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WONG HOY CHE. OI\G IN THE. TJK
Organisers' Foreword

Wong Hoy Cheong is a retrospective exhibition of the artist's works cover-

ing the six-year period 1996 to 2002. We felt that it was important to con-

tinue OVA s tradition of curating solo shows for non-European and

non-American artists who were not well known in the UK, but who were

extremely significant in their local context. As his work had been seen in

two recent group shows in the UK, Cities on tlte Moue at the Hayward

Gallery and babelat the trkon, we felt British audiences should have an

opportunity to have a careful consideration of his work.

There are several reasons why we feel that this artist and his body of

work would be of great interest to a British audience.

He belongs to that post-colonial generation that was born into a

newly independent nation that is struggling to negotiate its position in the

world. Like many of his peers he was able to complete his higlrer educa-

tion in the West, but decided to return to Vlalaysia to make his artworks - a

complex decision faced by other artists from countries with similar histo-

ries who have had the opportunity to train in the West. The relocation of
an artist's practice to a native context belies the current belief that in order

for such a practice to mature it must be located in a Western centre.
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Then the particular way in which he juggles his activities around

activism, education and other art forms suggested to us that here was an

artist dedicated to his work in a more rounded and inclusive way' The

work picks through and furthers current debates in art history around the

post-colonial context but from a non-Western perspective. The geography

of his work is e qually important to us, as it is located in a p art of Southeast

Asia about which local British audiences either know little or entertain

fantasies dating back to the colonial era.

Finally, h" finds in the rninutiae of his everyday life observations

that pertain to the larger questions of today dealing with trace, identity and

the striving for equality in societies where multiple, cornplex identities

now exist.

The initial and early works we saw were some of"the drawings on

paper installed at the Queensland Art Gallery in Brisbane. The artist had

trained to be a painter. The drawings resonated with memory and family

histories and although they were particular to a racial group in an apPar-

ently very different multi-racial country, these are ail issues that we are

grappling with in the UK. Those large-scale images were quite haunting as

they echoed a recent past, much as black and white photographs might do,

of the early part of this century.

However, the artist has gone on to use a wide range of materials in

his work to create installations and more sculptural works.'fhese have

often included natural materials local to the region and the debris of

colonisation still lying around in this part of Southeast Asia" This shift into

installation, in a certain sense) conforms to the global phenomenon in

which artists have moved into installations more and more to defv the

usual logic of collectible art works defined by the traditional forms of

painting and sculpture. The current trend is for works that might be short

lived, that might be site specific and that usually w'ork best in their original

contexts. In spite of this, we have chosen a range of two-dimensional and

installation works that represent the breadth of the artist's interests and the

range of materials thathe has used. Included in our overall projectis the

provision of a residency at Gasworks, London to enab,le him to make a

work based on the British side of the post-colonial equation"

The London residency is an important component of the project

because it gives the artist a direct first hand experierrce of the context of

the country in which the exhibition is going to take place. The programme

of visiting international artists that he will b" part of is now fairly well

established and serves to forge links between the artists and the art world

in London. In this manner we hope that the exhibition, the artist and the

audience can come together in a more meaningful and fruitful interaction

than if we had simply borrowed the works for the exhibition' This interac-
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tion can be instrumental in developing a deeper understanding between

the artist, his work and his audience over here.

The project fits into OVlt's larger Programme as it has develoPed

from group shows that question boundaries of all kinds through shows that

question particular issues from a region to shows that flug issues pertinent

to apparently unrelated geographic regions internationally' Over the past

ten years of develoPing projects our interests have come to be focussed on

Anglophone parts of the world, particularly in South and Southeast Asia,

southern Africa, North America and Australia, on account of the ease with

which certain issues translate because of a commonality of language,

whilst the particularity of each region marks a local difference'

This project was envisaged as a retrospective solo exhibition within

the Arts Council of England's National Touring Programme in the UK'

This is to move away from the tendency to focus on group shows by artists

who are not well known or well funded in Western terms. This tendency

contributes to the paradigm that works by artists from countries outside

the West has to be of lesser value because of their origin at the periphery'

The art exhibition as an expression of international relations from over-

seas tends to come packaged within its own geography and the larger and

perhaps more individual concerns of the artists themselves can get lost'

More recently there have curator-driven thematic group shows that fore-

ground a single conceptualisation again at the expense of the individual

artist's particular interests. This exhibition attempts to correct this imbal-

ance by shifting the focus to the heart of the artist's practice.

Sunil Gupta E Edward Ward, London 2002
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I NTRODUCTIOl\
Beverly Yong

Wong Hoy Cheong's relationship to his audience is always one of the sPi-

der to the fly, consistently political and subversive. His tactics are under-

hand, his assault many-pronged. His works are constructs of apparent

realities, designed to expose gaps and flaws within the realities assumed.

They thrive on the seductive platitude and the obvious Pun. The pathos of

beauty, the security of fact, and the comfort of the familiar are used to bait

our aesthetic and intellectual response. We are beguiled by formal com-

pleteness or exquisite craft, convinced by the trappings of objective schol-

arship, and tempted by the easy cliches on offer.

Thus Wong Hoy Cheong lures us into a historical narrative which he

seeks to re-evaluate. Once inside, we find ourselves in afat more complex

and fragile context than supposed, and our responses under scrutiry.

Hou Hanru refers to this narrative as "the history of the making of

national iden tity". It belongs to Malaysia yet extends to wider issues of

national identity in a post-colonial era, ethnicity, the distribution of politi-

cal power, auth orial/ authoritative deceptions, consensual forgettirg. The

idioms the artist employs are therefore familiar and various: legal ) aca-

demic, botanical, antiqu?.r/, imperialist, revolutionary, exotic, scientific.
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