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ABSTRACT 
The contemporary visual artists of Thailand have kept their association with cultural themes in 

the pathway of defining the cultural identity of their society. The Buddhist mysticism is 
highlighted in their works. But they have gone away from traditional clichés and repetition. They 

are internationally known and have a word to say. In the present paper, the answers to two 

problems are sought. The first is about defining mechanisms through which they deal with 
western culture to generate an acceptable interaction between their traditional culture and art and 

dominating western civilization. To develop the answer to this question, the works of three 

contemporary artists of Thailand are viewed from two perspectives of “Nativism” and 
“Orientalism” both of which are branches of postcolonial studies. As the second problem, the 

influence of cultural trends of the colonizer and the colonized in the colonized countries are 

reviewed. At the end of this study, it is concluded that these artists use the cultural instrument of 
“othernization” used by dominative western culture to deal with the west and they have been 

relatively successful in this regard 

 
KEY WORDS: postcolonial studies, contemporary Thai artists, orientalism, nativism, 

othernization.  

1MA of Painting, Tehran Soore 
University, Technical and 
Vocational University Master 
2Master student of dramatic 
literature,  Tehran University of 
Arts 
3Master of Arts, Technical and 
vocational university of Shiraz 
academy 

 
Address For Correspondence: 

Azadeh Sehat, MA of 
Painting, Tehran Soore 
University, Technical and 
Vocational University Master 

 
Received 19 Feb 2015 
Accepted 18 May 2015 
Available online 25 May 2015 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

 In the present paper, the contemporary Thai artist is reviewed with two approaches. In the first approach, 

some perspectives of eastern culture and life interesting for the west on the base of which the definition of the 

east by the west (i.e. orientalism) are studies on the section of theoretical framework. Therefore, the 

contemporary visual arts of Thailand with oriental viewpoints draw the attention of the west in international 

shows. These works have similar implications and themes such as strange local traditions and customs, 

primitivism in rural and tribal life and combination of these concepts with the approaches of contemporary 

visual arts of the west.  

 In the second approach, the implications and common perspectives of nativists and nationalists are studied. 

In fact, it regards nationalism as the cultural reaction to dominating western art which seeks to restore eastern 

and local identity. The “othernization” is a term which the west uses to define its identity, boast of its 

advantages and attain its superior position but now, the contemporary Thai artists use the same cultural 

instrument to define their identity, boast of the advantages of their traditional culture and manifest the negative 

aspects of western culture.  

 It seems that the contemporary visual arts of Thailand can be discussed from two radically different 

viewpoints. In fact, contemporary visual arts of Thailand is a significant issue among the nationalists and 

nativists on one hand and on the other, they are rewarded in international festivals and shows of the west. The 

orientalism on one hand and both of nativism and nationalism on the other constitute a larger approach called 

“post-colonialism”.  

 

Theoretical Framework (Postcolonial Studies): 

 The postcolonial studies endeavor to understand the works of colonial and anti-colonial ideologies. With 

examination of ideological forces which make the colonized to internalize colonial values and resistance of the 
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colonized nations which endeavor to delve into the truth, one could see that such resistance dates back to early 

times of human’s existence on earth which was against the exploiters [1]. 

 In definition of the term “Postcolonialism”, one might face complications due to wide range of its 

associated subjects from literary theory and criticism to economic and political studies, colonial governments, 

problem of identity and cultural studies [2].  

 From the second half of 20th century and with increasing trend of anti-colonialism in the colonized 

territories, significant intellectual currents were made in the west which challenged the previous perceptions on 

the “obedient” people. These currents included a large range of thoughts and works which did not want to show 

the western empires, scientific discourses and modern thinking as the embodiments of history, culture and 

civilization. The postcolonial studies are affected by these thoughts from different aspects and new ways into 

modern European intellectual trends such as postmodernism, poststructuralism, neomarxism and modern 

feminism were sought. These theories provided perspectives which clarify some of the significant discussions in 

postcolonial texts [3]. 

 However, the main element in this research domain is cultural problems and issues which influences the 

association between culture and imperialism, especially in developing world. Its main hypothesis is that cultural 

imperialism significantly affect the formation of identity, lifestyle and cultural life of people in all around the 

world [4]. 

