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PUZZLE OVER

BORYANA ILIEVA TRANSFORMS A SERIES OF PARTIAL IMAGES OF A SINGLE
HOUSE IN A FILM AND TO A SET OF ARCHITECTURAL DRAWINGS. IT IS THEN
SHARED ON SOCIAL NETWORKS LIKE FACEBOOK AND INSTAGRAM

TEXT: PONGTHORN SANGTHONG

PHOTOS COURTESY OF FLOOR PLAN CROISSANT
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“For me, the cinema is not a slice of life, but a piece

of cake.”

When it comes to most films that are currently
circulating in the market, viewers tend to place
most of their focus on narrative elements over
architectural features. It's role is mostly used as a
humble backdrop for the characters. However, with
a director who shifts the focus onto architecture
by paying attention to details, the movie would
allow for a built structure to become lively enough
to transform into a living character. With the right
execution of cinematography, viewers would be
able to imagine the floor plan of the place where all
the stories take place. Recently, a Facebook page
named ‘Floor Plan Croissant’ has been appearing
on newsfeeds, showcasing its fascinating crea-
tion of the 3D simulation of the house where the
movie “Roma” (2018) took place. The black and
white watercolor technique mimics the palette of
the movie, with the details so impressive that one
could easily assume that the creator of this mag-
nificent piece of work must have had an architec-
tural background and incredible passion for film.
We scrolled down the timeline and found that the
page'’s first post can be dated back to 2015.

Floor Plan Croissant deciphers architecture in both
mainstream and art house films (mostly the latter),
whether it's the highly contrasted black and white
visuals of Roma, to Cold War (2018) or even a block-
buster such as La La Land (2016) into 3-dimensional
architectural floor plans (with some in sections).
Using watercolor techniques, the scenes capture
the mood and tone of the films in a mesmerizing
way. The most elaborated work of all is the four-
story plan and section of Phantom Thread (2017)
are beautifully colored, looking incredibly bright
but also contained enigmatic elements of the film
with details so great that one could imagine the
characters moving inside the house, as the camera
follows and captures their movements.

The talent behind the page is Boryana llieva an
architecture graduate and co-founder of an archi-
tecture studio. Her first piece was the floor plan of
an apartment in Moscow in Andrey Zvyagintsev's
“Elena” (2011). As to why she chose the name
Croissant, she brilliantly quotes the words of the
legendary director, Alfred Hitchcock, “For me, the
cinema is not a slice of life, but a piece of cake.”

patreon.com/fplancroissant
fb.com/FPlanCroissant
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TEXT: KANOKWAN TRAKULYINGCHAROEN
PHOTO: © DIGITAL BUILDING TECHNOLOGIES (DBT),
ETH ZURICH / ANDREI JIPA excepteD AS NOTED

In the late 1980s, we witnessed
the birth of the personal com-
puter, and it didn't take long for
personal printer to become a
must have household tool. 3-D
printing technology today seems
to be going along the same route.
The fundamental concept of
technology is the formation of
three-dimensional form using an
additive manufacturing process.
Four to five years ago, the main
focuses of the experiments in
the field were divided into two
different aspects. The first was
the scale of the work created
using 3-D printing technology
and the other is the development
of possible materials that can be
applied to the technology. In July
last year, the article “The 3-D
Printing Playbook” in the Harvard
Business Review concludes the
state of the art of the technology.
Especially for readers who aren’t
a part of the industry, including
those who are in the executive
level, it demonstrates how the

technology has conceived new
business models for a wider global
market. Such models include
things like Mass Customization,
that leads to the cost reduction
for more personalized products.
This is especially relevant with
the consumers’ data that is wil-
lingly given by the consumers
themselves in exchange for early
access to new products and ser-
vices. Mass Variety leads to new
methods which render the more
refined alternatives for consu-
mers whereas Mass Segmenta-
tion enables new ways in which
market segments are reorganized.
Overall, the update is another
emphasis of how technology will
become an integral part of our
lives to the point where we may
forget how irrelevant we once
used to feel about it.
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A PROJECT MEMBER
MANUALLY BOLTS THE
TIMBER BEAMS TOGETHER
THAT HAVE BEEN JOINTLY
PREPLACED BY THE TWO
ROBOTS
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ON THE GROUND FLOOR OF
DFAB HOUSE 15 BESPOKE,
DIGITALLY FABRICATED
CONCRETE MULLIONS LINE
THE FACADE, WHILE THE
FREEFORM MESH MOULD
WALL SUPPORTS THE LOAD
OF THE SMART SLAB
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THE HIERARCHICAL GRID
OF STRUCTURAL RIBS OF
THE SMART SLAB

N ROMAN KELLER

CHNOLOGY

While 3-D printing technology is heavily covered by the media, it
has expanded into main 7 processes, each different in principle.

