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    From the Editor


    © Penerbit Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2015


    Wacana Seni Journal of Arts Discourse. Jil./Vol.14. 2015


    This issue of Wacana Seni highlights articles about the signification and meanings of the visual arts and film. In their essay, “Expressions of Hybridity as Strategy for Malayan Nationalism“, Emilia Ong and Izmer Ahmad explore the notion of hybridity in the works of Chinese artists in Malaya during the 1950s and 1960s as a tactic for constructing their identity in the new nation state. The authors argue that by employing “non-essentialist concepts of identity based on otherness“, these artists promote cultural exchange at a horizontal level that neither privileges Western nor Chinese cultures.


    Kanwal Syed and Sarena Abdullah analyse the four phases of modern art history in Pakistan showing that the art works are influenced by political factors in their manuscript entitled “Chronicling Pakistan’s Art Movements from Traditional to Contemporary: 1960–2011’. They contend that the globalization of the contemporary art movement and the 9/11 catastrophe have helped to promote the international recognition of contemporary Pakistani art that uses popular imagery to convey political messages.


    Conversely, Zainurul Rahman, Nasya Bafhen and Juliette Peers examine the visual imagery of selected covers of Wanita Magazines that were published from 1969 to 1980. The visuals illustrate that the mass-circulated magazines were catalysts in presenting women’s voices, their notions of modernity, and their narratives of nationalism and feminism in Malaysian society during the two decades.


    We also feature two articles on Yasmin Ahmad, the film maker who has passed away but whose works continue to make an impact in Malaysian cinema today. Through an analysis of her cinematic styles and content, Lee Yuen Beng argues that Yasmin Ahmad is an auteur; she emphasises cosmopolitan values such as “humour, love and humanism” and the everyday experiences of common people across ethnic, gender and other boundaries.


    In the essay, “Representation of Multiculturalism and Religion in Yasmin Ahmad’s Muallaf’, Ngo Sheau Shi and Harith Baharudin conduct a textual analysis of Muallaf, a film that invited controversy in the country. By looking at the texts and visual frames, they demonstrate how Yasmin had constructed an alternative discourse of Islam in contemporary Malaysia.


    In the section on Creative Methodologies, we publish a paper by Jinky-Jane Simeon who has created a new bamboo instrument called the U9 Xylophone for teaching music to children under nine years of age. The xylophone is based on the gabbang (xylophone) and the kulintangan gong chimes of the Kinabatangan area of Sabah.


    This volume also includes a short biography of the late Jose Maceda, the pioneer of ethnomusicology in Southeast Asia. Based on interviews with well-known ethnomusicologists and archival materials, Thiti Panya-in describes the significant role that Maceda played in music education, research and creating a network of ethnomusicologists in Southeast Asia in the late twentieth century.


    Finally, we have two reviews of art exhibitions: “Works of Fifteen Artists” organised by Fergana Art Space, and “Hidup Terlampau Selesa” (Life is Too Comfortable) curated by Izat Arif and Rizal Sufar. Reviewed by Sarena Abdullah and Cheryl C. Thiruchelvam respectively, these exhibitions focus on current issues relevant to Malaysian society.


    Tan Sooi Beng

    Editor-in-Chief
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    ABSTRACT


    This paper examines selected artworks produced by Malayan artists of Chinese descent during the 1950s and 1960s within the contexts of Malayan nationalism and cultural identity. Local art historical writing frequently discusses their works as individualistic journeys in art, detached from nationalistic discourse and derivative of Western artistic movements. By employing the notions of hybridity to re-examine their works, this paper argues that this misleading view of their works is based on essentialist and static conceptions of Malayan culture. In contrast, this paper demonstrates how the artists employed non-essentialist concepts of identity based on otherness rather than similarity, to construct a criterion for authenticity and belonging. It emphasises the agency of the artists as active participants in the making of the new Malayan nation state within the field of art. It posits their works collectively as expressions of hybridity as strategy for Malayan nationalism. Subsequently, the notion of hybridity enables the viewing of cultural exchanges and borrowings in art within a horizontal model of cultural development rather than a concentric one which privileges Western culture or Chinese culture at the centre. This research employs a qualitative research methodology based on primary and secondary resources. This includes semi-structured interviews, firsthand viewing of artworks at art galleries, state-owned museums and private collections; archival research and secondary sources such as books, exhibition catalogues, newspapers, journal articles and unpublished dissertations. The theoretical framework is interdisciplinary in approach, supplementing art historical methods with those from cultural studies. This approach is in line with methods of “the new art history” which avoids purely formalistic analysis and emphasises the importance of contextual analysis. This paper contributes not only to the writing and analysis of Malaysian modern art but may be viewed comparatively to other Southeast Asian modern art histories who share similarities in their employment of Western modern art and their search for a legitimate national cultural identity.


    Keywords:modern Malaysian art, hybridity, Malayan nationalism, identity, Chinese diaspora, modernism


    INTRODUCTION


    This paper looks at a number of artworks produced by Malaysian Chinese1 artists who went overseas for art education from the 1950s onwards and returned to Malaya as art teachers and/or artists. The artists discussed in this paper include Yeoh Jinleng, Lee Joo For, Cheong Laitong, Patrick Ng Kah Onn and Chuah Thean Teng. These artists were mostly educated in Western universities with the exception of Chuah Thean Teng. The latter although educated in Amoy Academy of Art in China, learnt Western painting alongside Chinese traditional painting. Cheong Laitong and Patrick Ng were mostly self-taught but later also studied at western colleges.


    This paper argues that even though the artworks produced by these artists were varied in subject matter, approach and style, their works may be viewed as a construction of Malayan identity that was centred on the idea of the plurality of the different ethnic communities that make up the population of Malaya. Their notion of Malayan identity was built on the foundation of a Malayan nationalist sentiment and spirit that emerged during the 1950s.


    Within this context, the notion of hybridity is positioned in this paper as a strategy for Malayan nationalism. The first part of the paper highlights the role of culture in the making of a Malayan nation-state and the various notions of a Malayan identity in art based on ideas of plurality of cultures. These artists employed non-essentialist concepts of identity and attempted to produce artworks, which are based on otherness rather than one located within a singular Chinese or Malayan identity. Their notions of the national Malayan cultural identity is not constituted on the idea of shared similarity among Malayans, rather it is based on the otherness of different ethnic communities. Moreover, the idea of plurality also includes the embracement of Western education and concepts. Their artworks thus played an important role towards the creation of a national culture, which is a quintessential element in the constitution of a nation.


