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ARTIST STATEMENT

Som Supaparinya

Looking back at an artist's past work allows us to see changes over
time, both as a reflection of the artist's thoughts, feelings, and of
their working processes. Even more closely, a retrospective allows
us to see the artist's humanity in terms of personality, thoughts, and
ways of expression. When an audience starts to process and put
things together, even though the humanity in each of us cannot be
fully described, putting together some aspects can help the audi-
ence to see the intention in my artwork more clearly. In this small
exhibition, | present some of my work, both old works that have nev-
er been shown in the country, and new works that ask questions of
my old projects and sometimes find answers in the current moment.
| hope that this retrospective will be a time for me to reflect and ex-
amine myself and the current situation, which is changing drastically
from when | first began.
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ARTIST STATEMENT

Som Supaparinya, Chiang Mai, February 2025

The works selected for this exhibition are therefore works with
diverse themes. There are themes related to changes in rivers;
violent changes in the environment caused by both humans
and nature; confrontation with spaces of memory or forgetting;
courage in the language of ordinary people who lack the pow-
er to negotiate for their own selves; culture and property; the
voices and languages of socio-political movements; the power
of language and control; and other topics where dotted lines
intersect again.

Whether the viewer sees these topics as so diverse that they
cannot see the connection, or so similar that they cannot see
the difference, each work stands at the intersection of the past,
present and future experiences and interests. Yet their founda-
tions are all one and the same in the mind of the artist.

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars is the title chosen for this exhi-
bition. It is originally the name of a work that was produced in
2021. At that time the COVID-19 pandemic left society feeling
at its most vulnerable. Young Thai people who were severely
affected came out onto the street for the first time to protest
against the government. In doing so, they experienced what
past protesters must have felt in a time with no social media
platforms like today, a time when the government controlled
most media. Young protestors could imagine how those voices
in the past turned ‘silent’ with no support from society and un-
derstand the high price of courage in that era and time.

Those events led to this piece, a pilgrimage to 24 locations
across Thailand, where the brave, the victims, and those
wronged during past ideological conflicts could be remem-
bered. The GPS codes shown in the images record the actual
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ARTIST STATEMENT

Som Supaparinya, Chiang Mai, February 2025

locations of historical events, along with the length of time
| stood at each site. They are there for those have never
actually experienced the situations and with no memory of
the area to hear and use as information for future reference.
Though sometime in the future these places may be trans-
formed into something else, these locations will remain.

The 24 locations were filmed in still images using long ex-
posures, taking about an hour to film each location, long
enough to make people around me wonder what | was star-
ing at. At the same time, the ordinariness of the locations let
me capture movements that were unpredictable and invisible
at normal speeds. One of my intentions was to spend time
encountering the locations myself, especially those where
the energy of historical events was still alive even the long
passage of time. One of my intentions was to spend time
encountering the locations myself, especially those where
the energy of historical events was still alive even the long
passage of time.

Other main components of this black and white video work
are Morse code and 279 strands of ribbon in the room.

The language of these two elements borrow meaning from
each other to form the composition of the work. Despite the
incomprehensible footage, these components are added in
order to fulfill the stories for the audience.

The ribbons were hung from the ceiling, each end printed
with a message, one in Thai and the other in English. The
messages were compiled from various sources, languages
that had been expressed at various times in history, from
the unification of independent kingdoms around Siam—or
present-day Thailand—to the governance and control that
still affects the vast and powerless majority. The words on
the ribbons come from ordinary people expressing their
ideas on what happens when state control fails, when free-
dom of expression is restricted, or when influential figures
provoke people who rise up and demand justice.
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Som Supaparinya, Chiang Mai, February 2025

The information was gathered from various sources: quotes from
banned books, songs, poems, social media reviews, protest ban-
ners, letters, public speeches, and many more.

This piece was first created and performed at APT 10 (the 10th Asia
Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art) in Queensland, Australia and
was produced and installed with naturally dyed indigo linen ribbons
and embroidered with letters.

In the same exhibition room, more space is dedicated to 3 other
art works.

The second work shows books banded with ribbons, called Banned
Books Series. These were originally created in 2015 in Wellington,
New Zealand, using rubber bands. The semantic of the word 'ban’
and the word 'band’ from rubber band were used here for empha-
sis. In this piece, | wanted to take a forbidden book and make it
unreadable, with the caption of the work as part of the piece that
plays with language between forbidden objects and bondage. The
books chosen for this exhibition have been banned for publication
or sale in Thailand. This particular Banned Book Series later on in-
spired me in other work.

For example the works Where the Wild Things Are (2015), Para-
dise of The Blind (2016), No, David! (2017), Novel Without a Name
(2077), and Circle of Fortunes (2017) all took their titles from banned
books, so that the names of these books would not be forgotten.

