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handiwirman
oil on linen
2008
200 x 145 cm
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suwage
oil on linen
2008
2OO x 145 cm
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eko
oil on linen
2009
200 x 145 cm
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ugo
oil on linen
2008
200 x 145 cm

'x#. x "1ffi



.3\'





putu
oil on Iinen
2009
200 x 145 cm
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yunizar
oil on Iinen
2008
200 x 145 cm
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arahmaiani
oil on linen
2009
200 x 145 cm

-





na$run
oil on linen
2009
2OO x 145 cm
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rudi
oil on Iinen
2009
20O x 145 cm







dipo andy
oil on linen
2009
200 x 145 cm
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yusra
oil on linen
2009
200 x 145 cm
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masriadi
oil on linen
2009
200x145cm
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by $irmmm Soon

Kow Leong Kiang has come a long way from his painterly studies of rural life in the East Coast

of Malaysia. Many of his early works manifest a nostalgic drive to capture the idyllic world of the

Malay kampung. lts bustling market scene and the unhurried life of local denizens are poignantly

rendered, unspoiled by the demands of modern day living. At times, this also translates to more

formidable socio-political narratives such as his 'Mr. Foreign Speeulator, Stop Damaging Our

Country', a painting, which won him the Grand Prize at the Philip Morris ASEAN Art Awards in 1998'

Often his art is an attempt at bridging the divide between him and his subiects' lt seems that

painting is a subjective means to confront this distance and gap, which allows him to explore

what is culturally different from his middle-class Chinese Malaysian upbringing' and in turn

rewards him with an empathetic knowledge of people who live with different values, convictions

and histories.

Throughout the years, Kow is slowly drawn towards a practice that is largely focused on

portraiture. This turn began surreptitiously in his 2003 solo exhibition titled 'Floating World"

Here the background details of his paintings are kept to a minimum; the focus is instead placed

on solitary figures that emerge from their hazy backdrops, surfacing as floating transient forms

basked in a glowing wash of tender hues. This process of paring down altows the figurative

form to materialise through the monumental silence of its backdrop. lt has also encouraged

him to emphasise the human figure as a subiect that best illustrates his personal curiosity and

openness towards the ctltural other.

However, it was in 'silent Conversation', his next solo exhibition, that he began to look at

portraiture in earnest and the conceptual position behind using photography as an image

mediator. Employing the technique of photo collage and digital manipulation, he was to rework

a new possibility of encountering his sole subject - the gadis Me,layu, or the Malay girl - in each

and every of his painting in this series. Because this fictive girl is stripped of her original context

and identity through digital means, she is eventually invested with new meanings in Kow's

paintings, suggesting that perhaps otherness is often a speetral aspect of our imagination. Very

often this is a process of talking to ourselves, forming an image that is within an internal timeless

space. Furthermore, Kow demonstrates an understanding of the 'exoticism' associated with

such images and has used the process of digital manipulation to highlight the fictional quality

of an ideal embodied in an archetypal figure.

The concept of the other was again extended outwards in his next exhibition in 2007, titled 'Other

People'. Having spent 60 days in Vermont, United States in 2004 as a Freeman Foundation Asian

Art Fellow, Kow allowed for an interval of two years before returning to reflect on this crucial

period of exposure and exchange. This temporal lapse is important for it has allowed Kow to

register his response to his subiects through the filter of time. The hazy wash that dramatises

the tension between a figure either receding or emerging from our vision illustrates memory

as active exercise of remembering that is often less than concrete. Our remembrance of other

people is very much layered by feelings that have accumulated through the years.

Armrxmd "$ume ***ffi,

Kow arrived in Jogiakarta on a residency programme by Valentine Willie Fine Art. ffimw$rtg sp*$.*t

the ensuing months living within its vibrant a*ists community, he then took on the formidable

project of capturing the lively and communal atmosphere of its art scene in a series of portraits

on seminal contemporary artists living in Jogjakarta.

