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Foreword

The object of art is not to reproduce reality, but to create a reality of the same intensity. 
Alberto Giacometti (1901-1966)

Swiss painter, sculptor and printmaker

Ayala Museum presents this special individual exhibition by Thai visual artist Natee 
Utarit, born 1970. The exhibition Optimism is Ridiculous: The Altarpieces consist of 12 
large-sized oil on canvas paintings that reveal the artist’s view and perception of our 
contemporary, complex world. 

A self-confessed “conservative pessimist,” this series showcases the artist’s mastery 
on visual imagery, incorporating iconic elements from both Christian and Buddhist 
religions.  As a practicing Buddhist with a familiarity in Christian beliefs and  
iconography, Utarit assembles and weaves all the rituals and traditions that extol,  
revere, and mark life, death, suffering, injustice, and torment. By depicting and 
composing human allegories, Utarit presents a universal experience within the filter 
of Thai culture and Western sacred symbols. 

Ayala Museum would like to thank Richard Koh Fine Art for bringing the exhibition to 
this museum so that we can continue to share exceptional art beyond our borders to our 
museum public.  We are also grateful to Natee Utarit for considering the Ayala Museum 
as venue to launch this traveling exhibition that will be brought around Southeast Asia.

The exhibition will be on view at the Ground Floor Gallery of Ayala Museum from 
February 17 until April 9, 2017. 

Ma. Elizabeth “Mariles” L. Gustilo
Senior Director
Ayala Museum
26 January 2017
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This body of works entitled 'The Altarpieces' takes its inspiration from paintings that 
have traditionally adorned the altars of Christian churches. They are works that have a 
long history, one that stretches back almost to the very beginnings of Western painting. 
Altarpieces have always dealt with religious matters, portraying Christian legends and 
myths, and foregrounding the sanctity of Christian ritual. They are filled with meaning 
and have always played an important role in giving tangible form to key tenets of the 
Christian faith. 

In these paintings, I offer my interpretation of the world and its various beliefs that 
appear in the Western world from my own personal Asian perspective, instead of a 
perspective that has long been shaped by Western thinking and the spread of Western 
imperialism, which began centuries ago. These paintings represent a view of God, the 
world around us, and the contemporary events, filtered through my own Buddhist 
beliefs. They, therefore, show traces of religious thinking on core issues like death, 
injustice, and human suffering. And while there are similarities with a number of 
Western conceptions, like memento mori, which are meant to remind us of certain 
elemental truths, different perspectives on the causes and means of eliminating 
suffering ensure that these are only surface similarities. 

All of the paintings in this series entitled 'The Altarpieces' speak about these issues in 
one-way or another. Through a range of differing subject matter, all of the works are 
meant as an examination of my beliefs and my attitude towards the notion of god 
and goodness in today’s world. They also pose questions about the nature of human 
identity in a world where the lines separating different ideas and sets of beliefs have all 
but vanished.

Natee Utarit
2016

The Altarpieces
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1

When Adam Delved and Eve Span, 
Who Was Then the Gentleman?

Within Southeast Asia, the paintings of Thai artist Natee Utarit maintain a 
distinctive imagery and tone that is not found among either the social-realist 

