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“Intelligence is the capacity to perceive the essential,
the what is; and to awake this capacity, in oneself
and in others, is education.” – Jiddu Krishnamurti
Since its inception more than 12 years ago, the
Bangkok Art and Culture Centre (BACC) has aimed
to be a source of learning based on the content of
our artistic and cultural works relating to the history
of modern and contemporary art movements in
Thailand and around the world. It’s all a process of
fostering inspiration, encouraging critical thinking
and the posing of questions in order to awaken
understanding, make connections, and bring rational
analysis to a variety of issues.
Learning in this space not only generates excitement and entertainment through forms of art that
are beautiful, impressive, diverse, or represent new
trends; it also trains us to read both past and present
phenomena, thoughts, beliefs, and various paths
hidden in the society that produced those art works.
This type of learning allows us to use our senses in
areas that require more than just reading or listening
like we do in school.
During this time, the BACC organized art exhibitions,
design fairs, movie festivals, dramatic presentations,
and music performances through the efforts of its
Exhibition, Activities, and Education departments to
create learning processes whose content covered a
wide dimensional array of individual lives and society
in general. This has also resulted in deeper
connections with society, with space provided for
other organizations to come produce various events
and activities in building areas outside of the main
art gallery on floors 7-9. In any case, the BACC’s
knowledge management is structured in ways that
are closely related to activities in its primary physical
space. While lectures and workshops are available
in a variety of fields, the emphasis is on “on-site
knowledge” before these activities are produced on
an online platform at a later date.

The BACC agenda has begun its second decade with
an expansion of new possibilities, utilizing other
platforms for displays, participatory activities, and
information dissemination to help us reach a larger
audience. Beyond organizing lectures by artists and
experts, we are thrilled to have these opportunities
because they expand the potential for learning
beyond the Pathumwan intersection. At the moment,
the wonderful collaborative participation we have
received from artists, curators, professors, and experts
in art and culture, as well as various fields of the
social sciences, can be seen in the articles they have
contributed to Volume 1 of the Bangkok Art and
Culture Centre E-journal.
The Bangkok Art and Culture Centre places a high
value on the presentation of diverse artistic and
cultural works, as well as the promotion of crossdisciplinary collaboration. In this first e-journal, the
different articles should reflect this position as a
great source of learning about many aspects of
society and life. We have compiled narratives relating
to movements in the visual arts, such as the culture
of a new generation, political activism through artistic
activities, two decades of Thai performing arts, local
cultures as seen in food, the Thai art market, the
evolution of cinematic world viewing spaces, a lesser
known architectural heritage, issues of Thai identity
in modern society, and even some subcultures
which have gotten “lost in translation.”
We hope that our newly launched E-journal will aid
in the spread of knowledge about social phenomena
related to creative currents in contemporary art and
culture. The goal is to gain knowledge, insight, and
perspective that will allow us to coexist peacefully
in society. In this difficult time when the entire world
is dealing with the Covid-19 disease, it is our sincere
hope that the E-journal will help fill in the gaps in
this period when we must maintain physical distance
from each other for quite some time.
The Bangkok Art and Culture Centre wishes to
extend our gratitude to all of the writers who have
contributed to this project, as well as our readers
and those who have always supported our work,
and urges all of you to remain strong and safe.

Luckana Kunavichayanont
Acting Director
Bangkok Art and Culture Centre
May 2021
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Notes from
the Editor
The task of putting together the BACC’s first English
language journal came to me in late October of
2020. My first thought went to the complexities of the
translation work involved between Thai and English
languages. There are many incidents where, in my
opinion, Thai-written texts end up losing much of
their sensibility and culturally-related connotations
due to language rules when translated into English.
Often, words and phrases that do not fit into English
language’s regulations provide more story, linking one
point to another and help expand the content
beyond descriptive words. The author’s voice
essentially gets buried under the English syntax.
I questioned whether the journal should be a
translation at all, but an English original version
instead. Thoughts of forming a special translation
team or Thai/English co-writing were discussed, but
finally the BACC’s Education Department worked
closely with the translation house and the authors to
satisfy what needed to be said and to put the content
across fully the best it could.
Perhaps in the near future, I optimistically hope
that there could be another version in the “English”
language where it can be used as a neutral communication tool between different cultures, with
room for word accents and curved sentence
structures for a more flexible translation communication, allowing for the original text to stay
intact and most importantly to have the words still
belonging to the author.

To begin, the first volume of the journal houses a
general survey of Thailand’s current art and culture
landscape, grasping at diversity within subject
matters. This includes a variety of research, personal
and critical essays from Thai writers of multiple
backgrounds.
In order to represent the BACC and its institutional
practice, the assembled texts are in parallel with the
centre’s outreach; beyond the visual arts, the art
centre is also an important home for performance
art, literature, cinema, music, and educational
activities, and serves as a public space for selfexpression. This journal will therefore act as an
essential platform for archiving English-language
writing material that reflects past and current Thai
art and culture.
I would like to use this space to thank the writers
and the translation house for giving this project a lot
of patience, as along with every art project and
exhibition, this journal’s publishing date was postponed multiple times due to COVID-19 related issues.
I am beyond grateful for your corroboration.
I would also like to thank the BACC and the
Education Department for inviting me to be editor of
the BACC’s first English-language journal and for
allowing me to expand my curatorial practice into
another medium. It has been a great experience
and I look forward to future issues.

Adulaya Hoontrakul
Editor, Curator, Essayist
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In Thailand when art is concerned with reflections,
the dialogues of horizontal development are preferably
paid attention to by the media and theorists, usually
accentuating the lines of temporal or spatial movement. Cinema, the so-called seventh art, has also
been embraced in relation to this road map since
the turn of the century, triggered by the flow of
globalisation and media technology. This essay, on
the other hand, tries to apply an almost forgotten
vertical approach in order to write a new chapter of
what has happened to the Thai film industry over the
last two decades. Arguably, Thai cinema has been
both shaped and mobilized by both internal and
external forces that have brought the arts into
connection with politics, the economy, culture and
industry, within the framework of national, regional
and global interfaces. Put simply, the contemporary
dialogues of Thai films characterize several paradigms of encounters and interactions between old
and new generations, the emergence of both filmmakers and audiences, the reformation of the Culture
Ministry in 2002, the enactment of the 2008 Film and
Video Act, long-growing political tensions, and the
growth of digitalization and globalization. Under the
intricate web of culture, Thai cinema has reached a
new stage – shifting from the dominance of one film
genre in each era1 into a period of variety.
In other words, Thai cinema has been bound up in a
pool of diversity, elaborated by different groups of
filmmakers – old and new, homemade and imported
directors, with tastes that appeal to both the masses
and the higher classes, and which excite different
groups of audiences concurrently–local, regional and
global. This phenomenon brings it into a continuum
of cinematic enrichment–mainstream and alternative,
cult and art cinema, for example. To elaborate the
most important modes of film components – the
maker, the viewer, and the movie itself, this essay
divides the directions of Thai cinema into two
streams – those that are targeted at local audiences
and those for international audiences. Each group
is further split into some other smaller units.
Through combining the categorization of national
and transnational cinema by Stephen Croft2 and
Dudley Andrew3, the different strands of Thai cinema
which have appeared the last two decades can be
identified as Global Cinema, International Art Cinema,
Asian Regional Cinema, Mass Cinema, Urban Cinema,
Provincial Cinema, and Cinimas-For-The-Interests.

Beyond the Kingdom

An unexpected phenomenon that has taken place in
Thailand since 1997 is the global emergence of Thai
cinema, ushering in by two advertising directors in

1997: Pen-ek Ratanaruang and Nonzee Nimibutr,
representing art and popular filmmakers, respectively. This was a surprise as the industry enjoyed
solitude for almost one hundred years, except some
films that travelled to specialized film festivals like
the Hawaii International Film Festival, Nantes-based
Festival des 3 Continents, or Berlin International
Film Festival. Pen-ek’s first two debuts Fun Bar Karaoke (1997) and 6ixtynin9 (‘Ruang Talok 69’, 1999)
sparkled at the festival circuits, after an absence
from Berlin of two decades, by playing modernity
against Thai superstition, and telling a story of
mishaps that were faced by a young laid-off woman
during the economic crisis upon her discovery of a
misplaced box. His fellow director, Nonzee, topped
box-office chart by focusing on a 1950s real-lifebased gangster in Dang Birely’s and Young Gangsters
(‘2499 Antapan Krong Muang’, 1998), and and with
the legendary ghost remake Nang Nak (1999) - an
impregnated ghost who challenges destiny by insisting
on living with her husband.
This paradox intensified in the following period when
local productions expanded beyond the film festival
circuits and were distributed comercially in other
territories, each of which is also characterized by its
own specialty. Arguably, the range of overseas sectors
can be wrapped up into Global Cinema, Asian Regional
Cinema and International Art Cinema.
Global Cinema epitomizes film genres that are hits
everywhere, albeit limited releases in the West,
depending on project details and the countries
concerned. Gay comedy The Iron Ladies (‘Satree
lex’, Yongyooth Thongkongthun, 2000), an adaptation
of the story of a real-life transvestite volleyball
team, was a hit in several Asian countries, and was
distributed around the world, even in South America.
The global success of Thai cinema intensified after
Thai martial arts films were introduced. Ong Bak
(Prachya Pinkaew, 2003) displayed the skills of Tony
Jaa with his stylistic authenticity and ‘no sling, no
effect’ label. Many kinds of Muay Thai arts as well as
action films followed, applying various sports for
choreography. Born To Fight (‘Kerd ma lui’, Panna
Rittikrai’, 2004) cast all types of the national ath
letics like football and gymnastics as ideas for action
designs, while Chocolate (Prachya Pinkaew, 2008)
was based on Japanese taekwando and gymnastics.
In 2004, Shutter (‘Shutter Kod Tid Winyan’, Banjong
Pisanthanakun and Parkpoom Wongpoom, 2004),
expanded its regional craze to DVD markets in the
west.Hollywood’s remake was directed by Masayuki
Ochiai in 2008. This was a breakthrough as most
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Thai horror movies are more marketable in Asia,
after Nonzee’s Nang Nak set off the horror genre
phenomenon in Asia4. With other legends in the region,
such as Malaysia’s pontianak and Japan’s ubume,
it also topped Singaporean and Malaysian box-office
charts. Thai horror films started to replace J-K
horror in Asia, but rarely visited the West except
some genre-oriented festivals like the Far East
Film Festival or Toronto International Film Festival’s
Midnight section.

There were also some other movie types that were
popular among young Asian audiences, usually those
incorporating romance and drama. Nattawut Poonpiriya’s Bad Genius (‘Chalad Game Gong’, 2017)
explores the concept of cheating at high-school
exams, and was so popular in China that he has a
project which will be produced by Hong Kong director
Wong Kar-wai. Other popular romantic pictures
illuminate high-school gay romance: Love of Siam
(‘Rak haeng Siam’, Chookiat Sakveerakul, 2007), a
teen love story A Crazy Little Thing Called Love
(‘Sing lek lek thee riak wa ruk’, Phuttipong Pormsaka
Na-Sakonnakorn, Wasin Pokpong’, 2010), or LGBTQ
sequels: Yes Or No (2010). These movies were so
welcome that several Thai stars built up Asian fan
clubs. Some films were also remade to appeal to
local audiences, exemplified in the Chinese version
of A Crazy Little Thing Called Love. It was adapted
into a Chinese version, while its lead actor was cast
to play similar roles in the Philippines’ Suddenly It’s
Magic (2012), and Taiwan’s Love On That Day (2012).

Imagined Communities of Thai Art Cinema

Image 002 Iron Ladies – Tai Entertainment

Image 002 A Little Thing Called Love – Sahamongkol Film
International

Being viewed by small audiences everywhere in the
world is something that has been achieved by the
International Art Cinema that is favored by film
festival-goers, especially in the West. They are
rarely sold to Asian markets except some limited
releases in Singapore, Japan, Hong Kong, and South
Korea. Of all the categories, this group is the most
difficult to measure in numbers, and so falls into,
applying what Benedict Anderson has noted, the
‘imagined communities’5 of Thai art cinema. As a
result of its dependence on limited releases and
festival screening fees, it is sometimes not considered
as ‘a part of the local industry.’6 It is nevertheless free
from reliance on meeting local, provincial, or national
tastes, and is instead cosmopolitan, and connected
to other types through cinematic identification,
especially authorship.
Although sharing the same entities of artistic
endeavour and financial support – through local
cultural and film festival resources-the authorship
of this type of cinema is dispersedly integrated. In
general, it manifests three modes of signatures –
revisiting genre films, employing arthouse tradition,
and blending gallery arts and filmmaking.

Image 002 Yes or No – Come On Sweet

10

The first case exemplifies the re-crafting of old Thai
popular genres into modern experimentation or
artistic ensembles. It then still follows narrative
structures in depicting the stories. This can be seen
from the works of Pen-ek’s fellow advertising
director Wisit Sasanatieng who pays homage to old

Thai action cinema in his directorial debut Tears of
the Black Tiger (‘Fah Talai Jone’, 2000), which was
the first Thai film to receive an official invitation to
Cannes. Wisit continued this tradition in most of his
projects, from modern romantic comedy Citizen
Dog (‘Mah Nakorn’, 2004), horror tragedy in a haunted
place The Unseeable (‘Pen Choo Kab Pee’, 2006), and
neo-noir The Red Eagle (‘Insee Daeng’, 2010), to
name a few. Another pioneer of New Thai Cinema,
Ekachai Uekrongtham, also produced a binary
contrast between arts-and-genre and feminine
against-violence in crafting Beautiful Boxer (2003)
– a real-life biography of a transvestite boxer. His
subsequent projects continued to follow this formula,
demonstrated in the exploration of red-light areas in
Singapore in Pleasure Factory (2007), or Thai
superstition in The Coffin (2008). In fact, these works
- together with exportable global and Asian regional
cinema, are arguably a reinvention of products of
old popular Thai genres – horror, slapstick, drama
and action7. Crossover filmmakers in subsequent
generations also incorporated the work of Nawapol
Thamrongrattanarit who has worked for both studios
and on independent projects, trying to blend the
formulaic quality of mainstream production with
arthouse techniques, such as long-take.

deconstructs the generic aesthetics, especially
thrillers,into ambiguous broken qualities and
emphasizes the film atmosphere. The filmmaking
disruption in Pen-ek’s movies is perhaps caused by
his self-taught filmmaking approach, as he explains,
“I had no education [in film]. This is how I learn – film
by film, mistake by mistake.”10

Image 2450 Last Life in the Universe – Five Star Production

Most of the independent directors that have emerged
since the mid-2000s pursue this trend. USC-graduate
Aditya Assarat uses a quiet mode of silence, minimum dialogues, and slow pace in Wonderful Town
(2008), the hidden suffering of villagers in the south
of Thailand that was struck by the 2004 tsunami.
Female director Anocha Suwichakornpong, a Columbia
University graduate, employs an experimental mode
in criticizing patriarchal society and royal connections
in Mundane History (‘Jao Nok Krajok’, 2010). Her fellow
director Visra Vichit-Vadakan, an NYC-graduate,
combines both documentary and narrative paradigm in her debut about a karaoke girl trying to
switch into a new life in Karaoke Girl (‘Sao Karaoke’,
2013).

Image 003 Tears of the Black Tiger – Film Bangkok

Secondly there is the emergence of arthouse filmmakers who usually follow an anti-narrative structure
– normally loose, episodic, elliptical, and lacking in
closure, with image and sound taking precedence
over plot.8 These properties vary from a broad linear
pattern with some broken narratives, to a total
disruption of plots like avant-garde pictures.
Pen-ek Ratanaruang is in the forefront of these
filmmaking practices. Pen-ek’s earlier works
emphasized plot conventions - playing between
the American independent influence and broken
narratives, while tuning into ‘cinema of the senses’9
during his pan-Asian achievement. After that, he

Image 2451 Mundane History – Electric Eel Film

Homegrown Thai independents have also joined
forces with those else where. From the Northeast,
Wichanon Somumjarn tried his hand in his semiautobiographical debut In April the Following
Year, There Was a Fire (‘Sin Maysar fon tok ma proy
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proy’, 2012). From the north, Uruphong Raksasad
challenged the documentary legends by using
experimental, narrative, and conventional modes of
filmmaking in exploring the real lives of farmers in
his trilogy of The Story of the North (‘Runaglao jak
muangnue’,2006), Agarian Utopia (‘Sawan baanna’,
2009) and Song of Rice (‘Pleng khong kao’, 2014).
Former painter Phuttipong Arongpheng also shaped
the cinematic field by blending feature and documentary modes of direction in his debut Manta Ray
(‘Kraben Rahoo’, 2018) – the struggle of a Rohingya
refugee in a coastal area of Thailand. Sivaroj
Kongsakul’s Eternity (‘Tee Rak’, 2011) tells of the
love of his parents through supreme cinematography
and long takes. Former mainstream director Kongdej
Jaturanrasamee also decided to go independent
and focused on art cinema with such internationallyacclaimed works as P-047 (‘Tae phiang poo diao’,
2011), a play that switches between reality, illusion
and the dreams of a locksmith, Tang Wong (2013),
the encounter of a traditional dance group of four
Thai boys, and Snap (2015), the reminiscences of a
bride and her ex-boyfriend.

Satawat’, 2006). In this interstice stage, Apichatpong
suddenly shifts to a multiplicity of broken narratives
in his Palme d’Or winner Uncle Boonmee Who Can
Recall His Past Lives (‘Loong Boonmee Raleuk
Chat’, 2010).

Image 004 Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives
– Kick the Machine

Image 2452 – Agarian Utopia – Extra Virgin

Crossover does not appear only in the realm of
mainstream and alternative modes of direction, but
also expands to other forms of visual arts, especially
video installation. Despite there being relatively
few of these in-between artists, their subjects are
quite diverse, ranging from personal to political
expressions. Apichatpong Weerasethakul has led the
scene with his merging paradigms of binary contrasts
– ‘primordial/postmodern, indigenous/global, rural/
urban, magical/prosaic, corporeal/spiritual, fiction/
documentary, surreal/real, and the like.’11 In consequence, his works are always presented in various
forms of narratives. He chose abi-fucarted structure
in dedicating his hometown Blissfully Yours (‘Sud
Saneha’, 2002), his own life in Cannes Prix du Jury
winner Tropical Malady (‘Sud Pralad’, 2004), and his
parent’s lives in Syndromes and a Century (‘Saeng
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Image 004 Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives
– Kick the Machine

While Apichatpong challenges himself by creating
and integratinghis personal life with the experimentation of media forms and home/foreign themes, his
Arts Institute of Chicago junior Jakkrawal Nilthamrong
constructs his works in forms that interact with
other artists, experiment with a variety of projection
formats, and question different temporal enigmas.
Realities and imagination often in contest with each
other in his visual arts. On the other hand, another
artist, Nonthawat Numbenchapol, prefers to testify
to both spaces by recounting the conflicts and social
problems faced by minorities, both in Thailand
and the borderlands, studying the border dispute

between Thailand and Cambodia in Boundary (‘Fah
Tam Phaendin Soong’, 2013), and the contaminated river
surrounding Karen villagers in By the River (‘Sai
Nam Tid Shoer’, 2013). Space and movement are the
two main conjunctions of his artistic inquiry across
different media forms – from documentaries, to installations and book media. His fellow director Chulayarnnon Siriphol also starts to play on politics
after concentrating on and presenting personal and
social memories in comic and satirical tones in
both of his films and installations. The young artist
is known for representing modernity by borrowing
the old forms of arts and culture forms, such as
novels, folktales, and folklore. His most noted film
is seen as the ominous look at Thai politics in
Ten Year Thailand (2018), co-directed by Apichatpong
Weerasethakul, Wisit Sasanatieng and Aditya Assarat.

Local

While more Thai films are appreciated overseas
than in the past, both in the realms of pop and high
culture, there are many other films that are merely
responsive to local needs. Before the diversification
of Thai film in the last two decades, there was quite
a distinction between the tiers of local film culture:
urban and mass. Urban viewers preferred new
tastes and quality films, especially Hollywood, and
upcountry people loved Thai and Hong Kong cinema.
Encountering rivals and emerging media platforms
like television and internet, film tastes have developed
in more complex ways. Location becomes an
important tool with which to clarify the film tastes
that we see today, which arguably can be categorised
into mass, Urban, Provincial, and Cinmas-For-TheInterest-Group.
Mass entertainment, comparable to national cinema
in western film theory, means the movies that are
favoured by people across the nation. More precisely,
they are the movies that are enjoyed by the working
classes.
There are no definite rules to specify what kinds of
movies represent national cinema. Sometimes,
historical epics like Bang Rajan (Thanit Jitnukul,
2000) and Suriyothai (Prince Chatreechalerm Yukol,
2001), take precedence. At many times, horror or
comedy appeal to people of all classes, exemplified
in the highest grossing film in Thailand’s history Pee
Mak (Banjong Pisanthanakun, 2013) – the remake of
the story of the premature death of pregnant female
ghost Nak, from a male perspective.

Image 005 Pee Mak – GMM Tai Hub

Many movies are targeted at urban people. Sometimes
this meant movies that were favored by intellectuals,
like the works in the 1970s period made by such
directors as Piak Poster or Suphaksorn. Nowadays,
it means the urban middle-class which includes
students, but also white-collar workers. Provincial
cinema is aimed at local audiences, especially
those in the outskirts of Bangkok, and rural areas.
With the rise of globalization and modernization in
recent decades, provincial audiences have received
more education and become ‘provincial urban’ as
well. They also watch dubbed Hollywood films and
Thai movies. In the past, this urban-rural division
was hardly measured by official statistics, but it is
possible today with the expansion of multiplexes
around the country.

