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CHIANG MAI ART CONVERSATION

ART4D TALKED WITH THE PEOPLE BEHIND THE REGIONAL ART
ACTIVITIES HELD IN CHIANG MAI OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS

TEXT: NAPAT CHARITBUTRA

PORTRAIT: KETSIREE WONGWAN
PHOTO COURTESY OF CHIANG MAI ART CONVERSATION
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“It first began with a casual collaboration between artists
living in the Nimmanhaemin neighborhood. We got together
on a regular basis at a café here and there to talk about how
we could make Chiang Mai's art scene better than it was.
This city is known as an arts city but there isn't really that
much to see,” Sutthirat Supaparinya, one of the founders of
Chiang Mai Art Conversation (CAC) discussed the origin of
this non-profit art organization of which the initial idea was
to develop a large-scale event such as an arts festival be-
fore reducing the scale down to the essence and founda-
tion of it all—archiving.

“We began by opening a Facebook page simply because
it didn't cost anything. Once the page was launched, we
had a group of followers almost right away and the number
has continued to grow. | think because no one has done
anything like this in Chiang Mai before.” The role of acting
as a mediator between both artists and artists, and artists
and potential audiences has caused CAC to grow fast.
The first financial support granted to CAC came from the
Embassy of the United States who wanted to introduce the
country’s cultural attachés to local communities in Chiang
Mai. Supaparinya recalled the experience when she was
pushing for the project to grow into something that was
much larger than it was expected to be. From a small pro-
ject with only a 10,000 THB budget, the event reached
another level with the operators of the network of galleries
in Chiang Mai being invited to take part in the discussion,
which eventually led to the creation of the city’s art map.
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Securing a budget seems to be a big issue that every
artist has to face, particularly when it comes to the
aspect of an arts education. “What we did was to
raise funds to create an art map website. The dona-
tions came in the form of artworks from six reputable
artists, namely Araya Rasdjarmrearnsook, Kosit
Juntaratip, Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Rirkrit
Tiravanija, Kamin Lertchaiprasert and Mit Jai Inn.
CAC then contacted collectors who might be po-
tentially interested in the works until we were able
to put together enough money for the website.” The
website they have in mind is quite multifunctional.
Not only willit be able to feature the art map with
constant updates of new spaces and events, but
also provided is a platform for artists and writers to
take part in the discussion. After a considerable
period of development, the map was completed in
2015 and put into use almost immediately with the
Galleries’ Night event hosted by the Embassy of
France in Chiang Mai in 2016.

CAC's official office was established in 2016 when
it was chosen to partner with the Japan Foundation
for the Asian Culture Station (ACS) project. After
countless meetings in local cafés, ACS finally found
its space on Nimmanhaemin Soi 4, located on a not-
so-large plot of land with a corner being designed
into an ACS Library that is also used to host small
talk sessions and art exhibitions. This year, they
set up an open call for art students to submit their
proposals and the selected artists will be working
with curators including experimenting with unor-
thodox types of spaces that are not the conventional
white spaces of galleries. “It is a training that allows
for young artists to actually work and learn by them-
selves about their focus as an artist, and what are
the costs that they are going to have to deal with.”
In addition to organizing exhibitions with students,
Supaparinya also talked about how the funds given
by the Japan Foundation have allowed them to main-
tain the consistency of the activities. The three acti-
vities that they are able to organize on a daily basis
are mini-talks, exhibitions, and symposiums or film
screenings.

“We see people who are professionals from so many
different disciplines and they visit Chiang Mai
throughout the year. Luckily, with the connections
that we have, when we hear about who is coming to
Chiang Mai, we can contact them right away and if
they agree, we give them a topic to work with and
then we start working on the PR of the project.”
Supaparinya further commented to art4d that people
who work in the creative community are usually con-
nected. Chiang Mai's reputation as a famous tourism
town is used to benefit the activities they hold. The
result is a diversity of contents that sometimes even
goes beyond the realm of art. ACS once invited
Sawangwongse Yawnghwe, a Burmese artist who is
the nephew of Sao Shwe Thaik, the first president
of the Union of Burma to discuss art. The crowd

at the talk that day was a mixture of academics
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BELOW

NON-CAPITAL CITIES AS

A CULTURAL MOVEMENT,
WHERE CAC INVITED
CULTURAL ORGANIZATIONS
BASED IN NON-CAPITAL
CITIES IN THE REGION TO
SHARE THEIR WORKING
EXPERIENCES WITH ONE
ANOTHER

from the social sciences and political sciences. The event
illustrated how ACS is no longer just an art space or a
platform because it's the content that actually determines
the potential audience and contributors.

“So far, the most diverse crowd we have had was for the 2017
Nimman Film Festival where we used the space of Chiang
Mai University's Art Center as the venue. We screened films
from many different genres including documentaries, feature
films, short films and experimental films by filmmakers from
Japan and Southeast Asian countries.” The film festival was
the only event that charged viewers an entrance fee. Apart
from the aforementioned activities, every year, ACS hosis
a symposium under a different topic. People who have been
following the news and updates in Thailand’s art community
would know that ACS recently held a symposium with the
topic International Art Biennales/ Triennales in a Southeast
Asian Context with speakers who were curators of art fes-
tivals such as Fram Kitagawa, the Chief Director of Echigo-
Tsumari Art Triennale, Zoe Butt, the curator of Sharjah
Biennial 14, Alia Swastika, curator of 2011 Biennale Jogja X1 /
Equator #1 and Dr. Gridthiya Gaweewong, one of the curators
of Gwangju Biennale 2018. At the symposiums, these
curators shared their experiences and viewpoints on the
biennales and triennales taking place within the region in

a time when Thailand is set to host 3-4 art festivals of such
nature during the latter part of 2018 (Chiang Mai is going
to host the Painnale this coming October and November).

“What we are trying to do is create a network of organiza-
tions for knowledge to be shared,” Supaparinya described
stating that their main objective is to be a bridge that con-
nects Thai artists to the international art community and to
allow for the international art scene to recognize the move-
ments of Thai artists and for Thai artists to be informed and
aware of the international movements. Apart from the conti-
nually held activities, CAC's bilingual website is also a sig-
nificant tool that Supaparinya considers as the major foun-
dation of their operations. “It's the tool that helps the world
discover us, especially when it's Chiang Mai, because the
city isn't exactly Bangkok, which is kind of the destination
that everyone feels like they have to visit.” The website offers
local artists great opportunities to not only be informed but
also easily take part in these activities (compared to Bangkok
where the word ‘easy’ may not apply). With CAC now enter-
ing its fifth year of operations, everything seems to be falling
into place while their future activities are something that
remains to be seen as CAC and ACS are now planning o
expand the boundaries of their content and the activities
they are hosting to other areas outside of the Southeast
Asian region very soon.

cac-art.info
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