03/ 10/ 1999
Artists find a honme in Conlay col ony

Ooi Kok Chuen
AHVAD Shukri Elias has found his ideal honme at last after drifting for
years w thout a place to paint and show his works.

The open-si ded wakaf hutnent which he shares with another artist is
everyt hing he has ever dreaned about - a studio cumgallery in a sprawing
natural setting am dst an artist's conmunity.

That's the Artist Colony in the Crafts Cultural Conplex at Jal an Conl ay
- Kual a Lunpur's increasingly popular cultural hub where one can get a
sanpling of contenporary art practices, various craft traditions,
traditional performances and nusic, and with good Malay food to boot - at
its own cafetaria or the nearby Restoran Sri Mel ayu

The hutrment is one of nine in three distinct clusters, with its quaint
three-tiered roof and overhanging foliated wooden eaves. It is rented out
to artists at a nonminal rate, for themto use as studi o space and gallery.

The brainchild of Second Fi nance M ni ster and Entrepreneur Devel opnent
M ni st er Datuk Miustapa Mhaned, the project is showi ng signs of success
two years after its soft opening in July 1996.

Intime and with better accessibility and well-orchestrated pronotions,
it should get as popul ar as Kuala Lunpur's Central Market, with its happy
m x of commerce and culture

The hutnments, in clusters of three, are naned after flowers. Shukri
shares his |l ot with Mohamed Zaki Zakaria at Galeri Melor.

The others have Yusof "Gajah' Ismail and Adi Patra at Galeri Tanjung,
and Shanmsuddin and Sit Eng Sim the only non-Malay artist there, at Galeri
Mel ati .

In nearby clusters are Gl eri Anggerik (Maanor Jantan and Nizar), Galeri
Kenanga (Kamaruddin Talib and Johari Alias), and Galeri Dahlia, with the
highly versatile Zainurin “Ajis' Mhamad and Harris Ri but, whose matronly
Botero-like figures have becone his instant signatures.

Separated by a long fountain trough and |i nked by cobbl est one pat hways
is the other cluster which is nearer the road and the four main buil dings
housi ng export-quality craft materials and fashi on wear.

They are Galeri Mawar (Baharuddin and Amir), Galeri Teratai (Zuzila Zain
and Nor hashima), and Gal eri Cenpaka (Sabri Sall eh and Kanal).

Nestl ed in Kuala Lumpur's Gol den Triangle of posh hotels and
entertai nment belt and with the i nposing Petronas Twin Towers |ike a grand
sentinel, the conplex is suitably poised as a nust-go, mnust-see touri st
stop, what nore with its oasis anbi ence of fountains, palmtrees, well-
mani cured | awns and shrubbery.

For Shukri, the place is Godsend. \When he gets fed up of painting, he
goes back into the groove of wood-carving.

"Sabri's not doing it so often now, so | mght as well," he says,
referring to the highly-acconplished wood scul ptor Tengku Sabri |brahi m
who is now nore into installation art.

Shukri's painting repertoire is made up of drab-1ooking, primtive,
nmor phol ogi cal images - now | ess angst-ridden and | ess ghoul i sh sonewhat
t han, say, a decade ago

There are al so his Found-and-Fabricated hangi ng plants with natural or
artificial stunps as support, which he sells to help defray the overheads.

It's hard to imagine that this former fine arts graduate (1986) with the
then Mara Institute of Technology is still painting and painting though
his art is not selling well... partly because of the seam er psychol ogi ca



dept hs of hunman deprivations that he Iikes to go into.

Shukri, once with the Centrestage artistic group, had even run a gallery
in Taman Tun Dr Ismail and taught for a while (at |1 TM and Li nkokwi ng
Institute of Creative Technol ogy) until two years ago.

Qbvi ously, he couldn't have been happier. Though, with his long frizzy
hai r snaking down to his chest, he could well be m staken for a Mat Rocker
of a heavy-netal band. Good thing Datuk Mohaned Rahmat is not in charge
anynore, otherw se Shukri would be “gam -ned for sure.

You can see that the resident artists are enjoying thensel ves
thoroughly. Wien no visitors are in sight and weather permtting, the
artists would get together for a game of sepak raga or tidy up their
allotted 18x18-feet prem ses and the i rmedi at e surroundi ngs.

They will also help | ook after one another's place when the occupants
have to go somewhere else for a while, or lend a tube of paint or two
during creative upsurges. Wat is nost binding is the sharing of
experiences and techni ques anmong one anot her.

Such is the spirit of co-operation recalling that of the now defunct
artist's commune, Anak Alam of the 1970s.

Still, Ajis once had his hutment broken into, but he had the
consolation, if at all, that the thief was a “cultured one, ignoring his
cassette-recorder and stealing a 20x30i ns pai nting which had trenendous
sentinental value for him

The painting, part of his marine |ife series, was done during a
traumatic period when he had to nip over to Tawakal Hospital occasionally
to check on his father who was warded there. His father eventually died of
lung cancer and the fanmly faced a double tragedy with the death of his
younger brother later.

Wil e the subject was on corals, Enperor angel fish, dansel fish, batfish
and shoal s of jackfish, it proved therapeutic to him as he recalled the
creatures, the nood, the textures, and the nunbing silence when diving
sone 80 to 100 metres bel ow the water surface

Ajis, 34, is a qualified and experi enced di ver who takes his own
under wat er phot ography. Wien he pai nts barracudas or | eatherback giant
turtles, he has seen themupclose, and it's not purely frominagi nati on or
gl ossy phot ogr aphs.

He coul d get cl ose approximations of certain unique colours, partly
because of his patience and glazing skills and instincts. H s work stands
for fine details, straining his eyes and concentration fromtriple-zero
brushes to even the micro-mnute 10-zero brushes!

His reputation as a portrait artist is also well known, having done
conmmi ssi ons by businessnmen on Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad.

But his nost nmenorable “portraits' are those nonochronmatic “silver-
gelatin-like' paintings of rural children with their nenek or tok,
soneti nes enj oyi ng sone traditional pastines.

Once spurned by ITM Ajis is proof of gift and grit. His father was at
first sceptical that he could nake a lucrative living fromart as the
first few years were those of trenmendous hardship.

Equally talented is his hutment mate, Harris Ribut - a self-taught
artist who has switched with effortl ess ease and just as great success
fromgraphic designer/art director to sub-editor (with a Bahasa daily),
before he decided, virtually out of the blue, to go into painting.

At 48, Harris Ri but woul d have been regarded as a |late starter. Already
good in portraiture (as attested by his Self-Portrait shown in the Aku '99
exhibition at Galeri Petronas recently), he nmakes wel | -endowed wonen | ook
ni nbl e and charm ng, with their runbling volum nous forns defying the | aws
of gravity and art.
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