 The cultural imperialism is the direct product of economic domination which denotes the occupation of a 

culture by another culture to a level that the latter makes the first to imitate food, clothes, tradition, 

entertainment and cultural values. The cultural imperialism of United States is one of the most widespread 

instances of this phenomenon which occupies local cultures all around the world through its economic power 

[1]. 

 The postcolonial theory does not merely refer to the end of colonial era but claims that it has found the way 

out of colonial domination. This way passes through knowledge which is obtained by thinking about the present. 

Along it, Postcolonialism tends towards geology. An instance of geological inclination of Postcolonialism can 

be found in the works of historians of Subaltern Studies Group (SSG) or Subaltern Studies Collective. The 

groups of subaltern studies are active in India and Africa as well as United States and Canada. In fact, the 

geological-cultural difference and differences in traditions of these two regions led to independent development 

of these two postcolonial approaches. India and Africa are among third-world regions in which the philosophers 

and intellectual figures have attained a high level of understanding of contemporary philosophy. They endeavor 

to obtain an answer or equivalent for modern philosophies in their own tribal culture and philosophy. As a 

result, they mostly emphasize the elements of thinking and conscious understanding [5]. 

 Dipesh Chakrabarty considers postcolonial studies a successful way to remove colonialism from knowledge 

and believes that history is a discourse theorized in academic institutes of Europe such as the history of India, 

China and Kenia written in Europe [6].  

 From the viewpoint of postcolonialism, the values, intellectual schools and literature of the west, including 

postcolonial discourses, are guilty because of favoring a type of suppressive tribalism. The patterns of western 

thought (e.g. Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, Marx, Nietzsche and Freud) or its literature (e.g. Homer, Dante, 

Flaubert, T. S. Eliot) dominate over the cultures of the world. They dismiss or ignore non-western cultural 

traditions and forms [7]. 

 Due to more advanced technologies, the colonizers believed that their culture is also superior and they 

found themselves as embodiments of right human or true self while the indigenous were regarded as “others” or 

“different”. This type of judging the different others is called “othernization”. Nowadays, this way of though is 

called “Eurocentrim”. The clear instances of eurocentrism can be found in terms associated with “first world” 

and “third world”. The term “first world” refers to Europe and United States and the term “third world” refers to 

developing countries such as India, Africa, South America and Central America as well as southeast of Asia. 

This type of expression is only meaningful when history starts with Europe and its colonial conquering of 

countries. Such an expression ignores the existence of more ancient civilizations such as those in Greece, Egypt 

and Africa. Another instance of eurocentrim is a definite type of othernization called “Orientalism” which 

emerged in Europe, Britain and United States against which Edward Said sought to fight [1]. 

 

Orientalism, Association of East and West and Colonial Discourse: 

 Orientalism denotes the way to deal with the east. The life of Europe depends upon the special definition of 

the position of the east. The east is not only a neighbor of Europe but includes the richest and most ancient 

colonies of European countries, origins of civilizations and languages of Europe and its cultural exponents and 

one of the deepest and most frequent images of what Europeans have of others [8].  

 The objective of orientalism is creation of a positive definition of the national selves of western societies 

against the eastern ones. The latter is attributed all negative characteristics which the west is not inclined to 

accept them among its people. As a result, the Chinese, the Arabs, or any Middle Eastern or Asian countries of 

higher political position are defined as cruel, insidious, evil, capricious and dishonest people. In fact “the 
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eastern” is the product of the west used to provide a positive definition for the latter. As a result, any intrusive 

economic or military measure against the east which raises benefits can be justified [1].  

 Edward Said uses the theories of Michel Foucault on formation of self/the other and the way of disclosing 

truth through different discourses as well as the concept of domination in Gramscian viewpoints to develop its 

theoretical framework. He believes that orientalism is affected by Imperialism, Positivism, Utopianism, 

Darwinism, Racism, Froidism, Marxism and Spenglerism.  

 Michel Foucault defined four technologies which human uses to understand himself: manufacturing 

technologies, institutional system technologies, power technologies, and self-technologies. Foucault dealt with 

self-technologies. He studied the genealogy of humanities since 18th century and concluded that these sciences 

provide a new and positive definition of the self radically different from the concept of “non-selfhood” in 

Christianity. As Foucault believed, the humanities put the new “self” against “the other”. In other words, 

knowing one’s self is done through identification of the other. He studied insane, deviant, imprisoned, criminal, 

murderous, bisexual figures or in better terms “the internal other”. Foucault believed that the discourses 

associated with powerful entities and forces create “others”. He interprets human activities based on double 

oppositions such as wisdom and insanity, health and disease, righteous and criminal behavior [9].  