leaning painters of his generation nor those more focused on formalist experiments. 
While many of the art universities of the region were the brainchild of European 
colonialists, Natee’s training in Silpakorn University, founded by an Italian artist of 
the Florentine academic school has bequeathed a deeply felt empathy and resonance  
with the visual idioms and allegorical concerns of European painting. Yet a close 
reading of his work reveals the ambivalence the artist feels towards this powerful, 
enduring aesthetic tradition, and the hints of darkness and sinister intent that surface 
in his paintings are signs to that effect. In a departure from his previous Illustration of the 
Crisis series, which from 2010 brought him immense critical and commercial acclaim, 
this new series beginning from last year’s Optimism is Ridiculous, sees a darkening of 
tone, quite literally, in his paintings. Whereas the predominant image in the ‘Crisis’ 
series was the cheap disposable toy, such as the rubber duck and the plastic toy soldier; 
the current series often deploys the taxidermy animal as imagery. From a neon-soaked 
imitation of life to a residue or detritus of a previous life lived elsewhere, the shift from 
the toy to the stuffed animal or skeleton marks the increasing somberness in his works. 
Indeed the mood of the current work embodies Natee’s own description of himself 
as a ‘conservative pessimist’. This work When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the 
gentleman? appropriates the altarpiece format of Christian art. While the monumental 
size of the piece is obviously meant to overwhelm and seize the viewer’s attention, 
typically for Natee, decoding the complex imageries in this painting is an even more 
demanding but also a pleasurable exercise for the viewer. The title of the work derives 
from the famous opening lines of a sermon delivered by the renegade priest John 
Ball who instigated the peasant revolt of 1381. His sermon captured the feelings 
of the disenfranchised lower classes of England at that time chafing against their  
subjugation and unpaid exploitation by the ruling orders of society. The opening  
lines of his sermon speak of Adam, the first man digging his fields and Eve, the first 

2014, Oil on canvas, 230 x 735 cm  polytych (7 panels) 
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woman spinning her fabric. In this original state of ‘purity’, there is no ‘gentleman’ 
or boss to subjugate others. As a ‘hedge priest’, John Ball was not connected to any 
formal religious order and in our current sense was a true individualist, a rebel 
outside the organized religious system. This current work aspires to this position of 
standing outside the system, though instead of the religious order, the system being 
‘revolted’ against here seems to be the art industry and its unequal relationships. Natee 
peppers this altarpiece with allusions and hints to that effect. The left panels shows a 
fig-leafed covered Adam with his spade while the right panel depicts Eve with not a 
spinning wheel but rather suspiciously, Duchamps’ bicycle wheel sculpture the first 
readymade from this father of Western conceptualism. In these side panels, Natee 
aligns the original couple with one of the mythical ‘originals’ of Western art - an art 
tradition that most art students from Asia and the non- Western world are taught 
from day one in their careers. The unclothed sparseness of the side panel figures 
contrasts vividly with the sumptuous and bountiful suite of objects and subjects that 
cluster the central panel of this work. Recalling the tone of Holbein’s The Ambassadors 
(1533), the two fully clothed men in the central panels stand commanding and 
confident, surrounded by models and artifacts used and associated with Western 
academic painting. To their left a trio of white ferrets, often associated with royal 
heraldry look on, as if legitimizing the scene. One of the men holds an unfurled map 
of Southeast Asia. Fair-skinned and Caucasian, the two men are flanked to the side by 
a dark skinned Asian-looking dwarf playing an accordion. Asia, the painting seems to 
suggest has been reduced to the status of a court jester, playing for the entertainment 
of the Occident. Yet satire remains, and a hovering chimpanzee threatens to make 
a monkey out of us all. In this work, Natee captures the elusiveness of our confused 
and uncertain times.
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Art development in Southeast Asia is distinguished for the enduring strength of 
painting, in particular certain styles of figural-narrative painting continues to 

retain its critical edge, in defiance of the so-called crisis of painting in the West. The 
long standing criticality of painting practice in Southeast Asia has a lot to do with 
the way the development of easel painting was part of the larger anti-colonial and 
nationalist project of the late 19th and 20th century. The idea that the art object and 
artists were independent from society and nation had little traction in the region, in 
fact, the social consciousness of painting was an important rationale for its existence. 
Within the region, this allowed for the acceptance and legitimation of painters working 
in the social-realist tradition from cities such as Yogyakarta, Manila and Bangkok till 
the present day.

The difference is all the more stark when one considers how only certain styles of 
abstraction from East Asia, closely aligned visually and conceptually to 20th century 
Euro-American minimalist and abstract-expressionist movements have been most 
heavily promoted in the Western markets recently. These include all the variants of 
the post war Japanese avant garde like the Gutai and the Mono-ha; or the Tansaekhwa 
(monochromatic painting) artists from Korea. Stripped of their specific historical and 
geographical contexts, these abstract works could be easily appreciated in the West for 
their formal qualities alone, without the messy social-political currents and encounters 
with historical destinies that gave birth to them.

