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0n the front cover of this cataLogue there is a reproduction of

Chai Chang Hwang's powerfuI Rukun Negara. Here, Chairman

Mao meets with Tun Razak, who towers over the Chinese

poLitician. The Rukun Negara is written in Chinese. Both figures

are presented in outline, as if in a broadsheet po[iticaI

cartoon. The painting seems to comment on poLiticaL relations

in Asia, a Malaysian Chinese artist's response to China and

to his own nation here. It begs the question of how we see our

nationaLidentity, in the internationaL media, in the Rukun

Negara recited during chitdhood in our nationaL Language. It is

a striking, important work which deserves to be seen more

often.

The exhibition "Three Young C.ontemporaries" has no theme.

By bringing together the works of th ree young and as yet LittLe

recognized artists, such an exhibition aims merely to provide a

space for artists who have begun to estabLish a distinctive

vision to show their work in a EubstantiaI way. The work of Chai

Chang Hwang, Chuah Chong Yong and HeLen GuekYee Mei is of

particu[ar interest because each artist has grown out of his or

her formal" training, gone pur/,t',e period of disparate styl.istic

experimentation, taking with them.on[y essentiaL ski[[s and the

seeds ofinspiration to pursue their individuaL visions. Because

they have al,Ltrained [ocaLl.y, their visuaI and emotionaL stimuLi

remain by and [arge personaL and Loca[. As painters, their

approach to the canvas and the subject is instinctive rather

than studied, which on[y makes the aesthetic appeaL and power

of their work a L[ the more remarkab[e.

Introducti on

Contemporary art in Malaysia has its champions and its

followers butforthe most partit remains hidden. There often

appears to be a brick wa[[ between younger artists and both

coILectors and the generaL pubLic, though not for want of

understanding.Young MaLaysian art as itis represented here

is not new-fang[ed and opaque or entangl.ed with [ayers of

mdaning, aLthough it is comp[ex, passionate and sometimes

distu rbin g.

Ihere is amp[e accessib[e materiaL for our visuaI digestion in

the works on show. He[en Guek Yee Mei's LyricaI compositions

draw on the universaL themes of romance and famil"y on an

intimate LeveL. Chuah Chong Yong's magnificent portrayal.s of

urban decay bring us somehow closer to the architecture,

development and destruction we see on a daiLy basis. Chai

Chang Hwang's superbLy styled pastiches of Asian magazine

visua[s, signboarding, streetLife, re[igious and politicaL icons

and literary texts tries to make sense of our confusing cuLturaI

heritage and our society. These are images that might usuaL[y

just flash before our eyes, things we take for granted, emotions

we are unab[e to voice or are uncomfortab[e with voicing, and

they are invested with new questions and new meanings by the

a rti st.

Many of MaLaysia's most promising young artists strugg[e for

a response from the publ,ic. Some of them are uneasy with the

commerciaI aspect of sel.Ling art which goes with exhibiting in

the private sector. Such contradictions continue to troubLe

the state of Malaysian art. It is our hope that, in some modest

way, this exhibition wiLL be another step forward towards a

reso lutio n.
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2 Chai Chang Hwang

Love

1,995

0iI on canvas

75 cm x 50 cm

Issues of race and national" identity have been a perpetuaL

feature of MaLaysian art history. Few artists have addressed

these issues and their effects on Asian society as directly and

as successfuLLy as Chai Chang Hwang.

Acknowledging the difficulties of verbaL expression in a

muLti-tinguaI society, Chai Chang Hwang sees his painting as

"visuaL Language". And visua[[y articul.ate he is, channeLing

strong emotionaI responses to society using an impressive

lexicon of images in stytish and imaginative compositions.

Whi[e studying at the MaLaysian Institute of Art, he was tutored

by the infl"uentiaI Wong Hoy Cheong, who has championed

figurative and textuaI art as "more pLebeian, accessib[e and

not so caught up in the reaLm of rarefied aesthetics"' compared

to other popuLar genres Like abstraction in the country.

Figurative painting as socia[l.y reLevant art is raised to new

Levets of sophistication by Chai Chang Hwang. His versatite

treatment of the human form exp[ores the way we see our-

seLves. It appears as politicaI caricature, as scul,ptures frozen

in grey stone, in the pink sensuous flesh we see in gtossy

ma gazines. Peop[e are shown in states of conflict and desire

and fear in boLd configurations. Literary quotations from

Chinese phil"osophers and from MaLaysian poet Samad Said are

painted tike banners overtheimages. Chai Chang Hwang's art

speaks loud and clear to the point of seeming to be propa-

ganda, untiL we real,ise that the inherent contradictions in his

paintings reveaI on[y unanswered questions, not statements.

ALthough his [arger works are his most striking, the artist's

ethos is best encapsulated in the sma[[er Love painting.