 The “Eastern” defined by Said, similar to insane and imprisoned individuals in Foucault’s works, are 

subjects of identification, analysis and control. They are not independent and speaking subjects but objects of 

study and research deprived of speaking. All of them share the characteristic of “being other” as a result of their 

differences with normal, true and proper things [10]. 

 Orientalism distributes a geological awareness of aesthetic, research-based, economic, sociological, 

historical and philosophical texts. Orientalism distributes or expands a simple difference which denotes a 

geological division between two halves of the world. It simultaneously explains and promotes a complete chain 

of interests or benefits. These interests or benefits are not only made by orientalism but also maintained by it. 

Above all, orientalism is a discourse which is not directly associated with political power but developed during 

unequal interactions with different types of powers: Political Power (i.e. applied by a dominating colonial or 

imperialistic system), Mental and Intellectual Power (e.g. top sciences such as comparative linguistics, 

comparative anatomy or any other science of comparison of methods and policies), Cultural power (e.g. old and 

established culture denoting interests, values and writings), and Moral Power (e.g. thoughts on “what we do” 

and “what they cannot do or perceive what we do or get”). Said believed that orientalism is an inevitable aspect 

of contemporary cultural-intellectual culture [8]. 

 

Nativism and National Identity: 

 Although the colonizers have returned the conquered lands to the colonized, anticolonialism is often limited 

to exit of military forces and governmental officials. What remains is a deeply rooted cultural colonialism. This 

refers to imposition of British systems of government, education, moral and even physical appearance over the 

previously colonized nation. Therefore, the colonized are left strange with their local culture which had long 

been forbidden or insignificant [1].  

 The writings of Frantz Fanon, the Algerian leftist intellectual of 1950s, directly influenced the formation of 

nationalistic approach. In “The Wretched of the Earth”, he defined the west as “the other” for the first type. 

Fanon studied the inhibitive power of mental perceptions in colonial societies. With Marxist and existential 

inclinations, he considered “colonization” a system of racist suppression which affects the mind and the body.  

 A part of Fanon’s will reads: “Yet it is very true that we need a model, and that we want blueprints and 

examples. For many among us the European model is the most inspiring. We have therefore seen in the 

preceding pages to what mortifying set-backs such an imitation has led us. European achievements, European 

techniques and the European style ought no longer to tempt us and to throw us off our balance. When I search 

for Man in the technique and the style of Europe, I see only a succession of negations of man, and an avalanche 

of murders. The human condition, plans for mankind and collaboration between men in those tasks which 

increase the sum total of humanity are new problems, which demand true inventions. Let us decide not to 

imitate Europe; let us combine our muscles and our brains in a new direction. Let us try to create the whole man, 

whom Europe has been incapable of bringing to triumphant birth” [11].  

 Fanon believed that the way out of the feeling of weakness and inferiority against the west is “writing in 

opposition”. The way to obtain true identity is to initial obtain the right of narration through writing. Therefore, 

in textual level and the level of political awareness, nativism should be interpreted as a response to Eurocentrism 

and colonization. In other words, nativism is not only a sign of resistance by third-world intellectuals but also a 

discourse for which fights have been initiated [9].  

 The lands that obtained independence after WWII faced a new crisis called “Identity”. Their original culture 

had been marginalized during time and humiliation of the colonizers. Mimicry of Europe made them undergo 

“Double Consciousness” or double approaches.  

 The double consciousness often led to an uncertain understanding of the self along with forced immigration 

from farms and villages to urban areas for finding better jobs. The slaves forcefully exiled from their lands had 
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become global wanderers. As a theorist and primary thinker of postcolonial studies, Homi Bhabha was born in 

1949 in India, finished his academic education and Britain and lives in United States at the moment. The 

multiplicity of his birthplace, education location and current place of living made him one of the most influential 

theorists of the culture of wandering and multiculturalism as Edward Said was.  

 The feeling of getting stuck among cultures and not belong to either is called “homelessness” which is not 

equivalent with “wandering”. Wandering denotes feeling of not being at home despite of physical existence in a 

house because of internal inconvenience. In other words, the cultural identity crisis makes one a mental 

wanderer [1]. 

