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THE LIFE AND WORKS OF “SURAPOHN THONAWANIK”

CHANATTHORN WAGPRAYOON 4336990 LCCS/M

MA. (CULTURAL STUDIES)

THESIS ADVISORS :ANAN SOBRERK,B.ED.,M.ED.,SAOWAPAR
PORNSIRIPONGSE, B.A.,M.A., PUNPIT AMATAYAKUL, M.D.,M.A.

ABSTRACT

This thesis is qualitative research on a national artist in contemporary Thai
song writing; Mr. Suraphon Thonawanik. The study was conducted by focus group,
and participation and non-participation observations with Mr. Suraphon Thonawanik
and others during 2001-2004.

Suraphon Thonawanik was born in 1931. During childhood he was a waif in
Thonburi bank of Buddhayodpha Bridge and other provinces. He composed his first
his song, “Ramthon”, at the age of 13 and he entered to the song realm at 14 years
old. To begin with, his name was not put into his songs as a song writer because he
wanted to be just a writer. Later his songs became famous songs and so he decided to
launch songs with his name, Suraphon Thonawanik, from then on. He composed
various styles of song but his most successful style is the male-female love song. This
thesis selected 66 songs for analyzing and found that the first period of his song
writing produced the most success because there was little involvement from the
business and all songs were written from the heart. The middle period of his song
writing was influenced by the truth. The last period was influenced by business inter
ferance. All of his songs are about the emotional affect of society and culture and his
opinions on the effects. Most songs are about hope and give morale encouragement.
They express the ways he nees the pospects of Thai society and represent social
feelings. This song writing style is part of his song identity.

Suraphon  Thonawanik’s vision give deeply wunderstood morale
encouragement, based on creativity, and also influences the audience on matters of
patience through his song writing. He also brings the Buddha’s beliefs, through his
writing style as a story teller, to the audience. At present, Suraphon Thonawanik
works on his own company, “Karawak Record”, with his son and wife, Suraphonnoi
Thonawanik and Rayasuree Thonawanik.

KEY WORDS : LIFE / WORKS / SURAPHON THONAWANIK

154 pp. ISBN 974-04-5760-6
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Executive Summary

“The Life and Works of Suraphon Thonawanik”

Introduction

Music and song are kinds of art that they explain the social stories and
emotional affected behavior. To understand one society by music and song, we are
also need to study their social and culture context. Music and song can not be
separated from social and culture’s life style; this is a method of Ethnomusicology.

Thai music and song are variously evolutes since King Rama V to present in
the part of contemporary music. There is a new music and song type in Thailand
called Thai contemporary song. Thai contemporary song was evolved from the King
Rama V era as an opera and became very famous in the period of King Rama VII in
the various styles. Most of stories contain in those songs were about life style of the
people. At the same period, there is a lot of song writers emerged in the realm.

Suraphon Thonawanik is an outstanding and successful song writer. He wrote
his first song when he was 14 years old. He started his career as a song writer by
observing from other drama song writers. Suraphon did not put his name and his
drama song until 1949. His song, Raleaw Keaw Ta (good bye by dear), was recorded
as the first recorded song. He continues to write many songs for many singers and his
4 songs was awarded for “the golden record”. Suraphon wrote more than 1,000 songs
with his different signatures. His various ability and outstanding performance made
him became “National Artist of Thai contemporary song writing” in 1997 by voting
of the National Culture Commission. His songs were announced as ‘“the song of
philosophy of life, hope, emotional affection, gentle, and love in human relation”.

Due to many individual and organization admire to Suraphon Thonawanik’s
life and works so it was an inspiration of researcher to select this topic. Because some
stories in Suraphon’s song are represent the Thai society recording in previous era.
Researcher intends to study the stories telling from the songs and the song writer’s
vision associable related with other context. Both main points could create the

understanding about the musical culture through his songs, which investigate an
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opinion, attitude, feeling, value judgment and belief of the song writer about our
society in that period as well as his inspiration on the imagination.
This study intends to record his stories and also conserve the valuable

achievement.