Cinemas-For-The-Interest-Groups are widespread

today as a result of the development of digital and film
schools in the country. People other than specialists
and film industrial people have made movies,
resulting in a wide range of diversity in movie making,
including documentaries, gay groups, and ‘northeastern-themed’ movies. Normally, these movies
are released in selected theatres with few screening
slots – sometimes once a day. Some of them do not
even travel to Bangkok, but are available only in
suburban theatres, such as northeastern-themed
movies12, for example. In other words, they appear in
small cinemas. During the spread of the pandemic,
these small movies were given more opportunities
than other films as the public stayed away from
theatres.
The above film categories are not mutually and
exclusively limited only to one particular group, but
cross over with one another. Some homosexual films
might attract only Thai gay audiences, but could
also attract homosexual communities around the
world, becoming both ‘Cinemas-For-The-Interest-
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Groups’ or ‘International Art Films.’ Some popular
Thai lesbian movies also have fans in China. Many
northeastern-themed films have been widely released
in Bangkok and gained widespread popularity,
perhaps due to the high number of north-eastern
migrants in Bangkok.
One common fact that comes across from the rise
of film diversity is the interactivity of Thai cinema in
recent decades. In the past, eras of decline often
alternated with periods of prosperity, exemplified
by the growth of social critiques in the 1970s, which
was then followed by a decade of teen flicks. What
is happening today is that there is no end of Thai
reel arts and pop. Like the cycle of life, one thing
goes on and another comes in.

1 Thai cinema history usually characterizes one quality in
each era. The 1970s was known as ‘social-critique’
period with such noted directors as Prince Chatreechalerm
Yukol, Euthana Mukdasanit, etc. During the mid-1980s
and 1990s was called as the teen flick era.
2 Stephen Croft writes two books in categorizing national
cinema in which he integrates many other elements beyond
the texts, including production, distribution and exhibition,
audiences, discourses, national-cultural specificity, role
of the state and nation-state cinemas (Stephen Croft,
“Concepts of national cinema,” in The Oxford Guide to
Film Studies, ed. John Hill and Pamela Church Gibson
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 386-389. In the
first book, he categorizes movies into eight groups –US
cinema, Asian commercial success, other entertainent
cinemas, totalitarian cinemas, art and American art cinemas, art international co-productions, art for socialist
export, third cinemas, and sub-state cinemas. This was
further re-grouped into seven: European-model art cinemas, Third cinema, Third World and European commercial cinemas, ignoring Hollywood, imitating Hollywood,
totalitarian cinemas, and regional/ethnic cinemas (Stephen Crofts, “Reconceptualising National Cinema/s,” in
Theorizing National Cinema, ed. V Vitali and Paul Willemen (London: British Film Institute, 2006), 44-57.
3 Dudley Andrew also adopts several contexts that could
influence his classification of national cinema, consisting
of production, reception, and film culture (including
criticism, government support or regulation, advertising
and exhibition strategies), and divides one country’s into
three‘optiques’-national folk films, global entertainment
movies, and international art cinema. (Dudly Andrew,“Foreward,” in New Theories and Histories Global Art
Cinema, ed. Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010), x-xi.
4 Hassan Muthalib, Malaysian Cinema in a Bottle: A Century (and a Bit More) of Wayang (Petaling, Jaya: Kerpati
Jingga, 2013), 192.
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5 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London, New
York: Verso, 2006).
6 AFP, “Thailand hails welcome victory at Cannes film
festival,” The Independent, 17 September 2011, https://
www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/thailand-hails-welcome-victory-at-cannes-film-festival-5542639.html.
7 Anchalee Chaiworaporn, Thai Cinema Since 1970 (Hanoi:
SEAPAVAA & Vietnam Film Institute, 2001), 156.
8 Annette Kuhn and Guy Westwell, A Dictionary of Film
Studies, 1 ed (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 18.
9 Margarat Hillenbrand, “Hero, Kurosawa and a Cinema
of the Senses,” Screen 2, No. 2 (2013), 127-151.
10 Baumgärtel, Tilman, Southeast Asian independent
cinema: essays, documents, interviews (Hong Kong:
Hong Kong University Press, 2012).
11 Jihoon Kim, “Between Auditorium and Gallery:
Perception in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Films and
Installations,” Global Art Cinema: New Theories and
Histories (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 125.
12 Anchalee Chaiworaporn, 2017.
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Introduction

The notion of translating standard and nonstandard
language into a perfect target language has long
been a debatable topic, particularly regarding the
higher authoritative status of the standard over
the nonstandard ones. Translation theorists have
explored myriad ways in which untranslatability
applies to some types of nonstandard language.
The objective of this paper is to investigate this
notion and to demonstrate that while some linguistic
varieties1 are untranslatable (because they belong
to particular discourses that cannot be reduplicated),
others can be translated successfully even though
the source and target language are under different
societal and political contexts.
This paper explores the translatability and untranslatability of two particular types of linguistic varietiesethnic/regional dialect and queer vernaculars. The
first section examines the Thai translation of an
American novel The Color Purple2 and two English
translation subtitles of two original Thai films,
Mekhong Full Moon Party (๑๕ ค�่ำ เดือน ๑๑)3 and E-San
Love Story (ส่ม ภัค เสี่ยน)4. This section demonstrates
that certain dialects can result in untranslatability.
The second section investigates the translations of
queer vernaculars from English into Thai in an
American TV reality competition show, RuPaul’s
Drag Race All Stars5 and explores English translation
from a selection of Thai queer films, including Spicy
Beautyqueen in Bangkok (ปล้นนะยะ) 6, Cheerleader
Queens (ว้ายบึ้ม! เชียร์กระหึ่มโลก)7, The Iron Ladies (สตรี
เหล็ก) 8 and True Love, Fake Romance, Change:
Love…As Always (หนังสั้นรักจริงปิ๊งเก้อ “Change : รัก..
ไม่เปลี่ยน”)9. This is undertaken to demonstrate that
this linguistic variety seems to be translatable.

Reviewing Standard/
Nonstandard Language and Their Translation

Collins and Ponz suggest that it is essential to know
what standard language is before defining what
nonstandard language is.10 A typical definition of
Standard English from Merriam–Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (10th edition 1993) says:
The English that with respect to spelling, grammar,
pronunciation, and vocabulary is substantially uniform
though not devoid of regional differences, that is
well established by usage in the formal and informal
speech and writing of the educated, and that is
widely recognized as accepted wherever English is
spoken and understood.11
According to this definition, nonstandard language
can be defined as a language which is not

uniform in spelling, grammar, pronunciation, and
vocabulary; as a form of language not well-established by usage in formal and informal speech and
writing; and that is not widely recognised as
accepted wherever the standard language is spoken
and understood. Nonstandard language can therefore
refer to any kind of utterance whose linguistic
features are not accepted by the standard
conventions, including phonology, lexicon and
syntax from dialects to incorrect transliteration.
Nonstandard forms therefore evidence varieties of
language which can cover any manifestation of
language use.
Trudgill notes that “value judgments concerning
the correctness and purity of linguistic varieties
are social rather than linguistic. There is nothing at
all inherent in nonstandard varieties which makes
them inferior.”12 Speicher and Mcmahon, nonetheless,
argue that standard language is not just a proper
pattern of a language’s usage but also a semiotic
representation that contains power and prestigeladen status. Although linguists argue that all
languages, especially dialects, should be treated
equally, it is undeniable that standard language is
still preferred over nonstandard forms in mainstream domains such as education, literature,
official government interactions and the mainstream media.13
In Translation Theory, various linguistic forms
naturally differ due to the disparate geological,
cultural, political, and societal connotations and
associations assumed or held by each society.
Wojtasiewicz was one of the very first scholars who
discussed the untranslatability of non-standard
language, particularly regarding dialect. Due to
culture-specific elements, a dialect-for-dialect
approach in a translation can be destined for failure.14
Dubbing or subtitling processes face similar problems
when dealing with dialects. Yau discusses some of
the difficulties audiovisual translators may face here–
for instance, the transcribing of a dialect in subtitles
can be difficult to read while dubbing or subtitling
a source dialect with target dialect dialogue may
not be intelligible or acceptable to a wide audience.
Yau further notes that many audiovisual translators
thus use standard language in preference to a dialectfor-dialect approach.15
Although translating one form of language variety
into another is difficult and may even seem impossible,
it is undeniable that some translated versions of
the source texts containing nonstandard language
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such as “Pygmalion” by B. Shaw and “The Catcher
in the Rye” by J. D. Salinger – are highly admired by
readers. Accordingly, there seems to be a possibility
that some language varieties are more translatable
than others. Two sections below analyse the
untranslatability of ethnic/regional vernaculars and
translatability of queer vernaculars between English
and Thai.

Section One:
Untranslatability in Ethnic/ Regional
Vernaculars

A. Walker’s “The Color Purple” is a very useful
example of a literary text containing African American
Vernacular English (AAVE) or Black English Vernacular (BEV). AAVE and BEV have long-been studied
in comparison with Standard American English
(SAE) in an effort to identify the perspectives or
attitudes held as to ethnic dialects. Such studies have
shown that AAVE has suffered from being treated
as illiterate and unsystematic over time.16 This
attitude has fuelled discrimination against BEV
speakers in the United States and it was not until
the advent of “black” activism and Black Pride in the
1960s and 1970s that such views were questioned
and “changed” by black activists.17 AAVE or BEV
later became a direct reflection and result of black
culture in America.18
It is evident that AAVE or BEV has been constituted
within American society as part of the long-fought
Civil Rights Movement which responded to the
slavery system and pervasive discrimination held
against “black” people. AAVE or BEV, therefore,
carries specific political and societal connotations
that belong to, and are derived from, that particular
society.

The Color Purple was translated into Thai by

Akkaramuni in 1986. The novel’s title was translated
into Thai as เลือดสีม่วง (Lued Si Muang) or The Purple
Blood. In her MA dissertation (2004), Warangkana
Sae–Jeng analysed the Thai translation of The
Color Purple and notes that the translator sought
only to keep the meaning of the story but disregarded the nonstandard characteristics or AAVE of
the source language (SL). The nonstandard
language in the SL was thus translated into Standard
Thai in the target language (TL).19 As AAVE is
important to The Color Purple, Warangkana
proposed a better Thai translation that reflects the
nonstandard language by using deliberate mis
pronunciation, concise pronunciation of written
words and the omission of syllable pronunciation.

20

For example:
Source Text:But I say I’ll take care of you. With God help.
1st Translated Version in 1986: แต่ฉันบอกว่า ฉันจะดูแล
เธอเองด้วยความช่วยเหลือของพระผู้เป็นเจ้า
2nd Translated Version in 2004: แต่ฉันบอกน้องว่า พี่จะ
ดูแลน้องเอง ด้วยฟามช่วยเหลือของพระเจ้า20
In the second translated version, the translator tried
to retain the nonstandard form used in the source
language by employing incorrect cluster consonant
sounds in Thai. Instead of using the cluster consonant
/khw-/ in the word ความ / khwam/ which comprises
standard usage, the translator uses the phoneme
/f-/ as appearing in the word ฟาม /fam/ to make the
sentence Nonstandard Thai. Although the translator
could retain the nonstandard form used in the original
version by employing Nonstandard Thai, it is impossible for Thai readers to read the translated version
and recognise that the language used in the original
version is AAVE. As the change of the cluster /kw-/
to the phoneme /f-/ exists only in some Thai dialects,
Thai readers may consider the language used in the
novel as nons tandard Thai. However, this Nonstandard
Thai is not relevant and does not resemble the AAVE
of American societal and political discourse that
represents Afro–American identity. Therefore, it is
apparent that the Black English dialect in “The Color
Purple” cannot be translated into any Thai dialects
successfully.
The problem of translating texts containing heavy
ethic/regional vernaculars also occurs in some Thai
films with regional dialects. This can be seen in the
English translation of the original Thai film Mekhong
Full Moon Party. Based on a local belief about the
mysterious Naga fireballs on the Mekhong River, the
film examines the phenomenon in Nong Khai, a
North-Eastern province in Thailand where mysterious
fireballs arise on October’s full moon every year.In
order to make the film natural and realistic, the
actors use the North-Eastern or Isan dialect which
is spoken by the local people in Nong Khai Province.
Notably, this dialect is used throughout most of the
film instead of Standard Thai. In E-San Love Story,
Isan dialect is also used throughout the film to portray
stereotypes of rural lives in remote North-Eastern
Thailand.
Although Thai people from other regions can still
understand Isan dialect in the film, there are a number
of unique phonetic and lexical representations of
speech given in the Isan dialect. For instance, the
Isan dialect uses /s/ and /h/ to substitute the two

A scene from the film version of The Color Purple. Two close sisters, Celie and Nettie, are being cruelly forced to separate by Celie’s husband. The scene represents how black women are doubly oppressed by both black men and white
people. (Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yY8Pf2rgP5s&feature=emb_logo) (Screenshot by Author)

consonants /ch/ and /r/ utilised in Standard Thai.
Below are examples of the Isan dialect as employed
in these films.

Mekhong Full Moon Party

Source Text: ผมว่าพวกญาติโยมเคียดตายเลย ถ้าฮูว้ ่าหลวง
พ่อเอาเงินท�ำบุญมาเฮ็ดจังซี้
(Title: 01, Chapter 02, 00:18:15)
Translated Text: I think our parishioners would be
furious if they knew what you did with their donations.
In the example above, the word เคียด /khiat/ meaning
“angry” is used in the Isan dialect while โกรธ /Krot/
is used in Standard Thai. Similarly, เฮ็ด /het/ meaning
“do” in English is also employed instead of ท�ำ /tham/
as found in Standard Thai. In contrast to these lexical
differences, nonstandard phonetic features are also
presented – where the word รู้ ru/ meaning “know”
is pronounced as ฮู้ /hu/ in the Isan dialect.

E-San Love Story

Source Text: มันมาจักคนครับท่านมหา (E-San Love Story:
00:30:15)
Translated Text: How many people were there to
hit you?
In this example, จัก /jak/ meaning “how much or how
many” is used in the Isan dialect while กี่ /ki/ is used
in Standard Thai.

According to the examples of the English subtitles
above, the Isan dialect in both films were translated
into Standard English. The naturalness and realness
of Isan culture derived from the use of language that
belongs to the respective settings therefore is lost
among audiences who have no knowledge of Thai
and its dialects. Even if a translator sought to translate
the Isan dialect into, for instance, a Cockney,Scottish,
Irish or Texas dialect, this would simply suggest to
the reader/audience that the language used in the
original version might have been nonstandard
language. Nonetheless, they cannot transfer the
cultural, societal and political connotations derived
from the source dialect.
The analysis of the translated versions of AAVE and
the Isan dialect in the selected novel and films
therefore prove that some dialects are indeed
untranslatable, with physical space and geography
seemingly playing a significant role in obstructing
the translatability of the two languages.
The next section details how a form of language variety
derived from genderlects, queer vernacular or
“camp talk” is translatable and can be rendered
into English or Thai target language.
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Section Two:
Translatability in Queer Vernaculars.

According to Provencher, gay vernaculars in English
can be distinguished from standard English by gay
text-markings, which may include exaggeration,
constant sexual and erotic connotations, innuendo,
reference to fictional gay characters, among others.21
Barrett also studies African-American drag queens’
linguistic performance and finds that they interestingly juxtapose their ‘street’ variety of BEV with what
Lakoff called “women’s language” particularly with
the elements of politeness and refinement which
creates racially and sexually ambiguous identity.22
In Indonesia and Thailand, non-heterosexual people,
particularly males, also create their own language
by adopting yet restructuring their standard-heterosexual language to make their gay language unique
as Boellstorff called “Bahasa Gay23 [Gay language]”
in Indonesia or “Pasa Ru [Ru language]” in Thailand.
As such, gay language can vary from one society to
another due to specific linguistic expressions, creation,
and references to each particular same-sex subcultures. It is therefore interesting to explore whether
gay dialects can be translated among languages.
Harvey points out four interesting issues regarding
translation of queer vernaculars; (a) the existence,
nature, and visibility of identities and commodities
predicated upon same-sex object choice in the target
culture; (b) the existence or absence of an established
gay literature in the target culture; (c) the stated gay
objectives (if retrievable) inherent in the undertaking
of the translation and publication of the translation

(for example, whether the text is to be part of a gay
list of novels); (d) the sexual identities of the translator
and his or her relation to a gay subculture group, its
identities, codes and political project.24
Here, he notes some challenges and necessaries to
translate a queer vernacular, for instance, a translator’s
access to the gay subculture. He even suggests that
“the sexual identities of the translator” may also
have an effect on queer translation.
In order to examine the translatability of queer
vernacular from English into Thai, RuPaul’s Drag Race25,
an American reality competition television series, is
used as a concrete example of vivid queer vernacular.26
The show documents contestants who are all drag
queens or transgenders/transsexuals given weekly
different challenges. RuPaul and other guest judges
critique their progress and eliminate one each week.
RuPaul’s Drag Race also has a spin-off Thai version,
Drag Race Thailand.27
As all contestants are drag queens, the language
use throughout the show contains a lot of queer
vernacular with references to the American same-sex
subcultures. The Thai translation is aware of the
uniquely effeminate linguistic characteristics and
tries to preserve them in the TL. For example:
English Version
Miss Monique Heart: Since season 10, the good Lord
made sure that I shimmied good enough to pay the
designer, honey. And now that money and costumes

Source: RuPaul’s Drag Race All Stars, Season 4, Episode 1: 00.53 – 00.65. (Screenshot by Author)
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are not the issue, that crown is mine. Who’s the next
bitch? (Season 4, Episode 1: 00.53 – 00.65)
Thai Translated Version
ตั้งแต่ซีซันสิบพระผู้เป็นเจ้าทรงโปรดให้ฉันส่ายสะโพกหาเงินได้มาก
พอที่จะจ้างดีไซเนอร์ บัดนาว เงินกับชุดจึงไม่ใช่ปัญหาของฉันอีก
ต่อไป มง นั่น ต้องลงที่ฉันจ้ะ คนต่อไปใครยะ
In the Thai subtitles, the translator added some Thai
attitude/final particles in the TL – for instance, จ้ะ /
ja/ and ยะ /ya/ used mainly by kathoeys (transgenders/transsexuals) and women in the Thai Language
which are different from the standard female particles, ค่ะ /kha/. Kathoey slangs/jargons are also used
such as “บัดนาว” /butnow/ meaning right now, a play
on the Thai word “บัดนี้” /butni/ which also means
right now. The first syllable, บัด /but/, is preserved
but the second word “นี้” /ni/, is replaced by the
English word “now” which is transliterated into Thai
as นาว /now/. The word “crown” is also translated
into a kathoey Thai slang “มง” /mong/, short from
มงกุฎ /mongkut/ meaning a crown. The effeminate
characteristics of the drag contestants represented
through both their gestures, costumes, and use of
queer vernacular in the SL therefore seems to have
been preserved and transferred into the TL.

penis of a sexual partner is still inside one’s body.
The pronunciation of the slang intentionally imitates
the pronunciation of medicine. The translator
creatively translates the Thai kathoey slang into
English as “penis-cillin” which keeps both the sexual
connotation and the creativity of the kathoey character
playing with the names of medicine.
Siwanon Ninpanit similarly studies the English subtitles
provided in two other Thai queer films, The Iron

Ladies and True Love, Fake Romance, Change:
Love…As Always (short film) (2013). He noticed

that the translators were principally able to find
the equivalent terms which maintain the tone and
implication for the specific queer language. An
example can be found in a short film Change: Love…
As Always. The kathoey slang “น้องจิม” /nongjim/
meaning vagina was effectively translated by using
the English slang “vajayjay”. 30

When examining the English translation of Thai
queer vernaculars, Suttipong Permpoon investigated
the English subtitles of two Thai films Plon Na Ya
and Wai Bum Cheer Kra Hum Lok which contain
transgender/transsexuals and their associated
language. He found that the translators paid close
attention to preserving and translating the content
while the retaining of the genderlect or “camp talk”
of the transgender/transsexual characters seems
to have been a second priority.28 As a result, not all
Thai genderlect in the respective films is successfully
rendered in the English translation. Nevertheless,
there are some examples which demonstrate that
the translators are aware of the “camp” aesthetics
presented and creativity has been used to translate
and transfer both the meaning and connotations
effectively. Below is the Thai original and English
translation of Wai Bum Cheer Kra Hum Lok where
a slang is coined and used:
Source Text:
Target Text:

กลับบ้านไป ชั้นต้องกินยา “เอ็นท่อนคารูหลับ”
I must take ‘penis-cillin’ for pain
relief.29 (00:18:55)

In this instance, a transgender character creates and
uses kathoey slang “เอ็นท่อนคารูหลับ” (enthonkharulab)
which literally means to fall asleep while the

The Poster of Spicy Beautyqueen in Bangkok
Source: https://th.wikipedia.org/wiki/ปล้นนะยะ
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four swear words in English – asshole, scumbag,
prick and son of a bitch. The translator intentionally
put them together without any space, which is
obviously not standard English. In this case, the
translator seems to be successful in translating
the nonstandard swear words from Thai into English
as the translator retains both the meaning and form
used in the original version.
From the above analysis of English and Thai subtitles
in the selected American and Thai audiovisual
materials, it can be concluded that queer vernaculars,
particularly those containing effeminate language,
can be successfully translated and transferred. The
creativity and sensitivity of the translators to the
“camp” aesthetics presented are essential for an
equivalent translation in TL.

The Poster of Cheerleader Queens

Source: https://th.wikipedia.org/wiki/ว้ายบึ้ม!_เชียร์กระหึ่มโลก

Furthermore, in The Iron Ladies, an unusual
concetenation is used in English translation to
preserve the nonstandard swear words projecting
queer or camp vernacular.
For example:
Source Text: จุง: ไพร่สถุลสกุลบาบาร์เลี่ยนไอ้หน้าเงือกเหงือก
พยุนไอ้จัญอัป
นักกีฬาคู่กรณี: เฮ้ย! แปลว่าอะไรวะ
(Title 28, Chapter 20, 01:01:30)
Translated Text: Jung: Assholescumbagpricksono
fabitch!
The Antagonist: What the hell did you say?
In the above example, Jung, a transgender character,
combines a lot of Thai swear words together to
condemn the antagonist who is trying to touch his
transgender friend’s breasts. In the original Thai
context, this combination is not standard Thai and
therefore represents queer text–marking in terms
of exaggeration. In the English subtitles, the translator
has sought to preserve the nonstandard swear
words as appear in the original version by combiing
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The translator of The Iron Ladies deliberately concatenated a series of English swear words into one to make
it a nonstandard usage. Source: The Iron Ladies, Title
28, Chapter 20, 01:01:30.

