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The Disbanded GRUP - Houses, Myths and Art

GRUP was the name of a group and exhibition puttogether by

seven artists in 19 67.The acronym GRUP stands for Gerok,

Rupa, lJbur, Penyataan; loosely translated into Eng[ish, it
means Movement, Form, Torch, Statement. The seven artists

are Cheong Laitong,Ibrahim Hussein, Jotl.y Koh, Latiff

Mohidin, Anthony Lau, Syed Ahmad JamaI and Yeoh Jin Leng.

So much has been written aboutthis group of artists - 4 out

of 7 have books pubLished on their works, writingi and [ives -

that a short essay Like this seems somewhat inadequate.

Nevertheless, I wi[[ attempt to deLineate some [inks among

them, not through the analysis of their works because it has

been done in much detaiI elsewhere, but rather, locate them in

the context of their surroundings and how they present and

representthemselves in the Malaysian art community.
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A review of the 1967 exhibition noted that "the commo.n

feature is that most of them trained in Europe, and have subse-

quently worked for severaIyears in Malaysia as professionaI

painters or artteachers"'. This exhibition was the first and last

put together by these artists and a year and a ha[f later, an art-

critic remarked thatthey are "the more enLightened eche[ons

of Malaysian artists, who have fa[[en on (their) high hopes and

have gone their separate ways ..."'.

Thatthe GRUP did not survive is not surprising. History has

revealed to us that most visuaI artists - with their conflicting

a m biti o n s, wo rld-vi ews, [a rg e i n divi d u a Li sti c p e rso n a Liti es a n d

the inherent solitary nature of the creative process - find it
difficu[tto have a community-based relationship.And yet, 30

years later, even if their voices are not united and their paths

have diverged, whatthis group of artists stiLL representis

worth considering.

' Malay Mail,7 March 1967

' Sunday Mail,'1.7 November 1968
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An innocuous and mundane, yet reveal.ing and instructive

common feature of their lives is their physicaI environment,

their homes. A[[ofth€ffi, exceptfor LatiffMohidin, own

bunga[ow houses on hi[[s in areas of prime property. Yeoh Jin

Leng lives in the Ukay Heights/ Hil.l.view area with fruittrees

surrounding his house and swimming poo[. Upon entering

Anthony Lau's garden in Damansara Heights, ore is transport-

ed to a forest of [arge arching trees, wiLd ferns and orchids.

Syed Ahmad Jama['s house is perched on a steep slope

overlooking the Cincin River in Gombak. In the compound of

Cheong Laitong's airy house in Taman Seputih is a large fish

pond fiLl"ed with carps a[most the length of arms. Jo[[y Koh,

who now resides in Austra[ia, owns "a log cabin, in a semi-rural

atmosphere, on top of the hi[[, with a view of the sea,

and a sunset every eveni ng" .

And Ibrahim Hussein, who epitomises such world[y success

in the Malaysian art world, lives on Pantai HiLLs in a house

with a swimming pooI designed by architect Lim Chong Keat.

His house became significant enough to be featured in the

catalogue accompanying his retrospective at the NationaI Art

Ga[[ery in 1986. In that catalogue, Lim Chong Keat wrote on

the design of the house, and claimed that, although it was a

"modest house, no budget constrai nt was set". This "i m macu-

[ate" house was to "accommodate his internationaI set of

friends", disptay "not on[y Ibrahim's work, but also... new

trophies and souvenirs" and "become an artistic and sociaI

destination for tourists and loca[s"' .

Owning a house is a symboI of security and stabi[ity, of having

arrived within the dominant paradigm of success. Within this

paradigm, a[[the disbanded GRUP artists have unequivoca[[y

achieved we[[ beyond owning faceless, stul,tifying midd[e-c[ass

homes in housing estates.If Ibrahim Hussein, with his we[[-

groomed pony taiI and immaculate white clothes, sits on one

end of this axis of world[y success, - he was featured in

"Lifesty[es of the Rich and Famous" - on the other end is Latiff

Mohidin.

' Ibrahim Hussein: A Retrospective, Kua[a Lumpur: NationaI

Art Ga[[ery 1986, p.91
o T.K. Sabapathy (Ed .), Pago-Pago tci Gelombang: 40 years of

Latiff Mohidin, Singapore: Singapore Art Museum 1994, p.1.5

5 Art and Asia Pacific, Vo[.1 N o.4.1,994, p.88

u lbid

F*,
-^ALD,

I

'tr
fl

t
I

.Xt\'i.

,lrJ

t

lE

a

a

\

(
I

\
tri..

'.,

I
/P

a'

aI.



3

ALthough Latiff Mohidin now owns two single-story

Link-houses which have been generous[y renovated and his

paintings fetch the highest prices after Ibrahim Hussein's, his

image for many years, especial.l.y in the 60's and 7 0's, was that

of an outsider. He was perceived as not subscribing to the

dominant paradigm of stabitity and success. This is how he was

described in 1970:

AbduI Latiff Mohidin wanders around the world with a

Littl.e knapsack - an itinerant artist who feels and works

more in the tradition ofthe ancient monks and sannyasis

of Southeast Asia than the modern hippie.o

If the other artists bought houses, he lived off his knapsack.