The work of Thai artist Natee Utarit thus needs to be interpreted against this  
larger context, where artists working in the figural-narrative tradition sought to hone 
and expand the critical possibilities of easel painting by continuing to query the forms 
and concepts of painting practice inherited from the West. European colonialists 
founded many of the art universities and training centres of the region as part of a larger 
‘civilisational’ project of Empire. Natee’s training in Silpakorn University, established 
by an Italian artist of the Florentine academic school has bequeathed a deeply felt 
empathy and resonance with the visual idioms and allegorical concerns of European 
painting. Natee’s works over the last 20 years have at some level been explorations of  
the implications of both the western artistic styles he has been trained in, 
from landscape painting to figurative, to still life and now historical and 
narrative painting. Whereas the Illustration of the Crisis series, from around 
2010 were interrogations of the specific developments in Thai politics 

The Private Expectation of God and 
the Common Reason of Investment

Nescientia

2

3

2014, Oil on canvas, 265 x 249 cm diptych
2014, Oil on canvas, 290 x 387 cm  triptych
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and society, the current ‘altarpiece’ cycle are explorations of the role of art  
(read crisis!) in contemporary society. 

The format and visual idioms in these two altarpieces connect both the Christian 
and Buddhist art traditions in their use of narrative and storytelling as a channel 
through which the numinous truth of existence could be transmitted to the lay person. 
Within Christian art, painted altar panels first appeared in Italian churches (note the  
connection to the artist’s formal art education) from the 13th century and was a  
way for the church to educate the largely illiterate masses about the life of Christ,  
who would otherwise not have been able to read the text of the Bible. Similarly  
stories of the life of Buddha were most often transmitted through oral and visual 
narratives such as the Jataka tales. The anticipated 12 pieces of the ‘altarpiece’ 
cycle of which two examples are displayed here, can be seen as cautionary tales 
and allegories of faith in art, at a more personal level, they are meditations 
on the artistic traditions that the artist has inherited and their complex 
roles in the commercialised art world today. Indeed the format immediately 
draws attention to the claims of art as a new religion of our times, with all its attendant 
fears and hopes. Considering his recent spectacular commercial and critical success, 
the altar series are also moody reflections of the artist’s ambivalence and unease about 
the commercial aspects of the art world. In response, he has created almost his own 
arcane complex visual language, filling his works with imageries and forms that could 
only be decoded if the viewer took time and care to delve into the history of the world’s 
artistic traditions. His work is the antithesis of pop art, in that it is not about surface but 
what lies beneath. It is not what is visible, but what cannot be seen.

In the larger of the two pieces, Nescientia, the central panel features a standing Buddha in 
the form the Thais call Pang Perd Lok and references an episode where Buddha opened the 
three worlds of heaven, earth and hell, thereby allowing all the living things in existence 
to see each other and comprehend the reality of existence. It refers to an ultimate moment 
of truth and perhaps possibility of salvation from the cycle of birth, death and rebirth. 
Supplicants and a priest (right panel), representing the disciples and the lay communities, 
prostrate themselves at the Buddha’s feet. Interestingly, their poses and composition 
are echoes of the figures gathered around the crucified body of Christ in many examples 
of Christian art. Yet this moment of illumination is undercut in the altarpiece harshly,  
almost hilariously by an auction bidder, holding a paddle with the number 1205 in the  

faces of the supplicants. Behind him, a painting is being carried off by two art handlers, 
 whom many will recognize as typical fixtures of the auction room. At the foreground 
of this left panel stands a sculpture of the Apollo Belvedere, one of the most iconic 
marble sculptures from classical antiquity that represented ideal beauty and 
perfection in the Western world. Yet even bastions of aesthetic perfection may be 
next in line for the hungry art markets, Natee seems to suggest, just like how even the 
figure of Buddha in a supreme act of salvation has its skin and muscle stripped from 
its body.