 In “Orientalism”, Edward Said focused on military, legal, economic and political relationships among the 

colonizer and the colonized while Homi Bhabha deals psychological relations among the dominant culture and 

subordinate culture. From the viewpoint of Homi Bhabha, none of these parties is original because they need 

each other to build their identity. In fact, when the two parties feel different on seeing each other they try to get 

close to each other and go beyond old boundaries between them. These cultural differences create a discourse 

among the colonized and the colonizer. Influenced by Lacan, he asserts that the colonized can resist the power 

of the colonizer when they can respond to the colonizer’s viewpoint of them and challenge the enforced power. 

The colonized can realize this objective through mimicry. This form of resistance is almost completely 

unconscious. For instance, the Indians mimicked the English language but they unconsciously applied changes 

on it and created a new accent. Therefore, we see that the language and culture is partially present in India. 

Homi Bhabha believes that the colonization culture has not absolute power and affects as much as it is affected. 

The imitation is an instrument of resistance to the same extent that it is an instrument of resistance. This 

imitation and the changes that the colonized simultaneously applies on the colonizer’s culture continue until a 

balance is reached between the dominant and the dominated. As a result, the common points exceed the 

differences [12]. 

 

Traditional Art of Thailand:  

 During centuries, Thailand has been the center of two Buddhist and Brahman cultures. The Thai added the 

Buddhist culture and Brahman traditions to their universal outlook and moral principles. It is noteworthy that the 

Thai borrowed the two cultures from India but they also established close relationships with China. In other 

words, the Thai were morally close to India but racially and ethnographically similar to China. Although the 

residents of Thailand are a combination of Thai, Mon, Khmer and other tribal group but they all speak Thai 

(originally meaning freedom). The basis of this language is Indian and its alphabet is a combination of Indian 

and Khmer.  

 Before the emergence of modernism into Thailand, al wall paintings of shrines and sculptures with their 

beauty and dynamism represented the effective efforts of the makers to embody such concepts and not a well-

informed act to build an artistic work. The ultimate goal of Thai art, either Buddhist or Brahman, is to embody 

the religious realities and certainties before the faithful. In this regard, the earthly and heavenly aspects were 

mixed. Mysticism and spirituality were the most significant factors of creating art in the past of this country 

(Figure (1) and (2)). 

 

 
 

Fig. 1: A Thai Temple Representing Mysticism and Spirituality. 

 

An Orientalist Approach to Arts of Thailand: 

 The orientalist approach to contemporary art of Thailand originates from excessive interest of the western 

to understand the mystic domain called “orient”. The Europeans were informed of a phenomenon called “orient” 

through travel letters, poets, stories and works of Thai artists. The common orientalism developed during late 

18th and early 19th century became almost a fashion [8]. The 19th century of romanticism was tantamount with 
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a period in which a nostalgic, legendary and romantic approach to art, literature and philosophy prevailed other 

domain of life.  

 
 

Fig. 2: A Thai Statue Representing Mysticism and Spirituality. 

 

 In general, one could say that these works transmitted a sensual, imaginative, ambiguous and dream-like 

feeling from the east. Physical pleasures, promise, violence, exaggeration, heavenly presents, excessive power 

and other characteristics are some of the features of the orient. It posed like an imaginative creature in the 

orientalist mind before romanticism and development of technology in the Europe of late 18th century. These 

variable and inharmonious features were embodied in a form collectively called “orient” [8]. 

 More than dependence upon reality of the east, these works are based upon the western approach of the 

east. The westerners are inclined to see the primitive images, simple rural lives, traditions, superstitions, strange 

beliefs of the indigenous and tribal biases because with “othernization”, their advanced, civilized and 

democratic position could be assigned meaning. This is while the eastern artists use the same items to manifest 

their eastern identity along with satisfaction of the other’s wills.  

 

Contemporary Political History of Thailand: 

A Summary of Democratization Process in Political History of Thailand: 

 In the state system of Thailand during 1879-2000, the king had the absolute power. In this years, the Khmer 

kings reigned and based on Hindu beliefs, the kinds had divine status and the reigning system was hereditary up 

to 19th century. Ayutthaya was one of the oldest and riches empires of southeastern Asia for three centuries. So, 

the political government of Thailand became hereditary for more than three centuries without any reform. 

