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SUMMARY REPORT
QF

THE RESEARCH PROJECT

“CRITICISM AS AN INTELLECTUAL FORCE
IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY”

(UNDER THE AEGIS OF THE THAILAND RESEARCH FUND [TRF])

1. BACKGROUND
It has often been said that criticism may not represent the

strength of Thai culture. The implication is that the paucity of criti-
cism in the artistic domain reflects the absence of a critical attitude to
life and society and that the current economic crisis is symptomatic of
this weakness. Scholars are reluctant to accept such a hasty conclusion
and are wont to maintain that criticism in Thailand is an activity
that is practised informally in intimate circles and is neither widely
publicized nor codified as in some other societies. In other words,
criticism as part of a written culture has yet to be developed in order
to add strength to the traditional oral culture.

Be that as it may, it is evident that in the age of globalization
the time has come for us to view criticism as an intellectual force that
can propel contemporary Thai society to a higher degree of self-

assurance necessary for survival in our competitive world. Criticism
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. of the arts can pave the way for building up a cnitical acumen expected
of members of a modern society.

That there is a need to intensify and accelerate critical
activities within Thai society has long been felt. It cannot be denied
that, in terms of the volume of criticism, certain critical domains may
have been taking the lead, such as literary and film criticism, whereas
drama, music, and visual arts may deserve more dynamic critical
responses. On the whole, both the media and academia have yet to
prove their mettle as an arena of constructive criticism. Besides, it is
commonly agreed that quality remains a major problem.

The time is now appropriate for concrete actions in the form
of a research project. We need to know where the strengths and
weaknesses lie, and we need to find ways and means to fill the gap
by leamning from the rich experiences of some other societics. At the
same time, practical developmental measures will have to be undertaken
to build up our critical potential by such activities as regular well-
planned workshops involving creative artists, practising critics,
resource persons (both Thai and foreign) as well as interested
members of the public.

A three-vyear research project entitled “Criticism as an In-
teliectual Force in Contemporary Society” was thus launched in January
1999, taking the form of research and development, whereby scholarly

investigation and practical application were to enrich each other.

2. OBJECTIVES

2.1. Build up a body of knowledge related to criticism and

AN
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2.2.

2.3.

2.4.

SUMMARY

critical methods drawn from the experiences of Thailand and
selected foreign countries in the fields of literature, visual arts,
drama and music, leading towards interart poetics based
on the principle of “mutual illumination of the arts” ;
Develop critical skills for the following groups of people:
2.2.1. Scholars/academics;

2.2.2. Practising critics;

2.2.3, Members of the media:

2.2.4. General public;

2.2.5. Graduate students;

Promote networks of critics, creative artists and the general
public at the personal and institutional levels;

Create possibilities for the criticism of the arts to reinforce

the mtellectual and critical culture of contemporary That society.

METHODOLOGIES

3.1,

3.2.

3.3.

3.4,

3.5.

3.6.

Investigation and appraisal of documentary sources;
Interviewing of scholars, critics, creative artists, theorcti-
ciuns and other interested persons;

Teaching experiments in the criticism of the various arts at
the undergraduate and graduate levels;

Initiating research projects for graduate students in coop-
eratton with various institutions;

Workshops in criticism based on commissioned works, ex-
periments and model performances/exhibitions;

Promotion of critical activities in collaboration with the

g
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. various media.

4. EXPECTED QUTCOME

4.1.

4.2.

4.3.

4.4,

4.5,

4.6,

4.7.

Research reports in 4 different critical fields, namely lit-
erature, visual arts, drama and music, together with a sum-
mary report containing theoretical conclusions pointing the
way to an interart synthesis;

Anthologies of criticism in the 4 different fields with com-
mentaries (and translations in the case of foreign ¢riticism);
Selected critical writings from workshops;

Graduate theses;

Critics with practical experience and theoretical foundation
(including academics, professional critics, representatives of
the media and other interested persons);

Networks of individuals and institutions involved in
promoting criticism,

Various forms of critical activities with possible impact on

society.

5. RESEARCHERS

A network of researchers from various institutions collabo-

rated with the core research team consisting of the following:

5.1.

5.2.

Chetana Nagavajara, Faculty of Arts, Silpakom University
(Project Leader);
Ruenruthai Sujjapun, Faculty of Humanities, Ramkamhaeng

University (Researcher in Literary Criticism);
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5.3. Chakapan Vilasineekul, Faculty of Painting, Sculpture and
Graphic Arts, Silpakorn Untversity (Researcher in Visual
Arts Criticism);

5.4, Parichat Jungwiwattanaporn, Faculty of Fine and Applied
Arts, Sri Nakarinwirot University (Researcher in Dramatic
Criticism);

5.5. Rangsiphan Khaengkhan, Faculty of Fine and Applied Arts,
Thammasat University (Researcher in Music Criticism);

5.6. Korakoch Attaviriyanupap, Faculty of Arts, Silpakorn

University (Assistant to the Project Leader).

6. COMMUNITY, CONVIVIALITY AND PERSISTENT ORALITY

Readers of the present summary report will soon discover
that certain themes keep recurring in the various sections, and an
impression of repetitiveness may be unavoidable. It appears as though
the researchers are becoming extremely concerned about the difficulty
in fulfilling the main research objective, that is to investigate whether
and how criticism in Thailand can assume the role of a public activity
and partake of a modern written culture. Indeed, their anxicty does
reflect a state of affair that may need to be remedied. Nevertheless,
what they have found may not be altogether a helpless and hapless
situation in which a critical culture is totally absent. Their findings
point unequivocally in the direction that oral culture of the old Siam
remains so persistent that it is not appropriate to gauge the strengths
of criticism in contemporary Thailand exclusively with the usual

categories drawn from wriften culture. The unwillingness to express

4
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. one’s opinion in writing, the preference on the part of practising artists
for verbal critical communication, the highly sophisticated forms of
“non-verbal criticisi”, such as those adopted in traditional Thai music,
all these phenomena are symptoms of a deep-rooted oral culture.

It might be worthwhile to cast a look back to the traditional
way of living among the Thai. The arts were originally community-
bascd, whereby producers/creators and consumers/recipients belonged
to the same community, and the dividing line between the two groups
was decliberately unclear. Bertolt Brecht, in his theoretical musings
about the small and the big “Pedagogy” that would obliterate the
demarcation line between performers and public, was thinking of a
practice that was perhaps already the hallmark of community -based
Thai culture. If conviviality was the mode of maintaining the integrity
of the community, criticism was a buift-in quality control mechanism
which enabled members of the community to exercise critical judgements
on onc another in a kind of intimate communication, verbal as well as
non-verbal. (The non-verbal modes will be explained under the
sections on “Music Criticism” and “Theoretical Implications™ of this
report.) There was no need to “publicize” criticism, nor to codify it, as
criticismn was a way of life. The best way for 4 folk singer to “criticize”
his singer colleague was to get up and “out-sing” the latter. The same
could apply to a folk dancer who would express his critical stance by
way of “out-dancing” a colleague. No ill feeling was thus created,
since everything followed the rules of the game in a spirit of conviviality.

To codify criticism as an intellectual legacy, to publicize

criticism for the benefit of the general public, to make criticism part
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of an educational “system”, all these are of recent date, and inevitably
inspired by Western models. Even the very notion of a “public” in the
sense generally accepted today mwust have been alien to our community-
based culture. Modern society, with its strong sense of “public”
transparency, must, of necessity, view overt criticism as a public virtue,
and overt criticism is best expressed in written form, thus committing
those who criticize to a “public” responsibility. Whatever be the strength
of our traditional oral culture, Thai society of today stands to benefit
from such overt mode of criticism as well. And such a challenge
cannot restrict itself (o the criticism of the arts alone, for the inculcation
of a truly critical culture must become an all-pervasive socictal force.

But there was littie time to master the intricacies of written
culture, propped up by the print media. There was no time for the
“acquired” written culture to mature. The all too “uneritical™ adoption
of the latest information and communication technology has tumed the
media into an instrument of publicity, advertisement and political
propaganda. The critical arena is characterized by hasty judgements
and unbridled “criticism”. Criticism of the arts, which requires deep
reflection and expressive linguistic power, naturally falls into disarray,
for to indulge in “criticism” in the way that politics has done would
only result in superficiality, and the arts are too precious to be treated
in that manner. Many connoisseurs have thus refrained from written
criticism and taken refuge in the time-consecrated oral culture. To
them, the advance made by technology-driven media may not
represent a quantum leap, but a plunge into the abyss.

If this is the real situation, the present research is faced with

S A
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@ “missionary” challenge. It has to work with whatever documentary
cvidence available in order to reconstruct an intellectual base for the
future development of criticism. That it has been possible at all to
produce the Anthologies of Criticism in line with the objectives set
out in the project is certainly a boon. But the research findings would
have been incomplete without inputs from verbal communications
collected from interviews. The developmental activities undertaken by
the rescarchers may not have achieved entirely satisfactory results, the
constraints being culturc-based. As will become apparent in Sections
10 and 11, the media and academta could have been more dynamic in
promoting criticism. In the final analysis, the research does not yield
results that pertain directly only to the domain of the arts, but gives a
broader picture as to the strengths and weaknesses of Thai sociely as
well. Tt certainly is not desirable to pitch the oral and the written
traditions against each other in a dichotomy, but to find a more
conducive (ramework in which the two can enhance and enrich each
other. In Section 16 on “Theoretical Implications™, we shall have

suggestions to make as to possible future actions.

7. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE FOUR AREAS: LITERARY,
(VISUAL} ART, CRAMATIC AND MUSIC CRITICISM

The four areas under investigation, namely lterary, (visual)
art, theatre and music criticism, have been selected with definite aims
in mind. [t was the intention of the researchers to devote time and
encrgy to those areas of the arts which may not enjoy great popularity

among the contemporary public, but which merit serious attention on

ALY
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account of their cultural riches and artistic seriousness. Thus, we have
opted for theatre criticism rather than film criticism, because
contemporary drama needs a lifeline, not necessarily in terms of material
suppott, but also by way of critical appraisal which can point to its
strengths as well as weaknesses. Likewise, in the ficld of music, we
have deliberately addressed traditional Thai music and Western
classical music, although the audience for these musical arts is small.
But both areas offer rich material for serious studies, though the corpus
of written criticism in Thailand may be limited. As the project also
covers a developmental part, the researchers in these areas have tried
1o initiate certain development activities, such as commissioning new
works by Thai writers, visual artists, theatre directors and composers,
organizing workshops on criticism, interacting with [oreign experts
and writing criticism themselves, As for the visual arts, this is an arca
where remarkable innovations have taken place on the creative side,
and Thai artists have been actively participating in the international
artistic movement. 1t is therefore a challenging task (o investigate how
criticism can be an active partner to such endeavour. In the field of
literature, a previous research project “Poetry as an Inteflectual Force
in Contemporary Thai Society: Expericnces from Thai, English,
American, French and German Literatures” has confirmed that works
of great menit are still being produced in Thailand which could enter
into a “dialogue” with Western literatures'. It may be worthwhile to

1 Chetana Nagavajara | “Imagindrer Dialog. Die zeitgendssische thaildndische

Lyrik und ihre westlichen Gesprichspartner™. In : Das Gedichte behauptet .
sein Recht. Festschrift fitr Walter Gebhard zum 65. Geburtstag. Bern © Peter

Lang, 2001, pp. 263-276.
(i A
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- gauge the potential of literary criticism in responding to the call to
make both literature and criticism an intellectual force in contempo-
rary society.

The conduct of research in the respective fields shows that
there is 4 degree of comparability among the four areas as well as
divergences. What i1s comparable s first and foremost the issue
concerning Thai culture being as yet an oral culture, and that criticism
has a long way to go te turn itself into a pillar of written culture.
Significant criticism is made and lost forever, becausc it is never
written down and takes place in private circles. Some creative artists
themselves expressly profess that they prefer people (o criticize their
works in private and that they have benefited from such a mode of
criticism in improving their own performance. Written criticism as
part of a public culture is thus not well received by many creative
artists, including, strangely enough, those who have enjoyed training
in the West. There is consequently a very small corpus of written
criticism in certain areas, such as music and theatre. The researchers
have had to rely on inferviews to supplement what can be found in
terms of written evidence. In many cases, these verbal communications
are just as illuminating as written criticism, and in some cases even
more So.

With regard to the availability of written data, this may vary
from area to area, but it cannot be assumed that the volume of
materials gathered is a guarantee of intellectual strength of a
particular critical field. Literary criticism in Thailand may have a

relatively longer history than other types of criticism, but the
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researchers are hesitant to come to the conclusion that this is an arca
in which criticism has proved to be a distinctive intellectual force in
our society. Nevertheless, it has been possible to fill the Antholfogy
of Literary Criticism mostly with contributions from Thailand, since
there is simply a great deal to choose from.

The relative liveliness of art criticisin seems to reflect the
vivacity of the creative sector in Thailand itself, and the opportunity
for Thai artists to participate in international movements has a bearing
also on the international character of art criticism, in the sense that
contributions from Thai critics are in no way parochial or provineial,
for most of them are conscious of what is going on in the mterna-
tional scene. The Anthology of Art Criticism 1s 4 good mix of Tha
and foreign (including Asian and ASEAN) inputs.

Drama 1s a problematic field. The littie that exists in terms of
dramatic criticism addresses mostly Western-style drama: criticism of
traditional and folk drama is scarce indeed. The paucity of criticism
is indicative of the problem facing both the practical as well as
academic sides ol dramatic arts. Drama departments set up within the
past 30 years have yet to set a clear goal whether te function as
training schools for professional actors or as academic institutions, and
trying to make the best of both worlds has resulted in weaknesses on
both scores. Criticism does not figure in the curriculum, and dramatic
criticism of quality is, more often than not, produced by “amateurs”
(mainly teachers of literature!) who enjoy going to the theatre and
write criticism out of pleasure. It has thus been necessary to draw a

great deal from Western sources for the Anthology of Dramatic
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*Criticism, the result being an anthology for Thai readers that presents
an ideal image of what criticism could be or should be.