The objectives of research
(1) To study the song writer’s history of life from his born to his achievement as
“A National Artist”
(2) To collect and classify the types of song writing
(3) To study the concept and philosophy of life which are contained in the
contemporary Thai song writing
(4) To analyze some master pieces of song those reflect the images of Thai culture

and society

Expected outcomes
(1) Suraphon Thonawanik’s history of life is collected.
(2) Studying of life and works in the parts of Thai musical culture and society
are collected.
(3) Types of song writing are classified.

(4) Song writer’s achievements are analyzed.

Research Framework

This research intends to analyze lyrics , and not musical tone.

Method

This research is conducted qual : tatively research as follows.

In depth interview of the key informant “Suraphon Thonawanik”

Formal and informal interview are conducted by interviewing of Suraphon
Thonawanik, “Hot pepper band”, Chatri, Silapasanong, audiences and the song
writer’s family.

All data will be collected, categorized and set sequences firstly then analyzing

by trilateral checking. The checking is based on concerned theories as
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Ethnomusicology of Japp Kunts (1985), Rhodes (1990) and Myres (1993) also
Functionism of Malinovski. Fundamental Characteristic Theory as a cultural concept
introduced in seminar of 2 thinkers; Laugh Linton and Abream Cardinor, is taken for
the research analyzing. Linton and Cardinor have a same belief as Fraud that human
characteristic is formulated through childhood experiences.

Moreover, Masaru Ebuka suggests that child brain is generally motivated from
surrounding. The brain will digest all data to be models and starts to memorize them.
The process of data and information digestion is very important and is constructed as
a part of brain system when child age was 3 whereas a part of brain concerning on
high level processing such as thinking, attempt, creativity, understanding and emotion

will be formulated since a child was 3 years.

Life and works of Suraphon Thonawanik

Suraphon Thonawanik was born in May7, 1931 at Chulalongkorn Hospital. He
has eleven brothers and sisters from five mothers. In childhood, he lived in his poor,
medium class family. His grandmother who was being a nun moved him to stay with
her at a house located behind Molee lokayaram temple, under the patronage of a
monk namely “Lamai”. When he was six, his mother moved him to stay with her for
studying, living in a rent room of step-father until he was eight and not yet studies.
Since mother and step-father frequently had conflicts, he moved away from that house
to be a homeless child at Buddhayodpha Bridge and nourished himself by wheeling
three wheels bicycles over the bridge and sale some sweet and ice-cream. He learned
reading and writing Thai language from surround situations also saw plays, movies,
Thai musical folk drama, “Lum-Tad” as well as other kinds of entertainment from
celebrated occasions nearby the bridge. This helped him can read Thai language
completely further. After that, he moved to live with mother again and had a chance
for studying 1 semester. After that his mother moved him to live in many temples by
intending to find a place for his further study for at least 2 years but finally her
attempt did not achieve. Since then he was a homeless-child again and feeding
himself by selling some sweets such as kanom tan, kanom sisai also ice-cream with
poor income. Living around Buddhayodpha Bridge until ten, Suraphon moved again,

to live with a monk, namely Rossirikan at Surin province and nourishing himself by



o

UNAINGTY UH1INGIRIUTIAD fe.3. OAUBIIUANYI) / 147

boxing and then ordaining to be a Buddhist novice for 2 semesters. As a Buddhist
novice, he had a chance to learn Bali language and being a bachelor-theologian later.
Because of his inspiration to learn in school as same as general boys, he resigned from
being novice to be a temple boy and studied in primary school with good grade also
being the school’s musician. When studying at Grade 9, he resigned again due to
having a conflict with other temple boys and moved out from the house to live with a
monk namely “Sukhon” at Leoi province. Living with monk “Sukhon”, he always
have conflicts with him due to he always flees from temple at night to join Thai
musical entertainment. Again, he come to be a homeless child living at a province in
Northeastern part and started to produce local Northeastern music. Those songs were
going to be popular but no one believes that the producer was Suraphon. With
unsuccessfulness, he changed his career one more time to be a boxer but still being
unsuccessful. After that he came back to Bangkok living in “Mahapeuktaram” temple
ant knew Mr. Pitsawong Sutsaney who persuaded him to work in musical society. Mr.
Pitsawong brought him to stay with someone at Lampang province for improving his
temper then Mr. Pitsawong brought him to work at ‘“Nakornkasem theatre” in
“Niyomthai drama group” when he was 14 years old. His works were composed of
cleaning restroom and theatre, producing scenes, feeding dogs and providing
brochures with 80 baht as salary. He still read all kinds of book and started to
compose songs or provide lyrics again but in the name of the others. On that time, he
had a strong inspiration to be a writer so he started to write novels also provide the
theatre’s brochure at the same time. Later, he gradually faded out from working in the
theatre and composed a song namely “Laleaw Keaw Ta” (Goodbye my dear). This is
the first episode of his song due to the song “Laleaw Keaw Ta” was recorded with
mentioning Suraphon Thonawanik as a composer. After that he continuously
composed many songs and being a writer to follow his prolong desire by composing
many short stories for publishing in magazines. Moreover, he had still composed
songs in name of the others due to they asked for him. In 1952, he was an armored
force in the first cohort and had still composed songs related to his imprisonment
caused from violating the army law to spend time on service for composing songs. At
that time Suraphon absolutely stopped playing any dramas and devoted all his time