However, the king Chulalongkorn felt the need for political reforms in the middle of 1800 as a result of which 

the state become non-concentrated. He implemented a significant organization of local and central states which 

formed the basis of current system. The central state was divided into a number of sectors and a ruler was 

assigned for each province. The state reform and rapid modernization by the king contributed to maintaining the 

independence of the state. The Thai seriously fought against the intrusions of foreigners during colonial era. 

From historical perspective, only Thailand and Japan were able to survive independently because they used their 

potentials and due reforms to keep the independence of their countries against the western colonizers.  

 Gradually, the inclination towards parliamentarian democracy emerged among the intellectuals and those 

educated at foreign countries. In 24th July of 1932, they should their will through a bloodless coup detat which 

demanded the foundation of a legal reign. To prevent from bloodshed, the king agreed with total dismissal of 

royal reign for its people as well as transferring power to a governmental system based on the constitution. 

Similar to India, Thailand was never colonized but its politicians were always afraid of cultural imperialism and 

used a conservative policy against the west.  

 

Formation Process of Contemporary Art of Thailand: 

 With entry of modernism the cultural phenomena of Thailand were rapidly changing due to modern 

technology and cultural factors tended towards more coordination with the era of communication. Thailand 

started cultural interactions with Japan, Portugal, Spain and China. The cultural cooperation with ASEAN 

(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) initiated based on establishing multiple relationships among the 

member countries. The cultural exchanges of Thailand with ASEAN members were more evident in different 

forms of art such as painting, sculpturing, handcraft industries and dancing. In the past decade, significant 

changes of foreign policy, environment and culture of Thailand occurred. The most highlighted changes 

occurred in culture and art of the country.  
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 In 1933, one year after the foundation of a legal kingdom, Feroci was invite to found a school of fine arts. 

The objective of this new school was to train a new generation of modern artists. It is noteworthy that Mr. 

Corrad Feroci was an Italian artist invited by one of the Thai officials to create statues of Thai heroes. With his 

surveillance, the modern art of Thailand started. Feroci gave all of his energy and efforts for art and died in 

Thailand in 1962. The art school was made into a university and its name changed into Sipakorn. Today, Feroci 

is known as the father of Thailand’s modern art. Another prominent art university in Thailand is Chulalonkorn. 

Some artists such as Angkarnkalayanapongsa, Misiemyipintsoi and Tawanduchanee led the modern art of that 

era. Some works by Tawan and PrateungEmjaroen represent Buddhist subjects depicted with small detailed. 

Another major artist of this period was Chakrabhand whose works combined portrait and figure depiction of 

European style with oil painting techniques of using exquisitely mild colors to show depth and reality.  

 The artists of this period constituted the first generation of modern artists of Thailand. In this art, two 

artistic approaches are evident. The first is completely aligned with western art styles and the other shows a 

combination of modern and traditional styles as well as Buddhist themes which communicated a distinctive 

sense of national identity.  

 

Nativist Endeavors (Start of Nativism in Modern Arts of Thailand): 

 As mentioned before, the art of Thailand was rich with traditional heritages and history before the 

emergence of modernism. With development of modernism into the domain of art, the Thai artists use 

traditional signs and symbols to revive the marginalized values. After the expansion of modernism in the arts of 

the Thai, the artists started to print posters with Buddhist and Brahman themes and combined them with cubism 

and other western art styles. The proponents of nativism paid attention to mixture of modern western styles with 

traditional and Buddhist theme. This issue was also supported by internal policy of the country.  

 In this approach, the emphasis on eastern and native elements of Thailand along with highlighting the 

differences with western styles led to significant efforts to restore the native culture of Thailand to its original 

position so as to use it for developing a distinctive identity against dominative western cultures. In here, the self-

perception through knowing others is raised. In fact, the original Thai identity and its values are made in a 

different way from the western one. The absent in western art and society is valuable and positive in the orient 

and modern art of Thailand. In the contemporary art of Thailand, some themes such as traditions, local 

languages, native cultures, feelings, mysticism, and ambiguity of the orient, nature, and rural simplicity are 

highlighted. In fact, the modern Thai artist uses the distinctions between western and eastern culture to recover 

his identity.  

 Because knowing one’s self is possible through knowing the other, the Thai nativists introduce some 

definitions of western society with intention of “othernizing” it. Excessive consumerism, industrial pollutions, 

prevalence of promiscuity, threat against the basis of families, lack of attention to religious beliefs, racism, etc. 

are all attributed to western societies by which their distinction from eastern culture and society become more 

manifest.  

