W With Chumporn Apisuk at Nonthaburi on &6.1.1993

JC: John Clark

LA Chumpboirn Apisuk

[nterview conducted in English

Un editing., tenses have been altered Tor Tluency

at did our parents do?

My Tather works as a researcher on malaria for the Health Ministry. He
Nnot a doctor. what he does 1s catches mosauitos 1n the fTorests and looks

chrouagh the lens at them.
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I=s that what your ftTather did when you were born?

CA:z
fes. 80 I didn t see much of my fTather. He was always away in the ijungle
and when he came back he was always busy with mosquitos 1in the =urgery. My

mother was iust an ordinary housewite., a villager with little education.
She was born in one of the biggest Tamilies 1in Nan. almost everyone 1in
cdowntown Nan 1is my relative. Her father was Trom Chan State. He was an
2lephant merchant so he caught. trained and sold elephants. I do not know
how many wives he had. but my grandmother was Trom Laos., she was =z Thai-lee
from Saiburi in Northern Laos. It is very close to the border with Nan and
people are relatives. I am the vyoungest child.

ufer
Whnen did you start showing an interest in art?

CA:z

I don’t really know. actually. My interest was always 1in reading and
writing. I think my tTather had a lot of influenhce on my reading and
writina. He has collections of books and reads a lot about Buddhism. He is
always interested in literature and Buddhist philosophy.

JiGs
Being & scientist. did he expose you to all kinds of rationalist thought?
CA=x

No, I don’t think so. I don’t think he had much influence in those terms
because he was never at home. So my relation to my Tather is through books
througah his notebooks, his desk. We were allowed to sit at his desk when he
was not home.

hE 2

Do you remember anything visually from your childhood?

CA:

The caravan of merchants who sold herbs. salt. rattan. lots of herbal

medicines. cloth. silverware. which they put on the cows backs and carried
. Sometimes they come from Southern Yunnan but usually Trom Laos.
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ple are travellers. they came to town and bought things in the

in Nan. They never stop until they finally get to somswhere that

Ehey Teel they should return., so they get the stuff. they return and sell

thinas on the way. Our house was the first house from the river where the

Poute of this caravan came to. So my parents made the space outside our

ence near the water wells tfor them to stop before they went to the market.
L

(1
i
@
3}
i ()]
8]

VEry morning at four or fivae o’clock you would heed™all those sounds.
cows., and smell the cow-shit. I think that was the most fascinating memory
I had.
gjjedl

Did that effect you later. like in travelling?

CA:

I think so. It was always my dream to see th enpecpile travellimg. T Ehimk
my Tather's life was so fascinating because S Was never home. He was
@lwave i1in Lhe Jungle, and when he came back he had little animals with him.
sometimes beautiful flowers or thinas for the family.
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agician who disappeared, then arrived with strange things?
Ik with him?

CA:

When I was ten he moved from my home town to work in the other cities and
then at twelve the whole family moved with him to the South. I staved with
my family only one year in Thrang. I movaed to Songkhla by myself for hiah
2chool. Songkhla was aquieter than Thrang and laid-back., small. a resoprt
area ftor government officers before they retire. My teachers in high school
told me that I shouldn’'t continue with my studies there and should go to
art school. I didn’t quite understand why. They said at some point that I
would end up doing a lot of work for Triends. drawing maps amd other school
orojects. and doing performances. I formed groups in school to do drama
works., I did books. newsletters. school bands.

e
When did rock music hit Thailand?

CA:

When I was 1n Songkhla we were plaving Beatles who were most popular at
that time. while in Bangkok it was still Elvis Presley. We organized =
group from Bangkok to play in order to raise funds for the school band, and
they were surprised we were plaving the Beatles. whom they’d never heard
of. That was back in 1962.

A ey

IT'm auite surprised how deep-rooted Western rock music is in Thailand.

