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An artistwith rapier-shorp perception, a creative craftsman of surpising artpictures and

sculptures, a philosopher with the brutotity of a sledgehommer upon the inanities of mindless

foshions ond politics, o poetwith the saving grace of moking his spectators see beyond the

' quick and the shallow to the essential beauty of things and ideas - that artist is Askondor

Ilnglehrt.

He first cought my attention with his classicol collages d'epicting themes that speak of atl

times and places ond atl things that challenge the human spirit. 1ne detects the dichotomy of

L.eonardo Da Vinci's everlasting pursuits with the passing fancies of Elvis PresLey's rock'n 16ll

age. 0ne alwoys senses the teasing and taunting finger of Askandar writing his sotiicol

messoge in his pointings and which having written, writes on. His sculptures are no less

eccentri c o n d scato lo gi co l.

Now in his latest pursuit, the painting of his unorthodox visions on top of and metomorphos-

ing torn-out mogazine poges of printed commercials, Askondar is having o lot of fun (despite

the angst of his feetings) producing artworks that are, first of all, veritable visual delights in

the strictest art-grophic regime of line, brushstroke, colour and design.

Pictures and paintings flow out with unceasing ease .and abondon yet eoch is a work of art

albeit in different categories of depth ond quolity.

I get artistically traumatised by his Soutine-style showing of btood and guts and visceral

' configurations. He changes lipstick-drags into blood-drips ond ioins male and female models

in his magazine cutouts into one thick and sticky mass of paint in woys rother reminiscent

ofthe psychotic ort of Francis Bacon. His Kabuki series in strong reds and blocks and yellow-

greys showtheftashing sword andthe ninja perspectives ond poses of thefeared swordsman.

Is Askandor trying to cut and slash oway all pretensions of modern society with one-two

swordstrokes of his calligrophic bush?

Itis not all slosh and 0nger. The artistis sardonic attimes, allowing magazine models

and mannequins to retain only their shapely legs which emergefrom maelstroms of riotous

colours obscuring their faces, busts, hips ond fashions. He leaves a bit of dignity for his

victims to cover their shame. At times, he enters the field of eroticism, hinting cleorly at

virginal and phallic imoges.

But best of otl and which I like most, is his series of grey-white paintings presenting wide-

open incluttered fietds blanketed by snow or mist, singing of eternity. And somewhere in such

a field, a focus, 0 centre, a humble face or creoture or symbol appeors, saying, look at me,

I am somebody, I am something significant, I om small and alone, butl om important.

And thatis Askandor's philosophy, his poetry. John Lee Joo-For, A.R.C.A.(London)
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Askandar UngLehrtwas born in Weingarten, Germanyin

1,943. FoLtowing severaIyears of French Literary studies atthe

Sorbonne in Paris, he emerged with a post-doctorate in 1972,

having focussed on the surreaLism of Jean Arp. Shortly after,

he gained a postteaching French and German at Universiti

Sains Malaysia, Penang, and has remained in Malaysia since.

In the Late 1.97 0's, Askandar UngLehrt made his first forays into

art. Rejecting the traditions of easeL-painting, and without

formaI training, he has worked with different processes of

making art, of manipu[ating images, using coLtage on originaL

paintings and images, constructions made of found and

coil"ected objects, photomontage, and most recently, painting

over mag azine print. His working method is integraI to the

phiLosophy of his art, which for him is a process of transform-

ing fami[iar and prosaic images into food for thought, to

broaden the scope of our vision . Pictures with a Past expLores

the many ways in which the artist uses the history ofimages

to create fresh perspectives. Through visuaI paradox and

incongruity he opens up questions of culturaLidentity, moraI

ambiguity, the g[amorisation of modern [ife, the myth of

beauty and power, the objectives of art, Life and death, the

precariousness of history itseLf. In other cases, the isolation

and repetition or magnification of certain images re-inforce

an awareness of a relevant visuaI object. As an artist, he is

armed with a handLe on surrea[ism and its understanding of

images as psychoLogicaI keys, and with a personaL history of

[iving with change and difference, as weL[ as pecuLiarLy broad

contemporary and historicaLframes of reference. In the

contextof Mataysian art, this makes him a [ittLe of a'magpie-

eclectic. but his contribution to the picturing of Mataysia and

beyond shouLd not go on unappreciated"

Much of his coLl.age work is concerned with the potentiaL

comedy of "East Meets West" and other cuLturaLvariations,

the improbabiLity of expressing different cultures together.

