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Hidden Statements: A Conversati on with Anthonie Chong

Wong Hoy Cheong: This is yourfirst one-person exhibition since you storted po.inting. You wilL

hove a body of about j0-40 pointings from the pastthree to four yeors. People will look ot them and

wontto know whatthey are oll qbout. They wilLwantto know what you are trying to express, whot

the underLying themes in your pointings ore. Some ofthe titles ofyour pointings give us clues' For

exomple, the "Internol lvlon" pointings or the " Mime Series". Con you tell us more?

AnthonieChong:ALotofwhatlwanttoexpresscannotbeputintowords'Theycanbe

fett but not spoken. I guess I am interested in the complex human condition' I am not

criticisingit.Ijustwanttopresenttheworldasitis.Fu[[ofvio[ence,insecurity,confu-

sion and gloominess. Man is trapped. We are trapped in boxes and we are reaching out'

But what are we reaching for?

Why such gloominess? Is there no joY?

Yes, there is beauty andjoy. Maybe I shou[d try to express them but I am more

interested in showing the darker side of man' I'd tike peop[e to know and see that life is

not a[[ happy.

You hove chosen to use the humon figure to express this darkness, this confusion. Why the human

figure, especiolly the nude?

Because I am interested in real.ity, using the figure is the best way. It can say more than

abstract art. Abstract art is abstract; it is not reatity.

I wantto depictthe nakedness of man in showing the reatthing. The truth. The naked

body says morethan the cl"othed body. Some peop[efind this disturbing butto me, itis

s ki n. It is th e basi c layer, th e fi rst I'ayer of clothi ng over th e ftes h. This ma kes the i mage

more revea[ing and direct.

So it is nottheform of the nude figure but rother the psychologicol nokedness ofthe nudefigure

thatinterestsyou. Mostofyour pointings depicta singLe, nokedfigure. Why onefigure?

I guess there is a psychologicaI reason. I live alone and am a[one most ofthe time. This

con dition is wh at I feeI a nd un dersta n d. I do n ot retate we[[ to g roups. Maybe beca use I'm

young, I don't understand how a group functions.

However, in your recent pointings, you hove started depicting two orthreefigurest groups of people.

Yes, I am trying to understand how groups work in painting as we[[ as [ife' An artist grows

with his work: from something simp[e to something more comp[ex.

The other obvious shiftin your work is the chonge in paLette. Previously, you used to work in grey-

blues ond grey-browns. In the past six months, you hove started using o lighter polette: reds, pinks

and yeLlows. Agoin, why this shifi?

I have atways not been very strong in the use ofcotour. Previousty, I was interested in

textureandtheopaquerenderingofpaint.Thenlfettthestructurewastootoose,

and I became interested in form and structure. I used to thinkthat co[our was sweet.

Now, I feel.there is nothing wrong with using co[ours and I'm trying to learn more about

it. I wantto ptan colours more. Artigts are usua[[y strongerin one aspect. For examp[e,

Picasso was a good draftsman but not a good co[ourist. Matisse was stfonger as a

colourist than as a draftsman
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2 Are there ony other reasons besides o shift in color due to the aesthetic process? For instonce,

is it due to o shift in how you see the world or are you trying to creote different psychologicol effects

with colours?

Maybe because I was struggting then, I used darker co[ours. Yes, different co[ours

say differentthings. But although I use different co[ours for my recent paintings, the

sensibi[ity remains the same.

Whot do you meon by "sensibility"?

It means the concerns of an artist. Li ke you - your sensibi lity is based on sociaI

. commentary. Giacometti's sensibility was based on Man in an existentiatspace. Whether

theartistpaintsorsculpts,whatevermediumhechooses,thesensibilitywit[remainthe

same. Itwit[ be seen in the works.

"l Are you suggesting that someone's sensibility never chonges?

No,itcanchange.ButwhenthesensibiLitychanges,theaimsatsochange.Forexamp[e,

in Picasso's B[ue and Pink paintings, the sensibitityis the same. Butwhen his aim became

more intetlectuaI when he did Cubism, his sensibi Lity also chan ged.