    The second part of the paper is then divided into four subsections. Each section discusses how hybridity offers alternative frameworks from which we can re-evaluate these selected artworks. The first subsection posits that the artists’ individual trajectories in art should be viewed within rather than apart from the larger national narrative. The second underscores how the artists looked towards their shared cultural past and present to conceptualise their artworks. The third emphasises the agency of the artists in constructing a criteria for authenticity and belonging. Finally, the fourth demonstrates how the artists viewed Chinese identity as artistic resource rather than a privileged essence.


    ARTISTIC DEVELOPMENT IN MALAYA DURING THE 1950s


    Several significant steps were taken during the 1950s to develop a Malayan national culture within the field of art. This included:


    
      	The nomination of Superintendents of Art to improve the teaching of art (Jamal 1988; Hsu 1999: 97; Piyadasa 1994: 34).


      	The training of teachers in Kirkby College, England and the Specialist Teachers’ Training Institute (STTI), Cheras, Kuala Lumpur (Kirkby College 2009; Wong and Chang 1975; The Straits Times [Singapore] 1953: 1; Yeoh, J. pers. comm., 29 August 2012).


      	The funding of scholarships for study abroad.2


      	The founding of the Malayan Arts Council3 (Piyadasa 1994: 35–36; Jamal 1988).


      	The establishment of the National Art Gallery (NAG)4 (The Malay Mail 1958: 1; Straits Echo & Times of Malaya 1958: 2)

    


    These developments were enabled by the productive negotiation between the British government and the newly elected local members of the federal government, various prominent associations and members of the local community (see Sheppard 1979; Lim 2012). The establishment of these institutional structures facilitated a productive discourse on the definitions of Malayan cultural identity as we will see from the artworks. Its rapid development also signalled the significance of the role of culture within the formation of the nation-state.


    THE ROLE OF CULTURE IN THE MAKING OF THE MALAYAN NATION-STATE


    The crucial role of culture in the formation of a nation-state has been pointed out by Smith who stated that, “nationalisms across the world, including those of Asia began, not with armed struggle but with cultural renascences in areas like literature, arts and crafts or music and dance” (Smith 1971). This was reflected during the 50s in Malaya where there was a conscious effort on the part of the British government and the Alliance government to develop a common Malayan outlook in preparation for the creation of an independent nation-state. Harper observed that interest in culture as the key in developing national unity, emerged at first within European circles who were interested in promoting the practice of “Malayanisation” in culture. However, he pointed out that the early manifestations of Malayanisation was at first a process of Anglicisation, which promoted the use of English language and employed English content heavily and combined these with local culture. As a response to this brand of “colonial culture,” local writers, poets, playwrights and artists began to reconstruct a Malayan national identity that was based on local inspiration and resources (Harper 1999: 276–299). The short decolonisation period between the end of the Japanese Occupation and achievement of independence became a time of intense national cultural imaginings.5 Thus, the artworks discussed in this paper form an interesting contribution during this period of Malayan cultural imagining.


    It is useful to note that the notion of hybridity as used in this paper also encompasses the idea of synthesis or “syncretism“, a term that has been employed to describe the process of assimilation of two or more cultural traditions. For example, Piyadasa has applied it to describe the works of the Nanyang artists, which draw from Chinese traditional painting and The School of Paris (Piyadasa 1993: 18). Apinan Poshyananda also employed the term “cultural syncretism” to describe the assimilation of art styles from various cultures into Thai art (Poshyananda 1993: 93). Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk pointed out the historical use of the term “syncretism” by ethnologists and anthropologists emerged in the 1940s as a way of understanding the cultural effects of the native communities’ encounters with the West (Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk 2005: 73–74). The use of the term “syncretism” to refer to cultural borrowings thus overlaps with the term “hybridity”. However, the notion of hybridity (instead of syncretism) is used in this paper, to align the arguments posited here with more current discussions on hybridity as theorised by writers such as Papastergiadis, Pieterse and Ang who have used it as a “heuristic device” to examine the problems of identity and difference within contemporary inquiries in diaspora, colonial and postcolonial discourses. Thus, in this paper, the notion of hybridity can bring to the fore the concept of a national culture based on otherness rather than assimilation.


    We need to avoid notions of hybridity that limit culture to traditional spaces6 or simply categorise practices of hybridity as a “commodification of cultural difference” (Papastergiadis 2005: 51). In the latter point, Papastergiadis noted that the linking of hybridity to the processes of globalisation could sometimes reduce the practice of hybridity by viewing it as a “result of the external force of economic domination” (Papastergiadis 2005: 52). However, by avoiding these notions of hybridity we may be able to see how hybridity works as a strategy for living with difference. The examples of artworks below demonstrate the different positions taken up by the artists, as it is related to the notion of hybridity as a strategy for Malayan nationalism. The artists thus played an instrumental role in the shaping of this culture, by not merely reflecting or recording their cultural experiences, but by exercising their agency as the architects of culture, constructing a coherent visual language that would gradually be recognised as Malayan in spirit and content.


    HYBRIDITY AS STRATEGY FOR MALAYAN NATIONALISM


    In local art writing, there seemed to be a dichotomy between artworks with “nationalistic” content and those that are based on more individualistic expressions.7


    The artworks that projected more typically “Malayan themes” like village scenery and life, as well as those with visually recognisable cultural symbols such as the buffalo or the fishing boat are viewed as embodying a nationalistic sentiment. While the latter often refers to abstract artworks that are viewed as a journey in self-expression that are isolated from the national narrative. For instance, the artworks of the Angkatan Seni Pelukis Semenanjung (APS) has been recognised by some as “an expression of cultural values” and contrasted with the art of the Wednesday Art Group (WAG) as the “art as self-expression” (Mahamood 2007).8


    This paper argues however, that this comparison is rather misleading and reductivist in its envisioning of a national culture that is based on essentialist concepts of Malayan culture. It is a concept that stresses the homogeneity of Malayan culture and dismisses hybridity for being uncritical of colonial culture. Because of this seemingly uncritical posture, hybridity is rejected for being unable to mount a necessary challenge to colonial culture and to propose a stable and coherent national culture. Therefore, the works of these artists proceeded from a different stance—one that discards essentialist conceptions of Malayan identity—and it is within this premise that they must be read. They focused on the differences that make up the Malayan identity rather than looking at “what we share in common” as Malayans. Thus, it is argued that their focus on difference rather than sameness makes use of hybridity as a strategy of Malayan nationalism. It needs to be reiterated here that the notion of difference itself is an integral component of hybridity, in the sense that the question of hybridity could not be raised in the first place if no boundaries were assumed to exist (Pieterse 2001: 226). However, it should be emphasised that this does not mean that by using the concept of hybridity the artists themselves necessarily assumed that these identities were essentialist in nature or were pure categories to begin with. Rather, we underscore that the notion of hybridity challenged the boundaries that were already assumed to be normative and unproblematic. By employing this notion, the artists were freed from the problem of “integrating” the major ethnic groups in Malaya, or in visual terms—developing a visual style which one could identify as “Malayan”. It also liberated them from having absolutist notions of what Malayan culture is—which meant that they avoided thinking in terms of “what do we want Malayan culture to be?” by refusing the attempt to list down a criteria for articulating that which is Malayan.