Askandar uses oLd l.andscapes of Malaysia (of the sort painted

for tourists in the ear:Lier decades of this century) and brings

them aLive wjth incongruous characters.So, for examp[e,

Europe's beauty queen Mona Lisa comes to the jungl.e with

Leonardo in tow in 5h e Went outin Search of 100L Smiles

(1989). The strangeness of this visitimmediateLy distracts

us from any preconception of Mona Lisa's beauty or the

romantic savagery of the [andscape because it is the meeting

of the two which is most compeLLing. Mona Lisa is cut out from

her originaL setting which hangs uncomfortabty to the right,

and stares pLacidl"y out from under the paLms as if posing

for a photograph whiLe her maker watches from behind his

frame Like a ghostLy Banquo. Timeand distance and civi[isa-

tions are compressed to create a fascinating and subtly farcicaL

scenario which, through bathos, throws our perspective and

forces us to search into the histories suggested by the different

images and their "meeti ng" . ALL sorts of questions spring to

min d -" How do we face ideas of civilised beauty (Renaissance)

with those of savage beauty (Romanticism)7" , "What do

European cultural heroes and movements have to do with

making art in MaLaysi d?" , 'What if Mona Lisa had been

engendered in the East?".

ELsewhere, on a more contemporary Level,The Great

Malaysian Sunset (1,989) offers a popu[arist a Lternative to

Red za Piyadasa's seminaI deconstruction of The Great

Malaysian Landscape (1,97 2).Here, a succession of identicaI

postcards of a beach scene are depicted in a cardboard grid,

fading with the sun as you read downwards. Anyone famiLiar

wjth those much-Loved ViewMaster toys of the 1970's wiLL

recognise this viewing technique from chjLdhood. Anyone

wouLd recognise also the grim head of Darth Vader at the bot-

tom issuing his Little warning against servitude to the VIDE0.

As amusing as this composition may seem, it strikes as much

of a chord as the painting it refers back to, it is as strong and as

true a critique of the way we and others picture MaLaysia"

0ne of the great diLemmas of Malaysian art has been the

nation's reLuctance to recognise its visuaL history, of images

recognised and Loved or hated by atL which can act as

interpretative keys and Lin ks for the viewer. The way in which

Askandar uses the same sort of idyllic MaLaysian Landscape

in his col"Lages is his way of expressing his despair at this

apparent Lack ofimagination and his way of subverting it is to

paste on images that are reaL and fami[iar. So characters from

television and the movies as shown in MaLaysia - Superman,

Ultraman, King Kong, [ocaL 60's movie stars, and aLso beauty

pageants and post-coLoniaLtourists make up the cast against

romantic peninsuLar coasts and jungles. These are aLLimages

with their own cuLturaL history brut which are aLso pertinent

to the MaLaysian experience - imported, appropriated and

inftuentiaI on generations of LocaLyouth. More so, p€rhaps,,

than our idylLic Landscapes. The effect of these rude

compositions is to make us [augh atthe incongruity of the

combination of images that we are famiLiar with, and aLso to

depress us with their bana[ity.



2 The co[Lages are a revelatory aspect of Askandar's art. Because

the artist is working with cut out and paste on images, ffidde up

of differenttextures and coLour quaLities, the differentimages

are clearly defined and the viewer can ctearly see the working

process ofthe transformation. 0ne can see the pieces coming

together, their inconsistency, providing endless readings into

each image and their re[ation to the whoLe picture. They have

a crudeness and spontaneity to match their subject. Working

with photomontage, the images are arranged and then

photographed as a piece. The resu[t is c[oser to a finished and

whol.e integrated image, literaLLy glossed over. It is with his

photomontages and photo-coL[ages that Askandar's more

refined aesthetic sense comes across most clear[y. These can

be divided into two quite separate groups - photomontages

made in and around 1983, which for convenience we may ca[L

his "surrea[" photomontages, and the East Coost Kaleidoscope

Series(1988).

If Askandar's co[[ages are spent debunking meLodrama and

cLiche by probing its funny and ugLy side to reveaI a busy and

bewil.dering world of dispLaced fami[iars, his "SurreaL"

photomontages rnostly tend towards a rnore deLicate sense of

irony and the bi zarre. I caLL these works "SurreaL" because they

foLLow to some extent the European Surrea[ist tradition,

putting together random objects in a separate internaI reaLm,

a dream[ike tandscape where the images are deepLy codified.

Indeed many of the pieces pLay with images from SurreaList

paintings. With one or two exceptions, he veers away from

contemporariness and LocaLisation and chooses what may be

regarded as more universaL or more historic or more Literary

symbots" These works Look closeLy atthe workings of nature

and science, ideas of History, ideas of Art, ideas of Beauty, the

spirituaLand psychoLogicaL distances in [andscape, death and

the macabre. Figures from ancient and EuroBean history Loom

in empty Landscapes, grand and irreLevant, Lost; a pair of hands

perform surgery on a puLsing heart at the foot ofan ancient

steps that lead up into a vanishing point in a map cf the stars.