At the other corner of the exhibit, the audience can spot the third
piece, a still image projected on a light box in an enclave in the
wall. Work Road at Night [National Highway 10541 - 2024] is a still
image that was part of the journey | took while creating a video
piece. At the same time, the image shows the tragic journey of vil-
lagers from a remote part of Mae Hong Son province in Thailand.

The fourth artwork is in the next room, a dark room with a film pro-
jection. This is a new video collaboration with the English musician
Helen Ganya. The title of this video is The Unsung Lyrics of Ping
and it is premiering here at this exhibition. The film tells the before
and after stories of the massive flooding in 2024 of northern Thai-
land’s main river, the Ping. The artwork intends to go back and draw
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Som Supaparinya, Chiang Mai, February 2025

a timeline between before and after the building of a giant
hydropower dam, on which my previous artwork was based.
That work, My Grandpa’s Route Has Been Forever Blocked,
looked at family history and changing landscape.

However, in this work | have focused on the feelings of peo-
ple affected by the construction of the dam, the rise and
fall of water levels, both from human (mis)management and
water level changes from climate extremes. Although this
work has explored new factors of change, it is still impossi-
ble to predict future seasonal weather patterns.

This work was also produced in parallel with the recent ex-
hibition, The Rivers They Don’t See, at the National Gallery
as part of the Bangkok Art Biennale 2024, an international
contemporary art festival.

These four artworks are a glimpse through my universe.
They help the audience walk down the lane of my memories
and understand where my works stand now.
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars:
a continuum of resistance in the video works
of Som Supaparinya

The vivid blues of the water, the vibrant pink and
verdant greens of plants and forests are accompa-
nied by a chorus of bird song and the croaks, chirps
and clicks of the amphibians and insects that dwell
along the Ping River in the north of Thailand. A con-
fluence of images and sounds flowing, resonating,
together in time. These scenes from The Unsung
Lyric of Ping (2025), a recent collaboration between
multi-media artist Som Supaparinya and musician
Helen Ganya, contrast with other moments in the
work that reveal the barren landscapes left behind
when river tributaries are redirected for agricultural
use and other purposes that the government con-
siders economic priorities. We witness the environ-
mental impact of these policies as the human in-
habitants of Chiang Mai city are shown knee-deep
in turbid, mud-drenched flood water as they try to
salvage what they can of their possessions when
in October 2024, following Typhoon Yagi, the Ping
River burst its banks and submerged the east side
of the city, endangering human and non-human
life. The Unsung Lyric of Ping documents the city's
residents in the days afterwards as they hastily at-
tach plastic sheeting to the windows and doors of
storefronts, desperate to protect their livelihoods
and hold off the worst of the damage.
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Such scenes of environmental crisis and multi-species survival abound
in the multi-channel video works of Som Supaparinya, an artist best
known for her carefully researched investigations of the environmental
and political histories of particular locations in Thailand and the Great-
er Mekong Subregion including Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam.
Curator Gridthiya Gaweewong has described Som's spatial and itinerant
art practice as a form of cartography. This association with mapping is
due to the artist's longstanding interest in geography, and the deeply sit-
uated nature of her engagement with place and the entwined histories of
displacement, dispossession, and resistance in these sites. Building on
Gridthiya's observation, the current exhibition at Gallery VER traces two
major interrelated themes in Som's work: firstly, the silencing of political
protest in Thailand in Collapsing Clouds Form Stars (2021). And secondly,
the multi-layered histories of environmental harm shown in the ‘electricity
generation series”: My Grandpa’s Route Has Been Forever Blocked (2012),
When Need Moves the Earth (2014), A Separation of Sand and Islands
(2018), Two Sides of the Moon (2021) The Rivers They Don’t See (2024)
and The Unsung Lyric of Ping (2025).

In reading Som'’s aesthetic practice as a form of ‘critical cartography' or
‘counter-cartography’ that is resistant to the silencing effects of state
censorship, one can trace a larger set of networked infrastructural and ar-
chitectural relations in her work between rivers and dams, and the roads,
railways, and monuments that appear in Shooting Stars (2010), Round-
about at km 0 (2017), and Collapsing Clouds Form Stars (2021). These
different forms of infrastructure become recurrent motifs in Som'’s work
that form part of a contested mediatic environment that links Thailand's
military and Cold War histories to more recent political and environmen-
tal activism through the layering of sound and image. Across the works
currently exhibited at Gallery VER, Som's method of critical cartography
weaves together different moments in time and space as part of a contin-
uum of resistance to acts of state violence.
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars

single-channel video, 24 minutes, 2K/ 16:9, black and white,
sound 5.1

2025, installation with 28 wooden sticks and 279 ribbons,
each with printed text on it.
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2020-11-21 at 09.21-09.0