The covetousness and greediness of man becomes even more explicit in the second 
altarpiece entitled The Private Expectation of God and the Common Reason of Investment. 
Natee signposts the fact that we are in strange and trying times directly in this work. 
On the left panel,  the unfurled banner reads ‘The path to paradise begins in Hell’, one 
of the most renowned lines from Dante, a not so subtle hint that things could get worse 
before they get better, just like how Dante’s hero had to endure the trials of hell before 
encountering the grace of God. As if in retort, the second banner reads ‘In heaven all the 
interesting people are missing’. Seriousness and flippancy are bedfellows in this work. 
The setting and objects in this painting can best be described as an accumulation of 
collectables, objects of art and value. Yet the cluster of horned rams and deer gathering 
in the centre of the painting are possibly allusions to the golden calf episode in the 
Bible. The false icons of art and art investors are the new golden calfs, here to take the 
lay community away from truth and destiny. In his typical offbeat humour, Natee 
interjects another disembodies arm lifting up yet another auction paddle in the right 
panel. Compared to the earlier altarpieces, these two examples are the most explicitly 
critical works undertaken in the artist’s current exploration of the art world.
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4

Passage To The Song Of Truth And 
Absolute Equality

In all his earlier examples from the altarpiece cycle, Thai painter Natee Utarit has 
mined the long complex history, idioms and visual tropes of Western European 

allegorical painting as a way to critique the predatory intrusions of the art market  
into the region-particularly the reduction of art and artists to commodities and the 
paradoxical elevation of them to false gods. Among painters in the region, Natee is  
unique in his deep learning and empathy for the visual idioms and moral underpinnings 
of European painting from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Without being overly 
prescriptive, one cannot fail to note how Natee’s long years of training in Silapakorn  
University itself a late manifestation of the civilizational project of European 
colonialism in Asia have sown the seeds for an artistic career which over the past 2 
decades has at some level been attempts to resolve the implications of the Western 
painting tradition for contemporary art. The novelty in his artistic trajectory however 
is not the technical proficiency of his paintings, which seem to astonishingly increase 
with each work, but rather the deep moral and ethical dilemmas birthed by the success 
of the artistic enterprise. A recurrent concern is his exploration of the connection 
between faith and faith in art - are they same thing?

In previous works from the altarpiece cycle such as When Adam delved and Eve 
Span, Who was then the Gentlemen?, Nescientia and The Private Expectation of God and 
the Common Reason of Investment, the profusion of visual idioms and narrative 
threads ripe with symbolism overwhelm the viewer with its sheer visual density 
and interconnecting threads of meaning, one narrative leading to another like 
a spider’s web. 

The current work Passage to the Song of Truth and Absolute Equality is strikingly different at 
a visual level, namely its relative simplicity. Instead of one or two larger sized central 
figures around which other figures congregate around, the entire work is notable for 
being devoid of a central dominating image. What we get is instead a line of figures of 
equivalent size massing in the foreground of the painting. What little perspective the 
green plains behind afford is crowded out visually by the figures. The sense of leveling, 
of these figures being on the same plane is enhanced by their placement on the marble 
steps running through the painting. In his artistic statement, Natee has remarked that 
the landscape is modeled after a pier or riverbank which he remembered from a trip 
to the ancient Thai capital of Ayutthaya. The viewer is thus looking at them from the  
river, passing by on a boat or from the opposite bank. The scene is a tableau in time 

2014, Oil on canvas, 212 x 510 cm polytych (5 panels)
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and space literally, a frozen moment in transit to another place. On the left is death 
leading the procession of figures. As an inescapable force, he appears five times in the 
work. He is the only figure to which men supplicate in the left most panel. The noble or 
wealthy man, the emperor and the young woman flush with youth and beauty appear in 
successive panels to the right. The use of the white drape carried by death to encircle and 
envelope the human figures hints again at the all reaching hands of death. Clearly the 
influence of earlier works have left their mark in this work, particularly Bernt Hotke’s 
c.1463 Totentanz mural and Hans Baldung’s c.1510 work Three Ages of Woman and Death.

