably his canvas called Metamorphosis (1939). It is possible to
see a similarity between Keo’s writing technique and the experimentation of the
European surrealists, who wrote in a state of drowsiness to give voice to the
subconscious. Yet, in numerous interviews, Keo has denied any knowledge of the
surrealists and claims that when he composes a poem, he is possessed by a spirit that
commands him to write.
Drama
There are, in fact, very few plays having any signs of surrealist influence. There are
only those of Keo Laithong and Suwat Sricheua.
In A Short History and Theater, Keo rejects traditional characterization, title, form,
setting and plot.
A Short History (1984) is a one-act play in which not only is the title surprising but
the reversed order of the plot also fails to meet the audience’s expectations. Its text
and images are incoherent, as are the false line markings and the grammar. The
characters consist of a young man, his reflection in a mirror and his shadow. One of
these last two is aggressive, the other mild, and it is up to the young man to stop the
constant quarreling between them. Another reversal of traditional expectations is the
closing of the curtain at the start of the play and its opening at the end. The passage
below demonstrates the aggressive nature of the young man’s shadow.
Don’t criticize him like that (in an aggressive tone full of touchiness), he’s
been with us a long time, a lot longer than the others. Time…it passes, time,
really, without regard for anybody. Or time passes him by (with hesitation).
That’s always how it is with us. Sometimes I don’t think about stopping
myself from being touchy, because he spends most of his time with you. He
spends his time (confused), time passes him by. It happens…it happens with
us (with a cry in his voice) like breath, a smile, tears, flowers, demons…but
me, I don’t know, I really don’t know if he loves us. And me, I don’t know if I
love him.
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The play Theater (1984) presents an unlimited number of characters (of all races and
languages), and the setting ranges from a room to the entire universe. The author even
added a postscript in which he writes that if one doesn’t wish to begin with a male
character, it is possible to replace him with a dog and change the setting and dialogue.
If one isn’t fond of dogs, it can be replaced with some other animal, and if that idea
doesn’t appeal, the character can be eliminated altogether. There is very little dialogue
in the play; instead, there is a long monologue. The author may have intended to show
that in this world, there is no such thing as love between people, and that no one has
any real concern for anyone else.
The eleventh and final act is the best evidence of true originality. It consists of a
dialogue between the left and right sides of the body of a god who pokes fun at
technology:
Eleventh Act
(In those cases where it is determined that the tenth act shouldn’t be the end, one can
carry on with the eleventh. And if you don’t care for this act, then you must end with
the tenth.)
The two sides of the body, each observing what is happening in the universe.
The left side: OOOOOO…
The right side: AAAAAA…
The left side: OOOOOO…
The right side: AAAAAA…

The author uses a code not unlike computer code, which is incomprehensible to the
reader. In fact, he probably had no wish to communicate; it is a way to rebel against
the very concept of communication. It is a more sophisticated technique than that
employed by Philippe Soupault and André Breton in Please (1921), where the
dialogue remains generally comprehensible but is peppered with certain surrealist
features. The sense is made incoherent by the author’s insertion of strange imagery
derived from dreams and the subconscious. In Keo’s case, it is clear that he was
fiercely determined to rebel against the traditional and conventional model, as well as
the grammatical system of communication, and the institutions of the family and
religion. It is not the use of poetic language that makes this work original, but rather
its satire, a sample of which can be seen in the questionnaire at the end of the final
act:
How long has this play been on?
How long has it lasted?
Exactly how many characters are there?
To whom do the author’s rights belong?
Do you find it entertaining?
a) very
b) not at all
c) a) and b) are true
d) a) and b) and c) are false
x

Suwat Sricheua
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Suwat completed his studies in architecture at the Technical College in Nakhon
Ratchasima (Korat), site of a large American military base during the Vietnam War.
He still recalls the roar of the B52s taking off and landing. His work is a reappraisal of
social institutions, the military government and American imperialism. His criticisms
can be seen most clearly in two remarkable books which appeared in 1975, one a
collection of short stories entitled War in the Tombs and the other a collection of
plays, Out of Control, which brings together the author’s theatrical works written
between 1971 and 1975. Both books are satires and ferocious attacks against society.
The writer makes use of a number of symbols to criticize people who have become
slaves to technological progress and money, regardless of the political system in
which they live.
The plays Out of Control and Prime Minister Category 2 best illustrate Suwat’s
views, though with some subtlety. The first play satirizes the way in which we have
become enslaved to computers; the other is a satire of socialist regimes. To create an
ideal prime minister, the body parts of the four best people in the country are cut off
and reassembled to produce a politician. But despite his origins, the new prime
minister still falls prey to the lure of corruption.
Suwat also makes use of eroticism as a tool to produce a crude type of satire and
black comedy. His goal is to show how men live in conditions of hopeless despair,
constantly threatened by the possibility of war (The Sperm Warrior) and the dangers
of pollution (Breath of the Century). In this latter work, the author, most likely
inspired by sci-fi films, presents a shocking image to suggest the seriousness of the
pollution problem: a young girl falls dead on the corner of the street, vomiting blood
and black smoke which she has swallowed while passing a car. What is striking is the
use of eroticism as a means of creating humor, as for example in the dialogue between
Mister 390/71 and Mister 875/25.
Mister 875/25: In my office there are a lot of women to play around with (laughter),
but I never feel like making love to any of them. It isn’t worth the bother of unzipping
the clothes on my body eleven times and doing the same thing for them (laughter)
[…]
Mister 875/25: A woman’s love propulsion system may have broken down. A woman
with an atomic heart, she’s never serious about anyone.
Mister 390/71: It’s possible. Her heart (made up of the propulsion system, electrical
wire, and atoms) tells her when she has to unzip my clothes, but she never responds to
my desire.
Although these plays contain new elements never before seen in the Thai theater of
the time, they are far from what could be called surrealist works. First of all, the
driving force behind the creation of these plays is external (socio-political), something
neither automatic nor subconscious. Furthermore, the stories are realistic and refer
explicitly to the social circumstances at the time. Finally, not only does the language
not reflect surrealist techniques but the imagery and figurative language are not
intended to evoke in the reader any type of odd or unusual emotional response.
Short Stories
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x

Pisanu Supanimit and Suwanni Sukonta

Pisanu, a painter, writer and instructor in the Faculty of Painting, Sculpture and
Printmaking at Silpakorn University, has referred to surrealist paintings in several of
his short stories. For example in “Our Contentment and the Discontentment of God,”
he describes the spiritual state of a character as “sad and alone in the night like
surrealist images.” In the short story “Illusion” his description recalls Max Ernst’s
painting The Eye of Silence:
This slice of old, rotten wood in front of me seems full of legends. It shows me
a city, as mysterious as in another world. Its thousands of eyes look at me and
look all around. I think of the painting by Max Ernst. Yes. The painting of the
roots of a tree. There is an old cave, people and an assortment of demons. Now
I am actually confronting them. I am flying off into this slice of wood. It
seems to me that I am leaning into the cave and chatting with the ants and
termites. There is a pleasant breeze. I drift off to sleep.
In the short story called “Love at the Sea” by painter and author Suwanni Sukonta, the
blue of the sea is compared to Chagall’s blue:
I close my eyes. I only dream of the blue in the paintings of Chagall. I see
flowers of different colors. I see myself and my friend floating in the blue and
green of the sea.
It is clear, therefore, that surrealist paintings added depth to the literary works of these
writer-painters, even if only to a small degree.
x

Suchart Sawatsi

Suchart takes to task those materialists with a passion for automobiles. In a short story
called “Autobiography” (1971), he uses the religious terms nirvana and sawan
(paradise) to refer to top-of-the-line model automobiles, which, to Buddhists, amounts
to a form of blasphemy.
Nirvana and Paradise are twin, four-cylinder, safe, fuel-efficient luxury
automobiles; replacement parts are easy to find; the interior is sumptuous, and
the seats luxurious. The Paradise is beautiful and well suited to those difficult
jobs, the Nirvana is superb, an ideal family car. At those prices, I could do
worse than to buy them both!
The short story “Out of Obscurity” is a satire of modern technology in the form of a
reflection by someone riding on a bus:
Life in a big city, no matter who you are, when you move, you have to accept
the violence and go as quickly as possible. Machines and technology make
you less sad and help you to move fast. Your body and your soul can always
be connected there like sex organs of all sizes. Machines and technology will
lead you along, will carry you away like the wind; they will stir up the waves
of the sea and make your heart pound like when you experience sexual
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pleasure. Then, not long after, they will lead you to your destination amidst
shouts and shaking that resemble orgasm.
x