Conclusion

The degree to which linguistic varieties can be
translated depends on what linguistic varieties are
used in the original language. In the first section, it
can be concluded that ethnic/regional vernaculars
ascribed to particular societal and political context
have limited translatability and transferability due
to different discourses or background. Social
geography seems to be a natural border that specifically
creates and characterises distinct linguistic varieties.
As such, text from a social geography cannot be
transferred or translated into another linguistic
variety in other social geographic areas. However,
the second section has demonstrated that queer
vernaculars are highly translatable. The effeminate
characteristics of the language used by nonheterosexual characters have a significant impact
on its translatability as it increases transferrability.
With a similar nature shared across non-heterosexuals from different cultures, the effeminate
characteristics of a language opens up some

possibilities to translate various forms of queer
vernaculars into a target language, disregarding
its cultural, societal and political connotations.
However, the success of quality translation may
depend on the translator’s creativity, sensitivity,
accessibility, and understanding of same-sex subcultures.
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Fermented Fish, Saled Fish, and
Fish Sauce: Authentic flavours in a
land of gastronomy
Anusorn Tipayanon
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Simon de la Loubère, the French ambassador to
Thailand under the reign of Louis XIV, described in
his journal published in 1788 as a recollection of his
visit to Ayutthaya, a certain kind of food that the
Siamese made out of fish:
“With the fish already caught, it is salted in a way
that is traditional to the Siamese. Multiple fish are
then put inside an earthen jar left to decompose and
become something very different. The Siamese
approach to salting is very vile. Once the fish are
rotten and mostly liquified, the liquid within would
possess a bubbly, frothy quality with bubbles that
grow and shrink with the movement of the tides. The
types of fish often used in this process are Pla Out
and Pla Cadi (gourami).”
Today, we are still quite familiar with gouramis, but
Pla Out (which was included in de la Loubère’s journal
with no accompanying illustration) has proven
difficult to definitively identify. Given the kinds of
fish often used to make fish sauce in the river basins
of Central Thailand, I suspect that this mystery

creature is a white, scaly fish now commonly known
as the shark minnow.
It was late afternoon in the middle of January. My
friend and I arrived at a small house on one end of
the Pasak Chonlasit Dam in Chai Badan district,
Lopburi province. The open spaces in this house
were filled with jars emblazoned with images of
dragons and large blue plastic buckets. We were
told that this house belonged to Mae Tia, the only
Chai Badan resident still dedicated to making traditional salted fish, the closest analogue to the
fermented fish described in de la Loubère’s journal
300 years ago. We waited a short while in front of
the house before its owner returned from farming,
which was her other job. Mae Tia greeted us then
proceeded to open the jars and buckets for us to
check out. Inside, we saw silver barbs, gouramis,
hard-lipped barbs, and shark minnows. Each fish
had its internal organs entirely removed and the
remainder of its body thoroughly salted before being
put inside these containers. The jars of fish that we

31

saw had been left to ferment for roughly two months,
and chemical reactions inside had already produced
bubbles, the same froth described by de la Loubère.
Over the course of 300 years, Thailand’s cuisine has
undergone a vast transformation. The fish sauce
commonly served today is no longer exclusively
made from freshwater fishes. The influx of migrants
across borders led communities around the Gulf of
Thailand to pick up a different fish sauce recipe from
the people of Cochinchina, or the Vietnamese as they
are known today. This type of fish sauce is made
from fermented saltwater fishes, including variants
of anchovy and tropical silversides. The saltwater
fish-based fish sauce, known in Vietnamese as nước
mắm, was widely made in the region adjacent to the
Gulf, from Trat, Chanthaburi and Rayong to Chonburi
and Chachoengsao. As this fish sauce is saltier than
the freshwater-based take, it goes very well together
with rice porridge, a staple dish for Chinese immigrants in Thailand and the pairing between the two
has since become widespread knowledge across
society.
I once visited Ko Proet, a small island just off Laem
Sing in Chanthaburi. People on this island make and
make use of a fish sauce based on anchovy. Sadly,
many fish sauce factories here have shut down due
to their inability to compete with more industrialised
rivals, while handing over the business to an heir in
the family is proving to be a major difficulty. After
all, the strong smell of fish sauce no longer radiates
any business appeal for people of this generation.
The area around a small fish sauce factory on the
island, the only one that remains, brought to mind
Mae Tia’s home and her salted fish. The air inside
the plant was filled with the strong aroma of fish
sauce. Large cement basins for fermenting fish
filled the floor space alongside jars of filtered fish
sauce. Each jar contained a batch of fish sauce that
is only made once a year during the high season for
anchovies, and the first batch to come out of the
fermentation process would be extremely salty to
the point that it is known separately as first-press
fish sauce. This first pass on the sauce is sold to
some businesses to be used in the preservation of
other sea food ingredients such as razor clams or
mantis shrimps in order to add more flavour as well
as value. It is generally thought that the saltiness of
first-press fish sauce blends well with the meat of
the clam or the mantis shrimp, resulting in a more
mellow, well-rounded taste.
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While fish sauce made from anchovies is often used
in preserving or fermenting other food products,
sauce based on freshwater fish (with its reduced
saltiness) has more of a role to play in as a food
additive. It is found in many forms, from the mixture
of fish sauce and chili that Thais know and love to the
simple addition of a few drops into various soups or
stir-fried dishes to bring out a more pleasant aroma.
However, the primary source of the salty taste in
this type of fish sauce comes from salt, itself a
long-time staple in Thai cooking.
Back in the time of de la Loubère’s visit to Thailand,
salt was already a key ingredient in Thai cuisine.
War with Burma broke out regularly, and those
fleeing the hostilities would pack dried chili and salt
with them. Salt could be used to make dried fish and
dried meat, which can be kept edible for extended
periods. Furthermore, salt grinded together with
dried chili could even be served alongside rice in
what was known literally as just “chili and salt”. The
contrast between spicy and salty proved to be rather
appetizing – especially in times of war where other
ingredients could be hard to find.
If salt was the primary salty ingredient in Thai food
instead of fish sauce, then it could be surmised that

the frothy salted fish described by de la Loubère
could have been meant for purposes other than
making fish sauce. If that was the case, then what
was all the fermentation done for?
Klong Lokanit, a book of classical poetry, contains a
poem that describes pickled fish with so strong a
smell that wrapping it with leaves would simply taint
the leaves with the same odour. The poem’s intention
was to figuratively describe how being in the company
of bad people would make others perceive you as a
bad person too. But why would one wrap pickled fish
with leaves? Why was the fish not fermented and
turned into fish sauce or pickled fish sauce for
cooking as de la Loubère thought?

I stood and watched as Mae Tia periodically stirred
the fish in the jar before preparing to sell it to her
customers. She said that the salted fish would be
further processed by her buyers. The first group
would turn it into pickled fish by adding roasted
ground rice or rice bran, while the second would
make fish sauce by adding salt before leaving the
fish to ferment for a year or more. Each spoonful of
fish coming out of the jar came with a mild, pleasing
scent that would not be amiss if it had come from a
nice bottle of perfume. This was the smell that de la
Loubère had experienced 300 years ago, and it has
lingered unchanged through time to the present day.

One of the salted fish dishes served in Central Thailand
is grilled pickled fish. First, an adequately fermented
fish would be wrapped in banana or galangal leaves,
grilled, then served with rice of both the regular and
sticky varieties. The fish, both grilled and fermented,
would blend the pleasant aromas of both the
charcoal and the leaves – much in the same way as
how bacon is smoked with firewood in the west.

One interesting part in de la Loubère’s journal is his
description of the Siamese way of salting as “vile”.
This could indicate de la Loubère’s familiarity with
other methods of fish fermentation that differed
from his experiences in Siam, but what would de la
Loubère have defined as a good way to do it?
Europeans have long been familiar with the fermentation of fish as well as the consumption of liquid
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products resulting from the process, known as
‘garum’. Two thousand five hundred years ago in
Carthage (or Tunisia today), there were large basins
for fermenting fish and producing garum. Fishes
from the Mediterranean Sea – no matter tunas,
mackerels, anchovies, or sardines – were descaled,
beheaded, gutted, salted, and left in the stone basins.
The open top would then be covered by small-mesh
netting to prevent insects and animals from getting
in. Sunlight accelerated the decomposition of the
salted fish, and the salt worked to prevent the
growth of harmful germs. Fish guts, meanwhile,
contained enzymes that would make the product of
this decomposition tastier.
After the fall of Carthage, the Romans adopted this
fermentation technique. After all, the word ‘garum’
in Latin was how the Romans called a certain type
of fish. The island of Sardinia, under Roman rule, was
known for this fermentation process and became a
centre of garum exports to regions across the Empire.
Garum produced from fish fermentation was a regular
fixture in the Roman kitchen. Mixing wine with garum,
a process known specifically as oenogarum, was
a known cooking technique. It was also said that
Roman soldiers would carry garum with them to war
as food seasoning, and they would sometimes mix
garum with water to slightly dilute the flavour. Once
the Romans captured Spain, garum began to spread
across Europe, and we can still see the remains of
garum fermenting basins in southern Spain today.
Eventually, garum’s popularity faded. The practice
remained in a few medieval monasteries before
essentially going out of fashion. Today, garum can
still be found near Cetara, Italy – a town that sits not
too far from the sea – under the name of colatura di
alici. This type of garum is very similar to the Southeast Asian fish sauce, and it is often mixed with olive
oil to make spaghetti con colatula di alici.
Back when the Europeans were still enjoying garum,
fermented fish was similarly popular over in Southeast
Asia. There remain ancient carvings at the Bayon
Temple in Angkor Thom, Cambodia depicting the
fermentation of fish to make what the Khmer called
pla hok. The dish’s popularity could be explained by
the abundance of fish in Tonlé Sap lake. Given that
the locals simply could not eat all the fish they catch
in each haul, fermentation came into the picture to
save the fish for days of greater need. Fermenting,
of course, is a process that requires salt. Fortunately,
the Khmer had plenty of salt from the plains that are
now part of north-eastern Thailand. The soil on these
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plains had an unusually high level of salt, and even
today the topsoil is still extracted and boiled to produce
salt, especially in the areas around Thung Kula Ronghai.
The trading of fish and salt in those ancient times
ended up establishing a key trade route between the
Khmer Empire and north-eastern Thailand, and
the traveling merchants were most likely the ones
who brought Khmer culture to these lands – more
so than any army could have.
As with the fall of the Roman Empire, the end of the
Khmer Empire led to the foundation of new,
independent empires large and small, including
Sukhothai, Ayutthaya, Lan Xang, and many more.
The Khmer’s fish fermentation technique was
passed along to many of these kingdoms, especially
the ones with access to plenty of water sources. Lan
Xang, for instance, grew and prospered along the
banks of Mekong River and kept up the tradition of
fermented fish, while Ayutthaya – sitting where the
three rivers of Lop Buri, Chao Phraya, and Pa Sak
converge – had the salted fish that was described by
de la Loubère.
I bade farewell to Mae Tia after buying some of the
salted fish off her. I meant to salt the fish and ferment
it further in a small jar at my place. In six or eight
months, the fish would become something else
entirely. From that point on, there would be many
complicated procedures involving sun-drying and
boiling before I could produce fish sauce. This might
sound daunting, but what I actually felt was excitement.
In going through this process, I would become part
of a journey through time to experience the creation
of a food seasoning that had existed side by side with
the people of these lands for so very long. In fact, I
believe that this tradition will remain with us for
as long as Thai cuisine remains in this world.

*Photo: In conversation with Mae Tia, the salted fish maker at Wat Bot in Chai Badan on January 13, 2021
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The Future of Memories: Conservation on Architectural Heritage in
Phrae, Thailand
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I. Past
“This is a wonderful house. The whole thing is made of teak…
Tonight we are sitting on our porch in the moonlight, and we
heard a man singing as he walked along home…we heard of
the farangs who had come with three children and one native
baby to work at the school, the church, and the hospital.
“The station is the same bare, burned-out place it was when I
first saw it years ago…I hardly dare look out in the yard…I
have to do something to improve this place…I am sending to
different Asian public gardens – in Nagasaki, Hong Kong,
Penang, Singapore, Calcutta, Colombo, and Rangoon – for
amaryllis bulbs of all colors …I have asked people to bring me
a great number of young ‘flame of the forest’ trees…they are
sometimes called rain trees.” 1
Jessie MacKinnon Hartzell, the wife of an American
Presbyterian missionary, noted the above in her
journal in 1924. It was about her impression of the
Missionary Station2 in Phrae and her efforts to make
the place liveable and beautiful. The station where
she lived was relocated from its original location on
the bank of the Yom River in 1913 because of river
erosion.

Mr. Jacob L. Hartzell at the Phrae missionary
station, 1917

The first station, founded in 1893, was in a village
called Chetawan next to the office of the British-owned
Bombay Burmah Trading Corporation, and in the
same neighbourhood as the Danish East Asiatic
Company. Apart from the school, the church, and
the hospital, which were managed by the Mission,
the area also consisted of a dispensary, the Danish
Consul’s residence, an expatriate club, and a polo
racecourse.3
Due to its lush forest and abundant teak, Phrae was
the centre of the teak business in North Siam back
then. With demand rising due to the Industrial
Revolution and colonisation, Europeans resorted to
teak for building steamers and trains when oak was
running low in Europe. The British were the first to
source teak from Northern Siam in 1864, and other
Europeans followed suit and obtained teak concessions from the local ruler known as Chao Luang.
The end of the 19th century marked an interesting
time in terms of politics, economics, and culture for
Phrae. Despite being small, the city was in a strategic
location between the territories of the British and
French, who were competing to gain control of the
area. Demand for teak was at its peak. There was
also a competition between Catholic and Christian
missionaries who set up local missions in order to
gather converts. This period saw multicultural
communities – English, Danish, Americans, Chinese,
Burmese, Laotians, Shans, Kamus - living and passing
by the city. This was witnessed by Dara Jagd, whose
grandfather, Henrik Jagd, was the first manager of
the East Asiatic Company in Phrae, and whose great
grandfather was a Chinese carpenter from Guangdong who came to work on the residence of Chao
Luang and decided to settle here. She said that
“my most memorable memory is of my mother, a second-generation Dane in Phrae, riding a Raleigh bicycle from our
house to work at the East Asiatic office by the Chetawan Pier.
The Danes spoke Danish among themselves, used English with
other expats, and learnt Thai to communicate with the locals
and Kamu workers. The locals learned how to play tennis and
bake cookies from the farangs. Chetawan was truly a cultural
melting pot. ”. 4
In 1892, one year before the founding of the Phrae
missionary station, Chao Luang built a new
residence in the “gingerbread” architectural style,
influenced by the West. The intricate railings bearing
Chinese characters at the new residence provided
evidence of Chinese craftsmanship. This architectural
style was gaining popularity in Siam , and the
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Residence of the East Asiatic Company’s Manager, early 1900s

American Presbyterian Missionaries in Lampang, late 19th century
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residence of Chao Luang set a trend for other noble
homes in Phrae 5, including the magnificent Vongburi
House, belonging to the first wife of Chao Luang.
The lively cosmopolitan quarter of Chetawan was
also marked by beautiful architecture in European
style. The two missionary houses at Chetawan, one
known as the Medical House and the other as the
Minister’s House, each resembled a big barn house
raised on stilts with large balconies and built-in
furniture, as well as an attic for storage with oversized windows. The Medical House had a chimney in
the kitchen. The Minister’s House had a chimney and
a fireplace. The design of the houses by Dr. William
A. Briggs, the first missionary to station in Phrae,
was likely based on western homes and other
missionary stations in the area. Fretworks with a
cross motif were among prominent features of the
Medical House.

The residence of Chao Luang, before 1892

The Residence of Chao Luang, built in 1892

Vongburi House, built in 1897

The East Asiatic Company office building by the
Chetawan Pier was half-brick, half-wood, and had
two stories with a large, long balcony painted white.
The manager’s residence was relocated to higher
ground away from the eroded riverbank6. It also had
two stories, a fireplace, and a chimney. The Company
constructed more buildings in its compound as
residences for staff. Dara Jagd recalled that the
Bombay Burmah Trading Corporation building, the
first to be built near the Yom River, was built in
mixed European and vernacular style.7
The arrival of the 20th century saw a lot of changes
in Phrae. It was also around this period that Siam
tightened its control of the Northern cities and teak
businesses, culminating in the annexation of the
Northern cities to Siam in 1894. The Shan Uprising
in 1902 caused Chao Luang to be exiled to Luang
Prabang and his residence became the property of
the Siamese government. The Bombay Burmah
office became a hiding place for all Westerners for
a couple of nights when the tension was at its peak. 8
Westerners played a major role during the Shan
Uprising, saving the lives of Siamese officials. This
changed the position of the missionaries in the eyes
of the Siamese, and they were allowed to continue
the Mission without any problems.9
The missionaries moved the station from Chetawan
to its present location in 1913. The two houses were
dismantled and reassembled at the new site. Since
foreigners were not allowed to own lands, the
Mission bought the new piece of land and paid a
nominal annual lease fee to the local government.
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Sketches by Dr. Briggs of the Minister’s House to be built at Phrae station, 1894

The Medical House (also known as Dr. Brigg’s House) at the Missionary Station in Chetawan, before 1913
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The construction of Rev. Shield’s House (the Minister’s
House) at Chetawan, 1894
Fretworks bearing a cross motif at the Medical House

A missionary lady sitting by the Yom River at Chetawan, 1894
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The hospital at the new site10 was the first hospital
in Phrae. King Prajadipok visited the Mission and the
hospital during his trip to the Northern cities in 1926.
Residents at the station from 1929 -1961 took note
of the beautiful landscape of the Mission compound,
which was the fruit of the work of their predecessors
and a far cry from the ‘bare, burned out place’ first
noted by Hartzell.
“From our front porch our eyes looked toward the rolling
mountains through tall tamarind trees, poinsettias nearly fifteen
tall, groves of brilliant canna reds… Under the house a brick
flooring provided a play area in cooler air out of the hot
sun)…; we paddled around the ditches (klongs) in cardboard
boxes when the heavy rains flooded those ditches; we made up
hide and seek games in the midst of six foot tall canna gardens”,
one resident wrote.11 This was echoed by another
resident who said
“this house was beautiful with a lot of trees and flowers.
Amaryllis was blooming all the way from the front gate to the
house. It was such an impressive site. You can still see big
raintrees that are probably as old as the house itself.”12
In 1930, Prince Axel of Denmark and his spouse
Princess Margaretha visited the East Asiatic
Company in Phrae.13 When the East Asiatic Company’s lease was about to end in 1934, the Siamese
government decided to establish the country’s first
Forestry School in Phrae, at the compound of the
East Asiatic Company, with support in terms of
curriculum and regulations from the Burma Forestry
School. The Forestry School in Phrae was the only
school in the country where students were allowed
to bring their families to stay with them.14 It continued
to house families and generations of students until
its closure in 1993. “Our houses were in the Forestry
School. Our fathers were teachers there. The teachers’ residences had been there since before we were born…We were able to
play anywhere in the compound, but the place we didn’t visit
so often was the residence of the director on the hill…We felt
that it was a haunted house. I ended up living there when my
father became a school director”, said Narumon Wongwan,
an architect and a member of APT, recounting her
joyful memories as a child living in the compound.15
After the end of the teak concession period, Westerners
left Phrae. Only the missionaries remained to
manage the Mission work until the outbreak of WWII,
which marked the end of the cosmopolitan era and
the heyday of Phrae.
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The Mission’s hospital and the Church in the 1920s

Residence of the East Asiatic Company’s Manager after
it became part of the Forestry School

II. Present
“Angry Phrae residents have challenged a claim… by the Natural Resources and Environment minister that a heritage
building demolished this month will be rebuilt to look like the
original structure.”16
In June 2020, news of the demolition of the 127-year-old
“Bombay Burmah” house by the Department of
National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation
sparked uproar among the Thai public. Even Prime
Minister, Prayuth Chan-ocha, commented on the
matter.17 The argument behind the demolition was
that the building was too damaged to use. A new
building was to be constructed “just like the old one”
with materials from the original building.
The decision to demolish the house did not involve
public participation. The local civil society networks
formed the APT (Association of Phrae Old Town
Preservation)18 to lead a movement to preserve the
building. The case got entangled in a web of political
and cultural debates, inciting and inviting stakeholders
and non-stakeholders to have their say. Never
before in Thai history had a heritage building
received so much attention.
The process was not implemented in accordance
with conservation principles. Relevant experts, such
as conservation architects and archaeologists, as
well as the local community, were not consulted. As
a result, the tangible and intangible aspects of the
building were not properly documented. Since the
process is irreversible, the elements forming the
integrity of the heritage were lost. This shows that
there is still a prevalent lack of understanding
among government agencies that ‘own’ such heritage
in terms of what conservation is and how it should
be managed. Many think that it is enough to build a
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replica which physically looks like the original,
without being aware of the missing values associated
with the heritage. Additionally, the need for the
active participation of the public in the process was
not recognised.
The “Bombay Burmah” building was valued differently
by various members of the public. It was seen by
some as a vestige of the forestry heritage and
European legacy, as well as part of people’s roots
and memories. In was seen by others however, as
simply a dilapidated old building that was not worth
keeping. This raises a question as to where the values
of heritage lie. When is it that something is valued
as personal and viewed as “mine” and “ours”? The
answer to the question in the case of the “Bombay
Burmah” house is the notion of shared memories
and collective stories which have social values, not
just significance in terms of location, material
authenticity, age, style, and craftsmanship. Social
value is defined as ‘a collective attachment to a
place that embodies meanings and values that are
important to a community or communities.’ This
view places emphasis on the role of the public in
heritage management”.19
The “Bombay Burmah” house had layers of values
tightly woven with the lives and memories of the
people interacting with it from different periods and
perspectives, which make the experiences personal
and meaningful. These experiences also have significance in terms of community wellbeing, as they
contribute to the building of identity and sense of
belonging and pride. The “Bombay Burmah” house
did not only project the lives of people of the past
who lived and worked in it, but also told stories of
cultural and environmental landscapes, the community and its people, and the wider global and
national political, economic, social, and cultural
history relating to it. Therefore, heritage is not
exclusively state-owned. There is a need to consider
the plurality of heritage values and public identities
associated with the heritage. This explains why
Phrae citizens were angry when they learned about
the demolition of the “Bombay Burmah” House and
the intention to build the new building “to look like
its original structure.” ‘To look like one’ does not
mean it is the same one.
However, while it is imperative to give voices to the
locals, and to recognise associations with the heritage,
it is equally important for heritage professionals to
work with the local community to provide the most
accurate portrayal of the past. Since the protests
about the demolition happened, the Fine Arts
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The demolished “Bombay Burmah” building

Chetawan Pier

Department has collaborated with relevant government agencies and local civil society networks to
rebuild the house and look for further clues about
its history. To the dismay of many, a 6-month extensive
archaeological and architectural research project
revealed that the demolished “Bombay Burmah”
house was not the actual Bombay Burmah house.
Based on aerial photographs and other evidence, the
original office of the Bombay Burmah Trading
Corporation was destroyed between 1945 and 1957
by river erosion. The demolished building was a
local office of the Forestry Department, likely to
have been built in the early 1900s. Shinnaworn
Chompuphan, the founder of the Phrae Architectural
Heritage Preservation Club, wrote that “though it is
not the Bombay Burmah building, this building is still valued
by the local people and those interested in the history of forestry…It is a source of pride for the local people and presents
another chapter of the city’s history.” 20 This is echoed by
Teerawut Klomlaew, President of APT, who stated
that “the incident only emphasises the significance of local

history research. The local community should be given access to
knowledge, such as historical facts and evidence, which will
allow it to have a better understanding of its own past. There
should be a paradigm shift in the study of local history – not
to depend only on oral history”.21
This is not the first time that the people of Phrae
have tried to save something. The local networks
that are part of the “Bombay Burmah” movement
have worked to preserve Phrae’s architectural
heritage for the past 14 years. The end of forest
concessions in 1960 created a soaring demand for
teak. High maintenance costs for wooden houses
became a burden for owners who do not have the
means to keep them. As a result, old teak houses in
Phrae were sold for timber, causing the demolition
of a large number of them. The Phrae Architectural
Heritage Preservation Club was founded in 2007, as
an umbrella network of a civil society network
known as Luk Lan Muang Phrae, to raise awareness
of local heritage preservation.
The Presbyterian Mission in Phrae entered a court
case with the Thai Government in 1981. The case
ended with a ruling that a piece of land where the
Mission has been stationed since 1913 was the
property of the Government. This was because the
Mission was unable to provide any official documents to prove its ownership of the land, since the
documents were lost during WWII when American
missionaries fled to America. From then on, the
Mission compound was divided. The Medical House
remains part of the hospital, but the Minister’s
House is now under the care of another entity. As
the hospital does not own the land where the
Medical House is located, there are implications on
the conservation of the Medical House, which has
been left unused since the late 1990s.
The missionary houses were not only westernised
in their appearance, and structure. They were
constructed using balloon framing and platform
framing techniques. Balloon framing was commonly
found in old houses of the 19th century in North
America and Europe, but was replaced by platform
framing, since it left void spaces which allowed fire
to spread from room to room. This type of construction
is thus rarely seen anywhere. Therefore, these
houses also have rare architectural significance. A
record by the Mission in 1913 mentioned that the
relocation of the Medical House was done by a
Chinese contractor. In 2009, researchers working
on the documentation of the house found that the
workers had marked key pieces of the wooden
structure in Chinese characters noting North, West,

Aerial photograph from 1944 showing the Forest Office
building in the circle. The Bombay Burmah building is on
the left of the photo.

