Vichaya (Win) Mukdamanee Artist

Connecting

life

Vichaya (Win) Mukdamanee’s art aims to explore the
spirituality in Thai culture.

Text Rebecca Vickers
Photos courtesy of Vichaya (Win) Mukdamanee

Bangkok

Em Throughout the journey that is life we are
constantly collecting. The content of our ever-
expanding collection takes on different forms, some
more tangible than others (objects, mementos and
notes) others more difficult to visualize impressions
and points of view). This type of collection is never
complete just as a frame of reference is never per-
manent - if our journey were a painting the paint
would never dry, a sculpture the plaster never set.
No matter how determined a direction we take, it
is always the process of getting there that continues
to redefine the contents of our collection rather
than the destination we are headed towards. The
work of Vichaya Mukdamanee is reference to a
journey as told through objects and impressions
collected. A story unfolds that, from past to present,
draws simultaneously upon objects as form and
experience as content. The two forces push and
pull one another like a pendulum refusing to come
to rest. Through the artist’s incorporation and
treatment of objects within his works we see his
journey unfold, new directions explored and paths
traveled revealed.

Vichaya hasn't always incorporated objects
into his work but has, from the onset of his prac-
tice, drawn inspiration from the surrounding
environment. The artist and instructor at Silpakorn
University Faculty of Painting Sculpture and
Graphic Arts explained that, “in Thailand, people
are interested in engaging with the content and
narrative elements of a work, so when | look at the
city and talk to people their different perceptions
become sources of inspiration leading to the crea-
tion of my work.” Surroundings become shades and
hues on the artist's palette from which to draw
from, mix and explore. Besides people and places
the artist encountered, Vichaya, who began
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working in the field of painting, started to find
himself leaning toward the incorporation of objects
and assemblage as a medium and practice early on.
“I used to paint on metal sheets and use acid to
create marks. The imagery referenced working class
people in mechanics shops and markets. Then, |
slowly began to add more objects into the paint-
ings, cut up the works piece-by-piece and reassemble
them. | come from Pathum Thani province, which is
a very industrialized area, so images of people
working in the factories were very familiar to me.
However, as my work progressed, | began to feel
that | wasn't engaging with the painting as much
and the important part was really becoming the
objects and the materials. Every year | saw my
work decreasing focus on painting and | began
placing more emphasis on adding objects into the
works. When | traveled to Vermont Studio Center
to participate in a residency there, | completely
abandoned the figurative elements in the painting.
| became much more interested in the space,
installation and how to play with the objectivity of
the objects.”

Vichaya described that at this point he began
to look at the objects more carefully, they were still
of a similar type, materials used in production
facilities, discarded objects from daily life and
industrial materials, but he began to consider their
content as well as appearance. In many ways, the
imagery that previously found way into his works,
referencing the working class and factory life,
simply took on a different, three-dimensional form,
one rooted in concept rather than image. At this
point in the artist’s journey his works took a literal
journey as well, as he traveled abroad to complete
his MFA at the Pratt Institute of New York on a
Fulbright scholarship. It was during his studies in



New York that the artist described he began to
realize the interest of getting from point a to point
b. "l started to see that the process of working
became more interesting than the final objects and
began to incorporate the process of getting there
into the work directly. These types of objects will
never be completed as a new inspiration but pro-
gress themselves like a stop-motion animation. |
started to use documentation such as video and
photography to explore their progression. The
photography describes the development of concept,
imagination, decision making and the expression of
feeling and emotion step-by-step.” Vichaya
collected objects from the streets of New York,
and used them as his medium as well as a means
of exploring his new surroundings. Objects hold
stories and have a history, if considered carefully
one can discern much about their surroundings
from material artifacts. The photographic and
video elements of Vichaya’s work allow that story
to play out in a linear fashion.

Upon returning to Bangkok the artist began
to draw upon certain types of objects native to the
area that, while lacking in material value (cheaply
made from low-cost materials), are undeniably
representative of Thai modern culture. Office
furniture, file cabinets, book shelves, tables, chairs
and storage boxes became components of the
artist’s sculptures. Vichaya described that these
objects, such as colorful and cheaply made cabinets,
beds and shelving are common to everyday life and
continue to reference working class people in the
local community, but also “reflect the boring and
lifeless aspect of modernity that is hidden under
the images of civilization and simple beauty.” The
artist explored compositions utilizing assemblage
of such objects as well as video works where the
objects are arranged, dismantled and rearranged
into visually intriguing forms. From Vichaya's
perspective, “these objects can be considered as
part of Thai pop culture that truly exists as the
symbol of our real contemporary life style.” While
referencing the artist’s inspirations and surround-
ings effectively, Vichaya described that he still
wasn't completely satisfied and wanted to go back
to something that was even more local, even more
Thai. Many artists look at the Thai community and
characteristics that stand out to them are some-
thing like Thai patterns or Thai ornaments. But, in
Vichaya's eye, we all already know that these types
of things are Thai, "l wanted to ask- is there any-
thing else? Something even more uniquely Thai?”

Such questions have, lately, caused Vichaya's
works to find grounding in a very specific type of
object; one that is, by definition, not colored by
material values or pursuits but rather by shades of
spirituality. With these types of objects, content
overpowers form and value is infused by belief.
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Spiritual objects, where material characteristics
such as color, durability, and familiarity are over-
shadowed by a completely different type of value
inherently inseparable from Thai culture and spirit
became the artist’s current medium of choice.
Vichaya described that, "we measure objects by
their value, but these objects have a different type
of value and interest. | wanted to find something
that represented Thai culture and the spirit of Thai
people. Our daily lives reflect not only Western
influence, or the influence of modernism, but also
something that is our own. We believe in ghosts,
we believe in spirits- but all in our own way. | think
that Thai ghosts are very different from US ghosts,
we believe in something different- it is something
that others don't have, or couldn't have.”

Vichaya described that, looking deeper, the
difference between these objects is that while they
do hold meaning and have content, they also used
to be made with a certain level of care and crafts-
manship that mirrored that content. With the
onset of mass-production of these objects, the
focus given to their construction has decreased.
For example, in the past, the bowls used to make
offerings to monks were handcrafted from wood
and great care was taken to make them look
sacred and honored. Nowadays, these objects are
made quickly in factories from materials such as
plastic or resin. If one were to look only at the
object and remove its content- it is nothing more
than a simple, and cheaply made container.
However, for Thai people, these objects hold much
more value due to the meaning they carry with
them and the way they are interpreted as objects.

Vichaya hasn't strayed from his intentions nor
abandoned the collection he has accumulated on
his present journey. He has, however, succeeded in
continuing to redefine his focus and look at the
content objects carry through an ever-evolving
light. His perspective and visions change based on
experience, location and surroundings but his
pursuit remains genuine. Vichaya described that,
“my art is created and developed along with the
learning experience of myself. The concept and
technique of every piece is developed from the
previous one. The ultimate goal is to experiment.”
From objects linked to his local community to those
that reference Thai society and consumerism and
the latest chapter focusing on objects filled with
value based on something one can't see but only
feel, his journey continues, his artistic practice
simultaneously following along and leading the way
as it unfolds. m
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