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Living arts on fabled island

Ooi Kok Chuen

THE di fference i s not noticeable. If he hadn't told ne, | woul dn't have
noticed - a lighter Datuk | brahi mHussein, by a good 5kg, which he clainmed
to have shed recently. Al that running around to get sponsors and
attending to the nitty-gritty for his pet project - the Langkaw
International Festival of Arts (Lifa) - nust have taken its toll

But really, he's such an effervescent little dynano, even for his
advanci ng 64 years, that you know that "Ib", as he is nmore fondly known,
will pull through - and, with flying col ours sonehow, despite the odds, or
in spite of them

Ib, after all, was the inpresario of two Club Mediterranee Asian Arts
Festivals - in Bali, Indonesia, and in Cherating, Pahang - several years
ago.

He's back at his Bukit Pantai home i n Kual a Lunpur, for a whirlw nd
sponsorship bout, while his wife Simnans things at the other end in his
museum i n Langkawi .

It's been 1 1/2 years since | last nmet him at his museumfoundation
sanctuary named after himin Datai, in the southwesternlittoral fringe of
Langkawi in what is perhaps one of the nobst ong (auspici ous) snatches of
I and on that fabled island.

A nuseumin-the-rainforest overl ooking the Andaman Sea, with the Gunung
Maci ncang backdrop, a mountain naturally rich in Tongkat Ali (Gew a
urbel | at a) and where hornbills and eagl es soar and nbnkeys and nousedeer
roam On the seaside, cavorting dol phins have been sighted with otters and
shoal s of pl ankt on.

A living conbi nation of art and nature that's Godsend.

In the nuseumproper, a white pristine pasillade anong verdant greenery,
all his paintings done between 1987 and 1998 were on the walls of the
16, 000 square feet of built-up space of available infrastructure - the
first time his works are on public viewlocally since his 1986
Retrospective at the National Art Gallery (then at Jal an Hi shamudin, in
Kual a Lumpur).

Wth the deadline to the big day, Oct 26, fast dimnishing, Ib has hit
over-drive to get sponsorships for some of the big-nane participants and
al so the | ocal conponent for this truly "global village" festival of the
new m | | ennium - a uni que cel ebrati on and fusion of artistic excellence,
inspiration and creati ve expressions.

There are 200 foreign partici pants who wi ||l be com ng under the aegis of
t he Rome-based Caschi Bi anchi Europa Foundati on (Wite Hel mets Europe
Foundation), which is co-organising the event with the I brahi mHussein
Museum and Cul tural Foundation (1 HMCF).

There wi || be painters, scul ptors, nusicians, poets, dancers, designers
and ot her "Beautiful People" - glitterati the |ikes of which Langkawi has
never seen before.

Those who have confirmed to date include

Bar ef oot fl anenco dancer La Chunga and virtuoso guitarist Paco Prada;
Mexi can scul ptor Sebastian; French |ight-and-sound specialist Theirry
Vi de; Thail and's fl anboyant Thawan Duchanee; Japan's Yoshi o Ki t ayama and
Masao Yoshinmura; Ingrid S. Santamaria, whose nusic foundation in the
Phi | i ppi nes runs two children's orchestra and hersel f a concert pianist;
Hong Kong' s architect/desi gner Taoho, t he one who desi gned t he SAR fl ag;

Indian artists Sri Ramesh Bisht, Shri Shal Choyal and Suj eet Choyal ;



Macau artist Carlos Marreiros; photographer Princess Hohenl of; Mexican
actress Monserrat Lopez Merino; antiquarian Lorenzo Stiges; and Syl vestre
Verger, the man who conmi ssi oned about 40 artists to paint on the Berlin
Wal | and owns the collection of the fragnents.

Al 'so coning is the world-famus Thang Long Water Puppet Theatre of
Vi et nam

On the local front, there will be the Penang-born/ Rone-based
installation artist Peter Lim and Japanese-born conceptual artist Hitori
Nakayama, and Machi ko Nakayana.