Y

received TV programs from Malaysi ecaulse they broadcast bilingually,
some staions were in Enalish. We liked the English-lanauage station becaus
it had rock music and good movies. It became a culture later. In the | late

960s the Frogressive Movement took over Bob Dylan-type thinas. Woodst oo

Not earlier than that when people took Elvis Presley or the Beatles as mor=

1

o




Tor fun or fTashion.
intellectual
Silpakorn I
doing a lot
distributed
dealt with

dekels k=l o) -

1B elpniial e hislnge

was 1nvolved with the
of underaround
it on the streets.
underaround music.

one-baht
el

Uhqt did you do at
and Graphia AR L |2

Silpakorn
ThRnaLE ol
CA
T cla that much.
a home,
aood food to

dn’t go to school
e I didn’t have
a shower or have

E2CE

l

T

i

radilo sktatian:

use
society rather than started
student movement

was dquite popular
underaround

Univers
FAcUlE "o

ey
a place
eat I went to my ﬂ
Silpakorn most of the itme in the clas

(o}

progressives | came from
from musicians. When I was in
in Thammasat which

salcdi it fiortoRner bame
among the students.
That was around 1968.

of rock by the
was

newspapers. We and

We

movies.

B R GLIE Y

o iRa i nbaine e Sl
conceive i

1
you came out of there.

uUsed Si

17
o Ysbay. S

groom or 1in

When I had earlier entered Chang S$in. the art school |[preparatory to
Silpakorn), I didn’'t know what the place was like. I didn’'t know that there
was a school which allowed students only to paint and draw and nothing
else. It was the first time for me in Bangkok so when I was in school. the
first year I Telt sort of confused because you don’t learn anything, and
the teacher doesn’t tsach anything. But I got a very good arade because I
had studied high school before that. I thought there must be somewhere
after that which gave you more than a practioner’s training. Jjust sitting
there and drawing. but they don’t teach anvything. So I thought that mavbe
it would be better it I went to Silpakorn. Thus I struggled to pass the
=xam to get into Silpakorn. When I got in I found it was the same system.
e -

In the first two vears you are supposed to spend time doing different kinds
of study. and specialize in the third year? Did you specialize?

CA'z

No, I flunked in the second year. I quit the school.

T

Did you want to?

CA:

I think so. At that time I was already studying with Tang Zhang. and I
thought at that time I read more books than anybody else. I had my art
columns in Chairoprilt Magazine. My instructors at Silpakorn like A4dJjaan

Lawan also wrote in the same columh., so there was some sort of mysterious
feeling in the school [Silpakorn| about a first-year student writing in an
art column about contemporary art. and &aissn Lawan writing about

Michaelangelo,

whilst I was writing about

Hartung or abstract expressionism

in america.
uiley-
LWhere did you get your information from?



CA:

From Tang Zhang’'s library mostly. He collected a lot of books, mostly in
the Chinese language., but some were in English. So I used English art
Magazines as my first information and then checked with him whether my
tinderstanding in English was right. because he can read Chinese.

JG e

Where would vou get the Endlwbh language art magazines at that time?

CA R .
Mostly from Asiabooks. or some book shows. Sometimes we did go to the
Vlliance Francaise or to the A.U.A. Library [American Alumni Association].
At that time there was no British Council vet. A.U.A was a good library.

Did you read Art in Americsa?

CA:

Yesu I liked reading art catalogues which they had at A.U.A. When you
looked through them vyou could see when new work was coming out., and they
aleo referred to books and other magazines.

i€l

- “

How lona did that period of investigating modern art go on?

(@

52

u,» )

About a year.
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Tang Zhang is a very interesting fTigure. I hadn’t realized that he was such
an auto-didact and had read so widely. Could you tell me some more about
nhim? I believe he was close to Pratuang Emjaroen?

CA:
His students during my time were Somyot and Somboon. I think my inte
Zhang was in Chinese philosophy and poems. not much of the Dulntlﬁqs
thought that 1T I understood postry and then the philosoprhy then my
painting would be easier. If I tried to be a good painter and didn’t
understand philosphy or politics then my painting would be meaningless. So
I studied auite a lot with him in terms of Chinese philosophy, Daocism, Yi
Jing. and sometimes we did comparative studies with Western philosophies.
He read the Ramayana and because he asked me to read English and he read
rhe Chinese. We had a very special shop where we could buy Chinese books in
chinatown, and we went there Zhang knew the owners of the bookshop who

ould recommend books to him. We had quite up-to-date books from Taiwan and
Hong Kond.
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in the 19260s. The Taiwanese art press started if I remember s b o Y
You don’t know what it was?

+ could be a magazine of pocketbook size | Xiongshi Meishul. Zhana told

L . me
nhat these were all direct copies from English. The gquality of



Feproductions were not as gocod as English-language books. but that was all
Fight because we needed texts more than pictures.

