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Fig. 8   Navin Rawanchaikul, Fly with me to another world, 2008, mixed media installation, dimensions variable. Exhibited 
as part of Fly with me to another world, Dhamma Park Foundation, Lamphun, Thailand, 2009. Image courtesy of the 
artist.
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Limits of contemporaneity

Although these techniques of duplication appear to fulfil a desire for contemporaneity 

which is able to maintain the primacy of nationalist affiliations, this photographic mode 

also points to the limitations of that desire.63 If, as Simon Soon has argued, photographs 

of transient artistic events are insufficient as art historical objects because they “speak 

as documents without narrative,” then a photograph’s revelatory potential is limited by 

its very nature.64 Returning again to the work of Navin Rawanchaikul, the apprehension 

of these representative limits (and the resultant conception of the impossibility of 

true contemporaneity) is achieved through a dissolution of the distinction between 

fiction and reality.65 This is clearly seen in Navin’s use of comic books to unsettle any 

objective certainty that might be found in readings of photographic truth in the archival 

and documentary dimensions of his works. The continuous problematisation of the 

photographic image’s claims to objectivity is also heightened through a reincorporation 

and re-f ictionalisation of Navin’s previous works in his later projects. For example, 

photographs of his comic book, produced for the Fly with me to another world project in 

2004, later appeared in his ‘photo novel’ Long Heart, which was published in the artist’s 

book, Navin’s Sala in 2008. In this case, photography assures its status as an art object, 

but one that is constantly displaced through documentations within documentations ab 

infinito. Through this process, even art worlds and the artist’s position within them are 

mythologised through his large-scale paintings of various art communities. Here, self-

parody operates as a means of frustrating the desire for contemporaneity, replacing what is 

thought to be ‘real’ proximity with a critical simulacrum.

A similar means of frustrating the desire for contemporaneity was articulated in 

the exhibition Substanceaboutnonsubstance, organised by Navin and the performance 

artist Kosit Juntaratip in 1995 at the Goethe-Institut, Bangkok. Consisting entirely of 

63　In her analysis of the artistic practice of the Burmese artist Po Po, Isabel Ching outlines the limitations of the ‘contemporary’ as an 
analytical framework: “…it is also worth considering the limits of contemporaneity as a connective and comparative modality: can we 
afford to consider the contemporary without history and contemporaneity without the movement of consciousness between disjunctive 
times and spaces?” Ching, 2011, p. 440.

64　See Soon, 2016, np.

65　On the role of fiction in Navin’s work see, Thanavi Chotpradit, 2008, pp. 210-215.
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Fig. 9   Navin Rawanchaikul, Section from Long Heart, a “photo novel extraordinaire”, published in Navin’s Sala: Navin Production’s 

International Life & Art Magazine, 2008, artist’s book, 416 pages. Image courtesy of the artist.
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Fig. 10   Kosit Juntaratip, Happy Birthday, (24th July in 1994), 1994, Kosit’s blood on canvas (bio material), 180╳240 cm. Ideal Art 
Gallery, Bangkok, Thailand. Image courtesy of the artist. 
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photographic archival documentation from the artists’ performances and installations, 

Kosit’s works in particular, demonstrated a preoccupation with the relationship between 

corporeality and image.66 For example, his work Happy Birthday (24th July in 1994) 

(1994), consisted of a performance in which the artist recreated a photograph of himself 

and his girlfriend using his own blood applied to a canvas in the form of Ben-Day dots. 

The resultant image was then photographed and re-displayed as archival documentation 

for the Goethe-Institut exhibition. This performance of reduplication mimics the 

photographic process itself:67 the subject in his or her corporeality is transformed into 

an object, with the potential for infinite future replications.68 As with Navin’s work, 

Kosit’s use of photography to produce a mise en abyme displaces the originary subject, 

transforming the presencing function of photography, which is so vital to the desire for 

contemporaneity, into one of loss and mourning. 

At the same time, by mimicking photographic processes, Kosit also provides a way 

out of this bind. In his 2003 exhibition Kiss at the Academy of Visual Arts, Leipzig, 

Germany, the artist created an installation consisting of images of iconic kisses. These 

included a reproduced photograph of his own kiss with the blow-up doll Lily Ovary—

undertaken as part of a performance in 1994 in which he married her—together with 

recreations of photographs by Robert Doisneau and Alfred Eisenstaedt. These large-scale 

images were produced by downloading photographs from Google, printing and redrawing 

them using a camera obscura, scanning the resultant images and redrawing them again 

using Adobe Illustrator, before finally printing them as digital photographs. In addition, 

during the exhibition, audience members were invited to re-draw the kiss images once 

again, thereby adding another stage to this chain of reduplications. In expanding the 

photographic process to the point of redundancy in this way, Kosit allows the photograph 

to gain signification “independently of its object.”69 As Craig Owens has argued, the use 

66　See Substanceaboutnonsubstance, 1994, np.

67　Kosit makes this connection between photography and his hand-reproduction of images. Interview with Kosit Juntaratip, Chiang Mai, 1 
May 2013.

