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What is ART - @adzdaazls

What is art?
Who Know?
If is what is.

Art is art

May be, only fools give you anawers.

Ever wise men try
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ARCHITECTURE IS THE ART AND TEACHNIGUE OF BUILDING, EMPLOYED TO
FULFIL THE PRACTICAL AND EXPRESSION REQUIREMENTS OF CIVILIZED PEOPLE
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“Architecture is no commendation where there are noble men and noble mind”
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“Architecture is an art for all men to learn, because all are concerned with it”
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‘EX, POLITICS AND RELIGION

may be the lifeblood of good head-

lines but remain subjects one is

best advised to steer clear of in polite

company. One never knows what offence

their mention might cause. And as the

1980s draw to a close, the list of con-

versational pitfalls seems to lengthen.
The latest taboo: architecture.

The design of buildings is, of course,

a subject that belongs very definitely in

the realm of public debate. Everyone is

not only entitled to an opinion about the

way their environment is structured but

also inevitably has one. An architect’s
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work is arguably more exposed to
comment than that of any of the other
great professions. A possible exception
is journalism, though many would balk
at the description ‘‘great’”. In Thailand
certainly, its respectability remains
gravely in doubt.

The ayerage man in the street may or
may not have an opinion on, say, medical
ethics or the finer points of postmodern
accounting, but he will definitely have
something to say about the street he
stands on. Even if he doesn’t give the
matter that much conscious thought, he
inevitably harbours a whole array of
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perceptions about whether the street
appears pleasant, functions properly and
adds in some way to the quality of his
life.

Architects, along with town planners,
are therefore quite rightly at the top of
everybody’s list of legitimate targets.
Prince Charles recently proved this by
suggesting that an uncomfortably large
proportion of the products of Britain’s
architectural establishment could be
classified as “‘carbuncles™ Architects
there were understandably upset, but
took little solace in surveys which
suggested that the majority of the British
public shared the Prince’s views. Some
equally spirited debates have been raging
in Paris recently over the construction of
the Arche de la Defense, the new Opera
House at La Bastille and a giant pyramid
outside the Louvre.

But even if the British and French can
probably lay claim to a better than
average record on architectural conser-
vation (for example, demolition of the
Eiffel Tower, a temporary structure, is
only a century overdue), they certainly
don’t have any monopoly on controversy
Welcome to Thailand.

“Sir: We have Ionic, Doric, Vic-
torian, Mock Tudor, the glories of
Mansard ' juxtaposed with pseudo
Spanish and goodness knows what else.
But now we have ‘Wizard of Id’ Holly-
wood Gothic. What on earth is being
taught to Thai architectural students?”’
expostulated a reader in the letters page
of the Bangkok Post before coolly
proceeding to condemn some of Bang-
kok’s more fanciful recent structures as
“growths’.

Dr Sumet Jumsai, an architect known
for his erudition and celebrated for,
among other creations, the Bank of
Asia’s Robot Building (whose somewhat
whimsical but totally unforgettable

called chor-fa, the naga barge-board and
decorative devices called bai-raka, and
the elaborate pediment are reserved only
for the principal religious buildings . . .
as well as for the Grand Palace and a few
other palace buildings. The Palace to the
Front (Wang Na), which is now the
National Museum, was not even allowed
to use certain types of pediment and
superstructure, while senior princes
(e.g., of the celestial rank) were allowed
to use only a simple and undecorated
chor-fa.

“I know that the rule has been
violated many times before now by
modern architects. But how much more
exterior houses highly functional inner
workings) was also recently moved to
take up the pen. His target was a plan for
what he considered an excessively
sumptuous new Court of Justice
building.

“Unlike Greek, Roman or Gothic
architecture, Thai architecture is
hierarchical and partly sacred. It has
been an unspoken rule that the finial
called chor-fa, the naga barge-board and
decorative devices called bai-raka, and
the elaborate pediment are reserved only
for the principal religious buildings . . .
as well as for the Grand Palace and a few
other palace buildings. The Palace to the
Front (Wang Na), which is now the
National Museum, was not even allowed
to use certain types of pediment and
superstructure, while senior princes
(e.g., of the celestial rank) were allowed
to use only a simple and undecorated
chor-fa.

“I know that the rule has been
violated many times before now by
modern architects. But how much more
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“I like buildings
which take care of
the sun and the rain
— function, form and
character have to go
together.” Captain
Somphob Bhirom.

can Thai culture be assailed before it is
totally destroyed?”” Dr Sumet’s concerns,
which were aired in an article published
in The Nation, provide an interesting
counterpoint to the reader whose mis-
givings hinged on uncritical = and
inappropriate architectural plagiarism.
Both lend some focus to the very
thorny dilemma contemporary Thai
architects face. On the one hand, they are
under pressure, particularly in Bangkok,
to produce buildings which appear

progressive and sophisticated, that
pander to the material aspirations of the
people who will use-them, and at the
same time provide evidence of Thai-
land’s approaching, and much discussed,
newly industrialized country status. The
irresistible expedient is to borrow from
abroad or to erect culturally neutral
curtain-walled blocks. The alternative is
to draw on traditional Thai architectural
themes, which unfortunately are often
best exemplified in buildings that are, as
Dr Sumet reminds, usually sacred.