This painting is a contemporary dialogue with the Danse Macabre (French) or in 
English, the Dance of Death. The dance macabre was an artistic genre that was popular 
in the late Middle Ages, before losing its popularity with the Renaissance. Originally 
its ideas took the form of plays, related to the English morality plays. The key purpose 
of these plays was to instruct humanity that death was inevitable and all men should 
thus be prepared to meet their ultimate judge and jury. One cannot ignore the fact 
that the historical period of the mid-14th century was one in which death was always 
close at hand no matter whether one was royalty, priest, merchant or farmer. In 
the danse macabre, death became personified and the popular image was of a line  
of people from all walks of life being led off to their judgment by death who often  
took the form of a skeletal figure. Typically the figure of the priest/pope, the emperor, 
the merchant, the farmer, for instance would be featured in unison. Indeed, the final 
verses of the printed book of Totentanz, c.1460,  asked:

“ Who was the fool, who the wise

 Who the beggar or the Emperor?

 Whether rich or poor, [all are] equal in death.”

The long hundred year war (1337-1453) between France and England and the scourge 
of the Black Death, with its horrors of the decay of flesh and worldly attainments spread 
the idea that death was the universal leveler of humanity which no one could escape. 
The cultural assimilation of these ideas spread beyond theatre into other art forms over 
time. In painting, the visual idioms of the danse macabre has its origins in a now lost 
mural from the Church of the Holy Innocents in Paris(1424-1425). Artists such as Hans 
Holbein the Younger’s 1538 woodcuts, Bernt Notke’s 1463 Totentanz mural at Lübeck 
through to Alfred Rethel in the 19th century have created work in this genre. In the 

20th century, the imagery of the danse macabre most notably reappears in the climatic 
final scene of Bergman’s seminal film ‘The Seventh Seal’, where the characters unite in 
a final dance of death.

With this work, Natee Utarit adds to the long rich lineage of artists who have engaged 
with the ideals and forms of the danse macabre. Yet he also subtly turns the same critical 
light upon himself with this work. He has resurrected his Adam and Eve, as well as the 
Emperor from previous canvases to become representatives of humanity in this work, 
as if his own work needs to become aware of its own mortal limits. Yet at another level, 
this work leaves behind the previous obsession with the art world, for more explicitly 
moral and ethical concerns. With this work, the European danse macabre tradition finds 
its moral counterpart in Buddhist thought, namely the portion of the scriptures called 
the ABHINA-PACCAVEKKHANA. The 5 words of the ABHINA-PACCAVEKKHANA 
have been painted onto the steps that the figures are standing on in the painting. In 
the scriptures, ABHINA means ‘often’ or ‘again and again’ while PACCAVEKKHANA 
refers to contemplation with the aim of understanding the Truth or reality about our 
lives. Abhinhapaccavekkhana therefore denotes the five truths that the Buddha instructed 
us to contemplate again and again: 

1.  “I am subject to ageing and I cannot escape it.”

2.   “I am subject to become ill and I cannot escape it.”

3.  “I am subject to die and I cannot escape it.”

4.   “All that is mine, beloved and pleasing will become otherwise, and will  
become separated from me.”

5.   “I am the owner of my kamma, born of my kamma, related to my kamma.  
Whatever kamma I do for good or for ill, to that I will be the heir.” 

The similarities in ideals and feelings could not have been more fitting. As the  
altarpiece cycle continues to develop, Natee further cements his position as one of the 
most learned and subtle painters working in Asia today.
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Allegory of the Beginning and Acceptance

Allegory of the End and Resistance

5

6

Within Southeast Asia, Natee Utarit’s practice is unique for its continuing 
empathy and deployment of the visual idioms of European painting traditions 

from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. More than just an appropriation of symbols, 
his visual compositions also embody a subtle meditation on the ideals of an ethical 
and purposeful life. To this effect, he has exploited the formats of Christian altarpieces 
in particular with their narrative potential as the formal framework for the entire 
‘altarpiece’ cycle.