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂgun'&'mﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #2, Thung Sri Mueang, Ubon Ratchathani
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2021-07-12 at 09.38-10.53

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars slqumimﬂumq, 2021, still from video, #3, Piriya Tapawong King’s Palace, Phrae
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2021-03-16 at 17.05-17.57

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂ!uﬂ'&'mﬂum’;, 2021, still from video, #4, Wat Benchamabophit Dusitwanaram, Ba
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2021-06-19 at 06.56-08.30

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars tﬂqum’wﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #5, Sri Wichai Alley, Chiang Mai
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars B!umim‘ﬂum%, 2021, still from video, #6, Sanam Luang, Bangkok
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂuazﬁmﬂumq, 2021, still from video, #7, Equestrian Statue of King Rama V, Bangkok
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars D!ua'a'mﬂum?, 2021, still from video, #8, Democracy Monument, Bangkok
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars Hunasiiluana, 2021, still from video, #8, Democracy Monument, Bangkok
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2020-12-17 at 07.22-08.44

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars E!umimﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #9, Samila Beach, Son
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2020-12-17 at 07.22-08.44

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars t!umimﬂum'ﬂ, 2021, still from video, #9, Samila Beach, Songkhla
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2021-08-05 at 15.56-16.50

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars B!uaﬂ'm‘ﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #10, Sawang Daen Din Technical College, Sakon Nakhon
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂqum’wﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #11, Gunshot Day Memorial, Nakhon Phanom
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂuaﬂ'mﬂum’n, 2021, still from video, #12, Rice field at Baan Nong Kung, Sakon Nakhon
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2021-05-11at 16.41-17.42

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars s!umiwﬂumm 2021, still from video, #13, Thammasat University, Bangkok
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2020-11-20 at 09.32-10.14

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂ!um\imﬂum%, 2021, still from video, #14, A former Mae Moon Yang Yean Village, Ubon Ratchathani
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2020-12-19 at 09.59-10.49

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars r;ljumis\llﬂum’a, 2021, still from video, #15, Krue Se Mosque, Pattani
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M the police station
rammed into a crowded truck
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂ!uaﬂ'mzﬂum%, 2021, still from video, #16, In front of Tak Bai Police Station, Narathiwat
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13°45'26.4"N 100°29'56.1"E
2021-05-16 at 08.40-09.43

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars B!umim’ﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #18, Khok Wua Intersection and Dinso Road, Bangkok
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂuazﬁmﬂum’a, 2021, still from video, #19, Ratchaprasong Intersection, Bangkok
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2021-05-14 at 16.44-17.58

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars B!um'ulﬂuma, 2021, still from video, #20, Kaeng Krachan National Park, Phetchaburi
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16°56'55.3"N 104°43'48.7"E
2021-03-01 at 09.36-10.31

Collapsing Clouds Form Stars ﬂuaﬂ'm‘ﬂum%, 2021, still from video, #22, Khong River, Nakhon Phanom
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars slqluafoiwﬂum'a, 2021, still from video, #23, Thalufah Camp, Rama V Road, Bangkok
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Collapsing Clouds Form Stars u;umiw,ﬂumq, 2021, still from video, #24, The Supreme Court, Bangkok
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An archive of atmosphere

AAIUSS LN A Philippa Lovatt



" Som Supaparinya, 2025.

2 Thongchai Winichakul, Moments
of Silence: the Unforgetting of the
October 6, 1976 massacre in Bangkok
(University of Hawai'i Press, 2020).

The work from which the exhibition takes its name, Collapsing
Clouds Form Stars is a 24 minute, black and white single chan-
nel video comprised of 1000 to 1500 time-lapse still images that
document a constellation of twenty-four different sites of historical
violence and local resistance across Thailand including Narathiwat
and Pattani in Southern Thailand, which are the locations of the on-
going insurgency in the South, and Ubon Ratchathani in the North-
east, which saw the Isaan Holy Man Rebellion at the turn of the
20" century against internal colonisation by the Siamese. Describ-
ing the process of travelling to make the work as a "pilgrimage”
to these locations, and the work itself as a "homage to the brave,
ordinary, and politically threatened people who have led Thai resis-
tance movements,” Som has explained that for her, each of these
places resonate with the memory of that collective resistance and
“the spirit of the ordinary people who fought for their rights.”" She
wanted to experience the atmosphere in each of the locations
not only to “feel the reaction” from the environment, but for her
to be able to sense it looking back at her. "As a woman, stand-
ing for about one to two hours” in “unusual locations with a pro-
fessional camera and tripod” she thought that perhaps she would
sense something of the lingering energy in the space. And perhaps
someone seeing her there, might also sense something through
her presence, about the events that had taken place on the site,
erased from history books and now mostly forgotten. Historian
Thongchai Winichakul writes that in the shadow of state violence
there exists a space of ambivalence and liminality where one can
neither remember nor forget. He conceptualises the relationship
between national trauma and memory as a silence, an absence of
sound that exists alongside passive processes of misremembering,
facilitated and encouraged by the state.? Tracing what can no lon-
ger be seen or spoken of, but might still be felt, through the layering
of sound and image, Collapsing Clouds Form Stars becomes an
archive of atmospheres as it captures the reverberation of historic
violence and refuses to forget.
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Roundabout at km O, single
channel video, 2017. Still
from video.