 

Effects of Nativism on Western Arts:  

 As mentioned before, the founder of contemporary Thai art was an Italian figure called Feroci. Despite of 

the fact that he was a western artist, but he did not merely imitate from western art. He was interested in 

teachings of mysticism and marginalized Buddhist culture. Feroci endeavored to create a type of interaction 

between western culture and eastern traditions. This method of combination was already experienced by western 

artists such as Picasso. 

 Picasso’s art was highly influenced by his studies on African masks. As a result, most of postcolonial 

theorists believe that the postcolonial identity is a dynamic and continuously modifying integration of native and 

colonial cultures. In fact, this integration showed the combination of cultures. As mentioned in Homi Bhabha’s 

theories, the west has not got the absolute power. It affects as much as it is affected. At last, a balance is reached 

between the dominant and the dominated and commonalities exceed the differences [1]. 

 In regard to contemporary art of Thailand, Steven Pettifor in a book called “Fluvours” admits that the 

integration of national identify of Thailand with modernist thoughts and modification of rural traditions into 

mechanized urban life even affected the world of art and diversified the works. Even if economic instability- as 

a means of cultural colonization- can be prohibited through perception, attaining international arenas of art for 

Thailand would be easy. The national identity and fervor should be represented with new artistic forms and 

concepts. In annual conference of contemporary art of Asia in 2003 and some titles of New York City Art 

Magazine, it was confirmed that modern Thai art has been able to attain international success and obtain a 

developing trend. The admission of works of some Thai artists such as RirkkritTiravanija  ،NavinRawanchaikul 

and MontienBoonma to international level implies this development. From Pettifor’s viewpoint, the Thai art 

needs to analyze the associated suggestions. In fact, one should not oppose with basics of an argument to wide 

out the problem. A problem should be solved.  
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Case Studies: 

Montien Boonma (1953-2000): 

 Despite of his short life, Montien Boonma had a high influence upon modern Thai art. His wife passed 

away due to breast cancer and he also died because of brain tumor and lung cancer at the age of 47. To know 

this artist better, some of his works are introduced but only one of them is analyzed from nativist and orientalist 

approach. One of his works called “Temple of the Mind” was awarded in “Asia Society” show. This work 

apparently shows the temples (stupa) in Thailand but the arrangement and form of the work is totally 

minimalistic. This simple arrangement as a combination of industrial materials such as bricks and clay with 

natural materials such as plant seeds and smells of aromatic plants reminds one of the fragrant sticks which 

Buddhist monks use in temples (Figure (3)). 

 

 
 

Fig. 3: Temple of Weird. 

 

 In an installation work called “House of Hope”, an arrangement of different plants and plant seeds made of 

concrete are formed like strings of snow which remind one of rosaries around the necks of Buddhist monks. 

These dangling rosaries are depicted as an apse at the inside of which a stair is located which unconsciously take 

one’s eye towards up. The gallery walls are surrounded with paintings of abstract and layered images. These 

images remind one of monastery walls and burning candles. All stages of installation was photographed from 

beginning to end and the pictures were maintained in Asia Museum. This work was included in the Biennial of 

2006 and it is regarded as one of the prominent works on Buddhism and art of Thailand (Figure. 4-5). 

 

 
 

Fig. 4: A View of House of Hope. 

 

 
 

Fig. 5: A View of House of Hope. 
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 In this work, the national identity is formed with emphasis on virtue and mysticism. The Buddhist 

mysticism is rooted in the nature of the east. In this installation work, natural materials such as plant seeds have 

been used and refer to spiritual and mystic concepts of the east. Some concepts such as humility of human 

against the majesty of nature and the supernatural (tiny size of humans), mortality of humans against the 

immortality of nature and the supernatural, corruption and death of natural elements and rebirth. These are the 

concepts which the artist feels close to due to his disease. He is familiar with it. His paintings on the gallery 

walls is an adaptation of western formal art. He endeavors to create a balance among different elements of his 

work such as structure, form, color, light and shrewdly the smell. He used perishable materials to mention the 

unstable material world and challenge the material appearances of life. This materiality is more intertwined with 

west rather than the east. But this work emphasizes mystic intuition which is specific to the east. In the 