While for most of us thé mention of
Thai architecture is inextricably bound
up with the vision of a Thai temple —
layered, steep sloping roof with flashing
gables that rise to ineffably elegant naga
signatures — more humble traditional
structures are in fact every bit as
identifiably Thai. The familiar steep (but
unlayered) roof, inward sloping walls,
tapering, shuttered windows, outdoor
stairs, built in magnificent teak and set
up on stilts.
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Sadly but inevitably, such buildings
are becoming more and more rare. Car-
penters with the necessary skills are an
endangered species and the urgent need
to preserve the country’s dwindling
forests can only assure the continued
trenchant march of brick and concrete.

A few remain. Among the most in-
triguing traditionally inspired homes in
Bangkok accessible to the general public
is Jim Thompson’s canalside compound,
which comprises seven old teak houses
transplanted and adapted from up-
country, mainly Ayutthaya province.
Another much more private example is
the home of former prime minister M.R.
Kukrit Pramoj, the country’s most
revered elder statesman and an authority
on all things Thai.

“The reason I built a Thai house at
all, was because I believed at the time
and still do believe that we Thais can lead
a life which is genuinely Thai and be
quite happy about it,” he once explained.
“Because Thais like to live near the
water, these houses were originally built
near waterways, rivers, some half into
the water, sometimes just on the edge of
1t.

“The 1dea of a Thai.house begins with
one house. When a couple marries, they
get a house like this and then when their
children are born and have grown, they
marry, a new house is built within a very
short distance of the parents’ house and
joined by a sort of platform. On it goes
until it becomes a village.”

Though fast. disappearing in Bang-
kok, simple stilted canalside homes are
still very much in evidence along the
network of waterways which laces much
of Thonburi on the west bank of the Chao
Phraya River. Thonburi served as the
capital from 1767 until Bangkok super-
seded it in 1782, and has so far.managed
to preserve much of its attractive riverine

architecture. Over the past three
decades, many of Bangkok’s canals have
been filled in completely, or lined with
concrete, to help create the city’s hard
pressed road system.

Also under threat in Bangkok are
expansive two-storey villas from the
early part of the century which are
sometimes somewhat misleadingly des-
cribed as ‘‘Thai colonial”. Examples can
still be seen along Sathorn, Wireless and
Rajadamri Roads. But the dominant and
enduring architectural form in Bangkok
— and most of Thailand’s other centres
of population — is, of course, not Thai at
all but Chinese — the shophouse. Some
of the most attractive surviving examples
are to be found along New Road, around
Bangrak market and in Chinatown.

Opinions on the merits of the essen-
tially utilitarian shophouse — which has
the family business on the ground floor
with living space above — differ marked-
ly. Captain Somphob Bhirom (who along
with M.R. Mitrarun Kasemri is one of
only two architects so far to have been
honoured as National Artists) describes
the modern three- and four-storey
variants as ‘‘the cancer of Bangkok”, and
contends that they are essentially selfish
in their use of space. Set right down on
the street, he argues that the land behind
tends to be wasted. ‘I think shopping
complexes are much better — shop-
houses are out of date.”

Captain Somphob, a retired naval
officer who served for three years as
director general of the Fine Arts Depart-
ment in the 1970s and is also a former
president of the Association of Siamese
Architects, has lost count of the number
of buildings he has worked on. The more
prominent include the restoration and
modification of the Royal Thai Navy
headquarters in Thonburi nearly 20
years ago. The building dates from the



reign of King Chulalongkorn, Rama V
(1868-1910), and was formerly the naval
cadet school. He also designed a much
more modern structure, the Royal Thai
Armed Forces Preparatory Academy, on
‘Rama IV Road.

Clad in his hallmark old Chulalong-
korn University Club blazer and spark-
ling white trousers, Captain Somphob
remains, at 73, deeply interested not just
in. buildings but in all aspects of the
environment. “I like buildings which
take care of the sun and the rain —
function, form and character have to go
together,” he says, noting that many
Western-inspired buildings are poorly
suited to the tropics. Critical of some
aspects of present city planning, he
would like to see Thonburi administered
separately from Bangkok as well as
greater decentralisation. “We need
satellite towns for -businesses and
factories,” he argues.

