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SUPER rich Mal aysi ans should I ock in sonme | egacy to the country. G ve
back, tangibly, to enrich, perpetuate and devel op our arts, and our own
people. At one tinme, in the go-go days before the 1997 Asian econonic
firestorm Ml aysia was at the height of exciting changes so rem ni scent
of Anerica in the 1950s, when the Rockefellers, CGettys, Guggenhei ns,
Mel | ons hel ped transformthe United States froma cultural desert into an
oasi s.

In KL, mega-projects had been realised and others were coni ng on-stream
W now have the RWD billion Kuala Lumpur International Airport in Sepang,
alight rail systemthat links the greater part of the Federal Capital
with the suburbs, and the new Federal administrative centre, Putrajaya.

A new crene of jet-owning corporate tycoons, purpose-built national and
private-foundati on museuns and theatres under construction, the Miultimedi a
Super Corridor that would | eapfrog Malaysia into the Third M I enni um
So nmuch energy and ent husiasmin Ml aysi ans.

But the econom c contagi on that ravaged Asia's new weal th had destroyed
many a fortune and even upset the New Economic Policy fornbook.

There is so much for us to do: to research our roots, re-invent
our sel ves.

In Mal aysi an art devel opnent, after 44 years of |ndependence, we can
| ook back on the individuals, local institutions and Forei gn Governnent
agenci es, which had hel ped to create our raw tal ents.

These include the British Council, Goethe-lInstitut, Australian H gh
Conmi ssion, Alliance Francai se and Japan Foundation, which provi ded space,
exposure, programres and exchanges |i ke schol arshi ps, grants and awards,
to groomtal ented Mal aysians in the formative years, and even today.

O'ten, such support is individual-driven.

The British Council's WIlliamEnslie, Goethe's Hans Sal |l mann (1937-92)
and Cerhard Engel ki ng, Australian H gh Comm ssion's Neil Manton and Chris
Freeman, AF' s Jean Francoi s Lebranch and Chri stophe Arnaud (info attache),
Japan' s Mot okat su Wat anabe and Kazuo Endo, anong t hem

While the British link goes back a | ong way, the incredible network
right to the grassroots is with Australia, where the cultural intercourse
changed dramatically with Gough Whitlam s turnaround fromthe "Wite
Australia xenophobia in 1973, and especially fromthe 1980s when a nyri ad
of programmres started reaching out to Sout h-east Asia.

The Australian Cultural Awards for prom nent Mal aysi ans; the biennial
Artists Regi onal Exchange (ARX) started in 1987 (now defunct); the
Canberra School of Art artist-in-residency (Wng Hoy Cheong and Redza
Pi yadasa); and the Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contenporary Art at the
Queensl and Art Gallery in Brisbane in 1993, 1996 and 1999; the Adel ai de
Arts Festival; and Asialink

The Sout h-east Asian Textiles exhibition, and the 1991 International Art
Conference on Moderni st and Post-Mdernist Art in Asia, were | andmark
events, both held in Canberra.

Mant on, now 61, did nuch when he was the AHC s consul and counsell or
(adm nistration) in Kuala Lunpur in 1985-87, and actively pronotes
Mal aysi an art in Canberra, and in his capacity as consultant and
conmpetition judge.

In art, people-to-people relationship between Mal aysia and Australia is
excellent, and the traffic i s now nore two-way.



The artist's residency programes at the Mara Institute of Technol ogy,
Gal eri Petronas (Brian Ash and currently Mchelin Lee), and the Nationa
Art Gallery (Lisa Roet) all have artists fromAustralial

Ri mbun Dahan, the one-year residency programe started by Hijjas and
Angel a Kasturi for Australian-Ml aysian artists since 1994, offers a
uni que experience of focused creative enterprise in a salubrious
sanctuary.

Li ke Hijjas and Angel a, Engel king, the current Goethe director, opened
his residence at Jal an Hul u Kel ang on weekends to exhi bitions, alternating
bet ween Mal aysi an and Gernman arti sts.

Hi s predecessor, Sallmann, in Kuala Lunmpur from 1984 to May 1990,
organi sed a successful tour for Ml aysian art in Germany. Sall nan al so co-
founded the Suria String Quartet and Concert Ensenble with Wnni e Cheah-
Limin 1985.

The Japan Foundation (Kokusai Koryu Kikin) established its Kual a Lumpur
link in Cctober 1989, and set up the Japan Cultural Centre in 1992.

It started the Japan Festival in Kuala Lunmpur in 1993, with nmenorable
per f ormances on kabuki and Medea (1992).

Japan's biggest contribution was her five-billion yen (then US$24
mllion) donation in 1976 for the Asean Coci (conmittee on culture and
information) to run a series of programes geared towards "the creation of
an Asean identity and community."

On the art aspect, there's the Asean Synposi um and Workshop on
Aest hetics; the Asean Scul pture Square project; the Asean youth (16-25)
wor kshop and exhi bition; the Asean youth scul pture workshop; and the
bi ennial travelling exhibition of Asian paintings, photography and
children's art.

The scul pture square project resulted in 37 nonunmental pieces (including
Ant hony Lau's replacenent for Ariffin Ismail's damaged fi breglass work) in
six Asean capital cities from 1981 to 1990.