As for music criticism, a strange phenomenon has emerged,
particularly with regard to criticism of Thai classical music. The
researchers have discovered that by delving into the roots of Thai
music, a deep structure of Thai culture has been identified that can
explain other cultural phenomena as well. Paradoxically, the majority
of the theoretical propositions made in this research emanate from the
area of traditional Thai music, although in terms of written criticism,
this is certainly an underdeveloped field. With regard to criticism of
Western classical music, it cannot be denied that the readership may
be small, but what has been produced by Thai critics may not
altogether be insignificant, for they do address larger issucs than just
reviewing musical performances, and tackle problems of real import
such as the role of the arts in a society which is becoming more and
more materialistic. The Anthology of Music Criticism is also enriched
by contributions from foreign critics, selected mostly for their role
model.

As appendices to the present report, we have selected 8
articles from the 4 Anthologies which are almost exclusively written by

Thai critics and for which English translations have been provided.

8. GUIDELINES FOR SELECTING CRITICAL WCRKS FCR
INCLUSION IN THE ANTHOLOGIES

As the Anthologies of Criticism in the 4 areas, together with

commentaries will constitute the major part of the research findings

Y e
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which can serve as a base for further actions, the researchers have

adopted a set of guidelines to ensure that works selected for the

Anthologies will be endowed with a certain degree of quality. They

are not a priorf criteria but have been derived from the actual reading

experience of the researchers. Below are the Guidelines:

8.1 The researchers shall adhere, as far as possible to the fol-
lowing definitions as adopted in the project document:

8.1.1 CRITICISM: Expressed opinion concerning works

of art, their context and/or other related factors

with a view to creating an understanding and a

consciousness of the value of the individual works

as well as art in general; and expressed viewpoints

concerning the relationship between art on the one

hand, and life and socicty on the other,
8.1.2 INTELLECTUAL FORCE: Knowledge and thoughts

that constitute an understanding of man’s creativity

as well as factors that enable this creative urge to

sustain society and human kind;

8.2 It is desirable that greater weight should be given to works
of criticism devoted to works of art produced in Thailand
(whether written in Thai or foreign languages). Criticism
written in a foreign language has to be translated into Thai:

8.3 Works of criticism to be included in the Anthologies need
not take the form of self-contained pieces of writing and
may be excerpted from various modes of writings on art,

including transcriptions of interviews. In other words, form

S A
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does not count as much as content,

8.4 The Anthologies should give sufficient emphasis to criticism
of works of art;

8.5 Attention should also be given to critical works dealing with
contexts (related to culture, society, artistic community,
biographies of artists, background, historical dimensions, the
impact of art on society, etc.);

8.6 The Anthologies should include critical writings dealing with
theoretical, philosophical and aesthetic aspects of art that cut
across national, linguistic and temporal boundaries;

8.7 The Anthologies should include critical writings which
address weaknesses of certain works of art or certain
types of art, including the causes of these weaknesses.
Such negative criticism should suggest constructive solutions
that can substantiate the respective critic’s “bonne foi”;

8.8. There should be critical contributions that stress the tfurther-
ance of the intellectual force through written culture;

8.9. There should be some contributions that demonstrate
changes brought about by technelogy, or contemporary
modes of production that can also prove to be constructive;

8.10. The Anthologies should be able to confirm the awareness of

human values and the role of the arts in vpholding these values.

9. RESEARCH EINDINGS AND ANTHOLGGIES IN THE FOUR
AREAS

Below are the summaries provided by the respective researchers.

AT
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9.1. LITERARY CRITICISM

9.1.1. Summary of Research Findings

Literary criticism in its earliest form was pait of an oral
culture practised by creative writers themselves, and it was only about
a hundred years ago that criticism in written form appeared in
newspapers and magazines, paving the way for the novel function of
literary critics as infermediaries between the writers and the reading
public. Education has played an important role in furning criticism
from a purely subjective activity into an intellectual discipline
strengthened through contacts with Western as well as Eastern
literary theories. Manuals of literary criticism by Thai scholars,
emerging after the advent of democracy in 1932, such as those by
Prince Wan Waitayakorn, Wit Siwasiriyanond and Phraya Anuman
Rajathon, {which are still read today), have lent credibility to literary
criticism, with university students in the 1930’s acting as pioneers,
while newspapers and magazines of this period gave sufficient space
to criticism. Although most ot these pioneers had been exposed to
Western education, they were conscious of the need to address a
Thai readership. It can be said that, in comparison with other artistic
sectors, literary criticism has been characterized by greater coverage,
continuity and longevity. The rise of literary criticism has resulted in
a division of responsibilities between creative writers and critics, with
the solid base of reading experience and critical acumen being
considered as the latter’s chief qualities. A new critical culture tolerates

differences of opinion and forsters criticism of criticism, whereby
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_ controversies, resulting from writers and critics not recognizing their
respective roles, flare up occasionally, but these do not prove to be
irreconcilable.

The crisis besetting literary criticism at present may be due
partly to the economic break-down, with a number of literary maga-
zines having to cecase publication, while others have to cut down on
space originally devoted to criticism or turning literary criticism to
mere general reporting on the literary market. [t can be said that
the media (including the print media) on the whole are giving less
importance to criticism. The crisis is aggravated by the general trend
towards dwindling reading habits, especially among the young, for if
they still read at all, their reading does not include serious literature
or criticism, for which the literary market has very little room.
A phenomenon also discernible is the paucity of criticism of real
quality in the print media, and this deficit may be attributable to
a weakening demand-supply relationship, a narrowing down of
the reading experience or even a lack of experience on the part of
those who have to function as critics. The researchers in literary
criticism are willing to admit that, in spite of the immense volume of
materials gathered, it has been difficult to select works for the An-

thology which deserve the appellation of “intellectual force”.

9.1.2. The Anthology

The researchers in literary criticism have selected 50
works considered to be marked by “an intellectual force”

and have given commentaries on them. The period covered

Y 200
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the period from 1937 to 2001. They represent a vast variety
of forms, intellectual trends and modes of presentation.
Certain works attempt to serve as a bridge between the
experience of the writer and that of the reader, while others
aim at interpreting and elucidating the author’s thinking by
way of methodologies derived from various disciplines.
Some seek to suggest the direction literature should take or
to remind the writer of his social and political environment
as well as to draw attention to the role of the reader and the
critic. These critical works do not give a definitive answer
to any literary issue, but strive to promote a “continuity of
reflections”. In this sense, criticism that is endowed with an
mtellectual force has a role to play in society, a role that can

be said to be comparable to that of creative literature.

(VISUAL) ART CRITICISM

9.2.1. Summary of Research Findings

The founding of modern Thai art and of the major
educational ipstitution responsible for training a new
generation of Thai artists was also the starting point of
criticism in the visual arts. Consequently, criticism has more
or less remained in the hands of practising artists. This may
have been due to the necessity of making modern art
accessible to a larger public. The situation has resulted in
the belief (whether justifiable or unjustifiable} that creative

artists alone are the connoisseurs of modern art. This has
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yel to be confirmed. That criticism has inevitably become
the handmaiden of creative artists has proved to be an
impediment to progress towards liberalizing the artistic
community. How can criticism thrive on the basis of such a
lack of equilibrium between the productive and the recipient
sectors of the artistic community?

The deficit is also on the side of education. The
weakness of such an academic discipline as art history has
also resulted in the irnpoverishment of criticism. The various
seminars and workshops hitherto organized by the research
project have more than confirmed that the majority of
participants {including art students) possesses very limited
basic skills in criticism, because they have not received any
formal training. In this respect, the Anthology might serve
as a help in the future.

The role of the media cannot be underestimated.
Although the Thai media are in a privileged position in
enjoying a great measure of freedom (when compared to the
fate of the media in our neighbouring countries), critics have
not been able to capitalize on this freedom, since managers
and editors do not pay much attention to publishing criticism
of real quality, and worse still, in times of economic crisis,
the space for art ¢riticism has been drastically cul. To be
able to substantiate the claim for criticism as an intellectual
force in contemporary society, the researchers have had to

rely on other printed sources such as exhibition catalogues,
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prefaces to art books and academic journals.

g.2.2. The Anthology

As for the 50 articles and critical wrilings selccted
for comment by the researchers, these are not meant to
serve as a history of contemporary art or a brief history of
contemporary criticism. This is so because the aim of the
research is not to emphasize the historical impact of these
writings, but to single out the intellectual force inhercnt in
the individual critical works selected. Whatever general
conclusions the reader may be able glean from the
Anthology regarding traditional Thai art, aestheltic
considerations, artistic techniques or anthropological and
sociological insights, these are merely by-products.

On the whole, it can be said that the Anthology gives
an approximate overall image of the evolution of modern
Thai art, including its strengths and weaknesses. Certain
issues are brought to the fore and the debates arising out
of these issues reflect clearly the intellectual force that
underlines contemporary Thai criticism, be these controversies
about Buddhist art, traditional Thai art, Surrcalist trends, the
use of technology and commercialism.

It has been necessary to supplement the works of
Thai critics with those from other cultures in order to give
a clearer picture of certain aspects of art criticism. The
question of social, political and cultural environment has

d
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9.3.

been given due weight, and critical views expressed by
those outside the proper visual arts circle have also been

taken into consideration.

DRAMATIC CRITICISM

9.3.1. Summary of Research Findings

Dramatic criticism in Thailand is a concomitant
characteristic of cultural, social and political conditions of
the country. Prior to the advent of democracy in 1932, the
monarch and the nobility were practitioners of dramatic arts
as well as their critics, and the oral mode prevailed. The
little that was written down was either in the form of personal
memoirs or private letters. The same could be said of the
judgements and pronouncements of the leading teachers,
which were never codified. The early years of democracy
were, alas, usurped by a dictatorial tendency that also had a
direct bearing on the performing arts, for the powers that be
were bent on prescribing practices derivative of the West
and proscribing traditional performing arts as an artistic
backwater. There was little room for criticism.

The change of government in 1959 ushered in a
renaissance of the print media which benefited criticism (in
spite of political repression, especially under the guise of
anti-communist activities). Reports on traditional perfor-
mances appeared in leading newspapers and magazines.

Although such “reports” could not be considered as full-



SUMMARY

fledged criticism, they paved the way for later critical
activities that took off after the “Student Revolution” of
1973, which also proved to be the heyday of Western-style
theatre. It has to be observed that dramatic criticism was
sustained by amateurs with no formal training whose
sensitivity and intellectual prowess were much in cvidence.
From 1977 onwards, university drama departments began to
create an impact on society with their regular performances
of Western-type dramas, and criticism responded accord-
ingly. Unfortunately, the new interest in Western-stylce
drama resulted in a marked neglect of traditional and
indigenous performing arts.

Compared with the criticism of the visual arts which
remains in the hands of experts or creative artists themselves,
theatre criticism is at present mainly practised by regular
columnists responsible for “art and culture” or “entertainment”
pages m newspapers and magazines. These columnists have
had no training either in the practice or the history of dramatic
arts and hence are not in a position to contribute to the
development of dramatic criticism. Critictsm of quality usvally
comes from amateurs, especially literary critics and scholars,
who write only occasionally and thus are not able to provide
continuity. Now that consumerism has become the pillar of
contemporary Thai society, the cinema has accordingly won
over the public formerly at home in the theatre, and film

criticism has more or less taken over from dramatic criticism



SUMMARY

in the media. The gap between the theatre and the public 1$
widening, and theatre criticism has had to content itself

with addressing a small circle of die-hards.

9.3.2. The Anthology

It must be admitted that, although the number of
articles published in the print media within the past 10 years
or so has increased, they, more often than not, take the form
of reporting or publicity rather than criticism as such.
Newspapers and magazines do not give sufficient space to
serious criticism, which often has been relegated to the
“entertainment” section. It has been necessary to supplement
the corpus of critical works constituting the Anthology with
articles by experts drawn from foreign sources, Western as
well as Eastern, many of which can serve as good models
of criticism, offering both insights into dramatic arts as well
as marked by philosophical profundity.

The 50 contributions possess a wide variety forms:
some are criticisms of actual performances, others are inter-
views, lectures or even philosophical essays. The individual
analyses and commentaries will explain why these
contributions merit their place in the Anthology. It must be
emphasized that the present research does not aim at
presenting a historical account of criticism, but at substan-
tiating the hypothesis that criticism can be an intellectual

force in contemporary society. It will be noticed that the
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individual contributions originate from different cultural
contexts, different disciplines and different frames of mind.
The experiences of the individual critics are reflected upon
and transformed into major issues or concepts that can
transmit important messages Lo the audience, reading public
as well as practitioners of the theatre beyond their original

spatial and temporal boundaries.

MUSIC CRITICISM

9.4.1. Summary of Research Findings

It has been possible, on the basis of the research
results, 1o reach the conclusion that criticism can, up to &
certain extent, be an intellectual force in society. This force
may manifest itself in various forms, but it has not yet
reached a large public, although there may be signs of
improvement, as may be witnessed from various means of
communication, be these written, oral or conveyed through
the Internet. Nevertheless, a number of constraints peculiar
to Thai society do persist, such as respect for seniority and
tendency to resort to covert criticism, although it must be
admitted that criticism is a potential that can be developed.
As things stand, this potential rests with individuals and is
part of an oral culture, which has yet to be turned into a
written culture. Besides, there are too few public performances
to constitute a solid base of criticism, and whatever criticism

is being produced does not quite cover the variety of musi-
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cal performances now being offered.