Suwat Sricheua

Suwat admits that he enjoys looking at surrealist paintings, especially those that
depict violent or erotic scenes, as in the works of Magritte and Dali, and claims that
he employs their techniques as he sees fit. In the short story called “Operations Center
in the Pit of the Brain” (1974), Suwat uses humor to take aim at those on both sides of
the political spectrum with a striking image: “Your armored vehicles come out of
your eyes! Close them quickly before all your power is destroyed!” At the end of the
story, he applies Darwinian theory to create an irony intended to shock the reader:
I’m in a hurry to get back to the street to tell the demonstrators the whole truth
about the intellectuals and the activists. But when I finally get there,
something happens that I never would have anticipated: I find thousands of
pairs of feet, cut off at the ankle. These feet are milling about on the road, each
of them wiggling their toes. The intellectuals have left their brains on their
lecterns loaded with books, the combatants have left their arms on the armored
vehicles. And all of the demonstrators leave their feet to mill about. I also find
some lovers at the end of the group: they have only one organ, very large and
covered with black hairs; it moves on a bed, from left to right, penetrating
what remains of the prostitutes.
In this way, Suwat gives himself over to a type of erotic humor similar, although not
identical, to that which characterizes the surrealists, for his intention is entirely
different. Suwat is motivated by external circumstances (socio-political) rather than
by some internal, unconscious impulse.
x

Keo Laithong

In the short story “The Telegram from Far Away” (1983) Keo complicates the themes
of eroticism and death, of the irrational and metamorphosis. Following on from
Suchart and Suwat, he creates images and metaphors that are shaped by the
obsessions in his unconscious. The main character is alone in his room. He is bored.
Floating in the air, he loses himself in his memories; no sooner does he close his eyes,
no sooner does he look into a mirror or a photo, than a young woman comes out of a
framed photograph and makes love to him, after which she is transformed into a
corpse. His room shrinks to the size of a coffin. Then he hears a knocking at the door.
Someone has brought him a telegram sent by a woman. It reads: “You are dead!”
In the following passage, the description recalls the surrealist poets, most notably
Breton and Eluard in their attempt to simulate madness in The Immaculate
Conception. In this work, as well, one sees an interplay between the real and unreal, a
mixture of eroticism and horror, and the metamorphosis of the beautiful young
woman into a corpse. Perhaps Keo retained the impression of a sexual experience in
his unconscious and has expressed it in the form of a hallucination or a nightmare:
I smile unknowingly at the woman in the photograph. It seems to me that she
is smiling, too. Suddenly, I watch as a form emerges from the photo which has
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turned yellow with age. It gradually becomes larger, until it is clear that this is
the woman from the photograph. She grows like the genie of Aladdin’s magic
lamp, a story I read when I was a young child. When she stops growing, when
she is the full-size of a normal woman, she is all in white…a long white dress,
walking toward me. Her dress changes color with each step she takes, from
white to yellow, then to red, to green, to blue. When she sits on my bed,
naked, she leans over to kiss me gently. Her lips are damp and cold. I close my
eyes, drawing her body toward mine. She lets out a muffled cry against my
neck, like an animal. I lift my head from her breast, staring at her young and
innocent face, her brown hair, her large deep black eyes, the mysterious smile
that adorns her soft, white cheeks…I hate this smile…I begin to cry, burying
my face in her bosom. Her breasts are white (strikingly so), with pink pointed
nipples. My tears flow down the furrow between her breasts toward her soft,
flat belly, then lower still…Suddenly, her body turns into a corpse, putrefied,
rank smelling. Appalled, I push her away forcefully. The four walls of the
room begin to close in around me. The cord on the electric light bursts, as does
the light bulb. A piece of broken glass falls and cuts my cheek. The blood
flows on to my lips. The four walls press down around my bed. Everything in
the room vanishes. The ceiling collapses and encloses me in a coffin. My body
is plunged into darkness. I let out a loud cry.
What does not classify as entirely surrealist is the lengthy description which leaves
nothing to the reader’s imagination. What’s more, Keo’s attitude to love is rather
negative, whereas the opposite is generally true of the surrealists. See, in particular,
Breton’s poem “L’Union libre” (Free Love).
In truth, there are no genuine surrealist works in the body of Thai literature. Although
a number of writers have been inspired by surrealism, they show no signs of the same
attitudes or the same rebellious spirit that characterizes the French and European
surrealists.
Keo Laithong and Suwat Sricheua are two such examples. While it is obvious that in
his plays for the theater, Keo demonstrates a total lack of respect for traditional
writing, preferring a style that resembles that of the surrealists, his works are without
any trace of the surrealists’ valuation of sexuality or their foregrounding of dream
imagery. As for Suchart, while he expresses indignation at society in rather violent
terms and portrays sex in a provocative manner, his plays bear only a superficial
resemblance to the works of the surrealists.
In poetry, it is clear that surrealist paintings have played an important role in the
creation of certain Thai poems. Suchart, for example, was inspired both by Magritte
and by Japanese prints showing provocative sexual objects. Angkarn drew inspiration
from the paintings of Dali and Ernst, influences also present in the works of Pisanu
and Suwanni. But a close examination of their work indicates that this surrealist
influence is minor at best.
Clearly, Keo’s works (poems, plays and short stories) exhibit a certain rejection of
traditional values and literary practices: yet the images and associations derived from
the subconscious seem rather cliché, as is often the case with the surrealists as well as
traditional Thai literature. Keo (not unlike Suchart and Suwat) often portrays women
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as nightmare figures, perhaps as a result of negative ideas regarding sexuality and
women. But for the French surrealists, woman represents the eternal feminine and the
path to achieving salvation on earth; she is a substitute for religious faith. In contrast,
Thai male writers have never given such a central role to women.
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Chapter 5
Surrealist Tendencies in Contemporary Thai Art and Literature
Despite an apparent decline in Thai painters and writers’ interest in surrealism, a
dozen or so artists have continued to produce works with surrealist tendencies. One of
the reasons for this may be the increasing number of scholarly studies in the Thai
language which have delved more deeply into the surrealist movement and made a
more detailed analysis of the works of surrealist painters and poets. At the risk of
sounding boastful, we suggest that the publication of Sodchuen Chaiprasathna’s
Interpretation of Reality in Surrealist Poetry and Painting in France from 1919 to
1969 (1st edition: 1989, 2nd edition: 1994), and her Thai Painting and Literature with
Surrealist Tendencies from 1964 to 1984 (1996) may have played some role here.
These two volumes have been widely read by art and literature students, as well as by
artists and writers.
The past few years have seen a growth in the variety of types of works having
surrealist characteristics. These have ranged from sculpture to engraving and
installations. In painting, a considerable number of artists have continued to create
works of art that have grown out of the paintings they produced in the period between
1964 and 1984. A number of other avant-garde Thai artists have emerged whose
works seem likely to have been inspired by Western surrealism, while in contrast, the
few literary works which might be characterized as surrealist have frequently been
produced by writers who are also artists.
In 2003 alone, there were three art exhibitions showcasing works of a surrealist
nature, a fact which proves that even today surrealism continues to appeal to various
Thai artists. The first of these exhibits, held in Bangkok from March 11-22, was for
undergraduates in the Faculty of Painting, Sculpture and Printmaking at Silpakorn
University. Several of the works on display manifested a surrealist influence or
certain surrealist traits.14
The second exhibition took place at the Chulalongkorn University Art Gallery from
April 1 to May 9. Under the direction of Paisan Thirapongvisanuporn, a painter and
essayist (see Chapter 3), the show was entitled “Reality, Dream, Politics, Life and the
Surrealist Imagination.” It featured paintings, prints, and drawings – 35 works in all –
by some six artists. Five of them, namely Somchai Hatthakitkoson, Kiettisak
Chanonnart, Nayana Chotisuk, Sompong Adulsarapan and Chirasak Patthananpong,
were already well known prior to 1984 and enjoyed a considerable reputation as
surrealist-inspired artists. The sixth contributor, Chatchai Puipia, is younger than the
others and has been considered an avant-garde artist since 1987.
The third exhibit was a one-man show featuring the works of Prateep Kochabua and
entitled “Sur-Episode: Surrealism Painting Exhibition” (sic). It was held at the Atelier
Art Gallery, Tisco Building, from November 8-30, 2003.
It is our wish here to shine a light on some of the more recent works by artists
discussed in earlier chapters and by a number of newer artists.
Somchai Hatthakitkoson was among the very first Thai artists who, between the years
1969 and 1978, produced works clearly influenced by European surrealism. After
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devoting himself to sculpture for a number of years, he
returned to painting and was the primary organizer of the
major art exhibition held in 1993. Some of the more
important works in the series he exhibited include The
Cycle of Life (Fig.75) and The Metamorphosed Body
(Fig.76). These recent paintings emphasize oval and
spherical shapes that resemble works of sculpture.
In the former work, the presence of a hollow human
figure calls to mind René Magritte’s The Delusion of
Grandeur (1961), while the empty spaces and subtle
gradations of color recall Dali. Yet, the painting displays
a high degree of originality through the artist’s use of
color, his composition, and the symbolism (a scarlet
flower whose shape and petals resemble an ovary).
The orange horizontal figure that
dominates the center of the canvas can be
seen either as an enchanting landscape or
as a penis laced with blood vessels. The
moon and the beautiful scene in the
background of the painting are part of a
dream; things that do not exist in the real
world.

