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“The White Elephant above the Water 2" 1395

charcoal, gypsum plaster, pencil on paper 56 x 76 cm
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“Seventy Elephants (Sketch Drawing)™ 1995

charcoal and acrylic on paper 56 x 76 cm
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“Elephant Drawing §" and “Elephant Drawing 6" 1995

charcoal, emulsion paint on paper 30 x 43 cm. each
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A Message from A Baby Elephant

| would like to mention a little about the beginning
of The White Elephants of Siam. During the transitional period of
the rainy and the winter seasons of 1994, | had visited many
ancient sites and sanctuaries in Sukhothai province and Si
Satchanalai district. The most common sights during the trip were
ternple stuccos and sculptures. One thing among several others
| have always tried not to miss when going to Sukhothai, is to see
high stuccoed reliefs featuring the Lord Buddha Descending from
Heaven at Wat (temple) Tra Pang Thong Lang. The work is
continually deteriorated. However, traces of prior existent forms
and the present remains soon to be vanished are still apparent. At

Wat Mahatat, | found debris of a stuccoed elephant of which

someone had tried to rearrange the trunk and the head presumably
in a correct position as if to give them a new life. It reminded me
of chicken, duck and pork served in restaurants of which although
being cut into disparate parts, they were arranged to assume the
living positions when being served

Most of the stuccos at Sukhothai temples have the
original colour of white. However, the colour has gradually
changed due to the hot and humid climates of Thailand. Pagodas
in the North are mostly built of bricks coated with white plaster,
such as Phra That Doi Kong Moo in Mae Hong Son province and
the white-pagoda field at Wat Suan Dok in Chiangmai province. A
great deal of white-stuccoed elephants surround the stupas in
Kampaengpetch and Sukhothai provinces. The white colour seen
at these temples and ancient monuments invokes me to think of
its representation, whether it stands for happiness, purity,

cleanliness, merit,, life or death.

“PINAL THRIBUY" bdama

“Floating Elephants - Drawing™ 1995

charcoal , pastel on paper 56 x 76 cm.

“ TN nEas
“Floating Elephants™ 1995

details




Elephants have long been part of the Thai culture, as
evident in many legends and Buddha stories. White elephants had
been regarded as propitious animal and appeared in Siamese flag
from the reign of King Rama IV to King Rama VI. But elephants
in Thailand are now threatened to become extinct. They are being
endangered regardless of their grand dimensions and strength. It
is said that those who live in the “lvory Tower” are not down
to earth. | have learned that the Chinese uses chopsticks made

from ivory because it can detect poisons in food, and in the West,

the meaning of a white elephant is a waste and useless thing

L
“29m g o et me ;
iy Fruulis” waas Contemporary life is becoming more and more

“Elephants on the Table - Drawing™ 1995 . ) . . .
" g complex. Thailand is now facing a vital change manifested in all

charcoal , pastel on paper 56 x 76 cm

crisis in the local culture, politics, environments, nature and
ecological system. Chaiwat Thiraphan stated that among all chaos,
rises order. The new order emerged from the ruins of the old one.
Dr. Praves Wasi proposes that there are four critical waves in Thai
society since the beginning of the Ratanakosin (present) period.
The first crisis was the Burmese war during the establishment of
Bangkok as a capital. The epidemic colonization in Asia during the
reign of King Rama IV and V, is the second wave. It was followed
by the Cold War and the extensive expand of Communism. The
current wave is the tendency of self-destruction. | am now very
interested in this self-destruction.

Whenever | think of things previously existed but

now gone, people’s regrets upon the disappearance and their

NI g adherence to values underlying those things, | recall the time | saw

“Elephants on the Table" 1995
Elephants.on the Tabie™ 159 mural paintings at Wat Yai Suwannaram in Petchburi province. The

detals senior monk who kindly led me into the temple hall said that these
beautiful old and deteriorating paintings are here for people to see
until they finally disappear. | was not quite certain whether the
monk was simply telling the truth or trying to teach me a profound
philosophy of Dharma. Now | think they are actually the same

thing...and so | make The White Elephants of Siam.

Translated by

Luckana Kunavichayanont
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