Ji&

What was his relation to the art world at that time?

CAX

Very bad. I think partly because of Tang Zhang himself. He always wanted to
maintain his own independence, not get involved in art politics. he was hot
interested in exhibiting the work. I think his belief was to practice art,
like mediatation in a Daocist methodology. I was only with him for about a
vear and half, two years at most. and wash’t a very keen student. We always
araued. I told him that if I agree with you it shouldn’t be a school, it
shouldn’t be a learnina and teaching environment. He agreed with that so I
took that to be an agreement [to let me| do a lot of arguing with him.
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What made vou go to America?
CA:
Evervybody wants to go to America.

No«+ at’' Thabktime et
ervybody in Bangkok might have wanted to.

a deeam. YotisERhamk of going’ CeiNew York city, you' Ehink . .of
e good builldings. You think of Rauschenbergas and Andy Warhol and
1t

is
ng Eho
Pollocks and Abranam Lincolns and Jack Kennedys.

1
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When did you go7?

ust as the democracy movement started in Thailand.

”&&nt when all my friends were still on the streets. My plans to go wer
ery weak as well. I wasn’t very sure whether I should go or not. My wif
~sisted that I should go because she didn’t want me to get involved in
molitics. In 1971-72 I did lot of writing and reporting from my home town
Qheff we had gone back and stayed for two years. [They were] a lot of
~ontroversial reports from communist-intT luenced areas. and some conflicts
-tween the government and the people. We were half acting as an




G

underground. half not knowing what to do. But I did write a lot of poetrvy.
articles and short stories.

JC

the . artistic and cultural anti-establis hmwnt rock mulsic and so Qhla.
different from that of the Communist Party, ' or cliiciS ey sk Rcl o
~lap at that time?

I didn't khow. I didn’t know what was the Communist ﬁ REEY Wl WaS Ve
Naive, but I knew that there were some problems. nere was ‘some tTighting.
I didn’t believe people who told me that there were Communist Party in my
home town, I thought it was the government making it up in.order to get
conktrol in the forest. and in order to control the people. There were a& lot
OT conflicts between local villagers and officers. The - development plans
of the government at that time was only cutting roade through wvillages.
That meant ‘that people would lose their land for developmenht, they would
looze the forest that they used to hunt for their herbal medicines. Because
almost every Thaili village would have their own protected area around or
near the vallagesSiWierel theys cantcelllect herbal medicines or mnckrooms"
bamboo shoots. and things like that. They don’t kil anything in’ those
areas. But when the roads and development started to come, =1l these
Torests were gone, because the road had to go as near as poscsible
to the village. People and government officials always had confrontati
in my home town and a lot of my friends. and friends’ familic 1
by the officelRsiSInamy home" town I grew up. . with this class of about f
o forty five of us. and when I went back in the 1970s there were only
about twenty of us lett. The rest were killed by the quﬁan;ht I was sort
i
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of searching to see what was really behind it. I was well protected bHFqUSC

my fTamily is quite well-known and respected. One of my close relatives’

bhrothers also works Tor the police radio and the communications’ radio. so

he lknew what was going on. I woulld get news ‘all the time. and Vmou what was
t
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to happen.. If some danger was coming.- he would take me sSomewhere &

to hide. It was sSoEplof «fitins Closer bo Octaober 1973 eryone else felt like

my life was in danger. I wasn’t. I thought of coming to Bangkok and help
A ds organize things. But it didn’t happen: y father put me on a

mlane and sent me to America. My wife and my fTather
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JE= :
Why did you end up at the Boston Museum School? -

: a visa to go a school in Florida, the I-20 forms. my hhmth;r was

rhere, he still dsa bl SEvdddnitRl ke hin vEeRY muchs andi T don’t like

Mizmi. It’s a touristic place. It’s a southern beaches area. I didn’t 1

that I was quite familiar with, and an atmosphere like a

by the ocean. I wanted to go some place different with snow a

old. One of my best friends was there in Boston.. Manophat Naorangsi

P aince died. He died when he got his Ph.D. in America. He aly
e study hard and try to get my degree since I had studied hard to. and