"Locally, maybe | can invite a theatre group to performthree short
pl ays, 10 contenporary artists, and sone dancers,"” says Ib, the festival
director who will al so have to oversee other things |Iike food,
acconmodati on, security, transport, Custons and inm gration (interms of
equi pment and i n case of "unrecogni sed” political affiliations).

Al ready, he has the support of hotels there, who to date, have pl edged
70 roons for 12 nights, with sonme throw ng i n breakfasts and cockt ai |
receptions. Ghers include offers of yachts and boats, Venus art
materi al s, and Langkawi marble (the remants).

There will be pre-publicity in places like Italy, where the Rone-based
Tel eMonte-Carlo will air a segnent about the museum withits witer
Andrea Pancani writing about it in his newspaper col ums.

Neuronet, the host of Ib's website i hncf.org, will al so be updating
ongoi ng events during the festival, making it a "virtual festival" for the
w red worl d.

Hs mnd teens with ideas, and his high standards is a lesson in
vi si onary pl anni ng.

Al ready, he has nock-ups of posters with the shell-inspired | ogo of the
festival (done for gratis by our own adverti sing guru Dat uk Johan Ariff),
t he banners, nane tags, invitation cards and st andees.

The Langkawi Devel opnent Authority (Lada) will help out in expertise and
| ogi stics.

Efforts by Ib to get sonme of the fell ow awardees of the Crystal Award,
best owed by the Worl d Econonic Forum in 1997, and ot hers who have pl edged
wor ks for his nuseumli ke the Dani sh desi gner Per Arnol di, were not
fruitful because of the short notice.

But with Lifa planned on a biennial basis and to alternate with the
Langkawi I nternational Maritime and Airshow (LI MA), Ib's confident of
stellar fare the next tinme around as well.

What's on paper prom ses to be an expl osive catal yst of creative
conmbustion. There wi |l be workshops, studios, performances, exhibitions,
poetry recitals, short theatre pl ays.

"Wor ks done during the festival will be donated to the nuseum As it is
a public trust foundation, this means that whatever is donated bel ongs to
every Mal aysi an.”

It will not be all art and no play for the "guests". Indeed, as arti sts,
they are not expected to come up with anything during the festival itself,
t hough the congregation of people excellent in various disciplines could
spark some creative nerves.

Participants can followthe 1.5kmrainforest trail fromthe nmuseum
reaching up to the hill sunmt and down to t he nangrove swanps with a
hel pful fun guide created by artist Jaafar Taib, who is better known for
his spectacul ar bird paintings, and his Gla-G|a nagazi ne hunour.

There will also be a nenorabl e eco-tour by boat - first to a place where
peopl e made charcoal in a nud-kiln several hundred years ago, and where
they coul d have spring water.

"The tour includes atrip to Pulau Dengli nearby. At 7.30pmsharp,
flying foxes will swarmthe island, and at 7.45pm they (the foxes) wll



fly off invarious directions to forage for food. It's a sight to behold
to see their silhouette in the sunset.

"On the way back, you can see shoal s of plankton in the water near the
nmuseum bay. "

The finale on Nov 4 will be a beach party at Tanjung Rhu to be organi sed
by Cub Med, who will be flying some GOs (guest officers) fromPhuket for
the event.

It will also be the official opening of the nuseumby Prime M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad, who on Dec 11, 1992, | aunched the project
at the KL Hilton. Wrk on the nuseumstarted only in Decenber 1997, with
the "first phase" of infrastructure conpleted a year |ater.

Since then, a serpentine path of cenent sl abs with crude inscriptions by
I b has been set up | eading to a bungal ow pronmontory, which will be the
core of a proposed cultural community centre, with chalets for artists
doi ng resi dency programmes.

Though Ib has laid off his canvas for the |l ast five nonths because of
his commtnent to the festival project, he says: "The festival is part of
the reality of the nuseum the dreamof getting the place, in creating a
living arts centre."

And then, not in bravado but |ike a statement of fact, his parting shot:

"I have a feeling that this will be nore interesting than Bali." You'd
better believe him
For details on the festival, e-mail ibhussein@ hncf.org, or call 04-

9594669, or fax: 04-9594670.
( END)
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