South, East, as well as numbers, for dissembling
and reassembling purposes. Incidentally, the person
who interpreted the characters for the researchers
was the then US Consul-General from Chiang Mai,
who is able to read Chinese and happened to visit
the house on that day. The marks can still be seen
inside the Medical House together with traces of
furniture and decorations mentioned at various
points in time by the residents of the house.
The house has been left on its own since 2012 without
further maintenance. It is badly deteriorated and will
crumble without urgent intervention. The Minister’s
House that is located in the Office of Non-Formal
Education, however, has been preserved in good
condition.
While it was not possible to save the Medical House
and the local Forestry Office building in their physical
forms, the past preservation attempts were not a
total loss. Public outcry and commendable local
efforts to save the “Bombay Burmah” house have
been cited as an exemplary model for heritage
preservation in Thailand. It sparked local movements in other cities with similar heritage, such as
in Lampang with the Louis T. Leonowens House and
in Petchaburi, where the public began asking
questions about the preservation of ‘their’ heritage.
It is a major step forward for heritage preservation
in Thailand. Teerawut Klomlaew, President of APT,
thinks that
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“the local communities should have opportunities to participate
in heritage conservation from the outset in order to create
sustainability. Heritage management should be decentralised
so as to reduce the complications and complexity in how heritage is being managed, which does not enable prompt actions
and responses when dealing with heritage buildings which are
rapidly deteriorating”.22
Sustainable Development Goal 11 (SDG 11) states
that countries need to “strengthen efforts to protect
and safeguard the world’s cultural and natural
heritage”. In the present global context, the connection
between heritage and humans is needed more than
ever in order to establish a sense of belonging as
well as personal and communal identities, which
contribute to public wellbeing The economic value
of heritage has also been widely recognised, such
as in the UK, where the heritage sector brought £31
billion in Gross Value Added to the nation’s economy
in 2019, employing 464,000 people.23 In Thailand,
there are programmes such as the UNESCO
Creative Cities Network, that have the purpose of
preserving and celebrating local heritage, while
using it to improve the quality of life of the people
involved. Sustainable Development Goal 11 (SDG 11)
states that countries need to “strengthen efforts to
protect and safeguard the world’s cultural and
natural heritage”. In the present global context, the
connection between heritage and humans is needed
more than ever in order to establish a sense of
belonging as well as personal and communal identities,
which contribute to public wellbeing The economic
value of heritage has also been widely recognised,
such as in the UK, where the heritage sector brought
£31 billion in Gross Value Added to the nation’s
economy in 2019, employing 464,000 people. In Thailand,
there are programmes such as the UNESCO
Creative Cities Network, that have the purpose of
preserving and celebrating local heritage, while using
it to improve the quality of life of the people involved.
Heritage conservation is a never-ending battle. It
needs joint efforts from all relevant parties. Actions
from just the public or the government are not
sufficient, because heritage is both public and
personal. It is important to realise that heritage is a
process, not a static object. When memories
are alive and stories are continuously being told,
heritage remains.
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“Here I am. I am here to stay. Give me a place to put me up a
house on where I may live.”

- Dr William A. Briggs on the founding
of the Mission in Phrae, 1893

Some of many markings in Chinese at the Medical House

Members of APT at their exhibition at Phrae Craft Fair,
December 2020

The Medical House around the 1970s

Satapat Silp Fair at the Medical House in 2012, as part of
an effort to preserve the house

The Medical House in 2018
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1 Acocella, 2001: 94-97
2 The Laos Mission of the Presbyterian Church in the
United States of America
3 Chomphuphan, 2020: 1
4 An interview with Dara Jagd, February 2021
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An Education
Sunisa Manning

We are all subjects in history. We must return ourselves to a state of embodiment in order to deconstruct
the way power has traditionally been orchestrated in
the classroom, denying subjectivity to some groups
and according it to others.
- bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress

I am half Thai, half American, born and raised in
Bangkok. When I researched my first novel, A Good
True Thai, I had a hard time because I can’t read
Thai, nor can I write it. At my international school I
studied French. This is extraordinary to me now, and
a little ridiculous, because I have grown into a novelist
who writes about my home country. Not to be able
to read its letters is an enormous handicap.
Most of the time I want to apologize for this lack of
skill. I could get into the details of when and how I
have tried to remedy it, but the truth is that despite
efforts over the years, my spoken Thai remains very
good, but the gains I make in reading and writing
don’t stick. What I learn as an adult evaporates. Spoken
Thai, which is my mother tongue, remains latticed
even through my dreams.
It took me six years to write A Good True Thai.
During those years I became a teacher and a mother,
both full-contact sports. I also read, a lot, doing
what in progressive America is called decolonizing
my education. By that I mean interrogating what I
thought I knew, and how I came to know it.
It’s important for luk khrueng like me, who went to
international schools, to claim our sense of being
Thai. As Aboriginals, Black South Africans, Native
Americans, and many others know, to measure
membership in a particular tribe by blood is a
fraught endeavor, usually done in service of an
oppressor. Now that my novel has been released,
I am asked with some astonishment how I wrote a
book filled with full-Thai identity. I take issue with
the astonishment. Why wouldn’t I write it?
I went to an international school like many luk
khrueng whose parents could afford the fees.
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I had some dedicated teachers who pushed me to
read work that would enlarge my mind, and some
mediocre ones, who put the World Cup on during
class, or asked, when I showed up for Higher Level
Physics, if I was sure I didn’t want to leave it to the
lads. There were supermodels and movie stars at
our school, children of diplomats, and children of
corporate diplomats, who rotated around the world
with Chevron or other big companies. There were
also wealthy Thais, who found ways to gain entrance
despite the long waiting list. In this category were
the old families with big names, and the new families
of the wealthy merchant class, who were often Indian
Thai and Chinese Thai.
Growing up, I did not recognize that any of my Thai
classmates had working-class backgrounds. This
had huge repercussions for me, because my Thai
family is working-class. Well, after the financial crisis
in 1997, we were often not working, with all the
struggles that statement entails. My father did more
than fine. It was his job that allowed us to afford
my school fees. Not seeing anyone of the same Thai
background, I hid my Thai side. I internalized an
orientation towards my Western side. The predilection
to hide my Thai class background grew, and soon
I was hiding much of my Thainess.
I believe that my experience at my school was typical,
and that is what I want to look at. This isn’t about
bashing my school or my teachers. It’s about looking
at the philosophy and practice of international
school education, and how that shaped the adults
that we grew into. The conversation must be had.
The discourse is overdue. If these schools are meant
to prepare us for international citizenship, we must
interrogate what values we were being taught.
Teaching is more than what happens overtly in the
classroom. Children internalize values and culture
before they can spew out facts.
Thinking about my education, I am struck by how
little Thailand and Southeast Asia featured in it.
When I was learning about the Tudors and the
Stewarts, I could have been learning about the
Chakri, or at least connecting that faraway imperial
history with our own lines of heredity and power, the
teetering balance between the people and the
crown. We learned about the slaughter of Jews in
the Holocaust. I wish that we had compared it to the
slaughter of young Thais on 6 October. A genocide
is not the same thing as a massacre, by any means,
but the steps the state takes to dehumanize its own
people, so that citizens will kill each other, is worth
charting. It makes you realize how systemic the

effort must be, how there must be a program, and
people who design and carry it out, for such killing
to happen. If we had drawn that lesson a little closer
to home, what thoughts might have been provoked
about the Thai state and Thai power?
Perhaps because I am luk khrueng I tend towards
the comparative lens. W. E. B. Du Bois said that
Black people have a special ability because of their
enslavement to look at events through a doubleconsciousness, the lens of the dominated and the
dominant. A different kind of double vision is available to luk khrueng. I can’t help but translate what
is Western into Eastern, Eastern back into Western,
and despite the constraints of two languages built
for entirely different things, I try, still, to shape
what I know into a bridge back and forth.
But our foreign teachers would have been ill-equipped
to prepare such bifurcated lessons. Most of them
were only in Thailand for four years before moving on
to an international school elsewhere. Teaching as a
passport for world travel: in this way, my White,
mostly-British teachers were capitalizing on their
First World privilege. They could only take their
Western curriculums with them, and not incorporate
local history because they rarely stayed long enough
to become local specialists. The fact that we had
almost no Thai teachers conveyed to us students all
that we needed to know of the school’s appraisal of
local education, and thus local worth.
There were exceptions to this dearth of local context.
A dedicated Economics teacher took the class on a
field trip to Cambodia so that we could understand
the concept of purchasing power parity. What it
takes to buy rice at a market in Phnom Penh in the
late 1990s was very different, relative to what you
earned, than what it took to afford rice in a Bangkok
market. In this way people’s living standards were
different, a lesson that sat in disturbing proximity to
our excursion to the Tuol Sleng genocide museum.
Right next door to our perfumed and privileged lives,
real hardship, real atrocity, real suffering had
ripped through a country. We had an extraordinary
history teacher from New Zealand who taught Modern
Chinese and Japanese history. He brought the Thai
writer Pira Sudham to visit. I want to say that we
were assigned to read one of Khun Pira’s short stories
about the Northeast, but I’m not sure. What stands
out in my memory is how comical I regarded this
effort to give our curriculum some local color.
I wasn’t interested in it. I wanted to drink up things
from the West: I wanted to read anything in the canon.
I understood already how those things mattered. In
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that way, my school was quite successful. The indoctrination of internalized racism went deep in me.
Why did I learn French? Maybe because I sensed
what I can only name now, which is the condescension
of much of our school towards the Thai teacher. As
an educator myself, I pity the woman who taught her
charges, knowing they were banned from speaking
Thai on school grounds except in her classroom. We
were paying astronomical amounts to learn “proper
English.”
Even the location of the Thai classroom was problematic. For much of school you learnt the language
in the Thai pavilion, a traditional structure with a
fluted orange tile roof sitting on stilts over a pond.
It was surrounded by lily pads and a field, where you
were often chased by geese. Every other subject took
place in the high school block, where a long corridor
showed window after window of your peers sitting
respectfully in class. On the one hand, the Thai pavilion
was beautiful. But it was also othered—literally set
apart. To me, this made it less serious than Maths
and Science. Thai was a place to go and have fun, be
cultural, but not to be academic.
I wasn’t in that class. My Thai was reserved for home
life, and because my grandparents are Chinese
immigrants, I was self-conscious that I might not
speak Thai properly. In fact, I didn’t. My Thai had a
Chinese accent, something I realized and corrected
when I worked, later, with Thai nobility. I also didn’t
know how to banter in Thai because I spoke it with
my mother and grandparents. These factors led me
to turn away from my Thai heritage, mirroring the
typically unequal status between White fathers and
Thai mothers. In turning away from Thainess, I was
turning away from my mother. That is my personal
story, but the institutional racism of my school, like
many international schools, colluded with the
circumstances of my family to make me ashamed
of the fact that I am Thai.
I don’t think this is a problem confined only to me.
Why, then, did I go to Thai history to write my novel?
I hadn’t lived back home in a long time. I had written
a linked story collection fueled by rage at the way
Thailand is seen. I also raged because some of
those ideas—cliches—are true: the bar girls and
prostitutes, the beaches, the sketchy foreigners. In
that collection was one story about a wealthy young
nobleman who made a friend from the Klong Toei
slum. This friend radicalized him, and the nobleman
joined the 1970s protests. How someone of high
birth ended up at the 6 October massacre was a
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problem I wanted to solve. The writer Antonya Nelson
told me, “You’ll never land that in 30 pages.” She
advised me to make the story a novel.
To push what I knew about the student movement
into a full manuscript, I had to go to the archive. I
read A History of Thailand by Chris Baker and Pasuk
Phongpaichit to lay the groundwork for an understanding of my home. That book helped me realize
how little I knew. My education had given me so
little knowledge about the place I was born and
raised, but I also had to take responsibility for the
fact that I had done nothing about that. It was who
was perching in a country without granting it the
respect of prolonged study. I didn’t have context for
my family’s immigration, our lack of connection, of
advancement, of “luck.” I fell into other books, articles,
and thesis dissertations. I spoke to my family to
understand what it was like to live through the student
movement, then did a research trip to Phu Hin Rong
Kla, where there are still huts from the Communist
encampment of the 1970s.
My reading happened in America. From that distance
I felt safe enough to engage with the material I was
accessing. So much of what we say is censored in the
Kingdom; it isn’t only a question of what we can
read, but whether we can allow our minds to grapple
with what we find. For some years, I’ve taught
students from Mainland China. When I bring up the
issue of censorship they talk about VPNs and how
they can get around “the Great Wall.” Sure, but my
answer to them, and to Thais, too, is that if you don’t
know what you are looking for, you will never find it.
That’s the thing about growing up behind a wall. You
don’t know what you are missing, that there are
regions that lie off the map.
When you finally go to the archive, it yields horrors.
Or enlightenment, because of the chance for growth.
I started to integrate history with my lived experience,
like learning that King Rama V wanted the center of
Bangkok to be a place reserved for “true Thais,” and
connecting this with my immigrant family’s house
so far outside the city that it wasn’t even a suburb
for a long time, just rural. Or the names of the dozen
Sino-Thai families which dominate business in the
Kingdom. I know a member of many of those clans
between my international school and the Thai
community at the university I attended in the US.
I anticipate that my particular school in Bangkok,
taking offense, will probably issue a statement
saying that they are committed to guaranteeing a
proper English education for all their students. They

will say that their curriculum is shaped accordingly.
The International Baccalaureate, IGCSE, AP and A
Levels—the curriculums of international education
in Bangkok—aren’t designed to incorporate local
elements, but there’s a lot a school could do if it
chose to. Some quick ideas are to have a Thai history
month; bring in Thai speakers; hire Thai faculty;
partner with a sister school upcountry, so kids could
have buddies with English language learning going
one way and Thai language learning going the other.
Why were there no merit scholarships for low-income
Thai students? Why are there none now? Because
access is not a priority. It probably isn’t even a
consideration. There was pride in the years-long
waiting list for Thais, and pride if you were able to
vault over it. In the country with the largest wealth
gap in the world, being able to afford to pay farang
to teach your kids is one more status marker.
I also understand that international schools were
probably built for kids who would return to their
homelands in the West, at a time when it was
assumed that you didn’t need to learn anything
about the less-developed country you happened to
be living in. It is time for this to change.

What is so wrong with that, some will ask. It is still
not a crime to be wealthy in a capitalist society. The
shame, to me, is the obfuscation of the extreme
wealth and power that was concentrated among the
Thais in our school. That we did not speak of this
is a disservice to the education we might have had.
We needed to name and recognize what was going
on, which was that we were taught a colonial mindset
towards locals. And, Thais were represented only
by the most elite, unless we were luk khrueng,
which put us in a neither-here-nor-there category.
We could have situated ourselves honestly in the
context of our society. Integrating history with your
place in it allows you to see what is really happening
around you. This is part of what is meant by critical
thinking. It’s also important to growing up. It’s what
we should have been doing at international school:
thinking about our place in the country we inhabited,
and interrogating how we got there, instead of per
ching on the thin crust of expatriate life, or in the
hot air balloon of the hyper-privileged, floating
above the ordinary.

For us Thais, we were made to feel lesser in our own
country. This is a signature colonial achievement.
There is something awful and funny about the elite
giving their children an education that will make
them come to feel dispossessed. The effect of studying
the doings of far-off, usually-White people is to
breed a colonial mindset into those from a country
that says it has never been colonized. What happens
instead is a colonization of the mind, a positioning
that over there is power and rightness; over here is
terra nullius—uninhabited land, the fraudulent
claim that the British, in particular, used to justify
their colonization over land that was occupied, was
peopled, even if the British weren’t prepared to
recognize them.
Not everyone wants a radical education. This is the
truth of the matter. As long as we were sitting in
rows chanting the lineage of Tudor kings, which
seemed to have no bearing on our own lives, we
were not interrogating the line of Chakri ones.
We were not studying the deliberate way King
Chulalongkorn had to mimic Queen Victoria, how
Siam had to modernize quick so that he could be
recognized as a monarch and Siam as a sovereign
nation. We were not looking around the room when
the names of 19th century Thai courtiers matched
those of the students sitting among us.
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Unity or Conflict? Authenticity and
National Identity in Reproducing
the Buddha’s Image in Thailand
Tawanwad Kitidumrongsook

60

Introduction

Buddha images are common and thoroughly
distributed in Thailand. Such action is so common
that in almost every single home, there resides
either a photo, a painting, or a statue at, ideally, the
highest place in the house. People often carry the
Buddha’s image in the form of an amulet, made of
precious metal and decorated with valued gems.
Wall paintings and sculptures can also be sighted in
Wat which are built in almost every district around
the country. Apart from being an indicator of the
popularity of images of the Buddha, this shows how
greatly – but unsurprisingly – Buddhism is revered
in Thailand. These reproductions are believed to be
empowered with the ability to ward off evil, bestow
luck, and even grant wishes. For that reason, they
form the everyday environment of Thai people. After
all, Thailand presents itself as one of those “Lands
of Buddhism” via authorized history and selected
cultural heritage. Most Thai people today would define
themselves as Buddhist.
The Buddha’s image is featured as one of Thailand’s
cultural icons. Buddhism is planted deeply in Thai
national identity. Consequently, limitations on how
Buddhist icons – especially the Buddha’s image – can
be reproduced as art or in art are firmly established.
Nothing like Hikaru Nakamura’s cheeky portrayal
of Jesus and Buddha as roommates on earth in the
manga Saint Young Men 1 could be created in Thailand.
One of the most atypical artistic reproductions of the
Buddha that could appear without being ruthlessly
denounced was Rachata Siriyakul’s “The Image of
Buddha,” a series of Renaissance-style oil paintings
which illustrate the life and death of the Buddha.
These paintings were peacefully exhibited at the
Serindia Gallery at Bangrak from 14 November 2019
until 12 January 20202: not much reaction was sighted
on social networks. Contrariwise, two months before
Rachata’s exhibition, a set of Buddha paintings
known as “The Ultraman Buddha” (September 2019)
by Supharat Chaijungreed was in the eye of the storm.
Public turmoil surrounded “the Ultraman Buddha” :
some parts of the Thai-Buddhist community and the
local authorities treated these paintings as offensive
reproductions of the Buddha, and they made sure
that the artist apologized to the public. Meanwhile,
many counter-reactions were also on the site. Some
social networks condemned those who forced an
apology out of the artist. Additionally, many others,
including scholars, some Thai national artists, and
a monk approved the artist’s exhibit as creativity. They
doubted whether art could flourish within Thai society.

The main aim of this article is to explicate the current
situation with regard to authenticity and its ties to
Thai national identity in the domain of artistic
expression. This will be done through a close
contemplation of the artworks themselves and the
opinions towards Supharat’s “the Ultraman Buddha”
paintings, in comparison with Rachata’s “Images of
the Buddha,” a relevant artwork which also contains
a reproduction of Buddhist icons. A brief overview of
authenticity and the creation of Thai national identity
will be given beforehand as a basis for the discussion.
In conclusion, this article will propose that authenticity,
alongside authorized national sentiment, regarding
the reproduction of the image of the Buddha in art has
been challenged and redefined by this whole incident.