There is a kind of warmth to this series with Kow responding perceptively to his immediate

surrounding and people, painting artists who live a bike's ride away from his studio, meeting

them at exhibition openings every other week and calling in on them at their studio to simply

santai. or chill out, Agus Suwage, Arahmaini, Jumaldi Alfi, Angki Purbandono, Eko Nugroho'

Jgo Untoro, Handiwirman Saputra, Putu Sutawiiaya, and many other household names not only

:,ecaTne f ast f riends but atso iconic subiects of Kow's new body of work under the virtuosity of

^ s:'*sr',,.,'ork



What Kow has addressed in this series is the possibility of portraiture as a painting genre,

working around some of the challenges posed by a mediated su Often

the renders a rnuch flatter perception af the subiect.

Levity is fu*her achieved from his experimentation with cotour and the texture of the paint'

through which Kow has succeeded in bringing to life a more subieetive expression of these

fellow arti*. Suwage, Rudi, Arahmaiani, and Handiwirman express the quiet vivaciousness

of these artists in the blooming hues of red that spread across the canvas, refusing to contain

themselves within their defined form. They contrast the sobriety and solemnity of more

traditional-style portraits, conveying the animated optimism that Kow has observed as one of

the most distinctive characteristic of a*ists working in Jogiakarta'

At times, the fine line between art and life is intentionally blurred and dissolved. S Ieddytakes
after the artist's penchant towards messiy assautts on his canvas, his hair burst in a fiame of
blue, suggesting the gestural process of painting that is closely identified with his personality'

A green-faeed Eko teasingly references the artist's personal fondness for illustrating Martian'

like subjects in his works. Putu, almost clown-like, receives a messy scrawl of paint on his left
cheek, alluding to a latent energy that drives his paintings of abstract figurative bodies charged

with an electric vigour.

Yet perhaps one of the most complex works is a painting of Ugo with downcast eyes, deep in

rumination. The possibility of expressing the emanating qualities of a painted subiect is taken

to a new level of formal play. Here the artists pockmarked complexion becomes the all over

texture that covers the surface of the canvas. The brooding image of the artist is not contained

within his human form; it becomes an aura field that distinguishes and asserts his presence'

lf 'Jogja Constellation' reads like an iconography of contemporary artists in Jogiakarta, it goes

unsaid that an element of canonisation could be inferred from the proiect. But rather than

asking whether if it is a fitting representation of Jogiakarta's ereative ssene, the subiective

choice of painting these artists to represent an artistic milieu perhaps reflects more on what the

Malaysian art seene lacks, the communal ties, the creative resilience and the competitive spirit
that define the varying practices that made up Jogiakarta's close-knitted art scene.

By turns funny, poignant, mischievous and lyrical, 'Jogia Constellation' affirms Kow's inimitable

status as Malaysial foremost figurative painter.
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Kerw i-eong Xiang teiah beranlak lauh dari studi proses peiukisan yang pene.lh warna tentang

kehiCupan desa d[ $resisir firxun lMalaysia. $ebagian besar dari karya-kaql* awalnya dengam

ielas rnenampilkan eiesa[<an ncsta]gia untuk rnanangkap gambsran desa MeXayu yang

p*rmai. $u*sana paser yfing sibuk dan kehidr*gran penghunlnya yang tak pernat"l tergesa

ditarnpifka* dengan s&*d*, tak terusik o]eh tuntutan kehldupan rnoder*n" Seringkali, hal ini

iuga diterjemalrkan rnenladl auatu narasi sosial-politik yang lebih rrenyentak, seperti karyar':ya,

'Tuan $pekulam Aslng, {3erl'lenti{ah fvlerusa,{ f,legerl Xarnl' *ebtlah ]ukisan, yang rnenjadlkannya

peffleneng Grand Prixe dalarx enug*rah Fhillip fvl*rris &,SEAN Art tahun 1998.

Kerapkall karyanya adalah sebuafi upaya untuk n'lenlembatani perbedeen *ntara dirinya

dan subyeknya. T*mpaknya lukisan adalall sebuah alat srxbyektif untuk berhadapan'dengan
jar*k dan rcntang inl, yang rn*mungkink*nxya rneni*lajahi apa ya*g $ec&ra budaya berbeda

d*ngan pernbawaan Cina *lalaysia kalas menengahnya. [n! pxla yang membenikanr:ya sebuatt

pengetahurar: sarat crngrati n:engenai orans-oraa$ y*ng hidup dalanr nilai, kepereayaan dan

sej*rah bsrbeda.