Our contact with Western music and its cultural
environment has made us realize that music can be organized
and invested with a system supported by a firm body of
knowledge. Musical education, formal and informal, reaching
out to a farge public is well developed in the West. This
educational aspect of music has gone to create a critical
public, which, in turn, strengthens music criticism. The
practice of Western music in Thailand may appear a strange
phenomenon, for musicians with little and even defective
training can “rise to the ocecasion”, if properly guided. This
1s the common opinion aired by many Westem conductors
or soloists who have been invited to work in Thailand during
the past hundred years. In certain sectors, such as brass and
marching bands, actively promoted at the secondary school
tevel, Thai youngsters have distinguished themselves on the
international scene. Recording technology has also helped
spread Western music, and criticism of recorded music may
be just as dynamic as criticism of real performances. As can
be seen in the Anthology, criticism of Western music, although
read by a small public, does not lack substance.

The immediate challenge facing Thai music lovers
then is not primarily to accelerate the process of instituting
criticism in written form but rather to promote the appreciation
and deepen the understanding of Thai music. The Anthology

can thus contribute towards strengthening the understanding

AT



SUMMARY

for music as well as serving as a model of a critical approach
to music. In the long run, it should prove the point that
criticism 15 possible and desirable.

It cannot be said that contact with Western music has
always resulted in a turning away from traditional Thai
roots. The fate of Thai classical music is linked with a more
profound social transformation which is part and parcel of
the process of Westernization and the onslaught of the
global entertainment business. The media could have been
instrumental in promoting appreciation for music as well as
providing an arena for meaningful criticism, but this,
unfortunately, is not happening. The other three areas are
also in the same predicament.

In spite of multifarious limitations, the researchers
have been able to detect certain traits in Thai musical
culture that can explain both the essence of Thai music as
well as the ethos of Thai culture as such. The theoretical
implication arising out of the concepts of “ranad thum
(second xylophone) culture™ and “music criticizing music”

will be taken up in Section 16 of the present summary.

9.4.2. The Anthology

The Anthology consisting of 50 contributions related
to Thai as well as Western classical music is marked by a
great variety both in form and content. Critical articles,
reviews, interviews, letters, and memoirs constitute the
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collection. Criticism of traditional Thai music must
necessarily address social contexts and deal with the crisis
besetting Thai classical music and the reasons for its loss of
popularity. Solutions are also offered, including a call for
modernization efforts to enable the contemporary public to
appreciate our traditional musical heritage as well as
concrete suggestions for innovations. Some critics go so far
as to demand a “rebellion” in Thai musical circles which
should be receptive to contemporary problems and intent
upon serving society and the general public, a new
responsibility transcending the traditional function of providing
entertainment for the elite.

Criticism ot Western classical music, both by Thai
and foreign critics, performs two funictions at the same time,
namely, interpreting the works as well as evaluating the
performances. Criticism often bears witness to a rich
experience on the part of the critics, who are in a position
to go beyond the domain of music as such in order to link
music with social ideals or to elevale criticism to the Jeve]
of aesthetics. The task of Thai critics is a challenging one,
since they have to campaign for the survival of classical
music in a society deluged with commercial, technology-
driven entertainment of all kinds. That they frequently have
to direct their criticism at the “context” rather than the
“text” of music is understandable. Thus, economic factors,

management problems and jssues concerning education
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enter into the discussion,

The Anthology represents the efforts on the part of
the researchers to benefit from a vast spectrum of musical
experiences that should serve as an intellectual force which
should help secure for “classical” music, both Thai and

Westemrn, its rightful place in contemporary Thai society.

10. PRINCIPLES QF CRITICISM (FOR THAILAND)

Initially, the researchers had no intention of proposing criteria
or general principles related to criticism. However, participants at
various meetings, seminars and workshops maintained that the
educational value of such an enterprise should outweigh whatever
inhibitions or reservations the researchers themselves might have.
What follows here can be taken for granted in some societies, but tor
contemporary Thailand, it ts felt to be needed. Nevertheless, the
rescarchers would like to emphasize that they are merely offering
general remarks related to criticism which are not to be taken as
anything akin to a normative poetics. In formulating these remarks,
the researchers have tried to adhere to the Guidelines set out under

Section 8 above. The remarks can be classified into 4 categories.

10.1 Art and Works of Art

Many critics are prepared to admit that criticism is a
secondary activity, that is to say, its main function 1s to
express views on art and works of art. In other words

criticism is not entirely an independent discourse. That is
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10.2

why its starting point is often the consideration of a work of
art, which may extend to a critical comparison of a number
of art works. This, in tun, may lead to an aesthetic viewpoint
conceming art in general. It is expected that the critic must
have an adequate understanding of composition, technique
and creative process. Though not necessarily a creative artist,
the critic should know enough about the creative act.

As regards interpretation, the critic must know how
to relate human experience embedded in the work of art to
his own experience in order to arrive at a certain conclusion
on the meaning of the work. A good critic knows how to
identify the leading concept implicit in the work of art and
to claborate on this concept in his criticism.

The next step is the most difficult, namely that of
evaluation, that may address the work itself, the artist or
other factors related to its creation. There may be various
approaches to evaluation: aesthetic, intellectual, moral, or a
combination of approaches. Common sense will not suffice;
the critic may have to reach out to other disciplines, such as

aesthetics, history, philosophy and ethics.

Context and Other Related Factors

The critic cannot afford to concentrate solely on the
actual work of art but must also draw on contextual
knowledge related to history, culture, soctety, including the

artist’s background. The method known as positivism, much
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maligned in recent times, can still prove to be of value, if
the critic does not go in scarch of factual data for their own
sake but uses them to bring about a better understanding of
the art works. The present research has amply demonstrated
that criticism in Thailand is still far from ideal, because
academic disciplines related to the various arts are too weak
even to put positivist knowledge at the service of criticism.
In summary, we can say that a good critic must possess
both critical sensibility as well as solid knowledge of his
field. To be able to immerse oneself in a “positivist” discipline
need not blunt sensibility and receptivity. The ald Thai saying
about “Knowing too much is counter-productive™ has often

been misused, and certainly does not apply to criticism.

10.3 Reception and Recipients

The critic 15 a representative of the recipients of works
of art, who seeks to provide a certain kind of “quality control”.
A good recipient knows how to use his imagination to
empathize with the work of art. He reads the mind of the
artist, but this does not mean that the intention of the creator
coincides perfectly with the interpretation of the recipient.
The critic does more than an ordinary recipient in the sense
that he does not merely think along with the work of art,
but also think on and think against it, for he should know
how to put to good use his vast experience of other

works of art. What matters just as much is his ability to
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communicate with other people that may include the
general public, his fellow critics, practising artists, and, last
but not least the creator of the work under discussion. The
impact on creative artists might induce greater change in the
artistic circle than that on the general public.

The notion of the public may have to be subdivided
into the public for works of art and that for criticism, although
in many cases, the two do merge, especially with regard to
contemporary art. In other cases, they may constitute two
different groups because critics often address works of art to
which some members of the public have no direct access,
such as in the case of criticism of foreign works or those
from older perieds (although the advent of technology may
have bridged the gap by way of good-quality reproductions
or recordings.) Tt is necessary that a critic has his public in
mind. Only critics with experience are in a position to
address various groups of recipients.

The research has confirmed one important point,
namely that good criticism serves also the function of public
education. It is true that public education can also be catered
for by direct exposure to the works of art, but in many
instances, it is difficult to receive directly the message
conveyed by the artists themselves. The critics, therefore,
can perform the role of an intermediary who can adjust the
“wavelengths™ between artists and public. Criticism as a

secondary discourse renders service through extrapolation,
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elucidation and clarification, whereby the experience immanent
in the work of art is turned into an intellectual force in
society by way of the critic’s solicitation of critical response
from the public. He must know how to challenge or incite
the public to a critical reaction.

It can be seen that the main objective of the research
project on strengthening a critical culture by turning
criticism into an intellectual force for our society is a very
demanding task. Criticism must. therefore, be a comprehensive
activity, embracing the work of art and its context, education,
dissemination, management and promotion. At the same time
constructive criticism demands a fair measure of moral
courage that enables it to rise to the level of a moral conscience
to society. Starting from assessing a work of art, criticism
often aspires to become a discourse on life and society.

Philosophical aspiration is thus characteristic of criticism.

10.4 The Critical Act

Although the present research emphasizes the oral
roots of Thai critical culture, it does not deny recent
developments in Thai society that claim to be a continuous
process of democratic maturation, whereby public spirit and
transparency in public affairs are to become the hallmark of
a new society, In this respect, criticism must assume a public
role. The critic is thus expected to “publicize” his opinion

and assume full responsibility for what he expresses in public.
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As a matter of fact, traditional Thai society knew of such
public spirit, as may be witnessed from the Stone Inscniptions
of Wat Pho (our “first university in stones” ) which oftfers a
model of how the intellectual property of the people was
codified and given back to the people as “public domain”
property. With the legacy of the Stone Inscriptions of
Wat Pho in mind, it should not be too difficult for
contemporary Thai society to emulate its ancestors in public
spirit. In other words, criticism imbibes the wisdom protfered
by works of art, reflects upon it and transmits it to the
public through a secondary discourse that aims to perpetuate
wisdom and aesthetic experience. If this is the underlying
principle, the question of professionalism can be taken
for granted, for a critic’s task is not to expel weaker artists
from the artistic domain, but rather to make constructive
suggestions as to how they can improve themselves and
secure a working place in the competitive world of today.
The critic must find the middle path between subjectivity
and objectivity, that is to say, be sensitive to the value of
works of art and at the same time be able to secure a certain
degree of detachment in order to rationalize his own aesthetic
experience. The ability to express himself well is a
prerequisite. He must know how to praise in a way that
will propel the artist to greater artistic heights, and not
induce arrogance. He must know how to censure so that the

artist will become conscious of his own deficiencies and
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try to do better. The critic is not there to preach, but to
make suggestions in a spirit of collegiality. Many of the
critical contributions taken up in the Anthologies can testify
that such criticism is possible.

Participants at the various seminars and workshops
have demanded claritication as to the uses of theory. The
researchers have found that critics with sufficient experience
often know how to apply appropriate theories to support
their interpretation and evaluation of art and works of art. It
is not desirable to set up a priorf theoretical frameworks
and start “pigeonholing”™ works of art. What the present
research does emphasize for the benefit of Thai critical
circles is the need to steer away from a facile espousal of
fashionable theoretic trends and to look for theoretical
implications inherent in the works of art and artistic practices
themselves. The proposed “theories from the native soil” are
but examples of how theories can be derived from our own
artistic experiences and environment.

Another dimension of Thai artistic life that merits
serious attention is the concept of “mutual illumination of
the arts” which is now to be complemented by that of “mutual
illumination of criticisms”. These concepts can be substan-
tiated by concrete evidence drawn from Thai culture. The
critic must be alert to what is going on in his own environ-
ment as well as what is going on elsewhere. The present
research tries to bring home the point that Thailand has the
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critical culture of its own which, upon closer scrutiny, shows
up a number of commonalties that enable it to enter into a
dialogue with other critical cultures. (See Section 18 on
“International Dimensions.”) We can perhaps indulge in a
general observation to the eftect that “Be yourself is a pre-

condition of going globalt”

i1. THE MEDIA

The aim of the present rescarch project is to find out to what
extent criticism partakes of a written culture, and il it does not, how to
make it function as a public activity. It goes without saying that the
media, cspecially the print media, must be instrumental in this process.
The research results are in this respect not altogether encouraging.
In recent years, the print media have been giving less and less space
to criticism, and many magazines and journals supportive of criticism
of the arts have, out of financial reasons, had to cease publication. Yet
it cannot be denied that some that have survived are running a
thriving business, feeding on advertisement, political factionalism and
sensational news. These print media give little importance to art and
culture, and criticism is accorded even less significance. Those that
still give some space to art and culture either relegate these to the
“entertainment” scction or admit only of the form of mere reportage,
or have to “jazz up” their content, all this in the name of “accessibility”
to a large public. An interview with a distinguished Bnitish scholar
and critic in 2001 revealed that serious criticism of the arts was also
on the wane i Britain, and that only one national daily newspaper
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gave ample space to criticism and employed critics on a permanent
basis. Even the respectable, time-consecrated “Feuilleton” section in
the German-language press has had to reduce space as well. But the
most honest verdict on the predicament comes from an article in the
Journal American Theatre in its September 2001 issue. “America’s
Mega-Media Establishment s Ignoring the Arts. And It's Time for
Cultural Leaders to Retaliate.” This is perhaps not the kind of conso-
lation that Thai researchers need!

Thai society operates more by the “exception” rather than by
the “rule”, and there are groups of people who pay no attention to the
market force and remain devoted to art and culture. The researchers
have benefited from the assistance of some magazines and newspapers
in offering regular space for our critical contributions.

The advent of “Communications” as an academic discipline
in Thai universities has produced a new breed of all-round reporters
and columnists for the Thai press, but they are overworked and
lack sufficient knowledge of the specific fields to be able to write
criticism competently. Art and culture pages in Thai ncwspapers are
occupied by these jacks-of-all-trades, some of whom guard their
own territories with possessive fervour. Criticism produced by the
researchers in the present project is accepted only by a limited
number of magazincs and newspapers. There are, of course,
exceptions in the form of contributions invited from either distinguished
amateurs {in the etymological sense of the word) or well-known
scholars. Quality criticism is thus an exception to the rule, and these

odd pieces, however illuminating they may be, do not constitute a
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.sufficiently solid base for criticism. The Anthologies of Criticism in
the 4 fields feed mostly on these exceptions.