Authenticity and Thai National Identity

Authenticity is a crucial concept for the assessment
of heritage, yet no true statement can be made
about it. Debates about its definition have taken
place since its appearance in the Venice Charter3.
Back then, authenticity was attached to the will to
preserve the original forms and fabric of historical
materials from the threat of temporal decay and
disasters. The authenticity of an object or architecture,
moreover, was deemed to be inherent in those
objects and architecture. Later, the definition based
on such objective material originality was challenged.
An approach that views authenticity as culturally
and temporally sensitive came into play, with the
Nara Document 4as its highlight. The concept of
authenticity is asserted to be socially constructed,
disunified, and constantly changing. Furthermore,
the tangibility of material is no longer the sole criteria
for assessing authenticity; the intangible side of
culture such as ritual practices needs to be considered
as well5. Both sides of the argument are subject to
ongoing negotiations – and this too comes into play in
the conflict over the propriety of artistic reproduction
of Buddha images in Thailand.
Thai national identity is, too, a social construction
inseparable from cultural heritage and the concept
of authenticity. The coining of a canonical reproduction
of the Buddha image is one of the bases that Thai
national identity depends on. It has been a subject
of social negotiation throughout the ages. Maurizio
Peleggi argued that “the social life” of the images of
the Buddha can be marked in 3 stages: each transformation is affected by “epistemic shifts” which
allow other “ways of seeing” to be realizable. The
first stage is the “object of worship:” images of the
Buddha were viewed and treated as talismanic
items, as objects embodying the good and the sacred.
The holders, mostly rulers of lands, would gain their
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positional legitimacy; therefore, this stage binds the
possession of Buddha images with Kingship6.
The following stage was slowly formed during the
late nineteenth century until, by the early twentieth
century, it emerged as a tactic to survive imperialism.
Buddha images were envisioned and managed as
“antiquities” for the elites. Systematic organization
of cultural resources to form narratives about the
origins and history of Thai civilization have materialized in the form of national museums and research
on the categorization of Buddha images. Buddha’s
image was sorted into art periods following the
chronology of Thailand’s ancient kingdoms and was
identified correspondingly. In this phase, cultural
heritage was officially connected to the molding of
Thai identity. Importantly, the canon of Buddhist
iconography was established by multiple claims that
the Buddha’s image in the Sukhothai period is the
epitome of beauty7.
The most recent stage took place in the 1970s, and
resulted from the government’s desire to battle
against communism and the royals’ need to renew
the holiness of their status. Their method was the
strengthening of nationalistic identification in people.
Buddhism was heavily promoted as moral guidance
for the people. Therefore, Buddhist images, inheriting
all the views that had previously been associated
with them, were regarded and promulgated as sites
of memory for the nation. “Awareness of cultural
property” was awakened widely in the public during
this stage8.
Peleggi’s studies provide a sharp explanation of how
Thai cultural heritage – specifically the images of
the Buddha – and national identity have firmly bonded
with each other. He also defines the canonical way
of reproducing the image of the Buddha which
contributes directly to this article’s concern with
authenticity. Moreover, he generously yields an
explanation of the public’s negative reaction against
an unorthodox artistic interpretation of any Buddhist
icon in the present. I now wish to continue the saga
that was mapped out by Peleggi by introducing signs
of change in Thai society’s way of seeing.

Situations: the Ultraman Buddha, the Birth
of Ultraman, and the Storm

The “Ultraman Buddha” is a set of four oil-on-canvas
paintings depicting the fusion of the Sukhothai-school
Buddha’s image – mainly the head – in the traditional
golden form, posing with bodily actions, and adorning
the red-blue-and-silver apparels of the Japanese
superhero “Ultraman.” Pattern icons of renowned
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luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton and Fendi are
painted as backgrounds surrounding the Buddha9.
The set was created as an assignment in a class by
Supharat Chaijungreed, who was at that moment a
female senior art major from the Faculty of Education,
Rajabhat Nakhon Ratchasima University. The paintings
were displayed in an exhibition among other student’s work at Terminal 21 Korat from 3rd – 11th
September 2561 BE (2019 CE)10and were put away
before the end date due to the controversy that they
caused.11
Before we dive into the sea of conflict, we must first
be introduced to the artist’s main material other
than the Buddha’s image: Ultraman himself.

Ultraman

To simply introduce the character, Ultraman is
mighty and righteous. He is an extraterrestrial being
called “Ultra” from another nebular who comes to
reside on earth with a mission to eradicate Kaiju –
monsters who have broken the universal law. Ultra’s
power was weakened by the environment of the
earth; therefore, he would have to occupy a human
host, making him an “Ultraman.” Ultra could only
appear for three minutes before he ran out of energy.
He must defeat the monsters within that short window
of time.12
Ultraman is a character from the multi-saga television
series Ultraman. His first screen appearance was in
2539 BE (1966 CE) on a Japanese channel called
TPS. The plot in each episode, or story arc, was simple:
when peace is threatened by monsters, the protagonist would transform himself into Ultraman; then,
he has 3 minutes to defeat the monsters. Despite
the simplicity, the fascinating designs of each hero
and monster, and their super-powers are what
make the show so successful. Ultraman was one of
the most popular “superheroes” for Asian boys in
the 2540s (1970s) and he has remained a cultural
icon until the present day.
Although the Ultraman character was made in Japan,
a Thai director named Somphote Deuanchai claimed
that he is the true designer of Ultraman. He said that
he was inspired by the Sukhothai Buddha image,
since he grew up surrounded by Wat and Buddha
statues in Ayutthaya.13 This claim is debatable.
However, Somphot has fought 3 cases against
Tsuburaya Productions Co. to acquire the license to
distribute Ultraman outside Japan. He has also sent
some letters to the Ministry of Culture and the
Ministry of Justice for help because he believes
that if he loses, Thailand would lose its cultural
heritage.14 Somphot’s claim curiously connects Thai

national ideology and the discourse on the Sukhothai
Buddha’s image with the Ultraman character before
Supharat’s paintings existed. This background
makes the furious reception of “The Ultraman Buddha”
even more puzzling.

September 12th, one of the paintings was sold in an
auction on Facebook for 600,000 baht. The money
will be used for buying Intensive Care Unit beds and
sending them out to hospitals.22

The incident

Rachata Siriyakul’s “The Image of Buddha” is a series
of oil paintings, depicting the Buddha’s life through
the rough-yet-delicate brush strokes of the Renaissance art school. Rachata combined his interpretation
of the Buddha’s life with his art training. As a result,
Caucasian versions of Siddhartha, Angulimala,
Suddhodana, Maha Maya, and others are brought to
life on canvas. Rachata’s work was exhibited at
Serindia Gallery, Bangrak from 14 November 2019
until 12 January 2020. The exhibition was a 10-year
anniversary celebration of the gallery and, also, a
“tribute” to David L. Snellgrove’s The Image of the
Buddha 23 which was published by Serindia Publications, UNESCO, and Kodansha in 1978. The book is
said to be a “comprehensive survey of the visual
representations of the Buddha image that appeared
throughout Asia for more than 2,000 years.”24

On 6 September 2561, the paintings – as photographed
from the exhibition – went viral. Debate on its
properness stormed the internet and news organizations. The governor of Nakhorn Ratchasima
promptly contacted the university. The vice president
of the university rushed to the student who painted
the pictures and her supervisor. He delivered the
bad news of a pending threat. Her paintings upset
many Buddhists because they were deemed
“disrespectful.” On the next day, the student was
taken by the governor and the vice-chairman to Pra
Thep Simapon, the Chief Monk of Nakhon Ratchasima. There, in front of monks, provincial authorities,
university personnel, and cameras, she kor-ka-ma
(asked for forgiveness) with tears in her eyes. The
incident was recorded and broadcasted to the public.15
The Chief Monk forgave her, but reminded her that
Buddhism is greatly revered by Thai Buddhists and,
therefore, to be more considerate about creating
anything Buddhism-related in the future.16 All of this
happened even though the student explained that
the inspiration stemmed from her reverence: the
Buddha is, for her, a hero – like her childhood hero,
Ultraman. The lord could endure any distress or
temptation and could also ward away evil; akin to
how Ultraman would eventually defeat any monster
and save the day.17
The national artist, Chalermchai Kositpipat, fully
supported the student’s creativity and criticized the
society as status quo: “… Kids these days are already
that brave. So, if we are out scolding them, planting
fear in their hearts, how could change happen?”18
Phra Maha Praiwan, a monk, commented that he
was interested in the meaning behind the painting
rather than the propriety of its style; since the Buddha’s
image already has many attitudes, why couldn’t he
appear as Ultraman? He also viewed the whole
kor-ka-ma scene as an abusive force on the part of
the authorities,19 objecting to comments on the internet
that criticized freedom of artistic expression.20
The story continued on September 11th. Representatives of a group called “Buddhist powers of the
land” (chao-buth-palang-pan-din) went to a police
station and filed a report accusing Supharat and her
supporters of ridiculing Buddhism.21 However, on

Case for Comparison: “The Image of Buddha”

Contest War praised Rachata’s works as artworks
that “transcend the line between ideas, belief, and the
rules of the society.”25 A person on twitter who visited
the exhibition posted photos of Rachata’s work and
also commented that his idea is “distinct.” Her tweet
received around 6000 retweets.26 In short, Rachata got
praised, but his work did not become a major news story.

Discussions

This article has introduced two distinct – yet mutually
relevant – exemplar artistic reproductions of the
Buddha: Rachata’s “Images of the Buddha” and
Supharat’s “The Ultraman Buddha.” Both pieces were
created with equal respect and reverence to Buddhism
and Buddha. However, society received them with two
different attitudes: one with calmness and the other
with a loud bang. Without sorting out how promotion
affects these receptions, the decisive factors
responsible for their distinct receptions at this point
would appear to be the difference in style and its
contribution to Thai national identity.
Stylistic selection is crucial because of its ability to let
its creator share their interpretation visually and to
stimulate sensorial interpretation on the part of the
audience. This article proposes that the collage-like
way of arranging elements in the Ultraman Buddha
seems more daring and provocative. Supharat roughly
put together the head of a golden Buddha with the
body of the Ultraman character. She did little to
render the head and the body into a new harmonious
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being. As a result, a message is sent firmly towards
its beholder: the Buddha is literally the Ultraman for
Supharat. On the flipside, Rachata’s merged his
elements and presented them as a new whole, making
the image visually unrecognizable alone. Rachata’s
Buddha not only adopted the Renaissance oil tradition,
but also depicted the Buddha and the other beings
with a Caucasian physiology. Buddhism is blended
so smoothly into the Renaissance oil-paint tradition
that it loses any striking effect. If no placard is available
alongside Rachata’s paintings, viewers might have
a hard time guessing which story the paintings are
trying to tell. Thus, the sharp sensory rousing done
by the Ultraman Buddha’s collage-like style manages
to incite the same amount of opinion, whether
against or in agreement.
Another equally serious component is how the artwork
contributes to the authorized discourse of Thainess:
does the artwork try to assimilate with it or does the
artwork challenge it? This article also proposes that
“The Ultraman Buddha” – due to Supharat’s choice
of style – is the only work that bluntly challenges the
dominating definition of Thainess. The Buddha’s
image signifies the great and the sacred which is
tied to the Nation, the King, and the Religion.27 It
should be left untouched by mundane things.
Contrariwise, the Ultraman is entertainment that
belongs to the worldly joys of the mass. These two
components should not meet; the head of the
Buddha should not be glued on top of the body of a
cartoon character as Supharat did in her paintings
– even though Ultraman was once claimed to be
inspired by the Buddha’s image and Somphot had
encouraged people to think of Ultraman as part of
Thailand’s cultural heritage.
Meanwhile, Rachata’s works seemed to go for
assimilation by introducing Buddhism – an authorized
Thai quality – to international culture. Rachata’s
Renaissance portrayal of the Buddha had fused his
Thai upbringing with the great civilization of the
west. There is no need to criticize these two elements,
since they combine the Buddha’s image with
something of equal status. The national discourse
should, therefore, be enhanced by Rachata’s art.
The need to abstain from direct contact between the
Buddha’s image and popular culture revealed a
continuous sense of authenticity which lies under
the reproduction of the Buddha’s image. Even though
that orthodoxy has moved away from wat, statues,
and amulets, people’s creations must only connect
the Buddha image with elements of equal importance.
Authenticity is as connected to the canonical way of
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reproduction as it ever was, regardless of intention.
Other artistic experimentation would be unauthentic,
and this affects the well-crafted sacredness of the
national discourse. Therefore, “The Ultraman Buddha”
has managed to upset some Thai-Buddhist citizens
and authorities.
However, as mentioned in the previous section,
many of the important names in society truly saw
the beauty in Supharat’s works, as they accept that
the core idea of the work had justified its right to
exist. They asked those who expressed the opposite
view to do the same. Supharat’s “The Ultraman
Buddha” has managed to stimulate a process of
public reflection on artistic freedom concerning the
reproduction of the Buddha’s image. Her work and
the opinions of her supporters could be said to have
contributed to a redefinition of authenticity: one that
would prioritize intention more than form.

Conclusion

Ideally, authenticity should function as a moral code
to keep the people in one united identity – but are
the people united? The more it wages its power, the
more doubt grows inside society. The stylistic
orthodoxy is worshiped to the point of absurdity and,
consequently, seems to sabotage the national
discourse further. Canons from the colonial age
have reached their expiration date because the “way
of seeing,” which is mentioned by Peleggi, has been
through a major change. Due to the rapid distribution
of, and the diversity of sources of information in the
digital age, knowledge is now decentralized, and not
available only to the elites. Citizens nowadays
contribute to epistemological trends and define their
concept of nation and authenticity.
While representatives of the static definition of
authenticity from materialism still hold power,
challenges by people who hold a more dynamic and
value-based definition of authenticity are also at
hand. The correct definition is subject to negotiation
within Thai society, and thus there is pressure for a
better version of authenticity that embraces future
positive creativities.
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Youth Against the (Singular) Future:
The Three-Finger’ Salute, Rap
Against Dictatorship, and Yellow
Rubber Ducks
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General Prayut Chan-o-cha came to power via a military
coup d’état on May 22, 2014, after a political crisis.
The junta soon declared martial law and attempted
to control public opinion by detaining public figures,
controlling public activities, and surveilling the
internet. Interestingly, the repression inspired young
people to resist with different strategies from their
predecessors. By borrowing symbols and tactics
from popular and global culture, they were able to
express their political opinions in a way that the
conservative nationalists could not comprehend.
The contemporary political struggle since 2014 has
been a crucial period in the study of visual culture
in Thailand. Its internationalism allows the event to
be situated in the broader context of global capitalism
and youth culture in general.
With regard to the use of the three-finger salute that
the protesters borrowed from a novel and Hollywood
movie series, The Hunger Games, the crucial key to
understanding the appropriation is not the meaning
of the salute. Rather, the question to ask is why this
series and not other films? In other words, what do
the youth of Thailand relate to in these movies?
I found that another critical component in the
movement to be the emergence of a new poetic and
sonic experience. Using rap as their mode of expression, new artists, such as the hip-hop project Rap
Against Dictatorship (RAD) and the rap-metal band
Bomb at Track, were able to produce a new form of
social commentary. Their songs are impactful darker,
harsher, and more cynical than Preng-Pur-Cheewit
(Music for Life), their predecessor, that is a relic
from the Cold War era. I will examine a music video
of RAD’s hit Pratade-ku-mee, which adopted the
imagery of the October 6, 1976 massacre into its
production, not as an unforgettable memory, but as
an elusive, haunting experience.

The Precarious Singular Future

The three-finger salute made it into the news as a
symbol of resistance on November 19, 2014. Its first
appearance was in front of General Prayut Chan-o-cha,
who was visiting Khon Kaen, a major province in the
Northeast. The salute was performed by Jatupat
Boonpattararaksa or Pai Dao Din and members of the
Dao Din human rights organization. Boonpattararaksa
and his friend were arrested on the spot.1 A university
student showed it again the next day. The three-finger
salute was presented in front of the banner for The
Hunger Games: Mockingjay – Part 1, at a cinema in
Bangkok; the act confirmed its origin.2 The film was
the third of four films that were adapted from young
adult novels that were written by American novelist
Suzanne Collins.

The Hunger Games tells the story of a young woman
named Katniss Everdeen, who would become a heroine
of a resistance force against President Snow and his
brutal authoritarian regime in the futuristic, dystopian
nation of Panem. The Hunger Games, the first volume
in the trilogy, was translated, published, and
distributed in Thailand in 2011, while the films
premiered in the same year as in other parts of the
world.

This was not the first time Thai protesters borrowed
symbolic and performative gestures from popular
culture. A few months earlier, a student was arrested
for the act of eating sandwiches and reading copies
of George Orwell’s novel1984 in front of Siam Paragon,
a glamourous shopping mall in the heart of Bangkok.3
Although these choices, a literary classic and a
young adult film, may seem unrelated at first glance,
it should be highlighted that they have three things
in common. First, they both tell the story of defiance
against a corrupt, authoritarian regime. Second,
they both depict the world of surveillance. Third,
they are futuristic fiction that portrays the near future
as dystopian. Unlike the act of reading1984, The
Hunger Games’ three-fingered salute caught on and
became popular. Since 2014, it has been performed
by a new group of protesters: the young, energetic,
and crafty people of the Millennial Generation and
Generation Z. It has been performed everywhere,
from the protesters in the mob to schoolchildren
during morning assemblies.4 The salute has continued
to be an unofficial symbol of the youth who are
against the regime and of the political struggle of
their time, yet its meaning is obscure.

In The Hunger Games, the three-finger salute was
originally used to express gratitude, admiration, and
say goodbye. In the novel, Everdeen noted “[i]t is an old
and rarely used gesture of our district, occasionally
seen at funerals. It means thanks, it means admiration,
it means goodbye to someone you love.”5 It is shown
prominently in the films. Some Thai critics argued
that the origin of the three-finger salute is the trinity
of values freedom, fraternity, and equality used in
the French Revolution (I failed to find substantial
evidence for this claim).6 Pravit Wongsuwan, the
Deputy Prime Minister and former Minister of Defense,
also made a mocking comment that it is a scout salute.7
The recent interpretation came from Free Youth, the
protesters themselves. They claimed that three fingers
signify three demands: dissolution of the House,
ending intimidation of the people, and drafting a new
constitution.8 Ittipon Kotamee, a columnist in the
magazine Way, observed that the protesters’ appropriation of the symbol was “an art of referring out of
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Three arrested in Thailand after flashing Hunger
Games salute at premiere
context,” in which students “borrow the form from
the film.”9 Adopting a Foucauldian view with the
word “Archeology” in the title, Kotamee suggested
that the symbol contains multiple meanings, and
should not be restricted to one interpretation. I think
that the real question is not what the three fingers
stand for, but why is a symbol from a fictional
Hollywood movie being adopted in a real political
movement in another country? In other words, I
argue that none of these interpretations explain the
underlying ideological drive behind the movement.
Referencing it to the French Revolution also risks
diluting its political significance in the same way that
Wongsuwan attempted to undermine the narrative
using the scouting reference. We should take The
Hunger Games seriously and ask: What could The
Hunger Games tell us about the political struggle in
Thailand? Indeed, we should admit that it was
exactly The Hunger Games that provided the context
for the protest.

In Precarious Dystopias: The Hunger Games, In
Time, and Never Let Me Go, the late Mark Fisher, a

British culture theorist, pointed out “[w]hat makes
The Hunger Games more than a workaday thriller
is its disclosing of a world—a world that, as with all
dystopias that connect, is a distorting mirror of our
own.”10 He was referring to the results of the 2008
global financial crisis and economic meltdown. He
observed that The Hunger Games “film and novel
have no doubt resonated so powerfully with its young
audience because it has engaged feelings of betrayal
and resentment rising in a generation asked to
accept that its quality of life will be worse than that
of its parents.”11 In this context, he refers to the
contemporary state of precariousness, in which the
poor are constantly exposed to uncertainty and
vulnerability in every aspect of life. Fisher noted that
this is done through “strategic impoverishment and
enforced competition [which] are intended to make
solidarity impossible so that each must face death
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alone.”12 In The Hunger Games, this method of
governance is manifested in the form of a reality
show, where teenage “tributes” from every district
of the nation “volunteer” to fight in a battle royal to
entertain the dominant class in the capital.
In the same essay, Fisher also noted that the chief
difference between novel and film is the shift from
a first-person narrative to a third-person narrative,
which “allows us a few glimpses into the world beyond
the arena.”13 Fisher described Panem, the fictional
nation in North America, as “cyber-feudal,” where
the Capitol, its capital, “extracts wealth via direct
expropriation rather than through the market.”14
Fisher noted:
Market signifiers are, after all, strangely absent
from the Capitol. Commodities are ubiquitous, but
there are no corporate logos, shops, or brand names
in the city. So far as we can see, the state, under the
beady gaze of President Snow, seems to own
everything. It exerts its power directly, via an
authoritarian police force of white-uniformed
Peacekeepers, who inflict punishment summarily,
and symbolically, through The Hunger Games and
other rituals in which the districts are required to
demonstrate their subordination.15
When Katniss Everdeen and Peeta Mellark travel via
high-speed train to the Capitol for the first time in
The Hunger Games, the film depicts the capital as a
futuristic and spectacular city with a skyscraper skyline
and endless clusters of high-rise buildings. A similar
scene arguably could be seen in a metropolitan city
anywhere in the world. However, if one considers
the administration, which concentrates all the
wealth and resources from 12 districts in the capital,
and the inequality that such a policy created, it would
not be difficult to relate the Capitol to Bangkok. The

glimpses of Panem and the Capitol shed light on
Thailand and Bangkok. The Japan Times makes a
fair comparison between Panem and Thailand:
But [the three-finger salute] morphs into a more
general symbol of an uprising against their wealthy,
totalitarian overlords, who live in a luxurious capital,
protected by a zealous military. The message resonated
in Thailand, where a hugely disproportionate chunk
of wealth is concentrated in the hands of a small
Bangkok minority, and where generals have launched
repeated coups to protect their interests.16
Reconsidering the incident in which Pai Dao Din and
other activists performed the salute in front of the
Prime Minister Chan-o-cha, I noticed that five protesters did not confront the junta but turned their
backs on him to face the cameras. The composition
in the image presented in the press resonated with
the scene in The Hunger Games: Catching Fire in
which Everdeen and Mellark, who became the victors
of the competition, were detained by the furious District
11 while raising their three-finger salute up to the
sky. The incident superimposed Khon Kaen, a city
with a history of rebellions against subjugation by
Bangkok, on District 11, which shared the same
relationship with the Capitol (Figure 1.). Rather than
the film mirroring the world, the reenactment lays
reality over fiction. As the junta continued to dominate
Thailand through a controversial cybersecurity bill,
an increase in military spending, and police brutality,
it feels like watching Thailand become Panem.
At the end of the essay, Fisher asks, “Could it be that
Collins’s novels are not only in tune with our actually
existing but disintegrating neoliberal dystopia, but
also with the world that will replace it?”17 I do not
think Fisher was aware that his prediction would be
here to stay so soon. Although The Hunger Games
appears less relevant in the Western liberal democratic context, it provides a mirror image of Thailand
and its big brother, China. Slavoj Žižek, a Slovenian
philosopher, observed, “Capitalism is the first
socio-economic order which de-totalizes meaning…
the fundamental lesson of globalization is precisely
that capitalism can accommodate itself to all civilization, from Christian to Hindu and Buddhist.”18 He
argued that the economic crisis in the United States
and European countries in the 2010s proved that
capitalism does not necessarily go together with
liberal democracy. On the contrary, the economic
success of China in the global market provides an
example of an alternative formula that might work

better: authoritarian capitalism.19 Although Thailand’s feudal capitalism might not be as successful
on the global stage, the increasing economic
inequality among its citizens was the result of “pitting
them against each other.” When the salute was first
used in 2014, the protesters might have been uncertain
as to what the future would bring. However, when
Prime Minister Chan-o-cha announced the 20-Year
National Strategy (2018-37) at the end of 2018, it
became clear what to be against. Indeed, it was the
authoritarian vision of a singular future that would
overshadow their lives for at least two decades.