for acting movies and writing songs. Until his songs, in name of other composers
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became popular. Since then he started to compose songs by using his name as
composer and sold the first record to Mr. Tosit Sriboonreung as well as worked with
Mr. Riam Sukosol whose was Mr. Tosit’s relative. His job in new workplace was a
general officer taking responsibilities all in recording room and some other business
of Kamol Sukosol Company. It is possible to say that this was the most successful
period of Suraphon’s life due to he gained many awards from his songs. For example,
the golden record awards from His Majesty the King in 1964 from the song namely
“Krainor” (Who is) as the most winners for the lyrics and musical tone. Almost all of
his songs were very popular at that time making him gained enormous income form
both selling the song’s copy rights and being a composer for companies. In 1983 he
got the golden record award from lyric song namely “Lomlak” (wind of love) and got
“the public golden doll award” from Banmaung Newpaper from two songs; Lomlak
(wind of love) and Yakleom-krabjum (could not forget). In this period, Suraphon did
many jobs such as composing songs for advertisement and movies with various pen
names, also being a speaker in many events. From 1993-1995, was a slowdown period
of Suraphon due to his new-composed songs were not popular, bringing him survived
in miserable condition. Thus he changed his job one more time to be a copy writer at
first then recording room manager, an officer at the Fire Police Office and finally
turning to be a song writer again. Being a song composer at this period of time,
Suraphon had a lot of works repeatedly and gained the most marvelous honor as the
National Artist in drama (contemporary Thai song composing). Since then, he had
still composed song and ran his business; “Sieng Karawak Company Limited”
concerning all businesses about songs. At present, Suraphon stays with his wife

Rayasuree (Jeab) Thonawanik and a son Suraphonnoi (Niab) Thonawanik.

Works of Suraphon Thonawanik
Suraphon produced so many works that all of then are impossible to identify.

However, the following are some of his better than works.

Book and novels
Suraphon created 11 books but being found only 8 namely as; “Tanhateon”

(wild desire) short stories, “Talokchevit” (open up the story of life), “Peehaulor”
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(Laughing ghost), “Leungsunprajumhongsuam” (short stories for restroom), “Beer-
tor-sai” (money for surviving), “Krungthep-Nondeuk” (Bangkok sleeps late), “Tui-

look™ (spit to the world), “Keunsuksan-wanbantung” (Happy Night, joyful day)

Advertisement songs
Although Suraphon composed many songs for advertisement, they are found

31 songs.

Words and dictums for advertisement

They are found only 6 items from all.

Miscellaneous

Copy writer at Cathey Pacific Company Limited, Recording room manager at
Kamolsukosol Record, Joint manager with Mr. Danupol Keawkarn at Internal Co.,
Ltd. An officer in the Fire Police Office, Entertainment magazine officer, Editor of

“Chevittangsu” magazine, Editor of “Thaimai” newspaper.

