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“KHUN IN” PHENOMENON : THE MEANING CONSTRUCTION AND CONSUMPTION IN
POPULAR CULTURE

NITIRITH KANKHET 5137495 LCCU/M
M.A. (CULTURE AND DEVELOPMENT)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE : NARONG ARDSMITI, Ph.D., SIRJIT SUNANTA,
Ph.D.,KHWANCHIT SASIWONGSARQJ, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

The research of “Khun In”> Phenomenon: the Meaning Construction and Consumption in
Popular Culture aimed to study 2 objectives. The first objective was to study the image and meaning of
the character Khun In in the movie “The Overture” (Hom Rong, in Thai) portrayed by Narongrith Tosa-
nga. The approaches of studying narration and film character were used to analyze the image of Khun
In which made an impression on the audiences. The second objective was to study Narongrith’s method
of using the image “Khun In” in various contexts in front stage performances. The approaches used in
the second objective were to study self-interaction, cultural capital, and popular culture to explain the
phenomenon of the construction of the “Khun In” image. This research was qualitative research
emphasizing participant observation and in-depth interview in the data collection process from the
main informants, who were Narongrith Tosa-nga, and Ittisoontorn Vichailak, the screenwriter and
director of the movie.

The results reveal that “The Overture” constructs the image of Khun In which impresses
the audiences in 2 dimensions. The first one is the dimension of active character created through many
symbols, such as darkness, tone of voice, eyes, expressions, the aggressive sound of ranad-ek
(xylophone), and the features and voice of Khun In that always haunts the protagonist. These represent
the character who has terrifying power with great strength and black magic, and who is the obstacle that
the protagonist has to overcome. At the same time, the character Khun In is also is represented as a
passive character in the latter part of the movie, who lost in a ranad-ek competition and learns to forgive
others, respect others’ skills, and becomes important and respected to the protagonist. These factors are
important parts which made the audiences remember Khun In, even though he appeared only in a few
scenes.

Narongrith Tosa-nga can take advantage from being Khun In in “The Overture” to
construct the image “Khun In” for himself. He has cultural capital in Thai music, being the successor of
a famous Thai musician, being a Thai music teacher, having produced both traditional and modern Thai
music. His unique features are mixed with some features from the character Khun In: bald, having
mustache and beard, and wearing dark clothing. Other than that, some outstanding features and
characteristics are added, which are sunglasses, black outfit, and the ability to play ranad-ek in any
place and time. The image of “Khun In” is flexible and can be changed according to the conditions and
context. In popular culture, in which consumption behavior is constantly changing, by changing the
image according to the tide of popularity, “Khun In” is a the symbol of “contemporary Thai music”
which gained a larger market share than other Thai music producers. But in the backstage performances
which are done in a private area, Narongrith doesn’t have to portray the image of “Khun In”. So, “Khun
In” is constructed in the front stage performance; the image has meaning in the area where most people
in society consume various kinds of media, and together they “make up” its meaning. This phenomenon
can help reflect the emptiness of interaction of the popular culture in society today.

KEY WORDS: KHUN IN/ THE OVERTURE/ IMAGE/ MEANING CONSTRUCTION/
POPULAR CULTURE
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Introduction

Mass media is the one who chooses or produces new things, and it often
creates a unique way of life, especially of the one who appears on the media. He or she
becomes “a special person” whose characteristic can be called stylish, significant and
unique. His or her “image” is different from others and creates many interesting social
phenomena. To construct the meaning for the identities of individuals, such as artists,
celebrities, singers, actors/actresses, or popular ones, it is necessary that they have to
create new images in order to gain the popularity on the same interaction area with the
audiences. Thus, those images have to be refined until they are sure to present the
significance of the individuals. Erving Goffman (1956, 1961 in SolotSirisai, 2007)
stated about the method of self-refinement in order to interact with others in various
contexts; the identity used in the interaction with others is the image which is
controlled and refined and then represented in the front stage performance.

The image which is emphasized in this research is an important
phenomenon in the field of Thai classical music, which influenced the attitude and
belief of the society to the genre. It became well-known and widespread and has some
influences in Thai society, which was different from the past. What created this image

was a Thai movie, “The Overture” (HomRong), which was first launched in 2004, with
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IttisoontornVichailak as a screenwriter and director. The movie was about the story of
a protagonist who was skilled in Ranad-Ek (Thai xylophone) named Sorn. An
important part of the story was when Sorn participated in a Ranad-Ek competition
with Khun In, who was the master in the instrument and no one dared to compete with
him. After the movie was on show, it created many social phenomena. One of the
important phenomena was that an actor in the movie played the character’s role in his
real life and created a new image for himself in order to define his identity on the
media. His name is Narongrith Tosa-nga, who was Khun In in the movie.