The voice and visual media do not fare better. It is true that
criticism on television is financially not viable and difficult to manage.
At one time, radio was still a hope, but that has changed in the
meantime. With the global conquest of the competitive market economy,
criticism is naturally losing its foothold, since it cannot compete as a
market force. A distinguished Thai musician (who had been honoured
with the title of “National Artist” ) recently complained that her radio
programme on classical music, originally scheduled for 6.00 to 7.00
a.m. on Sundays, had now been removed altogether. Thailand’s media
have grown up with the global market and have had too limited
experience as publicly funded institutions which promote works of
quality and a critical culture.

The new media, especially the Internet, may offer new
possibilities for those interested in the arts to express their opinion.
The researchers have taken this into consideration but have to admit
that the lively exchanges of views sometimes overstep the bounds of
propriety and cannot be taken as serious criticism governed by a
sense of responsibility towards the public.

The emergence in recent years of hand-made volumes
of poetry and small magazines with limited circulation, containing
serious criticism, simply demonstrates that an artistic culture in
the age of globalization lies in the hands of a few die-hards. A small
group of undergraduates and recent graduates recently launched

a literary magazine on a shoe-string budget, depending largely on
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subscribers, and there criticism of the arts figures prominently.
If criticism cannot become a “public” institution at present, at least

it remains a privilege sustained by a happy (or unhappy?) few!

12. ACADEMIA

Without realizing it, Thai academia may have formed an
alliance with Thai media in becoming one of the two major institutions
not sufficiently supportive of criticism. Waorkshop participants, both
students and university teachers alike, have repeatedly confirmed that
academia is no nurturmg ground for criticism and that cven the most
basic skills and the most fundamental manuals of criticism are not
available in the formal education system. This may be an exaggeration,
for in actual practice, particularly in disciplines like fine arts and
dramatic arts, practical training does involve critical activities in the
form of teachers criticizing students’ works or students criticizing
each other’s works. Nevertheless, it is true that in most cases, these
spontaneous acts of criticism do not constitute themselves into a body
of knowledge with a solid theoretical framework that can be further
imparted as a “discipline”. The glaring example is that of the lack of
coordination between the fine arts and art history, with the latter
taking little or no notice of what is being produced in terms of
contemporary art. A Thai professor of art history recently made it
quite explicit that (his brand of) art history aims at finding conclusive
answers through analysis of art and artifacts of the past, since the
fluidity and changeability in contemporary art movements do not fend

themselves to a reliable scholarly analysis. It is worth noting that even
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- in their study of works from the past, most Thai art historians have
adhered too much to the positivist methods. It is no wonder that with
such an educational philosophy, criticism cannot arise out of the field
of art history, the result being that many practising artists in Thailand
have to engage in criticism themselves,

The problem with dramatic arts may be different, because
theatre studics as an academic discipline (comparable 1o art history)
barely exists. A professor of traditional Thai drama admitted, at a
recent seminar, that since therc is little or no research into traditional
Thai drama {the imparting of knowledge being exclusively based on
an intimate teacher-pupil relationship and never written down), it is
extremely difficult for academics to reconstruct traditional Thai
dramaturgy. Drama departments which have been established in the
past few decades are almost entirely oriented towards Western drama
and have yet to make up their mind whether to be a school for actors
or an academic institution. With the market force being the overriding
consideration, they have more or less acquicsced in the “demand pult”
by training future actors for television studios. The academic side of
the enterprise, (which could have provided an underpinning for
criticism,) has yet to take off, and research barely exists.

Music s a territory that has engendered great creative
achievements, and as mentioned under the section “Theoretical
Implications™, to understand Thai music is to grasp the essence of
Thai culture. Yet the wortd of traditional music, in spite of social and
cultural changes, has remained a community-based culture, whereby

there is no clear dividing line between artists and public. And with
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a dwindling public drawn towards media-driven pop and rock,
traditional music has become the prerogative of connoisseurs, mostly
of performers, whether professional or amateur. Criticism of traditional
music is still regarded as an alien element, for connoisseurs know
how to criticize each other (in intimate circles) and the art of “non-
verbal criticism™ has developed to such a level of sophistication that
“music can criticize music” (as described under the section “Theoretical
Implications™). Musicology and music history pertaining to traditional
Thai music have yet o be organized. How can music criticism thrive
without the solid base of an academic discipline? Needless to say that
serious scholarship propped up by criticism is bound to show up
deficiencies that call for remedy. According to a Western professor
of music who has donc much to promote Thai classical music abroad,
the guardians of Thai music at all levels have been far too sclf-
defensive.

The field of Western classical music ofters ample food for
thought. In Thailand more criticism is being written on Western music
than on Thai music, simply because a strong critical tradition is
concomilant with Western-type music-making. The recording
business has rendered the international public a valuable service in
providing programme notes of considerable critical seriousness, and
Thai lovers of Western classical music benefit from this “written
culture” as well. Although a number of Thai academics have enjoyed
a good training in the West (some having reached the doctoral level),
musicology and musical studies with a distinct character of their own

are not yet born. Critics of classical music are mostly amateurs with
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. no selid formal training and concentrate their efforts mainly on
creating an understanding and appreciation for works of value and on
winning over a public for these great cultural achievements of the
West. All this is happening without support from academial

The predicament of literary criticism is hard to explain.
Although literary study (on the basis of Thai as well as Western
literatures) is almost as old as Thai higher education itself, it cannot be
said that academia has contributed much towards strengthening
literary criticism. A discipline that is predominantly academic, remote
from the practical world of creative artists, 1s a departure from the
traditional Thai model of community-based conviviality. Without
being able to generate our own system of concepts and theories through
real contact with practising artists, borrowing from the West has
become an all too easy solution. A thoroughly Westernized literary
stucly can hardly lend strength to a literary criticism that has to cope
with the ups and downs of the literary scene. Whatever has been
achieved is due to individual efforts without much “institutional”
support.

The inherent weaknesses besetting the four academic
disciplines in Thai academia speak for the frailty of the Thai
humanities in general, a field that has alienated itself from its cultural
roots. Although Thai researchers are under no obligation to follow
“post-colonial” doctrines, we must be honest enough to admit that
both in terms of substance and methodology, our academic disciplines
related to the arts have not even progressed from the imitative level

to the eclectic! Many of our academics have followed Western
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scholarship, espoused Western Orientalism and often dismiss indigenous
scholarship as parochial or worse still, as impregnated with nationalism
(which has become a dirty word in the age of globalization.) The
proposed “theories from the native soil” came rather late to remedy
the situation.

As for research, the absence of serious research into the various
arts as well as into the criticism of those arts may account for the
current plight of academic studies in those areas. In some sectors such
as modern drama, graduate studies have not yet been initiated, and
research is almost non-existent. In other areas in which graduate
programmes ar¢ being offered, there is a paucity of research on
criticism. Our research project made regular announcements offering
support for graduate theses, and during the three-year duration of the
project, only one scholarship could be granted. There is still much to

be done to strengthen academia in this respect.

13. WORKSHOPS

The original intention of organizing workshops in the 4 areas
was to enable participants to engage in the practice of writing
criticism based on direct contact with works of art. To enliven the
atmosphere of the workshops, new works were commissioned, and the
artists took up the commission with utmost seriousness, producing
works of quality without paying attention to the pitiable honoraria
offered by the research project (out of public money). Young artists
made their débuts at our workshops, and mteracted well with workshop

participants. The Annual Conferences provided an opportunity for
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. participants from the 4 areas to mteract, thus reinforcing the guiding
principles of the research project in promoting “mutual illumination
of the arts” and “mutual itlumination of criticisms”. The process of
socialization was effective, but the “writing” component of the workshops
was not altogether successful, as the majority of participants either
lacked writing skills or were reluctant to commit themselves to written
criticism. (This problem may not nccessarily be peculiar to Thailand.
The Assistant to the Project Director had an opportunity to audit a
very well-organized workshop on Music Criticism in Dresden,
Germany, i April 2061, at which only 2 “active™ participants enrolled
for the “writing” part of the enterprise!) These workshops were also
attended by students, both undergraduate and graduate, and it appeared
that students had less inhibition in experimenting with criticism.
Incentives offered by the organizers in terms of prizes in criticism
could not change the situation, and winners were almost exclusively
(graduate) students. It would appear that the students were attracted
to these workshops for the simple reason that they offered them a
respite from drab classroom situations.

It has also been possible to organize workshops with foreign
experts as resource persons. These proved to be most valuable, since
experiences from other cultures either confirmed those of ‘Thailand or
were of an entirely different nature that set Thai participants thinking
about the pros and cons of learning from others. To ciic concrete
examples, a scholar from Asia confirmed the validity of the efforts
on the part of the researchers to construct theories “from the native

so1l”, and a theatre director from Europe gave a waming as to how
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unbridled and irresponsible criticism could stifle creativity on the
part of artists and become a destructive force.

One by-product of these workshops was the effect produced
on the participating artists themselves. Most of them reacted favourably,
not only 1o the various criticisms expressed on their respective works,
but also to the desirability and viability of criticism as an institution.
One particular case is worth mentioning: a distinguished writer came
to a workshop on literary of criticism full of prejudices against the
futifity of criticism, but changed his attitude within a matter of 24
hours and left the workshop a committed friend of criticism!

Within the framework of a research project, it has not been
possible to organize a well-structured series of workshops with a
considerable sense of direction and continuity. The small successes
that have been registered may contribute towards making criticism an
instrument of socialization. As for the overall objective of turning
criticism into the public domain in order to serve as an intellectual

force of society, it is still too early to indulge in a conclusive statement.

14, NETWORKING

Fully conscious of our own limitations in making use ot the
media in creating an impact on the masses, the project has becn
concentrating its effort on promoting relationships on a “face-to-
face™ basis. So far roughly 900 people have been involved in the
various activities organized by the project, such as annual ¢onferences,
seminars and workshops. The Annual Conference took the form of an

academic seminar cum art workshop cum festival, whereby commissioned
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-works by Thai artists from the 4 areas were presented for criticism by
the participants. The annual events drew hundreds of peopie, whereas
smaller workshops on specific areas (as described above) were of a
more specialized nature, including the writing component. It can be
said that the project has been fairly successful in creating a sense of
conviviality among artists, scholars, critics, teachers, students and
triends of the arts, who can interact with each other through a common
“critical” agenda. These activities were evaluated by the participants
themselves through descriptive questionnaires, and constructive
suggestions as to desirable actions to be taken in the future usually
emerged. Repeatedly, the demands from a great number of participants
could not readily be met under the framework of the present research
project, since these inciuded such activities as regular training courses
in criticism and the writing of manuals of criticism {which under
normal circumstances should have been the responsibility of academic
institutions!) A research project, in spite of its provision for developmental
activities, is in no position to usurp the function of academia.

It has to be admitted that little success has been achieved in
fostering a healthy relationship with two major public nstitutions,
namely the media and the university. The former has other precoccu-
pations, as described under the section “Media™ above. Very few
members of the media have attended our conferences and workshops,
and if they do attend, it is certainly not for the entire duration. However,
certain print media have been cooperative in publicizing our activities,
but such cooperations do not contribute towards increasing the critical
competence of their own staff. [t cannot be denied that the research
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proposal was a little too optimistic about the role of the media. As for
the university, the cooperation has been more of a bureaucratic nature,
whereby each university allows its staff members to attend the various
conferences and workshops, and in many cases pays for the expenses
involved. The initiative comes mainly from the individual university
teachers who usually bring along their students who in turn theroughly
enjoy their “off-campus” intellectual excursions. A relationship of an
“institutional” kind takes the form of the university making its premises
available for these activities at a very favourable rate. The only
cooperation with substantive inputs from a university has been with a
private university, which encouraged its art departments to organize
the second Annual Conference in 2000 jointly with our project.

Yet it cannot be said that this “networking” based on personal
relationship is devoid of intellectual impact. The encounters provided
by the research project have strengthened a sense of cohesion among
like-minded people and those with common interests. A notable
example was the creation of a literary magazine by a group of young
writers, critics and students, with contributions from our “alumni”. Tt
is also worth mentioning that the prizes for criticism given at one of
our workshops have proved to be an encouragement to the winners to
20 on writing crificism.

What the project can do is to act as an intermediary or a
centre of information. Our newsletters are published 3-4 times a year,
giving mainly information of past activities and announcing up-
coming activities. With no professional competence in publicity work,

they are meant to be a loosely-structured organ for keeping the
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.network alive. But the mailing list is expanding, and the number of
“alumni” coming back to participate in subsequent activities is
encouraging. The same can be said of our Website {www thaicritic.
com), which is not yet quite up to professional standard.

All in all, it has to be said that in conformity with our
discovery that Thai society is still very much an “oral” community-
based culture, the networking promoted by the research project
inevitably remains committed to human relations, and less media-

oriented or media-driven.

15. THE RESEARCHERS AS CRITICS

Most of our researchers, including the project leader, had
written criticism prior to the launching of the project in January 1999,
and have since continued to function as critics. That we have been
able to report on the infrastructure and the conduct of the Thai media
is due to our experience with the media. A question arose at the
beginning of the research as to whether it would be appropriate to
include contributions from our own researchers in the Anthologies.
In view of the dearth of criticism in some areas, a compromise was
reached, whereby criticism by the researchers prior to January 1999
could be taken up in the Anthologies, as long as these were not the
works of the respective area specialists themselves. In our regular
six-month reports submitted to our sponsor, the Thailand Research
Fund (TRF), critical articles have also been submitted for consideration,
but without any evaluative comment. In the meantime, an e¢xternal

“reader” has been requested to assess these contributions. In her
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estimation, the researchers have succeeded in producing works of
criticism that can contribute towards making criticism an intellectual
force in society. Besides, by working together as a team, they have
achieved a certain measure of intellectual cross-fertilization and their
collective work substantiates the principle of “mutual illumination
of criticisms.”