    For these artists, there was also no proper Malayan subject matter that could be differentiated from non-Malayan subject matter. (This can be contrasted with the Nanyang artists who interpreted Malayan subject matter i.e. as a tropical environment or a village lifestyle). Here, the question of relevance is a moot question, in that everything they produced (which had been relevant to them personally) became relevant as part of this continually evolving culture.


    RECOGNISING PERSONAL HISTORIES AS PART OF LARGER NATIONAL NARRATIVES


    Within the artworks produced by these artists—both in their processes and forms—the personal histories of the artists take on particular significance. These artists traced their personal individual histories and culturally divergent experiences and incorporated them into the larger national narrative. In this way, hybridity is also a strategy that highlights the interconnectedness between individual experiences and national collective consciousness. As Lee pointed out, “the inner world of contemplation and imagination; and the outer world of sensual experiences, should combine to formulate a basis and palette for the making of paintings or sculptures. Episodes in one’s own life, struggles of existence… all are the gist for the mill for art expression.”9 His self-potrait for instance, titled Complexitiy of Man, Self-Potrait expresses both the particular within the universal and vice-versa. It is a picture of his own personal struggle within himself, as well as a symbol of the eternal struggle between good or evil; inside and outside, that goes on in humanity (see Photo 1).


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 1 Lee Joo For, Complexity of Man, Self-Portrait (1966). Lithography AP. 17 × 25 in.

      Source: Tan (1995: 42).

    


    In Self-Portrait with Friends (see Photo 2), Patrick Ng illustrates himself in the middle surrounded by four other friends who are arranged in a symbolic (rather than naturalistic) manner. The depiction of the five friends seems to refer to actual people, however the room on which they stand is a symbolic rather than an actual physical space.


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 2 Ng, Patrick, Self-Portraits with Friends (1962). 69.7 × 59.5 cm. National Heritage Board, Singapore.

    


    This background is patterned by the different tapestries and tiles, which carry different motifs. Symbolic meanings, creation myths and traditional narratives are often distilled into the motifs that are employed on the design of fabrics, rugs and mosaics. The motifs carry the cultural histories that have been passed from generation to generation. Further into the background stands a mosque. The juxtaposition of each figure against a combination of motifs reflects the different cultural lineages and their interconnectedness. Patrick appears in the middle playing an invisible violin, suggesting himself as the narrator in this scenario, bringing his friends together. Thus, this artwork suggests that his “self-portrait” is not one of himself alone but one that encompasses the portrait of the larger image of the nation, made up by different and individual narratives.


    A SHARED CULTURAL PAST AND PRESENT


    These artists also traced the historical lineage of the various cultures that have constituted Malayan culture prior to the 50s and 60s. For instance, in Di Tepi Sungai, Patrick appears in the painting where ladies behind him spread out their sarongs to dry. The different textures and patterns of the sarong, which is a tubular skirt traditionally worn by Malay men and women in many parts of Southeast Asia, appear as a main motif in this painting. The garment may be viewed symbolically as the cloth that binds the figures together. But just as we think that this is merely a narrative of daily village life by the river, he introduces an unusual combination of traditional iconography that transforms the painting into a mythical account of life (see Photo 3). In this symbolic narrative, the tree in the middle of the painting is chopped off, while a “tree of life” springs up next to it, signalling the passing of the old, and the birthing of a new life (see Photo 4). In the iconography of Southeast Asian native communities, the “tree of life” is often employed as a symbol of fertility and life (Kerlogue 2004: 50). The notion of fertility in this “new” land is then repeated through his use of the shell, which he and his companion wear around their necks and another opened shell that lies on the ground. The notion of a new life is further reiterated, as a woman with outstretched hands is placed visually above that shell. She stands erect, holding out a clean white cloth, which has not been stained or marked—alluding to a new beginning.


    The heron in Southeast Asian iconography, which is sometimes used to symbolise the upper realm (Kerlogue 2004: 49) within the native tripartite conception of the universe (which Patrick had also portrayed in Spirit of Earth Water and Air) is depicted flying in the sky, thus invoking the idea of the co-existence of the spiritual and physical within the same realm (see Photos 3–5). Although he places himself in the painting, he separates himself (and his fellow artist10) visually from the rest of the composition (he is a dominant figure, and they are the only ones clothed in a different colour). This signals that his role as an artist is not only as actor in this creation myth, but also as author. This reiterates the notion that tradition is a construction that is continually rearticulated each time it is cited. Here, it may be suggested that Patrick uses Southeast Asian traditional symbols as a way to express the birth of the Malayan nation-state as merely a new phase within the historical development of the cultures in the region. His depiction highlights the continuity rather than a break from cultures past. His engagement with these symbols is what lends them their continued potency within the discourse of tradition in Southeast Asian countries.
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      Photo 3 Ng, Patrick, Di Tepi Sungai (1963). Oil. 47 ½ × 47 ½ in. Muzium & Galeri Tuanku Fauziah, Georgetown.

      Photographed by author.
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      Photo 4 Ng, Patrick, Di Tepi Sungai (1963). Oil. Detail of tree stump and tree of life. Muzium & Galeri Tuanku Fauziah, Georgetown.
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      Photo 5 Ng, Patrick, Di Tepi Sungai (1963). Oil. Detail of heron. Muzium & Galeri Tuanku Fauziah, Georgetown.

    


    It may be argued that in their focus on cultural diversity, these artists also avoided working within the binary of Eastern versus Western artistic orientations. The notion of hybridity, in this way, allows us to focus on the “horizontal exchanges” that occur between cultures. Papastergiadis highlighted that it is significant to approach cultural exchange particularly between the West and the rest as a horizontal movement rather than as a concentric movement that privileges Western culture. This concentric model of culture, assumes the West as the dominant source of culture while placing other cultures in a marginal position. Patrick Ng’s use of Southeast Asian iconography and Lee Joo For’s symbolic horse that references both local and international issues are instances of such horizontal exchanges.


