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wng's brush of el oguence

Qoi Kok Chuen

HE'S one of the best trilinguists, exceptionally fluent in spoken and
witten English, Mandarin and Bahasa Ml aysia. Yet, for nany years, Dr
wing Seng Tong has found the brush mightier and nore nmeani ngful than the
pen.

Sone woul d remenber having seen Wng acting as interpreter during Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad's historic 1993 visit of China.

In art circles, Wng, 64, is highly respected as an excellent organiser
of art events for the Ml aysian Watercol our Organisation, but this does
not detract from him being an acconplished watercol ourist.

A conparative late-starter, Wong has nade astoni shing progress,
conbi ni ng verve and dextrous handling of the highly elusive nedium in the
two decades since he made his debut in the Rasa 82 nultidisciplinary
exhi bi tion.

He was doi ng panoranic | andscapes in acrylic-cumwatercolours with his
wet - on-wet technique, in the 1982 group exhibition held at Universit
Kebangsaan Mal aysi a where he was teachi ng.

This initiation notivated the self-taught artist to further concentrate
on exploring the wonders of brushworks, mxing colours and keeping a fluid
bal ance.

Proof of his growing nmaturity lies in the colourful daubs and |ines.

Whet her they were the rarefied vistas of Cameron Highlands or the
wi ndswept coasts of Pangkor or Bachok in Kelantan, Wng has captured the
essence of these |andscapes with aplonb, evoking the nobods and changi ng
col ours.

And in the |ast decade, Wng has al so honed his portraiture skills,
especially through the MAMJO s painting expeditions abroad - in Sweden,
India and Brazil - where he diligently sketched the vignettes of people he
met there - in restaurants, rest-stops and at receptions.

This ritual of experiencing firsthand the fleeting inmages, nuances of
light and the infinite spectrum of colours of street scenes has had a
prof ound effect on his oeuvre.

"I have |oved painting since ny primary school days. | wanted to be an
artist," he said.

This anbition was nurtured during his secondary school days in Tel uk
Intan where he was encouraged by an art teacher M Lee. Like nbst aspiring
artists in the early 1960s, he had wanted to pursue his anbition at the
Nanyang Acadeny of Fine Arts in Singapore

But when his elder brother died suddenly at a very young age, he becane
responsible for the famly, and so, a career in art was out of the
guestion as it was considered sonething precarious then

So Wng sat for his H gher School Certificate exam nation, trained at
the Language Institute, got a double degree in Malay studies at University
of Malaya (1967-69) and later his nmaster's in Malay literature (1972-73),
taught briefly in his birthplace, Kanpar, and Sekol ah Datuk Abdul Razak in
Tanjung Malim before he joined UKM as a | ecturer

But Wong kept on painting and drawi ng whenever he coul d.

When he was studying for his PhD in conparative literature specialising
in East Asian literature at the University of Wsconsin, in the US, in
1975-78, he took up several art courses and spent copious hours poring
over art nmanuals and books in the university's library, and visiting
exhi bitions.



wing infused the Ml aysian Watercol our Society with a new sense of
direction and purpose when he was elected its secretary in 1983. He
brought in a host of new sponsors |ike Selangor Pewter, Standard Chartered
and MBf, which hel ped defray the organising costs of its hugely successful
annual exhibition.

It was when the Australian H gh Commission lent its foyer space in Kuala
Lunpur to the annual show.

"These exhibitions had a positive effect on Mal aysian art as nore people
started to collect them" recalled Wng.

"We also started having conpetitions anong the nenbers by giving out
awards. But painting for a conpetition had a negative effect and we
decided to scrap it after a few years.”

Under his stewardship, the MA5 al so took part in the Asian
Wat er col ouri sts Confederation exhibition in Taipeh, Taiwan, in 1987, and
even hosted the AWC show in 1988.

Wwng was AWC secretary-general for two terns, in 1989-91 and 1994- 96.

There was a fallout anong sonme nenbers after the 1987 MAS show, and the
MAS folded in 1990. One group later fornmed the Contenporary Mal aysian
Wat ercol ori sts Associ ation.

In 1992, Wng's group formed the MAD, with Whng as chai rman.

Asked how the MAD is so well-organi sed, Wng says he believes in
teamwrk and that everyone has to pull his weight.

Wong took optional retirenent in 1993, and becane a senior research
fellow at Nanyang Technol ogical University in Singapore in 1993-96.

He al so hel ped draft the nmental arithnetic and art curriculum for his
wi fe's Acadenie Inspire in Petaling Jaya.

It was around this tine that Wng pi oneered exhibitions cum painting
expedi tions abroad starting with the 1997 Ml aysi an Landscapes exhibition
at the Malno Kunstruseet in Malnmo in Sweden, which was followed by a
sout h-to-north painting odyssey fromVik to Uppsal a.

The expedition was greatly facilitated by a MAD nenber and friend, Datuk
S. K. Choo, who was the anbassador in Sweden.

In 2001, MAD nenbers took on the sights of India, with an itinerary
enconpassi ng New Del hi, Agra, Jaipur, Joelikot/Nainital. Again, Choo
hel ped with the groundwork for the trip to this fascinating country.

And | ast year, the MAD staged an exhibition in Sao Paul o, Brazil, but
with only two menbers, including Wong, attending because of the
prohibitive costs involved.

Wng is again heading a delegation of five MAD nenbers in this year's
over seas show dubbed Col ours of Ml aysia: Amman 2003, at the Jordan
National Gallery of Fine Arts from Sept 17, where 65 works from 19 nenbers
will be shown.

wing's works for the Amman show are based on his trips to Kel antan and
Ter engganu where he captured the lifestyles and pastinmes of the
fisherfol k, and the quai nt perahu of Bachok.

The exhibition was originally scheduled for April, but had to be
post poned because of the war on Iraq.

Joi ning the Jordanian painting expedition this tinme around are Mansor
Ghazal li, Cheah Yew Sai k, Cheung Pooi Yip and Sharifah Zuriah A jeffri.
Mansor and Cheah were in the India expedition, while Zuriah joined only
the Mal no sector of the Swedi sh painting narathon.
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