It may be appropriate for the researchers at this juncture to
indulge in a little self-explanation. As an interdisciplinary group
working together for three vears, certain common “agenda” may be a
discernible, although they do not represent a conscious strategy. The
situation of criticism being what it is, we have to give information and
introduce the reading public to certain works of quality, Thai and
foreign. Inevitably, we write critical reviews of works of art that
appear in Thailand and feel that it is necessary at times to engage in
evaluative criticism.

In other words, we are on the receptive side and react to
whatever comes up. In this respect, we do not hesitate to give adverse
criticism to works of poor or lesser quality, including foreign works,
and a recent article on the exhibition of works by a famous German
artist, sloppily curated and giving false impressions of the real things,
provoked a thorough demystification by our researcher in the visual
arts. The same can be said of local productions: a recent Thai musical
of dubious quality, backed up by a muti-million baht publicity
campaign, had to be exposed for what 1t was worth.

Conversely, works of merit, often neglected for want publicity,
were evaluated as such, and a thorough clarification was given to the
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. public as to why they should merit serious attention. In a way, our
group is bent on protecting the interests of the public in an age of
consumerism.

It 15, therefore, necessary to espouse “contextual” crticism as
well. A culturai environment conducive to the creation of works of art
of real quality has to be identified, and waming signs against phoney
values have also to be given. If there is an ideal shared by the
researchers, it is that great art must be made accessible to the people
and should not remain a prerogative of the few. With this in mind, we
are occasionally compelled to touch on the issues of promotion and
management of art as well. Experiences from other countries have
proved to be beneficial to our endeavours.

Our contacts with the media have not always been smooth-
sailing. One issue is of particular concern: the print media are ready
to publish contributions by those members of our research team who
are already well established, and tend to shun new-comers. Thus it
has been necessary for senior members (o advise junior members, and
in a number of fortunate cases, contributions from our young research
assistants could be “premiéred”. A number of friends and well-
wishers have insisted that as a follow-up to the present research,
cither a new journal of criticism should appear on the scene or support
to small magazines should be encouraged. Our reaction is fairly

straightforward: The spirit is willing, bat the cash is weak!

16. MUTUAL ILLUMINATION OF THE ARTS

Thai culture, being traditionally community -based, with
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various craftsmen and artisans living and working together, must have
naturally engendered a mutual illumination of the arts. As already
pointed out on an earlier occasion®, versatility has been one of the
hallmarks of this convivial culture. (A recent campaign, launched by
the Thai Government in 2001, to promote tourism by way of identifying
“one craft” to “one district” is based on an ignorance of Thai social
norms.). If criticism has arisen from such an environment and may
have taken other forms (say, verse repartec or “music criticizing
music”) than the written mode, then the interaction among the various
spheres must have been a natural process. In other words, the cross-
fertilization among the arts, which favours not only their mutual
illumination but also versatility on the part of creative artists,
inevitably calls for a “transgeneric™ critical competence. Expressed in
modern terminology, traditional Thai culture is conducive to the
development of critical interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary
interrelationship between the arts. As we shall see, the contemporary
scene needs just as much such a “versatile competence”.

The constitution of the research feam with artists, scholars and
critics from the aforementioned 4 areas can be taken as an extension
of traditional That community-based structures into the field of
research. There occurs “mutual iflumination” of 3 kinds, namely that
between the practitioners of the various arts, that between the scholars/

critics of the various arts, and that between practitioners and scholars/

2 Chetana Nagavajara “Wechselseitige Erhellung der Kiinste in der thailandischen
Kultur” (1992), in : Chetana Nagavajara. © Wechselseitige Erhellung der Kulturen.
Chiang Mai : Silkworm Books, 1999, pp. 55-57.
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- critics. The opportunity to work together for an extensive period of 3
years is a process of self-education based on a cross-disciplinary
and inter-generic relationship that helps to strengthen a sense of
communal cohesion and sustained dialogues. As already mentioned
under section 14 “The Researchers as Critics”, a shared sense of
direction has emerged.

It may be worthwhile to look at concrete examples. The
researcher in literary criticism maintains that through contact with the
visual arts and art criticism, she is now paying greater attention to
grasping the main concept of a work, trying to imbibe its message in
the same way as an onlooker of a work in the visual arts. The researcher
in {visual) art criticism, who has long felt that the narcissistic self-
aggrandizement of some artists has distorted the real value of the art
waork, believes that the art circle will greatly benefit from knowledge
of literary criticism, such as the theory on “the death of the author” as
propounded by Roland Barthes. For her part, the researcher in dramatic
arts has become more conscious of the “languages” of the respective
art forms and at the same time has come to appreciate the virtue of
the “indeterminacy of meaning” (again originated in the domain of
literary criticism) as a means of involving the audience to participate
in the production of meaning, thereby making the theatre an arena for
constructive collaboration between the artists and the public. As for
music criticism, the researcher believes that he has derived benefit
from the criticism of poetry, whereby a detailed analysis of a poem
should only follow the total impression gained by the reader: Music

criticism can best function in the same way. It cannot be denied that
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the theoretical proposition concerning “non-verbal criticism” by way
of “music criticizing music” has inspired theoretical thinking in other
fields too. The researcher in literary criticism is now becoming aware
of the potential of developing a theory on “parody as criticism”. There
can be no end to such mutual enrichment, and it i1s to be hoped that
continuous critical interactions of this kind can prove to be an intel-
tectual force in society.

On the practical side, the researchers have had opportunities
to engage in some forms of “fieldwork” by engaging in evaluative
criticism. A much-publicized Thai “grand opera”, supposedly based
on a gem of Thai literature (by King Rama VI}, tumed out to be an
illiterate’s reading of the literary masterpiece, camoutlaged with all
machinations of contemporary show business and enveloped in
grandiose sound of Hollywood film music: it had to be exposed as
such. Another Thai “musical”, a stunning financial success, was no
more than a concoction made up of ingredients from Broadway and
the West End with no originality of its own, and had also to be
subjected to an honest critical evaluation, based on the knowledge of
various arts.

On the other hand, an experience of a unique kind could
come from a work of “chamber” dimensions that required utmost
interpretative ability. In a workshop-like atmosphere, Frederic
Rzewski’s De profundis, based on Oscar Wilde's work, was performed
on 10 December 1999 by an American pianist, and was probably the
best illustration of the principle of mutual illumination of the arts, a

one-man show that required pianistic skills of a very high order,
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. recitation technique comparable to that of a classical actor and acting
and miming ability to represent a state of mind close to mental
derangement. Versatility required of the performer became at the same
time a tali order for the critic who should be knowledgeable in
literature, music and the pertforming arts and also possess a high
degree of sensitivity to be able to grasp the various components of the
work as a totality. An experience of this kind benetits research in the
sense that it does not only confirm the hypothesis about the mutual
llumination of the arts and the mutual iilumination of criticisms, but
also serves as a reminder that practical work constitutes an important
part of research in the arts and the humanities as well.

Our preoccupation with the practicality of the mutual illumi-
nation of the arts has been further enriched by exposure to theoretical
debates, but these debates drew from practical experience as well. A
lecture given by 4 Professor of Music from the Hochschule fiir Musik
in Leipzig on 17 February 2000 on the relationship between music
and poetry was based on his own teaching experience: his Asian
pupils with exceptional talent and astounding technique could never
grasp the essence of occidental music unless and until they had
mastered the German language up to the point of feeling the pulse
of German poetry. That the “language” of poetry underlines the
“language” of music could be substantiated by the traditional
structure of Western higher education itself. Such a contact with the
Western tradition was of immense value, and by way of an analogy,
the Project Leader has demonstrated that to be able to appreciate a
particular art form, say, traditional sculpture (the specific example
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being wood-carving depicting a forest scene), it is necessary to be
familiar with a particular convention in Thai literature, and that the
“rhythm” of scuipture echoes the “rhythm™ of a particular verse form.
In this case, mutual illumination of criticisms i1s grounded in a mutual
illumination of the arts and further enriched by a mutual illumination
of cultures. We are back to the “community” as the basic unit of
traditional culture. Are the phenomena of mutual illumination of the
arts in the contemporary world still tied to the notion of community?

It is at this point that the media should enter into our
discussion. The Project Leader has earlier studied how the media
interact among themselves and interact with traditional art forms.
Specific mention was made of the intcraction between television
drama and the novel in Thailand.® But it is now necessary to approach
the media on a broader scale than the case study of television drama.
For this purpose, MODEL I has been constructed. It can be scen that
there exist internal interactions within each of the 3 spheres, namely,
mutual illumination of the arts, mutual illumination of criticisms and
mutual illumination of the media. As for external interactions, those
between the arts and criticisms are intense, whereas those between the
media on the one hand and the arts and criticism on the other are
marked by an imbalance, with the media overpowering the other two
sectors and receiving little impetus from the latter. The influences of
the media, represented by one ever-expanding powerful beam, can cut
across the two other spheres or even bypass them to reach the public.

The implications are obvious: in our contemporary society the

3 Chetana Nagavzjara, op.cit., pp. 54 - 69.
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-media are in a position to inundate the arts and criticisms and submerge
them in order to reach out directly to the public. It would be unfair to
arrive at a hasty conclusion that the media are not conducive to artistic
creativity: the achievements of, say, photography, cinema and media
art would counter such an assumption. The point is that when the
media constitute themselves into art, they can become constructive;
things tend to get out of hand when the media only mediate. We all
know the lapses of contemporary media and cannot help regretting
their immense potential of becoming an intellectual force of society.
Thailand is a special case. We have not had the good fortune of
participating in a gradual and continuous expansion of the media. We
have, all of a sudden, been “taken over”. The notion of content and
substance has been lost. Starting off with reproducibility {which could
have been a powerful instrument of public education) and passing
through massification, the media in our country have, more or less,
ended up as instruments of commercialization and political propaganda.
The most effective remedy might be to infuse the media with great art
and at the same time to instil the spirit of criticism into them. Expressed
in terms of MODEL I, it will be desirable to have Sector 3 (media)
interact more intensively with Sector 1 (art) and Sector 2 (criticism},
with the proviso that the flow be redirected, that is to say, moving

from top to bottom. But this may be just wishful thinking!

17. THEQRETICAL IMPLICATIONS

In dealing with theoretical issues related 1o the arts in

Thailand, it must be clarified from the outset that a theoretical study
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. can never take the form of a “textual” discipline analyzing a vast
corpus of theoretical texts. Our theoretical considerations, more often
than not, do not express themselves as an independent discourse, nor
do they aim at profound abstraction. The practitioners of the arts
themselves are torch-bearers of certain critical and theoretical
directions implicit in the actual practice itself. One should therefore
speak of theoretical implications that have to be abstracted from the
art works themselves. It falls upon modern scholars to delve into the
practice of Thai art, reconstruct theories and put them in written form
that is understandable and communicable to non-practitioners and the
larger public.

In other words, deriving these theories “from the native soil”
will constitute a body of knowledge which helps us to understand our
own artistic achievements and thereby preserve and further develop
those cultural legacies that can propel contemporary Thai society to
even greater artistic heights. The assumption here is that theory and
practice are mutually enriching. Where theory is totally absent, artists
have to grope their way up a dark passage which might lead nowhere.
Witness the recent revival of traditional Thai painting: highly talented
artists could have achieved more, had scholars (and especially art
historians) done their job in describing characteristics of traditional art
as well as formulating certain theoretical conclusions. The artists
would have known where to “connect” or where to “take off”. The
same could be said of music. Recents attempts to modernize Thai
classical music seem to have landed in a dead end (after the death of

the two great masters who were instrumental in the endeavour),

% s0



SUMMARY

because the practitioners, with no theoretical foundation, depend too
much on flashes of insight and histrionic displays of virtuosity to
please the contemporary public (that has long been alienated from its
cuitural roots.} Here too, serious theoretical analysis could have
helped connect the old with the new.

A number of theoretical “discoveries” based on the
observation and analysis of traditional Thai art and culture are
outlined in Appendix {I, being a lecture originally in French
given by the Project Leader at a seminar for university teachers of
French from Asia, and will not be repeated in detail in this summary.
(A Thai version of the lecture has been published in a journal, and an
English version is attached to the present summary. ) It was gratifying
to note that a number of participants from Asia verbally confirmed to
the speaker that many of the theories propounded could explain their
indigenous arts too. A potential for expanding a theoretical study
based on Thai culture to a fransnational coverage might not altogether
be impossible. (The Project Leader in his earlier paper “An Aesthetics
of Discontinuity : Contemporary Thair Drama and its Western
Connection” (1990)° demonstrates that a “home-based theory”
originating in Thailand can explain Western theatrical practices as
well.) The only glaring limitation to these attempts at theory-building
is its preponderant dependence on case studies of fraditional art, as
though the researchers are in need of a vantage point from which to

examine phenomena, art works and practices that have, so to speak,

4 1n : Chetana Nagavajara ; Comparative Literature from a Thai Perspective.
Bangkok : Chulalongkorn University Press 1996, pp. 237 - 246.
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© been ossified for the benefit of critical and scholarly scrutiny! Few
experiments have been made with contemporary culture, for its
constant fluidity and volatility often frustrate analysis. We have
ventured a little into the sphere of the media, as already presented
under Section 15 “Mutual Illumination of the Arts”, but the results are
still inconclusive. The proposition that the media corrupt themselves
when they perform a “mediating” function still needs to be worked
out through a more extended and thorough research. At the same
time, the supposition that the media are at their constructive best when
they constitute themselves into art may not have universal validity.
These theoretical issues merit further investigation.