Fig75

In The Metamorphosed Body, the artist
has taken a cubist approach. In
comparison to his works from the period
Fig76
between 1969 and 1978, there are fewer
details and less movement, despite the presence of a certain inspiration from Dali,
including the juxtaposition of different body parts. The arms, for example, flow into
the chest. The originality of the picture, however, lies in the reduced complexity of
the different elements and the way in which the artist integrates sculptural shapes into
his painting. As a result, the female figures here are more cubist in appearance, and
their faces belong to the school of naïve art. Other ambiguous elements can be found
in the lotus leaves and clouds.
Kiettisak Chanonnart also gained a reputation as a
surrealist-inspired painter during the years from 1968
to 1982. After having been the subject for his own
paintings earlier in his career, in recent years Kiettisak
has begun to paint fish and chickens in order to express
his disgust for human violence against animals. His
paintings have become gradually more abstract.
In the painting Land Animals (1987)(Fig.77), Kiettisak
has created a genuinely original type of still life, one
that depicts the connection between man and fish.
Inspiration for the canvas may have come from
surrealists such as Magritte (Collective Invention,
1935) or figures from traditional Thai painting
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and literature like Matchanu and Suphannamacha (from the Ramakien) or like the
half-woman half-fish character from Phra Apaimani. The only difference is in the
realistic treatment of the fish and the hands. There is also an element of mystery and
humor. The Western-style setting, the empty spaces, and the shadowy depths combine
to evoke feelings of uncertainty and secrecy. The painting has been praised for the
artist’s mastery of esthetic considerations as well as its great emotional impact.
Starting in 1980, the artist set to work on a series of
paintings (Fig.78) intended to portray the inner self.
In Inner Feeling (1990), Kiettisak has turned an
actual human figure into an abstraction. The only
visible portions of the female figure in the center of
the canvas are her breasts and hips, her most erotic
and seductive body parts. The figure is surrounded by
abstract shapes meant to refer to the male sex. The
artist freely combines a large diversity of elements,
colors, light and shadow, dominated by the color
purple, which veils the entire composition in mystery.
The painting is, in a sense, an homage to the Spanish
painter Miró, a well-known member of the surrealist
group, and especially his Women, Bird by Moonlight
Fig78
(1944), in which a mysterious woman, lost in her own
musings, seems to have emerged from the world of the subconscious. The painter has
also remarked that in the later stages of this series of paintings, he tried to incorporate
a musical esthetic as a means of alleviating the stresses and strains of his life. He was
happy, a fact which probably worked to his advantage as he launched into his next
series of works.15
Beauty of Life 21 (2000)(Fig.79) is part of
an upbeat series of paintings inspired
perhaps by the artist’s own happiness.
The painting is a pleasing and harmonious
combination of diverse elements, which,
nonetheless, create a certain tension
because of their shapes and energy. The
warm violets, reds and oranges contrast
with the cool blue background. The black
gives the painting even greater intensity.
The canvas seems to suggest that despite
the artist’s relative contentment,
something always remains hidden; there
is still a certain mystery to his life. One
thing to notice is that the artist has made
Fig79
no attempt to create a sense of depth here, using curves instead to make
things more visible. Subtle gradations of color also give the figures in the background
the appearance of three-dimensionality. The forms have been stripped down and
simplified, as has the background. The artist has borrowed a technique used by Miró
but taken to such a point that the Thai painter has made it his own.
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Kiettisak himself has said: “Despite my great admiration for surrealist art, I don’t
intend for my works to be what you would call strictly surrealist…I don’t deny that
surrealism has had an influence on me, but it should be considered as one of the
signposts on the road to my own esthetic and artistic development.”16
Nayana Chotisuk is the only female artist who
contributed to the exhibition “Reality, Dream,
Politics, Life and the Surrealist Imagination.”
Her negative take on urban life is always
represented in her works by a certain sad
atmosphere and a strange loneliness that seems
to have been learned from the paintings of
Chirico. In such prints as Behind the School,
Friday Night (1983)(Fig.80), the artist evokes a
desert-like vision that speaks of tremendous
loneliness. The paper boats scattered throughout
may be meant to symbolize children, who are
either abandoned or ignored. Two back-lit
wooden horses near the top of the painting may
be symbols of a happy childhood now lost
forever. Nayana has managed to combine
Fig80
a nostalgia for the past and memories of her own
happy childhood with her concern for the fate
of young people today. The size of the objects found in the painting is determined not
by the normal laws of perspective but by the emotional importance the artist attaches
to each.
The painting City of Solitude 1 (1993)
(Fig.81) portrays a girl running near the
corner of a building in a deserted city that
is lifeless and empty of people. Her
shadow stretches out in front of her,
indicating that the girl is in flight from
something. The atmosphere is heavy with
mystery and even dread. The dominant
color is yellow, which conveys a sense
of dry heat. It creates a striking contrast
with the blue on the opposite side, where
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a buffalo is walking through a field, and
where the clouds are symbols of freshness and
fertility.
The atmosphere in Lost (2001)(Fig.82) is similarly
stark and lifeless. A large flock of agitated ducks has
strayed into the canyon formed by two rows of high
buildings. The sun is setting in the distance. In this
painting, the artist is expressing the sense of
alienation, the intrusion of various objects, and
feelings of loneliness. It may be intended as the
Fig82
78

painter’s commentary on the flight of villagers to the big city with its promise of a
better future – a phenomenon of tremendous concern to the artist.
Despite the use of a surrealist-influenced perspective and atmosphere, Nayana has still
found a way to express her own point of view, focusing on internal tensions that point
to an analysis of social conditions.
Somphong Adulsarapan’s paintings depict fossil-like
figures on a hard, ridged surface in a seaside
atmosphere (see, for example, Mannequin and Dream
at the Seashore in Chapter 3). Using the same
techniques, he pays tribute to Magritte’s Castle of the
Pyrenees in his painting Towards the New World
(1990)(Fig.83). The spherical shape in the center of
the canvas has a certain ambiguity. While
representing the ecosystem, it also resembles a human
head. The colors at the bottom of the canvas are rather
light, while those at the top are darker, and it is
unclear whether they are meant to be the sea or the
sky. It may be that the figurative ecosystem represents
the artist’s ideal world, a world of natural beauty but
without any trace of human life. At the heart of the
canvas is the image of a scarecrow. The painting’s
Fig83
appeal lies in the sophistication of the compositional
elements, the brilliance of the colors, and varied nature of the
surface – all clear evidence of the artist’s skills and the development of his ideas.
The early works of Chirasak Patthanapong were social
critiques in the style of Dali and Magritte. Later he
adopted a more overtly sexual approach. After moving
to Phuket, an island province in the south of Thailand,
Chirasak began to include images of fish in paintings
such as Fish Head Lady (1990)(Fig.84). In subsequent
works, there is a distinctly maritime atmosphere and
the fish become more stylized, eventually
metamorphosing into an image of the artist himself. In
Entry into the Mind (2000)(Fig85), part of the exhibit
entitled “Desire for Love,” he combines various
elements with the image of a naked woman, pierced
through with holes and melded into a musical
instrument and other complex patterns. The painting
gives expression to the artist’s inner desires.
Fig84
In addition to the elements already described, the picture
contains a bed and a pillow next to a black sea on which a swan swims beneath the
head of a fish that floats in the sky. It is as if the painter is playing with the normal
arrangement of objects in a style that is distinctly his own.
Chatchai Puipia has attracted public attention with his oversized canvases, a strategy
likewise employed by Magritte. He has also made use of details and a viewpoint
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intended as a rejection of social conventions.
This explains why in Crash (Fig.86) and
Paradise, perhaps (1997)(Fig.87), the
central nude figure sits with its back turned
to the spectator. In Sickly Sweet (2000)
(Fig.88) the artist displays a talent for
combining elements from different contexts.
It is a strategy that corresponds to the rules
established by the surrealists, who sought to
generate feelings of shock and surprise in the
public by foregrounding sex and sexuality.
However, in the case of
the Thai artist, there
is no attempt to arouse
sexual feelings; instead,
his intention is to make
sarcastic comments on
events actually
happening at the time
Fig86
(the financial crisis or sex tourism).
He makes skillful use of a certain mood and esthetic as
a means of reining in powerful emotional responses to
the work.

