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FILE: Korakrit Arunanondchal

Words by Adriana Blidaru

ome paleo-climarologists today argue that the
mastery of fire by humans was #¢ inflection point
from which the era of the Anthropocene began,
possibly culminating in the sixth mass extinction
on our planet. We understand roday how fire was
essential for our physiological as well as social evo
lution--how hearting sterilized and tenderized food. thus so
cializing around ancient campfires. most likely led to the birth
of storytelling and mythology. In a sense. fire was that which
began humanity. but it's also that which may bring its end.
As science progressively debunks the convoluted webs of
myths that we have created to comprehend the world. it also
offers us an unprecedented view into our past and our furure.
or “deep time.™ This is a difficult concept for humans to grasp.
as we struggle to think in huge numbers. vast scales or great
distances. Breaking down incomprehensible conceprs like these
should be a task not only for scientists, but also for humanity
scholars and artists. who might offer a clearer understanding
of how we exist as a species within a history of existence of
4.5 billion years. and help us do better by our environment.
As philosopher Claire Colebrook puts it in her Zuerodieceeon:
Framng the Fnd of the Specees: “With geologists suggesting
that we might be on the brink of a major extinction event. this

time caused not by external factors but by one of the carth’s
own species. it might be time for the humanities and other dis
ciplines to ask the question of extinction. and ro take seriously
the very notion of the humanities and discipline.”

Reflections on our contemporary way of life and the meanings
behind it can be found in abundance in the artistic practice
of Korakrit Arunanondchai (Thai. b. 1986, lives and works in
New York). His videos, installations and performances, often
presented in combination. look at the evolution of humans as
spiritual beings in the context of technological advancement.
Through a series of strategies, Arunanondchai's work opens up
the possibility of imagining the transcendence of human time
an exercise that Colebrook considers most useful for a better
understanding of deep time., and with it, the consequences
of the Anthropocene as a real and rangible geological phase.
Arunanondchai has buile his practice as a structure in
which a set of symbols keeps reappearing. These symbolic
clements are reinforced with cach new project. and are inspired
by the artists exploration of mythology. spirituality and Eastern
philosophy. as well as by his own family roots. As a young Thai
artist who moved to New York to get his MFA at Columbia
University. Arunanondchai's own identity has always played an

With history in a room filled with people with funny names 4, 2017 'NSTALATION VIEW AT CLEARING, NEW YORK
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FILE: Korakrit Arunanondchai

important role in his work. especially carlier in this transition.
While his initial interests were confined to topics regarding the
myth of “the artist as genius™ -often depicted in his videos
through archival footage of famous white Western artists, all
of them men-his penchant for storyvtelling soon extended his
line of inquiry beyond the personal struggle of the artist.

His videos are often narrated in English and Thai. the lan
guages of his immediate contexts, and sometimes in French.
which his mother has been teaching for several years. Lookin
at the two main concomitant series he's been developing since
2012 (*Painting with history in a room filled with men with
funny names™ and the tilogy 20/2- 2555 (2012), 25506

2013) and 2557 (2014)). there is significant overlap in terms
of style. storyline. and even footage. but from one video to the
next. the inquiry and self reflexivity advances further questions.

By far. however. the most striking apparition. recurring
from 2013 onwards. has been his friend and fellow artist boy
child. who has become a central character in the cosmology
that Arunanondchai has been constructing. If she initially took
on the artist’s persona looking for revelation, more recent works
see her become the great serpent Naga, a Buddhist creature
which defies humanity by escaping representation. boychild's
own artistic practice in dance and performance is rooted in
an investigation of specific

ey figures, such as witches or

non-Westemn shamans. The chorcographics she creates for
Korakrit's video- installations and live performances are often
derived in response to the music, another essential component
of Arunanondchai’s practice, as well as to the scenography
and lighting coordinated by Alex Gvojic. another long-time
friend and collaborator. With the installations as backdrop. the

“The videos are often

narrated as a persona

b

264

nilosophjcal exchange

The role of this self-reflexivity. which carries a grear deal of
vulnerability, is also to establish the artist as a candid observer
of the world that he is experiencing. The videos are often nar
rated as an exchange of letters berween the artist and Chantri,
a drone embodying the Garuda- -the divine bird in Buddhist
mythology-that the artist addresses as “an old friend. or fam
ilv.™ This style of narration. in the form of voiceover dialogue.
involves the viewer in a personal and philosophical exchange
berween the nwo.