The most promising theoretical discovery has to do with the
realization that criticism is not an exclusively verbal activity. “Non-
verbal criticism” is probably not the prerogative of any particular
culture, but Thai researchers naturally draw their conclusion from
observing Thai culture. As with the theory of “ranad thum” (second
xylophone) culture, generated from an analysis of traditional Thai
orchestral practice whereby the master directs his orchestra from an
apparently subordinate pesition, traditional Thai music offers other
points of interest that can explain not only musical practices, but also
ways of life as well. Thai musicians are allowed a certain measure of
freedom within a general structural framework of a performance and
have to function both as performers and composers at the same time.
When two orchestras are pitched against each other in a contest
(called “prachan” in Thai), they observe each other very closely and

make criticism on their rival by way of responding musically to certain
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musical structures, turns or passages, whereby criticism becomes
a vehicle for outdoing or outclassing their opponent. These musicians
can compose extempore, and there occur instances, in which one
orchestra simply admits the superiority of the other orchestra, and
after congratulating its rival with a homage-paying coda, packs up the
instruments and goes home. It is true that the concept of “criticism”
i this context does not correspond exactly to the usual connotation.
It 15, however, not peculiar only to Thai culture. Igor Strawinsky spoke
of his “criticism” of classical composers in his own compositions of
the neo-classical type.”

It is therefore not true that Thar artists cannot accept
“criticism”, but those who “criticize™ must possess a high degree of
competence and artistic prowess that commands respect even from
their rivals, not to say from the audience. Unfortunately a certain
framework is necessary and the rules of the game must be established
and accepted by all. But great art at present, alas, remains the privilege
of a few die-hards (and the audience naturally consists of die-hards
too), while the majority of the public has already lost the feel for its
intricacies and sophistication.

It is therefore the responsibility of critics and scholars to
describe, explain and codify these practices such that they can be
understandable to a larger public, and at the same time enable
contemporary musicians to continue the great tradition while breaking

new ground.

> Danald Mitchell : The Language of Modern Music. London : Faber and Faber
1993 (First Edition 1263), p.98
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Theory is then not intellectual gymnastics ar lofty abstractions
that are self-generating and not supportive of artistic practice. The
experience of the researchers has been that it is worthwhile to turn
Impficit theories into explicit theoretical formuliations. In this respect,
there is much to be said in favour of a written culture that seeks to
record cultural legacies for this benefit of posterity. In the age of
technology, more can be done to prop these theories with concrete
examples retricved with the most effective means. Criticism can lead
to discovery, and discovery can lead to theory that seeks to perpetuates

the essence of a culture.

18. INTERNATIONAL DIMENSIONS

The efforts made by the researchers to go back to the oral
roots of Thai critical culture do not necessarily preclude an appreciation
of written culture. If that had been the case, it would not have been
possible to produce the four Anthologies at all. Print culture may have
originated in the West. It has benefited the entire world, and we are
not to deny the immense intellectual legacy transmitted through written
culture. As has been demonstrated in Section 7 above, we aspire
towards entering into a dialogue with other cultures.

All the four Anthologies contain contributions from foreign
sources, translated and commented on by the researchers. The
amount of inputs from abroad may vary from one to the other. It must
be admitted that in those societies with a solid written culture, criticism
as a public activity has had a long history and has rendered great

service to the arts as a safeguard of quality and at times as a voice of
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conscience to society. We stand to benefit from these great traditions,
while remaining conscious of the potential of our own oral culture.
The Anthologies more than amply demonstrate that criticism of real
quality can cut across geographical and temporal boundaries.

Most of the researchers have been exposed to foreign critical
cultures either through formal education, or participation in various
critical activitics or study visits both to Western and Asian countries.
One important aspect of these international contacts has been the
opportunity to experience directly great works of art in foreign countries.
Intimate knowledge of the arts is thus enhanced by knowledge of
criticism and 1t will be noticed that such knowledge is supportive of
the writing of criticism as well. Positive aspects of foreign critical
cultures may not be difficult to identify. By the same token, it is
important that we learn from the mistakes of other cultures. In an
interview with one of our researchers, a distinguished Western music
critic maintained that he had felt a compulsion to expose to the
public the various machinations which had been going on within
the “business” side of music, because guality suffers as a result of
business strategems. Adverse criticism can render good service to
society as well.

As for foreign resource persons who have to taken part in the
various activities of the research project, they have brought with them
vast experience which sometimes can serve as a warning for the
benefit of those with more Limited critical experience. For example, a
Western drama expert warns against over-enthusiasm with criticism

as a matter of principle. He has known artists, especially young artists,
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. crushed by unfair and unkind criticism, who never recovered. Another
instance worth mentioning is a word of caution coming from a Westemn
specialist in literary theory that in Western circles, the danger of
indulging in “literary theory without literature” is very serious too.
Believing that criticism has its supranational validity, the
researchers arranged for the preliminary research results to be validated
by colleagues trom abroad. The first draft of the present Summary
Report was written for this purpose. A number of foreign colleagues
have made their comments in writing; one colleague managed (o
attend a Consultative Meeting in Bangkok, 23-25 October 2001, and
had intensive discussion with the researchers and other Thai advisers.
it could be said that the final report of the research project had gone
through a process of “international” scrutiny before being presented to
the final Annual Conference, 1-2 December 2001. When the results
of the research were submitted to the sponsor, the Thailand Research
Fund, in early January 2002, they had been validated nationally and
internationally. Some of the recommendations for further action
stemmed from suggestions coming from external resource persons.
When we speak of international dimensions in the context of the

present research, we are reporting from actual experience.

19, RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FOLLOW-UP

The following recommendations are meant to remedy certain
deficiencies as well as to build on the existing strengths and the
momentum gained during the conduct of the research,

19.1 It might be desirable to consider expanding the original
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19.2

19.3

19.4

19.5

19.6

SUMMARY

coverage of 4 areas to include other areas or sub-areas of
criticism that deserve serious study.

Financial support should be given to small magazines
already active in criticism. Appropriate criteria for support
should be established, in the form of prizes or awards.

A new journal of criticism could be launched in order to fill
the gap left by the print media and to provide a forum for
experienced critics as well as new talents (such as those who
have successfully participated in the various workshops}.
The journal should steer the middle course between an
academic journal and a popular magazine.

Collections of critical articles should be published, which
may include contributions newly commissioned or those
worthy of being reprinted. An editor should be appointed, to
be responsible for selecting the appropriate contributions,
writing a critical introduction and making suitable annota-
tions.

Workshops in criticism should be organized, lasting, say,
orte week at the minimum or constituting a continuous
series of weekend sessions, with ample time for practicum
and writing practice. There should be an overall plan for
each area, covering a period of 2-3 years. The practice of
commissioning new works from Thai artists for specific
workshops should also be continued.

In response to the need expressed by a great number of

conference and workshop participants, manuals of criticism
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should be written (based on the findings of the present
research and the Anthologies), whereby sufficient opportu -
nities for “trial runs” with various groups of learners and
users should be provided.

19.7 Curricular reforms might be initiated with specific institu-
tions willing to engage in experiments. Our conclusion is
that the humanities can greatly benefit from close collaboration
with the arts. Joint curricula in the form of double majors,
combining 4 creative discipline with an academic one, should
be encouraged.

19.8 “Home -based” theories generated by the present research
should be further elaborated and tested for their applicability,
both in Thai and non-Thai contexts.

19.9 As a form of international exchange, cross-cultural work -
shops should be organized. For this purpose, parts of the
Anthologies and the research results should be translated
(into English).

19.10 The reception of criticism by the Thai public has yet to be
researched. Case studies should be initiated. These could
begin as graduate theses. Qualitative methods should be
used.

In order to provide clarity on the inter-connectedness between
the recommended follow-up and the research findings together with
other determining factors, MODEL II has been constructed. It will be
seen that the various follow-up areas of action recommended are the

natural outgrowth of the research, but at the same time link up with
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© existing activities. A question may be raised as to whether these
{follow-up) activities could proceed without inputs from the research.
The answer would simply be that the research can facilitate further
actions, which can benefit from three preliminary steps provided by
the research. First, the rescarch has identified the strengths and
weaknesses of Thai critical culture, (the physical remotencss of the two
areas, media and education, as represented in the MODEL JI, being
symptomatic of the problem). Secondly, it has identified and created
a paol of criticai resources that can give direction to further develop-
ment and contribute towards strengthening Thai critical culture. Thirdly,
a visual representation expressed by way of a MODEL I should bring
out clearly the unity of the critical enterprise, with all the constituent
clements interacting with one another in both centripetal and

centrifugal manners.

20, CONCLUSION

That criticism constitutes a integral part of a written culture
cannot be taken for granted in contemporary Thai society. Criticism
of real import is still being practised orally in artistic circles and
accepted as the preferred mode of communication by the practitioners
themselves. Be that as it may, there is an urgent need to codify
knowledge and wisdom related to criticism and to create a ¢ultural
environment in which a larger public can benefit from the critical
culture, which today remains within the domain of select individuals.
The developmental activities, undertaken by a small group of researchers,

could so far only serve as experiments which point the way to the future.

AN



SUMMARY

It must be admitted that some of the objectives set out in the
research project could not be satisfactorily fulfilled, especially those
that involved participation from the media and educational institutions.
As far as the media are concerned, the present economic crisis has
aggravated the situation: whereas critical activities on the social and
especially on the political front are exceedingly dynamic, criticism of
the arts has been relegated to the periphery and not accorded its righttul
place. Academia, too, has achieved littie in providing a nurturing
ground for critics who could perform the function of intermediaries
between the arts and the public, the representative disciplines, namely,
literary studtes, art history, theatre studies and musicology, being
either too remote from, or not sufficiently supportive of, the
contemporary world of action. In our recommendations, we have
addressed issues related to the media as well as seadewia

In spite of such drawbacks, it has been possible for the
resecarchers to glean from a large corpus of materials works of
criticism that merit to be included in the Anthologies of the four areas,
with the major part of the inputs coming from Thailand, supplemented
by those from foreign sources as necessary. The amount of contributions
by Thai critics may vary from one area to another, but it can be said
that there exists in Thailand a small group of serious-minded critics
and scholars deeply conscious of the role of criticism as a vehicle for
judicious evaluation and as a voice of conscience to society. At the
same time, we have been able to attract young talents (including
graduate and undergraduate students) to our various activities. We

have found them to be intellectually alert, receptive to new ideas and
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. articulate. With appropriate guidance, they can mature into able and
responsible critics. What is needed is a forum for them to express
themselves (in public).

There 1s no denying that the arts in traditional That society
were a way of life and that a critical spirit was a “built-in” element
in Thai culture that expressed itself also in “non-verbal” form. Mutual
illumination of the arts enriched this community-based culture, and
mutual illumination of criticisms was a natural consequence of this
cultural foundation. The advent of technology-driven media
brought with it new experiences in the production, dissemination and
reception of the arts, and the notions of “community” and “public”
have acquired new dimensions. Reproducibility and massitication
have affected standards at the creative end and tastes at the receiving
end. We have demonstrated in MODEL [ that unless and until the
media mtensify their interaction with the time consecrated field of the
“mutual illumination of the arts™ and the constructive force of the
“mutual illumination of criticisms”, the public will be left out in an
intellectual void. In other words, the proposed interaction can become
a potent instrument of public education, and criticism thrives best
as part of public education. The social dimensions of education cannot
be stressed too strongly. In the final analysis, we can only set our
hopes on education as a4 continuous process of self-realization and
self -betterment.

But to be able to educate ourselves, we must first know
ourselves. This research project has certainly contributed towards self-

knowledge, enriched by knowledge of others. Those theoretical issues
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brought up in the research are not a speculative exercise, but an
analysis of the deep structure of Thai culture that should help us to
understand ourselves better. Criticism in Thailand, if it aspires to
become an intellectual force of society, must be grounded on the
knowledge of our own cultural roots and the consciousness of
subsequent developments.

The question remains as to whether That society has reached
the stage where criticism naturally functions as an intellectual force.
The researchers must honestly answer that they have not been able to
make that kind of assertive statement. {nstead, they have discovered
that there exists in Thai culture a deep-rooted pofential that can turﬁ
criticism into an intellectual force of society. Those people who have
been involved in various capacities in the present research project
prefer to look at criticism as a process, perhaps a self-educational
process commensurate with a contemporary culture which is dynamic
enough to benefit from its own roots as well as open to constructive
changes. In that sense, the little success that the researchers may claim
for themselves will not be an epoch-making discovery, but a well-
grounded appeal for a consciousness that criticism can and should
function as an intellectual force of society. The question as to whether
criticism of the arts can strengthen a critical attitude to iife can only
be answered by way of specific examples, as demonstrated in the
Anthologies. The researchers have at least identified the strengths and
weaknesses that should constitute a firm basis for an unending
educational process towards a critical culture. For their own part, they

have put themselves at the centre of the experiment and have come to
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_realize that this is no time for a “cultural revolution”, but rather a time for
the cohesion of individual efforts. 1t is time to pluralize the Voltairian
dictum and turn it into an intellectual force, and not to be content
with stoic resignation: “Il faut cultiver nos jardins!” (Let us cultivate

our gardens. )’

Chetana Nagavajara,

Project Leader

8 The author would like ta express his deepest thanks for the advice given by Prof.
Eberhard Lammert(Berlin), Mr.Ermst Schiirmann{Munich), Prof. Vridhagiri
Ganeshan(Hyderabad) and Prof. Stephan Parker(Manchester), who kindly read
the first draft of the present Summary Report.



