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Practical Spiritualism

Glen R. Brown (Asian Art News pp. 51-53)

The human and the natural, the spiritual and the cosmic run deep with the works of Thai
artist Kanya Charoensupkul. Yet, she has maintained a sense of the spontaneous which imbues her

work with a refreshing frankness no matter the subject.

Through her ability to integrate traditional and contemporary concepts, media and tech-
nique to achieve the serenity of a higher order, Thai abstractionist Kanya Charoensupkul has rapidly
earned an international reputation. A professor in the Faculty of Painting, Sculpture, and Graphic
Arts at Silpakorn University, Bangkok, Charoensupkul has been honored at home through solo
exhibitions at the Bhirasri Institute of Modem Art and Thailand’s National Gallery and has been
routinely invited to contribute to the increasing number of exhibitions of contemporary Thai art
curated abroad. What accounts for the widespread acclaim for her work is both the universality and
the currency of its ethos, an interlaying sensibility that could be described as a pragmatic spiritual-

ism.

The pursuit of spiritual enlightenment as an end in itself is typical of many contemporary
Thai artists, whose work generally takes the form of idealized representations or a rigid geometric
abstraction felt to have conceptual analogies with the codified teachings of Theravadin Buddhism.
Charoensupkul’s style, in contrast, has been from the start spontaneous and painterly, while her
spiritualism has become increasingly problem-orientated, concerned more with social imperatives

than personal enlightenment.

Informed by the principles of Zen, Charoensupkul’s early work evolved from a critique of the
self, a transcendence of the ego-feeling and the subject/object relationships it engenders, tqQ the
exploration of a dialectical process through which the contraries of spirit and matter are harmonized
in nature. In her most recent work, the affirmation of a conceptual spirituality beneath the variety
and conflict of the material world has become an activist strategy for affecting concrete human
relations. In this respect, Charoensupkul’s work has affinities with the growing international move-

ment of “constructive postmodernism,” the attempt to found a worldwide, spirituality of global



modernism on the one hand and the largely nihilistic bent of deconstructive postmodernism on the

other.

Born to a Thai mother and Chinese father in Nakhon Ratchasima in 1947. Charoensupkul
has sought from the beginning to establish an international vision in her art. After completing her
BF.A. at Silpakorn University in 1972, she applied for and received a government scholarship to
pursue overseas graduate study at the Art Institute of Chicago, where she eamed an M.F.A. in
printmaking in 1977 and encountered the Western theories of expressionism that have had a con-
tinuing impact on her work. Equally important, she acquired a proficiency in lithography, a tech-
nique that, for the manner in which the antagonistic elements of grease and water contribute evenly
to the beauty of the final product, she found consistent with her feeling for art as the harmonizing

of contrarieties.

Charoensupkul’s interest in the theme of harmony in diversity evolved into a comprehensive
philosophy of spirit in 1979, when she received funding from the Japan Foundation to study
advanced photomechanical print processes in Kyoto. Enamored of the ancient monastery gardens
there and drawn to the Zen principles that underlay their composition, she experienced one misty
day a kind of epiphany, a sudden revelation of the spirit pulsing through the azaleas and the
rain-soaked path of her faverite “poetic garden.” Like the revelatory experience known in Japan as
satori, Charoensupkul’s unexpected attunement with the harmony of the Absolute has exerted a

continuing influence over her life and art.

Reflecting her new interest in Zen and an admiration for Chinese calligraphy, Charoensupkul's
works in the early 1980s were principally bold, ink-on-paper compositions rendered with the
traditional Chinese brush. Likening the repertoire of possible brushstrokes ---tenuous to broad,
fugitive to dense, sluggish to lilting---to musical instruments whose voices might produce an infi-
nitely varied sone, Charoensupkul has described her Zen paintings as stages in a process of artistic
and psychic maturation, a refinement in the handling of the brush paralleled by a development
toward perfect tranquility of mind. Through the contrast of black and white, figure and ground,
action and repose in these non-objective works, she sought to understand conflict as an aspect of
the Absolute, as the tumultuous mien of an underlying reality in which opposites are resolved as
facets of a single being. Treating external conflict in terms of personal psychological turmoil, she
used her own emotional states, such as anger, as a means of probing the limits, the imperfections of
the self.