Askandar aLso examines how random images may relate in

forma[, poetic terms in this [andscape of the mind so that, for

instance, an earLobe witL appear against the Length of a sand

dune, the foLds of the ear echoing the contours of sand, the

ho[Low echoing a concavity in the dune. These photomontages

are se[dom seen but they show the artist at his most eerie and

poetic, probing far, far into the worLd of remembered images.

In contrast, the East Coast Kaleidoscope series is the most weL[-

known of Askandar's work but quite surprising in that context.

It derives from a series of photographs taken by the artistin

1,97 8 of Ke[antanese perahu boats as part of a friend's project

on the subject. Ten years later, he decided to create something

new out of these photographs and the detai[s of the boats.

He began to reproduce detai[s of the photographs and to paste

them into symmetricaI compositions, d sort of "photo-

co[l.a ge" .It is worth quoting the artist's own description of the

p ro cess at Le n gth :

"I started manipulating my originaI photographs by producing

mirrorimages, a technique which not on[y gives emphasis

to forms and coLours through symmetricaI repetition, but also

confers to the new image a character of harmonious comp[ete-

ness whereby the part becomes the who[e and the decorative

element is changed into a substance."

(East Coast Kaleidoscopes, Rupa Gallery, Kua[a Lumpur, 1988)

By isoLating and manipuLating the decorative work of the

perahu, he magnifies our awareness ofthe beauty ofthis

aspect of locaL aesthetics "which ironicaL[y does not seem to

enjoy much popuLar appreciation anymore". WhiLe his coLLages

and photo-montages work from a coLlection of images and the

way they re[ate, here Askandar works and re-works a singLe

image, distorting perspective thnough muLtipLication rather

than diversification. It is a core phase in an artist's search for

beauty in the image, and here, he finds it in an uniqueLy

Malaysian image.

In Askandar's most recent work, Where he paints in various

media over commerciaLs and text from mag azines, the artist

takes another approach again to transforming fami[iar images.

The mostimpuLsjve of his methods, and thus mostimmediately

expressive, he uses the spontaneity of the brushstroke to

subvert and bring aLive the object in the originaI image. 0ften

the image is a[most totaLl.y obscured, save for a vague outline,

an inch of revealed text. These are acts of iconoclasm, destroy-

ing the comp[acent, glossy pictures of semi-c[ad females, the

house and garden, ideat beach hotidays, the edified perfect

gift advertisements. And from the ashes rises something quite

new, sometimes a commentary on the originaL subject, as

in A Perfect Dress for Evenings where the faces of the mode[s

are pu[[ed ugl"y by paint but the dress stays intact, but more

often than not something altogether different appears.

Quite abstract, poetic compositions sudden[y swamp the page;

[andscapes are created from the b[an k space on the page;

objects metamorphose into figures, figures into objects.

Lee Joo-For, in his Foreword, has written eLoquently and with

detaiL on the striking effect of these works on the viewer.

ALL the images are complete[y open to interpretation, just as



the artist himseLf LiberaLLy re-interprets the original. foim

of the image. He is carefuLwith his titles for these works,

using this verbaI pLoy to nudge but not push the viewer into

re-framing the work in a certain perspective.

These latest of his works go furthest in cha[[enging our formaI

perception of images. They use the technique of abstraction

in a new and questioning way. Even though seeming random,

or because of this randomness, they cha[l.enge the stasis of

pictures in their formaI and conceptuat aspect. The artist gives

the picture a new history, sometimes so detracted from the

originaI that the mind has to work very deeply to grasp the

connection. Further than this, the viewer too is invited to

bring meaning to what they see. This is neither abstract nor

representationaI art. Like a[[ of Askandar's work, this is a

lessonin howto see.