While Shooting Stars and Roundabout at km 0, feature actual
sounds associated with military crackdowns (the falling of bullet
shells in Shooting Stars and ‘found’ audio of anti-coup protests in
Roundabout at km 0), in Collapsing Clouds Form Stars, collective
resistance to state violence is given expression through the cryptic,
messaging of Morse code, a method of telecommunication rooted
in covert military operations. Resistance also manifests in the writ-
ten word, in the form of quotations from political poems, speeches,
banned books, protests signs, raps and social media posts. Lyrics
of the Thai political hip hop group, 'Rap Against Dictatorship’ for
instance, address the omnipresence of state surveillance and the
politics of visibility and invisibility in Thailand. In the installation at
Gallery VER, these words in Thai and English are printed onto 279
silk cotton ribbons referencing section 279 of the Thai constitu-
tion, which gives legal status to NCPO orders, unless repealed by
Parliament, leading to further restrictions on freedom of expression
and other civil liberties.® Overlaying the images with the ‘dots and
dashes’ of Morse code that directly correspond to the words print-
ed onto the ribbons, the video replaces location sounds entirely
with an auditory reference to hidden, secretive forms of communi-
cation that were designed to evade the listening techniques of mil-
itary surveillance. Through the juxtaposition of sound and image,
Collapsing Clouds Form Stars distills the layered memory of spatial
violence into a vibrant energy that agitates, disrupts, and refuses
silencing by the dominant narrative. While the built environment re-
mains unchanging within Som's static framing, movement happens
suddenly and intermittently: we witness the flow of the river, the
halting movement of traffic that stops and starts, the local people
who navigate and move through the space, alongside the non-hu-
mans with whom they share it.

# NCPO stands for the National
Council for Peace and Order.
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Throughiits flickering image and coded sonic register, Collapsing Clouds Form Stars

offers a dance of visibility and invisibility, inviting a listening practice on the part of
the viewer that attends to frequencies occurring at the limits of perception. Som's
documentation of these sites offers a critical cartography of Thailand's history of
political oppression and spatial violence that would be occluded in dominant, state
sanctioned accounts of the past. Through patient observation, the work draws to-
gether different moments of resistance in time and space, summoning the possi-
bility for intergenerational and interregional solidarities, now and in the future. Many
light years away, the stars in the work’s title collapse spatial and temporal distance
to suggest a continuum between the struggles of the past and those that continue
to shape the present and future. Just as one form of collective action seems to
fade, through this process of dissolution, the movement does not end, energy does
not dissipate but rather gathers the momentum to transform and renew itself.
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Banned Book Series

1. Banded Book Titled walufngniin Looking into the Future, 2025
Book found at SE-ED Book Center

Bind with ribands in Thailand

Banned in Thailand in 1958-~1987

Dimension: 24.5 x 18 x 4.7 centimetres

2. Banded Book Titled sagldaniazdin The One-Eyed Elephant and the Elephant Genie,
2025

Object found at Sripanya Publishing

Bind with ribands in Thailand

Banned in Thailand in 1975-~1987

Dimension: 19 x 12 x 2 centimetres

3. Banded Book Titled Taumsind@nfunltng The Real Face of Thai Feudalism, 2025
Object found at Totell Book (Ranlao)

Bind with ribands in Thailand

Banned in Thailand in 1975-~1987

Dimension: 22 x 16 x 2 centimetres

4. Banded Book Titled fianff vinaamne (u guanee) Nirat Nongkhai of Phatthanaphongphakdr
(Thim), Loang, 2025

Object found at BooksO0O7@Shopee

Bind with ribands in Thailand

Banned in Thailand in 1869-1955

Dimension: 22 x 16 x 2 centimetres

5. Banded Book Titled néwgirnams Economics (Phraya Suriyanuwat)
Object found at Once upon a time bookstore

Bind with ribands in Thailand

Banned in Thailand in 1911-1934

Dimension: 21 x 14.5 x 2.5 centimetres




ongoing since 2015
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INSTALLATION VIEW AT GALLERY VER

53

BANNED BOOKS SERIES, ongoing since 2015




Road at Night [National
Highway 105#1 - 2024 ]
2025

Lightbox, UV print on Cosmo code P522, 2 LED light tubes
dimension 64x84x1/ centimetres
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The Unsung Lyric of Ping
2025

single-channel video, 16 minutes, colour, sound stereo.