orientalist discourse, this mysticism creates two poles of the east and the west. As a result, mysticism enters the 

epistemology of the west as an element of the definitions of the east which represents the truth of the east. Of 

course, the unconscious mind used the polarity of wisdom/intuition to attribute wisdom to the west and intuition 

to the east. From the philosophical approach of the west, the wisdom is original while intuition is cheap, 

superficial and unstable. Therefore, the western outlook of the mysticism and similar beliefs of the eastern is a 

humiliating one based on self-superiority. As a result, mysticism acts like a cultural cliché and the east (the 

mystic east) along with other definitions of the east leads to formation of a totality against the totality of the 

west which is iteratively reproduced so as to develop cultural clichés.  

 Manop Cuwanpinta: Born in 1959, he is one of the Thai artists of sculpture and installation arts. In the work 

called “Family Talk” in 2003, a family which includes parents and children in the middle are represented as 

statues parts of which are not complete. The viewer should completer the links. Instead of heads of humans, the 

animal skulls are used. At the foot of represented figures, a pair of high-heel shoes, a pair of men’s shoes and a 

pair of shoes for children are placed. As the name implies, all details, the standing pose and movements of the 

statues show a complicated and boastful mood. Feeling of incompletion is due to a high level of pride and bias 

less often found in recent works of the artist. At the moment, he is more inclined to combine his works with 

public space and create larger pieces (Figure.6).  

 

 
 

Fig. 6: Family Talk. 

 

 In “Two Figures in a Landscape” in 2003, Manop created a sculpture of two humans creating an embryonic 

ring and totally painted in white. This work has a more inherent religious essence. He depicts human as white 

entity with uniform and smooth surfaces the embryonic and bending shape of which shows its susceptible 

situation. The self-made resignation of human from his surrounding might represent that ignorance of human 

being of the universal reality. The inactivity and immobility is likened to a Buddhist monk which remains inside 

and enjoys mystical meditation for hours without any intentions of intruding into space and environment 

(Figure.7). 

 In discourse of nativism, the same meditation is realized in the concept of life which is completely eastern. 

In this way the polarity of eastern and western culture is made. The local and eastern identity of Thailand is 

made with emphasis on a distinctive perception of life which is that of eastern poet.  

 But in the orientalist discourse, the east is a land in which the people are static and lifeless without any 

intrusion in their surrounding environment because they do believe in destiny. They do not change and their 

lifestyle has no significant change with it.  

 Based on what was stated regarding orientalism and nativism, one could claim that the issue of “cultural 

distinction” in both of them is a central issue. Their whole discursive frameworks revolve around this issue. In 

regard to this work, it obtains its value from the polarities of destiny/western humanism. With this cultural 

distinction, one could establish cultural values and make them into the truth of the east and the west.  
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 Montri Toemsombat: Born in 1975, Montri is one of the young artists of Thailand who is also 

internationally known. Montri has artistic bonds with Albania, Germany, France, Hong Kong and Japan. For the 

first time, he participated in Asian Art Triennial of Fukuoka in Japan. In the same year, he won the Young 

Designer Award at the International Exhibition in Bangkok. He was born and raised in the northeastern province 

of Vanchaniya but immigrated to Bangkok to study in university.  

 

 
 

Fig.7: Two Figures in a Landscape (Fiberglass and Stainless Steel). 

 

 During his B.A studies in Chulalongkorn University, we won the Young Designer Award at the 

International Exhibition in Bangkok in 1999 with a work called “Cocoon”. This work was sponsored by the silk 

manufacturing company called “Jim Thompson”. The artist covered manikins and models in mulberry leaves on 

which the silk worms were released to feed on the leaves and cocoon. A horrible and disgusting image over the 

model is made which is similar to carcasses intertwined with spider web. All stages of this project were filmed 

in silence (Figure.8). 

 
 

Fig. 8: Cocoon ( A Combination of Materials Made by Cocoons, Mulberry Leaves and Mannequins). 

 

 Montri’s works are internationally famous. In 2003, he represented Thailand exhibitions in artistic 

conference of Venice. The underlying bases of his works are the works by two pioneer artists called 

Manitsciwanichpoom and Vasansitthiket. In their works, the consumerism of the west is symbolically 

represented. In Montri’s works, different media are used so as to establish connections with visitors in different 

emotional levels. Montri is a pioneer artist going through the same path during 21st century. 

