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Dr Who i ndeed

By Shannon Teoh

FOR three decades, Lat has captured the lighter side of Dr M H s spot-on
observati ons have now been conpiled into Dr. Wo?!, which, says SHANNON
TECH, suns up the essence of the cartoonist and the former premer.

THE gentle irony of Dr. Who?! is vintage Lat - who, after all, would not
recogni se the forner prine mnister?

But in yet anot her masterstroke, Datuk Mohd Nor Khalid' s cover
illustration has captured the essence of Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad as an
ordinary citizen.

It shows a scene at a | ocal narket, where a bunch of shoppers can
scarcely believe that Dr Mahathir hinmself is choosing vegetabl es just
behi nd t hem

The tagline, Capturing the life and tinmes of a Leader in cartoons..
refers to the fornmer prine mnister; however, it mght just as well refer
to the cartoonist hinself - a "leader in cartoons".

Lat's work has al ways been an incisive commentary on the tines with
regards to Malaysian life.

Fromthe Scenes of Ml aysian Life series published in the New Straits
Times that usually focuses on current sociopolitical noods, to his
nostal gi c and evocative com c novel, Kanpung Boy, his vast body of work
never fails to provide insights into our community.

Coi ncidentally, for the past three decades or so, Dr Mahathir's role in
politics - mainly as prine nminister - has made hi man i nescapabl e part of
Mal aysian life.

And so this biographical work by the bel oved cartoonist, on arguably the
nmost fanous Mal aysian premer, invariably covers a nuch w der spectrum

Dr. Wio?! is for the nost part chronol ogical, beginning with Dr Mas a
funky Education Mnister with a nenorabl e pair of sideburns, and rounding
up with his retirement frompolitics.

Visually, one can see that Lat's caricatures of Dr Mahathir have becone
progressively nore economical in |ine.

In the early days, Lat struggled with the stern lips, eyebrows and hair.
But he eventually settled on the gl asses and nose, the two features which
are unm stakably Dr Mahathir.

The use of the recogni sable conbined with the bizarre allows for Lat's
take on Dr Mahathir - and local politics by extension - to be critical but
al ways | i ght - heart ed.

In one such cartoon, Dr Mahathir et al are seen visiting parlianmentary
constituents and hel ping with household chores in an effort to secure
votes: a scene that's ridiculous to the point of side-splitting hurmour
but not without some sense of truth.

At the height of the Constitutional Amendnent issue in 1988, Lat drew a
cartoon depicting the then prinme mnister's gardener giving himadvice on
the real situation in Ml aysia.

That piece in particular is a vivid illustration of how Lat has never
shi ed away from juxtaposing the plebeian with the highest office in
Gover nment .

It can be said, however, that in the case of Dr Mahathir, this is not so
difficult. Hs policies, ranging from"Look East" to the fanmous punch-
card, have constantly served as a rem nder to the higher-ups to retain a
sel f-honesty that is synonynous with the average Ml aysi an.

And while his over-achieving attitude was apparent for all to see, his



everyday manneri snms nade hi mseem | ess superhunan.

News on TV always had himpractically slouching in his chair and
sporting a "kanpung" accent and vocab. This was Dr Mahathir as Everyman,
and so, he has beconme a shoe-in for a supporting role in random jokes on
Mal aysi a.

Otentinmes, Lat appears to incorporate Dr Mahathir into a cartoon rather
than maki ng hi mthe centrepi ece. The effect is that of the good doctor
being in the wong place at the wong tine.

One of the cartoons on the then tallest flagpole in the world, which
stands in Merdeka Square in Kual a Lunmpur, has himseeking treatnment for a
stiff neck fromadmring it. That two-panel cartoon uses just under 20
words - verbose by Lat's standards. He is a firmbeliever of brevity being
the soul of wit and sonme of the cartoons use no words at all.

At just under 150 pages, one wonders if the word count nanages to even
doubl e that of this article.

Lat has been throughout his career, an anbassador of Ml aysian art, Dr
Mahat hir, an anbassador of the Ml aysi an peopl e.

Dr. Who?! is a poetic culmnation of both their lives.

* The witer can be contacted at shannon@st.com ny
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