The Philip Mrrris Asean Art Award, where the grand finals are alternated
anong participating countries, has been a great inpetus to creating
greater awareness of art trends and inpul ses in the region.

The Fukuoka Art Museum and the Singapore Art Miuseum have contributed to
greater prestige and docunentation of Asian art, with an eye nore for
socially and politically conscious, if "incorrect”, art.

The establishnment of the two najor auction houses, Christie's and
Sot heby's, in Singapore with twice yearly bids for South-east Asian art
points to a cultural repossession of a |legacy |ost through plunder or past
negl ect .

Before the National Art Gallery (NAG was established in 1958, the onus
of co-ordination of art activities was on the Federation Arts Council

Froma RWMR250, 000 gift by Shaw Brothers in 1962 to start the ball rolling
for the building of a permanent NAG the dream of a purpose-built national
gallery was only realised | ast year

Bot h the new NAG buil ding of f Jalan Tun Razak in Kuala Lunmpur and the
| brahi m Hussei n Museum and Cul tural Foundation edifice on a pronmontory in
Langkawi was | aunched | ast year by Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohared.

Dat uk | brahi mused his experience in organising two Asian arts fests
(for CAub Mediterranee) to make his museumthe host of the first Langkaw
International Arts Festival (Lifa).

The NAG had the generosity of Frank Sullivan, Lee Kar Yeow, Datuk Loke
Wan Tho and Australia's John Galvin, who contributed sizeabl e | argesse of
works to its treasure trove in the early years

Sullivan, who was first Prinme Mnister Tunku Abdul Rahman's Press
secretary, also helped set up the NAG supported |l ocal artists at his own



gallery called Samat, and organi sed | arge-scal e exhi bitions at honme and
abroad. He deserves a post hunmous Datukship at |east.

Engli shman Peter Harris, who also set up the Wednesday Art G oup, hel ped
|l ay the foundation of art studies, while American Dol ores Wharton, who was
in Malaysia in 1960 and 1966, had donate her respectable collection of
Mal aysi an art of the 1960s to an Anerican university.

O hers like Datuk P.G Lim Datuk Kington Loo, Azahari Zain, Tan Sri
Kamarul Ariffin, Hijjas Kasturi, Datuk Li mChong Keat, Tan Sri Muibin
Sheppard, Tan Sri Azman Hashimand Tan Sri Zain Azraai were najor
collectors as well as NAG trustees.

Professor WlliamWI|letts greatly augnented the schol arship on Asian
ceramics.

Petronas | eads the way as a true corporate citizen with its unflinching
support for art (and even dance-dranmms |ike Jentayu and Puteri Gunung
Ledang), with its own art space first at Dayabum and then its KLCC
headquarters.

Maybank al so has a dedicated gallery, while Bank Negara has since the
1960s amassed a huge art collection.

Public Bank was the first to have an artist-in-residence (Asa Osman, in
1985-86) and boasts of its own scul pture park, while the then Bank of
Conmrer ce (previously UAB) had Syed Thaj udeen.

In the early years, the Mal ayan Tobacco Conpany (under Peter C aque),
Esso, Shell, Dunlop and Lee Foundati on provi ded the nuch needed funds for
conpetitions and exhibitions.

Foundati ons |i ke Toh Puan Mahani Dainm s Yayasan Seni Berdaftar and the
Koi d Foundati on are now prom nent.

I ndi vi dual s such as Datuk N. Paraneswaran and Dr Tan Chee Khuan have
al so contributed trenendously as collectors and exhi bition organi sers, Dr
Tan al so as publisher, especially his own significant research on pioneer
artists.

Sadly, Dr Tan is winding up his business as his w fe, Khor Siau Bian,
who managed his gallery for 11 years, is undergoing treatnent for
| eukaeni a

Artist Joseph Tan is al so undergoi ng chenot heraphy for throat cancer.

Artists, either on their own or through their associations, also
organi sed exhi bitions overseas to expand their horizon, for research and
net wor ki ng.

The Ml aysi an Wat er col our Organi sation, under Dr Wng Seng Tong, has
enbar ked on successful painting expeditions to Sweden and northern | ndi a.
The Mal aysian Artists Association, then under the | ate Ahmad Khalid Yusof,
had made trips to Taman Negara, Tasik G ni, Bukit Cerakah and Vi et nam

A group of artists | ed by Choong Kam Kow, now the president of the
Mal aysian Institute of Art, actively takes part in the annual Asian
International Art Exhibition circuit, while Yuen Chee Ling has pronoted
regi onal wonmen's art through her exhibition entitled Her Presence in
Col our s.

Hopeful ly, a day will conme when Mal aysia can play benefactor nore than a
recipient, but first a visionary support systemfor artists will have to
be there.

In the new gl obal scenario, it doesn't really natter where one's from -
M chel I e Yeoh, Zang Toi, Jimry Choo, Chen Yi-fei, Jacky Chan, Nam June
Pai k, Arundhati Roy, Gong Li, Zhang Yinou, or Kitaro.

The worl d's everybody's oyster.
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