The Specters of October 6

Rap Against Dictatorship (RAD) is a collaborative
group of ten hip-hop artists led by Liberate P and
Jacoboi. Originally, the group wanted to invite
celebrities to rap about the contemporary political
situation, but they invited their members instead,
because of difficult financial circumstances.20 RAD
released their first single, Prathet-Gu-Mee (My
Country Has…), on October 14, 2018 on their YouTube
channel, and it achieved 20 million views within a
week. Inside an average gangsta rap, beats, and
rhyme hide unexpected radical lyrics that highlight
the absence of justice in post-truth politics. Their
anti-government lyrics were controversial enough
to receive endorsement and hushed criticism from
politicians. Two of the members were arrested.21
The arrival of hip-hop music as socio-political
commentary is something entirely new in Thailand.
The song occupied a strange space in the Thai
political movement that belonged to leftist folk music
and spoken poetry. The old leftist resistance music
has slowly lost its magic since the fall of communism
in the Soviet Union in the 1990s. This claim is not
unique to Thailand, but is instead a global phenomenon.
Žižek described his strange experience of watching
a documentary on a famous leftist American songwriter, Pete Seeger, and a country singer performed
an anti-Obama song on Fox News. He noted that,
“the contemporary radical-populist Right strangely
reminds us of the old radical-populist Left.”22 I think
Žižek was right when he pointed out that the populist
message does not distinguish left from right as long
as it is a populist position. If we maintain his argument
that capitalism is a force which de-totalizes meaning,
it could be said that capitalism has been diluting the
meaning of the ex-revolutionaries and their songs.
Thailand’s example gave a much clearer picture.
When Caravan, the “leftist for life” band “returned”
from the jungle in 1980, they slowly changed their
lyrics, which had been written for the populist left,
to serve the populist right.23 For example, they
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music industry” and “the death of the social” in urban
space via cooperative privatization.25 Fisher
highlighted the fact that the first condition of independent music converts the second into “a kind of
anti-mythical myth,” making the economic instability
that capitalism has recently caused marketable.
Unlike their forerunners, who see capitalism as the
only game in town and express themselves in
escapism and hedonism, RAD was able to go against
the grain of Thailand’s regressive music industry
through political struggle. In other words, the
precariousness that the project embraced allowed
it to achieve the second real in hip-hop music.
Ironically, at the same time, the precarity in the
political atmosphere is what makes RAD’s achievement possible. Cyberspace was a hotbed for their
resistance music, which the government cannot
control. The paradox of RAD is that its late arrival
made it be in time for the new social movement. RAD
proposed a different train of thought; if we cannot
think of a better future, perhaps we should undermine
what happens today.

Rap Against Dictatorship
adapted some parts of their lyrics sung for the
Communist Party of Thailand to glorify the Thai
national army instead. Most of the “jungle songs”
survive in the form of a recording by reduction
technique that undermines their meaning. Therefore,
it was not so strange to hear old leftist songs being
performed by the right-wing People’s Democratic
Reform Committee (PDRC) during their 2013-2014
protest.
In Thailand, hip-hop was popularized in the 1990s by
the works of Joey Boy and Thaitanium. They either
experienced hip-hop abroad as exchange students
or through diasporas. In Capitalist Realism: Is There
No Alternative?, Fisher observed that the 1990s was
a period in which rock music that used to be rebellious
and free suffered from commodification by the
music industry and telecommunication. At the same
time, hip-hop emerged as a new popular genre that
offered the audience something different. Fisher
observed, “For much hip hop, any ‘naïve’ hope that
youth culture could change anything has been
replaced by the heady embracement of a brutally
reductive version of ‘reality’.”24 He pointed out that
hip-hop performed two versions of the real: “an
uncompromised music that refuses to sell out to the
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However, what ultimately stimulated public debate
was not only the song but also the music video. With
the use of computer graphics, the rappers performed
in a black-and-white scene surrounded by a cheering
crowd; an eerie atmosphere of time out of joint.
After an electric guitar solo, the camera turns
slightly from the outside to the inside to show a man
hitting a hanged body with a folding chair. In the
faraway background, the big roof of Thammasat
University’s conference hall becomes visible (Figure
2.). Suddenly, the references confirm to the audience
that the music video took place in a well-known
photograph of the October 6, 1976 massacre, in
which progressive university students were brutally
killed by extreme right-wing paramilitary groups,
and their corpses humiliated in public. Thongchai
Winichakul, a prominent Thai historian who was one
of the student leaders in the incident, noted that his
relationship to the incident is a haunted one; he cannot forget, but does not want to remember.26
Although public memories of the incident are
obscured, the families are still waiting for the
return of their loved ones who went “missing.”
Nonetheless, the image RAD used as a reference
has long been used in contemporary art and visual
culture. For example, Horror in Pink No. 1 (2001), a
photograph by Thai contemporary artist Manit
Sriwanichpoom, showed Pink Man, a metaphor for
the ignorant, middle-class Thai in the economic
bubble of the 1990s, as one of the observers. Rather
than critiquing the incident, the artist used the event

to criticize the ignorance of the Bangkok27 people
that elected Samak Sundavej, who was involved in
the massacre, as a governor of Bangkok. In a sense,
Pink Man also marked the historical moment in the
1990s and early 2000s, when democracy flourished
and the struggle had been forgotten. I argue that
RAD’s Prathet-Gu-Mee also presents a perspective
held by the new generation. Unlike Sriwanichpoom’s
Pink Man, who is observing from the position of the
cheering crowd, RAD is performing inside the circle
as specters from the future, which are invisible to
the past. It speaks the language of the real that is
similar to The Hunger Games; the work expresses
the unease of the generation that involuntarily lives
in the consequences of their parents’ actions. Tiva
Sarachudha, a prominent music critic, summed it
up when he wrote about the music video: “For my
reaction as one of the people who were involved in
14 October [1973] and 6 October [1976], the video
that uses images of the incident in the past for
political gains in the present is disgusting and
degrading.”28 Perhaps, the old left should be
reminded that the past cannot be separated from
the present. For the generation that does not
remember the massacre, the incident was neither
traumatic nor tragic, but haunted. Prathet-Gu-Mee
expresses a cynical and critical distance from the
mythical past while it attacks the present.

Yet Another “Symbol”

The year 2020 was a productive year for studying
political resistance in Thailand. Some strategies
were adopted from the umbrella movement of Hong
Kong, especially in terms of resisting mass surveillance and raising the bar for freedom of expression.
Observing the scene of the protest where young
people got organized, lined up, and passed to the
front of the line, I had never seen any protest that
was this horizontal. Free Youth, one of the protest
organizers, has declared that the protest is self-organized, and there is neither an individual organizer
nor a leader.29 Watching the mass move in synchronicity
reminds me of Fisher’s call for the production of “a
collective subjectivity” that functions against the
force of individualization and privatization in capitalist
realism.30
Despite the COVID-19 pandemic that hit the country
and the globe, Mob Fests and Free Arts, the artistic
and creative front of the protest, has been a driving
force behind the spectacles and artistic activities in
the protest. The three-finger salute remains the
symbol of the resistance.31 RAD’s new music video,
Patiroop (reform), was shot inside the protest, with

Pai Dao Din featured in the crew. There was also a
yellow rubber duck, which has recently become a
“symbol” of the resistance. However, the arrival of
yet another “symbol” signals a hard truth: it has
been six years since the three-finger salute emerged,
yet the protest did not achieve any of the demands.
At the same time, while the young generation has
been successful in distancing themselves from
historical bonds, they struggle to produce something for their own time. At best, they were only
given one symbol after another, as if the government
allows protesters to have as many symbols as they
want but not a new election. Rather than being
spontaneous, it is time to reorganize, and create a
critical distance. When the slogan “Down with
Feudalism, Long Live the People!” is shouted, we
should not forget to kill the feudalism within ourselves.
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Prologue: Setting the scene

The new century began with the most significant
incident of contemporary Thai theatre: the formation
of Bangkok Theatre Network (BTN), comprising
professional and student theatre makers as well as
scholars and critics, and the subsequent inauguration
of Bangkok Theatre Festival (BTF)2, the annual
fringe-style showcase of contemporary Thai theatre,
in 2002. With support from the historic Bang Lamphu
community, the festival, for more than a decade,
retained its hub at Santi Chaiprakan park next to Phra
Sumen fort on Phra Athit road, with performances
in some bookstores, cafes, pubs and restaurants in
this vibrant riverside neighbourhood, concurrently
with those in small studios and arts spaces across
the city. With political and climatic disruptions causing
the cancellation of some BTFs, the festival moved
its hub to Bangkok Art and Culture Centre (BACC)
in 2015, as part of the multidisciplinary arts centre’s
annual Performative Art Project (PAP)3. The gradual
development of BTN and BTF has created a considerable number of collaborations and co-productions
among BTN’s members, strengthening professional
ties among them as well as with theatregoers who
find it easier to track down their works, both during
and after the festival.
However, the fact that companies and troupes, with
various levels of management efficiency, take turns
running the festival on a yearly basis means that
there has been administrative disruption from
time to time and the festival’s growth, as a whole, is
rather slow. While this BTN bond and the consistency
of BTF mean more bargaining power with funding
bodies, especially for support from the Thai Health
Promotion Foundation in the festival’s early years
and Ministry of Culture’s Office of Contemporary Art
and Culture (OCAC) in most years, the fact that the
Thai cultural governing body has never shown any
interest in taking over the festival—the same way
that the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) did its
film counterpart—probably means that the festival
and contemporary Thai theatre in general, in comparison to other arts disciplines, is still deemed
peripheral.
On a positive note, the OCAC has been honouring
mid-career theatre artists with their Silpathorn
awards from the beginning in 2004 and the first
recipient is, fittingly, BTN’s secretary general Pradit
Prasartthong4. In addition to the veteran contemporary
theatre artists who have been consecrated National
Artists5, these distinctions are, to a certain extent,
against the notion that the Ministry of Culture only
promotes the preservation of traditional arts and

culture, and guarantee that these nationally
recognised artists receive future support from the
ministry.
Now that the scene has been set, this article will
survey and analyse other notable developments in
contemporary Thai theatre.

Act I: Shophouses, black boxes, white cubes
and arts centres

As theatre artists search for rehearsal and performance spaces, shophouses, black boxes, white cubes
and arts centres, in no particular order, have
responded to their demand and creativity. In the
2000s, Makhampom Theatre Group, led by Pradit,
and 8X8 Theatre Group, spearheaded by another
Silpathorn laureate Nikorn Sae Tang, set good
examples by turning commercial shophouses into
performance spaces, respectively Makhampom
Theatre Studio at Saphan Khwai intersection, and 8X8
Corner near the old Sam Yan market. Noteworthily,
despite their names, these venues were never
exclusively for the use of the two theatre collectives
who operated them, but were always available for
others at reasonable rates. Besides, at the latter,
non-theatregoers could also enjoy beverages, snacks
and traditional Thai massages downstairs while
theatre artists were living, rehearsing or performing
upstairs6. In the subsequent decade, Democrazy
Theatre Studio, was reconfigured from a two-unit
shophouse, in Bon Kai neighbourhood just off Rama
IV road, and Thong Lor Art Space (TLAS), likewise,
in Soi Sukhumvit 55 successfully developed into two
hubs of contemporary Thai theatre with the same
model, having produced and presented a wide variety
of contemporary theatre and dance works by Thai
and international artists, in addition to having
organised their festivals, respectively Bangkok’s
International Children’s Theatre Festival (BICT Fest)
and Low Fat Art Fes.7
Also vibrant in the 2000s was Patravadi Theatre8, a
cosy arts centre across Chao Phraya river from the
Grand Palace with an open-air medium-sized
playhouse, a studio theatre, rehearsal studios, a
library, a gallery, living quarters, a café and a
restaurant. In addition to its annual Bangkok Fringe
Festival where contemporary dance dialogue Pichet
Klunchun and Myself 9 had its world premiere in
2004, the resident company, headed by Patravadi
Mejudhon and comprising artists who were trained
in dance, theatre and music of both traditional Thai
and modern styles, staged a number of remarkable
inter- and intra-cultural productions referred to by
scholars as lakhon khanop niyom mai (theatre of
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“Likay Yak Tua Daeng”, photo courtesy of Makhampom Theatre Group

“Chai Yak”, photo courtesy of Theatre 8X8 and
Babymime

“21 3 4 A Brand New Musical”, photo courtesy of
Thong Lor Art Space

“Rai Phamnak”, photo courtesy of Theatre 8X8

“Lo Rak Lo Lilit Lilit Phra Lor”, photo courtesy of
Patravadi Theatre

“Chailai Pai Rop”, photo courtesy of Vic Hua Hin
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“Pichet Klunchun and Myself”, photo by Anant
Chantrasut, 2004
new tradition or an amalgam of traditional and modern
theatres). Across town and only a few hundred metres
from TLAS was Pridi Banomyong Institute, where
Crescent Moon Theatre, B-Floor Theatre and
Babymime were in residence for many years when
the former two converted two office rooms into
small studios namely Crescent Moon Space and
B-Floor Room. In addition to an auditorium, a
courtyard and gallery spaces in the same building
and its annual multidisciplinary Diverse Arts Festival,
the centre had been a home for generations of artists
and audiences until the management changed its
policy at the end of last decade.
Meanwhile, the non-commercial art gallery Tadu
Contemporary Art has hosted contemporary theatre
productions in all of its three venues chronologically
in Royal City Avenue (RCA), and on Tiamruammit and
Sukhumvit roads, the same way its predecessor
Bhirasri Institute of Modern Art did in the last
century. In a similar manner, in early 2010s the
BACC equipped its fourth-floor gallery space with
black curtains, lighting instruments and mobile
audience stands and the so-called Studio has double
tasked as a gallery and a performance space, a main
venue for BTF, BICT Fest as well as International
Dance Festival (IDF) and Asiatopia. It is notable here
that as part of Bangkok Art Biennale (BAB) 2018,
Marina Abramovic Institute (MAI) staged A Possible
Island?, with eight long-duration performances, at
BACC’s eighth-floor main gallery, the same space
where a few months later Pichet Klunchun Dance
Company experimented with an interdisciplinary
exhibition Overloaded: The Intangibles of Emptiness.10
It is evident here that when theatre artists are provided with ample space to both create and present
their works, they can be more prolific and creative.

“Overloaded”, photo by Jukkrit Hanpipatpanich
Furthermore, not only is sharing spaces among
different arts disciplines practical and cost-efficient,
it also brings new groups of audience to that
particular space.
At the opposite end of the spectrum, commercial
theatre companies like Dreambox11, Scenario and
Work Point Entertainment’s12 subsidiary Toh Glom
have settled into large-scale proscenium playhouses,
respectively M Theatre on New Petchaburi road,
Muangthai Rachadalai Theatre in a Ratchadaphisek
road shopping centre, and K-Bank Siam Pic-Ganesha
Centre of Performing Arts in a Siam Square
counterpart. It is noteworthy that when the demand
for smaller and more flexible spaces became clear,
the former and the latter, quite sensibly, converted
spaces in the same building into small theatre studios
to accommodate this, also helping bridge the wide
gap between mainstream commercial and non-mainstream theatres.
Currently, while there exist many choices of
rehearsal and performance spaces, both purpose-built
and easily adjustable, for contemporary theatre,
most of them are neither owned nor run by theatre
companies, or most of the time are reserved for
certain functions.13 As theatre companies cannot
risk spending for rental fees, the lights at these
spaces are frequently off.14 Apparently, the pendulum
has swung back to where it was at the beginning of
the century. Unlike Hong Kong and Singapore, the
cultural governing bodies of which have taken this
issue of arts spaces, and the artists’ accessibility to
them, very seriously, it has not yet been on the agenda
of the Thai counterpart. As a result, many Thai
theatre artists are pursuing other careers, both
relevant to theatre and not, so that they are allowed
time and opportunity to work on their next
theatre productions, while waiting patiently for the
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completion of the second phase of Thailand Cultural
Centre with various sizes of performance and
rehearsal spaces and hoping that these can one day
solve this vital problem.

Act II: Spoken words, moving limbs, and
unstable politics

Although most theatre departments at universities
are preparing their graduates for professional work
in lakhon phut samai mai (modern spoken drama)
productions, with acting, directing, playwriting and
design classes that are mostly based on western
theatre curricula, the most popular works in
contemporary Thai theatre this century are musicals
and physical theatres, respectively in mainstream
commercial and non-mainstream theatres. For the
former, Scenario’s Si Phaendin (Four Reigns),
adaptation of Kukrit Pramoj’s royalist
Although most theatre departments at universities are
preparing their graduates for professional work in
lakhon phut samai mai (modern spoken drama)
productions, with acting, directing, playwriting and
design classes that are mostly based on western
theatre curricula, the most popular works in
contemporary Thai theatre this century are musicals
and physical theatres, respectively in mainstream
commercial and non-mainstream theatres. For
the former, Scenario’s Si Phaendin (Four Reigns),
adaptation of Kukrit Pramoj’s royalist novel of the
same title, is the longest-running production; meanwhile, Dreambox’s Onlaman Lang Ban Sai Thong
(Mayhem Behind the Scenes of Ban Sai Thong),
adaptation of Michael Frayn’s farce Noises Off! and
Thai popular novel Ban Sai Thong, is the spoken
drama counterpart. These two examples show how
adaptations are more popular than original works
in mainstream commercial theatre, a similar secret
of success to those of Thai film and television; in
other words, most Thai theatregoers prefer to watch
familiar stories being retold, or reinterpreted, in a
new medium.15
That said, non-mainstream Thai theatre has played
significant roles in addressing issues other media
used to overlook such as LGBTQ+. To elaborate,
before LGBTQ+ characters and relationships started
to be realistically portrayed on television and in film,
they had already appeared on stage. More importantly, as one of the least censored arts disciplines
and media, contemporary Thai theatre has voiced
many artists’ political opinions in the two decades
when the country has been internationally known for
her political unrest marked by two coup d’états, 16
almost seven years of rule by a military junta and a
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“Si Phaendin The Musical”, photo courtesy of
Scenario
number of political demonstrations nationwide. Two
notable incidents took place in less than a year after
the latest coup. First was the imprisonment of two
cast and crew members of Chaosao Mapa (The Wolf
Bride), a monarchy satire staged as part of two
political remembrance events at Thammasat
University in October 2013. It is notable that the
lèse-majesté charges were brought against the artists
only after the video recording of the work started to
circulate more widely on YouTube, and that the
military junta started to reinforce the controversial
law in 2014, and not actually after the stage performances. Second is the military junta’s close
monitoring of B-Floor Theatre’s Bang Lamerd 17
(Land of Infringement), a solo performance on
freedom of speech at TLAS in early 2015, when army
personnel attended and videotaped all of its performances. Both instances have been reported in the
international media,18 probably and not surprisingly
more widely than the local ones. Not withstanding
such curbs on freedom of expression, Thai theatre
artist collectives, such as B-Floor Theatre and
Democrazy Theatre Studio, have made deft use of
physical movements, more than spoken words
which might lead them into legal trouble, in voicing
their social, cultural and political criticism, silently
yet vehemently.19

Act III: Internationalisation
and cultural diplomacy

While foreign visitors to this world famous tourist
destination are presented with the so-called “tourist
shows” every evening, ranging from ladyboy
cabarets, shortened performances of Khon, and
Thai boxing shows to Korean non-verbal comedy,
the number of contemporary Thai theatres, both
mainstream and not, with English subtitles has
significantly increased in this period. This is owing
to the growing population of foreign expatriates

”Bang Lamerd”, photo courtesy of B-Floor Theatre
among theatregoers and more connection between
Thai theatre artists and international presenters,
producers and curators.
As more foreign theatre troupes presented their
works at BTF, Bangkok International Performing
Arts Meeting (BIPAM) commenced in 2017 as a
regional networking platform, initially concurrent
with BTF and now a separate event with continuous
support from the BACC and Thailand Convention and
Exhibition Bureau (TCEB)20 in addition to foreign
cultural institutes and embassies.
In no particular order, the Japan Foundation, Goethe
Institut, British Council, Korean Cultural Centre,
French and Israeli embassies as well as the Taipei
Economic and Cultural Office have played important
roles in not only presenting contemporary performances from their respective countries at various
venues and festivals in Thailand, but also initiating
or supporting collaborations between Thai and
international artists through various programs. It is
notable that these intercultural relationships are
gradually developing over time and are not by

one-off presentations.21 Apart from fulfilling their
cultural diplomacy missions, they have helped to
enhance the Thai artists’ skills and experience as
well as showing the world the true characteristics
of contemporary Thai theatre, including the dichotomy
of the relationship between its traditional and modern
practices, as well as its discussion of contemporary
social, economic and political issues. Nowadays, it
is not uncommon for a contemporary Thai performance to be co-produced by foreign organisations
or festivals, or to have its premiere overseas.22
Besides, thanks to this internationalisation, works
by Thai artists, such as Pichet, have been discussed
by foreign scholars in different fields who become
more aware of what is happening on the Thai stage.
Meanwhile, Thai culture and foreign affairs ministries
in the past two decades have presented full-scale
Khon performances at such prestigious venues as

“Hipster the King”, photo by Thanapol Virulhakul
Château de Versailles, Royal Albert Hall and Sydney
Opera House, without invitations from any festivals
in those countries.23 Many cannot help but wonder
whether or not this affirmation of the traditional Thai
image by way of expenditure of a large amount of
Thai taxpayers’ money is proper cultural diplomacy
and why many contemporary Thai theatre artists
who were invited by overseas festivals needed to
either stage a fundraising performance or use
crowdfunding platforms to support their airfares
when the culture ministry turned down their pledge
for support.