    Another interesting example comes from the artist Chuah Thean Teng. He is well-known for his efforts to develop batik as a medium for fine art and a technique that can better express the local identity and culture (see Photos 6–7). Chuah acknowledged that batik has an important role to play in the production of Malayan culture. It is argued here that the move by Chuah to employ a technique that is foreign from Western cultural traditions is a critical move that attempts to divert our tendency to fall back on the hierarchical model of cultural development that privileges Western culture as high culture.


    I will cite an example from literature to illustrate this point. The problem of employing a Western mode of expression has an interesting parallel in the field of literature. The challenge of employing a Western mode of expression in painting can be compared to the challenge of writers who struggled with the use of English language to express a local Malayan culture. The area of language and literature was particularly productive in the discourse of Malayan culture during the 50s. In the University of Malaya Engmalchin—a combination of English, Malay and Chinese was used to challenge English language, which was the colonial language (Harper 1999: 297–298). Harper noted that this was recognition that while the use of English language or content was inevitable, it was only one of the many ingredients in Malayan culture. One of the solutions, as practised by these writers, was to allow the content or subject matter to gradually transform the language itself—as a result Engmalchin was born. In theory, it may be argued that this new hybrid form challenged the dominance of English language and its assumed completeness. However in the context of national identity, it continued to trap the Malayan people in a colonial hierarchy that places them perpetually at the periphery because this “new language” remains an adapted form of English, at least from the colonialist’s viewpoint.


    Thus, to avoid re-producing similar trappings in conceptualising Malaysian art history, the transformation of the medium of Western painting itself may be viewed as a way to provide a horizontal model of culture rather than a concentric model—where Western culture remained in the centre and the rest of the world tried to catch up. This approach highlights the complex horizontal forms of exchange that occur between different cultures, which do not rely on a privilege centre around which others are defined and justified. The choice of batik then is also significant since it is not only associated with the common culture of the people, it is also a carrier or source of traditional symbols and motifs of various cultures and histories.


    In Busy, the woman in front bends down to scoop a bowl of rice, while the woman at the back is in the middle of pounding rice. As they work the grain, the animals come to feed on it. His interesting juxtaposing of the birdhouse against the kampong house in the background transforms the birdhouse into a metaphor for the kampong as a place from which rice is produced and from which the nation is fed. His idealistic visual stylisation and his transformation of the familiar into iconography, seeks to encapsulate the notion of a nation within the symbolic space of the kampong as a place we receive nourishment and a place we can return to. Younger generation of artists11 have come to view these works as forming an inexplicable part of our national consciousness—not derived from rational justification of what makes a nation—but an equally powerful romanticised imagining.
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      Photo 6 Chuah, Thean Teng, Busy (ca.1962). Batik. 91 × 68 cm. National Visual Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.
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      Photo 7 Chuah, Thean Teng, Busy; detail (ca.1962). Batik. 91 × 68 cm. National Visual Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.

    


    On the other hand, his use of batik has also been critiqued as not representative of Malayan culture. For instance, Wharton cited Hoessein Enas and Chia Yu Chian who regarded batik as “not truly Malaysian because it originated in Java and the artists therefore are merely imitating the Indonesians” (Wharton 1971: 23). The issue here is not so much a question of difference (uniqueness) but a question of authenticity. This issue of authenticity is one that many postcolonial nations struggle with. The return to traditional sources and the problem of locating cultural practices, which are “uncorrupted” by colonial encounters are often limited to an essentialist notion of identity. Subsequently, such essentialist conceptions have become an unavoidable component of nationalism.


    Chuah himself acknowledged that the production and practice of batik itself was developed from various places such as China or Java (not in Malaya). He conceded that there is undoubtedly much debate on the origin of batik and the original employment of batik in the field of fine art. However, for Chuah this question was irrelevant. What he identified as Malayan was the new technique he had initiated. Thus, we suggest that by his act of introducing or transforming batik techniques into the realm of fine art, he has transformed it into a Malayan technique simply because he is a Malayan. Chuah seems to demonstrate that the criterion for belonging was self-determined and not based on a checklist of similarity and difference. We also underscore here, his effort to re-create or re-formulate culture rather than simply re-installing a past culture. Chuah, as well as the other artists in this paper, see themselves as active participants in the formulation of Malayan culture. They acknowledged their agency in the process of identity-making rather than relied on a formula for culture that is authenticated by claims of originality.


    THE CRITERIA FOR AUTHENTICITY AND BELONGING


    The subject of authenticity is a particularly problematic issue for postcolonial communities. Radhakrishnan pointed out that postcolonial hybridity often had to struggle for authenticity (Radhakrishnan 1993: 755). Consequently, many postcolonial communities find themselves attempting to recover a “lost” identity, presumably one that existed before the advent of colonialism. They also turn to various traditional practices and beliefs and claim these cultural practices as their “original” cultural identity; and by doing so fall into the trap of essentialism. Radhakrishnan thus proposed an approach towards authenticity that is based on choice. He stated, “…authentic identity is a matter of choice, relevance and a feeling of rightness.” It means “ruling out certain options as incorrect or inappropriate” (Radhakrishnan 1993: 755). In this way, Radhakrishnan’s theorisation of authenticity which centred on the idea of choice avoided the trap of essentialism or fundamentalism.


    Instead of asking the question what cultural ingredients produce an authentic identity of Malaya, we may say that it is what we produce that becomes the cultural ingredients of an authentic Malayan identity since we are Malayans. In this way, the artists recognised their agency to demarcate the boundaries of this identity as well as to define its constitution.


    Through this approach, the artists need not rely on or invoke similar traditional sources of identity in order to validate their belonging. However, in the context of nationalism, it was necessary to construct a criterion for political loyalty and belonging. It is suggested that these artists attempted to transform the basis of belonging from a core ethnie into a civic one. Through this approach, one would “rule out certain options as incorrect or inappropriate” based on responsibility and duty as a citizen of the country.


    Cheong Laitong, who has been well known more for his abstract works, have produced some semi-abstract and stylised figures. From these we may also have a glimpse of his ideals of the new nation. When Laitong was asked to make some adjustments to his mural for the National Museum, he was insistent that the figures in the mural remained “unclothed.” He said:


    
      To capture a true Malaysian identity meant creating figures without identifiable ethnic costumes. I wasn’t about to draw people in kain songket making kites, or women in saris. I didn’t feel that Malaysians should be identified by stereotypes. That’s the reason why I created semi-abstract figures which were half-naked (John 2003: 4–5).

    


    This tells us that he was critically sensitive in producing an image that avoided essentialist characteristics (see Photo 8).
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      Photo 8 Cheong, Laitong, Mural; detail (1962). Glass mosaic. 115 × 20 ft. National Museum Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur.