It begins with layer formation and the superimposition of printed
layers. To exclusively look at the 3-D Printing technology for archi-
tecture, we've witnessed, at least in the past ten years, primarily
two types of processes; Material Extrusion and Binder Jetting.

Material Extrusion is probably the most common process,
especially in the news about the prototype of 3D printed con-
crete homes with an image of a massive mechanical arm with
anozzle, that releases concrete mixture with the exact level
of build-ability. A similar process can be witnessed from 3D
printing technology developed by XtreeE and Machines-3D
Constructor from France, and dfab from Switzerland. There is
also the 3D printing technology, which utilizes the use of the
steel beam and column structure installed in a rail. This allows
the nozzles to move vertically and horizontally. Such a method is
used by Contour Crafting technique from the United States
as well as Switzerland's BIG 3D-Printer 2156 and by DUS
architecture from the Netherlands.

Material Extrusion has been widely adopted and has become

a principal technology utilized by several of the world's leading
companies with 3D-printing expertise. The second printing solu-
tion or Binder Jetting, on the other hand, requires a preparation
method where the sand-magnesium based cement powder is
mixed is a massive tray. The roller then starts spreading out the
ingredients evenly before a liquid binding is jetted and depo-
sited itself to join powder particles, gradually bonding the layers
of materials to form an object. One of the few pratices that employ
Binder Jetting technology for architecture and construction is
Italy’'s D-Shape and dfab from Switzerland.
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GLASS-FIBRE REIN-
FORCED CONCRETE
BEING SPRAYED ON THE
3D PRINTED FORMWORK
IN SEVERAL CONSECUTIVE
LAYERS
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THE FINAL AND LARGEST
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2.5 TONNES - BEING
INSTALLED ON SITE
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THE SMART SLAB SEG-
MENTS BEING PLACED
PIECE BY PIECE ON THE
12CM WIDE MESH MOULD
WALL
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The architecture and construction project, DFAB
HOUSE (2017), which is led by Matthias Kohler, a
professor in digital technology for architecture of ETH
Zurich, aims to develop architectural design and con-
struction through the integration of digital technology.
The top floor of the three storey research and innovation
building or NEST of Empa and Eawag is conceived
from the project’s objective to develop a space where
construction methods and technologies can be exper-
imented upon under actual construction scenarios and
limitations. The building is home to the research that
also encompasses the 3D printing process executed by
robotic arms, which marks the first transition from the
laboratory experiment stage to the actual application,
especially in the scale of architectural construction.

The experiment contains two parts. The first is the ‘Spa-
tial Timber Assemblies’ project — the programming of
robotic arms for the construction of wooden structures
is used to partition rooms on the first and second floor
of the building. 485 pieces of wood are cut and laid
out in the specified sizes and configurations to create
six modules of wooden structures. Such an approach
and a method to the construction of wooden structures
have expanded the possibilities that previous construc-
tion technologies weren't able to achieve due to their
geometric limitations and conventional construction
methods, which rely heavily on human labor.

Another part of the research is the ‘Smart Slab’ project
developed by the research group of Benjamin Dillen-
burger, assistant professor for digital building tech-
nologies at ETH Zurich, that utilizes 3D printing tech-
nology for the fabrication of the formwork. 3D sand
printing technology is also incorporated to produce the
formwork (fiber-reinforced concrete is sprayed onto
the sand formwork) used for the casting of smart slabs.
The structure is designed to use the least amount of
raw materials possible to achieve the required weight
bearing ability. Each of these slabs weighs 50% less
than conventional concrete slabs, measured at only 20
millimetres at its thinnest point. The undulating pattern
of the slab looks and feels different from a typical
ceiling, and the work reflects the ability of 3D printing
technology and the freedom it offers to the create
complex geometric forms, especially with concrete. In
addition, the interior of each slab is designed and pre-
fabricated to accommodate the installation of a lighting
system and fire sprinklers. This work truly lives up to
the definition given by Mania Aghaei Meibodi, senior
researcher and director of Smart Slab project when she
said, “We didn't draw the slab, we programmed it.”

dbt.arch.ethz.ch
dfabhouse.ch

© © DIGITAL BUILDING TECHNOLOGIES (DBT), E TH ZURICH / TOM MUNDY
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RESEARCH GROUPS IN
g(I)GI;I'AL ARCHITECTURE
1

In this past decade, digital technologies for architecture have been significantly
developed from experiments in digital laboratories of universities and a small
number of architecture firms who took the time and effort to invest in the development
of new technology. The evolution featured in the map (parts of the information are
taken from Pierpaolo Ruttico, Algorithmic design and robotic fabrication, in Giulio
Barazzetta, Digital Takes Command, Catanzaro: Rubbettino, 2015) provides a big
picture of the entire research groups actively working on this, both inside and
outside of universities. Today, we have witnessed a growing number of recruiting

works entering the market, introducing themselves to the potential users.