Socially Reflex Views seeing through the songs of Suraphon Thonawanik
For this part, researcher chooses 66 popular songs which have been made
copies many times of Suraphon for analyzing in 5 categories.
1. Love song
2. Social benefit support song
3. Philosophy of life and Drama song
4. Encouragement song
5. Amusing song
Researcher finds important issues from analyzing that in item of love between
parents and their kids, Thai society has always paid attention for love of mother more
than father. It may be because Thai society raises mother as a very important person
on nourishing her children closely whereas father has to work outside for money.
Thus mother is respected by Thai society as the person is back up the success story of
her kids so the song about love of mother is much more produced than the love song

of father.
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In the love between boy and girl, the songs refer that in Thai society, man has much
more power than woman in many aspects such as in sexual aspect. Thai men can have
sexual intercourse with any women even through those are not their wives. This
tradition is not banned by society but in turn people accept that the physical body of
men supports them to do like that. On contrary, if women act as men, they are
strongly opposed by society as moral violation chart due to the society expects that
Thai women have not to deal with any sexual action with any guys before marrying.
In terms of work career opportunity, men always have better opportunity by
comparing with women. The supervision high level position also the country leader
position is always belonging to men. Although, Thai society has been changed
gradually and women can work outside and better improve their positions. But
attitudes in almost of Thai people have still believed that Thai women should be soft
in all actions; do not express their sexual emotion and being keen on house work as
Thai women in the past.

In item of ideal love and imagination, the songs reflex that all need perfectly
sweet love with faithfulness. Although “true love” could be found in many couples
but it is still less by comparing with others who did not find. In reality, being good
lover of someone is quite hard due to individual needs different things. The songs of
Suraphon significantly mentioned about ideal love and love in reality.

In topic of environment, due to Thai people have own strong culture on being free and
having less of discipline. Lack of discipline could see through problem of garbage,
wastewater, air pollution, traffic jam, etc. Main point significant is that Thai society is
based on feudalism and patronage system. We have many good rules and regulations
but unworkable in implementation due to Thai people feel not being serious. The
problems of garbage littering and vagabondage are ubiquitous which Thai people do
not think that they are serious issues. This is a reason why Thai society is still
confronting annoyed problems time by time. In aspect of belief, many songs of
Suraphon reflex that Thai people believe on good moral, sin, fate, retribution and the
next life. They strongly believe that individual who is rich and happiness due to he did
good action in the last life, on contrast, doing the bad things in person who is in
poverty-stricken. Thus, Thai people always compose good “Karma” by expecting that

they will gain happiness in the next life. Even in the context of being lover, Thais
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believe that whoever can find fit couple due to they took good action together in the
last life.

For Suraphon, love songs are popular mode, made him gained a lot of income.
The most favorite songs for Thais were songs produced in 1958-1988 as result of
people in these period tended to love temporary Thai songs. The most popular song
was Lomlak (wind of love) which was launched on 1982. It is interesting that the
popular songs of Suraphon are always mentioned about love and the truth of life. One
kind of popular songs of him is talked about ideal love and love in imagination.
Researcher found that Suraphon composed his songs from creativity in his mind by
his brainchild and combined the lyrics songs by some concerned experiences. He has
never used songs for serving the bad-tempered, but tried to compose songs through
the lens of people in society. It can conclude that Suraphon is being himself when he
composed all his songs.

Suraphon reflexes all his perspectives such as love, belief, culture and
tradition through the songs. All views he expressed showing that he does deeply
understand the way of life. Although he was being in poverty-stricken at young, he
has never used his songs as tools for hurting society even in songs of broken-heart.
Suraphon tried to use his songs for persuading listeners understanding the realm of
life as well as accepting the rule of change that all things will change by time. For
Suraphon, he mentioned that true love is based on understanding, good wish and
accepting the different of individual, not based on dominating and coercion. Each of
love songs is always reflected his soft mind as purified love which are hard to find in
the real world but could help broken-heart people to strengthen one more time.