      Source: http://malaysia.com/galleries-kuala-lumpur-national-museum-4.html#image_top/ (accessed 20 June 2012).

    


    In sum, the artists were critically aware of their positions as Malayan artists and the fact that they were producing art for the nation. To critique their work as lacking in nationalist sentiment is to judge their works from formulaic essentialist criteria that privileges certain forms as more authentic than others. Their approach to authenticity is thus, not based on essentialist criteria, “original” sources of tradition or a core ethnie. Instead it is based on the artists’ agency to choose, to construct and to define that which is authentic. This is recognition of their own agency as Malayan artists that enabled them to dictate the criteria for authenticity and belonging.


    CHINESE IDENTITY AS ARTISTIC RESOURCE RATHER THAN PRIVILEGED ESSENCE


    For this group of artists, identity was not centred or drawn from their Chinese ethnicity or heritage. For Lee Joo For, his Chinese heritage seemed to be simply a resource among resources, never a privileged origin, from which his art springs. For instance, he cited his interest in calligraphy as related to his father’s talent as a calligraphist. However, it is only one of the many resources made available as part of his cultural heritage.


    Lee Joo For who has taken the symbol of a horse—which has appeared throughout his artistic journey—said, “For many years I have pursued the horse. […] More than anything, it kindled my interest in Chinese brush calligraphy.” His elaboration of the horse as a symbol—by comparing it to Picasso’s horse, Xu Beihong’s horse or Francis Bacon’s monkey in a glass cage to express his views on life—give us a picture of the competing artistic discourses of the day (Lee 1995: 18). His own expressions were assembled and constructed out of the combination of contemporary artistic considerations coupled with on-going sociocultural and political debates (see Photo 9). His allusions to a variety of international artists counterpointed with local political discourses characterised his struggle to connect the local to the international discourses of art, rather than relying on the artistic discourse from China.


    Yeoh Jinleng, when asked about his own absence of Chinese traditional influences, said:


    
      … in Ricefields, I was also influenced by that calligraphic stroke but I went into colour having understood the Western medium and the relationship between space and colour, which artists trained in the Chinese medium tend to overlook… [Artists trained in Chinese traditional painting] use colour as tints only, not related to space or its spatial dimensions of tones and hues.

    


    He observed that while many Chinese artists “used tints to lighten up the painting” they do not explore the “spatial dimensions of colour which the west had developed for over five centuries.” (Yeoh, J., pers. comm., 29 August 2012) (see Photo 10).


    In that sense, Chinese artistic traditions or approaches became only one of the many approaches that could be adopted, rather than employed as a cultural marker or preserved as a heritage.


    Through these examples, it is suggested that the artists have adopted a horizontal model of culture rather than a concentric one. The artists did not view themselves as “Chinese artists”. Their Chinese ethnicity, culture and tradition were a resource but not a centre from which artistic inspiration is derived. They may be differentiated from other artists who constantly looked to their Chinese ancestry and heritage as the original source of Chinese culture.
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      Photo 9 Lee Joo For, Cavorting Horses (1968). Woodcut AP. 30 × 56 in.

      Source: Tan (1995: 44).
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      Photo 10 Yeoh, Jinleng, Ricefields (1963). Oil. 84.5 × 104.5 cm. National Visual Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur.

    


    CONCLUSION


    To reiterate, the artists in this paper employed the notion of hybridity as a strategy for Malayan nationalism. This approach views Malayan identity not only as a constructed identity but one that is based on otherness rather than on similarities. It is argued that even though the artists produced works which were diverse in subject matter, approach and style, these varied trajectories and seemingly personal narratives should be viewed within rather than apart from the national narratives. Conversely, their work should not be positioned apart from nationalistic contexts since this would be predicated on an essentialist notion of cultural identity. Consequently, this paper underscores their agency as artists to construct and define Malayan national identity. Further, by differentiating their works through the notion of “postcolonial hybridity“, instead of a Western metropolitan hybridity, their struggle for authenticity was not based on a return to an “original” culture or tradition and did not privilege a Western or Chinese centre. Rather, their cultural borrowings can be understood within a “horizontal” form of exchange which regards Chinese, Western or Southeast Asian cultures as equally relevant sources for artistic inspiration.


    NOTES


    1.It should be noted that the Chinese community in Malaysia are a heterogeneous group with different cultural lineages even though they are all recognised as “Chinese” in ancestry and ethnicity. The long history of relationship between the people of China with those of the Malay Archipelago have been spurred on by various factors such as religious pilgrimages, trade, the colonial economy and socio-political conditions in China. Consequently, there are as many types of migration from different provinces of China and as there are settlements in various parts of Malaya, each carrying its own set of cultural traditions and practices.


    2.The first Ministry of Education scholarship was given to Tay Hooi Keat in 1948 (Tan 1992: 44). The first federal scholarship for art was created in 1957 and Yeoh Jinleng was awarded a place at Chelsea School of Art, and later to Hornsey College of Art for his master’s degree. Anthony Lau got a Malaysian government scholarship to Brighton College of Arts and Crafts in England (1957–1958) and a Fulbright grant for his masters in Indiana University in the United States (1968) (Wharton 1971: 49). Patrick Ng was a recipient of a British Council scholarship to study at Hammersmith College in England.


    3.Officially called the Federation of Malaya Arts Council.


    4.The gallery’s name has been changed to National Visual Arts Gallery since 2011.


    5.For example, see Tang (2000: 361) for Mahua literature (Malaysian Chinese Literature); and see Van der Heide (2002: 138) for P. Ramlee’s productions in cinema.


    6.By this he means to view culture as originating from a singular or fixed space (Papastergiadis 2005: 54).


    7.See Piyadasa (1994: 39).


    8.See also Sarena Abdullah’s journal paper “Absenteeism of identity in Malaysian Art in the early years of Independence” (Sarena 2010). Although her analysis does not explicitly classify the works as “nationalistic” or otherwise, the conclusion that Malaysian identity was absent is predicated on the assumption that Malaysian identity is an essential or pure category.


    9.Lee, J. F. Email interview. 28 and 29 August 2012.


    10.Redza Piyadasa who was a close friend of Patrick Ng, related in one of his lectures, how Patrick had included him into this painting. (In a series on Modern Malaysian Art, University of Malaya).