There are a great number of people who play important roles in the experimentation
for new approaches to the architectural creations within the digital world in the
past twenty years. Many such as Gramazio + Kohler at ETH Zurich, Testa + Weiser
at Sci-Arc, Matias del Campo at Taubman College, University of Michigan,
Claudia Pasquero at EcolLogicStudio and Bartlett, still continue doing as such.
There are many more who move on to the next step - opening their own companies
with the developed technologies at the center of its operations, whether it's XtreeE
that Philip Morel developed from EZCT Architecture & Design Research or Jelle
Feringa who found Hyperbody Lab at the TU Delft who is now in the position of

the CTO of Aectuel, etc.
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(Hans Vermeulen, Hedwig
Heinsman, Martine de Wit,
founded 2017, Netherlands)
APPROACH: ROBOTICS

aectual.com

ASSOCIATION FOR
ROBOTS IN
ARCHITECTURE
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Johannes Braumann, founded
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APPROACH: ROBOTICS
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(Brandon Clifford, Johanna
Lobdell, and Wes McGee,
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matterdesignstudio.com

(Peter Testa and Devyn
Weiser, founded 2002 , United
States)

APPROACH: VISUAL STUDY
testaweiser.com

and Architecture
APPROACH:
INTERDISCIPLINARY

aud.ucla.edu

2010, United States)
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY
RESEARCH
mediatedmattergroup.com
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Kohler, founded in 2005, APPROACH: ROBOTICS DESIGN AND DESIGN (ITKE) Felix Agid, founded 2000, (Philippe Morel, Yves
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In the world of people with normal eyesight, one uses their vision to observe the differences between spaces. For that matter, we tend to forget that ‘sounds’, too, can contri-
bute to distinctive characteristics of places, differentiating one from another. For the epilogue of art4d 266, ‘Urban reflection’, the editorial team asks you to listen to some of
the sounds we recorded from a number of places. Try opening your perception to new possibilities, sensing the presence of spaces by interpreting sounds into visuals.
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COATED GLASS PRODUCT
FOR SOLAR CONTROL

STOPRAY

Single, double silver coated Low-E glass offers a high performance coating which
improves solar control performance while maintaining the level of visible
light transmission. This is turn reduces the cost of air-conditioning to maintain

a comfortable temperature inside buildings.

AGC Flat Glass (Thailand) Plc.-T 0-2815-5000-www.agc-flatglass.co.th
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“It is very gratifying that people
can see different angles to the
book. | aimed to be neutral and

worried in the beginning
whether | might offend people,
but it didn’t occur. The reaction
seems to be happy that these
bits of their daily lives are being
celebrated by a foreigner”
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Since the first edition of Very Thai was published in 2005,
the book has become influential to a great number of people
in the design industry. Perspectives have been broadened
as many take a different look at everyday objects in the city
they live in. The mundaneness has been given new values.
But in an even bigger picture, the term ‘Very Thai’ has be-
come a description that people use to express quintessential
Thai characteristics of an objects, place or to define certain
behaviors. To us. ‘very Thai’ is like a ‘grey ared’, it doesn’t
always denote the notion of ‘greatness’ conventionally
defined by the state. At the same time, it doesn’t necessarily
possess any meanings that are entirely ‘negative’.

art4d had a chance to sit down with Philip Cornwel-Smith,
the author of both the editions of Very Thai that was released
respectively in 2005 and 2013. We were interested in what he
had witnessed throughout his 25 years of living in Thailand.
Our conversation jumps from a recollection of Bangkok
before the birth of Very Thai, to his observations on ‘Thainess’
all the way to the ‘self’ of the city such as Bangkok. Cornw-
el-Smith affirmatively states that even after all these years,
he doesn’t consider himself Thai and still intends to maintain
a distance between Thai society and himself to preserve
his view as an outside observer.
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artdd: Back to the beginning of the project,
how did you come up with the idea of Very
Thai?

Philip Cornwel-Smith: It goes back a long way.
I've been writing guidebooks since | was living

in London in the 1980s. | worked for Time Out

on that magazine's very first London guidebook.
Time Out guides were unusual, because they
were guidebooks of the popular culture of that
city. When | came to Thailand, | was offered the
job to set up Bangkok's first city-listings magazine
Bangkok Metro. That was in March 1994, exactly
25 years ago.

It's quite a thing, living 25 years in one place.
When | came to Thailand, | had no expectations
of living here. But from the very first moment in
Bangkok, my job has been to look closely at the
popular culture. Then, after Metro, | went back

to work with Time Out, writing their guidebook

to Bangkok. That also looked at the pop culture,
from the perspective of it being something tourists
would come here to see.