Fig85

Prateep Kochabua also adopted surrealist techniques in
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combining unrelated elements or
modifying reality, as
in such works as Bat Eating Bananas
(2000)(Fig.89). Here, the artist has
transformed a female body into a
musical instrument made up of two
pairs of breasts. Her arms are
outstretched and look like flippers,
and her legs, which resemble the keys
of a musical instrument, gradually
change into the head of a naga. The
male figure is an imaginary dragon-like
creature with strange legs, arms and
chest. He holds the woman in his arms,
plucking her hair like the strings of a
musical instrument.

Fig88

The composition of Daydream (2001)
(Fig.90) appears to have been inspired
by Max Ernst (Surrealism and Painting,
1941). The artist also borrows from
Arcimboldo in the multiplicity of elements and the use of metamorphosis
to create an allegory of daily life.

Fig89
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In addition to the artists already discussed,
one could also mention two other wellknown artists characterized by religious
themes and inspired by traditional Thai art,
namely Thawan Datchani and Panya
Vijinthanasarn (see Chapter 3). These artists
remain active today and continue to exhibit
their works.
An examination of Thawan’s works shows
that the triangular and circular or semi-
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circular structures of
Dali’s famous
Christ of Saint John of
the Cross have been
permanently engraved
on his memory.
Untitled 4 and 5(Fig.91,
92), two works
completed in 1984, are
evidence. The overall
structure of these
paintings is defined by
the combination of
these geometric shapes,
although some changes
have been made.
The main figure is
Fig91
Fig92
half-human and half-animal, and the
paintings’principal theme is the union between
different species. Thawan’s reputation as an artist rests in the power of his
draftsmanship and his gift for creating patterns filled with imagination, intensity, and
originality.
Panya Vijinthanasarn emulates the traditional Thai style of Khrua In Khong and
Prince Narisara Nuwattiwong, while adding and underlining typically Western
features. His paintings are often filled with objects made of some heavy material that
nonetheless stand upright or float thanks to the support of what appear to be crutches.
His favorite technique consists of making holes in things that one can take in at a
glance. The result is an atmosphere of timelessness, evidence of his admiration for
such works by Dali as Symbol of the World (See Chapter 3)(1980). Between 1984 and
1988, he completed one of the frescoes in the series Clash of the Demons (Fig.93) at
the Buddhaprathipa Temple in Wimbledon, England. The work blends contemporary
art and traditional Thai painting. The resulting contrast between different time periods
and the juxtaposition of different cultural elements correspond to the surrealist
ideology. This artist’s strengths lie in his use of lines and colors, namely silver, pink,
orange, blue, dark green, ochre and purple, to create an atmosphere that is at once
both soft and intense. In a number of his canvases, he depicts different animal species
(the twisted body of a snake, the head of a crocodile or a swan) locked in perpetual
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Fig93
struggle. In his mural painting, however, he includes an unusual looking elephant,
figures from the known world, weapons and symbols of advanced technology, such as
missiles and aircraft, and combines them with imaginary people and animals from the
demonic realm. This work has a particularly powerful impact on the spectator.
More recently, Panya has turned increasingly to
sculpture. Conquering the Demons (2003)(Fig.94),
for example, shows the head of the Buddha, a symbol
of Buddhahood and serenity, with knots of mythical
beasts engaged in conflict, symbols of material
desires. Of greater interest, though, are the bent legs
in the background and the hand (not that of the
Buddha) which emerges from the bottom to lean on
the other side. The painter may have wanted to refer
to that moment in the life of the Buddha when he
succeeded in vanquishing the demons and renouncing
all earthly desires.
Since 1990, other artists some 20 years younger than
Thawan have continued to display paintings,
sculptures, and installations having some slight
evidence of a surrealist influence.

Fig94

Prasong Luamuang, for instance, developed a passion for the composition and
atmosphere in works by Western artists like Miró, Chagall, Klee and Kandinsky. At
the same time, he has also been influenced by Asian art, most notably from Thailand,
China, Japan and Tibet. As the son of craftsmen from northern Thailand, he has been
successful in integrating details of rural life into his paintings to create a dreamlike
atmosphere inhabited by simple shapes.
But his work is not wholly abstract.
Since 1992, he has added words or
phrases to his canvases. In As If We
Were United (Fig.95), most of the
figures are shown in profile, as in
Miró’s Ploughed Earth, but those
elements representing rural life (people,
animals, etc.) are more realistic than in
the work by the Spanish painter, and
unlike Miró, Prasong gives greater importance to humor than to sexual

Fig95

82

provocation. There is a double dimension in Prasong’s work. The shape and size of
the canvas do not depend on normal rules of perspective but on the importance he
gives to the various things that belong to him. He attaches particular importance to the
checkerboard pattern in the background of his paintings, each different in terms of
size and intensity and each giving the canvas greater weight and density. In the
painting Hundreds of Millions of Stars (Fig.96), completed in the same year as the
previous work, he portrays a man
(himself perhaps?) above an animal
(half-pig, half-cow) in front of a rice
barn where stars are shining. Above this
is an otter or rodent-like animal with a
fish in its mouth. There is also a
branching pattern (which recalls Dali)
and a pattern of lines resembling letters
in the middle and at the bottom of the
painting, similar to the style employed
by Miró.
Fig96
The painting consists of elements from village life: a scarecrow, clothing, a hat, a
handkerchief, overlapping feet and hands. But the combination of these elements has
nothing to do with reality; it is much closer to the tenets of surrealism. But beyond
these formal similarities, in terms of the basic message or meaning, a wide gap
separates this artist’s work from that of the European surrealists.
In Sculpture of July No. 2 by (fig97)
Wijit Apichatkriengkrai, the spectator’s
attention is drawn to the various
elements held up by columns or
intersecting lines, a style that recalls
Dali. But this may simply be a
coincidence for as far as we know,
Wijit’s works are inspired by elements
drawn from life and nature, and of
course, he also has enough native
talent and imagination to create original
works of art.