While previous works in Thai artist Natee Utarit’s ‘altarpiece’ cycle such as When Adam 
delved and Eve Span, Who was then the Gentlemen?, Nescientia and The Private Expectation of God 
and the Common Reason of Investment were pointed criticisms of the false religion of the 
contemporary art market, the two new works in the series Allegory of the Beginning and 
Acceptance and Allegory of the End and Resistance seem to engage with the issue of belief 
itself. For the first time too, the artist has painted two works that are separate but yet 
need to be considered together as distorted mirrors on the same scene. The starting 
points of both works are the long pictorial tradition of the fall of Adam and Eve found 
in northern European painting, particularly from the 15th century onwards. Painters 
such as Durer, Cornelis van Haarlem and Lucas Cranach the Elder have produced 
exemplary examples of the Fall. The Adam and Eve paintings of Cranach the Elder 
(such as the Adam and Eve works from 1526 and 1530), especially seems to have been a 
major inspiration for these two paintings.

Both works are diptychs with the figure of Adam in the left panel and Eve on the right. 
Set within the Garden of Eden, the Tree of Life rises behind Adam and Eve who are 
surrounded by various animal denizens of the garden. In the Allegory of the Beginning and 
Acceptance, the first humans are portrayed oddly as skeletal figures, which seem to be a 
reference to the earlier work in the cycle based on the Danse Macabre theme, Passage 
to the Song of Truth and Absolute Equality. Without flesh and muscle, Adam and Eve are 
almost indistinguishable, if not for the pinned pieces of paper painted into the work 

2015, Oil on canvas, 228 x 182 cm diptych
2015, Oil on canvas, 228 x 182 cm diptych
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which shows their names.  In this work, the fruit of life and knowledge are still on the 
tree behind Adam, or at least it seems Adam has yet to be seduced into eating it. In this 
time seemingly before the Fall, all humans are equal. Despite their skeletal form, Adam 
and Eve adopt the posture of their pictorial ancestry, covering their pubic regions with 
their hands. This is clearly a liminal period before the Fall when things could go either 
way. That death and time have entered Eden is foreshadowed by the snarling fox at Eve’s 
feet and predatory bird (instead of a snake) perched above her. A gun, bullets and dead 
birds are also strewn at the feet of the first man and woman. That faith still remains is 
hinted at in the famous aphorism from the French philosopher Voltaire painted into 
the unfurling banner which states ‘If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent 
him’. Rather than being a cynical retort, it is a statement affirming the need for man to 
believe in the existence of an absolute moral universe, and in fact, to imagine it into 
existence if need be.

In contrast, Allegory of the End and Resistance is a scene after the Fall, the trees are bare 
of fruit. Instead the forbidden fruit of knowledge lies eaten and tossed at Adam’s feet 
as he holds a copy of the Financial Times in his left hand. Eve too stands next to her 
spoils of earthly success, an overflowing chest of gold coins and crown, the lamb of 
innocence prostate at its side. That both Adam and Eve have come onto the world and 
its ambivalent destinies is made clear also in the fleshly depictions of the first couple. 
Adam is buff while Eve is emaciated in a manner similar to anorexic models today. Yet 
they have no sense of embarrassment or humility and there is no attempt to cover their 
nakedness which is displayed brazenly-a departure from their pictorial sources. Their 
postures are clearly from our present times. The unfurling banner running through 
the painting contains a quotation from Friedrich Nietzsche ‘God is dead. God remains 
dead. And we have killed him’. Rather than implying that a physical God is dead, the line 
argues that when one is no longer able to recognise any absolute order in the universe, 
one also loses access to moral principles and begins a slide to nihilism.
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7

Theatre of the Absurd

Of all the works in Natee Utarit’s ‘altarpiece’ cycle, this work is perhaps the most 
explicit and even strident in its statements regarding the moral and ethical 

dilemnas of the modern world. This is the first time that we see texts and titles carry 
almost the full weight of meaning and also the first time that contemporary texts are 
used, a departure from the distinctly pre-modern texts used in previous altarpieces. 
Natee is clearly intending that the viewer situates this world in the current time.

In the central panel, the unfurling banner contains a line from the contemporary 
Presbyterian pastor and author John Ortberg.  Writing in Christianity Today, the pastor 
states that ‘Churches can become places of cynicism, resistance, and pessimism’. He 
was referring to the huge effort that is needed in the current difficult times to maintain 
hope. By ‘hope’, he is referring to a belief that another reality exists beyond the mundane.  
John Ortberg exorts the reader to must guard against forces that drain our power to 
dream of this other reality. Amplifying this, the artists surrounds this text with signs 
of religion (the monk), art (the pianist), science (the skeleton), these are the things and 
ideals that we (used) to believe in, but are currently under threat.

