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“When I close my eyes,
my body starts to
transform into an

infinite empty space,
becoming one with
nature, rivers,
mountains, light, and
shadow.

And when the mist of
fear disperses,
the inner truth makes
an appearance through

the act of breathing.”

- Chatmongkol Insawang






Figure of breath No.1

2023, Bronze, 36 x 25 x 32 <™




Transcendence: Body as Landscape
by Nim Niyomsin

The human body has always been a source of
artistic inspiration, from its outer appearance and
anatomy to its cultural connotation. The body

as a subject encompasses numerous art forms,
movements, and genres. The classical Greek God
sculptures represented perfect male anatomy, as
seen in the Hermes of Proxiteles' (c.340 BCE),

to convey high virtue, strength, and power. Titian
(c.1488/90 — 1576) painted an image of a sensuous
reclining female nude in Danaé (1544-1545). Yoko
Ono (b.1961) performed in Cut Piece (1964%), a
participatory work, using her own body to challenge
the perception of the female body and the role of
the artist.

In various aspects, the body is not simply flesh and
blood but has become a space of representation, a
subject of metaphors and symbolism. It implies and
entails a more complex meaning. The treatment of
its form gives artists a means to express and explore
broad subjects. Nevertheless, the body undeniably

. ; . 1 This sculpture is believed to be
suggests something personal. It is how we recognize e work by Praxiteles of Athens,

the prominent sculptor of the 4%

each other, the source of our senses, experiences, century BC.
and longevity. For many artists, the chosen subject 2 Yoko Ono's Cut Piece first

. . . ) ) performed at Yamaichi Concert
tends to involve identity, relationships, and health. Hall, Kyoto, prior to be performed

later in other cities and countries.



Suffering Body

Chatmongkol Insawang’s main theme surrounds

the concept of the human body and its existence.

They are the source of his fascination and
H* 5. _ obsession. It is a result of something personal, a

premature death in his family, followed by sickness

afflicting himself and those close to him.

[llness has found many forms in artworks, and
many artists have used their art practice as a tool

to cope with this adversity. After being diagnosed
with cancer, Jo Spence (1934-1992), along with
Rosy Martin (b. 1946), developed phototherapy,
using this technique to gain control of her body

and representation. ‘In the phototherapy ... the
sitter and the photographer work together to enact
images of psychological traumas and visions of their
remediation”. Some art forms are more symbolic.
Felix Gonzalez-Torres (1957-1996) uses everyday
objects to convey his love for his partner, Ross
Laycock, as seen in “Untitled” (Perfect Lovers) (1987-
1991) when Laycock had been diagnosed with Aids
and “Untitled” (Portrait of Ross in L.A.) (1991) after
he had passed away.

3 Marien, M.W. (2006 . .
Photogmphy: AN History. After going through the medical process and

2" ed., London: L Ki . - .
Sblishing Ltd pp 456, treatment, Insawang still felt unsatisfied. It did not
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give him the answers he wanted. He was still frightened and perturbed. The medical information and examinations were not sufficient to ease
his mental state. The body and the sickness seem too much of a burden. Feeling discontent, he decided to find truth elsewhere, turning to the

philosophy of life and nature through the process of making a work of art.

The deterioration of the body in his work is clearly represented through its visual form. Starting as a sculptor, Insawang understood the concept
of matter and space. In this new set of works, he negotiates between a 2-dimensional and a 3-dimensional medium. The body on a flat surface
appears to have masses as seen in 3-dimensions. He developed this concept during his PhD study* and first showed it in a degree exhibition, Area
S+1: Mindset (2019)°. In this exhibition, viewers would find numerous shapes of twisted and distorted bodies presented through various media,

from SCUIPthGS to WOI'k on papers and canvases.

For many, the human body is sacred and contains multiple layers of meanings and values. To alter or reconstruct the body is a very provocative
and significant act. Insawang wrote an essay on works by Francis Bacon®, discussing Bacon’s work and how it presents disfigurement and
expressive bodies. He also associated Bacon with existentialist philosophy. This is an interesting point for the artist to see a mutual connection
in their treatment of the body, but at the same time, find a dissimilarity in how the body is represented. While Bacon’s work focuses on the
essence and the true state of a person, Insawang treats his body as anonymous and uncharacteristic. The disfiguration of the body in Insawang’s
work intends to understate its being. He treated the human body as a shell with air going through it to preserve life. It is a burden and a source of
suffering. The shape appears hollow inside, with no head, facial expression, or extremities. There is no individuality, only an object, a substance

that can decay and be easily discarded.