The project is a collaboration work with the English musician Helen Ganya and sponsored by
The British Council Thailand under the Connections Through Culture Programme.
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The Unsung Lyric of Ping
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The electricity generation series®

4 Some parts of this essay
were published previously
in Philippa Lovatt, ‘Tracing
ecological histories of the
Mekong: an interview with
Sutthirat Supaparinya,’
Antennae: The Journal of
Nature in Visual Culture
(2021) 1: 54, pp. 133-149.
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5 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence
and the Environmentalism of
the Poor (Harvard University
Press, 2011), p. 162.

Engaging closely with the campaigns of environmental activists, in her
electricity generation series, Som investigates the politics, ethics, and
aesthetics of infrastructural development, and particularly the con-
struction of large-scale hydropower dams. The series bears witness
to the transformation of land and riverscapes that have been irrevo-
cably altered by the dams and their submergence zones, while at the
same time, addressing the impact on communities, habitats, and ways
of life that are intimately connected to the riverine environment. The
deleterious effects of climate change have been exacerbated by the
construction of dams in the Mekong region as a combination of ris-
ing water levels upstream and heavy rainfall during monsoons have
worsened the scale and impact of seasonal flooding, increasing the
risk to the lives and livelihoods of the river communities, and threaten-
ing the continued existence of its fragile ecosystems. Environmental
humanities scholar, Rob Nixon, who coined the term “slow violence”
in relation to the slowly unfolding, long term ecological catastrophes
caused by capitalist extractivism, has written at length about the so-
cio-cultural effects of hydropower “megadams,” which perform yet
another form of erasure through the erosion of memories and deep
social bonds rooted in place.

He writes, "When a megadam obliterates a flood plain whose ebb and
flow has shaped the agricultural, fishing, fruit and nut harvesting —and
hence nutritional-rhythms of a community, it also drowns the past: the
submergence zone swallows place-based connections to the dead,
the dead as living presences who move among past, present, and fu-
ture animating time with connective meaning.”® Local environmental
activists such as the Rak Chiang Khong Conservation group and the
Mekong School in Chiang Rai have argued for more than a decade
that while dams produce profit for a small number of corporations, the
wider social, cultural and environmental impact is devastating.

Som's aesthetic practice involves experimenting with different ways
of understanding and perceiving environmental histories, presents,
and futures, and she often works in collaboration with other research-
ers, environmental educators and activists (such as the Mekong
School) as well as sound artists, Arnont Nongyao, Koichi Shimizu, and
Helen Ganya. When Need Moves the Earth for example, was made
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THE ELECTRICITY GENERATION SERIES

72
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in collaboration with Arnont Nongyao. Exploring the sonic material-
ities and ambience of energy infrastructure, the work reveals how
electromagnetic radiation can sometimes be perceived as an audi-
ble hum but often goes unheard because it occurs at a frequency
below a human's range of hearing.

The video addresses resource extractivism and large-scale elec-
tricity production at Thailand's Srinakarin Dam site and the (now
decommissioned) Mae Moh Lignite coal mine. The dam'’s location
in an area of active seismic faults increases the risk of earthquakes
in the area. The video juxtaposes contemporary footage of the
dam and the mine with black and white, and sepia toned archival
photographs alongside aerial shots taken from so far above that
they resemble abstract paintings. These images unfold against
a soundscape of electromagnetic waves and crackles of varying
frequencies and intensities that Som recorded on location with
Arnont who had built special microphones to capture the elec-
tromagnetic sounds from outdoor appliances in Chiang Mai City.
Heightened in the mix, this sonic “interference” contrasts with the
other ambient sounds of the location, mostly bird calls and the soft
rush of the water's movement, as if to reveal the hidden energies of
that environment—to make audible the stress placed on these fault
lines and the wider ecology by human activity.

There are no voice overs to explain the significance of the images
we see in the videos in the series, nor does Som attempt to assert a
narrative onto the scenes she observes. Rather the works invite a
more fluid encounter with the environment that effectively weaves
together different moments in time. Associations emerge from the
placement of sounds and images recorded in different locations
and times that form layers in the work, like the strata we can see in
the sedimentary rocks that line the riverbanks (perhaps only made
visible due to changing water levels). In this way, Som's camera
reveals an attunement to the phenomenology of place by patiently
documenting situations as they unfold. Locations reveal their sto-
ries to her as she explores the expressive potential of duration

When Need Moves the Earth, synchro-
nized 3-channel video, 2014. Installation
at Singapore Art Museum
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abstraction, location sound recording, and folk songs.
Through their open-ended structure and use of duration,
the videos' aesthetics evoke the phenomenology of the riv-
er and a temporal and spatial register of geological scale.

