ANATOMY OF SILENCE

PACHARA PIYASONGSOOT
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Communism emerged in Thailand in the late 1920s with
a group of Chinese and Vietnamese immigrants. The Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT) was established in 1942 and pitted itself
against the Thai state in a guerrilla war for several decades before
ending with its defeat in 1980. While the state built monuments for
the government forces who fell and organised commemorations
in various provinces throughout the Cold War period, the revival

of the communist memory only began in the 1990s.

After the long silence...



The Anatomy of Silence: Nabua

In 1965, the village of Nabua in Khok Hin Hae, Renu
Nakhon, Nakhon Phanom marked its importance in the history
of the communist movement in Thailand with the incident known
as “The Day the First Gunshot Rang Out”. Eight communist
villagers confronted Thai security forces, resulting in the death of
Comrade Sathien and Police Sergeant Chairat Singduang. The
CPT later declared that ‘an era of armed struggle had begun’.
The Thai government set up base camps for soldiers, policemen
and civilian volunteers in Nabua and nearby villages. The Bua
Khao Temple was used as a detention and interrogation centre.

53 years later, Pachara Piyasongsoot travelled to Nabua.
His serene paintings of the rural landscape surrounding Nabua
do not reveal anything about the memory of “The Day the Iirst
Gunshot Rang Out” that is embedded in the place. His paintings
deny narration, leaving the memory of the incident floating in
the calm and harmonious atmosphere. Without the title of the
exhibition, these paintings could be pictures of any place in the
countryside. No history can be read from the paintings. They are
not narrative paintings, nor illustrations of historical lessons. The
only implication is offered in one of the five oil paintings, found
in the image of the Bua Khao Temple’s Gate, where the name of
the temple and an inscription “no happiness other than serenity”
appears blurred. Yet, this painting still denies narration by placing
the temple’s gate on the seashore. Of course, there 1s no sea in
Nabua. In fact, the gate of the Bua Khao Temple was builtin 1977
by soldiers from Krit Sriwara Military Camp in Sakon Nakhon,
who were responsible for security in Sakon Nakhon and Nakhon
Phanom. The other side of the gate, which is invisible for the
viewers, bears an inscription of the late King Bhumibol’s initials

in Thali lettering.

These paintings haunt us with the memory of a red spectre — the

spectre of communism that remains there.



For the Communist Party of Thailand, the forest and
rural areas were of utmost importance as strongholds and targets
of the revolution. Thus, Piyasongsoot’s rural landscape paintings
are more than beautiful paintings commonly found in art markets.
The Anatomy of Silence: Nabua combines a memory of violence
here with its current condition and the artist’s imagination. Fake
tiger disguises in the forest. A strange translucent structure stands
in a field. And a monk’s robe blows in the forest. These mysterious
objects are small but eye-catching, implying abnormality. The
translucent structure was installed there but not to be presented
as installation art. The purpose of setting this specific object
on this historical landscape is to return its memory to pictorial
representation. These are paintings with traces of memories.
Memories on canvases

History and political memory are embedded in these
landscape paintings. Silent but full of meaning. During our
decade-long political crisis, the past has emerged and haunted us,
perhaps to be compared, perhaps to remind us that something

remains unfinished.

Thanavi Chotpradit

Statue of Comrade Sathien. Royal Initials of H.M. King Bhumibol Adulyadej on the other

(Photo by the artist)

side of the gate at Bua Khao Temple. (Photo by the artist)



The Sound of Silence, 2018

Oil on canvas, 140 x 250 cm



Tale from Communist, 2018

Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm



Host, 2018
Oil on canvas, 110 x 180 cm



Tiger, 2018

Fake

Oil on canvas

120 x 80 cm
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No Happiness Other than Serenity, 2018

Oil on canvas, 80 x 120 cm
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The Anatomy of Silence: Sequence

The return of stories from the past, particularly those
concerned with the death of “little” people, is no coincidence.