In the making of his vidcos. performances and installa
tions. Arunanondchai familiarizes us with a set of recurring
characters drawn explicitly from his family and friend circle.
thus creating an ingenious but genuine bond with the viewers.
IFor instance, his twin brother Korapat appears in many of the
videos and often collaborates on live performances- includ
ing those at MoMA PSI, New York: Museum of Modem Art.
Warsaw: and ICA. London--and even paintings. like the series
“Untitled (White Temple Paintings).™ In the work Teere’s a
word Tm oyyeng to remember. for a feclong Tm abour to
fave (@ diseracted padk coward exenceeon) from 2016, the
artist uses footage from his older brother's wedding, and in
most of the videos from the “Painting with history™ series, he
films his grandparents in their elderly home in Thailand.

ctween the artist and the
drone Chantri.

9

intensity of the music and the game of lights. the performances
become spectacular events in which the exhibition space is
converted into a ritualized space. as the public experiences
intense collective emotions which are virtually activated by a
ceremonial togethemess.

Another significant inspiration is the Wat Rong Khun temple in
Thailand. Also called the White Temple. it was bought., rebuile
and reopened to the public in 1996 by artist Chalermchai Kosit
pipat. A hyper-decorative complex of stark white buildings that
serve as worship place. the Temple has become an attraction
for thousands of tourists for its unique combination of Buddhist
mythology with popular Westem iconography--from Kung Fu
Panda to Spiderman, from Hello Kitty to Michacel Jackson. Wat
Rong Khun appears as a backdrop in several of Arunanon
dchai's videos. highlighting the artist’s interest in fusing and
addressing both Western and Eastern sensibilities.

As the recurring presence of this unique architectur
al backdrop suggests. the risk of sacrificing focus in favor of
spectacle, coneeprual rigor in favor of reaching a larger public.
is a risk that the artist is willing ro take. In the past few vears,
his installations have become much more sculptural, requiring

complex processes of casting. molding, glassblowing. appro
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FILE: Korakrit Arunanondchai

priating and recreating large spiritual ecosystems. Still, there is
always a distinctive feature thae links all the clements of the

installation. both physically and conceptually--be it in the form
of water. as a conducting fluid flowing between the ditferent
“islands™ constituting the installation. or something as simple
as the sound of breathing. which from the video echoes in

space (an idea he claims to have borrowed from meditation).
By means of this “connecting tissue,™ Arunanondchai seeks to
connect the multitude of elements in such a way that he can
build a personal cosmology.

The flaming denim. probably one of the most recogniz
able visual mortifs of the artists work--it’s appcared in his
paintings. as his own clothing. and on the large cushions where
viewers are invited to lounge while warching the videos- also
carries an important significance in the construction of this
mythology. In one of his films. he confesses to Chantri: *I saw
a billboard outside of the Levi's store on 34th Street and it
made me think about you. actually. The billboard had a pic
ture of a man who is wearing like cight layers of denim and a
text next to his body that said. *Join the conversation.” What
do you think that conversation is about? Is it a conversation
about how to layer denim in a temperature over 90 degrees
and not be swearting so much?™ A universal symbol for youth
culrure across ditferent cultures. denim became a part of the
artist’s personal style as well.

A similar feeling of “belonging™ is entrusted to the Man
chester United football uniforms, which the artist employed
in many of his previous installations. His twin brother being a
supporter of the team (or a “red devil.™ as they're known) be
came an opportunity for the artist to speak to an invisible link
benween people, regardless of differences of nationality, class
> need one team to cheer on together: like a religion
ora band™ he says in Lawcong wal fuscory ot a room fulled ™
Wl people Witk frony names 3 (2016).

orage. ™

By borrowing symbols and creating mythological charac
ters such as Chanti and Naga. and emphasizing the ways in
which people can cooperate, coalesce and come together
even through what might look like arbitrary connectors such
as denim. music, art. pop culture or soccer- Arunanondchai
sets the foundation for a universal ontology through his prac
tice. But aside from cultural. religious and spiritual values or
technological developments, perhaps the strongest common
denominartor that he calls attention to is evolution itself. and
the necessity for humanity to access a higher level of emotional
awareness. “Your feelings are the algorithms: helping animals
to make the right decisions.™ he writes to Chantri in. Veaoal~
Gods Fpusode 7 (2017).