$elarna beberapa tahun belekansan !ni, Kow secara perlehen tertarik ke ar*h sebuah praktek

yang sebmgian besar berpusat par*a luklsam Botrett. Keeenderungan ie'li bermula seeara

sernbuny!-sernirunyi daNarn parneran tunggalnya pada talrun 2&03 yang b*daiuk 'Floafirg Werrfd'

{&unia yang Mengambang). Si *ini d*tail latar lukisan-lukisannya dibuat *erninirn rnungkltt;

fokus iustru diarahkan pada fig*r tunggal yang rnuneul dari iatar warilanya yang kabun, hadir

sebagai bentuk ,rang rler|qambar:g dan tirclbul tenggelam, terBnpar dalam basuhan t/tarna

lcrnbut yang berkilauan. Proses per:gelupasan i*i mernungkinka* bentuk figunatif untuk ta:r:pll

m*lalu! kebisuan rnpnurnental latarnya. l'lal ini jixga rrrer:dorsngnye untuk m*nekankan figur
rn*musia sebagci sebua!"r subyek yilns msnggembarkan dengan set?purna rasa keingintahuan
pribadlnya dan keterbukaar:nya terhadap k*budayaen lain.

Flamsn elemlkian, adalah pac$a parxsran trxngg*lnya yan$ berikut, bertajuk '$ifenf Conversafion'

iPereakapan Sumyi), *a rnulai mendalerni iukisan potret dan posisi konseptual di balik
pengglr&aan fo{ografi sebagai penghurbung citra. Dengan rnenggunakan teknik penggabungan

foto dan manipulasi diqitel, ia *lengerjakan ulang sebuah kemumgkinan har* untuk b*rhadapan

denga* su&yek utarnanya, gadis &leiayu, pada setkxp klkisen dalarn seri tereebut" Karena gadi*

k!:ayaNan ini eliremggut dari komteks dan idcntitas aslinya melalui sarana eligltal, pada akf,irnya

lukisan-luki*an k*rya Kow rneRaRantk*n sejumlalr rnekna baru dalarn peneKraan*ya, s*olah

rnenguxuf kam irahwa b*rangkali keterbadaan scringkali n'lenupakan esp**k dar* sebuah spektn*m

irnajinasi kita. SeringkaNi i*i adalaFr sebuah pro$es u*tuk bereakap-cakap dangan c{iri sendiri,

membentuk garnbare*n yang l"redir dalam sebualr ruang i*tcnma! yamg abadi. ?*rl*b!h, Kow

r:endemonstrasikan sebuah ;r*rnahar*an ekan eksotisme ysns d*kaitkan dcngan gannbcra;:

ssrupa" la telah r*enggumakan pro$e$ rnanipulasi digital untuh *renyorotl kualitas fiksi dari ideal

yang diwujudkan dalarx figur arketipe.

Konsep liyan sekali l*gi ditawarkam dengan terang-terangan dalarr pamerari berikutnya pada

tahun 9007, yang berludul 'Other PeopJe' (Orang Liyan). Setelah rnenghabiskan 60 hari di

Vermo'nt, Amerike $erikat pada talrun 2004 *ebagai searang Freeman Foundation ,e,sian Art

Fetlow, Kow rnenyediakan jeda selama dua tal'lun sebelurn kembali untuk merenungkan
periode penting pertukaran dan pembelajaran ini. Lornpatan sementara inl penting karena telah

mernungklnkan Kow untuk me*eamturnkan tangsapannya pada subyeknya rneiaNul saringan

waktu. Basuhar: warrra yang rnendrarnatieir tegangan antara sebuah figur baik yarrg timbul atau

tenggelam dari visi kita rnenggarnbarkan ingatan sebagai aebuah latil'lan aktif untuk rnengingat
yang seringkali tidak cukup nyata. Ingatan kita akan onang lain dilapisi ole!'l p*rasaan yang

terkumpui selama bertahun-tahun.
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Fine Art. Setelah nrenglrabiskan bulan-bulan berikultnya tinggal dalarn korcunltas ser:i yang

semarak, ia kemudian memililr untuk rnernulal sebual'l proyek lrans berupaya menangkap

atrncsfer kornunal ser'narak iingkungan kesenlan itu dalasr sebuah seri potret selumlatr senim*an

konternporer terkcrnuka yang tinggal di "logiaka*a"