In the series 7he Anatomy of Silence: Sequence, Pachara
Piyasongsoot created paintings about deaths that relate to the
political crisis after the prelude at Nabua. Even though the Cold
War had ended over 30 years earlier, there remain political conflicts
in Thailand, rooted in the hierarchical structure of Thai society
and the so-called problem of “national security”. This series of

paintings deals with incidents which occurred in 1976, 2006 and



The point of View under the overpass, the same point where

Nuamthong Praiwan hangs himself. (Photo by the artist)

2010, yet Piyasongsoot maintains a distance between the
stories and the viewers, leaving only one clue in the title
of one of the works.

What a Wonderful World: Parallel Side of the
Red Gate refers to the lynching of Chumpon Tummai
and Wichai Ketsriphonsa, two electrician-cum-labour
activists at the “Red Gate” in Nakhon Pathom in
September 1976. They were putting up posters against
the return from exile of the former dictator I'ield Marshal
Thanom Kittikachorn in the robe of a novice monk.
This incident set off a chain of events that ended in
the massacre at Thammasat University by the far-right
paramilitary forces on the morning of 6® October. The
painting presents a perspective from the front of the Red
Gate as the artist controls the viewers’ eyes to look from
the perspective of the two hanged men. What we therefore
see 13 a landscape that is parallel with the gate, as we are
in the same position as the corpses. The natural landscape
in front of us may be beautiful, yet a horrible incident lies
behind us. There is violence behind the painting. A horror
scene from the past.

In another painting, the scenario shifts from
a rural landscape to the capital city, moving forward
from the Cold War past to the 19" September 2006
military coup and turning from a representational
approach to abstraction. 7he Sun is Gone bur I Have
a Light is a painting of white colour, in which the
yellow-brown toned background can hardly be seen
underneath. There is no shape nor depth. And it is
impossible to tell the scene’s exact whereabouts or to which
incident it might refer. This is actually a painting of a
footbridge on Vibhavadi Rangsit Road at night. Here is
the place where Nuamthong Praiwan hanged himself on
31" October 2006, one month after driving his taxi into

a tank to protest against the coup. The artist constructed



the painting by merging the four corners of the footbridge, then
superimposed white paint over the whole canvas, turning it into
an abstract painting. Here, the viewers cannot locate their position
or perspective. It 1s as if some deaths are unrepresentable, seem
unbelievable, but actually happened. The death of Praiwan was
an act of suicide to protest against the coup. He hanged himself
to prove that the saying “Nobody’s ideals are so great that they
would sacrifice their lives for them” by Colonel Akkara Thiproj
(deputy spokesperson for the junta) was wrong.

The last painting of political terror, Undergrowth with
the Lovers, differs from the other paintings in that it shows human
figures. The smiling young couple in wedding attire are Ah Kong
(meaning, grand pa) and Pa Au (meaning, aunty Au), Ampon
and Rosmalin Tangnoppakul. In 2010, 61-year-old Ah Kong was
accused of sending four Short Messages (SMS) from his cellphone
to Somkiat Khrongwatthanasuk, secretary of then Prime Minister
Abhisit Vejjajiva. He was sentenced by the Criminal Court to
20 years in prison for committing a crime against the monarchy
and computer related offences. Ah Kong died in prison in 2012.
Piyasongsoot painted the young Ah Kong and his wife in their
wedding attire from an old photograph, making them the centre of
adreamlike forest landscape. The artist returned the knowledge of
perspective to the viewers; they would be looking at the painting
from the front, seeing the past of the lovers of whom one is now
dead and the other remains with the memory.

The Anatomy of Silence presents the structure of silence in
Thai society through various political incidents. Nevertheless, a
Ppainting is not, and never needs to be, a faithful record of historical
events. Here, Piyasongsoot pays homage and commemorates
political victims by painting traces of their stories. Art may not aim
to change society, but what art has always offered are moments
of contemplation and revision. When meaning is formed in one’s
mind, one becomes part of a resistance to silence, and then, some

dimensions of the past may shed light on present crises.

Thanavi Chotpradit



What a Wonderful World - Parallel side of the Red Gate, 2018
Oil on canvas, 140 x 230 cm
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The Sun is Gone but I Have a Light, 2018
Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm



Undergrowth with the Lovers, 2017

Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm
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Innocent Blue, 2018
Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm



On Vacation, 2018
Oil on canvas, 120 x 80 cm
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Boat Trip, 2017
Oil on canvas, 80 x 120 cm



Singin’ in the Rain, 2017
Oil on canvas, 120 x 80 cm



Young Jit Phumisak in His Sunflower Garden, 2017
Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm



The Garden, 2017
Oil on canvas, 120 x 180 cm
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Sunbathe, 2016
Oil on canvas, 110 x 175 cm



Study for a Portrait, 2016
Oil on canvas, 60 x 60 cm
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“I have always been haunted, not by ghosts, but by humans.”