So, I've been looking at something that hadn't
been considered as ‘culture’ in Thai terms. To
many visitors, frankly, the popular culture is more
interesting than the high culture. That's awkward
for Thai people to hear, but it is very often true.
Something foreigners really like about Thailand
is this kind of very flexible, good humoured, fun,
informal culture. The friendly manner of it all.
You don't have to dress up for it.

art4d: Can you elaborate the differences
between the first edition and the second
edition of Very Thai?

PCS: Very Thai is about popular culture, which
reflects popular taste, and taste keeps changing.
So, the book has to be realistic, and keeps evolving.
The second edition came out several years after
the first. | thought to myself, enough changes have
happened that | wanted to do a new version. Also,
there wasn't really a conclusion to the first edition.
The second edition has got 4 additional chapters,
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and they give a round-up of what Very Thai is really
about, and the book’s effect on the culture itself.

Almost every chapter has parts rewritten or added,
and certain pictures had to be updated. One of
those extra chapters talks generally about what
had happened since the first edition. The big
protest movements hadn't started yet, and those
changed a lot about the way the country sees
itself. Also, the digital devices had been minor
before Very Thai first came out, but now they're
essential to everything.

Another chapter dealt with ‘vernacular design.’
That's the everyday informal furniture, and im-
provised solutions to technical problems. On
the street, you see an awful lot of things that are
handmade, using all kinds of spare materials,
found objects, whether it's a parking barrier or a
bench, or some device to put the queue numbers
for the motorcycle taxis. Each one is unique and
often uses ingenuity in a witty way. It's great being
able to find handmade quality that you don't get
in many other world cities.

The chapter called ‘Thai Thai' covered how popular
culture has slowly become a recognised part of
mainstream Thainess. Often | see Thais adopting
the term ‘Very Thai' as a label for the kind of messy
stuff covered in the book. | suppose Very Thai be-
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came used a description, like a genre, because it's
not the same as a traditional Thainess. The book was
deliberately not about traditional culture. | wanted
to showcase the ordinary stuff of Thai life, mainly
urban, which is a hybrid of modernity and tradition.

After a few years, the book itself became an in-
fluence. A lot of designers and event organisers
use it as a sourcebook. Students study it in uni-
versities. At the design fair | met several designers
who said that pieces of their collections were
inspired by ideas in the book. A few artists have
even used the book as an exhibit in exhibitions.
This was sometimes done without my knowledge.
| only found out later that they had turned the
book into an artefact.

The last chapter was not written by me. It's an Af-
terword by Pracha Suweeranont, a design expert
who came from an advertising background. He was
able to talk in a way | can't about the effect the
book had on the creative culture within Bangkok,
how other people were using and seeing the book.
So it's a feedback loop; the book has gone back
to the culture.



When the crash happened, it was
like an artificial pause. It had to stop.
The country couldn’t afford all these
imports, they had to look inside,

to the resources within the country
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art4d: How has your perspective changed
from the first edition to now?

PCS: When | did Very Thai, Bangkok was in an
optimistic mood. Lots of thing were suddenly going
right. There was a huge surge of creativity. | per-
sonally think the biggest thing that happened

in Thailand really was the 1997 crash. That's
the most important moment, because the boom
before that was destroying so many traditional
things. When the crash happened, it was like

an artificial pause. It had to stop. The country
couldn't afford all these imports; they had to look
inside, to the resources within the country. Many
unemployed architects, in particular, went to
apply their skills to design to make their own
businesses. Instead of working for condominium
companies, they would create products them-
selves. This was basically the birth of the Thai
design industry. Logistically, it went from a small
to a very big, inspiring scene.

Lots of fields changed at that time. That's when
herbalism, which had been declining during the
boom years, with the promotion of western medi-
cine and the forests disappearing. However, sud-
denly, a new spa industry came up, and proved
that Thai herbalism is an asset. It clearly reversed
the decline.
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Very Thai reflected that period of optimism, with a
very upbeat feel to the book. It had something to
do with what was in the air at the time, before the
big political division. Thailand has since become
noticeably less happy. It's a very different per-
spective these days.

So, it became more delicate to do an update. Some
general observations of popular culture topics

suddenly became more difficult to talk about, like
the streetlife, which now has a political flavour to it.

Surprisingly, the book seemed to appeal to both the
red and yellow sides, if for different reasons. There
was a focus on ordinary people, and the recognition
of everyday things as culture. Meanwhile, there's a
lot of nostalgia for its simplicity and charm.

When Very Thai was written, | had to draw a line on
what to include. | decided that there shouldn't be
anything that's purely traditional, and nothing that
was purely modern. Everything in Very Thai had to
be a hybrid. Either it's something indigenous that
gets modernised, or it's something from outside
that comes in and gets ‘Thai-fied". Most of the con-
tent originated between the Second World War to
around 2000. That was the period of making hybrids.
| think nostalgic people identify the things in this
book with a more innocent early period in Thai-
land's development. Maybe those were better years.