Beyond these interchangeable symbols which recur and
evolve throughourt the works, a somber reflection underlies
the artist’s recent practice: a reflection on human extinction
in relation to animism. evolution and technological develop
ment. His focus on temporality collapses the past. present and
future of human civilization into a flatctened context outside of
human time: *The membranes connecting all things visible are
the mystical monsters of the past. the zombies of the present.
and the robots of the future.™ Arunanondchai breaks down the
perception of lincar time to highlight the collective foundational
stories, and to show the importance of the human race as a
deep yer temporary mark on nature. Here, alongside Chantri
and Naga. appears a giant rat. the possible future inhabitor of
this planet. long after the sixth extinction. This opens a conver
sation that Colebrook finds useful in her arguments. She writes:

“Humans are beginning to imagine the next great extine
tion event—which is to say that this will be the first time that
extinction has been imagined. It is as though the lavers of our
geological past yield a possibility (of extinction) from which we
might regard a future that is not a furure for us, and a furure in
which all the ways in which we have mapped time and history
will be absent. For even our current conceptions of deep time-a
time beyond human histories-have emerged from a present
reading of our own past. What we now imagine. from this
reading of the past. gives us a sign not only of our end within
time. bur also of the fact that we will ourselves have altered
our place in time.”

Colebrook proposes that it is time for humanitics and
other disciplines to reflect on the question of extinction more
accurarely. in order to understand and improve how we. as
humans, think about climate and respond to threats of annihila
tion. Arunanondchai’s practice seems to take on this challenge.
conveying a cosmic perspective through his unique take on the
relationship between creation and creator, the dialectic of birth
and death. and the essence of life. K

Adriana Blidaru is a writer and curator based in New York. She
is the editor and founder of the project Living Content.
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in-between spaces to
explore a collective ..
Of CONSClousness.

You're currently back in Bangkok. your native city. working
on anew video and performance triecnnial which you've initi
ated. and of which you will co-curate the first edition this fall.
“Ghost:2561" (2561 being the Buddhist calendar year for 2018.)
Can you tell me a little bit abour it?

I'started this project with my friiend Op Sudasna. who runs a gal
~alled Bangkok CityCity. Ghost will exhibit work by eleven
S across six venues. four performances plus film screenings

Workshop for Peace / Cry Pan Cry, 2018

and a series of talks. The idea of taking the “ghost™ as starting
point came out of my own rescarch, my own relationship to

wards spirituality and animism. It stemmed from growing up ina
post-war Thailand where there's a strong emphasis on Buddhist
consciot . perhaps in part as an anti-communist propa

ganda. Thailand was defining itself to the West as this sort of
spirited land. So what Iam trying to address with *Ghost™ is this
dichotomy of (Eastemn) spirituality and (Western) technology.

291
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FILE: Korakrit Arunanondchai
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KA

I'was trying o think of “ghosts™ as a body of knowl
edge that is held together through collective subjectivities
thar passed through time- -something very human that
remains and can be used as a rool for storveelling. I'm
interested in these sort of in-berween spaces. I've been
traveling quite a bit in Northern Thailand. the Golden Tri
angle where Thailand. Burma and Laos meer-—a gray arca
in the forest where national identity meles. It happened
to also be the same arca as the cave where the thirteen
Kids got stuck.
Speaking of ghosts and caves. 1 cannot avoid to think of
Concte Boonmee TTho Can Recall Fas Pase Laves. the
2010 film by Apichatpong Weerasethakul. which ends with
the protagonist’s last drips of life draining away in a cave.
I'm curious about how you're tracking back this ficld.
“This story about the boys in the cave has so many intersect
ing layers and readings. The military has been in control in
Thailand for four years. and they've been promising an clec
tion. which is supposed to happen next February. So when
this incident with the kids happened. it also became a really
great opportunity of rebranding—this sort of hero narrative.
Then there’s the fact that half the ream are starcless people.
who had crossed from Burma and essentially have no na
tionality. Also. there is a conspiracy theory because people
w there’s alor of drug smuggling through the channels of
the cave. which provides this other layer of complication.
Its like-some of whart they've been telling us is probably
true. a ot of it is probably not. But what's interesting is just
the fact that its such a gray arca. Spirituality is in fact really

N

and things twist and tum and become other things. It's
in a constant state of becoming.

AL You are not following the typical path that a filmmaker

would--researching. scouting locations. visiting sites. ob
serving., and then finally months after. sometimes s
after, shooting. Do you have any idea on how. if at all. this
story will become part of your new work?