Editing together her own documentary footage with archi-
val materials, aerial photography, and field recordings, Som
draws attention to connections between the current mo-
ment of environmental crisis and the colonial, and pre-co-
lonial, environmental histories of the region.® My Grandpa’s
Route Has Been Forever Blocked for example, takes place
along the Ping River, which had been a historical trade
route, used for exporting teakwood between Chiang Mai
and Europe. But the Ping River also plays an important part
in Som's own family history —her grandfather traded dry fish
and forest products, using the rivers as his main transpor-
tation route, and he was often hired to transport teakwood
for a timber company along the way. The teakwood would
be transported along the river from Chiang Mai to Bangkok
from where it was then exported to Europe. Family legend
has it that he would often be away working for long stretch-
es of time, and his job was both physically demanding and
extremely dangerous: not only did he have to deal with

My Grandpa'’s Route Has Been Forever Blocked, synchronized-2 channel video, 2012.

Installation at Mori Museum Tokyo

& Som has further explored the ethics of
energy production and consumption in video
works made outside of the region: an earlier
2016 video work, Ten Places in Tokyo made
while on a residency in Japan, addresses
ethical questions around the use of nuclear
energy for electricity generation in Tokyo
after the 2011 Fukushima disaster, and
Where the Wild Things Are was made in New
Zealand in 2016 and explores the relationship
between energy generation, the movement
of the wind and radio waves.



My Grandpa's Route Has Been Forever Blocked, synchronized-2
channel video, 2012. Still from video
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elephants and heavy logs, but he also had to watch out for bandits while safely
navigating the boat between crags and cliffs. Som’s grandpa’s parents lived and
worked along the river in Chiang Mai Province until their village was relocated after
the construction of the Bhumibol Dam in 1958. Their village is now underwater.

In making My Grandpa’s Route Has Been Forever Blocked, Som had initially hoped
to follow the same route as her grandfather, but this would no longer be possi-
ble because the journey that he would have taken now led to the Bhumibol Dam,
where the river had swelled and become a lake. Instead, she documents how
flooding from the dam's construction submerged villages and teak forests that
could never be recovered. One video channel shows footage of the lake filmed
during an overnight trip on a cruise ship, while the other shows the thirteen weirs
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and floodgates, and the enormous concrete dam, as the video
follows the route from the first weir near the origin of the river
at Mae Faek Weir, Mae Tang, Chiang Mai to the site of the dam
where the journey ends. Concerns about the threat of environ-
mental catastrophe are expressed through casual conversation
between the navigator and a passenger when they talk about
the large-scale flooding in central Thailand in 2011-2012 caused
by mismanagement of the Bhumibol Dam and briefly discuss
their fears over what would happen if the dam were to collapse
(as recently happened with the Saddle Dam D disaster in Laos
in 2018).

As | mentioned about at beginning of this essay, Som's work is
deeply invested in the collective protests of ordinary people and
the ongoing struggles of environmental and political activists.
The interrelated nature of these protest movements comes to
the surface in several of the videos in the series. A Separation
of Sand and Islands for example, was filmed in Chiang Rai Prov-
ince in Thailand, Si Phan Don, Champasak Province in Laos, and
Sopheakmit Waterfall in Preah Vihear Province, Cambodia. This
multi-sited project was inspired by environmental activists from
Chiang Rai who won their protest against China's econom-
ic expansion through a proposed trade route on the Mekong
between northern Thailand and Laos in December 2017. The
work connects the historical legacies of colonial expansionism
in the region with urgent present-day concerns around China's
investment in hydropower and its government’s plans to cause
further destruction to the lower Mekong in order to facilitate the
transportation of goods. A Separation of Sand and Islands re-
traces an earlier journey as it follows the route of 19th century
French explorers using Louis Delaporte and Francis Garnier’'s A
Pictorial Journey on the Mekong: Cambodia, Laos and Yun-
nan (1866-1868) as a guide. Part of “The Mekong Exploration
Commission report,” this text was put together by French of-
ficers on behalf of the French colonial authorities and provided
documentation for an expedition across the Mekong region.
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Foreshadowing the situation with China that led to the protests,
the purpose of the French expedition was primarily to find ways
of connecting the Mekong delta with the port of Saigon for the
transportation of goods from northern French Indochina, northern
Cambodia and southern China. Just as in the colonial era, A Sepa-
ration of Sand and Islands suggests that cultures, rituals, and local
cosmologies are swept away alongside communities when they
become part of the submersion zone.

