Various Artists

prehistoric space in Ratchaburi.

Text Rebecca Vickers
Photos courtesy of Metro-Sapiens: Dialogue in the Cave

Some of the earliest instances of art that we
know of were created on the walls of caves and
cliffs. Thailand itself is home to some 3,000 year
old examples running along the Mekong River in
Pha Taem National Park. The exact purpose of
paleolithic cave paintings is arguably unknown, but
much evidence points to them being used as a
means of communicating with others - a way of
telling stories through a visual dialogue.

That was 3,000 years ago. Now, in 2013,
when it comes to communicating, we have count-
less ends and means at our disposal. In fact, the
choices we have for ‘how’ to communicate some-
thing may even have begun to rival those for
choosing what it is that we have to say in number.
An exaggeration maybe, but the ability to send a
message across the globe packaged in multiple
different languages from some device kept close-
at-hand in pocket is a reality, the notion that the
ability to do so will become anything less than
increasingly easier to do, simply unrealistic. In our
ever-expanding metropolis we are growing, without
doubt, an equally expansive earshot.

Regardless, is the space we have created, our
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metropolitan habitat, inching closer toward a stage
where one’s voice can be heard, thoughts ex-
changed and conversations had or farther from a
format that facilitates discourse? The concept
supporting Metro-Sapiens: Dialogue in the Cave
exhibition that took place in Chom Pon Cave,
Ratchaburi, Thailand last April reasons that,
“experiencing the past, confronting the present, or
even surrendering to ignorance, all of these are the
factors that have pushed us along the road to
‘progression.” We seek for an advancement that
encourages us to turn our backs on the dark and
dampish cavern. We dare to rely on our inventions.
We trust that they will protect us from adversities
and fear of sharing the space with others and will
enable us to stay in the open without concerning
the bright light of the sun. In other words, the
instinct to overcome nature brings us out into the
open where the lights are always on. We call such
a place a tremendous invention: The Metropolis.”
Metro-sapiens: Dialogue in the Cave questions
the functionality of our metropolis as a catalyst for
dialogue by taking on its antipode, the deep
recesses of a cave, as its canvas without straying

from the goal of communicating with a contempo-
rary community as its venture. Sakarin Krue-on,
curator of the exhibition, described that he initially
chose to manage the exhibition in the cave as a
response to the fact that, “art spaces are a privilege
for people in a big city, meaning that they have
more chances to experience art than people in
local areas. Exhibiting works in the cave is a way to
send a message, in a sophisticated way, to the
authority. | chose the cave, which is also a temple
in its own right, to demonstrate that art can take
place anywhere. We can create a brand new venue
out of a prehistoric space. After filling the room
with artists, the space becomes someplace more
than only a dark and dampish cavern. Along with
this perspective, | hope the people in the local
community will get a chance (to experience art)
without having to wait for any “progress.” ...It will
be a homecoming that frees us from the trap of
the metropolis.”

Noteworthy not only in undertaking, with 26
artists and over 30 works included within the exhi-
bition, but also unique in its attempt at creating a
contemporary dialogue within a prehistoric space,




the exhibition, organized in cooperation with the
Silpakorn Art Centre, draws us back into the cave
with an invitation to experience what a modern
dialogue, spoken through languages such as light,
sound, installation and performance art sounds like
when amplified within the walls of an underground
theater. Sakarin described that the various kinds of
works from the artists reflected not only a mixture
of cultures but also different categories of art.
“Traditional performances stood side-by-side with
hi-technology works of art,” such as the work of
WAFT-LAB from Indonesia, a multi-disciplinary
artist group who subscribes to the notion that
“modernity is a state of mind not a lifestyle” and
strives to create better uses for technology by
“learning and understanding both modern and
traditional wisdoms” alongside the traditional folk
drums performed by Rachun Klomklieng and his
father under the light that filtered in from the
cave’s aperture without any electronic amplification
or artificial stage illumination. Anothai Nitibhon
and Jean-David Caillouet’s musical performance
harmonized both traditional practices and modern
composition by “responding directly to the space

with specific sounds” recorded in the cave and
translated into a contemporary composition. Amrit
Chusuwan’s work further re-contextualized a
mixture of different sounds from vehicles on a
crowded street to animal sounds and broadcast
them within the cave’s dim light.The works of
Jiandyin “exploring processes and visual languages
that create space and form” alongside Moe Satt
from Myanmar’s performance, demonstrating a
‘typical dialogue” highly dependent upon those in
attendance to succeed, further drew focus toward
characteristics of modern and traditional dialogue
as well as the effects of space on, and necessity
for participation required for, discourse to occur.
The shadow plays of Chusak Srikwan were tradi-
tional in technique but nothing short of modern in
their wit and humor and the work of Don Maralit
Salubayaba from the Philippines further reminded
us that we were alive and well in the 21st century
with their “innovative light and shadow creations.”
New dimensions of animation were explored by
Yuree Kensaku who “painted with the brush of light
from the projector on the rock wall” accompanied
by an original soundtrack performed by Maytee




38

Noijinda. Traditional performances translated
through a modern perspective further included
puppet performances by the Khumnai Puppet
Company and the dlittering light sculptures created
by Nuts Society and the Lumiere twins that radiated
a welcoming glow within the cavern inviting one to
not only hear the story playing out, but also join in
the conversation through the ‘Give Lights Project.’
Sakarin described that “these juxtapositions of
works showed us how art can transcend the wall
of time, races and cultures. It showed us, as
beholders, a new perspective of human beings,
teaching us to admire and accept each other and
encouraging us to share.”

Regardless of technique or media, art is, and
has always been, a strong conductor of dialogue,
often created as a means of fulfilling a need or
desire to express some idea or reflection, and
simultaneously prompting others it encounters to
create and reply (either aloud or internally) with
their own response. Sakarin described that, “all
creative ideas derived from artists’ experiences are
the sharpest dialogues in their own right. Artists
communicate through their arts what they have
perceived from their surroundings. Meeting in a
limited space with these various performances was
like a camp fire party. Each possessed a chance to
tell their own stories through art. This type of
boundless conversation scarcely happens in a
world lacking of trust..The cave was not only a
new venue for the artists but also an inspiration
and catalyzer of energy.”

It is without doubt that the tools we use to
facilitate dialogue have, over the past 3,000 years,
changed. The development of languages, both
spoken and coded, continue to create new spaces
for conversations to occur. The real point of interest
may, however, lie in the nature of the stories we
have told, are telling, and will tell as well as the
effectiveness of our created spaces to continually
support said stories. Over time, has the content of
our dialogue changed? Or simply the forms through
which we speak? According to Sakarin, “what we
should keep in mind, no matter where we are, is
that we always cause change, more or less, in our
surroundings, from the time when we lived in caves
until the building of our metropolis.”

When contemporary verbal expression, (be it
spoken, danced, sung or viewed) is placed within
the walls of a prehistoric context, do our words
resonate louder than when forced to compete with
the all too familiar buzz and static of a modern
metropolis? If so, has our situation been improved
by the metropolis or have we succeeded only in
creating a platform where one can speak but cannot
be heard? From Sakarin’s perspective, “getting
back to the cave might be a chance to explore our
spirits, to know who we really are, what we are
doing. The questions is, since we have moved out
of the cave, what good have we done to this
planet?” and Metro-sapiens: Dialogue in the Cave
sets the stage for questions such as these to
be asked and responses explored. Perhaps, a
dialogue that couldn't have occurred elsewhere, is
given voice.
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