It is very gratifying that people can see different
angles to the book. | aimed to be neutral and
worried in the beginning whether | might offend
people, but it didn't occur. The reaction seems
to be happy that these bits of their daily lives are
being celebrated by a foreigner.

Since the second edition, there have been more
changes. | think the book maybe due for an up-
date in coming years. Some topics just no longer
exist in the same way, like the comedy cafes. They
were a big scene back then, but maybe | need to
focus on newer forms of humour, since satire is on
television now. Those comedy cafes shifted into
the TV variety format and comedy films as well.
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What people notice less is how
traditional culture itself evolves.
Some like to think of tradition as

static, but of course it’s not
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art4d: How about ‘Song for Life’. Now it’s
gone, right?

PCS: Not quite gone. It became more obvious that
it's a generational thing. ‘October People’ are now
reaching retirement age and aren't going out as
much. Well, | have to wonder, should there be a
section in the book of things that have gone into
the past?

You know, when | launched this book in London,
somebody said ‘I hope you're collecting all this
stuff, because it's going to disappear!’ It's popular
culture, it's popular taste. It's going to really change.
But also, what people notice less is how tradi-
tional culture itself evolves. Some like to think of
tradition as static, but of course it's not. A lot of
what is talked about as being officially traditional
is actually one stage frozen in time. In reality,
tradition was changing before it froze, and has
been changing ever since too. For me, tradition
adheres to the Buddhist principle rule: everything
changes.

art4d: Do you plan to do a third edition in
the year to come?

PCS: Oh, I'll probably need to do one, but not
quite yet. It must be when Thailand is a little bit
clearer. The dust hasn't settled yet. | did a second
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edition in 2012, after the dust in 2010 has settled.
Now it's all up in the air again.

artd4d: Can you talk about the projects or
current research you’ve been working on?

PCS: I've been working for several years on a new
book, which is about Bangkok. Very specifically
Bangkok, as opposed to Thailand. It's not the same
thing. I'm asking questions like: what is Bangkok-
ness? In contrast to Thainess. I'm looking deeply
into this difference in various dimensions — and
that's hard to wrap one's head around, Another
reason it takes a long time is that the situation
has been so unstable, it's difficult to know which
direction it's going.

art4d: Do you have any example between
the Bangkokness and the Thainess?

PCS: Well, you might have to read the book to
find out. (Laughs.) It's called Very Bangkok. With
Very Thai | could pick another 65 topics, and it could
still feel similar, but with Bangkok, there are some
topics | must cover. | look a lot at the way the city's
built, how people get around it. It's thematic, and
not really by genre or area. It's not a guidebook.
It's really about why Bangkok is the way it is.

art4d: Can you talk about your recent
involvement with the exhibition ‘Invisible
Things’ in Chiang Mai?

PCS: | was approached to co-curate an exhibition
about subjects that are related to Very Thai. The
initiator was a German curator, Martin Rendel.

It was a German exhibition concept about things
that are so ordinary that you don't think of them as
being significant, therefore they are ‘culturally
invisible." That exhibition was then done in con-
junction with China, where there were 25 German
objects and 25 Chinese objects in the same room.
They weren't direct pairs, sometimes they were pa-
rallel, but they were what applies to each country.

Rendel wanted to do a Thai version, and the director
of the Goethe-Institut suggested me. Then he got
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a Thai co-curator. So, it's me and an exhibition
designer, Piboon Amornjiraporn, who did the
‘Bangkok Objects’ show at Bangkok Design Week
in 2018. It was unusual being developed first in
Chiang Mai, before Bangkok. It fits very well with
TCDC's mission to point out things in daily life
that can produce creative lessons. It will be shown
at TCDC Bangkok this year, from June 13 to Sep-
tember 15.

art4d: We are really interested in the short
films shown during the exhibition where
they let the German students depict what
is typically Thai and Thai student to depict
what’s typically German. So what is your
idea about these two films?

PCS: | wasn't involved in the films. They were very
important to the German curator. Part of it is to
create a multi-sensory exhibition, because in terms
of the presentation, simple invisible objects, could
seem quite minimalist. So, we also included pho-
tographs of people in everyday situations, which
are radically different in Thai and German cases.
The German portraits show quite similar lifestyles,
and have pale northern light. But the Thai portraits
are ultra-colourful. We used pictures taken by
Dow Wasiksiri that show the outdoor lifestyle
and how wildly people dress when going to an
upcountry market.

The videos play with the clichés that foreigners
have a very fixed opinion about. The perception
was that Germans are very disciplined and suffer
from issues to do with the war and the Holocaust.
Meanwhile, Thailand is often associated in the
international mind with things like the sex trade
and the Vietnam War.