0n the subject of sensibility, Ifind thotyour works have an "old" sensibitity. The earlier works

have this Europeon, post-World War II, existentiol angst. Like the works of Giocometti, whom you

mentioned, ond Bacon. The more recentworks remind me ofsome ofthe Nonyang pointingsfrom

the 40's and 50's. Does such o reoding ofyour works bother you?

No. I actua[[y [ike some ofthe Nanyang painters very much. Like Georgette Chen. Also

because my work is g[oomy, peoptethinkit has a Germanic quatity. But such comparisons

don'ttroubleme.Restrictionsarenogood.Ithinkthehumanexperienceisuniversa[.

Even though the Malaysian experienceis unique, itis also universa[.

Another aspect oboutyour workl'd like you to tolk aboutis its voyeuristic quality. There is olwoys

thefeeling thotyou, olthough visuolLy absent, are peering, looking into a scene. And we, qs the

oudience, ore seeing something we shouldn't be seeing.

Yes, because I am an observer, I'm always [ooking in. I'm not part ofa group. I step aside

to [ookin.

And what do you see?

Iseeviolence,injusticeandcruelty.Butl'mtooyoungtojudgewhatisrightorwrong'

So Ijust paintthe reatity. Itis a process ofdiscovering, notin a directway because it's

not me. I believe in hidden statements. I'm the marginaI person [ooking at the world.

Why do you feel morginol?

I don'tthink I fit we[[into the generaI art market. A[so, I often don't tike what I see.

I tend to reject what peop[e reguire me to do. In a way, I might be unconsciously margin-

atising myse[f from the art world. I feeI more comfortab[e this way.

Every serious artistis always an outsider. You must paintwhatyou believe in. Ifyou get

too involved in glamour and money, you might get [ost. When Picasso became rich and

g[amorous, he lost his aim in art. Sometimes you get pu[ted in but are not conscious ofit.

We want success. We want to be accepted but at the same time also insist on what we

believe i n.
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Becouseyou are morefLuentin Chinese ond the artscenein Moloysia is stilL dominoted by people

who speok EngLish - does this make you feel morgi nolised? Does it relate to your fomily background

os well?

Yes, sometimes. Especiatty when peopte ask questions about my work. I find it difficutt
to explain.

I don't come from an inteLtectuaI or artistic famiLy. My father is a hawker seLLi ng" kuay

teow". My mother is a hairdresser. At first, I thought making irt was simpLe but when

I moved to KL and started exhibiting and seLLing, I rea Lised that it is not that simpLe

because it invoLves money and poLitics. Often I don't understand the art wor[d. It is so

complex and fragi[e.

Around 1993-94, your work ottracted the ottention of some ortists and art colLectors. There was

generally on air of excitement omong these people for hoving "discovered" a young artist.

How do you feel obout this?

I don't know what they said about me to other peopte. In a sense, I was happy. Butit
lasted on[y a shortwhi[e. I feeIthey have contributed to my developmentas an artist.

Ibe[ieveintheartjst-dea[er-criticsystem.Thisisespecia[[yimportantforartists[ike

me who are marginalised and trained loca[[y because itis difficuttfor us to find access

to th e a rt wo rld.

So it is important to make a living from art?

Yes. I need money to eat. I need to Live
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Anthonie Chong Born

Chong Kah Leo ng,1971,, Perak, Malaysia

Education

Graduated from Perak Institute of Art, major in graphic design
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Working Experience

1,991,-92 Graphic Designer and Illustrator_

1,992-95 Lecturer, Art Direction Graphic Design Education, Kua[a Lumpur

1991,
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Exhibitions

Young Contemporary Artists, NationaL Art GaLl"ery, Kua[a Lumpur

Paint on Print, Petronas Ga[[ery, Kua[a Lumpur

Modernity and Beyond: Themes in Southeost Asian Art, inauguraI exhibition of

SoutheastAsian Modern Art, Singapore Art Museum

Imagining the Contemporary Body: Selected Works of Artfrom the Philippines,

Singapore and Maloysia, Petronas Ga[l.ery, KuaLa Lumpur

Young Contemporlry Artists, NationaIArt Gallery, Kua[a Lumpur
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