Fig97

Pasut Kranrattanasuit is fond of the ambiguity one finds
in the works of Chirico, in particular his use of elongated
shadows, which he associates with the Thai concept of
self-reflection – one expressed in the proverb: “Look at
your own reflection in the inside of a coconut shell filled
with water.” In fact, a mirror like the inside of a coconut
shell tells us something about the thickness of the
container but it is not really suited to produce an accurate
reflection. Magic Mirror (2001)(Fig.98) portrays a
hollow human head or its silhouette. In Non Absolute
Reality (Fig.99), which appeared in the same show as
Magic Mirror, a human figure looks into a distorted
semi-circular object ill-suited to self-reflection.
Fig98
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Yet, despite Pasut’s infatuation with surrealist
art, the ideas that inform his paintings are
worlds away from those that motivated the
European surrealists. While the latter sought
to externalize and celebrate the desires of the
inner self, Pasut is a Buddhist, who sees selfreflection as a means of reducing or even
eliminating altogether one’s earthly desires.
Fig99
In the sculptures of
Manop Suwanapinta
such as Song of the
Night (1988)(Fig.100)
and Rest for Troubled
Souls (2000)(Fig.101),
the holes in the human
body and the use of a
staircase recall the
techniques Dali
employed in
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The Weaning of Furniture-Nutrition (1934) and Flaming Giraffe (1936-37).But again,
as with fellow Thai artist Pasut, Manop’s intention is to expresinterpretation of the
teachings of the Buddha. The only difference is that Manop’s emphasis is on the
troubled soul that seeks
a release from human suffering.
The stylized sculptures
of Noppadon
Viroonchatapun also make
use of human figures with
holes in them, as, for
example, in Open Mind
(1997)(Fig.102) and
Remember (1998)(Fig.103).
The first of these works
employs the technique of a
frame within a frame, like
Max Ernst’s Two Children
Are Threatened by a
Nightingale (1924). In the
second, the presence of a staircase
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in a human skull recalls Dali. What makes these works distinctive is the artist’s
technical skill and his ability to interpret his personal experiences in an interesting and
original manner.
Harithon Akarapat’s obsession with
sexual desire is what sets his work apart.
Images of male and female genitals form
the basis of his art. In Voice of Desires
(1988)(Fig.104), these forms are attached
to musical elements. To our knowledge,
Harithon has experimented with the
technique of automatism but without any
prior planning. His main concept and
manner of expression are, in our view,
very similar to those of surrealists like
Miró and Giacometti. In Terracotta Sculpture in the Form of a Human
Face (1986)(Fig.105), there is a certain resemblance to
Magritte’s The Rape (1934). In both works, parts of the
face are replaced with objects resembling female genital
organs. Yet, in our opinion, Harithon’s aims are not as
provocative as those of Magritte.
Mongkol Keudwan is a Thai sculptor whose works,
based on the male and female bodies, are characterized
by a strong sense of sexual provocativeness. The
sculptor feels free to move and enlarge his figures’
genital organs to produce humorous, playful works such
as Imagination born out of Solitude (1999)(Fig.106) and
Cemetery of the Imagination (2000)(Fig.107). Mongkol
also employs automatism when working certain kinds
of media. In working with lime, for example, he must
complete the work quickly before the lime
dries – a factor that forces him to make use of a technique similar to
automatism.

Fig104
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Pinaree Sanpitak has produced a
series of work based on the physical changes that occur to pregnant women. Her focus
is on the size and shape of the breasts, which she reimagines as utensils, stupas, leaves
and pillows. Other works include a series of sculptures in the shape of truncated
candles (Fig.108), volcanoes, and standing female torsos (Fig.109). In all these cases,
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Fig108
the sculptures are propped up on stakes,
a technique employed by Dali. In one
last series called Press on the Breasts
(Fig.110), female breasts take the form
of cushions that one can touch.