APPENDIX |

THE ANTHOLOGIES IN
LITERARY, VISUAL ART,
THEATRE AND MUSIC CRITICISM

8 critical articles with commentaries [2 from each area]

{English translations by Theera Nuchpiam)



The Elusive Enemy :
An Aspect of

Contemporary Thai Literature

Chetana Nagavajara

[The earlier part of this article is a synopsis of an academic
seminar on “100 Years of the Thai Novel”. The works included in its
analytical purview are those which Nitaya Masavisuth, in her
introduction to Thai PEN Anthology: Short Stories and Poems of
Social Consciousness, called ‘literary works of social consciousness’.
In this section, the critic noted that the authors of these works belonged
to the 20-30 age group. They gained their potent experience of modern
Thai history of the 1973-1976 period, either as participants in the
making of the history of that period, or as its witnesses.]

Problems of social justice or injustice, according to Nitaya
Masavisuth, represent the dominant theme of literary works of social
consciousness. These problems are created by members of society
themselves. In philosophical terms, we may say that mankind is

responstble for its own predicament. Modermn Thai literary works direct
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their attention to these problems with a view to uncovering social
mechanisms and systems of relationship between individuals, groups
and instituttons that have brought them about. Nitaya has also noted
that the main characters in these modern works are people without
any social status, ordinary folks who are always in a position to be
exploited - those who remain passive, those who are consistently on
the receiving end of social action. But who are the actors, the enemies
of the people? This is a crucial problem for contemporary literary
literature since the enemy’s identity remains unclear. The people's
enemies have not fully revealed themselves and hence remain
unidentifiable. Alternatively, we may say that the enemy always
remains elusive. The problem is probably not one of the inability of
the writers to analytically delve into the essence of social pathology.
The problem confronting these writers has more to do with literary
creativity. Problems and issues in today’s world and in contemporary
Thai society are too complicated to be adequately understood in
black -and-white representation. The good guy-bad guy dialectic or
antagonism might be outmoded as a writing scheme. In many cases,
the charm of contemporary literary works lies in their indetermination
or hidden meaning. The author did not want to impose any message
on the reader, but rather wanted the latter to reflect and, in so doing,
find their own answer. The identity of the people's enemy was left
deliberately vague, the author’s expectation being that readers in a
democratic society are sophisticated enough to adjust their focus and
thereby arrive at a clearer picture on their own.

We can take, as an example, Nikom Rayawa’s works. His
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novels are highly stimulating, particularly for their lack of any straight-
forward message. These works were written in a manner that encourages
the reader’s private interpretation. Even their titles pose an intriguing
chalienge. In The Monitor Lizard and the Rotten Bough (takuad kab
khop phu) (1983) we still cannot come to any conclusive answer even
after reading through it as to what the monitor lizard represents and
what the ‘rotten bough’ (khop phu) signifies. The creature makes an
appearance in the opening scene, to reappear only once at the end of
the novel. The scene depicting Somkhid chasing the lizard is more
exciting than those familiar police car chases in detective films. The
entire story is that of a lawless society where influential groups of
individuals harass and intimidate the people who engage in lawful
occupations. Even though the identity of the *people’s enemy’ is not
clearly presented in the text, the reader can complete the picture by
supplying the missing pieces from his or her own store of experiences.
From our knowledge of the common people’s belief about monitor
lizards, we might have to interpret that the author wants to punish the
people’s enemy by identifying him with a kind of reptile. (He is polite
enough not to mention the common local name for the kind of lizard
that devours animal corpses, just as contemporary poet Angkarn
Kalayanapong strongly criticizes Thai society by calling it ‘Thailan’
without a ‘d’ [‘lan’ is a southern local term for this kind of lizard]).
But why did the author opt for an episode, in the last scene, that
seems to contradict that interpretation? In this episode, Somkhid, in
tumbling down from a broken main bough of a tree, avoided hurting
himself by holding onto the lizard’s tail and in doing this “felt some

(10 4
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_ affinity with the reptile, as if such an attachment had been developed
through long acquaintance”. {p. 357) And why did Somkid try to prevent
Pra-wing from firing a shot at it and, failing this, why couldn’t he
help murmuring, “It was not there?” (p. 359) Was the gun an inef-
fective means of eliminating monitor lizards? The reader is no less
puzzled than the other characters in the story, as evident in the dia-
logue between Sanong and Pra-wing:
“What did he mean, by saying that it wasn't there?”
“Forget it. He might have been too frightened”. (p. 360)

When a man comes in contact with a monitor lizard and feels some
affinity towards it, the implication might be that the people and their
enemy are of the same stock. Literary works of social consciousness
have an atfinity with those of philosophical reflexivity. Where actually
are the wrong doers, who could be brought o justice, since they and
we are of the same background? It seems that literary works simply
serve to pinpoint what is an issue without providing any clear-cut
answer. Moreover, with the problems created by mankind itself
becoming apparently insurmountable, the authors of these works
occasionally resort to providing pictures of natural scenes that seem
at that time to have flashed into their minds. This is an interesting
writing technique, in as much as such occasional interruptions as
“high hills” and “the white waterfall tumbling down in bubbly stream”
(pp. 327, 348, 364) seem unrelated to the flow of the story. From one
point of view, The Monitor Lizard and the Rotten Bough (takuad kab
khop phu} seems quite ambitious as an artistic work. At times the

author could not help expressing this artistic ambition. For instance,
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when Bung, seeing Somkid holding onto the lizard's tail, said to uncle
Teng, “This is the picture I really want to paint, uncle, the picture
we just saw” (p. 358), a novel on the elusive enemy was in effect
transformed into a literary work of high visual quality,similar to that
found in painting. In saying this, however, we should not conclude
that the social message from this novel has been covered up by
philosophical contemplation and artistic sophistication. We must not
forget that literary works are neither didactic nor propagandistic in
nature. The raising of social consciousncss can be most effective
through artistic means. Indeed, there is no better way of changing
people’s minds than by capturing their imagination with their aesthetic
sensibilities.

Nikom Rayawa’s exploration of the meaning of life in his
writing is not just a one-shot affair. His short stories in the Man on
the Tree {khon bon ton mai) anthology {1984) still rely on symbols to
stimulate readers to find further meaning for themselves. However,
the work that marks an apparent shift in his style is High Bank,
Heavy Logs (taling sung, sung nak) (December 1984). This novel
follows a somewhat straightforward plot, though the narrative
technique has been modified to allow for aiteration in the sequence
of events. Compared with The Monitor Lizard and the Rotten Bough
(takuad kab khop phu}, Nikom's latest work was not intended to rouse
the reader’s emotion with extraneous events. The writing style is that
of ‘monologue intérieur’. The outside world is held constant, while
man himself is held responsible for change. The status of “the people™
has still not improved, and the identity of their enemy remains

4
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- nebulous. To identify a local godfather, who makes a profit from an
exchange of a wooden elephant for a real one, as the people’s enemy
might not be fair. The disaster that befell Kam Ngai and his family
has not apparently resulted from blatant social injustice. Kam Ngai’s
“attachment to, and unity with, his elephant” (p. 165) certainly differs
from the affinity Somkid experienced with the monitor lizard. Here
not all social problems are overlooked, but High Bank, Heavy Logs
(taling sung, sung nak) has transformed them into issues of metaphysical

contemplation.

“We all were born and die only once, but what
lies between birth and death must be sought on our own.
In fact, here is embodied something that must be shared-
hardship, happiness, goodness, badness, hunger, food
sufficiency -but each of us tends to compete for only the

good, but not the bad, side of the dichotomies™. (p. 166)

The author’s writing style seems to have changed in High
Bank Heavy Logs (taling sung, sung nak)}. At times the novel appears
more poetic than a narrative of this genre usually is; at times it sounds
like a philosophy book, or it is didactic in tone. Reading it as a narrative,
the reader will tend to find this novel less interesting than The Momnitor
Lizard and the Rotten Bough (takuad kab khop phu). Moreover, the
use of symbols is so intensive that some readers might get bored with
it. In terms of raising social consciousness, we must admit that to
elevate a literary work to the status of metaphysical contemplation is

to let the people’s enemy elude them. This is because metaphysics
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looks at man and his world from such a prodigious height that it
cannot make fine, black-and-white distinctions in the atfairs of the
world.

The critic’s intention in discussing Nikom Rayawa’s works in
some detail here is to indicate that the literature of social consciousness
has not stagnated in the post-1976 period. But their development may
in a way be regarded as increasingly ‘serene’. That is, it involves
analyzing social problems from a philosophical pownt of view. Social
violence and cruelty of life remain the narrative’s quintessential
feature, but the literary art has transformed violent and cruel acts into
philosophical cruelty.

[What follows is a critical view on the works of Chart
Kobchiti, Khamman Konkai, Khomtuan Khanthanu, “Varanangki”,
Assiri Dhammachote, Kamphoon Buntawee, and Suchit Wongthes].

Is it possible that the people’s true enemy is probably not to
be found in the form of individual human beings or groups of
individuals? Ts he rather in the values and beliefs, which have dominated
the people for so long that they cannot see where the essence of
human beings lies? “Lao Kam Hom” (Khamsing Srinawk) ratsed the
issue of superstitious beliefs and their adverse impact on Thai society
in some of his short stories in his The Sky Is No Barrier anthology.
In the critic’s opinion, the work that Jaunches a direct assault on the
core of this problem is perhaps Assiri Dhammachote's short story And
the Grass Is Trampled, published in his Khunthong, You will Return
at Dawn collection. In this story, very close friends such as Hern and

Nag had to engage in deadly conflict because their “bosses”, who were
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_ real brothers, became enemies in their rivalry for inherited wealth.
The death of Hern and Nag actually liberated them from such slavish
adherence to a tradition that is not rooted in any humanistic principle.
Senseless loyalty to their bosses becomes an ethic among bandits that
men of younger generations must reject. Hern and Nag were ready to
die in return for the liberation of their children from such an ethic.
The enemy in the form of superstitious beliefs is far more powerful
than the one in the shape of individual human beings. Assin
Dhammacholte has pointed out the way to the future to his contem-
poraries. To defeat the enemy involves not so much a struggle on the
individual or sociul level as the use of wisdom to overcome human
ignorance. Our duty is to educate our children not to repeat the
mistakes of their fathers™ generation.

Finally, tracking the elusive enemy in the literature of social
consciousness in present-day Thailand is thus comparable to a
marathon run with no fixed distance. It might not be fair to say that
this is the failure of modem That literature. The vatue of literary works
15 totally unrelated to the reliability and validity of the social science.
Literary works that make an emotional impact on the reader might not
have any immediate practical value. The works that are not accurate
in their assessment of the immediate social situations might be highly
valuable as pieces of literary art. Take, as an example, Naowarat
Pongpaibun’s poem, Pleng Klom Puan (Lullaby for my Friend)(1975);

Let’s move along, though the path remains dark and long

Let’s serve as candles guiding along the path, though we bum

ourselves out
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Let’s cross our arms and fight fearlessly

The bell will toll, when our friends fall

When a shot is fired, we will move forward in a wide front

To uphold the people’s resolve to win Mere Movement
(ptang khwam kluan wai, p. 51).

We must understand that the social function of literature might
not be to solve practical social problems, or to change human behaviour
in the short term. Their function is rather to enlighten people through
emotional impact. In other words, bringing justice to the people is
perhaps not the primary task of literature as creative art. Thai contemn-
porary literary works have all along served to raise the conscience
about what is socially right and wrong. As readers we could be content
with that. In raising the issue about people’s enemy becoming elusive
here, the Inteniion is to encourage a debate on the extent to which
Thai literary tradition could still be regarded as featuring a type of
friend-enemy, actor-recipient of action, or people~their enemy
antagontsm. The answer we have drawn from the analysis of literary
works of social consciousness does not seem to point clearly to that
kind of dialectic. This leads us to a reconsideration of literary works
of the past to gain a clearer insight. If. for instance, we ask ourselves
whether we have a hatred for the Burmese viceroy in the epic Taleng
Phai, who n the story was the enemy of the kingdom, the possible
answer 1s most probably in the negative. We are most likely to feel
instead sympathetic towards this character. Why did the author create
a work that encourages such a feeling? Another example is Ramakien,

the Thai version of Ramayana. The original version of ancient India’s
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- Ramayana features a struggie between good and evil. In Ramakien,
however, Thotsakan, who was supposed to represent evil, has for so long
in the minds of Thai readers, edged out Rama as the main character.
Does this mean that the Thais” mind-sets are not receptive to the
conception of global and social problems in dialectical terms? Can we
verify, in any concrele manner, that it is Buddhism that has shaped
the Thai character in this way? These insoluble puzzles are extremely
useful for more effective reading to gain an in-depth understanding.
The elusive enemy may still be around, perhaps in our own hearts and
minds. That is why a man and a monitor lizard could be said to “feel
some strong affinity”, as the author of The Monitor Lizard and the
Rotten Bough has perceptively suggested.

{Chetana Nagavajara. “The Elusive Enemy: An Aspect of Contemporary Thai

Literature”, (rom The Endless Path of Critical Culture. Bangkok: Tienwan
Publishing House, 1687.)

Translated by Theera Nuchpiam



Analysis

The above critical essay was a paper presented to the aca-
demic conference on “100 Years of the Thai Novel” on 30 July-1
August 1986, at Silpakorn University Auditorium, Bangkok, and was
first published in the August 1986 issue of Thanon Nangsue. The paper
gave rise to the development of a strong critical and intellectual force
in Thai literary circles at that time. The intellectual momentum has
sustained itself by providing an impetus to literary activities among
the younger generations of both writers and critics well into the present
time (as evident in the interviews given by writers, literary critics, and
academics, to this research team on literary criticism). The essay
critically analyzed many contemporary literary works from a comparative
vantage point. The analysis covers novels, short stories, and poetry
with a view to gaining insights for theoretical generalizations.