IS

KA I'mnotsureyet. Asyouknow inmy practice, every work feeds

off of the previous one. I have characters that I or other peo
ple play. There's a combination of documentary- like footage
and set-up performances or rituals staged for the camera.
My latest video. Pawmeing werk Fhscory m a Room
Flled Watlt People wetl Fiony_Names + (2017), is
built around the idea of a breath that remains post- hu
man consciousness. | started thinking how ar this time in
the Anthropocene, we have this limitation or sort of lack
of imagination where we are really unable to empathize
towards other natural beings or systems. The problem is
vou can never escape the human lens. For example. was
talking to this PhD student at Yale who specializes in soils.
He told me abour this study by a Canadian plant scientist,
who realized that there is a chemical exchange happening.
deep down ar the level of the roots. berween the trees on
the entire surface of the Earth. If you zoom out and look at
this pattemn and anthropomorphize it. it's essentially like a
human brain, as if all the trees were communicating.

is

AL That makes complete sense when considering the envi

ronments created for your recent exhibitions at Clearing
Gallery in New York and Jlin Marscille- filling the exhibi
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tion space with a soil made of sedimentary layvers of loam.
shells, scaweed and latex paint that glimmers of fucl.

It started with the idea of a stage for the video instal
lation and the performance. This carth almost feels like
a prehistoric or post-historic setting. The ground be
came this space where you can feel that something has
passed. burt also about to form--a kind of potentiality.
this memory of a place. An important ingredient to this
carth is a bag of dirt that 1 reccived from going to the
posthumous birthday of King Rama IX of Thailand last
year-they gave a bag ro the first 30.000 people that
arrived. Apparently they collected dirt from every single
provinee that he had stepped on. so it was this material
that has archived the aura of this man. a certain magi
cal rouch formed through a historical narrative of an cra.
This is where the idea of a consciousness post-existence
sort of came into play, and 1 decided to have the audio
track of the breathing sound from the video echo into
the exhibition space. The entire video (TTw/ /tscor ... #)
was edited to a musical score that is essentially breathing
sounds. When you recognize your own breath in medita
tion, or in panic. that in itsclf is consciousness. Will it con
tinue to exist beyond the point when you have a body that
breathes: or may it have existed before. passing through
vou as a medium?

In Marscille. the JI hangar has large windows opening onto
the sea, which you kept unobstructed for the viewers to
be able to look out. as if the whole building was a docked
ship. But in Geneva, where you will present a variation of
this work ar the Biennale de I'lmage en Mouvement (BIM).
you will install the work underground within a sort of cave.
or black hole. What are the reasons for such choices?

In Marscille, there's something really special about that site.
On one side of the space. you have the sca. the sky. and
the mountains in the distance. In front of you is the gate
of the international port. Finally on the other side. you can
see one of the most ancient churches in France. So it fele
to me that the site rendered very well the duality that is at
the heart of my work--showing the landscape transition
ing into trade. civilization and religion. But also. I call it a
stage, because when you step on i, it transports you to
this other place. a simulated post-extinetion space where
the occans have dried up. leaving this cracked ground
behind. In a fictional *After all this™. what remains. or what
has not been used up or taken away. will probably define
and become humanity itself.

AL

KA

AL

KA

I'm asking because in many interviews and critical texts
abour your work, fire emerges as a leading clement. and
it is indeed a recurring clement in your videos and paint
ings. However, I'm rather fascinated by how water is al
ways infiltrating your works. There is something about
its ephemeral and transformative presence. Everything
just spills and drifts from one stage to the other. There is
never a proper wall: every division is kind of transpiring.
Everything is porous. as if made of membranes. So Tam
curious about the choice of immersing yourself™ -almost
going underground-for the BIM. Although. when 1 think
about it, it's not entirely new: for the 9th Berlin Biennale.
vou created a site-specific video installation on a boat thar
traveled up and down the Spree River: to enter the work.
one had to go down- -so when watching the video. the
viewer wasn't floating on the water. bur was litcrally un
derwarer. The experience was that of sneaking and finding
refuge under a mangrove...

Definitely. On the top of the boat. there were sculptural
works that resembled trees, so the movie room undemeath
was almost like you were at the roots. For Geneva, 1 v
thinking about ancient tombs or funeral rituals, specifically
dating back to the Neanderthals or even great apes. There
are millions of years berween monkeys and homo sapiens.
and scientists discovered that there was a moment when
they started to develop a sense of beauty that connected
to the sacred and perhaps an afterlife. in the way that they
arranged objects in a ritualized manner. So 1Tam trying to
make these moments happen in a ver ay,
There was a sculprure emerging towards the end of the ex
hibition space at JI--a gravestone, a reliquary, or a monu
ment. What did it stand for?