Fig109

Pinaree began by using a twodimensional approach and gradually
moved into a three-dimensional style
before taking an interest in installations.
If there is a correspondence between
Fig110
this artist’s works and those of the surrealists, it rests on a single point: the
use of the female body as the basis for her art. But her aims, her ideas and her
imagination cannot really be seen as surrealist-inspired, as Pinaree has no real
intention to provoke, arouse desire, or showcase values that run counter to those of
mainstream society. On the contrary, it seems to us that her aim is to make the public
aware of the tenderness of the human body and the fragility of love. Her art, which is
seductively appealing, expresses an affection for the female sex.
Araya Rasdjarmrearnsook
also seeks to express
something about the nature
of male-female relations in
her paintings Isolated
Moral Female Object in a
Relationship of a Male
Bird I, II (1995)(Fig.111)
(Fig.112). Symbolically,
these works may point to a
rupture in the male-female
relationship. Representing
the male is a bird, situated
in the center of the canvas
in the first of these paintings, and
Fig111
Fig112
appearing to fly away out of the frame in
the second. Meanwhile, a female head, on the edge of the picture, casts a glance
toward the center. But the point of view employed in the two paintings is entirely
different. In the first work, an elliptical shape (the shape of a vagina) symbolizes the
sea and the sky, but the second painting seems lifeless and empty. All that is visible is
the shadow of the crescent moon near the bottom. The sky and sea in the first ellipse
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is probably meant to convey nature, to which man and woman are both attached, but
in the second work, the sexes are separated and no longer feel this shared attachment.
At the top of the first painting is a pair of female legs in a provocative pose; in the
second, however, there is a pair of female arms in a gesture indicating the man’s
departure. The woman’s head rests on a pointed stake. Araya’s purpose is to portray
the conflict between a licentious lifestyle and traditional Thai values. The use of the
bird as a male symbol recalls Max Ernst’s Two Children Are Threatened by a
Nightingale (1924), and the legs in the first painting are meant to provoke in a manner
similar to the European surrealists.
While the surrealist writers were among the first to use the corpse as a vehicle for
satire, as can be seen in Robert Desnos’ Freedom or Love (1927), Araya adopts a
similar approach by videotaping an actual corpse and incorporating it into her
installations, as in Reading for Female Corpse (1997)(Fig.113), 2nd One of a Thai
Medley (2002)(Fig.114) and I’m Living (2002). To Araya, reading aloud to the corpse
or dressing it in clothes is an expression of
love and a way to form a bond between the
living and the dead. She has no wish to make
fun of the dead, as the European surrealists
would most likely have done. But her
behavior is very atypical of most Thais, and
for this reason, her installation pieces can
shock or dumbfound some of the people who
see them. The Thai tradition is more often to
make offerings to honor the dead. Because
the corpses have been videotaped and are not
actually present, the element of
Fig113
fesignificantly reduced, as most Thais would
simply refuse to be in the same room with a
dead body. By choosing shocking subject
matter (especially corpses), Araya shares
common ground with the surrealists, but
the ideas that inform her work and her
artistic message are entirely different.
In the literature of the period, there are still
a few Thai writers who draw inspiration
from surrealism. Some appear to have
Fig114
some understanding of the surrealist tenets; others would have gained a
certain familiarity through their education, or their reading of books and articles
between 1983 and 1989. A work like Suchart Sawatsi’s Imagination in Three Lines
(1988) has clearly been influenced by experimental writing that traces its origins back
to the surrealist movement. Yet, despite certain formal similarities, Suchart’s work
was born out of completely different motivations and shows signs of other equally
important influences.
Imagination in Three Lines combines articles and sketches, and is a demonstration of
Suchart’s wish to blend art and literature, much as the surrealists had done. He admits
to having been struck by a visit to an exhibition of works by Thai and foreign artists.
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“They aren’t poems” but rather sentences in the form of haiku. It is important to point
out here the erotic, albeit satirical, nature of much of what is contained in this work.
Suchart sees sexual intercourse as a pleasure and the starting point of all
reincarnation. The writer’s satirical side can best be seen in the illustrations and
wordplay. For instance, “In the water in the rice paddies there are fish, in the rice
paddies there is rape,” where the rice paddies refer to young women from upcountry
or to women in general. Reincarnation and the playful elements are highlighted in a
strange and interesting comparison he makes in a chapter on Gauguin and Chagall:
Golden body
On the drowsy body
Let me reincarnate myself in your body.
Loud cries at full force
Strip bare the body of the embracing sky
The past disappears, the dream
And at the very beginning of the book, he writes:
For Daoreung
Fly across the stomach of the sky
I will sleep beside the stars.
The word play here evokes a positive image of sex, chiefly because of the name
Daoreung, the pen name of the writer’s wife, which in Thai means “a shining group
of stars.” The phrase “sleep beside the stars” and the use of “the stomach of the sky”
instead of simply “the sky” work together to conjure up images of sexual union and
birth. This type of word play is similar to that found in many surrealist works. But
Suchart claims to have been influenced by Japanese haiku. In the chapter entitled
“This is not a preface” he speaks of his own work as an attempt to create a blend of
uniqueness in diversity, a collage of the possible and the impossible, the wish to
construct a type of incoherence out of the pieces of a shattered mirror:
I will go down to the bottom of the cliff, gather up the fragments of the
mirrors to put them back together….I will make a moving image that suits my
fancy, like dreams or nightmares during sleep, like turmoil and peace in the
soul, like the music that floats softly above the silence, like in the moment of a
dream between what’s possible and what’s impossible, like the hands and feet
of a blind fate: before night, there is still time for pleasure.
The author employed the metaphor of the mirror in an earlier collection called A
Silence (See Chapter 4) to describe his writing process:
Certain consequences are sometimes made up of words of silence, sometimes
of a movement or a rhythm that comes up from the imagination, even more
often from a reaction to various definitions of the words speech and word,
sometimes from the dark side of stories willingly blown apart for no reason
like the fragments of a mirror that falls from a movement of the body or the
soul: a lack of understanding that has no need to be understood…when one
gets to this point, one must get beyond it…only think about what one is able to
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understand…no point in forcing yourself to put all the pieces back together
again.
What is interesting here is the way in which Suchart encourages his readers to think
for themselves and form their own image of reality.
The book Imagination in Three Lines is the outcome of the author’s use of a
technique similar to that employed by the surrealists. In the form of haiku, the book is
written from a highly personal point of view that allows Suchart to level criticism
against society. Despite his positive depiction of sex, the body of his work overall
tends to focus on the negative (See Chapter 4). The most obvious example is
“Welcome through Thailand,” a biting attack against sex tourism. While Magritte’s
La Durée Poignardée may have been an influence, Suchart claims to have been more
directly inspired by a pornographic engraving from Japan.
Although A One-dimensional Man (1988) and Let’s Start Over Again (1990), two
literary works by the poet, painter and engraver Wasan Sitthikhet, reflect a certain
surrealist quality in their focus on ideas contrary to social and ethical conventions,
Wasan’s blunt language is closer in spirit to the writers of the Dadaist and
expressionist movements. Let’s Start Over Again is a single, solid block of text. It has
no paragraph breaks, no punctuation, and the first word of every new sentence is the
same as the last word of the preceding sentence. The book is an attack against
religion, the stock market, war, racism, and the state of the environment. Visually, this
style of writing recalls Keo Laithong’s Confession of the Unconscious and The
Immaculate Conception (1930), an attempt by Breton and Masson to simulate
madness. But because Wasan repeats the same words over and over, he fails to bring
his images and comparisons sufficiently to life. In addition, his decision to repeat
words in order to make the text obscure relies more on the conscious rather than the
unconscious mind.
Parithat Hutangkoun also has certain surrealist leanings. The short stories in his
collection Witch in the Building (2002) deal with erotic subject matter presented in a
way that bucks social rules and conventional morals. But he makes no real protest
against the traditional fables that are the inspiration for his stories. Nor does he intend
to lead some sort of linguistic revolution as the original surrealists in Europe had set
out to do.
In her short story collections Oriental Woman (1993) and The Night the Pleasure
Ended (2000) Araya Rasdjarmrearnsook treats sexual themes and creates striking
metaphors concerning traditional social conventions, but here again there is a certain
restraint. It seems to us that she does not dare to attack directly the social and moral
norms of Thai tradition.
.
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Conclusion
In examining the reasons for the large number of surrealist-inspired works produced
by Thai artists, a number of explanations come to mind. One is that, both as creators
and spectators, the Thais seemed to recognize common features between European
surrealism and their own traditional culture, based as it is on the irrational, on the
blending of animal and human elements, and on belief in supernatural powers. But
while Thai writers and painters may appear to be critical of their national religion at
times, their criticism is never as vehement as the attacks leveled by the European
surrealists against Christianity and other established religions (some of whom even
suggested replacing the Pope with the Dalai Lama!). Nowhere do the Thais express a
wish to destroy the religious underpinnings of the fundamental institutions of society.
When they are critical, it is merely over small differences in interpretation or the
social implications of certain religious beliefs. Their stated intention is never to
overturn the core tenets of Buddhism. The case of Thawan Datchani is a prime
example. While the novelty of his early works created somewhat of a scandal, he
quickly returned to Buddhist themes, finding in the Jataka stories an unending source
of inspiration and an outlet for his fertile imagination. The Japanese art collector and
critic, Tani Arata, claimed in Beyond the Borders, the catalog for an exhibit of
contemporary art, that Thawan’s works were, in fact, an updating of Buddhism from a
Western perspective – something which Japanese artists had not had the courage to
attempt.
In addition to the characteristics of surrealist art unique to Thailand, it seems that Thai
artists were especially drawn to the esthetic qualities of European surrealist painting,
most notably the works of Dali in which they perceived an elegance of form and
detail that they found powerfully seductive. This attraction led to a harmonious fusion
of surrealist style, based on the strange, and a profound respect for Thai pictorial
traditions. Thai artists’ implicit recognition of the often provocative nature of
European surrealism inspired them to create something entirely new. They were freed
to explore new paths, while continuing to respect Thai cultural traditions.
These then are the reasons that Thai-style surrealism has managed to remain vibrant
for more than forty years, from the 1960s to the present.
Just as the original movement began to fade in Europe, surrealism was introduced to
art students in Thailand chiefly through their teachers and various art books and
magazines. They became acquainted with surrealism at the same time as other
contemporary movements, such as realism, cubism, impressionism, and abstract art.
The techniques and manner of expression that characterized each of these movements
were new seasonings to add to the pot of Thai cultural and artistic tradition.
But what was missing from Thai writers and artists’ take on the surrealist movement
was its basic principles -- its antirational and antireligious philosophy and its
valorization of women. Social, cultural and political differences Thais blind to these
concepts. In Europe, the surrealists proclaimed themselves enemies of the bourgeoisie
and Christianity, which they saw as chiefly responsible for the outbreak of the First
World War. They expressed their opposition by adopting values that contrasted
sharply with those of the bourgeoisie and traditional Christian morality. In Thailand,
however, surrealism made its first impact some twenty years after the end of World
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War II, at a time when the war’s repercussions were no longer felt, and any possible
anti-war sentiment had already evaporated. In addition, because Thai Buddhism
played absolutely no part in the war, there was no resentment against the religious
establishment. The teachings of the Buddha, which emphasize mastery of the self,
non-attachment, and belief in karma, served to cool tempers and temperaments. And
in spite of the Vietnam War, the struggle against Communism, and the events of
October 14, 1973 and October 6, 1976, political opposition in Thailand remained
fragmented and less well organized than in France at the turn of the 20th century. In
fact, Vietnam and the war against Communism had almost no impact on artists or
writers, whereas the First and Second World Wars had a profound effect on the
surrealists in France and elsewhere in Europe. Even those artists and writers who
employed surrealist techniques to voice their opposition to war and violence were
often acting out of a well-meaning desire simply to reflect and critique social
conditions. Unlike that of the surrealists in Europe, their work was never meant to
destroy society and then rebuild it from the ground up.
Whereas surrealism was a protest against rationalism and naturalism, and sought to
undermine the social values and artistic and literary traditions of the French
bourgeoisie of the early 20th century, Thai society is heir to a body of ancient
traditions. There is an ill-defined middle class; it is difficult to distinguish from other
social classes and therefore made for a poor enemy. Thai society attaches no
importance to a belief in reality. Thai artists and writers’ use of absurd, irrational
elements in their work in no way constitutes a revolt against Thai social values. At
most, it is seen as harmless mocking of a specific failure of reason rather than an
outright revolt against reason itself.
Western society in the age of reason views the mixing of human and animal bodies as
contrary to reality. Surrealism takes a diametrically opposed position, often fusing the
human body with elements from other realms of nature to produce striking contrasts
(as in Magritte’s fish/woman, which is not a mermaid) or non-linear narratives. In
these ways, the surrealists attempted to protest against reason and rationality. But in
Thailand, belief in the supernatural, in spiritualism, in ghosts and in psychic powers is
part of the system of fundamental beliefs on which the society is based. A floating
rock or a half-human, half-animal creature is part of the world of Thai legends, and so
images of this nature do not have the same iconoclastic power for the Thai public as
they did for Western audiences viewing surrealist works for the first time.
From an ideological perspective, the father of surrealism posited women as supreme
beings and the path to salvation in this life. Part of the rejection of Christian theology,
this belief saw in the sexual act a means to access knowledge and the absolute reality
that lay beyond all mysteries. It is a belief that flies in the face of the conventional
sexual mores of the European middle classes of the time. Yet, in practical terms, only
the surrealist poets paid tribute to women in their work, while the surrealist painters
made much more provocative use of the female image as an instrument of sensuality.
Among Thai painters and writers, however, an examination of their works, both
before and after the influence of surrealism, shows no real rebellion against the sexual
attitudes prevalent in the society based on Buddhist teachings.
Likewise, despite the influence of surrealism on Thai painters and writers, attitudes
toward women have remained relatively unchanged. Nevertheless, one can detect a
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tendency to use the female image in new ways, chiefly as part of a process of social
criticism. Artists are also approaching sexuality in a bolder manner than before
(although the fact that sympathy for women existed before and after the advent of
surrealism in Thailand makes it impossible to attribute this to the influence of
surrealism). But overall, there has been no major change in how women are seen.
There are those who would like to consider any vision that arises during Buddhist
meditation as an image from the unconscious, under the pretext that these images
appear during a process of self-analysis. But Buddhism sees these visions as illusions
that must be cast off immediately if one is to be free of worldly desires and to master
the self. Surrealism, in contrast, regards the image as a sexual urge rising up from the
unconscious in search of gratification. The surrealists made of this notion a new type
of morality, dressed up in the guise of salvation.
Long before Freud, the founders of the world’s religions had already tried to analyze
the mind or the inner self, but none had done so in the same spirit as Freud. The
precept that “the illusion of desire is rooted in the self” shares common ground with
Freud’s concept of the unconscious. From this perspective, both surrealism and
Buddhism are processes for examining the self, but their goals are radically different.
One sees the process as a means of subduing the self, while the other claims to glorify
it.
That surrealism’s influence on Thai artists and writers has generally been limited to
form and style may be due to a certain misunderstanding of the ideology of
surrealism, which stands in stark contrast with Thai culture’s rejection of all types of
aggression. Clearly, some teachers had a much better grasp of the tenets of surrealism
than is evident in their works (especially with regard to sex). But the Thai predilection
for self-control may be one of the reasons that so few Thai artists have shown an
interest in the technique of automatism adopted by artists such as Masson and Miró to
explore the unconscious. Instead, many have preferred the representational style of
surrealists like Dali and Magritte.
Both time and distance separate Thai writers and painters from the origins of the
surrealist movement. This and the limited resources available in Thai have contributed
to the fact that Thai artists have failed to understand surrealism’s philosophical
underpinnings. Unlike the Japanese, for example, no Thai artist or writer was directly
involved in the activities of the surrealist group. Thai writers lacked direct access to
surrealist works, most of which were in French. While a number of teachers had
translated several surrealist poems into Thai, their aim was strictly educational, and
therefore restricted to a very limited readership. In painting, the discussion in Chapter
3 shows that most Thai artists’ impressions of surrealism came from reproductions of
original surrealist works or via an acquaintance with other movements already
influenced by European surrealism.
Collage, or the free association of images from dreams and reality (a favorite
surrealist medium), has been widely admired by Thai painters, but in many cases, this
may be little more than imaginative play, without any of the surrealist sense of
incongruity, as traditional beliefs have accustomed Thais to such images. Whereas the
ideology of European surrealism held little appeal for Thai artists (whose subject
matter is always drawn from typical Thai ideas and ways of thinking) the form, style,