The artist speaks of this work as being concerned with ‘…our rejection of faith in today’s 
perverted world.’ By ‘faith’, Natee is probably not referring to specific religious traditions 
and practices but rather the nihilism of our contemporary world, that threatens not 
to believe in anything. This condition is embodied in Theatre of the Absurd, the title of 
this work. Absurdist theatre in the post WW2 period considered what happens when 
human life no longer possesses any meaning or purpose. In this situation, logic gives 
way to irrational thought and finally to a paralyzing silence. 

In opposition to the seeming bleakness of the central panel, the two left and right 
panels exort the ability and need for us to choose, rather than surrender to paralysis 
and inaction. Natee resurrects the surprising figure of Albert Einstein, in many ways, 
as the father of the Nuclear bomb, he played a key role in ushering forth the nihilistic 
condition of our time. For what Einstein gave was also the hope of being able to choose. 
The banners on the left and right panel extracts a quote from Einstein ‘There are only 
two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though 
everything is a miracle.’ The need to choose or rather believe in our ability to choose, 
rather than be caught in silence and inaction would resurface in the penultimate work 
in this series The Silent Gateway.

Reference: Ortberg, J. (2008), John Ortberg on Hope Management http://www.christianitytoday.com/
pastors/2008/february-online-only/cln80211.html

2015, Oil on canvas, 250 x 540 cm  triptych
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L’enfer, c’est les autres

The title of this work is taken from the famous line in Jean Paul 
Satre’s defining existentialist play No Exit: ‘Hell is other people’. 

In the play, three people are locked in room together with no hope 
of escape. We quickly surmise that they are dead and instead of hell 
and brimstone, the punishment for their crimes is to be tortured by 
each other’s presence for eternity. The tone of Satre’s play probably 
best embodies the term ‘tragicomedy’ at some level, in its bitter 
and yet ironically funny tone. Natee has taken this to mean that 
we are our worse enemies, not gods, monsters or demons. Indeed 
the works depicts the modern world’s turning away from the gods 
of the past. Religion is a war zone, a crime scene and the divine is 
either made unavailable or the gods have fled the scene. The central 
panel in this work is thus funnily enough, a crime scene, with the 
Madonna and Child barricaded off by a line of yellow crime scene 
tapes, while a figure that recalls San Sebastian falls to his knees. 
The departing angel whose legs can be seen at the top of the work 
are accompanied by a small flock of doves, signaling the escape of 
the divine. On the left and right panels, Adam and Eve figures too 
abandon the Garden.

2016, Oil on canvas, 250 x 450 cm  triptych
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In the Name of God

This work picks up the theme of the unequal power relations 
in encounters between Europe and Asia/Thailand that was 

the subject of the first work in the series. In this work, the central 
panel is dominated by a the image of a western tourist astride an 
elephant, a common and popular attraction for tourists now. This 
type of economic exchange today has long roots in the colonial 
past, when European ‘adventurers’ would exchanges for goods 
and lands with local leaders. The unequal agreement that is at the 
heart of these early exchanges is common in place across the world 
where local lands, resources and goods, have often been exchanged 
for pithy gifts and monies. This is hinted at by the depiction in the 
foreground of one such colonial exchange. The continuation of 
this type of asymetrical relations of exchange is repeated in the 
left and right panels, where the exotic goods of the past on the left 
panel are now replaced by the contemporary but still exotic art and 
manufacture goods of the present, in the right panel.

2016, Oil on canvas, 250 x 374 cm triptych
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11

The Annunciation

The Silent Gateway

The paradox of human will, our ability to shape our own destinies good or bad, has 
been one of the main threads running through Natee Utarit’s current altarpiece 

series. Moving between imagery and texts from Buddhist and Christian traditions, the 
artist seems to want to convey his sense that the current crisis of spiritual certainty 
(in fact all certainty) is not specific to any one community of belief but is rather more 
pervasive. One of his artistic strategies has been to borrow elements of Christian 
aesthetic tradition, in this case the altarpiece format and even Christian imagery itself, 
to elucidate elements of Buddhist philosophy. 