By tracing how the political and economic systems of the present
map onto those of earlier eras, Som'’s videos illustrate what an-
thropologist Anna Tsing et al refer to as “the structural synchro-
nicities between ecology, capital and the human and more-than-
human histories through which uneven landscapes are made and
remade.”” Charting this “unevenness,” the electricity generation
series alerts us to how environmental crises are often shaped by
economic and political interests that emanate from centres of
power that are very distant from the site of harm. Taking up this
theme, Two Sides of the Moon focuses on the economic precarity
of those who make their living from the river. A black and white two
channel video filmed at two different sites on the Mun River, the
work documents the impact of the construction of the Pak Mun
Dam built in 1994 in Ubon Ratchathani Province on two groups of
fisherfolk in these two locations: where the river begins and where
it ends as it joins the Mekong, on the border between Thailand and
Laos. In the location upstream, the community had adapted while
further downstream, the villagers' livelihoods were at risk because
of the rapid decline in fish numbers. Two Sides of the Moon pres-
ents these differing outcomes poetically in relation to light and dark
and the wax and wane of the moon. On the soundtrack, composed
by Koichi Shimizu, the environment fizzes and crackles with the
hum of electromagnetic radiation, as a radiant light sparkles off the
water's surface, perhaps a sign of resistant energy permeating the
atmosphere. In the final scene, one of the fisherfolk climbs into the
truck that he and other members of the local community used to
drive to the anti-dam protest in Bangkok.

7 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Andrew S.
Mathews, and Nils Bubandt, ‘Patchy Anthro-
pocene: Landscape Structure, Multispecies
History, and the Retooling of Anthropology,”
Current Anthropology, Vol. 60, Supplement
20, August 2019, p. S186.



Two Sides of the Moon, synchronized 2-channel video, 2021. Installation shot
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Like Two Sides of the Moon, The Rivers They Don’t See is con-
cerned with the ways that villagers, ordinary farmers, fishermen
and women, and other workers have been affected by environ-
mental changes caused by economic and political decision making
that has taken place elsewhere. Filmed along the border between
Thailand and Myanmar, The Rivers They Don't See follows the
route of the Salween River towards the Ping River and the Chao
Phraya River, opening out to the Gulf of Thailand. The work calls into
question who has the right to make decisions about the exploita-
tion of the natural world. Rather than looking to the past and the
history of the river, the video is concerned with the government'’s
future plans to redirect water from the Yuam, Ngao, Moei, Salween
River basins to the Ping River, and the area of Bhumibol Dam in the
Mae Ping River basin. Som’'s camera calls attention not only to the
most visible indicators of ecological damage and the loss of cultur-
al heritage formed over many generations in these locations, but
also to the aspects of this story that are hidden from public view.
The film follows the journey of the water and the migration of peo-
ple before and after the water diversion in order to document the
ongoing impact that environmental development and water man-
agement on this scale has on the local ecologies and communities.
With locations including the Ei Tu Hta Camp of Internally Displaced
Persons (IDP) in Karen State, Myanmar, The Rivers They Don’t See
relates the war in Myanmar to environmental development projects
in Thailand, reminding us that both lead to conflict, mass displace-
ment, the loss of cultural heritage and significant societal changes.
Just as the water is re-directed, the film shows that war and devel-
opment projects lead to the displacement of people, like the two
boat passengers from Yangon who have relocated to Thailand and
found work in a fish sauce factory.

In the making of The Unsung Lyric of Ping, Som's research and aes-
thetic practice also draws from video footage and photographs,
poems, and traditional Lanna folk songs to piece together a lived
history of a place. In The Unsung Lyric of Ping, a 16-minute video
made in collaboration with Scottish-Thai musician and sound artist,

& The work was produced for the
National Gallery, which is near to Chao
Praya River in Bangkok, and is on display
alongside the oldest painting from a
temple in northern Thailand, which was
submerged following the construction of
Bhumibol dam. Currently on show at the
National Gallery as part of the Bangkok
Art Biennale until 25 February 2025.