    11.See Yee (2007: 46).
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    ABSTRACT


    The paper discusses modern art in Pakistan by arguing that the artistic discourse in Pakistan has always been in one way or the other influenced by various social and political factors either nationally or internationally. It discusses how the political regimes that preceded each other directed the artistic discourse in the country from which contemporary art works have evolved. This paper divides the Pakistan artistic development into four major phases. The first phase discusses the artists’ struggle for identity after independence. The second period shows the censorship in art under General Zia’s regime until 1988. The third phase constitutes the 1990s, which can be termed as the transitional period towards contemporary socio-political art and finally the fourth phase reflects the contemporary socio-politically charged imageries in art since 2001. The discussion on the fourth phase will also demonstrate how the role of “contemporary” as a globalised art movement concentrating on regionalism and the Third World, has facilitated the legitimisation of Pakistani artists internationally, who are engaging the political chaos in their country as their artistic concern.
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    INTRODUCTION


    With the turn of the 21st century, the international art world is taking Pakistani artists seriously. Owing to the catastrophe of 9/111 Pakistan turned into an important geo-political identity not only in terms of international (read: American) agenda but most importantly, in the perspective of this paper, its artistic and aesthetic agenda as well. The media hype or exposure towards Pakistan post 9/11, paralleled with the change in the country’s social and cultural policies, created a fertile ground for provocative contemporary socio-political art. Many artists from Pakistan like Imran Qureshi, Rashid Rana, Saira Wasim, Faiza Butt and Aisha Khalid are now very well known and internationally acclaimed.


    The road to being recognised and legitimised by the Euro-American art world however, had not been undemanding for Pakistani artists. This paper traces and discusses Pakistan’s early modern art and its role towards the development of contemporary socio-political art.2 Western scholars have asserted that early Pakistani art had no identity or individuality of its own and the modernist movement in art was mostly based on western cubist idioms (Sirhandi 1992). The discussion in this paper will prove otherwise. Modern art in Pakistan has its own history. As this paper will trace, the seed of politically dissident art that flourished right after General Zia’s demise in 1988, had also persisted during his regime in less promiscuous forms. It was only after the 9/11 that Pakistani art in the form of socio-political narratives came to the attention of the international media and international art market. It can be stated, however, in the initial years of Pakistan’s creation until 1978, the artistic concerns and approaches of Pakistani artists were mainly dealing with the emotional exhilaration caused by the newly formed nation state coupled with the euphoria created by modern world’s initial triumph over nature.


    This paper aims to trace and categorise the art currents into four major phases that influenced Pakistani art over the years by examining Pakistani art in its historical context that led towards the contemporary practices. In this attempt, it must be noted that no hard lines can be created to demarcate these four phases as one phase can be influenced by another phase, prior or after. This paper will further seek to argue that the recent phenomena of socio-political imageries produced by Pakistani artists, although welcomed in the art market, is actually to an extent reinforcing the stereo-typical images of Pakistan in the Western art markets. To engage in such discussion, this paper has taken into consideration theoretical vocabularies initiated by Western scholars in critical discourse and yet they are used and customised within the context of discussing arts works according to their local sensibilities instead of using them in terms of the fixed preexisting paradigms. Such an approach is especially important in discussing or contextualising art from the post-colonial countries, where there is a discontinuation in the natural or spontaneous progression in the process of artistic discourse due to colonisation. It must be highlighted that the artistic discourse in the post-colonial societies had not been identical or parallel to the Western one.


    THE FIRST PHASE: PAKISTAN’S ARTISTIC SEARCH FOR IDENTITY (1960s AND 1970s)


    Realising its independence in 1947, Pakistan can be termed as a young nation state; however, the geographical and cultural history of the region goes back to the dawn of civilisation. The geographical location that came to be known as Pakistan itself comprises of many ancient and historical sites like Mehanjodaro, Harrapa, Ghandhara, Thattha, Chawkandi tomb and Mehergarh in Balochistan (Kenoyer 1991). Pakistan not only obtained its independence from the British but also demanded a separate home land owing to its religious identity that was different from the rest of the sub-continent, namely the Hindus. The Partition of the Sub-Continent into two separate nation states, India and Pakistan resulted in the mass exodus of the population from both sides to their respective allotted nation. This diaspora resulted in the genocide of epic proportions on both sides. The people from two separate religions, Hindus and Muslims who had been partners in business, neighbours and colleagues for 800 years, turned against each other (Majumdar 1946). With such a historical background regarding the formation of Pakistan as an independent nation-state, the situation for Pakistani artists was more complex than that of the artists from other post-colonial nations. Pakistani painters did not want to be influenced by its mixed Hindu heritage.


    The first art phase is the period when artists began their initial search for identity as a result of Pakistan’s independence in 1947. In the early stage, the prior image vocabulary that portrays or reflects the culture and religion of the Hindus, Muslims and other minorities that have been shared as a result of hundreds of years of co-existence, was shunned by the Muslim artists in search of their own individuality after the onset of Pakistan’s independence. This feeling manifested itself initially in the form of traditionalist artists who used Islamic themes although it later developed into what can be termed as regional modernism. As asserted by Marcella Sirhandi:


    
      Pakistan was created as an Islamic nation. While the artists were a little concerned with religion, Hindu – Muslim difference was the root of their conflict. The Bengal school paintings of gods and goddesses and its Punjabi version, “Lahore Oriental” tradition so popular before partition – became distasteful to Pakistanis (Sirhandi 1992: 16).

    


    The earlier artists dealt with identity issues and shunned almost all the shared imagery that could be traced back to the combined heritage of the former combined Indian sub-continent. They looked for their identity instead of the roots, which were polluted with mixed heritage of Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs, who shared the same soil, culture and heritage before the separation. No imagery in art work from the initial years can be traced back to the separation and its horrifying repercussions. This search for identity and authentic narratives created a binary among the artistic practice in Pakistan into two separate art movements, which can be termed as “Traditionalism” and “Regional Modernism”.3


    Pioneer traditionalist artists like Abdur Rahman Chughtai, Ustad Allah Bux and Fayzee Rehamin followed a traditionalistic course concerning themes and imagery but followed a different course of techniques after independence. Chughtai’s style is known as the “Lahore Oriental Style” and has become the main approach during this time (Photo 1). His favourite themes consisted of Mughal heroes from Islamic history and regional folk stories. “Chughtai devised a Persian-Mughal mannerism in flat romantic style. His horizontal compositions with subordination of certain elements to central idea, and colours are closer to Mughal than Persian paintings” (ul Hassan 1991: 37). Chughtai’s claim on Pakistani artistic heritage lies in the reconstruction of the national consciousness and pride over its history and tradition, which later became a legend with his creative skill and aesthetic excellence. As explained by Marcella Sirhandi:


    
      A consummate draftsman with an innate sense of color and design, he often gave an amusing twist or humorous note to his large water colors. He was the most accomplished printmaker in the subcontinent, having studied this art in London during his two visits to Europe in 1932 and 1936 (Sirhandi 1992: 23).