It's part of the mission on the German side to hold
these international exhibitions in order to get a
view on how the rest of the world sees German
things. It's remarkable that the German Foreign
Ministry told Rendel that the German national
image is no longer what they tell the world it
should be, but it is how others view Germany.









Y

We mainly chose objects that are
national, but we also included items
< thatoriginated from a region and then
spread countrywide. Kratip came from
v the sticky rice eating regions, but it is
' " now used everywhere
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An outsider in any culture can see
comparisons, they can see changes,
they can see contradictions from

a clearer point of view
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Now, that is inconceivable about Thailand. It's like
saying Thainess is whatever foreigners say it is!
Can you imagine? (Laughs.) So, this is something
the Germans actively want to find out: how the
world sees them, and how they can surprise the
world with the unexpected.

art4d: What do you think about the territory
of an insider / outsider perspective toward
others?

PCS: | think in Thailand, it's a touchy subject for
national image reasons. But, lately it has also
become a touchy subject internationally with poli-
tical correctness. The bottom line is, the idea that
somebody knows everything about themselves,
and they're the only authority on their culture,

is rather egotistical. There are all kinds of things
we don't know about ourselves. We can't see
ourselves in neutral comparison with others. We
miss patterns in our behaviour. We don't notice
changes over time because it's all happening
incrementally. Stepping outside our beliefs is
very tough.

Therefore, an outsider in any culture can see com-
parisons, they can see changes, they can see con-
tradictions from a clearer point of view. | think it's
helpful to have both. Anthropology has both; they
call these insider and outsider perspectives ‘emic’
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and ‘etic.’ There's always an insider experience
that an outsider will never fully grasp, but 25 years
is long enough to pick something up. Also, | think
it's up to sincerity and being reasonable. Basically,
for 25 years it has been my job to look at Thailand.

You know, in my own country, we are trying to
figure out what Englishness is, and how it's dif-
ferent to Britishness. There are lots of books about
that, and most are written by foreigners, people
who are only half-English, or who lived abroad.
The best one is ‘Watching the English’ by Kate
Fox. She grew up in Papua New Guinea while
her dad studied the tribes there. Now she has the
ability to see how tribal the English are. | often
recommend Thais to read the translation (‘Angrit
Angrit’) and look at Thailand in that way.

With Very Thai, the feedback | get from Thais is
that ‘this is stuff we all know but don't think of in
this way.’ That change in perspective, |'ve been
told, had a liberating effect on people in creative
industies. By putting these very ordinary things
that we don't consider as culture into a high cul-
ture format of an illustrated hardback book, it sud-
denly gave it legitimacy. That led to the thought
process of ‘oh, if it's in that book, then we can
make a product out of its influence. So, we can do
an advertising project, photoshoot or something
that uses these elements.’ And then, it's legitimate.

By putting these very ordinary things
that we don’t consider as culture into
a high culture format of an illustrated
hardback book, it suddenly gave it

legitimacy
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Before, you would never have had a fashion shoot
conducted in a street market.

Before Very Thai came out, the idea that middle-
class Thais would be going around with a DSLR
camera photographing vendor carts on the streets
just didn't happen, unless they were a Bohemian
artist. Now, it's totally normal. There's even Plearn-
Wan, a theme park where middle-class Thai peo-
ple go to photograph vendor carts. It has become
ordinary. In the Bangkok Design Week, you got
quite a lot of upscale youth going to Talad Noi,
and they're photographing their girlfriends against
a broken-down car, or taking aesthetic photographs
amid piles of engineering parts. This is new; some
sort of cultural legitimacy has shifted.

It's not only Very Thai; several phenomena hap-
pened at the same time. Just after it launched,
the film Mah Nakorn (Citizen Dog) came out.
About three-quarters of the topics in the book
were also in that film. Wisit Sasanatieng, the
director, had obviously been looking at the same
concept at the same time. Call it the Zeitgeist, or
the spirit of the time. So, Very Thai came out in the
right cultural moment. We could even say that the
culture was pregnant with this idea, that it was
going to be birthed somehow.

artdd: As a person who’s been living in Thai-
land for 25 years, do you consider yourself
an outsider or an insider?

PCS: | try to be a neutral observer. I'd say I'm an
'insider/outsider’ — or an ‘outsider with an insider
eye.' I'm still a foreigner, but I've been living here
long enough and my job has been to look at these
things very closely. Each writer brings their own
perspective. At university | studied World History,
not just the story of Big Men and wars, but also
the role of culture, inventions, religion, disease,
crops, minorities. So | like to look at hidden his-
tories — and Thailand has many of those! One
reason | stayed here is that Thailand has so much
great material to discover.
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But I'm still a temporary resident, not a Thai citizen.
I'm an expatriate, not a migrant. All these labels...
people think it's ethnic, like only white people can
be expats, but that's not true. This city has more
Asian expats than Western expats — and they'll
have their own take on Thainess. Ask them too.

artdd: So, what is going on in Thai politics
right now?