They Rivers They Don't See LaHn#Lan
Taduin, 2024, synchronized 2-channel
video and other objects. Installation
shot at National Gallery Bangkok.
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Helen Ganya, the work explores how the narrative of a place takes
form over long periods of time and across generations, told from
multiple perspectives and through various means: scientific, poetic
and musical. A companion to The Rivers They Don’t See, The Un-
sung Lyric of Ping returns to the site of the Ping River to document
the effects of the flooding that occurred in northern Thailand in
2024. The video charts a journey along the river, beginning at an
ancient temple, located far away from villages and only accessible
by the water — one of very few similar buildings in the area unaffect-
ed by the flooding due to the dam construction. The second part
of the film moves to Chiang Mai city where it records the impact
of the flooding. Although the scale is vastly different, because in
the earlier time whole villages were submerged, these scenes in-
vite comparisons with the flooding of the Ping River following the
construction of the Bhumibol dam in the 1950s (as described in My
Grandpa'’s Route Has Been Forever Blocked). The soundtrack of
The Unsung Lyric of Ping features an archival audio recording of a
local Lanna folksong of people who were forced to relocate when
the Bhumibol dam was built, and their homes were flooded. The
lyrics speak of the experience of the dam'’s construction, and the
sorrow of the villagers at the loss of their homes and the dispersal
of their community. While the male singer expresses some faint op-
timism about the possibility of electricity coming to Lamphun and
Chiang Mai, the female voice laments what she sees as a hopeless
situation. These audio fragments are played alongside Ganya's own
field recordings of the site meaning that The Unsung Lyric of Ping
not only begins a dialogue with these voices from the past but also
offers a way of conserving and protecting these fragments of Lan-
na's cultural heritage through film.

The video works in the series can be considered alongside a small
number of other short films from the region that similarly explore
the impact of dams such as by Anocha Suwichakornpong, Pham
Ngoc Lan, and Danech San, but what distinguishes Som's work
from these films is her investment in documentary practice and
its indexical potential. Som uses her camera to document the
water levels as they are at the time of filming, and records the
presence of birds, insects and other wildlife on the soundtrack.
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The Unsung Lyric of Ping, 2025

Recognising the limitations of an art practice that may not
reach audiences who have the power to affect change,
however, Som sees her works as documents of specific
moments in time that can testify in the future to how the
Mekong region once looked and sounded, highlighting the
ongoing environmental degradation caused by capitalist
extractivism and environmental development. Taken as
a whole, the electricity generation series presents a cri-
tiqgue of the development of energy infrastructures that,
while recognising the need for “cleaner” electricity in the
region, draws attention to the ecological damage such

structures cause and to interrelated issues of social justice.
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THE ELECTRICITY GENERATION SERIES
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PHILIPPA LOVATT

Traversing multiple timeframes, Som’s cartographic practice not only
documents and archives the present, but her work also serves to inform
a future public of the region’s hidden and submerged political and envi-
ronmental histories. If Collapsing Clouds Form Stars offers a dance of
visibility and invisibility, inviting audiences to pay attention to the hidden
energies and frequencies that exist at the limits of perception, this ex-
hibition of the same name, similarly offers a vision of hope and futurity
shaped by a continuum of collective action and solidarity from one gen-
eration to the next.
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INSTALLATION VIEW AT GALLERY VER
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COLLAPSING CLOUDS FORM STARS EXHIBITION, 2025
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Image Credits

P.14, 20, 23, 38, 39, 44, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 88, 92, 93, 94, 95
Collapsing Clouds Form Stars duazaifluana exhibition, 2025. Installation shot at Gallery VER.
Photo: Preecha Pattara-Umpornchai

P. 24-37, 91 Collapsing Clouds Form Stars Eguaémﬂumf;, 2021, single channel video.
Still from video: Som Supaparinya

P. 40 Roundabout at km 0, 2017, single channel video. Installation shot at Leo Gallery Shanghai.
Photo: Som Supaparinya

P. 42 Roundabout at km 0, 2017, single channel video.
Still from video: Som Supaparinya

P. 70 When Need Moves the Earth, 2014, synchronized 3-channel video.
Still from video: Som Supaparinya

P. 72,73 When Need Moves the Earth, 2014, synchronized 3-channel video.
Installation shot at Singapore Art Museum, Photo: Som Supaparinya

P. 74 My Grandpa's Route Has Been Forever Blocked, 2012, synchronized 2-channel video.
Installation shot at Mori Art Museum. Photo: Som Supaparinya

P.70, 75,76, 77 My Grandpa's Route Has Been Forever Blocked, 2012, synchronized 2-channel video.
Still from video: Som Supaparinya

P. 70, 78, 79 A Separation of Sand and Islands, 2018, synchronized 2-channel video.
Still from video: Som Supaparinya

P. 70, 81 Two Sides of the Moon, 2021, synchronized 2-channel video.
Still from video: Som Supaparinya

P. 81 Two Sides of the Moon, 2021, synchronized 2-channel video. Installation shot.
Photo: Som Supaparinya

P. 83, 84, 85 The Rivers They Don't See wadiiAunlaidiu, 2024, synchronized 2-channel video and other objects.
Installation shot at National Gallery Bangkok. Photo: Kornkrit Jianpinidnan
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