Act IV: Arts appreciation and theatregoers

“Muay Thai Live, The Legend Lives”, photo courtesy
of Thai Show 2013 Co Ltd

Like those of other disciplines, theatre audienceship
in Thailand is among the least studied and developed aspects of arts. While commercial musical
productions should be credited for expanding the
theatregoing population thanks in part to their
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television star cast members, familiar stories and
extensive marketing campaigns, most of these
audiences do not regularly attend non-mainstream
theatre productions, the subject matters and
presentational styles of which are less predictable.
In other words, the tastes of Thai audiences, unlike
that of those in countries where theatre is not a
peripheral cultural activity, is not yet diversified. The
number of post-show discussions as well as
workshops, or opportunities for the audience to
learn more and share their opinions on various
issues, has considerably risen for the latter; the
same cannot be said for the former which are taken
mostly as entertainment. Another problem for Thai
arts audiences in general is that most of them do not
crossover to a discipline they are not yet accustomed
to. This is partly due to the fact that Thai artists
themselves are still confined in their fields, which is
against the trend and tides of contemporary arts.
Southeast Asia’s first and still only national section
of this international network, the International
Association of Theatre Critics (IATC)—Thailand centre
was founded by a group of Thai professional critics
24
in 2011 and, with continuous support from the
BACC, has been recognising exemplary contemporary
Thai dance and theatre artists, and has worked with
its annual awards since 2013.25 They also served as
jury members for BTF awards, conducted discussions, forums and workshops as part of BIPAM,
contributed to regional publications, and participated
in regional and international critics’ meetings and
residencies, all of which have helped bring more
attention to contemporary Thai theatre domestically
and, as many of their writings are in English, globally.

Epilogue: The latest disruption
and ways forward

Like elsewhere, 2020 was a very quiet year on the
Thai stage, and that was not only because of the
global pandemic, the “New Normal” and the physical
distancing measures but also more political unrest.
While the World Health Organization (WHO) praised
the Thai government for their efforts to control the
domestic infection rate, the economy, which is highly
dependent on foreign tourism, has experienced a
major slump. With the rising unemployment rate,
people are taking a very careful approach to their
living, spending less and only on the necessities, and
saving more for an uncertain future. Unfortunately,
in this developing Southeast Asian country, theatre,
or arts in general, is not among those necessities.
Since the brief lockdown in late March 2020, both
the medium- and large-sized playhouses have not
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reopened as commercial theatre producers would
rather not take any risk with the physical distancing
measures. This translates to much lower audiences.
Meanwhile, the smaller companies have been slowly
coming back since August. As most new works have
been postponed to 2021 or later, the audience is
watching more restages and revivals than before.
The 2020 edition of BTF was on even though the
number of participating groups, and that of the
audience were, not surprisingly, significantly lower
than ever.
In the middle of 2020, the culture ministry, in an
attempt to help struggling theatre artists who could
neither create nor present their works, provided
small grants for them to create online short performances. However, as more people are working from
home—in other words, in front of their computer
screens—these online performances, not surprisingly,
could not attract people who feel that they have
already spent enough time online on a daily basis.
That said, one of the lessons many of us have
learned from the ongoing pandemic is not that
sciences are more vital than arts which have
decreasing roles in the current situation. Rather,
considering how some countries have been able to
manage the crisis better than others by multilateral
task forces with experts from different fields, it is
clear that this is a time for interdisciplinary collaboration, an opportunity to cooperate with those
whom we have never done so and a chance to leave
our comfort zones to explore what else is possible.
Given the fact that theatre, like film, is a composite
art in which artists from different disciplines need
to be involved, this should have come naturally.
Since sciences are inarguably more important to our
life than before, artists should also consider transdisciplinary approaches to expand their, as well as
the arts audience’s, horizons as well as to add
creativity into innovations.

1 In this era of blurring, if not blurred, boundaries among
arts disciplines, the discussion in this article also covers
some works which might be considered by some as
“dance” or “performance”.
2 See https://www.bangkoktheatrefest.com.
3 Originally called “Performative Art Festival (PAF)”.
4 Then the artistic director of Makhampom Theatre Group
(https://www.makhampom.net/en), now that of Anatta
Theatre Troupe (https://www.facebook.com/anattatheatre)

5 The list includes Sodsai Pantoomkomol and Mattani
Rutnin, respectively founders of drama departments at
Chulalongkorn and Thammasat Universities; as well as
internationally renowned playwright directors Patravadi
Mejudhon and Janaprakal Chandruang, founders and directors of Patravadi School and Moradokmai Theatre
Community and Homeschool.

14 It should be noted here that in Thailand public and
private support for theatre is mostly on a project-by-project basis, unlike that of many countries which is annual
or even biannual.

6 This highly practical use of space is somewhat similar
to mix-used developments in real estate.

15 An additional proof of the popularity of Thai musicals,
as well as the producers’ ambition, is Waterfall, the
Americanised version of Scenario’s Khanglang Phap (Behind the Painting) which enjoyed short run in Pasadena,
CA and Seattle, WA yet never made it to Broadway as
initially planned.

7 While the two spaces have already closed their doors,
these two festivals are still running. See http://bictfest.
com and https://www.lowfatartfes.com

16 In 2006 and 2014 against the government led by prime
ministers Thaksin Shinawatra and his sister Yingluck Shinawatra respectively.

8 Due to the damage from the major flood in 2011, the
centre was permanently closed and later converted into
a boutique hotel with a small museum in honour of the
founder and national artist who now runs an non-mainstream school with a playhouse Vic Hua Hin in Hua Hin
district of Prachuapkhirikhan province. See http://vichuahin.com.
9 A dance dialogue between Khon (classical Thai masked
dance theatre, a UNESCO-inscribed intangible cultural
heritage)-trained dancer and choreographer Pichet Klunchun and French contemporary dance choreographer
Jérôme Bel. Having been staged in more than 120 cities
worldwide, this work has put the Thai artist and, to a certain degree, Thai dance and theatre in an international
limelight.
10 These two examples also question whether commissioning artists to perform at the exhibition’s opening
ceremony only for the invited guests, not for the general
public, is an outdated practice. For more details and discussion, see https://curatography.org/living-and-working-together-in-the-now-normal-visual-arts-and-co-atbangkok-art-and-culture-centre.
11 Formerly known as DASS Entertainment, the company has been staging plays and musicals, both originals
and translations, since late 1980s, by resident playwright
Daraka Wongsiri and director Suwandee Jakravoravudh,
another Silpathorn laureate; their venue was formerly
called Bangkok Playhouse. See https://www.dreamboxtheatrebkk.com.
12 Both are highly successful television production companies with their own channels.
13 A standard black box theatre with costume and scene
shops and rehearsal rooms 650 metres from Siam Square,
Sodsai Pantoomkomol Centre for Dramatic Arts, for
example, has not hosted many professional Thai theatre
productions since its opening in 2011, as it is mainly serving
as a laboratory for Chulalongkorn University’s undergraduate
and postgraduate dramatic arts programs. However, it
hosted a number of international contemporary performances and co-productions—Globe Theatre’s Hamlet and
Toshiki Okada’s Pratthana, for example.

17 The original production in 2012 at B-Floor Room won
playwright and performer Ornanong Thaisriwong IATC
Thailand Dance and Theatre Award for best original
script.
18 This unprecedented attention also brought record attendance as tickets to all performances were sold out.
19 Another affirmation of the significance of political theatre in Thailand is the play anthology Micro Politics: A

Collection of Individuals’ Responses to Politics Through
Thai Performance Scripts, in Thai and English. This is
despite the fact that most original contemporary Thai
plays are not published and Thai playwrights are the only
group of writers whose works have not been qualified for
the regional SEA Write Award.
20 Thailand’s MICE supporting public organisation.
21 For example, the WA project by Japan Foundation’s
Asia Centre supported the production of Bangkok Notes,
the curtain raiser of BTF 2017, by playwright and director
Oriza Hirata, who also taught a playwriting class to Thai
students while not in rehearsal of the play. 13 years prior,
the same cultural institute invited him to conduct a directing workshop for Thai artists; in 2006, his internationally acclaimed Tokyo Notes was staged in Bangkok; then
in 2012 and 2015, his Sayonara and La Métamorphose
respectively, as part of the robot theatre project. Another
notable project is Happy Hunting Ground, a physical theatre collaboration of Democrazy Theatre Studio and Badisches Staatstheater Karlsruhe (Germany) with support
from German Federal Cultural Foundation and the
Goethe-Institut which premiered in Bangkok, then toured
to Chonburi in 2016, Karlsruhe and Ludwigshafen in 2017.
This was preceded by German critic and dramaturg Jürgen Berger’s survey of contemporary Thai theatre at BTF
2014, assisted by International Association of Theatre
Critics (IACT)—Thailand Centre, after which he invited
three productions, including Democrazy’s Hipster the
King, to Das Internationale Festival OFFENE WELT in 2015.
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22 Among recent notable examples is dance dialogue
between Pichet and his Taiwanese counterpart Chen
Wu-kang Behalf, which was supported by the latter’s
culture ministry, premiered in Taipei and later toured to
Singapore, Bangkok, Paris, Porto and Brussels.
23 By contrast, For What Theatre’s Phleng Ni Pho Khoei
Rong (Three Days in May), winner of IACT Thailand Dance
and Theatre award for best play in 2015, was invited to
have its European premiere at Kunstenfestivaldesarts in
May 2020 and now on its way to other festivals in Europe;
and no Thai taxpayers’ money was spent.
24 For more, see https://www.facebook.com/IATC.Thailand
25 It is noteworthy that two recipients of IATC Thailand Dance
and Theatre Lifetime Achievement awards, Patravadi and
Mattani, were later recognised as National Artists.
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Policies of University Art Galleries and
Creative Spaces In Bangkok towards
Contemporary Art and Culture
Dr. Haisang Javanalikhikara
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For the past three decades, contemporary art and
culture in Thailand have matured vastly at both
national and international levels. Art courses in
universities and institutions have been developed
accordingly. Each university has, in its unique style,
offered students ways to adapt their practices,
creating individual contemporary art and culture
practitioners. Along with teaching and studying,
universities and institutions tend to have other
parallel policies promoting contemporary art and
culture: one approach is to establish galleries or
creative spaces.
Initially most art spaces were run by universities and
educational institutions, and were founded in order
to exhibit and present works by students and faculties,
and to support local and global art scenes.
The scope of this investigation covers several universities in Bangkok, namely: Silpakorn University,
Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok University,
Srinakharinwirot University, King Mongkut’s Institute
of Technology Ladkrabang, Suan Sunandha Rajabhat
University, and Bansomdejchaopraya Rajabhat
University.
Keywords: University Gallery, Art and Culture Center,
Art Institution, Contemporary Art and Culture, Art
and Culture Policy Maker

Introduction

Thai contemporary art and culture has gradually
evolved and become more socially engaged. The
number of social art initiatives has grown in
popularity. There have been significant numbers of
contemporary art and culture spaces established in
Thailand, especially in Bangkok. Many are not just
typical commercial art galleries but an experimental
space with a clear intention to promote cultural
identity and reinforce education. In parallel with this
trend, art education at university level has been
developed to fit into the contemporary art scene in
numerous ways, including the introduction of
university galleries and art spaces.
The first university art space was Silpakorn Art Centre,
which was established in 1979. It was followed by
The Art Centre, Chulalongkorn University, in 19951,
which was the same year that the then PM, Chuan
Leekpai, came up with a project of having art spaces
in four regions of Thailand operated by universities:
Chiangmai University (Northern), Thaksin University
(Southern), Khon Kaen University (North-Eastern)2,
and Burapha University (Eastern). In 1996, Bangkok
University Gallery became the first university art

space to be built with private funding. Other such
spaces have since been initiated and expanded in
response to the amendment of Section 25 by the
National Education Act (No.2) B.E. 2545 (2002),
which assigned to the state the duty to promote
spaces for lifelong learning including art centres.3
The policy of promoting education through art spaces
is international. Manuscript from the 2006 round
table discussion at the College Art Association’s
annual conference on ‘The Role of the University Art
and Museum and Gallery’ shows that there are a
number of relevant ideas that Bangkok has adopted:

•
•
•

•
•

Laboratories are for thinking.
Places are needed where people can produce
challenging or difficult art.
university art museums are places with the
potential to inspire really radical critical thinking.
A place to experiment, ask questions, and really
take risks...places of questions not answers
Creative spaces allow freedom that cannot be
present in a classroom.
There should be devotion to teaching with art,
not about art.4

The notions above have close associations with
contemporary art and culture. Each art institution
provides different and unique courses that lead to
each school’s identity. Creative spaces are tied to
educational platforms that entrust those spaces to
exploration which is openly related to contemporary
society, mainly due to the fact that all spaces were
created as learning centres, regardless of other
possible agendas.

Art Centre, Silpakorn University

Art Centre Silpakorn University (ACSU) is the oldest
art space run by a university in Thailand. It was
founded on December 15, 1979 to exhibit temporary
exhibitions and to host art and cultural activities.
Recently, it has been gaining a positive reputation
for the promotion of contemporary art as well as
being more accessible to the public. An interview
with Dr. Paramaporn Sirikulchayanon, a current
director, showed that she has quite a lot freedom on
setting the overall policy of the organisation as long
as it answers to the university’s main strategic
objectives and the Thai royal decree stated above.5
Sirikulchayanon mentioned her interest in artists
whose works have been shown in the art centre.
They might be by alumni who are successful
internationally but not very well-known among
current students in order to showcase the booming
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Silpakorn culture that is not stereotypical. Works by
other artists whose practices are interesting and
useful for students and the public to learn from are
also present. Some exhibitions are produced in
collaboration with other organisations, and some
with other faculties within Silpakorn University, so
as to show the diversity that the university offers.6

PSG Art Gallery

There is another gallery situated in both the Wang
Tha Phra and Sanamchandra Palace campuses of
Silpakorn University called PSG Art Gallery. PSG
stands for Paint - Sculpture - Graphic which is the
faculty that operates this space (Faculty of Painting,
Sculpture, and Graphic Arts). The Faculty of Painting,
Sculpture, and Graphic Arts, Silpakorn University, is
prominent in art higher education at many levels,
producing numerous leading artists and artistic
personalities. PSG Art Gallery exhibits projects that
are by outside artists, and organisations outside
Silpakorn university, but most exhibitions aim to
promote students and the teaching staff of the faculty.
The person who is in charge of PSG Art Gallery is the
Association Dean of Activities.7 There are two spaces
in the PSG Art Gallery: one is located at the Faculty
of Painting, Sculpture, and Graphic Arts, Wang Tha
Phra campus, and the other, named ‘Her Royal
Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Gallery’,
is located at Sirindhorn Art Center, Sanam Chandra
Palace campus.8 The gallery has three missions: 1)
exhibit compulsory works by students required in
their learning programmes; 2) exhibit works by
teaching faculties, including visiting professors; and
3) exhibit degree projects and works by others. The
space is in demand and this means that each
exhibition goes on for a short period of time.
Presently, the PSG Art Gallery is under the
management of Assistant Professor Dr.Vichaya
Mukdamanee. He mentioned that at this moment,
the gallery at Wang Tha Phra campus is under
renovation, meaning that, currently, all the exhibitions
and activities are held at Her Royal Highness Princess
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Gallery. Since the location
is further away from the city, where most art-goers
are, audiences are mainly Silpakorn students.
However, collectors are gradually receiving news
about exhibitions and attending opening receptions.
Some exhibitions are also beginning to attract
outside audiences, for example, Spirit of Budo: The
History of Japan’s Martial Arts exhibition receives
audiences from local communities and nearby
schools.

92

PSG Art Gallery has also initiated carefully curated
exhibitions to support students and faculties.
Generation for Transformation exhibition (December
2020) is a group exhibition of new instructors from
the Faculty of Painting, Sculpture, and Graphic Arts,
Silpakorn University. It also works at an international
level, as noted above. Spirit of Budo: The History of
Japan’s Martial Arts was based on collaboration
with the Japan Foundation. Furthermore, PSG Art
Gallery operates closely with the faculty residency
programme on exhibitions and educational activities.
The purposes of the PSG Art Gallery are obviously
related to education: one is to extend learning
materials to students, and another is to promote the
faculty’s output. Exhibitions and programmes which
are held there support the contemporary art ecosystem from students to international cooperation,
and extending to the general public.

Office of Art and Culture, Chulalongkorn
University

More than 30 years ago, Chulalongkorn University
started to take an interest in art and culture and
founded the Center of Cultural Promotion. It took 17
years to advance from a ‘promotion centre’ to being
an Office of Art and Culture,9 and now encompasses
a vast scope of art and culture.
The Office of Art and Culture is responsible for driving
the university’s mission in preserving and developing
bodies of knowledge, and disseminating art and
culture, with the purpose of making the university a
resource for students, faculty, and society as a
whole. The resultant information is systematically
organised in archives, and this facilitates consultation
with university offices and other organizations, as
assigned by the university.10
From the statement above, it is clear that the Office
of Art and Culture, Chulalongkorn University (OAC
CU) covers many art and cultural areas.
In terms of art spaces, the most well-known gallery
in the field of art, The Art Centre, was founded in
1995 by Chulalongkorn University, and was shut
down in 2017. Although it was not directly under the
management of OAC CU it had a close association
with it when it was initially created. When it was
operational, The Art Centre was one of the very few
institutions that supported contemporary art in
Thailand. Over the course of 22 years, it held almost
200 exhibitions and the quality of those exhibitions
was acknowledged worldwide; it was mentioned in

Asian Art News, Art Asia Pacific, and recommended
by Lonely Planet Thailand 2020.11
There were two exhibition spaces that were directly
organised by OAC CU called Nitas-Stan and The
Exhibition Hall, the Museum Building. Both areas
housed exhibitions of works from various kinds of
artistic fields, with funding from the OAC CU.
Exhibitions were on show for three months each.
Lately, exhibitions at these spaces were getting
more popular due to the creativity of the artists
whose works were included, as well as their capacity
to put fun-learning activities on show, for instance,
Forest of Play: An Exhibition for Kids to Play by
PlanToys and CU.
OCA CU has another space to support all kinds of art
and creativity, Chamchuri Art Gallery. This gallery
accepts proposals and holds various exhibitions and
activities. Officially opened in 2001, its main aim has
been to promote and support all creative practitioners
and to showcase their work free of charge in a prime
location. Chamchuri Art Gallery has been very busy
in terms of showing exhibitions which are organised
by many institutions and individuals, both nationally
and internationally.12 On top of that the gallery has
started online and virtual exhibitions to support artists
at the difficult time of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Chulalongkorn University has a very valuable art
collection, acquired by purchases and through
donations. There was a big conservation project and
a record collection by the archive back in 1982.
Additionally, OCA CU is in the process of publishing
books about the collection as well as building
standardised facilities in which to store all the
works. Works in the collection are exhibited from
time to time, in collaboration with other collections,
and artists or artists’ families. Together with those
exhibitions, publications and video clips are also
produced for educational purposes.13
Contemporary art receives help from Chulalongkorn
University, under the management of OCA CU, in
several respects: collecting, conserving, archiving,
showing, and providing free spaces. It also supports
all fields of contemporary art and culture such as
music, performance, design, and architecture.
Collaboration with other fields has started to be
more apparent. There is a good mix between
tradition and modernity there.

CU Art4C

The newest space mentioned in this essay is CU
Art4C. The information which will be presented now

is based on my experience as a director of CU Art4C,
a position which started in early 2019. CU Art4C
stands for Chulalongkorn University’s Art for
community. Officially, it has three objectives;

1. To adapt artistic knowledge to be useful to
everyone.
2. To propagate artistic knowledge and facilitate its
expansion to academia, research, and creative
works.
3. To enlarge the faculty’s reputation at national
and international levels.14

As a physical space, CU Art4C is a 3-block, 3-story
shophouse situated in the Samyan area. It is
supported by PMCU waiving rental fees and the CU
Innovation HUB paying for the costs of renovation.
The first floor of CU Art4C is a coffee shop in
partnership with Class Cafe, an organisation that
takes care of opening and closing the space. On this
floor, there is also a small wall and shelf area to
showcase students’ and faculties’ works which are
for sale. It is called the ‘Vending Art Project’. The gallery that is situated on the 2nd floor and the 3rd floor
is a multifunctional space that holds workshops,
talks, and performances. For other things, CU Art4C
is under the management of, and is funded by, the
Faculty of Fine and Applied Art (FAA), Chulalongkorn
University. It opened on August 16, 2019, and has been
under my directorship since.
CU Art4C is now being called a ‘gallery and creative
space’ and is working towards encouraging contemporary art and cultural community within the four
frameworks that have been stated. Since its opening
in 2019, all exhibitions and activities are within a
contemporary context e.g. social issues, and historical
interpretations. It has recently become clearer that
CU Art4C is focusing on creative critical works and
projects by all generations of art practitioners.
Moreover, CU Art4C needs to bring about diversity
projects, mainly due to the FAA being in charge of
the space. This organization has four departments:
visual art, creative art, music, and dance. Therefore,
CU Art4C needs to function and support all fields.
Also, the faculty just started a Music Therapy course,
and will begin a Curatorial Practice course followed
by an Art Therapy course. CU Art4C therefore holds
events relating to these courses as well.