In the video. boychild always plays this character. the
Naga--a liquid. non-human character inspired by a myth
ological serpent in the Buddhist tradition. At the end of the
video. like an agent of nature, she comes out and puts me
to rest by wrapping my body in banana leaves—a ritualistic
action gesturing towards this other world not so defined.
as if saying “Our world is exhausted and transitioning.™
Human beings are always thinking about leaving something
behind. A lot of times, that's why temples and such are
built-— palaces. monuments. pyramids. So in the installa
tion in Marscille, the end of the video gestures towards a
transition of human breath and vitality into an unknown
world. Perhaps. a world of gaia. where our old rules and
systems no longer apply. When you finish the video and

1S
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get to the next room, it's like another epoch has passed.
boychild's Naga has alrcady tumed into a worshipping
romb. I wanted ro use this sculprure to narrate a sense of
time that belongs clsewhere, like mythical time.

In the performance with boychild. titled Zogecker i a
ro0m felled Witk people with fronn names +. you also
employed a laser harp. which provided a sense of green
verticality (and clevation) to the whole. Can you tell me
more about this?

It's alietle bit like a new ritual I've been performing. Factu
ally. ie's like a mu instrument. When you touch cach
laser beam, there's a sensor linked to a different MIDI con
troller. which activates cach of the audio tracks from the
score for TTeele /uascory... 4. One of my main collaborators
is music composer Aaron David Ross, who composed
the audio for my last few videos. I had finished Aescor
1 @ room folled Wath people Witk frony names 4, and |
was thinking about a way to extend it into performance.
Iwanted to create a musical hardware out of something
invisible or uncapturable, and sort of make a light sculpture
out of it-—which in tum. would then become music and a
seript for boychild to perform ro. 1said this to Aaron. and
he was like, “Well. there's this thing called a laser harp.
You should ger it and try it out.™ It's this light thar you can
essentially touch. making physical gesture into sound.
Did you have a script for the performance?

Yes. boychild and I'wrore it together. It feels like a paral
lel journey to the video. boychild was performing a new

AL

KA

AL

character, which she calls the “bottom feeder.™ picking up
leftover picces of prior self from prior performances. Alex
Gvojic, another one of my long-time collaborators, was
filming her as part of the performance. He played Chantri,
the lens which archives and re- represent boychild's move
ment by live- feeding it back into the main video screen
I'was reading from. So it created this loop between my
voice, boychild's movement. Alex’s camera back to me
via the screen. all within the serting of the stage made from
carth and the setting of Marscille’s port. When the video
finished. I'walked over to the other room and performed
the laser harp script with her. There was this kind of déja
vuor time warp really felr. 1 think the audience felt i, too.
Inaway. it's like the boychild green tomb ar the end of the
exhibition in relationship to seeing her in the video- - this
kind of non- linear experience of time that started to hap
pen, where what you saw on the screen and what you
saw in the room starts to blend. It feels like you've almost
just seen the futare. Ie's difficult to explain.

Actually. I'see exactly what you mean-—it's all about your
working process. And it's intriguing. because we started
talking about how the project melts into the production.
how the production spills into the actual work. and then
again how the work becomes a site of production. and
how the present work. the past work. and the future work
feed off one another, dragging the wakes of all previous
states. It seems you've found a way to stew constantly, to
keep these threads ongoing from one work to the other.
It's very fascinating. It's like a never-ending dialogue be
rween animation and reanimation. So. after all. what's a
ghost then? In Westemn culture, it's always like a vertical
presence. overseeing and surrounding us almost as if it
were a person. It's not inhabiting things. rather artifacts.
Above all, it's never horizontal.

1 guess the whole idea about ghosts in my work. whether
it is the Naga or the idea of a collective subjectivity. is tha
it is horizontal in the way you' ing. I've grown up kind
of being scared of ghosts and feeling like Thave no agency
in deciding the fabric of belief, and in a country thar's so
animistic. that kind of becomes the fabric of reality. So
maybe what we're trving to do with “Ghost:2561" is to use
this fear and try to understand it.

It reminds me of the drone Chantri in your previous vid
cos. which offered a surprising update of an historically
stereotyped vision of the ghost. To paraphrase Gilbert
Ryle, I'will say that in your work, the ghost is no longer in
the machine- -the ghost is the machine, and we are the
machine to some extent as well. It's not something that is
within: it's bevond and everywhere.

Definitely. 1 grew up with the opposition of Western en
lightenment ‘empiricism and Eastem spiritualisn: a tech
nologically advanced. furure- forward West and an Bast
stuck in old traditions. What I'm trying to do is not be
in-benween those two. bur ar least find a new way to
engage with history and the present. K

Andrea Lissoni is Senior Curator of International Art (Film) at
Tate Modern, London. Together with Andrea Bellini, he will
co-curate the Biennale de I'lmage en Mouvement 2018, held
at Centre d’Art Contemporain Genéve from November 2018
through February 2019.
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