I heard the word “haunt” many times during my
conversation with Grandpa Chom Sanmitr (Comrade
Tang) in May 2018. In eyes of the 90-year-old former
member of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), Thai
government was not different from ghost that haunted
people with lies and promises. The government tried to
portray the CPT as scary ghost but, ironically, they were
actually the ghost that haunted people by pointing at the
CPT asa ghost. Creating the “other” (who are not included

as ‘us’) as enemy was the government’s strategy. The
words, “unity”, “reconciliation” and “peace” have been
the most recurring words for several decades.

In this context, the word “peace” may be compa-
rable to silence under the dictatorship. Layers of silence lie
not only in the oppression of the regime, but also in what
seems to be normal, but has violence hidden beneath its
structure. Images of normality or peace have been in my
interests for 5-6 years. I have tried to translate them into
painting, and in so doing, I have questioned the whole
structure of my painting creation.

“Ghost”, a series of artworks which I had created
in 2013-2014, is an origin of some new questions about
painting. I began to move away from obsessing with my
inner self to the outer contexts. When I started searching
for some truth about the structure of our society, the
political crisis was intensified. Several discourses were
reproduced and used for political reasons. Since truth
did not reveal itself as it should be, I became interested
in the shapeless, invisible and hidden things. This series
of paintings is my symbolic interpretation of the words

“Nation-Religion-Monarchy”.

Grandpa Chom Sanmitr (Comrade Tang) at the site of the con-
frontation between the communist villagers and Thai security
forces in Nabua on August 20, 1961, he had been arrested and
imprisoned for 4 years. He was released in 1965. After “The
Day the First Gunshot Rang Out” incident took place in 1965,
he returned to hide in the forest for more than 20 years. (Photo
by the artist)

The communist’s equipments when living in the forest.
(Photo by the artist)



In the series “Anatomy of Silence” (2016-2018),
I searched for new possibilities in thinking and working.
The structure of my painting extends from thoughts to
words and to paintings. I started with (1) searching for
context and real, existing content then (2) searched further
to find representation for them and finally (3) represented
them through the perspective of painting. These three
steps are interrelated as one cycle. Representing things
through painting may lead to context and content rather
than conclusion. (I use the word ‘perspective of painting’
instead of ‘language of painting’ because of the relation
to the external contexts). The process of searching for
representation of truth led me to travel to the real sites
where I could talk to people such as some villagers in the
communist village, Grandpa Chom Sanmitr and Uncle
Tor, the current owner of the Red Gate. The atmosphere
and surrounding contexts that I found became great ma-
terials for my paintings.

The artwork titled “What a Wonderful World -
Parallel Side of The Red Gate” is one of the paintings
derived from my survey to the site. I got an inspiration
from watching “Song Phee Nong” (The Two Brothers), a
documentary film produced under the “Documentation
of Oct 6” project. On September 24, 1976, the corpses
of two electricians were hung at the top of the Red Gate
after pasting up anti-Thanom posters in town (IField
Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn was a former dictator who
had been forced to leave the country following the 14®*
October Incident in 1973 but secretly returned as a monk
in 1976). The documentary revealed the forgotten place
and the historical object left behind. I was eager to find
the place and when arrived, I was very surprised to see it

and its surrounding. For more than 40 years, the Red Gate
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has remained on the same spot. The rustic red colour and
passage of time highlighted this historical object which, for
me, tried to scream silently. I tried to make this painting
as a representation of “the perspective of dead people”. 1
put my emphasised on an objecthood of painting (its flat
surface). The perspective inside the painting runs parallel
with the actual Red Gate.