Ada scrnaeatn ras& hangat dalam s*rl ini karena Kow cepat tanggap peda llngkungan dam

oramg-&rans dl sekitarnya, pan* pelukis yens rnenetap l'lanya heborapa kayuhen s*poda dari

tenrpatnya tinggal, yang dilumpainya di berbagai per*rhu&<aan pcmrera$ h*rnpir setiap rnlnggu

dan kerap dia kr:niungi di studio rxasing-rnasi*g untuk sekedar senta!, atau nongkromg. Agus

.$uwage, Arahmaiani, Jumaidi Atfi, Agrgkl Frabandonc, Eko Nugroho, U$r: Llntoro, l"l*ndiwirrnan

$aputra, Putu $utawilaya, dan seiun:lah narna lainnya tidak hanya se$era iadi kaw*n akrabmya,

tap! iuga sr,.*byek serupa ikon dalarvl karya baru Kaw diberrvah keslahiran Sur*tsn kuasnya.

Ap* yang ditampilkan oleh Kow dalam seri ini adaiaFr ker*umgkin*n karya pgtret sebagai sebuah

{:;j .fr,#rT't,'fi#ri*?i;}t ti*q#ii:tr'i i:t'*yr,*xt:g,ffi trfrf{,{.!4t{3

teceriean dicapai iebih iaulr rnel*lui wcrns dan tckstur cat yar:g menrungkinkan Kow

rnenghidupkan suatu ekspres! yamg lebih subyektif dari b*berap* ser"liman b*rikut 1n1' Agus'

Rudi, Yani dan H*ndiwirrnan meng*kspresikan keterlangam seniman*s*niman ini dalann rona

nreralr nnerekah yang n"lenyebcr di pernrukaan karlv*$, rnexolak untuk tetep lrerada d*lam

ber:tuk yang telah nrensiefinisikan rnerek*. *ni b**olak belakang dengan kesunggul'la* den

keten*ngan dalam g*ya lulkls potret yang *ebih tradisional, mernindahken anirnasi cptirnisrne

yang te*ah ditelusuri cleh Ksw sebagai satu dari selumlah karaKerlstik yang paling rner:onlol

deri senirxan*eeniman yang bekeria di 3ogiakarta.

Kerapkaii, garis tlpis antara s*ni r*an kehidupar: deng*n sengaia dikaburkan atau dileburkan.

Pctret $. Teddy t*iwarnei kecenderi.,nsa!"* *ang s*nir:ran yens rnengacak-acak kanva*nya,

ranrbutnya berwarna biru rneny*l*-nyala, ntenur:jukl<a* prssse Serak tubtlh dalam lukisan lratlg

dengen rnudalr blsa diidentikkan dengan kepribadianny**. Eko yang benr*aiah hilau dengam

penurh l'lur*nr man*aeu pada kegemaran prlbadi senirnan itu untuk nrembuat subyek d*ngan

penggambararr $Eiup& makhluk dari &{*rs dalam $<arya-karyanya' Futu, nyaris sep*rti b*dui'
n'lenerirna Soresan eat yang a*ak-acakan di pipi kirinya! mengacu pada sebuah energl laten

yerlg mens*rnperl lukisan-lukisan abstrak Sguratif-*"rya *ehingga rnengandung s*mangat

antusias yang nremyengat.

tr{anrun barangka}i, satu yans pa8img rurnlt diartara sarnua karyamya adalah lukisan l3go nre}ihat

ke bawah, te*ggelam dalarn renr.lngan" Ken":ungkinan unturk n'lengekspre*ikan aura subtrl*k

yang efigambar dibawa rnenulu tingkatan permalnan yang baru" Oi*ini waiah sang semirman

yans penilh bereak rnenladi l<eseluruhan tekstur yang menutupi perr*urkaan kanvas' eitra sang

senirxan yang *enantiasa penuh pemlklran tidak dinrasukkan dalafift bcntuk manusiawinya; ia

meniadi aejrs yang rn*mbe**kan keh*dlr*nmya.
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