Equal attention is paid to the void within those bodies and sometimes even more so in comparison to the outer element. Insawang explores the
nature of breath and the act of breathing. His deformed figures seem to allow the air to circulate. The intensity and aggression of the body appears
more at ease, considering the lightness of invisible breath flowing through it. Stemming from an illness, an issue that is very personal and private,
through the act of breathing, he creates a connection with nature.

“The value and importance of the breath may not be more important or greater than the wind that blows across the skin in the morning. Because

after consideration, it will be found that both are the same thing, they circulate the meaning of nature and life’ — Insawang

Influenced by the recent pandemic, Insawang expanded his subject to cover human interrelations. Each life, a world apart, is more connected

than we would have imagined. The air we share, an element that helps sustain lives on earth, has become a passage for the deadly virus. In each
country, people relied on their government to provide a vaccine and medical support. There was a sense of anger, grief, and uncertainty. Insawang
expressed these temperaments through a display of struggling bodies clustering together. Death and collective trauma are shared by all. Part of this
series was shown in the dual exhibition, Breathe (2022)’.



Body and Nature

Transcendence: Body as Landscape derives from
Chatmongkol Insawang’s latest development. The
intensity in his work and his mind seems to have
reached a threshold, and the artist has started to
release the weight and tension of his fixation on the
concept of the human body. In this series, Insawang
appears to let go of the matter, the self. Bodies have
become part of nature. In some works, the bodies
look as if they are parts of a rock formation. In
others, the artist allows those bodies to dissolve into

the surroundings, a landscape with no boundaries.

The idea of fusing the body with the environment
or nature can be traced back through history.
Leucippus (c. 5" BCE) and Democritus (c. 460 —
c.371 BCE) proposed the theory that all substances
are made from the same indivisible particle. They
called it the Atom (Atomos in ancient Greek
meant uncuttable or indivisible), which with its
various arrangements, makes all matter on earth.
Once deceased, the body will be dispersed and
redistributed into other substances. Modern
science tells us that our body is carbon-based, a
basic element we share with other living things.

Philosophically, Buddhists believe that our body
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does not belong to us. It exists temporarily and is subject to constant changes and decay. One day it will perish and return to nature.

Artists like Vera Lehndorff (b. 1939) and Holger Triilzsch (b.1939)® combine photography, body painting, and performance to create tableau
vivant, where the painted female body, modelled by Lehndorff, seems to vanish into the background. The work represents the vulnerability and
objectivities of the female body against the backdrop of society and media spectacle. Bill Brandt (1904-1983), in his East Sussex Coast series,
transforms a nude body into an abstraction against the backdrop of the coastline. In these surreal black-and-white images, with a talented use of

lights and shades, parts of the body have merged completely into their surroundings.

For Insawang, the notion of connecting the body with nature is beyond visual presentation. It is metaphorically in the realm of the inner mind and
perception, spiritually and intellectually. Growing up and regularly visiting the temple with his grandmother, people meditating were a common
sight. This combines with the peacefulness Insawang received from the Buddha statue. What he has seen and experienced is not something
relating to divinity but common life in balance and harmony. The process of breathing in and out, a tranquil act, is a connection to one’s

surroundings and a means of understanding. Buddhism is part of his life and way of thinking,

“The human body is like an empty space allowing life to reside temporarily. When we close our eyes and follow the flow of our breath within, we

may find our vision of the body in relation to our experience and perception starts to change. — Insawang

In this exhibition, viewers can follow a gradual change in Insawang’s practice. Works range from the intensity of Transforming body No.I and 2, to
the more liberated Bodies in landscape No.3 and 4, where bodies have taken the full form of a natural landscape.

Transforming body No.1 and 2 are a set of work on acrylic plates. Insawang mixed charcoal with linseed oil prior to applying it across a surface. He
then used a dry paintbrush and palette knife to scrape off the excess. Images of bodies piled on top of each other emerge from a dark background
reminiscent of piles of rocks. Bodies have become natural objects. These two pieces present a link to his previous pandemic series, shown here in
Bodies in motion and Condition No. 3, and, at the same time, demonstrate a point of departure from the artist’s former perception. Insawang’s artistic
method normally involves a transfer of his action directly to the work of art. The scratch marks imprinted on the artwork’s surface enhance its

ferocity.