    


    Traditionalism continued to flourish until the death of Chughtai on the 17th January 1975. However, by the start of the 1960s there was a general trend among developing nations to follow the model of the developed white nation as an archetype and to abandon the traditions. The post colonial societies were regarded as in transition towards modern developed nations based on the archetype model of developed nations; “in the modernization discourses of the Pakistani state, “tradition” and “modernity” became emblems of transitional stages of national cultural development” (Tarar 2008).


    Traditionalists were overshadowed by other groups of artists called “Regional Modernists” who composed regional and local themes and yet were inspired by the international art. The pioneer was Shakir Ali (1914–1975). Shakir Ali joined the Mayo School of Arts in 1954 as a lecturer in the Fine Arts Department. Being the only “foreign qualified” teacher at Mayo School, he was promoted as the principal of the National College of Arts in its early transitional years before being confirmed on the job in 1962 (Tarar and Choonara 2003: 17).4 Shakir Ali later became the major catalyst in the development of the National College of Arts, the most acclaimed art institution in Pakistan (Ali 2008: 67). Sirhandi in Contemporary Painting in Pakistan, however, discredits Shakir Ali’s work. She writes:


    
      Shakir painted in cubist style, using heavy outlines to contain the color. His subjects were still lives and other motifs ranging from boats, bulls and figures to the mask of tragedy and comedy. Still Life with scroll, derived from Picasso or Braque, has flat, unsophisticated use of color and heavy brush work. From the European point of view, there is nothing new, original or noteworthy about these paintings, but for Pakistan, he was the first painter with recent firsthand experience abroad to paint in a “modern” western manner. Cubism became the fashionable mode attempted by the majority of artists in Lahore (Sirhandi 1992: 43).

    


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 1 Abdur Rahman Chughtai, The Mughal Princess (ca.1959). Watercolor on paper, 55.88 × 45.72 cm.

      Source: https://www.bonhams.com/auctions/17362/lot/6/ (accessed 2 May 2013).

    


    We would like to point out here that Shakir Ali was undoubtedly an enormously talented painter. His take on a more casual form of Cubism could actually be his effort to break free of merely French-European hegemony and to incorporate his own cultural and social background to the European modern art (Naqvi 1998). The introduction to Western art through Cubism played a huge role in forming the discourse of art in Pakistan until 1978. According to Hashmi, “Artists nurtured under his unassuming yet effective influence went on to form the core of what is now the face of contemporary art in Pakistan” (Hashmi and Mirza 1997: 18). However, even if we forgo the prejudices Euro-American hegemony creates in the art world towards the periphery regions, the images of stylised females in the “Yellow Woman” (1974) (Photo 2) or “Figures with Cattles” (1972) in cubist idioms had no special content or context to them. It does seem strange that such eye pleasing and stylised forms emerged from a nation that lost so many lives only a decade or two back in a mass exodus that resulted in the killings of almost genocidal proportions.
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      Photo 2 Shakir Ali, Yellow Woman (1974). Oil on canvas, 61 × 65 cm.

      Source: Sirhandi (1992).

    


    The reason behind this phenomenon is most articulately expressed by Nadeem Omar Tarar in Aesthetic Modernism in the Post-Colony: The Making of a National College of Art in Pakistan (1950–1960s) as an artistic strategy laid down by the state: “A conceptual and physical infrastructure was put in place to modify existing institutions and to create new ones for encouraging modern art and artists in the country” (Tarar 2008). The new attitude was a reaction to the colonial era when all forms of independent thinking and modern art were discouraged in order to produce low-order craftsmen for the economic benefit of the British Raj in the sub-continent (Tarar 2008). Shaker Ali trained a number of Pakistani artists and made “cubism” synonymous with “Modern” and “progressive” and highly influenced the later generation of Pakistani artists.


    Another artist with slightly ambiguous background is Sadequain, who is often referred to as a “self-taught” artist in Pakistan. As early as the 1950s, he became recognised as an artist of great potential. One of his patrons was Suhrawardy, the Prime Minster of Pakistan in the late 1950s (Sirhandi 1992: 57). Like most artists from his time, cubist idioms and style formed part of his visual vocabulary. Unlike Chughtai, Sadequain is credited for bringing art out from the confines of art galleries or drawing room walls to public spaces (ul Hassan 1991: 85). His massive public art works of gigantic scale, adorn the wall of Karachi Airport, Mangla Power station, the ceiling of Lahore Museum and Punjab University Library. In 1967, he completed the most ambitious project “Saga of Labor” (1965) (Photo 3) at the Mangla power station. This mural measures two hundred by thirty feet. The enormous project consisted of a series of paintings showing different stages of human existence in history. Basically, it paid respect to all the work forces that contributed to the construction of the multipurpose dam on the river Jhelum, which was at that time, Asia’s largest dam, hence the pride and euphoric treatment of the painting.
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      Photo 3 Sadequain, Saga of Labor (1965). Mural, 3048 × 380 cm.

      Source: http://www.thelovelyplanet.net/sadequain-the-master-of-calligraphic-art/ (accessed 15 February 2013).

    


    The “Regional Modernist” trend with strong influences from cubist idioms continued to flourish till 1978. If the public mural commissions like Sadequain’s paintings at Mangla Dam and Karachi Airport and Shakir Ali’s mural painting at the auditorium at the nuclear power plant at Islamabad in 1968 (Hashmi 2005) had continued, they would have contributed immensely to educating the masses aesthetically, owing to the nature of the placement of these public art works.


    THE SECOND PHASE: ART UNDER GENERAL ZIA’S REGIME (1977–1988)


    The dictatorial government of General Zia in 1977 that overthrew the democratically elected government of Zulifikar Ali Bhutto initiated the second important period in Pakistani art. General Zia’s dictatorial regime enforced strict Islamic mores. General Zia’s Islamization of the society is seen through the cold war polices and the part Pakistan played as the US partner in war against the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).


    General Zia’s government had a strict policy regarding all forms of visual and performing arts. Any form of figurative or conceptual art with any hidden agenda was censored and forbidden during his regime. This policy served two purposes for his dictatorial regime. Firstly, it coincided with the religion on the pretext of being un-Islamic and secondly it also served as the censorship tool, discouraging artists to indulge in any form of art regarding socio-political themes, as General Zia’s government was based on various human right violations within the country. However, General Zia’s policy of censorship regarding visual arts formed another binary within the second phase of Pakistan’s artistic discourse. This division consisted of mainstream art based on formalism and a low profile politically dissident art.