92

technique, process, details and composition they borrow from surrealism (or from
other modern art movements) are merely means of expressing certain thoughts and
ideas. This borrowing of “foreign things” (especially food) is a common characteristic
of Thai culture, but invariably, artists demonstrate a tremendous skill in integrating
these elements into their own work, thereby creating a style that reshapes Western and
Asian features and applies them to traditional Thai art.
While Thai writers like Suwat and Keo may bear some resemblance to certain
European surrealists, their works are less violent and less complex. Only Keo denies
having had any knowledge of surrealism before producing works, which, in style,
could be seen as examples of surrealist automatic writing. Keo credits this style,
however, to a spirit that possesses him and not to some unconscious impulse.
Therefore, any similarity between Keo and the European surrealists may in fact be
only coincidental. But in the case of the other Thai writers and painters, all had some
knowledge, however indirect, of surrealism before setting out to create their works.
What remains unclear is the extent to which each of these artists understood the
mental involvement that surrealism presupposes. Certainly, painters like Viroj and
Somchai exhibit emotional tendencies similar to those of the original surrealists, but
unlike their European predecessors, these Thai artists have never had the intention of
overturning the social and esthetic conventions of the time. In sifting out those
elements of surrealism appropriate to their own work, Thai painters have adopted
certain stylistic features but rejected the movement’s original political agenda.
Some people have remarked on Thawan’s use of triangles and circles as structuring
elements in his work as characteristic of traditional Thai art and architecture rather
than evidence of Dali’s influence. But it is important to remember that in Asian
tradition, especially in Thailand, triangles and circles have often been used to frame
images. To our mind, in fact, Thawan’s works blend traditional Asian style and Dali’s
influence, while expressing the artist’s own individual style. Because of their
boldness, this style calls to mind early Dali, when he still belonged to the surrealist
group. One must not forget, of course, that Dali’s ideas were not always aligned with
those of the surrealists. Some of his paintings – particularly the religious paintings
that influenced Thawan – were produced after his expulsion from the group.
Thai artists were especially struck by surrealist images because they were able to
connect them with what was already familiar to them (legends, frescoes, and murals).
They discovered that surrealist works corresponded to their own artistic traditions,
and to their religion and culture. This was a misinterpretation, of course, but
surrealism’s impact proved to be significant nonetheless. Thai artists’ contact with
surrealism, no matter how superficial, sparked their imagination and allowed them to
produce a large number of works in which they combined Thai tradition and surrealist
style with their own individual thoughts and emotions.
In conclusion, this study has shown that because of vast differences in culture,
tradition, and social and historical context, the Thai writers and painters often labeled
as surrealist have really only borrowed surrealist style and combined it with
techniques and approaches that are entirely traditional. None of these artists or writers
is, in our view, wholly surrealist. Evidence of surrealist influence can be seen in the
form, technique and atmosphere of their works, rather than the philosophy which
informed these elements.
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Nevertheless, surrealism has made a significant contribution to artistic and literary
innovation and development in Thailand for over forty years. Although the emergence
of other newer movements has meant a decline in its influence in recent years,
surrealism will continue to serve as a tremendous source of inspiration for Thai visual
and literary artists for years to come.
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Footnotes
1

“Critique of Contemporary Art” (translated from English into Thai by Phraya Anuman
Radjathon) in the journal Silpakorn, 4/1 (1950), p.43.

2

According to Roots of Silpakorn University (1993: 21)

3

See Apinan Poshyananda, Modern Art in Thailand: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries.
Singapore, Oxford University Press, 1992, p.142.

4

published as a column in Siam Samai Weekly, especially Number 252 (May 30, 1952)

5

ascetic seeking enlightenment, a Buddha-to-be

6

mythological serpent

7

From the more than 500 Jataka (lives of the Buddha). The last ten incarnations of the
future Buddha are considered the most important in the body of Buddhist mythology.
They have been depicted in mural paintings at Thai temples since the start of the 19th
century.
8

Episode from the life of the Buddha, in which he confronted Mara.

9

Along with Vishnu and Brahma, one of the three principal gods of the Hindu pantheon.

10

Half-human, half-lion mythological creature

11

Half-bird (head and wings), half-human (from neck to feet) mythological creature, the
vehicle of Vishnu

12

Mythological elephant with 33 heads, the vehicle of the god Indra

13

For example the painting Sameejua in Shades of Blue by Jetsada Junjarungit and the
sculpture Shoes by Krisana Naowakun.

14

Kiettisak Chanonnart. A Retrospective. The National Gallery (October 4-31, 2001).
Catalogue p.12

15

Kiettisak Chanonnart. Op cit.

16

Beyond the Borders (catalogue for the Exhibition of Contemporary Art, February 1424, 1994)

95

Appendix

Appendix: Art Works
1. European Surrealist Works
BACON, Francis

Studies for Figures at the Base of Crucifixion (1944)

CHAGALL, Marc

Tribute to Apollinaire (1911-12)
The Flute Player (1954)
Paradise (1956-58)

CHIRICO, Giorgio de

The Philosopher’s Conquest (1914)
The Disquieting Muses (1916)
Melancholy and Mystery of a Street (1914)

DALI, Salvador

Architectonic Angelus of Millet (1933)
Soft Construction with Boiled Beans: Premonition of
Civil War (1936)
Couple with Their Heads Full of Clouds (1936)
Daddy Longlegs of the Evening – Hope! (1940)
The Christ of Saint John of the Cross (1951)
The Great Masturbator (1929)
Sublime Moment (1938)
Sleep (1937)
The Specter of Sex Appeal (1934)
Mae West (1934-35)
The Persistence of Memory (1931)
Portrait of Frau Isabel Styler-Tas (1945)
Shirley Temple, The Youngest Sacred Monster of the
Cinema (1939)
The Weaning of Furniture-Nutrition (1934)
Three Young Surrealist Women Holding in Their Arms
the Skins of an Orchestra (1936)
Atavistic Vestiges After Rain (1934)

DELVAUX, Paul

The Entry into the City (1940)
The Call of the Night (1937)
Echo (1943)