arades were very good in the Museum ‘School, but I didn’t want to

pend. my life in seeing what I hadn’'t done. I dropped out,
I felt I was working so hard to make money and then pay th
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And I had got enough grades that if I wanted to, I could go to a tough
university. I thought why should I go on studying, why go on payihg the
school so much. Even though I got a scholarship I still had to work for the
school for two or three hours a day. Then I had to go and work in a bar.
I had to get up early in the morning, come to school and study, and try to
be @ good student. I thought I was too old to learn., and people shouldn’t
that much. My belief at that time was people should only spend ten
in school. They shouldn’t spend more than fifteen years in school
studying. I thought there were enough books in shops that people can read.
Lhere are enough things happening that people can go and experiment by
themselves. Why do people have to get all this graduate paper to make sure
Eheldr ifutures bheip dldife swill be' secluphe, by only this piece of paper.. So
does life mean 1T you are setting your life when you are born. that
ou can tell what your life’s end is going to be? That’s meaningless. Life
not end because you are planhing your life. LiTe ends bec you
don" t plan your life.
e
Souinds like you were a bit of a rebel against the American Way of Life by
Ehis time. Were you against intellectual consumerism?
CA:
yeah. I don't believe in the teaching system. I
can go as a aroup and learn from onhe person and
There are so many people on the streets and in un
Fhu- the success of their life is when they get
. We are Erying to tell them that the paper is n o E
its imporktant if vou want to get a job, but that’s al T
don®t want to get a Jjob. if you don’t want to work, why do you have to
force yourself into that situation where you have to rely on a piece of
paper, and telling people that I’m a graduate here a Masters hers a Ph.D
here and so on. I ant to be a person that doesn’'t contain any knowledgs
and any certificates of my knowledge.
g
That's not Jjust reacting against the American system. It’s obviously
reacting against a verv Thai notion of people having certificates on their
uslls alonqside their badges and medals. Was there something about your
of America Lh ch made you feel more critical than you might have
that aspect of Thai society?
CA=x
In America I was more of a consumer than anything else. I bought books
when I was in Boston I spent more time in the Cooper Union than in my
hool. I spent my time in the bookshop reading books. I didn’t spend much
-ime in the Museum.
o
i e you doubting whether you were an artist?

thought I was an artist.
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Were v - _ : . : SRR
J*f@ you influenced by conceptual art and the kinds of political issue
Wnich surfaced inside that?

CA:

A8 ol e i y Pt I wasn’ t sure how really it affected me. The late
would be Jo:ef Beuys, but I don’t Beuys is the most influential faPtlStl in
My Sl e Tang Zhanq was the most. because we studied a lot of philosophy.
I liked Jim Dine. I don’t like Rauschenberg very much. I think his work is

'
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Did vou have any teachers or were there any artist in the Boston area who

influenced vou strongly?

w

CAz
Don Martin maybe. he did the apple things. I st d in Boston. There were
two reasons why I auit the school. The first was that I was going to drop

5
ouUlt for ‘a while fsd Ny et eolllcd g6 to scheeol,. Then im 197 the coup d’état

happened in Bangkok. A lot of students got killed and a lot of my fTirends
fled to the Jjtungles, te Join the Commiihists at that time. So I moved from
Boston to join the Thail students in New York city and do political work
there. WE formed the students’ movement in the States.

T
Is that how you met Chalachai Ramitanon [a Cornell-trained anthropologist
then at Chiangmai University] 2

No. We had heard of him. I think he was in Georgetown or in Cornell
iniversity. I met a lot of people from Thailand. not er there. I heard of
many people but I never met them. I think they were s
events. I'minotlstUEes@sildid aitlot of btalks, at least fTour times, at Cornell
University in Ithaca on the Thai political situation, and onlya few Thail
students showed up.
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Were they afraid of being identified
Maybe or maybe they were too busy studying [laughs].
id you continue your art at this time?

1 sort of put everything together. I don’t divide my time as to what I'm
going to do nextoElsdeSa S loBNaFsTitt le, things, playing, little sketches
this. Or writings., sometimes when I’m going out I do something.
erything isirealliSragebhepSeTt T travel, at that time T. thought if I

to feel something different during my travelling by taking the soi
front yard, my lawn., and to stop every now and thnn to see the
ace 1is so different. So

-ure, the colour difference of the sois: each p
{ that in a circle, and also collected materia
2
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2 s around, wher
& H;ultlon in Chiangamai late 1992
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