The contemporary Thai literary works taken up in the article
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- are those of the ‘social consciousness’ category. 'They were written by
young people who shared the eventful experience of a critical period
in Thai political history. The time span runs from the [pre-‘14 October’]
phase symbolised by the “Then T am here in search of meaning” {a
line in Vitayakorn Chiangkul’s poem] attitude to the 14 October
1973-6 October 1976 period. Most of the works reviewed were
¢reated in the post-1976 period. These include Nikom Rayawa’s The
Monitor Lizard and the Rotten Bough (takuad kab khop phu), Man
on the Tree {khon bon ton mai} short story collection, and High
Bank, Heavy Logs (taling sung, sung nak); Chati Kobchiti's Dead
End, Judgement, and A Knife for Evervone short story anthology;
Khamman Konkai's The Provincia Teacher; Khomtuan Khanthanu’s
Consciousness of a Rebel and Drama on a Vast Arena; Assirl
Dhammachote’s Khuntong, You will Return at Dawn; Kamphoon
Buntawee’s A Child of the Northeast, and Suchit Wongthes’s Sebha
“Street Hawkers Threatened by Floods™. The works taken up for criticism
are all forceful in their presentation of sophisticated ideas and truly
outstanding as contemporary literary works. Here only the section on
Nikom Rayawa in the essay is presented as an example of how these
works were critically assessed.

The critic conclusively asserted that literary works of social
consciousness centre around social injustice. The authors succeeded in
awakening in the reader a feeling of sadness and sympathy for the
people who were subjected to oppressive exploitation. They never-
theless did not clearly point out who the enemy of these people was.

The critic employed the concept of ‘clusive enemy’ to figuratively
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explain this situation. That is, the contemporary literary works
neither definitely defined who the people’s enemy was, nor elaborated
on how he was dealt with. The critic did not regard this failure to
provide a clear identification of the people’s enemy as detracting from
the value of these works; it rather pointed to a theoretical implication
for literary studies relating to the ‘ambiguity of meaning’ and ‘hidden
meaning’. He stressed that the failure had nothing to do with the
authors’ lack of competence in creatively presenting their messages.
The crux of the matter is rather that, with problems in contemporary
society growing more and more complicated, the representation of the
good guy and the bad guy in a black-and-white picture is an outmoded
literary technique. The new generation of writers did not want to
impose their ideas on the reader; they instead expected the latter to
reflect and then come to his or her own interpretation. The reader, in
other words, would adjust his or her own interpretation until the
picture of the people’s enemy came into focus. Here the critic clearly
indicated that the wisdom of the receiver of the message 1s as important
as that of the sender of the message. Even though the literary works
of social consciousness had a limited audience, the latter’s intellectual
sophistication and receptivity are comparable to those of the authors
of these works. For this reason, the works should have some significant
contributions to the development of an intellectual social force. This
realisation led to a literary theoretical proposition relating to the idea
of an aesthetics of reception, which he had explained in detail in some
of his previous articles and other academic papers. Applying this

theory to the works of the new generations of Thai authors, the critic
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. came to the conclusion that some of the authors deliberately left an
intellectual gap in their works for the reader to fill up. Any intellectual
and/or emotional excitement to be gained from reading these texts
depends upon the extent to which the reader relies on his or her own
imagination and prior experience to complete the authors’ seemingly
incomplete menage. It would also be legitimate for the reader to go
beyond the authors in his or her own imagination and contemplation.

In addition, the critic assessed contemporary literature in terms
of its elevation from literary works of social consciousness to those of
philosophical and metaphysical reflection. In their perception of life
in the world invalving hardship and happiness, goodness and badness,
the night and the wrong, etc, it might not be possible to declare explicitly
who the people’s enemy is. The failure or reluctance to do so would
have the important effect of making the reader realize that the people’s
enemy is none other than the common folks like all of us. Taking The
Monitor Lizard and the Rotten Bough (takuad kab khop phu} as an
example, the critic pointed out that “when a man comes in contact
with a monitor lizard and feels some affinity towards it, the implication
might be that the people and their enemy are of the same stock...where
actually are the wrong-doers who could be brought to justice, since
they and we are one of a kind?” This literary mode might also convince
us of the possible presence of the people’s enemy just in our own
hearts and minds, in the form, as beautifully demonstrated in Assiri
Dhammachote’s short stories “Night Fall on the Waterway” and “And
the Grass Is Trampled”, of greed and ignorance. With the transformation
of literary works of social consciousness into those of phitosophical
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reflection, the people’s enemy eludes us.

This critical essay also proposed what function literature
should take. The author did not expect that literary works would
contribute to social change; and neither did he insist on literary works
providing society with solutions to its problems. He instead looked
into the role of contemporary literature in stimulating ideas and raising
consciousness - in posing questions encouraging reflection rather
than supplying answers, preaching, or adjudicating. As he observed,
“the social function of literary works might not be to solve practical
social problems, or to change human behaviour in the short term.
Their function is rather to serve as guidance with the appropriate
impressions they make on the people”. Hence, letting the enemy of

the people get away with impunity is not tantamount to the failure of

contemporary hiterary works; as creative works of literary art serving

to urge social consciousness, they also provide the reader with some
pleasure.

Another significant issue raised by the critic involves the
artistic value of literary works, which should not be neglected by
writers. Certain works feature violence as their central theme, but their
authors might be able to present 1t in rather acerbic terms; some other
works might be valuable as a documentation of social reality, but here
again the authors could not dispense with aesthetic considerations.
This is because literary works that could in the first place impress the
reader would as a consequence encourage his or her reflection that
could further develop into a conscience of what is socially right or

wrong. Such a conscience has of course its applicability i society too.
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The last point made by the author in this article concerns the
reluctance of the new generation of writers to present their works of
social consciousness in a clearly dialectical manner. There is nothing
new about this tendency; it involves ‘literary symbolism’ that already
existed in ancient Thai literature, and that has left the audience as
much sympathetic to “bad guys” like Khun Chang, the Burmese
viceroy, Thotsakan, etc, as they are capable of admiring the merits of
their adversaries. The critic has left unanswered a major question
whether a traditional That mind-set is not conducive to seeing global
and social problems in dialectical terms. And is this intellectual proclivity
a product of Buddhist teaching? The critic might not want to answer
these questions, but he none the less pointed out that an attempt to
solve them would enable us to achieve a more thorough reading and
really in-depth understanding of literary texts. The views expressed
by the critic might seem critical of the literary works of social
consciousness, especially in so far as they allow the people’s enemy
to elude us, and because they still have some presentational weaknesses
and unclear ethical ideas. However, in his overall perspective, this
critic has succeeded in significantly widening the reader’s worldview
and providing the writers of this new generation with much impetus,
particularly by linking, in no pedantic manner, the conclusions he
derived from reading their texts to some literary theories. In addition,
he found highly credible defence for certain weaknesses of these
texts, especially with regard to the ‘elusive enemy’ issue.

This critical analysis is different from most other literary

crittcisms, in that it is a critique of a number of contemporary literary
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works rather than a single piece of writing. It is a critical assessment
from a truly broad perspective, and this has enabled the critic to draw
persuasive conclusions from the works selected for their specific
relevance to the points he raised. The conclusions are thus highly
convicing while remaining open to other evaluations. In raising the
‘elusive enemy’ issue, in particular, the reviewer kindled a new en-
thusiasm in literary criticism that persisted for a long time, thus
giving a crucial impetus to creative work by both authors and literary

Critics.

By Ruenruthai Sujjapun
Translated by Theera Nuchpiam



The Death of the Author

Roland Barthes

In his story Sarrasine Balzac, describing a castrato disguised
as a woman, writes the following sentence: “This was woman herself,
with her sudden tears, her irrational whims, her instinctive worries,
her impetuous boldness, her fussings, and her delicious sensibility.”
Who is speaking thus? Is it the hero of the story bent on remaining
ignorant of the castrato hidden beneath the woman? [s it Balzac the
individual, furnished by his personal experience with a philosophy
of Woman? Is it Balzac the author professing “literary”™ ideas on
femininity? Ts it universal wisdom? Romantic psychology? We shall
never know, for the good reason that writing is the destruction of
every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite,
oblique space where our subject slips away, the negative where all
identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing.

No doubt it has always been that way. As soon as a fact is
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narrated no longer with a view to acting directly on reality but intran-
siiively, that is to say, finally outside of any function other than that
of the very practice of the symbol itself, this disconnection occurs,
the voice loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, writing
begins. The sense of this phenomenon, however, has varied; in
ethnographic societies the responsibility for a narrative is never
assumed by a person but by a mediator, shaman or relator whose
‘performance’ -the mastery of the narrative code - may possibly be
admired but never his ‘genius’. The author is a modem figure, a product
of our society insofar as, emerging from the Middle Ages with
English empiricism, French rationalism and the personal faith of the
Reformation, it discovered the prestige of the individual, of, as it is
more nobly put, the ‘human person’. It is thus logical that in literature
it should be this positivism, the epitome and culmination of capitalist
ideology, which has attached the greatest importance to the ‘person’
of the author. The author still reigns in histories of literature, biogra-
phies of writers, interviews, magazines, as in the very consciousness
of men of letters anxious to unite their person and their work through
diaries and memoirs. The image of literature to be found in ordinary
culture is tyrannically centred on the author, his person, his life, his
tastes, his passions, while criticism still consists for the most part in
saying that Baudelaire's work is the failure of Baudelaire the man,
Van Gogh’s his madness, Tchaikovsky's his vice. The expfanation of a
work is always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it
were always in the end, through the more or less transparent allegory

of the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author ‘confiding’ in us.
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Though the sway of the Author remains powerful (the new
criticism has often done no more than consolidate it), it goes without
saying that certain writers have long since attempted to loosen it. In
France, Mallarmé was doubtless the first to see and to foresee in its
full extent the necessity to substitute language itself for the person
who until then had been supposed to be its owner. For him, for us too,
it is language which speaks, not the author; to write is, through a
prerequisite impersonality (not at all to be confused with the castrating
objectivity of the realist novelist), to reach that point where only
language acts, ‘performs’, and not ‘me’. Mallarmé’s entire poetics
consists in suppressing the author in the interests of writing {which
is, as will be seen, to restore the place of the reader). Valéry, encum-
bered by a psychology of the Ego, considerably diluted Malfarmé’s
theory but, his taste for classicism leading him to turn to the lessons
of rhetoric, he never stopped calling into question and deriding the
Author; he stressed the linguistic and, as it were, ‘hazardous’ nature
of his activity, and throughout his prose works he militated in favour
of the essentially verbal condition of literature, in the face of which
all recourse to the writer's interiority seemed to him pure superstition.
Proust himself, despite the apparently psychological character of whal
are called his analyses, was visibly concerned with the task of
inexorably blurring, by an extreme subtilization, the relation between
the writer and his characters; by making of the narrator not he who
has seen and felt nor even he who 1s writing, but he who is going to
write (the young man in the novel-but, in fact, how old is he and

who is he? -wants to write but cannot; the novel ends when writing
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at last becomes possible), Proust gave modern writing its epic. By a
radical reversal, instead of putting his life into his novel, as is so often
maintained, he made of his very life a work for which his own book
was the model; so that it is clear to us that Charlus does not imitate
Montesquiou but that Montesquiou-in his anecdotal, historical reality
- is no more than a secondary fragment, derived from Charlus. Lastly,
to go no further than this prehistory of modemity, Surrealism, though
unable to accord language a supreme place (language being system
and the aim of the movement being, romantically, a direct subversion
of codes - itself moreover illusory: a code cannot be destroyed, only
‘played off”), contributed to the desacrilization of the image of the
Author by ceaselessly recommending the abrupt disappointment of
expectations of meaning (the famous surrealist ‘jolt"), by entrusting
the hand with the task of writing as quickly as possible what the head
itself is unaware of {automatic writing), by accepting the principle
and the experience of several people writing together. Leaving aside
literature itself (such distinctions really becoming invalid), linguistics
has recently provided the destruction of the Author with a valuable
analytical tool by showing that the whole of the enunciation is an
empty process, functioning perfectly without there being any need for
it to be filled with the person of the interlocutors. Linguistically, the
author is never more than the instance writing, just as I is nothing
other than the instance saying: language knows a ‘subject’, not a
‘person’, and this subject, empty outside of the very enunciation which
defines it, suffices to make language ‘hold together’, suffices, that is

to say, to exhaust it.
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The removal of the Author (one could talk here with Brecht
of a veritable ‘distancing’, the Author diminishing like a figurine at
the far end of the literary stage) is not merely a historical fact or an
act of writing; it utterly transforms the modem text {or-which is the
same thing -the text is henceforth made and read in such a way that at
all its levels the author is absent). The temporality is different, The
Author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his
own book: book and author stand automatically on a single line divided
into a before and an after. The Author is thought to nourish the book,
which is to say that he exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it, is
in the same relation of antecedence to his work as a father to his child.
In complete contrast, the modern scriptor is born simultaneously with
the text, is in no way equipped with a being preceding or exceeding
the writing, is not the subject with the book as predicate; there is no
other time than that of the enunciation and every text is eternally
written here and now. The fact is (or, it follows) that writing can no
longer designate an operation of recording, notation, representation,
‘depiction’ (as the Classics would say); rather, it designates exactly
what linguists, referring to Oxford philosophy, call a performative, a
rare verbal form (exclusively given in the first person and in the present
tense) in which the enunciation has no other content (contains no
other proposition) than the act by which it is uttered-something like
the I declare of kings or the I sing of very ancient poets. Having
buried the Author, the modemn scriptor can thus no longer believe, as
according to the pathetic view of his predecessors, that this hand is

too slow for his thought or passion and that consequently, making a
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