PCS: | think nobody really knows fully. | can't
speculate in politics; it's not my job. | don't have
a vote here. But we can't escape the fact that
culture is affected by politics.

Of course, there are taboos that you cannot talk
openly about. I've spent some time in Indonesia,
and I'm always a bit shocked there by how open
and critical they can be about politics — but not
about everything. Their taboos have to do with
religion. So, it's open in some ways and closed
in others.

art4d: From your personal view, what is
typical Thai?

PCS: | came to realise that Thainess, or Kwam Pen
Thai, is an ideology. It's got a real history to it;
you can look back and see who wrote it and who
conceived it. Thainess evolved over a period of
decades, and it's a very approved version. Thai be-
haviour that is put out as ‘ideal’ is actually rather
bourgeois or aristocratic behaviour, which doesn't
quite match the ways that most citizens are.

So, when people from outside look at Thailand,
what's called ‘Thai’ doesn't always match the
reality you see. The official definition of the ‘Na-
tional character’ doesn't fit the variety of charac-
ters you find in each region or subculture. Every
country has got multiple dimensions, but it seems
as though official Thainess takes an awful lot of
time to adjust. Ironically, that gap between the
official narrative and reality allows a freedom for
all kinds of stuff to get done in the culture.
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My view is that, because the ideology is so narrow,
it makes it difficult to change traditions. So when
people want new things, what's left for Thais is to
get something from outside. So, when a foreigner
looks at Bangkok, they see an incredible thirst for
fashion and fads from abroad. | mean, look at the
queue for Taco Bell. It's not even good fast food in
the West, but here it's treated like a high society
event. Before that it was doughnuts, another fast
food chain that had a line of customers trailing out
of Siam Paragon, which was the most luxurious
shopping mall in Bangkok.

It shows the enthusiasm of Bangkok. Everyone has
a thirst for novelty and change, but it's difficult to
do that with your own culture. So you have to bring
in cultural ideas and make them your own. That's
what | see happening now, and it's been happening
for centuries. Let's go back many centuries ago;
the trends were adopted from the Portuguese, the
Persians, the Chinese... Did any of you graduate
from Chulalongkorn University? (Laughs as hands
go up.) If so, you wore a Persian gown when you
got your degree, right?

Another thing | see is that officials bring in trends
from outside, too. As you can see in the schoolgirl
uniforms, which were based on the Victorian
sailor suit. They're being rigid about something
that was fashionable 100 years ago! That fashion
went to Japan, and a few other places, then it be-
came fixed here. If officials bring in a trend, it gets
fixed by bureaucracy and becomes a part of the
rules. But, if the public brings in a trend, it turns
over very fast, fad after fad after fad.

So, what is Thai? There is always an element of
tradition, and it's not as fixed as it looks. Traditions
do adjust slowly, and adapt to external influences.
There's also localisation of foreign concepts or
products, that are made to feel more Thai. | think
the reason why Very Thai worked is because most
of those topics belonged to the second half of
the 20th century, when was a lot of adaptation of
modernity to suit Thai taste.
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So, what is Thai? There
is always an element
of tradition, and it’s not
as fixed as it looks.
Traditions do adjust
slowly, and adapt to
external influences
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For example, it's interesting now that we're eating
Isan food, because a lot of ‘Invisible Things' relate
to popular culture via food. One of them is the
Kratip. We mainly chose objects that are national,
but we also included items that originated from a
region and then spread countrywide. Kratip came
from the sticky rice eating regions, but it is now
used everywhere.

We also exhibit the Wrap Pants, which come in
so many different formats. The South has thin,
quick-drying Fisherman'’s Pants. In the North you
get a thick, warm version used by tribal people,
and hard-wearing indigo Mor-hom farmer's suits.
You also see wrap pants in fashion shows, yoga
wear and massage outfits. They were objects
that had a regional origin, but later went national.
Much of the world refers to these as ‘Thai pants,’
so they became a symbol of the entire country.

There are different theories concerning where it
came from, but it probably originated with the
Chinese, then it came overland to the North of
Thailand, and separately, overseas to the South.
Hence the name ‘Gang Geng Talay' — sea trousers.
Then the Thais did something different with it.
That's the important thing: this is an adaptive
culture. Whereas now, with the internet and glo-
balisation, we get instant communication, direct
delivery and protection of corporate brands. So
today, there's no cultural filter going on, or a lot
less. You're getting the undigested international
versions now.
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art4d: What is the most ‘Very Thai’ thing
for you? If you could choose only one.

PCS: | would choose the temple fair, which in-
cludes almost everything else! It's a really flexible
format that's used in so many other kinds of con-
temporary event, whether Wonderfruit or Design
Week. Temple fairs have presumably always
existed, because festivals were linked to the sea-
sons. Alongside all the ritual, there was food and
entertainment and all sorts of fun. Festivals were
always a time for flirting.

