
Thep Thavonsouk is an established artist practising in Calgary. Loatian in descent, he is a well-
educated painter who has studied language and philosophy extensively throughout his life ..
Before coming to Canada in 1972, his life in Laos included serving as a Buddhist monk.
Throughout Thavonsouk's art is a deep attachment to nature, the seasons, and the earth. Akin

in spirit to the 19th century European Romantic movement, his art may be seen as a

contemporary early 21st century response to images produced by such artists in the 19th

.century such as j.M.W. Turner, James McNeill Whistler, and Caspar David Freidrich. As a deeply
spiritual person, his art has pursued the course of life's meaning, man's humility in relationship
to the larger universe. Perplexed by the factors of speed, chaos, and technology that dominate
western culture, Thavonsouk seeks art places of contemplation, peace, harmony and beauty in
his art.

Saffron Robes I is part of an ongoing series of images that he has been working on for the past
six years which address the topic of Buddhism and the artist's own experiences as a monk. For'
him, saffron is symbolic of all things being interconnected. It also references some
autobiographical elements at the same time. As a plant, saffron is an excellent colour dye, and
his mother used it often in the dying of her silk fabrics. For the spiritual dimension, he recalls
with humility as a young boy being overwhelmed by the presence of monks on the streets in
Laos. As laymen, one was expected to make an offering to them in the interests of building a
better personal karma for the afterlife. It was expected that one not look directly into the eyes
of the monks. The curiosity of life however left him unable to resist the temptation of looking;
the image before him was one of the rich saffron orange robes moving off into the distance-
the subject of this painting. A field of orange painted quite like that of Mark Rothko's stain
canvases, casts a soft gauze of atmosphere around a group of monks clad in rich saffron
orange robes. The haunting image left an indelible mark on the artist's imagination. Many years
later, the artist was to serve as a monk himself.

Frequently one finds in Thavonsouk's art a feeling of softness, achieved visually through
undefined edges, and the merging of subject and background into seemingly single planes of
space. The artist comments on his need to counteract the many acts of violence around the
world through the creation of 'softness' on the picture plane. It is this undercurrent of feeling
the need to create places of contemplation, peace, tranquility and humility that defines
Thavonsouk's practice.
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