In the songs of belief, he mentioned that cultures and traditions are control
mechanisms on warning or persuading people to do the good things beneficial for all.
This is the way being absolutely good man. His songs frequently reflect the
unavoidable situations in our lives such as death, cycle of life, changing, human’s
fundamental emotion or even human thought. These items were collected from his
prolong experience since he was a poor child. Although he passed his hardship period
with difficulty but he has never used violence for solving any problems. This may be
because he had a good chance living in temples since he was a toddler until six. Along

six years, he gradually accumulated soft mind due to gaining kindness from monks
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who he stayed with. As biological researches code that child age between 0-3 is the
significant period of assimilating emotion and characteristics from person feeding
him, even age after 3, he had still gained good lessons from monks also practicing to
pray whereas the other children can not do thus this is a reason to generate Suraphon
being cool when he is in adulthood. The pray Suraphon practiced when he was young
is the best way for making consciousness, so he grew up with strong mind to deal
with all problems in the life. Some period of life, he lived with his mom and gained
kind mind from her. This is a kind of love he always needs since he was a child.
Along living with mom, she always taught him with reasons, never treated him by
violence. When he moved apart from mom, standing on his feet since he was a child,
he learnt more by comparing with general child. Contacting with both happiness and
sad stories, Suraphon was be hurt and be made happy, even in the period of working
but he has to overcome them. Thus the songs in the first period of composition always
mentioned about love may be because he lack of fulfilling love since he was young
and could not express his need until he grew up. The need of love is expressed
through songs which are channel he needs to send to others. Almost love songs reflect
the softness as if the writer has love emotion in his heart. Because he had to confront
for surviving since he was young so he learnt to be humble and finally this turns to be
his characteristics. Since he was an adult, the songs in this period always talked about
Buddhist doctrine and philosophy even in love songs. Due to he lived in the “real
circumstances” since he was young confronting every kind of emotions and
understanding to survive on the fact. At the same time, his songs are full of
imagination, due to two suspected reasons. Firstly, he was hurt by others since being
child so when staying alone, he created imagine pictures for comforting himself to
continuously survive. In addition, dream and imagination is important things help
people surviving. When Suraphon had a chance, he did not hesitate to tell his emotion
and feeling by bringing all surrounding to be his inspiration. Including with prolong
experiences; Suraphon’s songs are beautiful both of meaning and wording.
Furthermore, due to Thai culture influences Thais on living together with kindness
and Buddhism influences people to belief on Krama rule, so Suraphon accepts his
destiny and did not do anything hurting the society. As Linton and Cardiner

mentioned that personal characteristic is performed by two institutions, major and
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minor institutions. Major institution means family structure, method for nourishing
family’s children whereas minor institution means religion, belief, art also music.
Moreover, Suraphon had been a writer who writes short stories, motto, and poem. All

of these novels reflect the writer as he has a soft mind.

Discussion

The study of life and works of Suraphon Thonawanik helps readers opening
their views and encouraging them to survive and create the nice society. The life of
Suraphon can be a very good example for all due to he is a person who can pass many
hardship situations without giving up or loosing to go on. In turn, he tried to change
crises to be opportunities in pulling up his life for better and never looked down
himself on the days he failed. For Suraphon, all failure stories help him growing up
and being strong enough to be a good man of the society. The main point readers will
gain from this research is a good example of individual creativity, positive and
encouragement for surviving with happiness. For researcher’s view, the society
should provide forum and introduce a high experience person; Suraphon, to give
beneficial lessons to our adolescents. Nowadays, we are in technological society
which influences people ignoring the meaning of being human. Experience from
Suraphon as a person who learnt to tolerate and mind control until passing hardship
life to successfulness as the National Artist, could be very valuable story, especially
for some youths and students whose believe their lives are meaningless and without
any encouragement to overcome any obstacles. Chance in reading Suraphon’s stories
could urge their consciousnesses and wisdoms to identify the wrong and walk to the
right. Benefit from learning Suraphon’s life will help them change crisis to be chance

and let them improving to be a good citizen for further.

Suggestion
Suggestion for the next research as follows.
1. Due to Suraphon composed many various love songs till gaining nickname as
“warlord of love”, the next research should study in-depth in only love song.
2. Suraphon do not know about musical notes due to he had not a chance to study

in high school but it is interesting that he can completely produce songs in
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right musical tone and lyrics without musical notes writing. With this ability, it
could be said that Suraphon is a genius. Frankly said, the concept of Suraphon
composing songs is very significant point for further study.

3. Suraphon can produce various kinds of song especially variety in musical
tones. The concept for generating difference musical tones is an interesting

point for the next research.