“The Sound of Silence” is one of the works that I
made after my survey to the communist village at Nabua,
Renu Nakhon, Nakhon Phanom. I created this work by
constructing a mock-up house and placed it on the sites
of confrontation between the communist villagers and the
Thai forces in 1961 and the site where “The Day the First
Gunshot Rang Out” took place in 1965. The house was
translucent, impractical, opaque, and incomplete. This
work extends my interpretation of “Ghost” and further
questions the Prime Minister’s Office Order 66/2523
(Thai Nation Development Cooperators)' as well as
other interesting elements such as the remain of the Bua
Khao’s Temple Gate and the sign “Pa Prem’s Kindness
Playground”, both built by the military in 1977 and 1979
respectively. It refers to the confrontation on August 20,
1961, “The Day the First Gunshot Rang Out?, on August
7, 1965 when the first official gunfight between the CPT
and authorities occurred, and the government’s commem-
oration of that incident by calling it “The Last Gunfire
Day”, declaring the end of the conflict between the CPT
and Thai authorities. The word “The Sound of Silence”
does not intend to go along with “The Last Gun Fire Day”.
I'intend to use this word to suggest “the disappearance of
the gunfire and the arrival of the silent scream”.

The specific character that I focus on in this paint-
ing series 13 texture. Apart from using texture to emphasise
depth in painting, I am still finding more possibilities in

creating depth in terms of content.

A mock-up house. (Photo by the artist)

Detail of “What a Wonderful World - Parallel Side
of The Red Gate”.



Personally, looking back to history or forgotten
stories is not only to understand what had happened. For
me, it is to pay homage to what society had lost and to try
to connect them with myself. My paintings honour the lost
and symbolically serve as funeral for them. We cry for the
time of emptiness, empty coflins, desolate monuments,
and ghosts who sold their spirits for the living. Even though
there is no calling for truth in the end, but the silent and
timeless landscape will always bear witness to the land of
suffering which is now covered by peaceful and blissful

landscape.

Pachara Piyasongsoot

2018

Grandpa Chom Sanmitr (Comrade Tang) at
the site of “The Day the First Gunshot Rang
Out”. (Photo by the artist)

!““Prime Minister’s Office Order 66/2523 states that the government is required to provide lands and grant aids to former members
of the Communist Party of Thailand. There were four programs operated between 1982 and 2011. The first one was in 1982,
when Gen Prem Tinsulanonda was a Prime Minister; it reached 403 families, 806 people, and provided 2 Ngan for housing and
8-15 Rai for agriculture per family. The second one was when Gen Surayud Chulanont was a Prime Minister; it reached 2,440
people with 50,000-125,000 baht per person, which equals 5 cows, and 5-rai-land or 243,912,987 baht in total. The third one
was when Abhisit Vejjajiva was a Prime Minister; it reached 5,484 people with 225,000 baht per person, or 1,233,900,000 baht in
total. The last one was when Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha was a Prime Minister; it reached 6,183 people with 225,000 baht per person,
or 1,391,075,000 baht in total. In Nakorn Phanom, 387 people received 225,000 baht per person or 87,075,000 baht in total.”,
“Waiting for more than 30 years, Thai Nation Development Cooperators in Northeast finally received the grant aids”, 7hairath
Online. June 22, 2018. https://www.thairath.co.th/content/ 980768 Retrieved October 24, 2018. It is interesting that every prime
minister who followed the Prime Minister’s Office Order 66/2523 did not come to power from election.

? Somsak Jeamteerasakul insisted that the date should be August 8 instead of August 7 as many people has believed. Somsak Jeam-
teerasakul, “August 8, 1965 (8-8-08) “the Gunfire Day” (Part 1), Matichon Weekly, August 13-19, 2004.
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“GHOST” SERIES (2013-2014)

Blue in the Forrest, 2014
Oil on canvas, 170 x 150 cm

Private collection
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Shade of Blue, 2014
Oil on canvas, 140 x 140 cm

Private collection

35



36

Blind and Mute Underneath the Sunlight, 2013
Oil on canvas, 80 x 60 cm

Private collection



Tablecloth, 2013
Oil on linen, 130 x 180 cm
Private collection
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ANATOMY OF SILENCE by PACHARA PIYASONGSOOT

This Exhibition is divided into two parts:

Anatomy of Silence: Na Bua, November 24 - December 7, 2018
Anatomy of Silence: Sequence, December 8 - December 20, 2018.

at ARTIST+RUN
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