Here, religious icons are thrown into the fire, flanked by the

phil.osopher Me Tze's invocation against war and hate. A Last

passionate embrace before the flames is loaded with

ambiguity. Love is humanity's Last salvation, but Love as

mutuaL respect, not desire.

Upon meeting, Chai Chang Hwang is modest and unassuming,

l"ike many artists of his generation. His art, however, revea[s

an anger and confusion which demands attention.

' Wong Hoy Cheong in an interview with Krishen Jit, "What

About Converging Extremes?" , d cataLogue to the exhibition at

GaLeriwan, Kua[a Lumpu r, 1993.
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Siri Pe[ukan II: Budaya tuan

punya (Hugging Series II:
Your Cutture)

1,992

AcryLic and coLlage on board

1.7 1. cm x 1,22.5 cm

Anak Cemerlang Negara

Gemi[ang(0utstanding

Citizens, Prosperous Country )

1,992

0iL on canvas

220 cm x LX.0 cm

Rukun Negara

1,993

Acrylic on canvas

200 cm x200 cm



4 Chuah ChongYong

Study for Pre-War Buitding for Sale

1,99 6

Mixed media on masonite board

76cmx56cm

Some of us wiL[ remember Chuah Chong Yong's prize-wining

work, Pre-War Building for Sale - The Gotd Wash, from the

1,996 PhiLip Morris Awards. In this painting, the toppLing

neo-c[assicaLfacade of a co[oniaL buiLding is flooded by Liquid

goLd as if engulfed by flames. It spoke of the Iucre of a booming

economy overriding the heritage of Malaysia's past.

The issue of houses cracking had been ignored for two years

untiLitwas discovered that overtwo hundred homes in the area

were affected. 0ne buitding in the foreground foreshadows

a whoLe community - decay has a domino effect. In the studies

for Skin Trilogy, our buil"dings are ana[ogised as our skin and

our identity, hitting the heart ofthe artist's current work.

Since 1.993, the artist has been working with the subject of oLd

MaLaysian buiLdings, drawing attention to the very reaLissue

of modernisation's threat to our architecturaL heritage as weLL

as to its consequences for our cuLturaL past aS a whoLe.

The new works on exhibition here tackle the subject from

several" different angles . Anai-Anaiing warns of the often-over-

Looked dangers of rapid deveLopment. An o[d co[oniaI buiLding

in Kual.a Lumpurisjuxtaposed againstthe beginnings of a new

con structi o n, creepi n g i nsi di o us l.y th ro u g h th e fo u n dati o n s

tike termites .Issue I: Houses Crackis intended as a record of

the prob[em in Penang, announced this Februaryin the press.

Chuah Chong Yong paints the facade of our buil"dings, because

the facade is aLt that we see. He paints them with the mastery

of an accomptished easel,-painter, using impasto texturing to

bring out the reaI feel" of the architecture. Yet his ear[y training

in waterco[our shows through in the way he focuses on certain

fine detail.s whiLe giving an impression of the who[e. This,

and his subject matter, [ink him to a strong tradition of water-

co[ourists who celebrate the historicaL buiLdings of MaLaysia,

especiaLl,y in Penang and Ma[acca, and the quiet way of Life we

associate with them. To al.l,those who are familiar with these

nosta[gic images of MaLaysian Life, Chuah Chong Yong, in a

poignant way, turns the ideaL on its head.
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Anai-anaiing

1,997

Acrytic on canvas

200 cm x 200 cm

Issue I: Houses Crack

1,997

Acrylic on canvas

200 cm x 200 cm
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6 Helen GuekYee Mei

The most recent graduate of the artists exhibiting in this

show, Helen Guek Yee Mei's work differs from that of her maLe

counterparts in that it is deepLy concerned with a personaI

emotionaL reaLity.

Away from questions of social" identity and issues of heritage,

her work is no Less reLevant to our human experience, taking as

its subjects isolation and a yearning for love, the ways in which

we relate to ourselves and those close to us. Her courage as an

artist [ies perhaps in her wiLl,ingness to expose whatis sacred

and intimate.

Breaking out of her formaI training in more conceptuaI or more

'difficu[t" art, she has returned to the basic roots of figurative

painting. From informaI sketches of her famity, the first of

which was Sister of 1995, a distinctive figure type has evolved,

as we[L as the use of leitmotifs as metaphors for character and

emotion.

Flower Blooming in Silence Vl

1,995

0iL on canvas

1.22cm x 13 4cm

There is a Literary qual.ity to her painting, where pLants and

animats express feeLings of Lone[iness, desire and fuLfiLl"ment.

