KHONKAEN MANIFESTO 2018

INSTEAD OF USING THE WORD ‘BIENNALE,” KHONKAEN MANIFESTO POINTS OUT
THAT THE ROLE OF ART MUST BE SOMETHING BEYOND AESTHETIC EXPRESSION

INTERVIEWED BY REBECCA VICKERS
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Art and activism share a common adeptness at
eliciting dialog with the very audiences for whom
they are rendered, and are equally described by the
responses they provoke as they are by the objects,
actions or words they embody. Creating a public
space for discourse through art (let alone activism)
is, however, also the privilege of a life lived where
such rights exist. art4d spoke with Thanom Chapakdee,
Artistic Director and Curator of Khonkaen Manifesto
2018, an alternative art festival exploring “community
art and a participatory perspective” about the impor-
tance of calling upon creative practice as a means to
develop a relationship with those whom we speak not
at, or to, but with. When it comes to works and words
of aesthetic resistance, perhaps it is the pairing of
where such interchange is spoken and with whom
that grants real meaning — as our actions and our art
create a space that both embodies its beliefs, and
invites others to do the same.
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| WANTED SOMETHING
THAT WAS ANTI THE
IDEA OF A BIENNALE
OR AN ART FESTIVAL,
BECAUSE | AM THINKING
THAT ART, IN OUR TIME,
IS NOT JUST ONLY
VISUAL ART

N KETSIREE WONGWAN
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art4d: The term ‘manifesto’ evokes a feeling of the
Khonkaen Manifesto event being a start of some-
thing rather than a presentation of or reflection upon
that which has already been created and achieved.

| like the energy that comes with that word. Why did
you choose the term ‘manifesto’?

Thanom Chapakdee: For this exhibition | wanted some-
thing that was anti the idea of a biennale or an art
festival, because | am thinking that art, in our time, is
not just only visual art but it can also be about ordinary
people and everyone can be manifested themselves,
as art. When the Communists used the term manifesto
in 1847, that was about the society, politics and the
people. | am using the term manifesto because during
the 1920s or 1940s, Khon Kaen was used as a model
and a base to announce the plan to develop the region
around this area of Thailand, including the development
of Khon Kaen University and Chiang Mai University. It
reminded me of when a dictator announces their plan
for development so why not use that word, manifesto,
instead of biennale? | use it for the idea of acting as
an art and an activist movement.

art4d: Is this also why you chose Khon Kaen? Was it
this history of the city that called for the event to be
staged there?

TC: Yes. Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat used Khon Kaen
as a model to mobilize and modernize Thailand's north-
eastern Isaan region and at that time he cooperated with
the government to develop Mittraphap Road running
from Saraburi to Nong Khai, just in front of the GF
Building. There were many changes for the people in
Isaan and it was also at that time that people began
setting up against the Thai state as well.

artdd: Do the results of those efforts remain visible

in Khon Kaen today?

TC: It is quite relevant and quite visible. When this plan
was announced it created separation between the Com-
munist party and the people. Next year | want to launch
the manifesto project in Nakhon Phanom province be-
cause that was where the Communist project launched
their first use of guns against the State on the 71 of
August. | want to visit the site and the people there
who joined the Communist party. They are still alive
and still remember what that day was like. | want to
bring up this history that the state has tried to delete.

artdd: Could you talk about the significance of the
exhibition space? | understand that the project aims
to bring to light the ways in which economic expan-
sion and development has suppressed the local com-
munity. Why did you feel the GF Building was the
most fitting space within this community to house
dialog around such predicaments brought about by
“progress"?

TC: The GF Building itself housed a financial company
during the 90s. For me, it is a kind of metaphor for the
making of a gap between people and people themselves.
When the roads and modernization came, many things
changed. The poor people were pushed out of the way
of the city and another class of people were created
within, which created a gap between rich and poor. The
GF Building collapsed during the Tom Yum Kung crisis
and the middle class people in Isaan lost everything.
The aim of the manifesto is to let ordinary people have
a voice by using their art. The people in the community
around there said that this building is normally a white-
collar working building and ordinary people cannot
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get in or be involved; it is like a strange place for them. When we opened this
building they just came and could see what happened and wonder, why could
we never get in here before? People from around Khon Kaen came to visit
the site not just only for the art, but also for the building itself. Of course, for the
first time, it was also a kind of survey to see how we could deal with the people,
and how we could ask them to join.

art4d: Could we talk a bit about the events that unfolded on the opening day?
TC: On the 6™ we planned to march at 10 AM from Democracy Monument in
Khon Kaen to the Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat monument, and then walk to Huak
Society and back to YMD Art Space, [two other art venues exhibiting work as

a part of the manifesto], lastly gathering together at the GF Building around 3
o'clock. The military security told me that if we were walking with more than five
people, that would be illegal and in Khon Kaen they are also still using Article
44, The military security visited me on the 2 34 4" and 5™ of October when
we were preparing to install. On the 2" of October they asked me what we
were going to do. | said that we were creating an art exhibition and they asked
me why we were not using a gallery or a museum in Khon Kaen. | told them
that we asked the museum in Khon Kaen but they would not allow us to show
there, which is why we were in this abandoned building. On the 3™ they came
again and they asked me about the details and the concept of the work. | said
it was protesting things about the environment such as the dam and the river.
At 2 o'clock they came again and they wanted to see the work that we were
showing. | said that it was not nearly finished because the artists had not come
to install yet. At 4 o'clock they came again and they said that some of the work
was quite sensitive. They asked me not to show work about Pai Dao Din, 112
and the monarchy or about Prayut Chan-o-cha; they banned these three topics
from this show. So, | had to take out the works that focused on these subjects.
A lot of people were concerned and working with the image of Pai Dao Din.

art4d: Do you feel the attention from the military may have succeeded in
contributing to the relevance of, and perhaps urgency and/or necessity for,
the event?