If the other artists opted for stabi[ity, he chose transience.

Furthermore, he was other-world [y.

What particu[arl.y interests me here is not that these artists

own beautifuI houses or have other-worLdl.y powers but rather

what these images have come to represent. For practising

artists, their houses have become symbo[s of status and

success, something tangib[e and within reach in the profes-

sion. For art students, the knowl.edge of their worl.dl.y success

gives these young students the courage to pl.od on in a field

of studies which is otherwise risky. For the pub[ic, their

houses provide a concrete respectabitity to a profession which

is sti[[ [argel.y perceived as misguided.

Intertwined with the house as a yard-stick for success is

something [ess tangib[e - the artist as a mythic hero and art as

a mysticaIventure. Al.tthe artists in the disbanded GRUP have

cultivated this aura to varying degrees with the he[p of writers,

the media and pub[ic. Syed Ahmad JamaI has talked aboutthe

"mysticaI qual.ities" of abstract art. Cheong Laitong suggested

that there exists "a mystery between oneself and the canvas".

Ibrahim Hussein has projected himself as having some form

of mysterious power: "Touch on something and it grows".

JoLl.y Koh's art has been described as possessi ng"a mysticaI

union with the etements". Yeoh Jin Leng has been ca[[ed "an

enigma".

Such mythifying anecdotes are perhaps most astonishingty

illustrated by LatiffMohidin who, as a teenager, was hailed as a

" budak ajoib" (a boy with supernaturaI powers). In recent

years, this power has been extended to include extraordinary

sexuaI powers:

...Dr. EarI Lu, Chairman of the Board of the Art Museum,

asked the audience to imagine Latiff standing naked except

for a fig-Leaf beside one of his paintings: 'I think he wou[d

need a very big fig-[eaf!'he exclaimed.u

Like a Hindu god, Latiff had acquired the totemic lingam of his

Pago-Pago paintings. He had become "the sexua[[y prodigious

creato r" u.

Nature, which has since the beginning of time been the [oca-

tion for spirituaI awakening and mysticaI revelations, became

a logicaI entry-point and outlet for these artists. Landscape -

the mountains, forests and seas - became a conduit for these

artists to express both the mysticaI and mythicaI in Nature.

Syed Ahmad JamaI uses Gunung Ledong (Mount 0phir) to

explore a mystical.journey upwards to God. Yeoh Jin Leng

makes paintings on the spirituaIvastness of the [and and

earth. Cheong Laitong focuses on the microscopic wonder of

trees. Latiff M o hi di n created a lta r- l.i ke scu lptu res to m editate

upon and named the who[e series after the mysticaI is[and

Langkowi. Jotl.y Koh recal.Ls the mystery of the moon which

followed him from place to p[ace. Anthony Lau fashions in

steelthe Lingering echoes of the sea.



Whether one agrees with such mythification of artists and

art is irrelevant. What is important here is the historicaI fact

that these artists and the media have constructed an aura

around art and the artist, lifted the profession to a new [eve[ of

sub[ime mystery. This myth, even as it distorts and transforms

history into nature, also functions as an idealised frame for

artists and art students to negotiate with and aspire to. Such

myths prove to be particu[arly usefuI and comforting when

artists and art students are trying to find a roison d'€tre and

heroic mode[s within the sociaI fabric. They function atmost

Like a subconscious knowl.edge to fa[[ back on; to know that

there exists in flesh and bLood a mythicaIidea[.

The other [ink between these artists is their deep beLief in art

as an expression of the'inner se[f', the search for the

quintessentiaIand authenticthrough the use of co[ourand

abstraction. Because they studied abroad in the L950's and

60's during the time when such world-views began to congeaI

as theory and pedagogy in art institutions, they inadvertently

absorbed these late modernist sensibilities. They are in a

way products of history and circumstances.

Back in Malaysia, these artists instituted a coup of sorts in

response to the mannered and petrified locaI academic rea[-

ism. The antagonism between th€ffi, the abstract artists, and

the rea[ist artists from APS (Angkatan Pelukis Semenanjung)

is weLl. documented by art historian, T.K. Sabapathy.'These

artists became the purveyors of a new internationa[ist sensibi[-

ity; they were suave, articulate and above aLl. possessed

' T.K. Sabapathy (ed .), Vision and ldea: ReLooking Modern

Molaysian Art, Kua[a Lumpur: NationaI Art Ga[[ery 1,994,

p p. 6 1,-64

sophisticated views on art. Some of them - Syed Ahmad Jama[,

Yeoh Jin Leng, Anthony Lau and JoLl,y Koh - became educators.

They brought their new-found knowLedge into practice and

became instrumentaI in shaping art education policies, and

influencing a who[e generation of teachers and students.