The flower is a favourite motif, particu[arLy the [otus and the

more loca |,fu gua fa (prosperity flower). In this way, a formaI

concept of traditionaL Chinese brush painting is translated

onto the canvas in scenes of modern [ife. It a[so [inks her

painting to the European medievaI romon with its perpetuaI

aLLegories .In Waiting in the Night,a girl. anticipates the

opening of the Lotus, her own blossoming .In Blooming in

Hometown,the artist watches her herse[f mature in the

blooming of the prosperity flower with her fami[y looking on.

Flower Blooming in Silence is a popu[ar Line of Chinese verse

and is epitomised by a lone tree cut off from ourview by a wa[1.

In al"L her work a sense of timeLessness and mystery prevai[s

in the broad spaces and sensitive use of co[our on the canvas,

teLLing stories Like the ragamala (garland of meLodies)

paintings of India which communicate the raga through [ines

and coLours traditiona[[y conveyed through sound.Itis the

universaI aspect of her art which makes it so appeaLing.
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Sister

1,995

Soft pastel on paper

50cmx6Lcm

Btooming in Hometown

199 6

0iL on canvas

107cm x1,22cm

Waiting at Night

1,99 6

0iL on canvas

64cm x 76cm
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8 Artists'Biodata Chai Chang Hwang (b. 1969)

1990 DipLoma in Fine Art, MaLaysian Institute of Art, KuaLa Lumpur

1990

1.99X

Selected Exhibitions

Malaysian 0pen Show, NationaI Art Gatl.ery, Kuata Lumpur

Young ContemporaryArt Exhibition, NationaI Art Gail.ery, Kuata Lumpur

OneWorld, NoWar Art'Competition, DBKL, Kuata Lumpur

Young ContemporaryArt Exhjbition, National" Art Gattery. Kuala Lumpur

Keluorga Bohagia, NigorosejahtraArtCompetition and Exhibition, NationatArtGatlery, Kua[a Lumpur

Sa[on Ma[aysi a 97/ 92, NationaI Art Gattery. Kua[a Lum pur

Yoirng Contemporary Art Exhibition, NationaI Art Gatlery, Kua[a Lumpur

Whot About Converging Extremes?,Ga[eriwan, Kuata Lumpur

TheArtistandSociaLCommitment,3rdASEAN Travelting Exhibition, NationalArtGa[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

Life After MIA 84-94, Creative Centre, Natio n a I Art Ga [[ery, Kua [a Lu m p ur

Vision ondldea: Re-Looking Modern Malaysion Art, NationaIArtGaLtery, Kuata Lumpur

1,992

1,993

1,99 4

Ch uah Chong Yong (b. 1,97 2)

1,993 DipLoma in Fine Art, Ma[aysian Institute of Art, Kua[a Lumpur

1,991,

1,99 4

Selected Exhibitions

SaLon MaLaysi a g1,/92, NationaL Art Gail.ery, KuaLa Lumpur

Life After MIA 84-94, Creative Centre, NationaL Art Ga[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

7 Space Group Exhibition, GaL[ery MIA, Kua[a Lumpur

Bakat Muda Sezaman '94, NationaL Art GaLlery, Kua[a Lumpu r

Positively a Life Exhibition, Galeriwan, Kua[a Lumpur

Expression '95, Nanyang Art Gal"Lery, Kua[a Lumpur

Periphery Group Exhibition, Galeriwan, KuaLa Lumpur

Phitip Morris Malaysia Art Awards, Nationat Art Galtery, Kual.a Lumpur

Phitip Morris ASEAN Art Awards, NationaI GaLlery, Bangkok

1,995

1,996

Awards

1,993 Singapore NationaI Chinese CaLl"igraphy Competition, ConsoLation Prize

NationaIYoung Contemporary Ink Painting Competition, Merit Award

Merit Ward form Malaysian Institute of Art, Kua[a Lumpur

1,994 Singapore NationaI Chinese CaLLigraphy Competition, ConsoLation Prize

Bakat Muda Sezaman 94, Minor Award

1,996 Phil"ip Morris Malaysia Art Awards, Winner

Phil"ip Morris ASEAN Art Awards, HonourabLe Mention

HeLen GuekYee Mei (b. 1,97 1,)

1995 Diptoma in Fine Art, Mataysian Institute ofArt, Kua[a Lumpur

SeLected Exhibitions

7996 Mew Voices Dip[oma Show, Gatlery MIA, Kuata Lumpur

Fresh Foces, PeHta Hati Ga[[ery, Kuata Lumpur

0pen Exhibition, Shah ALam Gatl.ery

The Cornucopio of lvloloysion /rfs, Metropolitan Gattery of Fine Art, Kuata Lumpur

ll o loysi o n Art Exhi biti o n, Beiji n g

Horse Exhibition, Petita Hati Gattery, Kua[a Lumpur

Awards

7996 Best Student Award, Malaysian Institute ofArt
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