TC: In some ways, yes. But the legality they push on is that if | show this then |
want to separate the state, ancther is that it is against the monarchy. But | want
to make this manifesto move on and not just be stuck in one way, or in one
work.

art4d: Many of the works included in the exhibition were performative and
installation-based works, both of which evoke a feeling of the artist's goals
being realized in the here and now alongside the audience’s presence. What
were some of the common qualities you were looking for in the works of
those artists invited to contribute to the exhibition?
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TC: My priority when | was planning to do this manifesto was that | was asking
the artists to show their consciousness and their ideas about the aesthetics

of resistance. To go against the mainstream, to go against the state or to go
against many things that they had never done before. That is why the work is
kind of spontaneous. When they saw the building, the space, they had to run
with it.

art4d: Art, and actions, often require context and prior knowledge of the his-
tories in which they are formed to fully resonate. What are some of the ways
in which the work called upon the community itself to give volume to the
messages it wished to speak and how did you support their ability to do so?
TC:One is by bringing a sense of culture shock to the community. They had
never been to something like this, a place with this contemporary idea of using
art in a space and they had never even visited a gallery or a museum. So, when
they came to visit the first thing they would feel is shock — This is art? Why?

| wanted to pose the statement as a question for them first, and then make a
memory. The second was to use the space itself so that people could realize
that art can be everywhere. | wanted to create public awareness about using art
and using the space, which can occur anywhere.

art4d: There were more than 50 artists involved. Were there a few whose
works you felt most strongly realized the manifesto's intentions?

TC: A very provocative one was Nutdanai Jitbunjong's work that used a tama-
rind chair to refer to the October 6" incident; | would say that this work was

a landmark of the exhibition. Another was the text-based work on the wall by
Jedsada Tangtrakulwong. When we look in the direction of his work we can
see the hospital He conducted research talking with the people in the hospital
and the patients spoke about how there is no money and that is why they had
to stay in these non air-conditioned rooms. On another side he also spoke with
the Burmese laborers. It is illegal for them to be working in Khon Kaen and this
means that these Burmese are everywhere in Thailand, not just only in Bangkok.
This work is very challenging and was very conceptualized. Another was the
map of the BTS and the camouflaged flags of the soldiers hanging just oppo-
site. The BTS map is of Ratchaprasong and Siam stations which was where the
snipers were that shot people in Wat Pathum Wanaram. Another room was like
a closed room housing an installation called ‘Hong Mai Mii Phu Chai’ which
means in English ‘there is no man in this room.” It is a metaphor for the fact that
Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat had many, many 100s of wives and when he died
his wives became widows. There is also the work by Pisitakun Kuntalang which
is a very detailed huge drawing about the history of the coup d'etat in Thailand.
It is drawn at a very small scale; if you do not get close you cannot see but it
has a very strong sense.

art4d: Could you talk about Khonkaen Manifesto's celebration of the lively
spirit of Mor-lam music? How did the evenings concert contribute to the
overall intentions of the event?

TC: Mor-lam is the spirit of the people of Isaan. Historically, Mor-lam has
represented the lyrics of fighting because during the reigns of King Rama lll
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and IV, they banned all Mor-lam music. No one could
sing Mor-lam. So Mor-lam is the instrument of ordinary
people who fight and that is why | wanted to use this.

artdd: Artists often use their works to speak for margi-
nalized and or underrepresented voices, both their
own and those of others. In your opinion, as artists or
curators, is using one's creative practice to move to-
ward civic engagement a responsibility that we have?
TC: | believe in that. | believe that art should be a kind
of method of engagement. It is a way to engage with
the people. It is not just about showing in the museum
like, well anyway like BAB. | think it is too much for the
artist to make their autonomies in a space like a mu-
seum. Some say that what | am doing is taking art to be
concerned with politics but for me political art is more
important. And every work of art is a kind of politics in
itself. You cannot verify any object without the politics
or society, so why not?

artdd: Some may suggest that art and activism share
a common sense of commitment to somehow extend
beyond the production of the object or an individual
gesture made in the public sphere. Artists want for
their work to elicit something more. This goes back
to my original question as to why you chose the word
‘manifesto’ to title the project. What is the ‘more’ that
you hope for the event to bring about?

TC: We are doing this to provoke society to think that
art can be everywhere and people can speak out through
their work. It is not just about putting or installing an
object but it is about the activism itself. People can
share our experience. People ask why | do this type of
sensitive work, where one leg is in the jail and one leg
is out. Well, if we are not doing that, there is no one
there to do it.

khonkaenmanifesto.art
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WE ARE DOING THIS TO
PROVOKE SOCIETY TO
THINK THAT ART CAN
BE EVERYWHERE AND
PEOPLE CAN SPEAK
OUT THROUGH THEIR
WORK
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