The work The Annunciation is an obvious reference to the annunciation of Mary, when 
the angel Gabriel brings news to the virgin about the impending birth of Christ and that 
she will be the mother of Jesus. The Annunciation is therefore a moment of holy epiphany, 
when the intent of the divine is made known to the world. Natee finds a corresponding 
moment in the figure of the Buddha which the Thai people call Pang Perd Lok. This is the 
second time this figure has appeared in The Altarpieces series, the first was in the earlier 
work Nescientia. Like the Christian Annunciation, the Pang Perd Lok form of the Buddha 
is moment of divine revelation of the truth of existence. Returning from the heavens, 
Buddha opened the three worlds of heaven, earth and hell, so that the denizens of each 
could see each other and comprehend the reality of existence. The standing Buddha 
figure is depicted with arms down and palms open, in a moment of revelation. In this 
work, The Annunciation, the Pang Perd Lok form of the Buddha dominates the central 
panel and indeed the entire work surrounded by supplicants both human and animal. 
Yet doubt remains and the three men in the right panel do not participate, but are seen 
questioning and whispering.

The paradox of choice in the face of divine revelation is echoed again in the penultimate 
work The Silent Gateway. Possibly the most poetic work in the series, each of the panels 
depict a receding series of pathways to an unknown destination. Devoid of any other 
imagery that could guide us, this work is a visual depiction of the three worlds of Heaven, 
Hell and Earth that the Buddha revealed to all living beings.  Echoing The Annunciation, 
this work is about the choices ie which path we will choose to walk towards at the 
present moment, how do we know which is the path to heaven and which is the road to 
hell?

2016, Oil on canvas, 287 x 308 cm triptych

2016, Oil on canvas, 287 x 308 cm triptych
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The Introspection

The final work in the series returns once again to the artists’ 
personal Buddhist belief that the solution to the current 

crisis of existence cannot be found in an external force or divinity. 
This is best encapsulated by the text which forms the core of this 
work. The unfurling banner cites a line from the first verse of the 
Dhammapada (quotations from the Buddha), which states: "All 
things are preceded by the mind, led by the mind, created by the 
mind." As if to reinforce the importance of this message visually, 
all the figures in this work, across all three panels turn towards the 
centre, to the text but also inwards into the painting. Adam and 
Eve (now skeletal figures), supplicants, the herald, dragons and 
even death all orientate themselves in the same manner. While the 
series begins with the challenges of the external world, it ends with 
a turning inward, it concludes with the need for introspection.

2016, Oil on canvas, 250 x 374 cm triptych
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Natee Utarit (b. 1970, Bangkok) studied at the College of Fine Art in 1987 and graduated in Graphic Arts at the Painting and Sculpture 
Faculty at Silpakorn University, both in Bangkok, Thailand in 1991. Solo exhibitions include Illustration of the Crisis, Bangkok University 
Gallery, Bangkok, Thailand (2013), After Painting, Singapore Art Museum, Singapore (2010) and The Amusement of Dreams, Hope and 
Perfection, Art Center of Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand (2007). Recent group exhibitions include Thai Eye, BACC, 
Bangkok, Thailand and Saatchi Gallery, London, UK (2016/2015), Art of ASEAN, Bank Negara Museum and Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia (2015), Time of Others, Museum of Contemporary Art Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan (2015) and Asian Art Biennale 2013: Everyday Life, 
National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, Taipei, Taiwan (2013). 

His work is part of many renowned collections, such the Bangkok University, Bangkok, Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery of 
Modern Art, Brisbane, Singapore Art Museum, Singapore, as well as private collections in Europe and Asia. 

Utarit’s multifaceted practice focuses on the exploration of the medium of painting connecting it with photography and classical 
Western art. Light and perspective are some of the elements the artist chose to work with, focusing on painting as a means to explore 
image making. His complex pictures, juggle wide-ranging metaphors usually in the format of the traditional still life, allude to 
Thailand’s current social and political landscapes.
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