BUG (Bangkok University Gallery)

“Founded in 1996, Bangkok University Gallery has
provided vital platforms for young and emerging
Thai and international artists/designers through
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their CREATIVITY.”15 This is a description that BUG,
or Bangkok University Gallery, has on its official
Twitter account, and it is pretty clear what it means.
Initially BUG was under the management of the
Faculty of Fine and Applied Art, then it was taken
over by BUCC, or Bangkok University Creative Center,
then it went back to being in the care of the faculty again.

projects related to art and culture, and an art and
cultural library. Despite that, when his presidency
ended and the project was not finalised, the next
President brought down the scale of the space, and
wanted it to be a gallery and theatre. Right now, Dr.
Kitisak Yaowananon, a deputy director of the institute,
is in charge of the gallery.

Bangkok University is different from the other
universities referred to here as it is the only one with
private funding. Unlike other privately funded universities, Bangkok University sees the value of art and
design, partly owing to the owner of the university,
Petch Osathanugrah, being an important Thai art
collector. Its art faculty was established in 1989
which was a blooming era of Thai contemporary art.

Located at a good location and a rather spacious
area, it is comprised of four rooms on two floors.
Most projects result from proposals that are submitted
from both inside and outside the university. The
space aims to give opportunity to all.

For 24 years, BUG was situated in the city of Bangkok
until, in early 2020, it moved to Rangsit Campus, the
BUG Main Campus. It is now located on the 2nd floor
of Surut Osathanugrah Library. Presently, the head
of the gallery is Nipan Oranniwesna, who is one of
the pioneers of Thai contemporary art and was also in
this position some years ago. The BUG Main Campus
has a different structure from BUG in Bangkok but the
same approach towards supporting contemporary
art and culture.16
The new physical space is smaller, and there are
new groups of audiences like Bangkok University’s
students and staff. Communities around the area
including Thammasart and Rangsit University also
have art and design related courses. Action needs to
be taken to discover where new spaces can be found.
The BUG Main Campus was only open for a few
months before being locked-down due to Coronavirus. However, what has been going on so far is
interesting and experimental. Since the gallery is
now based near where students are, collaboration
between different fields and different faculties has
become easier. The space has become more accessible
to students, allowing them to be more involved with
it and increased their learning experience.

Art Gallery G23

Gallery G23 of Srinakharinwirot University was
initiated when Professor Dr.Wiroon Tungcharoen
from the Faculty of Fine Arts became President of
the university. When he was vice president and Dean
of the Faculty of Fine Arts, he was an important
founding figure of the Institute of Culture and Arts,
Srinakharinwirot University. Hence, when the idea
of having a creative space emerged, his first plan
was huge: to have a space operated by the institute
that everyone within the university could utilize with
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The characteristics of Srinakharinwirot University
towards art are multidisciplinary, innovative and
fresh. Rooms on the 2nd floor normally hold exhibitions
or events by organisations in the university or
answering to the university’s overall policy. Rooms
on the 3rd floor are open to public activities. It is not
common for art spaces or galleries to have fan gatherings but the extensive nature of Gallery G23 allows
the presence of intermingling audiences.
The policy of Gallery G23 towards contemporary art
as fine art or visual art may not be as noticeable as
that of other spaces stated above but evidently it
understands contemporary culture and society. The
openness of the space contributes to all kinds of
creative practices: it has a dynamic of mixing art,
culture, society, and surroundings together within
one space.

Unnamed Art Galleries and Creative Spaces
at King Mongkut’s Institute of Technology
Ladkrabang, Suan Sunandha Rajabhat
University, and Bansomdejchaopraya
Rajabhat University
There are other higher art educational institutions
which provide spaces for art and creative practices
but do not have official management of spaces in
terms of initiating their own projects i.e. they have
spaces that are only for renting.
The Department of Fine Art, under the Faculty of
Architecture at KMILT is crucial in terms of the
reputation of its courses and its production of a
significant amount of contemporary artists. Given
its renowned position as an art institution, people
would expect it to have an art space to show its
students’ creativity. It is not there yet, but it soon will
be. Right now there is a room for exhibitions which
students can use for projects, but between events

rooms are sometimes being used for storage and
studios.17
The Faculty of Fine and Applied Arts, SSRU is quite
active at the national and international levels. There
is a decent space which serves as an art gallery for
rent there but it has not been used much as exhibition
space. Most events there are organised by performing
arts programmes, as many classes are composed
of project-based learning. There have been discussions about introducing fully operated, organised
and managed events at a proper art gallery but it is
uncertain whether it will happen or not. Despite that,
the university has the Office of Arts and Culture,
Suan Sunandha Rajabhat University, which attends
to traditional and contemporary events, as well as
museums and collections which are in good keeping.18
BSRU does not have a department or faculty of fine
art but it has the Department of Art Education. Their
courses are gradually developing curriculums on
contemporary art and adapting experimental and
challenging ideas into art education. Though the
institution emphasises art education, it provides art
gallery space for students and staff, as well as the
general public to use. This is a strong indication that
the university sees value in artistic presentation.

has supported contemporary art and emerging artists
from the beginning and continues to do so with
respect to experimental perspectives. Art Gallery
G23 helps contemporary art and culture to merge
with popular society. Even some other art institutions
that do not have a solid policy on running spaces
provide them, and this is promising. In general, the
roles of university art galleries and creative spaces
in Bangkok towards contemporary art and culture
are increasing and positive.
1 Kumjim, Prapon. “Thai University Affiliated Art Galleries: A Case Study of the Art Center at Chulalongkorn University from 1995 Until 2017.” Journal of Fine and Applied
Arts Chulalongkorn University 5, no. 1 (June 29, 2018):
p.31.
2 Pootong, Pissaravas, and Ampawan Visavateeranon.
“Arts and Culture Museum Management Model in University.” Humanities and Social Sciences Journal, Ubon
Ratchathani Rajabhat University 9, no. 1 (January - June
2018): p.212.
3 Kaewchaithen, Prakaidao, and Archanya Ratana-Ubol.
“An Analysis of the Conditions, Needs, and Problems
Faced by Youth When Accessing Lifelong Learning Resources in the Areas Surrounding Chulalongkorn University.” Journal of Education Studies Chulalongkorn University 47, no. 4 (October - December 2019): p. 291.

On the whole, universities and educational institutions
are starting to notice the significance of artistic practice and publicizing the artworks of their students,
as well as opening up their facilities to public use.
Some may not have concrete policies towards promoting or developing available spaces but at least
they are there as educational supports.

4 Hammond, Anna, Ian Berry, Sheryl Conkelton, Sharon
Corwin, Pamela Franks, Katerine Hart, Wyona LynchMcWhite, Charles Reeves, and John Stomberg. “The Role
of University Art Museum and Gallery.” Art Journal 63,
no. 3 (2006): pp. 21-25.

Conclusion

6 Ibid.

In conclusion, the spaces mentioned here are distinct
in terms of policy and organisation. At the same
time, there is a constant approach towards promoting
contemporary art and culture. Variables of each
space for the most part come from the character of
universities, and how university executives value art
and culture. This affects the funding of spaces.
ACSU presents local and global contemporary art to
Silpakorn and the public. PSG Art Gallery introduces
students’ contemporaneous bodies of work, as well
as getting contemporary cultural context into learning
tools in the form of exhibitions, aimed at students
and nearby communities. OCA CU implements many
promotions of art and culture, both traditional and
contemporary. CU Art4C encourages contemporary
art and culture that is critical and fresh, as well as
bringing artistic practices to the community. BUG

5 Sirikulchayanon, Paramaporn. Contemporary of Art
Centre Silpakorn. Personal Interview, December 1, 2020.

7 In Thailand, management team in university is 4 years
term.
8 Faculty of Painting Sculpture and Graphic Arts, Silpakorn University. “About Gallery.” Faculty of Painting
Sculpture and Graphic Arts, Silpakorn University. Accessed December 10, 2020. http://finearts.su.ac.th/gallery-about.php.
9 Jitratan, Kunchit. Operations of Office of Art & Culture
Chulalongkorn University towards contemporary art and
culture. Personal Interview, November 30, 2020.
10 Office of Art and Culture, Chulalongkorn University.
“About Us.” Office of Art and Culture, Chulalongkorn University. Accessed December 10, 2020. https://www.cuartculture.chula.ac.th/en/about/.
11 Supra note 1 at 33.
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12 Supra note 14.
13 Supra note 14.
14 Faculty of Fine and Applied Art, Chulalongkorn University. CU Art4C, Project Paper, 2019. p.4.
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In October 2020, at Christie’s 20th Century Evening
Art Sale, the towering skeleton of Stan the T-rex
eclipsed more contemporary giants. The sale
included $13 million dollar Jackson Pollock, a $5
million dollar Cecily Brown, and a $2 million dollar
Damien Hirst. Yet it was Stan who stole the show,
fetching $31.8 million dollars. Three years before
Stan, a Post-War and Contemporary Art Evening
Sale included Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi,
painted circa 1500. Meanwhile, pieces by the Thai
artist Korakrit Arunanondchai have consistently
been auctioned in New York and London rather than
Hong Kong, where works by southeast Asian artists
are usually sold. What do the inclusion of these
‘anomalies’—a non-art object, a work from the
Renaissance period, and a break from orthodox
sale-sites— in contemporary art auctions tell us
about the art market today? How has this influenced
the contemporary art market in Thailand?
Unlike other economic systems, the international
art market ecosystem– encompassing interdependent
participants like dealers, collectors, auction houses,
and museums – cannot be reduced to mere supply
and demand. In part, this is due to the value of art
itself. Art holds symbolic and aesthetic value as well
as economic value. Furthermore, the international
art market is shaped and driven by factors including
socio-economic changes (e.g. a growing middle
class), technological changes (e.g. the expansion
of online-only auctions), global economics (e.g.
economic growth or recession), and more general
societal shifts (e.g. social movements which bring
attention to underrepresented groups outside of the
historically white male dominated art canon).
Generally, the art market comprises two selling
systems: the auction sector, which accounted for 42
percent of global sales in 2019, and the dealer sector,
which accounted for 58 percent of sales in 2019.1
The former constitutes the secondary market, where
most works already have a trading history. The latter
system, of works directly from the artist’s studio,
constitute the primary market. Due to the nature of
auction sales–prices are transparent and public–
they are generally good indicators of the current art
market and demand for different artists’ work.
Therefore, this article will use the auction house as
the platform from which to explore the art market
in Thailand. It will concentrate on the top three
international auction houses — Christie’s, Sotheby’s,
and Phillips. This analysis, however, is limited and
can only cover artists whose work has been sold
through the auction system.

One genre that is witnessing growing dominance in
the auction market, generating 53 percent of sales
in 2019, is contemporary art.2 Generally, contemporary
art can be defined as ‘the art of today’, covering work
created in the latter half of the 20th century until the
present day. It is often discussed in the context of a
globalised world that has seen the growth of capitalist economies and the rise of regions such as Asia
and, in particular, China. Art historian and curator
Reiko Tomii argues that although contemporary art
is a worldwide phenomenon, it’s essence is found in
‘hitherto unrecognised or overlooked movements,
individual artists, and groups from non-Western
backgrounds….’3 For Thai contemporary art, David
Teh writes that the 1980s were a transformative
period in Thailand where a more worldly cohort of
artists returned from abroad with new ideas and
new energy…challenging the hegemony of the
national academy that had administered modern art
since the 1930s.’4 He notes that these artists were
‘keenly embraced on an expanding, international
contemporary art circuit.’5 For the purposes of this
text, I will define Thai contemporary art as art
produced during and after this period.
This piece will survey the contemporary art market
in Thailand, looking at both Thai contemporary art
itself and collector behaviour. Additionally, it will
look at the Thai market for international contemporary
art. It will then reflect on how certain factors, including
technological developments, societal shifts, and
globalisation, have influenced the art market in the
country. In so doing, a clearer understanding of
Thailand’s contemporary art market landscape may
be gained.

At Auction: Modern and
Contemporary Thai Art

Since Christie’s and Sotheby’s opened their doors in
Thailand in the late 1990s and early 2000s, works by
leading modern Thai painters have appeared fairly
frequently in the sales of international auction houses.
The work of Thawan Duchanee, hailed as one of
Thailand’s master artists, first appeared at auction
in 2002 at Christie’s ‘Southeast Asian Pictures’ sale
in Hong Kong. A further 27 pieces by Thawan
Duchanee have subsequently come to auction.
Among other modern masters, 34 pieces by
Damrong Wong-Uparaj have come to auction since
2009, and seven by Pratuang Emjaroen since 2016.6
Compared to the modern masters, works by
contemporary Thai artists have seen more frequent
appearances at auction. Natee Utarit has had 122 artworks at auction since 2005. Korakrit Arunanondchai,
who was mentioned in the introduction, has had 43
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pieces since 2014. Meanwhile, Rirkrit Tiravanija has
had 79 pieces since 2000.7
One reason why the number of works at auction differ
between modern masters and contemporary Thai
artists can be found in the way modern works are
collected. The works of Thai modern masters are
often found in the private collections of established
art collectors and galleries such as the Museum of
Contemporary Art (MOCA), Bangkok, and 129 Art
Museum, Khao Yai. The works in the private collections
have often been housed long-term, frequently
coming from the studios of the artists themselves.
Furthermore, high-quality modern master works
are in high demand in the local market. This means
that when they are sold, the pieces are often traded
amongst local collectors. This direct way of trading
comes with ease of transport and may be more
economical for art sellers. Not only are shipping
costs lower, but buyers also are not required to pay
auction premiums. Consequently, much of the trading
of Thai modern masters occurs outside the auction
system. This is reflected in the provenance of the
Thai works that do enter auction, where often they
are sourced from international collections. For
example, Thawan’s top auction results have been
from paintings sourced abroad. 8 The direct, internal
trade of modern masters in Thailand also means
that it is much rarer to find top quality masterpieces
at auction.
A second reason that contemporary Thai art appears
at auction more often than modern Thai art is the
growing international practices of the artists themselves. Contemporary artists like Natee, Korakrit,
and Rirkrit have been exhibited more globally than
their older counterparts. For example, Rirkrit has
had works in the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum
in New York, Korakrit has exhibited at MoMA PS1,
and Natee has exhibited frequently across Asia,
Europe, and America with his gallerist Richard Koh.
Apart from biennales such as Venice, the older masters
have a more limited global exposure, especially in
Western art hubs like London and New York.
Through this international exposure, the collector
bases of contemporary Thai artists reach further
than modern Thai artists whose work is predominantly collected in Thailand. It could be argued that
this has increased auction transactions for contemporary artists.
Furthermore, the shifting interests and demands of
Thai buyers impact the art auction market. Although
local and direct trading is prominent, the auction
still provides Thai collectors with a platform to
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obtain Thai artworks. As well as the inclusion of
internationally sourced Thai works, which provides
‘fresh to the market’ pieces, the auction route may
also prove to be more economical for newer buyers
given the high prices found in the local market. For
example, Christie’s most recent sale in December
2020 contained 11 Thai works; these works were
sold to both Thai and international collectors. As
well as paintings by contemporary artists like Natee
and Chatchai Puipia, the sale contained a work by
young multimedia artist Yuree Kensaku, which highlights an appetite for ultra contemporary art. This
trend is reflective of the global shift towards the
genre. The global Post-War and Contemporary
market, for example, has increased by 56 percent
over the last 10 years. Within the category, works
created in the past 20 years, by living artists,
accounted for 23 percent of sales in 2019.9
The next section will explore this in more detail,
specifically looking at how globalisation and other
factors have aided the cultivation of contemporary
Thai art and the expansion of demand for international art in Thailand.

Looking Globally: Changes in the Art Market

The art ecosystem10 in Thailand provides a glimpse
into the wider trend of globalisation in the art market.
With regards to art fairs, the inaugural Bangkok Art
Biennale was held in 2018 and has since showcased
the works of international art stars like Anish Kapoor
and Marina Abramovich and also Thai contemporary
artists such as Thaiwijit Puengkasemsomboon and
Kawita Vatanajyankur. For galleries and exhibitions,
2019 saw the opening of the Museum of Digital Art
(MODA) at River City Bangkok, which has presented
exhibitions such as ‘Something Nouveau.’ This digital
exhibition showcased Art Nouveau artists like Gustav
Klimt and Alphonse Mucha. More recently, in August
2020, ‘Andy Warhol: Pop Art’ brought a digital experience of the famed artist’s work to the capital. Artists
themselves have also been a part of this trend. Selftaught painter Jiab Prachakul became the first Thai
artist to win the prestigious BP Portrait Award in 2020.
Now working in Lyon, France, Jiab’s work explores
her own identity as an Asian artist living abroad.
The contemporary Thai art market is also experiencing
internationalisation. The multimedia artist Korakrit
Arunanondchai is a good example of this. Born in
1986, he studied at the Columbia University School of
the Arts and is represented by Clearing gallery in New
York and Carlos/Ishikawa in London. Korakrit’s work
first came to auction at Sotheby’s New York in 2014.
Since then, 43 pieces of his work have appeared at

auction, with only one in Hong Kong (in 2020).11 The
others were included in New York and London sales.
The situation is the same for the conceptual and multi
media artist Rirkrit Tiravanija, whose works predominantly auction in the West. The fact that Korakrit’s
and Rirkrit’s sale sites deviate from the customary
sale site of southeast Asian artists (Hong Kong), suggests that artists’ key collector bases may be shifting
to outside their home regions.
Art auction houses have been impacted as well. The
titles given by auction houses to their sales reflect the
curation and categories of art within them. These
titles have evolved throughout the years and suggest
a rethinking of traditional geographical separations
and art genre boundaries. In 2006, for example,
Christie’s art sales in Hong Kong were split into a
separate ‘Asian Contemporary Art’ sale and ‘Modern
and Contemporary Southeast Asian Art’ sale. This
changed in 2011 when southeast Asian art merged
into the wider Asian art category and Christie’s
instead split the categories according to their time
period, creating the ‘Asian 20th Century Art’ sale and
the ‘Asian Contemporary Art’ sale. In 2019, these two
sales were combined to produce ‘20th Century &
Contemporary Art’ sale sessions. Finally, in 2020, this
sale was expanded to encompass non-Asian art and
retitled the ‘Modern and Contemporary Art’ sales. A
new global relay sale titled ‘20th Century: Hong Kong
to New York’ was also held in 2020. Even though the
Hong Kong section contained works by Asian artists,
highlights included paintings by Ghanaian artist
Amoako Boafo and American artist Dana Schutz. The
evolution of the sale titles reveals the changing
landscape of art within the market today, while the
inclusion of international artists also demonstrates
that Asian buyers have a growing interest in international contemporary art.
For collectors, technological developments have aided
this expansion. The COVID-19 pandemic forced all
sectors of the art market, including auction houses,
to develop online platforms at a faster pace than ever
before. In 2020, 70 percent of Sotheby’s auctions were
held online, compared to 30 percent in 2019. This shift
translated into 80 percent of their bids being online.12
Online-only auction sales by Christie’s, Sotheby’s, and
Phillips saw $370 million dollars of sales in the first
half of 2020. This figure is more than five-times higher
than the same period in 2019.13 For buyers, according
to the Art Basel & UBS 2020 report, 48 percent of
high-net-worth collectors ‘often’ or ‘always’ purchased
works online.14 These figures demonstrate a transformed and globalised method of collecting without

the limitations of traditional auction sale sites and
outside of the customary marquee auction calendar.
The development of online auction platforms may be
an especially pertinent development for younger
collectors as, through the digitalisation of the art
market, information and access becomes democratised. Thirty-two percent of all new online-only sale
buyers were millennials (23-38 years old).15 This is a
group who have grown up into prosperous and modernised economies, with accordingly different tastes
and buying power than previous generations. For
some, their time studying abroad also shaped their
views. This parallels the growth of the wider Asia
region, especially in China, which in turn has pushed
the region to become a major player within the art
market.16 For Christie’s in 2020, nine of the top ten
prices achieved for living artists under 45 years old
sold in the Hong Kong sales room, signalling the
demand for contemporary art in the region.
Cultural and societal change has also filtered through
into the art market, in turn increasing the demand for
art categories in the contemporary genre. Increasing
in momentum, spurred from the global movements
towards equality and social justice, is the awareness
and focus on previously under-represented groups
such as women artists and black artists. In the first
half of 2020, 15 women artists were in the list of 100
top-selling artists at auction – this figure is more than
double the number in 2019.17 Living black artists, such
as Kehinde Wiley and Amoako Boafo, have seen their
markets soar in the last few years; a striking shift
away from an art market that, aside from Jean Michel
Basquiat, does not provide enough recognition on the
international art stage.18 The active pulse of these
groups is shared by Thai collectors whose collections
are beginning to incorporate them.
From this, we can see how globalisation—through the
technological drive from art auctions, the shifting
tastes of collectors due to cultural and societal shifts,
and the reshuffling of art auction structures themselves—has influenced the art market within Thailand,
leading to an expansion of contemporary art interests
for Thai collectors and the increased awareness of
Thai contemporary artists globally.

Conclusion

As this article has discussed, there has been a shift
in Thai collector habits. We have seen how factors
including the blooming of online-only auctions, cultural
shifts bringing a more diverse and international range
of artists to the fore, and the growing wealth of the
region, has facilitated an interest in Post-War and
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Contemporary art in the younger generation of
collectors. As a result, these collectors have moved
towards a more global system of buying. This overview,
however, has only been able to touch on a fragment
of the whole contemporary art landscape. As mentioned previously, there are many contemporary
artists whose markets remain primary. Therefore,
they have not had exposure to the auction system and
thus remain outside the scope of this study. However,
these artists make up an important part of Thailand’s
emerging contemporary art landscape. If we are to
fully understand the rise of contemporary art in Thailand
and the region, then future research should incorporate these artists.
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