On the contrary, in Bodies in landscape No.3 and 4, shapes and forms are dispersed. There is no enclosure, no boundaries of an entity. A space
within fully merges with outer space. The canvas surface represents a vast terrain. It becomes impossible to determine if an image is of dissolved

bodies or a mountain range found in a natural setting. The use of charcoal powder on canvas is especially fitting. He gently applied the powder
8 Vera Lehndorff and Holger

on the canvas using an absorbent brush. The lightness of the powder suggests the gentleness of breath. The brush stroke gives the work a delicate Triilzsch met in 1969 and started
their collaboration from the early

sense ofmovement. 1970s through the 1980s.
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Insawang prefers using natural materials when
possible and employing simple techniques.
Charcoal powder is one of his main materials.
He is fascinated by its natural aspect, simplicity,
and implicit meaning. It consists of Carbon, the
main element in the human body. The use of
powder is also very challenging. It is difficult to
control and can be easily affected by the breeze,
natural factors, and surroundings. Even within a
closed environment, finished works always have
parts created by nature, something as minute as a
light breeze from a hand movement or the act of
breathing. The artist’s philosophy and principles
resonate in his artistic practice. The working
process and uncontrollable results fascinate him.
They are a reflection of life.

Many works in this exhibition seem to be in the
process of metamorphosis, suspended in the stage
in between. Insawang’s bronze sculptures, Figure
of breath No.I and 2 present figures in the state

of becoming. A group of bodily forms appears to
loosen and unravel, spreading or reaching out to
their surroundings. Insawang chooses to present

bronze, a common material used to make Buddha
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statues, in its natural colour without any alteration.

Bodies in the work, Existence of the bodies and

breath, are mostly whole. Nevertheless, they display
extensive space within. The forms seem light and
loose. They give the impression of matter on the
verge of dissipation. Insawang’s distinct technique
effectively creates the illusion of movement in his
work on canvas. The body and its form are incredibly
dynamic, as can be seen in Breath and mountains and
Bodies in landscape No.2. They seem vibrant and in
motion. Viewers can sense the tension of the coming

transﬁguration.

Body and nature always find a connection in
Insawang’s practice. Starting with an illness and a fear
of death, his work has turned into a quest to pursue the
truth. To understand the concept of the human being,
to become one with the purest force of nature, and to

see within oneself the answer to our existence.

‘When I close my eyes, my body starts to transform
into an infinite empty space, becoming one with
nature, rivers, mountains, light, and shadow. And when
the mist of fear disperses, the inner truth makes an

appearance through the act of breathing. — Insawang
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Transforming body No.1

“ b 2023, Charcoal with linseed oil on acrylic plate,

e 60x 80 ™ (work); 70 x 90 ™ (framed)



Transforming body No.2

2023, Charcoal with linseed oil on acrylic plate,
60x 80 ™ (work); 70 x 90 ™ (framed)




Bodies in landscape No.3 Bodies in landscape No.4

2023, Charcoal on canvas, 2023, Charcoal on canvas,
115x 160 = (work); 121 x 166 “* (framed) 115 x 160 ™ (work); 121 x 166 “* (framed)



Bodies in motion

2022, Charcoal with linseed oil on acrylic plate,
60x 80 ™ (work); 70x 90 ™ (framed)




Condition No.3

2022, Charcoal with linseed oil on acrylic plate,
60x 80 ™ (work); 70 x 90 ™ (framed)




Figure of breath No.2

2023, Bronze, 54 x32x31



Bodies in landscape No.1

2023, Bronze, 65x32x22 ™




Breath and mountains Existence of the body

2023, Charcoal on canvas, 2023, Charcoal on canvas,
90x 120 = (work); 96x 126 “* (framed) 90x 120 ™ (work); 96 x 126 ™ (framed)



Bodies in landscape No.2

2023, Charcoal on canvas,
142 x256 ™ (work); 148 x 262 < (framed)



Lay down

2023, Charcoal on canvas,
115 x 160 <™ (work); 121 x 166 ™ (framed)