Beverly Yong
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East Coast Kaleidoscope fr42

1 988

Ph oto-co L[age

69x42cm

2

East Coast Kaleidoscope #2

1 988

Ph oto-co LLage

38x54cm 7
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1

Mataysia/Wortd -

The Great Rehearsal

19 90

CoLlage on anonymous

pai nti n g

46x 66 cm

2

Icarus

1,99 4

Construction (mixed media)

30x40cm

3

You're Not Alone in Malaysia

1990

CoLLage on anonymous

pai nti n g

30 x 50 cm

4

As I was Passing

1,992

CoLLage on anonymous

painting

46x66cm
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7

Memorial

1,995

Acrylic on ma gazine'print

19 x 30.5 cm

2

Aquarius

1,995

Mixed media on mag azine print

30x40cm

4

Geomancers Consutting

Each Other

1,995

AcryLic on ma gazine print

31x 23 cm

5

The Last Confession

1,996 .fP

Acrylic on magazine print

28x23 cm

4

3

The Phantom of Liberty

1,995

AcryLic on ma gazine print

28 x 42.5 cm

6

Woman with a Past

1,99 6

AcryLic on ma gazine print

30 x 23 cm

7

The Agony of Ecstasy

1,995

Acrylic on magazine print

25x23cm

8

Reflections

1,995

Acrylic on mag azine print

L9 x L9 cm
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B Askandar Unglehrt

The Artist as A Young Man

199 6

AcryLic on ma gazine print
27 x 21,cm

Born

1.943 Weingarten, West Germany (permanent[y residentin Mataysia)

Educati on

1,966-72 Studies in French Language and Literature, Paris

1,972 Sorbonne University, Paris (Ph.D.)

Post-doctorate thesis: "The Poetic Works ofJean Arp in the French Language -

a Contribution to the Study of Surrea[ism"

Exhibiti ons

1.984 0ne-man show, Ga[[eryWochenb[att, Ravensburg, WestGermany

1985 LehrerseminarSolothurn,Switzer[and

Caf6 am Markt, Bad Waldsee, West Germany

Galtery Forum, Niirnberg, West Germany

1986 Open ArtShow, NationaIArtGa[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

Retrospective art exhibition, Penang State Museum & Gatlery

Sp o ce, Gr oup Exhibiti on, N ation a I Art Ga [tery, Kua [a Lum pur

1,987 Inspirosi'82 Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang

l[taro'87, Australian High Commission. Kuata Lumpur

1988 0pen Show, NationaIArtGa[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

Utara'88, Penang State Museum and Ga[[ery

EastCoostKaleidoscope, one-man show, Rupa Ga[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

Open art exhibition, Balai Seni Lukis, Kota Bharu, Ke[antan

1989 1pen ArtShow, NationaI Art Ga[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

EastCoast Koleidoscope, one-man show, USM Off-Centre Ga[[ery, Penang

l)tara'89, Menara Maybarik, Kuata Lumpur

1990 )pen ArtShow, NationaIArtGatlery, Kuata Lumpur

Group exhibition at 55, Beach Street, Penang

lLtoro'90, Penang State Museum and Ga[[ery

5th ASEAN InternotionoL Art Exhibition, Nationa I Art Ga ltery, Kua [a Lu m p u r

7gg7 Artiscamp Internotionol, Penang State Museum and Ga[[ery

Inspirasi 90/91, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang

7pen ArtShow, NationaIArt Ga[[ery. Kua[a Lumpur

Heod ond Skulls - the head in humon culture, Muzium Negara, Kua[a Lumpur

Framing Wor, Creative Centre, NationaI Art Gattery, Kuata Lumpur

7992 2nd ASEAN TravelLing Exhibition of Painting, Photography & Children's Art,

ASEAN countries

Bangowan Solo Sekali SekoLa - An lJnusual Art Exhibition by 9 Artists from

P u sot Sen i Art Co m m u niti, lJ niversiti S ai n s M o Loy si a, Menara Mayba n k,

Kua[a Lumpur

7995 Pqinton Print,Petronas Gatlery, Kuata Lumpur

Dr. Askandar Ung[ehrt has been a [ecturerin French and German at Universiti Sains

Mataysia, Penang since 1972. He is a se[f-taught artist.
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She Went Out in Search of 1001 Smiles
1 989

CoLlage on anonymous painting
69x42cm
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22 B Jalarr Tarnan l]-'fhant tel: 60 i] - 215 1262

(Entrance at 10 Jaian Madge) fax' 60 :l - 24,5 12611

55000 Ku ala L unlpur r.w.illie @ ;,o 1lnrtril. asiacurt ncot. ct) rn .rlly

Malavsia http:l/wwu..asiaconnect.conl"rrlr/vrlri11'1

1st lrloor, 17 lalan 'feltrx.i Il tol: 60 :J - 281 2;J1t',

Bartgsar Baru

591 00 I(uala lrurrlf)ur

M a1ar.si et

Southeast Asiun Patnttngs & Works oJ'Art

T'his exhibition will be opened by

Antares aka Kit I-,eee. u.riter,

orr 17th October 1997, and will errd on 31 st October' 1997

Curated liy Beverly \1orrg.