ERNST, Max

Two Children Are Threatened by a Nightingale (1924)
The Whole City (1935-36)
The Angel of Hearth and Home (1944)
Luncheon on the Grass (1935)
The Eye of Silence (1943-44)
Napoleon in the Desert (1941)
Oedipus Rex (1922)

FUCHS, Ernst

Anti-Lacoon (1965)

KANDINSKY, Wassily Black Points (1937)
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KOONING,Willem de

Woman, I (1950-52)

MAGRITTE, René

Time Transfixed (1938)
The Delusion of Grandeur (1961)
The Heart of the Matter (1928)
Philosophy in the Boudoir (1947)
The Art of Living (1967)
The Castle of the Pyrenees (1959)
The Red Model (1935)
The Pleasure Principle (1937)
Sign of Evening (1936)
Threatening Weather (1928)
The Therapist (1937)
The Rape (1934)
Not to Be Reproduced (1937)
The Tomb of the Wrestlers (1960)

MASSON, André

Pythia (1943)
Paysage Iroquois (1944)
Portrait of André Breton (1941)

MIRÓ, Joan

Carnival of Harlequin (1924-25)
The Hunter (1923-24)
Head of a Woman (1938)
The Worked Land (1923-24)
Woman, Bird by Moonlight (1944)

PENROSE, Roland

Portrait of Valentine (1937)

PICASSO, Pablo

Woman in Tears (1937)
Guernica (1937)
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2. Thai Traditional Art
Mural painting at Wat Dusitdaram, Thonburi
(The Buddha confronting Mara)

Mural paintings from the galleries at the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, Bangkok
(scenes from the Ramakien, the Thai version of the Ramayana)
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Mural paintings from the galleries at the Temple of the Emerald Buddha, Bangkok
(scenes from the Ramakien, the Thai version of the Ramayana)

Mural paintings from Wat Sutastepwararam, Bangkok
(legendary animals from the Himapan Forest)
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Scripture cabinet, black and gold lacquer
Wat Seung Wai, Ayuthaya period, 18th century
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Index
(References for Western artists)
A
Aragon (Louis) 3, 7, 30
Arcimboldo (Giuseppe) 15, 34, 54, 80
Arp (Jean) 15
B
Bacon (Francis) 25, 43, 97
Bellmer (Hans) 43
Blake (William) 15, 43
Bosch (Jérôme) 15, 16, 21, 34
Braque (Georges) 11
Brauner (Victor) 15
Breton (André) 3, 6, 9, 10, 13, 15, 16, 40, 63,
67, 69, 72, 73, 89
C
Chagall (Marc) 3, 11, 13, 45, 60, 71,
82, 88, 97
Crevel (Réné) 30

G
Gauguin (Paul) 88
Giacometti (Alberto) 15, 85
Giger (H.R.) 43
Gorky (Arshile) 43
K
Kandinsky (Wassily) 3, 10, 20, 82, 97
Klee (Paul) 8, 10, 82
L
Lam (Wilfredo) 10
M
Magritte (Réné) 4, 5, 10, 15, 19, 21, 22,
26-30, 37, 38, 40, 44, 48, 52, 55, 67, 72,
73, 76, 79, 85, 89, 91, 92, 98
Masson (André) 5, 10, 15, 32, 36, 38, 40,
44, 45, 61, 68, 89, 92, 98
Michel-Ange 49, 58
Miro (Joan) 5, 9, 10, 15, 20, 31, 38, 65, 66, 77,
82, 83, 85, 92, 98
Munch (Edvard) 43

D
Dali (Salvador) 3-5, 8-13, 15, 19, 21-23, 29-31,
34, 37-40, 42, 43, 48-53, 55-59, 61, 63, 64, 72,
73, 76, 79, 81, 83-86, 90, 92, 93, 97
De Chirico (Giorgio) 3, 8, 10, 11, 13, 23, 24,
26, 28, 42, 78, 83, 97
De Kooning (Willem) 32, 98
Delvaux (Paul) 26, 28, 29, 34, 97
Desnos (Robert) 66, 87

P
Penrose (Roland) 98
Picasso (Pablo) 3, 6, 7, 10, 11, 31, 36,
43, 45, 59, 60, 98
Prévert (Jacques) 66

E
Eluard (Paul) 72
Ernst (Max) 4, 5, 9, 10, 20-22, 25, 35, 38,
48, 58, 61, 64, 71, 73, 80, 84, 87, 97

R
Ray (Man) 8, 10
Redon (Odilon) 13, 15
Rubens (Petrus Paulus) 43

F
Freud (Sigmund) 5, 9, 11, 13, 15, 23, 92
Fuchs (Ernst) 48, 97
Fuseli (Henry) 43

S
Soupault (Philippe) 67, 69

(References for Thai artists)
A
Amnart (Yensabai) 15
Angkarn (Kalayanapong) 18, 59, 60, 61, 63,
64, 73
Apinan (Poshyananda) 18, 36, 41, 43, 61
Araya (Rasdjarmrearnsook) 86, 87, 89
Aree (Soutthipan) 15
H
Harithorn (Akarapat) 85

T
Tanguy (Yves) 5, 8, 9, 10, 22, 65
Toyen 52
C
Chakrapan (Posayakit) 18, 22, 23, 25
Chang (Sae Tang) 34, 38
Charun (Poltacha) 18, 22
Chatchai (puipia) 75, 79
Chirasak (Patthanapong) 18, 39,41, 42, 75, 79
Chit (Phumisak) 6, 7
Chonthira (Satyawatthana) 64
Chuang (Moolpinit) 18, 20
R
Ratchaneekorn (Hatsarangsri) 15, 16
Roi Bhumipol Adulyadej 6
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K
Kamchorn (Sounpongsri) 14-16
Kamol (Thassananchalee) 18, 31, 32
Kiettisak (Chanonnart) 14, 18, 23-27, 29, 75-78
Keo (Laïthong) 63, 67, 68, 69, 72, 73, 89, 93
Kowit (Anekkachai) 18, 44, 45
L
Lawan (Oupa-in, Daorai) 14
M
Manop (Suwanapinta) 84
Mongkol (Keudwan) 85
N
Nayana (Chotisuk) 18, 23, 27-29, 75, 78, 79
Nipon (Khamwilai) 16
No Na Paknam 8-16, 63
Noppadon (Viroonchatapun) 84
P
Paisan (Thirapongvisanuporn) 15, 16, 18, 39,
40, 41, 75
Panya (Vijinthanasarn) 18, 46-49, 81, 82
Parithat (Hutangkoun) 89
Pasut (Kranrattanasuit) 83, 84
Pichai (Nirand) 6, 18, 44
Pinaree (Sanpitak) 85, 86
Piriya (Krairiksh) 15
Pisanu (Supanimit) 71, 73
Poonsri (Wongwithawat) 15
Prasong (Luamuang) 82, 83
Pratuang (Emjaroen) 18, 34-38
Prateep (Kochabua) 75, 80
Prayoon (Uluchada) 4, 8, 14
Parinya (Tantisuk) 18, 20

S
Saïwaroun (Noinimit) 64
Sa-gnuan (Rodboon) 15
Santi (Isrowuthakul) 15
Seni (Saowapong) 6, 7
Sremsak (Sukpiam) 18, 20-22
Silpa (Bhirasri) (Corrado Feroci) 4-8, 49, 59
Sodchuen (Chaiprasathna) 75
Somchai (Hatthakitkoson) 18, 32-34, 66, 75, 93
Sompong (Adulsarapan) 18, 20, 21, 75, 79
Somporn (Rodboon) 15
Suchart (Sawatsi) 63, 66, 67, 71-73, 87-89
Supachai (Sukkechote) 18, 20-22
Suwanni (Sukonta) 71, 73
Suwat (Sricheua) 68, 69, 70, 72, 73, 93
T
Thammasak (Booncherd) 18, 39
Thana (Lauhakaikul) 18, 31
Thawan (Datchani) 6, 14, 16, 18, 47, 49, 50-53,
55-59, 63, 65, 66, 81, 82, 90, 93
Thawee (Nanthakwang) 14
U
Uab (Sanasen) 4, 18, 19
V
Viroj (Nuy-butara) 23, 29, 30, 63-65, 93
Vivicha (Yodnil) 18, 19
W
Wasan (Sitthikhet) 89
Wei Lang 45
Wijit (Apichatkriengkrai) 83
Wiroon (Tangcharoen) 15
Worarit (Ritthakani) 18, 45
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