After the popularity of “The Overture” has died down, there were some
questions why “Khun In” can still maintain its meaning. It is interesting why “Khun
In” can form its identity in the society, and became an important image in Thai
classical music which is well-known to most people. So this research was aimed to
study the narration, film characters, self of interaction, cultural capital, and popular
culture, in order to explain the construction and the characteristic of the image, which
made “KhunIn” become secure and can be used in various contexts through the
creation of the conditions or areas suitable for the construction of its meaning. The
researcher hopes that this research will be useful to understand and explain important
methods which revive “Thai classical music” to respond to the need of the society
again. Moreover, it can reflect the importance of the knowledge creation method in the
society which is a way of powerful meaning construction that influences thought,
attitudes, and beliefs of people through the image creation of the individuals who
appear and have meaning in the context of popular culture, whom we all know and

consume their meaning (image) these days.

Objectives

1. To study the image and meaning of the character Khun In in the movie

“The Overture.”

2. To analyze the method of Narongrith Tosa-nga in using the image

“Khun In” by constructing a new meaning from the character’s image.
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Research Approaches

1. Narration: to study the components using in meaning construction in the

movie.

2. Film characters: to study the issue of the characters’ meaning

construction in the movie that influences the audiences’ impression.

3. Self of interaction: to study the expression of self through interaction

between the creator and the consumers, who defines the meaning of self together.

4. Cultural capital: to study an important factor that creates an interaction

of individual’s image with strong definition.

5. Popular culture: to study the popular culture in the society which

construct meaning of the created images.

Methodology

In this research, the study was done in the context related to the image of
“Khun In,” which also related to the movie “The Overture,” the screenwriter and
director, and Narongrith Tosa-nga who represented the image “Khun In” in its
interaction area. The researcher has reviewed the researches and approaches that were
relevant to this study and collected field data by observation, participant observation,
interview, and in-depth interview. The interview was done with IttisoontornVichailak,
the screenwriter and director of “The Overture,” and Narongrith Tosa-nga. The
researcher was permitted to record the conversation using MP3 recorder. Moreover,
the researcher has gone to the concerts of Narongrith Tosa-nga to observe his image of
“Khun In” on the stage, and his private life when he was not “Khun In.” The data from
the observation was used in the explanation of his representation of the image “Khun

In.”
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Results and Discussion

The research revealed that, the theme of “The Overture” was the struggling
against obstacles; in the story, it was the Ranad-Ek competition between the
protagonist, Sorn, and the main antagonist, Khun In. There were many events that
helped create the image of the character Khun In as an active character. He was
frightening and represented the great power which the protagonist had to overcome.
The personality of Khun In was solemn. He spoke in short sentences but embedded
with strength and power. The darkness in the character was represented with black
cloth. Black magic played a part in the music competition.The music of Khun In was
powerful and fierce, and it became the symbol which always haunted the protagonist.
Moreover, there were many visual and audio symbols in the movie that emphasized
the frightening and powerful image of Khun In to the audiences, such as the scene of
flame consuming a wok, the sound of a child crying, the sound of the chicken being
chopped on the chopping block, the scene of the protagonist staggering into a narrow
alley following the sound of Ranad-Ek, and the scene of the flame burning a Ranad-Ek
trough resonator.

Nevertheless, another image of Khun In was also represented in the movie,
as a passive character, in the later part of the story. This happened after he witnessed
Sorn’shigh-speed performance in Ranad-Ek, causinghis arms’ muscles to be tensed
and cannot play his Ranad-Ek to counter Sorn. After Khun In was defeated in the
competition, Sorn approached him to apologize for his offense behavior. Khun In
approved of Sorn’s skill in Ranad-Ek and asked him to maintain Thai classical music.
This represented another image of Khun In, that he truly had music in his heart as he
learned to accept the other’s skill. Moreover, Khun In became an important person and
the respected one for Sorn; he became his “mentor” whom Sorn had to be grateful to
him. This was represented in the scene when Sorn was looking at the picture of Khun
In which was hung on the altar in his house.

