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Baubl es of riotous col ours

Qoi Kok Chuen

| F stones washed up on a beach could talk, they would sing arias about a
journey through the aeons and across the seven seas... and probably of
bursting into a rai nbow of abstract colours, patterns and anbi guous
shapes, of ninutae |andscapes and clasping shadowy figures, courtesy of

| b.

For the past two years, Datuk |brahim Hussein, popularly known as Ib
has given new life to these unheral ded stones washed ashore near his Pasir
Tengkorak nuseumin Langkawi, transformng theminto gilt-edged "baubl es".

A gifted artist with a Mdas Touch, |Ib has worked his signature nagic
onto the polished surfaces of the beached stones.

H s slender acrylic-di pped brushes have gl ossed over the dull natura
ochres with Versace-like gaiety, as if dressing themup for a Venetian
masquerade ball. At tines, he will add an inconspicuously thin |ayer of
coloured paper, duly painted over and varni shed, for added tactile
quality.

These creations are paintings in their own right, but with the novelty
of a medium only circunscribed by surface, size and shape. Qtherw se, the
sane alacrity and expressionistic joy of working on |larger canvases are
t here.

"The joy of creating designs on stones is different, but the approach is
simlar to the one | would adopt when painting on canvas... the
aesthetics, the design, the conposition

"Only the concentration is on a smaller and nore uneven surface. It's
spont aneous, there's no preconceived notion, not even of colours,” he
adds, fingering each painted stone as if it were an exquisite gem and
reliving the joy and passion of the creative process.

"I was not working on any particular theme. | believe that a great work
of art is not created by chance nor is it planned."

Round, distended, or oval and with subtle contours, the stones are the
equi val ent of a shaped canvas.

The stones could be as old as the sea, broken over time and attrition
into tiny fragnents and washed ashore, to be stranded on Langkaw 's Dat ai
seafront where IDb's al abaster-white nuseum stands.

They woul d have been subnerged a netre deep until exposed by the
receding tides, to be stringently selected by Sim Ib's wife and nuse, the
way one woul d pick choice apples in an orchard.

Ib plans to sell his posse of "Rock Art", which contains nearly 200
pi eces, en bloc in a nedia event to raise funds for the genera
mai nt enance of his nuseum Excess funds will go towards organising
activities and even a festival, on a scale of the nuseum sponsored and
organi sed first Langkawi International Arts Festival (Lifa) in 2000, which
al so marked the nuseum s official opening by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohanad.

Bei ng based in the salubrious surrounds of his w ndswept museum
precincts these past few years seens to have done Ib, virtually the "Peter
Pan" of Malaysian Art, the world of good.

At 66, he cuts a cheerful figure, with a still-boyish grin and lusty
| augh and a feel-good zest for life
Hs is a truly beautiful life in nore ways than one. A life that is an

art itself - Sim who has always been with him his lovely daughter Alia,
with her brilliant academ c credentials; a dream architectural centrepiece



in affluent Bukit Pantai and a plush London pad in Portobello; his unique
museumin-the-rainforest in Langkawi, and fame and fortune beyond the
dreans of many artists.

His lucky star has shone fromthe day he enrolled at the Nanyang Acadeny
of Fine Arts in Singapore, which led to a scholarship to Byam Shaw,

Engl and, then the tripartite show with Andy Warhol and Sal vador Dali in
Kuwait in 1977, and several other exhibitions around the world

He was recently conferred his third datukship, unprecedented for an
artist, this tinme by Sultan Sharafuddin Idris Shah of Sel angor

The truth is, Ib is nmore than just an extraordinary artist. He's a
visionary. Of canvas, he can be renarkably organised, albeit with
superl ative support from Sim who can just be as creative with her hands as
with her mnd.

Besides Lifa, Ib has organised (with great success) two Cub
Mediterranee arts festivals - in Cherating (Pahang) and Nusa Dua (Bali
I ndonesia). Stones are not his only alternative canvases. He has | avi shed
his attention, with equal verve and vitality, on tree stunps, branches,
gi ant papier mache "Easter eggs", T-shirts, clay urns, a surfboard, an
enpty tennis-ball container, and even a |large dried-out pea-pod with seeds
still inside.

Besides his "Rock Art,"” Ib has also been caught up in the clash of
civilisations unleashed by the horrendous Septenber 11, 2001, destruction
of the New York World Trade Center.

Dubbed his "9-11" series, onepainted on surfboard has US President
George Bush Jr garbed in belligerent Ranbo gear, remniniscent of the
cinemati c hero's one-man denolition of Afghanistan, ready with a "first
strike" war against so-called terrorism

In another work, the attack on the bastion of the American free world
and enterprise is synbolised by the fall of Superman, with America's
favourite com cbook hero depicted plumeting to earth in a tailspin. A
group of children is shown in the bottom panel, sniggering fatuously,
oblivious to the real TV tragedy that changed the world overnight.

"Throughout ny life, when sonething like this (9-11) happens, | react
first to record the event. This tragedy happened during nmy lifetinme, but
it doesn't mean that | ampro this or that, or am an activist.

"My works give different nessages to different people w thout nme having
to work out the nmessage nyself," he says.

There is so nmuch antagonismin the world today, and Ib, as an artist - a
Muslim one at that - feels that he can play a role in healing the wounds,
through his art.

His works are developed fromthe context of a tolerant nulti-racia
envi ronnent where the different ethnic groups celebrate their diversity as
much as their commonality.

There is yet another slew of new works, 11 bl ack-and-white 5x5ft
canvases of coalescing human forns and tunbling figures in el egant
callisthenics. The free strokes portend nore than just human forms and
hints of novenents in everyday life

"From just human forns, they get into the soul. Wth so many problens in
the world, it's as if we are asking ourselves whether we are taking enough
time to exam ne our own inner being."

Ib can do four or five such pieces at one go, first |loosely defining the
shapes and contours with his energetic and vibrant l|ines, and then going
along with the flow

In a way, it's his way of getting away from the human tragedy of epic
proportions precipitated by 9-11, where his works cel ebrate once again the
joy of living and the bounteous joy of Nature - the inimtable Ib way.
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