68　My argument here follows that made by performance artist theorist Amelia Jones in her adoption of Jacques Derrida’s notion of the 
‘supplement’ to argue for the deferral of the ‘presence’ of the body, even when it is experienced in reality: “Seemingly acting as a ‘supplement’ 
to the ‘actual’ body of the artist-in-performance, the photograph of the body art event or performance could, in fact, be said to expose the 
body itself as supplementary, as both the visible ‘proof ’ of the self and its endless deferral.”  See Jones, 1997, p. 14.

69　See Owens, 1978, p. 88.
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of mise en abyme thus “endows…photographs with an apparatus for self-interpretation; 

their structure, defined by the juxtaposition of two images of the same motif, gives rise to 

the commentary on the conditions of the photograph itself.” 70

Conclusion

Why might Kosit’s commentary be important when thinking about the relationship 

between photography’s documentary function and the desire for contemporaneity? 

Writing about the ethno-geographic curatorial approach that has dominated biennales, 

Lee Weng Choy and Larissa Hjorth have argued, 

The impulse to map is overdetermined by many agendas, but one of them—to 

command a privileged view from above—is precisely about having the power to see 

70　See ibid., p. 88

Fig. 11   Kosit Juntaratip, Kiss, 2003, digital photography and audience participation on Kiss colouring, dimensions variable. 
Academy of Visual Arts Leipzig, Germany. Image courtesy of the artist.
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it all and render distance and difference abstract. What is notable about the impulse 

to map in ethno-geographic terms is how it reveals a desire to control or contain 

‘cultural difference’ into categories. 71

A way of countering such an abstraction of time and space, they argue, is to 

allow audiences “co-habitational time” with artists, curators and other participants, by 

making the processes, debates and conversations, through which the exhibition comes 

into existence, public.72 A similar argument may be made about photography, in that 

photographs also tend to hide the processes through which they are made, instead 

inviting a view that they are produced by their subjects.73 Following the logic of Lee and 

Hjorth’s argument, by introducing a narrative structure that reveals the processes of a 

photograph’s creation, the desire for contemporaneity might finally be realised.74 Rather 

than positioning the artwork, or indeed the artist, as a means to apprehend difference 

through the technologies of proximity, this narrative allows for a view of the artwork as 

a process of transformation and negotiation that refuses ossification. It is also the point 

at which we may return to the aims of the conceptual photographers in Thailand in the 

1980s and their early efforts to find a place for photography amongst critical art practices. 

Indeed, in the Thai context where photographs, no matter how obviously manipulated, 

are often viewed as seamless icons of their sacred subjects, a focus on the processes 

through which a photographic image comes into existence immediately opens up a space 

outside conservative nationalist discourses.75 

In proposing photography as a ‘condition’ of contemporary Thai art, I have not 

aimed to dismiss the signif icance of other mediums, or prioritise the photographic 

a spects of speci f ic works. Rather, I have at tempted to use photography and it s 

transformations in Thailand over the past 40 years as a lens through which some of the 

71　See Lee and Hjorth, 2014, p. 153.

72　See ibid. p. 153.

73　On the obfuscation of the photographic process by photographs themselves, see S. M. Smith, 2013, p. 103.

74　Alvarado, 2001, p. 151.

75　On the iconicism of images of the �ai king see, Veal, 2015, pp. 122-140; and Clark, 2011, np.  Several �ai photographers 
have pointed to the influence of such images on their own use of photography. Interview with Manit Sriwanichpoom, 
Bangkok, 24 September 2014. Interview with Kosit Juntaratip, Chiang Mai, 1 May 2013. 
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incomprehensible and contradictory dimensions of the desire for contemporaneity may be 

apprehended. Photography is particularly productive to this endeavour because its radical 

transformation, particularly in comparison to other artistic media, highlights distinctive 

changes in networks of legitimation that we may frame as a shift from the modern to the 

contemporary. More importantly, photography, when understood ontologically, allows 

one to brush up against the edge of the contemporary, its ability to document the optical 

unconscious appearing as a fulfilment of the desire for proximity and difference, while 

also pointing to the representative limitations of coevality.
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