 “Thorns and Spines” was done in 2003 which was awarded by Japan Institute of Friendship. In this 

installation, he wore a cloth similar to barbed wire in the cultural center of Japan. While holding a bird in his 

hand, he faced his head against the sky while screaming with open mouth as if drowning in barbed wires. The 

space into which the artist is located is a little room. The placement of artist in this metallic room while covered 

with barbed wires involve the feelings of any audience. These wires always imply suppression and exclusion. 

Symbolizing Bonsai tree the growth of which is prevented by wire, he aligns himself with traditional Japan 

against the contemporary advanced society. The bird in his hand symbolized freedom and nature. He 

symbolically showed his protest against construction of modern houses with iron and wire in the past decades 

replacing traditional building materials used in villages (Figure.9). 
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Fig. 9: Thorns and Spines (Combination of Barbed Wires, Aluminum Sheets and Artist).  

 

 Even in his urban home, Montri lives in homelessness and suppression. This irritation mood is represented 

by sitting in a small room with barbed wires on. Here, homelessness is not equivalent with wandering. The artist 

does not feel being at home. The immigration and rapid social changes of modernization highly affect him. He 

is away from the village of childhood and his double consciousness challenges his cultural identity. 

 In this nativist discourse, allusions to nature, village and birthplace affects the rural life. The east is where 

human is not against the nature but compliant with nature and respecting it. The eastern identity is made through 

othernization while the other “west” is labeled as consumerist which battles against the nature with industrial 

production. The opposition between industry and nature is a cultural one between the east and the west. The 

contrast between nature and industry is equivalent with opposition between culture of the east and that of the 

west. This contrast is raised as a bipolar form in nativism for which each pole represents the true essence of the 

east and the west.  

 For nativism, this bipolar form acts as a factor of cultural distinction which forms and develops cultural 

identity. In similar manner, orientalism attributes an unknown and unchecked nature to the east. In the best 

scenario, the east is recognized as an untouched nature among the west and orientalists which creates a fervor in 

them. This fervor is apparent among the romantic poets and writers of 19th century in a fantasized manner. 

When bored with facades of modern life, they fanatically search for spirituality, mysticism, spirituality, 

unfathomed nature and intellectual journey to the eastern lands.  

 

Conclusion: 

 In the present paper, the contemporary visual arts of Thailand was analyzed from two perspectives of 

support (i.e. nativist) and criticism (orientalism). Next, the case studies of three instances of works by prominent 

Thai artists were reviewed from these two contrasting viewpoints. The objective of present paper was to show 

that how these different perspectives lead to similar objectives and ends. These studies lead to the conclusion 

that these artists use the cultural instrument of “othernization” previously used by dominating western trend to 

fight against it. As stated in the section of theoretical framework, orientalism endeavored to othernize the east to 

define the east and describe its opposite, the west. On the other hand, the nativists needed dependence upon 

cultural distinction from the west to attain their true identity and this happened through othernization. In fact, the 

function of othernization is utilized by the dominant western culture and marginalized eastern culture. As a 

result, the biannual exhibitions and western cultural entities support these kinds of works and the nativists and 

other cultural institutes simultaneously praise these works. This is the point that two apparently opposite 

approaches converge and this shows that these two discourses have similar ultimate function of reproduction of 

culture through othernization.  

 As stated in theoretical sections, discussions on othernization in contemporary Thai arts is accompanied 

with integration. As a result, most of postcolonial theorists believe that postcolonial identity is inevitably a 

dynamic combination of native and colonial cultures. In fact, these mixture show the combination of cultures. 

As Bhabha believed the west has not got the absolute power and it is affected as much as it affects. Finally, a 

balance is created between the dominant and the dominated as a result of which the common points exceed the 

differences. The point is that today, there is no integrated and self-sufficient west or east and the same case 

applies for their cultures.  

 The contemporary visual arts of Thailand use a conservative double policy to deal with the west instead of 

mere mimicry of the western principles. Their solution is to admit that culture and cultural identity is a dynamic 

phenomenon which is constantly interacting with other cultures as well as older aspects of Thai culture. As the 

country rapidly moves towards modernization, the biannual and triennial exhibitions in Asia as well as global 

and individual ones draw more attention. However, the modern Thai art is less known in international arena and 

in this regard, the activity of international media is critical. 
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