Then Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram made
temple fairs into a format to deliver modernity to
villagers and communities. So, it was a way to
showcase movies, introduce pharmaceuticals, and
sell new tools. Plus you'd also find Likay, Muay Thai
and lots of other things going on simultaneously.
| like to think that temple fairs are like Thailand in
miniature.

art4d: What is the most Thai architecture
to you?

PCS: Looking at the world that | deal with, it's
mostly urban pop, so I'd pick the umbrella. Be-
cause it's a movable architecture. It can be part of
a building, or joined up together to make a big
shelter. People fix umbrellas onto vendor carts.
The bases are often adapted from found materials.
As with the parking barrier, it could be a rubber
tire with concrete in the middle, and a hole inside
that. An umbrella is so flexible. It can adjust to the
time of day, it can be moved, and it stops you from
getting tanned brown skin. What could be more
Thai?

art4d: Which object comes to mind when
you think about Very Thai?

PCS: The strangest and funniest thing, which
everyone seems to like, is the tiny pink tissues. It's
really odd. The edges seems like they're cut out
with scissors, and there's only one ply. You can't
really do much with it; you'd need 20 of them in
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order to mop up anything. It's a peculiar thing that
people do wonder about, but not enough to find
the explanation. So, it's the emblem of that kind of
oddity | researched for the book.

It was very funny when | did the second edition. It
turned out that a friend's father was the one who
invented the tiny pink tissue! So, | got the story of
how it all came about. That tells you the impor-
tance of inside information. There's always more
to find out.

artdd: Do you think there’s such a thing
as ‘the self of the city’? Or is it possible to
define the city as a being that has one’s
own self.

PCS: If we're talking about cities as a living orga-
nism, then yes. Even though cities might have a lot
of similarities, where they are located is very spe-
cific, and you can't escape location. A lot of cities
grow up on junctions of rivers, or a bay, a mountain
pass or an oasis. That's where you find settlement.
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Bangkok may have extremely
high views of its own capabilities,
and underestimates the growing

provincial cities. They must
manage for everyone, they

must do everything
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The character of that place makes that city feel
unique: the soil, the rock, the climate, the trees, the
people, their culture. So, even if the buildings are
built in the same way, each city has its own essence.

Of course, Bangkok is built on new land, a delta.
A lot of its buildings are based on Western or
Chinese designs, which is totally inappropriate
for tropical floodplains, unlike the old stilt houses.
So you've got problems, because the silt doesn't
get deposited anymore, and the land can't keep
rising. One character of Bangkok is that it keeps
flooding, and may be back in the sea in the future.
Its canals are part of Bangkok's self, because
draining the land was necessary in order to even
live here.

| think Bangkok is a good example of a city as an
organism. And it's replicating. There are many
mini-Bangkoks around Thailand, but each is unique.
Like, Khon Kaen is now getting Bangkok style
development, but there's less water up on that
plateau, so its self feels different.

| suppose Bangkok's self is bit ferocious. | once
read it described along the lines of “Bangkok is

a vast machine, taking rural products, crunching
them all, and turning them into money.” It can
be seen as some kind of monster. In the context
of Thailand, it's constantly hungry and it doesn't
know when to stop. Other parts of the country
might feel like Bangkok is a creature that's got a
bad feeding habit. Or another metaphor could be
the ficus trees that take over the original old tree.
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| think Bangkok's got real character. It's a very
surprising and entertaining city. We're at a time in
history when cities are becoming replicated and
boring. But Bangkok's still got a long way to go
before it gets boring.

Oh, Bangkok is definitely an ‘idea’ as well. It's in
the centre of absolutely everything. All the deci-
sions are made here. All the institutions are here
as well. World cities always have many roles, but
they might not have the military headquarters,
major port, major airport, financial centre, or even
be the capital, as with New York.

Whereas Bangkok contains all of these, plus it's the
hub of the railways, road network and the water-
ways. It encapsulates absolutely every national
role. That's also why it's so congested. It tries to
do too much. It might not be for me to say this, but
it seems that Bangkok may have extremely high
views of its own capabilities, and underestimates
the growing provincial cities. They must manage
for everyone, they must do everything.

art4d: What is your definition of ‘everyday’?

PCS: | suppose it's the things that you do so much
you don't notice, so they become culturally invisi-
ble. Everyday things are also the processes you
don't have to think about because they're your
habit or routine. Or it's the tools that fit your needs,
so you use them automatically. Everyday things
are the side effects of life.

In my opinion, everyday things are so normal and
accepted that they represent your real values, not
what your intellect might hold as your values. They
are what you are, rather than what you would like
to be, or how you think you should be seen.