Apart from concern over poljution,
particularly of the Chao Phraya River, he
has long campaigned on the problems of
traffic congestion in a city that was
conceived around waterborne transport.
He contends that nobody should be
allowed to drive a car with an engine
larger than 1600 cc and that drastic
public transport improvements are a

must. v _
After countless years of deliberation,

the green light was recently given to an
overhead rail system for Bangkok, but
Captain Somphob remains convinced
that the best solution to the capital’s mass
transit needs is — rather controversially
— an underground system.

He envisages a joint venture with
various European interests that could
produce a network of up to 200 kilo-
metres with as many as four tunnels
under the Chao Phraya River. The risk of
flooding, he maintains, is ‘‘no proolem”.

@ed

“We are not afraid of that at all — we
have the technology to handle it. An
underground could go everywhere.”
Were it indeed feasible, an underground
would have the advantage of consider-
ably less impact on the overall character
of the city than any other mass transport
system.

Many would nevertheless

have

.serious reservations about the flood

risks. The capital’s siting on the pan-flat
east bank of the Chao Phraya River,
much of it an area described as a “‘sea of
mud”, was essentially a strategic
decision on the part of King Rama I,
intended to guard against attacks from
the west. This flat, flood-prone terrain
has been no great ally to the city’s
designers over the centuries. The almost
total lack of relief has helped ensure that,
with the exception of those along the
riverbanks, only a very few buildings
could be sited in locations from which
they could be appreciated at much of a
distance.

Obvious exceptions include the
magnificent view of the Grand Palace
across the open green of Sanam Luang,
the 78-metre-high, man-made Golden
Mount, as well as government buildings
ranged along Rajadamnern Nok Avenue
with the Ananta Samakhom Hall (the old
parliament building) at one end. The
avenue, which dominates the best laid
out part of the city, emulates the finest
qualities of a French boulevard, just as
King Chulalongkorn intended.

Despite the city’s notorious soft,
shifting soil the trend is towards ever
taller structures. In 1970, the tallest
building in Bangkok was the 23-storey
Dusit Thani Hotel standing some 100
metres. Last year work finally got under
way on the 63-storey, multi-billion-baht
World Trade Center. It will comfortably
overtake the present record-holder, the
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44-storey multicoloured Baiyoke Tower
which was completed in 1986 and stands
just over M0 metres. Consideration is
being given to a second Baiyoke Tower
standing twice the height and would
probably require a phenomenal 75
metres of piling to support its 80 storeys.

All this may sound a little daunting in
a city once romantically dubbed the
Venice of the East and which has been
obligingly sinking ever since — even
after the great Italian city state stopped
some years ago and began to show
definite symptoms of rising.

Nobody in Bangkok is quite safe from
going under. It was revealed that the
Treasury Department in Chakraphong
Road has been submerging at the alarm-
ing rate of 1.8 centimetres a year since

1981. Although this rate of decline was
probably far from unique, treasury

officials wasted no time implementing
some ad hoc reflationary measures and
removing mountains of papers to reduce
the building’s weight!

Easy as it is to harp on the dramatic
environmental changes being wrought by
new architecture, serious efforts are also
being made to conserve the old. Major
renovations have been carried in the
1980s on key buildings -dn. the city,
particularly in the vicinity of the Grand
Palace, which itself was extensively
restored for the Rattanakosin Bicenten-
nial in 1982 celebrating the 200th
anniversary of the founding of Bangkok
and the Chakri dynasty.

The Association of Siamese Archi-
tects has meanwhile instituted awards for
well preserved buildings. Among 12
singled out in 1987 was the beautifully
restored 200-year-old library at Wat
Rakhang Khosittaram, another benefi-
ciary of the 1982 celebrations. Spectacu-
lar renovations have also been completed

at major provincial historical sites,
notably the ancient capital of Sukhothai
in the north and the Khmer temple of
Phnom Rung in the northeast.

Far less clear is what the future may
hold. Perhaps part of the answer can be
given by M.L. Tridhosyuth Devakul, one
of the kingdom’s best known and most
successful architects. A prime objective
is developing what he terms a Rama IX
or Rattanakosin style — a style that is
unmistakably Thai ‘“‘but using present
day construction methods and
materials’’.

And where does ‘Wizard of Id’ Holly-
wood Gothic and the like fit into all this?
Answers Tri: “It’s people reaching out to
find something that identifies their
tastes, but at the same time not really
knowing what their tastes are. When we
get over this period, people will come
back and try to identify with what is
traditional. They will develop a certain
style that is fitting to Thailand — not
going back but something that is our
own.”

That progressive view might even
find some favour with M.R. Kukrit
Pramoj in his traditional Thai home.
“We don’t have to go all that Western, we
don’t have to live in Western houses or

employ Western methods in our daily
lives or apply Western solutions to our

various problems. If we were to limit
ourselves to being just Thai people and
find ways of life to suit ourselves, I think
we would be happier all round.”
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