Existence of the bodies and breath

2023, Charcoal on canvas,

190x 160 ™ (work); 196 x 166 °™ (framed)




Detail of Figure of breath No.2 (2023)



Chatmongkol Insawang (b.1980, Suphanburi, Thailand) graduated from the Faculty
of Painting, Sculpture and Graphic Arts, Silpakorn University, with a Bachelor’s degree
with 2" Class Honors (2003 ), a Master’s Degree (2009), and a Doctor of Philosophy
(Visual Art) (2019). He received an Italian government scholarship to study in Italy
and received a Diploma in Sculpture (Hons) from the Accademia di Belle Arti di
Firenze in 2008. While working and exhibiting his work, he teaches at the Department
of Fine Art, Poh-Chang Academy of Arts, and was Head of the sculpture program from
2014-2017.

Insawang started his higher education in sculpture with a Bachelor’s and then a
Master’s degree. He has always been interested in human nature. His works during
this period revealed the darker side of humans, from desire to greed, hatred, and envy,
through works of art. Nonetheless, toward the end of his Master’s, the illnesses of his

mother and later himself changed his focus to other human aspects.

He started to search for the meaning of our existence and to observe our body and

its connection and place in the natural world. His works began focusing on the body
as a source of suffering, an organic shell covering the self. The act of breathing and

the air flowing through this shell connects the body to its environment and helps
prolong the decay. This development became clear during his Doctoral study from the
subject matters, visuals, forms, and technique. As a result, his sculptures show fewer
characteristics and individuality. He has also started working more on 2D surfaces.

He is now known as a sculptor who creates sculptures and line drawings that seek the

meaning of life, the inner and outer space, and the transformations of the body.

Insawang has won numerous awards, including the Bronze Medal (sculpture), the 64
National Exhibition of Art (2019), and the Silver Medal (sculpture), the 49" National
Exhibition of Art (2003). His exhibitions include Time-Lapse: Reflecting on Thai Art,
333 Gallery in collaboration with Thai Art Collector Association, Bangkok (2021),
Area S+1 : PRECIOUS SPACE, the National Gallery, Bangkok (2020), Art Relation,
Andaman Art Museum, Krabi (2015), Young Blood Sculpture, PSG Gallery, Bangkok
(2011) and Opera Muta, DEA Gallery, Florence, Italy (2008). His works are also part
of public and private collections, including the Bangkok Sculpture Center, Krung Thai
Bank, Sermkhun Kunawong Museum House, Bangkok, Silpakorn University, and
Vidyasirimedhi Institute of Science and Technology: VISTEC, Rayong,

He currently lives and works in Nakhon Pathom, Thailand.
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Nim Niyomsin (b.1980, Thailand) is an independent
curator currently based in Bangkok, Thailand. She
received a Master of History of Art from Birkbeck,
University of London (2009), and a Master of Business
Administration, Southeastern Louisiana University
(2003). She also enrolled in curatorial and art courses
at the Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts
London. Niyomsin specialises in contemporary art,

photography, and public art events.

Prior to working independently, she worked in gaHeries
in Bangkok, the Artist Pension Trust, and Horniman
Museum and Gardens in London. She curated her first

shows of Thai artists in several art spaces in London.

Moving to Bangkok, from 2014-2017, she worked as the
Marketing Department Manager for international art
and culture at the Emporium & EmQuartier, organising
public and international art festivals and other cultural
events. She then decided to focus on art and curating

and became a full-time independent curator.

Seeing the underlying division in the local art scene,

her challenge lies in curating the shows of artists who
may not usually work together. This also includes a
collaboration with others from non-art sectors. Another
aim is to encourage artists’ careers and curate shows of

talented and underrepresented artists.

Niyomsin has been working as a curator for many

art institutions and international organisations,
including of Museum of Contemporary Art Bangkok,
Ratchadamnoen Contemporary Art Center (Bangkok),
Tang Contemporary, PhotoBangkok, HOP — Hub

of Photography (Bangkok), IPROJECTS (Bangkok,
Singapore), 333Anywhere (Bangkok), Subhashok

The Arts Centre (Bangkok), Objectifs — Centre for
Photography and Film (Singapore) and Forty7 Gallery
(London). She has written for magazines such as Fineart
Magazine (Thailand), Why Magazine (England), and
the Bangkok Trader.

She currently lives and works in Bangkok.
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