By 1990, having largely worked through the critique of ego central to the Zen paintings,

Charoensupkul moved beyond issues of subjectivity to embrace the broader theme of cosmic struc-
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turing through a dialectic of spirit and matter. Focusing in particular on seasonal transitions as
material evidence of an unfolding continuity of spirit, she largely abandoned her non-abjective style
for abstraction and began to take a new interest in the textures and colors of the natural world. In
works such as Two Sides of the Field (1990), the dialectical, pan-psychical nature of reality is
suggested by the energetic rhythms that unify the composition despite its simultaneous division and
otherwise autonomous, stone-like forms. Partly inspired by the rocks in Japanese Zen gardens---
physically isolated by ancient Chinese vitalist theories in which stones are the metaphorical bones

of the earth and the entire universe is anthropomorphized as a living being.

Elaborating on the theme of anthropomorphism in her 1994 series Four Sides of a Heart,
Charoensupkul conceptualized the energy of the cosmos as an infinite pulse, the endless oscillation
between systole and diastole in a living organ. Here, the link between human being and nature is
overtly spiritual : in Thai Buddhist thought the human heart is the focus for selfknowledge as well as
the catalyst to transcendence of the self and a merging with the Absolute. In Charoensupkul’s series
the image of the heart is only faintly discerned through a rough texture of wire mesh and paper relief
that forms, like the jumbled complexity of the objective world, the tentative skin of a simultaneously
evolving and disintegrating corporeality. Key to the works is the sense of vitality, the impression of
undulations in the surface through the rhythmic swelling and contraction of the heart. Every element
in the compositions is treated as organic, including stones, whose living substance is suggested

through their representation in embossed handmade paper.

The use of handmade paper, or kradaad saa, which in its organic recyclability corroborates
the Buddhist belief in the mutability of all things, has, over the past two decades, acquired a special
significance in Thailand as evidence of the contemporary artist’s link to tradition. Nearly forgotten
during the pericd of intensive Westernization in the early 20" century, the ancient techniques of
papermaking survived particularly in the remote northern regions of the country. It was not until the
early 1980s that contemporary Thai artists rediscovered traditional papermaking and enthusiastically

began to incorporate kradaad saa in their work as a sign of pride in their artistic heritage.

As her use of kradaa saa suggests, Charoensupkul’s identity as a Thai artist is deeply felt,
despite the cross-cultural influences and the universal orientation of her art. In 1992, her empathy
with the spirit of the Tha_i, people surfaced in the powerfully expressive series Flag, an emotional
response to the bloody events of the May uprising in Bangkok, in which security forces fired
indiscriminately into crowds of anti-government protesters demanding democratic reform. In the
Flag series, the red, white, and blue national banner creates a field on which frenetic brushwork

conjures opposing forces locked in violent struggle. For Charoensupkul the works lament the willful




self-destruction of Thai unity, but also serves as reminders that beneath all conflict lies eternal

potential for resolution into spiritual harmony.

A year after the May uprising, Charoensupkul’s growing concerns for social reform were
given fresh impetus by a national tragedy partly caused by the callousness of industry toward the
Thai worker. In May of 1993, when fire. broke out in a Bangkok toy-factory complex, over two
hundred workers, mostly young women, were burned to death while attempting to escape through
exits that, inviolation of safety codes, had been locked to discourage theft. Shocked and saddened,
Charoensupkul’s response was the poignant series Cocoon, in which, through the transformation of
her living stones into frail, melancholic forms, she likened laborers to silkworms wrapped in
cocoons, cultivated by the privileged only for what they produce. The fragile forms in these works,
isolated against ashen fields or suspended in a suffocating atmosphere of somber tones, reverberate

with thin cries of the dying and a reformist challenge to the living.

It is this challenge, the imperative of recovering the sense of spiritual unity, of reaching, as
a society, a level of selfless harmony beyond the prejudices, egocentrism, inhumanity, and violence
of our times, that has become the guiding principle in Charoensupkul’s work. While to some degree
the same might be said of any number of artists professing a Buddhist world view, Charoensupkul
is-nearly unique in that she is unwilling to accept suffering as simply a condition inherent to living.
The attempt to change the world rather than to escape it, to take a stand on concrete issues rather
than merely to contemplate, gives Charoensupkul’s art the heroic cast that comes with risk-taking.
Whatever might be their real social consequences, Charoensupkul’s spiritualist abstractions confirm
the activist potential of artistic vision, the ability to conceive of and work toward a more perfect

world despite the imperfections of this one.
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