The image of Khun In was created and strongly impressed in the
audiences’ mind, even though most of his roles were presented in a negative way. The
character was outstanding from the use of symbols, such as the darkness, tone of
voice, eyes expressions, and the sound of Ranad-Ek. These symbols impressed and

haunted in the protagonist’s mind. With these, Khun In became one of the important
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characters that the audiences remembered as a powerful character; he was the hardest
obstacle that the protagonist had to overcome. It was exciting for the audiences to
watch how the protagonist overcame the problem. This phenomenon can reflect the
popular culture, in which people prefer to consume the format of information over the
actual content. The audiences remembered Khun In along with the image of a skilled
Ranad-Ek player who was aggressive and frightening. With this, Narongrith can use
the character Khun In and adapt it to be his image of “Khun In” in the front stage
performance.

The image “Khun In” of Narongrith Tosa-nga was created from the image
of the character Khun In in “The Overture.” It was the combination between the
physical features of the character, a skilled Ranad-Ek player who was bald with beard
and mustache, and the original cultural capital in Thai classical music which was
inherited from his family. Narongrith was born in a family of a famous Thai classical
musician, Supot Tosa-nga. He was a teacher to many generations of apprentices. His
features are unique and different from the other Thai classical musicians, and he also
makes the addition to his image by wearing sunglasses and black Mandarin collar
shirt. Narongrith viewed these as his “logo” of Khun In which people remembered,
and this cannot be easily changed except in some contexts,in which some features are
adapted to respond to the customers’ need. Moreover, the image “Khun In” also
referred to his music performance in a changing society; his music is contemporary
and can be consumed by many groups of consumers through various kinds of
productions and presentation, such as music albums, comic pocket books, or in the
events. This is the combination between Thai culture and popular culture; it is the
attempt to create the image that represents “contemporary Thai classical music” which
most people in the society acknowledge.

The image “Khun In” was also a unique image in the society that
influenced by popular culture. Narongrith did not use the image “Khun In” in his
private time or with close friends and relatives. The image “Khun In” was an identity
specified for some situations, in which its meaning was constructed by the ones who
interacted in the area and together they defined the image of Narongrith as “Khun In.”
This also reflects the representation of the image on the “unacquaint” area; its meaning

was acknowledged publicly and the consumers did not know his true self; it can be
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called the emptiness of interaction in the society. Moreover, the image “Khun In” was
flexible in various contexts according to the conditions. So the image “Khun In”
cannot be created individually by his own desire, but it included profits, markets, the
demand of consumers, and the individual’s income, in order to maintain the image and
its meaning.

Moreover, Narongrith Tosa-nga emphasized his identity through the music
which was familiar to people after the launch of “The Overture,” which is “Jeen Tok
Mai,” and he used this song as his personal song when presenting “Khun In” in many
places. It can be seen that the image “Khun In” was struggling to survive in the
popular culture, in which there is always the need for new things. Narongrith still
maintained his market share in the field of contemporary Thai music which he has
been doing for many years. These reasons encouraged “Khun In” to become the
symbol of “contemporary Thai classical music” that can gain the market share in the
field of Thai music from the other producers in the market. People in the society had
to think of him when referring to Thai classical music. This also reflects the adaptation
of Thai classical music to the popular culture.

In the popular culture, everything is changing rapidly. The information is
abundant and people in the society can choose to accept or deny it. Beauty and
aesthetics cannot last long as they are quickly created and declined, and it depends on
what most people and mass media choose to accept. The uniqueness that appears on
the media helps keep the society to become alive. The media is an important factor in
presenting to us about “what to consume.” The information on the media is abundant
and it is chosen by the society. The image that appears on the media, such as
television, radio, newspapers, or communication devices becomes an important
symbol which can clearly describe the society of popular culture.

The creation of images in the mass media which most people consume
their meaning results in the construction of reality in their thought and idea.Sometimes
these images also create discourse which can be considered the knowledge power
which we believe without condition, such as the images of leading actors/actresses,
villains, comedians, and even the image “Khun In” of Narongrith Tosa-nga that
represents the skilled Thai classical musician who is well-known in the society. These

things can construct our knowledge relating to those images, and we always think of
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the individuals who represent those referring images. Apart from the image creation in
order to impress in people’s mind, it has the share in the meaning construction and
monopolizes the power in negotiation. Nevertheless, these images are created in the
context of popular culture, which can be changed according to the popularity in the
society, so it is necessary that the owners of the images have to struggle in this change
to create a new wave of popularity, otherwise the images will not be able to work and
will be declined from the society finally. So the image of individual in the context of
popular culture is not fixed, but they are struggling, flexible, changing, and there is

always more than one meaning in themselves.
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