The Specia[ist Teacher's Training Institute (S.T.T.I.), where

Syed Ahmad Jama[, Yeoh Jin Leng and Anthony Lau were

teaching, became the centre where young trainee teachers

were cha[[enged and inspired by these new ideas. These

teachers, armed with a new cause, disseminated what they

learnt in high schoo[s a[[ over the country. Institut Teknol.ogi

MARA (I.T.M.), where JoLl.y Koh taught, quickl.y became the

p[ace where trends were set and deconstructed. Before [ong,

the views of these artists became the dominantideo[ogy.

Abstract art had become mainstream and ensconced within

m aj o r a rt i n stitutio ns.

(I was a product ofthis fervour in the seventies by artteachers

who sported moustaches, beards and wore sun-glasses.

In the eighties, when I finaLLy met Syed Ahmad JamaI and Yeoh

Jin Leng,I realised thatthese artteachers had even fashioned

their image after Syed Ahmad JamaI and Yeoh Jin Leng.)

The bel.iefs of these artists in the quintessentiaI and authentic

might appear archaic and naive in this age of cyberspace and

genetic cloning. However, what they propagated, formulated

and instituted were significant because for the first time in

the history of the visuaI arts and art education, a set of

reference points and pedagogic too[s were made avai[ab[e to

be appraised or debunked. Itis not possib[e to ta[k of abstract

art without referring to a[[ of these artists, their art and ideas.

It is not possib[e to discuss the development of art education

without reference to Syed Ahmad Jama[, Yeoh Jin Leng, and'to

a lesser extent, Anthony Lau and Jo[[y Koh.

The artists ofthe disbanded GRUP, who had at one point

enough affinity to exhibit together, continue to exist as loom-

ing figures. AnecdotaI myths sti[[ surround them. Whi[e some

of their views have been deconstructed and their works have

begun parodying themselves, they nevertheless estabLished

frameworks and entry-points for the Malaysian art community

and pub[ic. The developmentand direction of art, even

today, is founded on negotiations with and through their art,

thoug hts a n d lifestyle.

Wong Hoy Cheong

Cu rato r
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rec RU P - 30 years on

The works on show in this exhibition chart the careers ofthe

seven GRUP artists overthe pastthree decades. An effort has

been made to acquire some of the originaI works fro m 7967

despite the fact that a number of the pieces have been lost or

are untraceable. During the 19 67 show, on[y three works were

so[d. Each artistis today acknowledged as a founding father

of modern Malaysian art. Through showing their works in this

way, this exhibition aims to exp[ore the identity of abstract

expressionism and its ro[e in Malaysian art, mapping its

beginnings and its evolution here.
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Anthony Lau

Gotong Royong

7959

Mi td stee I

118x 42x42cm

2

Ibrahim Hussein

Acrobats

7964

Mixed media on paper

43 x24 cm

3

Ibrahim Hussein

Two Crawling Figures

1,964

Mixed media on paper

23.2 x 22 cm
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Yeoh Jin Leng

A[ong the Way

1964

0iL on canvas

57.5 x 81.5 cm

5

Cheong Laitong

Red and Black Rhythm

1,9 66

0iL on board

720 x 90 cm

6

Cheong Laitong

Blue Rhythm

79 66

0iL on board

45 x \72 cm

7

Syed Ahmad Jamal

Arjuna

1,9 67

Acrylic on canvas

722 x 107 cm

9

Jolly Koh

Floating Form

1,9 67

0il. on board

74.2 x 59.3 cm

8

Syed Ahmad Jamal

N.S. E.W.

7967

Acrylic on canvas

76x 107 cm
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Yeoh Jin Leng

Form Suppressed

1 968

0it on canvas

95 x 95 cm
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1,1

77

Anthony Lau

Sea Echo

1 968

Mi td stee I

28.2x79.5x21 cm

'l,,2

Anthony Lau

Sungai Mekong

7969

MiLd steeI

60 x 37 x 37.5 cm1,2
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13

Anthony Lau

Is it not one ?

1,967

MiLd steel and wood

68x35xL5cm

74

Anthony Lau

Space Tra p

79 67

Mil.d steel and wood

'1,77 x 44 x 43 cm

'j.,5

Cheong Laitong

Ramayana Dance

797 5

0it on canvas

L00 x 103 cm

1,4
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76

Jolty Koh

Ref [ecti o n

1,97 7

0it on canvas

1,2'1, x 9L cm

1,7

Syed Ahmad Jamat

Ti ka r Tenaga

1981

Acrylic on canvas

L99 x 199 cm

18

Jotty Koh

Morning Wa[k

1981

0it on canvas

L00 x 120 cm

20

Jolly Koh

Overha ng

1,984

0il. on canvas

1,20 x 81 cm

79

Cheong Laitong

Nig ht Pa [m

1 983

Acrylic on canvas

1,34 x 1.34 cm

21,

Yeoh Jin Leng

I[ang

1,984

0it on canvas

1.02x 102 cm

I
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24

22

Syed Ahmad Jamal

Gunung Ledang

1,992

Acrylic on canvas

173 x239 cm

23

Cheong Laitong

Voices of Nature

1,995

Acrylic on canvas

135 x 163 cm

24

Jotty Koh

Tanni[[ion Revisited

1,99 6

Acrylic on canvas

752x278cm
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