    The 11 years of General Zia’s theocratic-authoritarian regime (1977–1988) was one of the darkest periods of Pakistan’s artistic history. The whole society was reconstructed and modified into General Zia’s own Islamic interpretation. It was the time of complete censorship and Pakistan went through rigid and extreme religious and political change. The censorship of the government was based mainly on moral issues and curbing of female rights (Hashmi 2002: 11). “Faith was reduced to decrees relating to the representation of the female body, for which state-enforced conditions were in effect for the female presence in print media, film, theatre, television (which at that time was only the state-run channel) and in the visual arts” (Mirza 2009). The state politics stressed mainly on morality issues connected with female sexuality.


    General Zia ul Haq (1977–1988) followed strict policies of censorship in the visual and performing arts. Every kind of art that referred to any kind of political or social issue was censored. Works of artists that had political undertones with themes such as female oppression, religious fundamentalism or dictatorship were banned from state sponsored exhibitions. General Zia’s regime rooted in “religious extremism” had inherent distaste for any kind of figurative and sculptural art and it was strongly discouraged by the state (Hashmi 2002: 91).


    General Zia’a policy of compliance during the United States’ proxy war against the USSR from 1979 to 1988, created an unimaginable impact on Pakistani society; the creation of religious extremists (Taliban) in Pakistan and Afghanistan has its roots in this period (Coll 1992). The process of art and public interaction halted in its tracks. This regime gave birth to what can be called the era of “Enforced Formalism.” The term “Enforced Formalism” is used here to describe General Zia’s policy towards visual art during his regime. Artists were bound to work within the genres that were permissible by the government. The government sponsored and encouraged art that was based on totally benign themes and formalistic concerns for example landscapes, portraitures and Islamic calligraphy, hence the use of the term “Enforced Formalism.”


    This enforcement of controlled artistic expression resulted in most of the famous artists complying with these policies for example, the “The Punjab Landscape School“—a group of painters during the 1980s and 1990s that created politically safe imageries by adopting formalistic European and American semi-impressionistic style of landscapes. The second genre included the portraitures and torsos, mostly of the founding fathers of Pakistan and General Zia himself. The third form of artist genre that flourished during the 1980’s and was a preferred form of state sanctioned artistic expression was calligraphy, the art of beautifying Quranic verses or poetry. Hanif Ramey, Gul Gee and Sadequain (who later in his life under general Zia regime turned into a calligrapher), are the finest examples. The artists adhering correct imageries were awarded with government projects, which usually consisted of painting or portraits for official buildings and army establishments.


    There is actually an immense paradox in the term “Enforced Formalism” introduced earlier. The term “Formalism” is synonymous with artistic freedom of expression, to be appraised on its formal qualities, and celebrates the freedom of the artist’s detachment from any political or religious pressures during modern times (Bradley and Esche 2007). General Zia’s regime, however, used the very concept of art for art’s sake to manipulate and curb artistic expressions. His regime forcefully censored art of any content or context and turned artistic practice into a benign activity in a society that was going through harsh human rights violation, hence, the paradox.


    During this second phase, we can already trace the early works that started to have the socio-political nuances. The works of female artists began to serve as a commentary on the ferocity of the 1980s regime against female self expression. Female artists on many levels were struggling to contest the new mindsets of the male oriented society that was being trained to resent the female presence in public. The female artists created many artworks that served as reactions to General Zia’s policies of gender marginalisation, however, most of these artworks were not and actually could not have been too direct in its socio-political imagery for security and safety reasons; “since there was limited precedence of art that dealt with socio-political concerns, they had to invent ways to deal with these issues” (Ali 2008: 49).


    In Naazish Attaullah’s Chadar Series, (1987) (Photo 4), she uses the image of a “shawl” torn in pieces. Hashmi describes Attaullah’s use the “shawl” as a metaphor for claustrophobic, shroud-like, savage attributes that stood for women during General Zia’s misogynistic regime instead of its actual protective, comforting secretive presence (Hashmi 2002: 98).
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      Photo 4 Naazish Attaullah, Chadar (1987). Print, 27 × 42 cm.

      Source: Hashmi (2002).

    


    Salima Hashmi states in Art of Pakistan; Traditions and Trends, “… there was never a question of art for art’s sake in my work, there’s always been a purpose, whether it was performing arts or visual arts. For me, communication was the name of the game” (Raseed 2010: 86). Her socio-political messages are guised in her usual poetic way that she inherits from her father. She uses metaphors and symbols to depict harsh realities and disturbing facts. One of her paintings, “Year of the Drought” (1980) (Photo 5) criticises the regressive and oppressive nature of the dictatorship under General Zia in her typical non-direct poetic way. She uses windows metaphors, which opens view to an austere orange and white barren landscape, a green branch of leaves is seen near the window, representing hope “for change of seasons and for an end to drought” (Sirhandi 1992: 122). The small green branch brings the message of spring after a long and dry autumn. The painting shows General Zia’s regime as hard times for the nation similar to the droughts, a metaphor well versed in an agricultural Pakistani society. It also points at the dry spell or sterile creative landscape that Pakistani art and media were subjected to.


    Quddus Mirza, created at least one art work that was directly a critique of General Zia ul Haq in a painting entitled “Portrait of a Shah” (1986) (Photo 6). The image of the Mughal Emperor or king was with a tongue in cheek expression used as the metaphor for the absolute, totalitarian rule of General Zia. The thick paint covers the face of the “King” which could be the metaphor for dirt, (Ali 2008: 43). However, according to Naqvi in Image and Identity: Fifty Years of Painting and Sculpture in Pakistan, knowing well the consequences of such political critique the paint was used to hide the face. Making the painting rather ambiguous can be suggested as a way to save the artist from the political wrath (Naqvi 1998).


    Even at times when direct socio-political imagery in art was neither appreciated nor acceptable, AR Nagori can be rightly termed as the pioneer socio-political artist in Pakistan. His paintings depicted the atrocities of the dictatorial government of General Zia and its religious bias against minorities and women. He was not intimidated by censorship or worldly prestige and his art exhibitions were usually raided and sealed (Himaladmin 2011). His most powerful painting Tower of Power (1985) reflects the political drama of the 1980s. Painted against rich red background, signifying violence, the painting is treated in flat colours in which he describes the distribution of power in the society in his usual witty visual style. It is a satirical statement on Pakistan’s hierarchical control. In it, the military is positioned wearing a cap of American influence. At the bottom, the common people are ridden over rough shod by bureaucrats, who profit from the clergy and collusion with the forces at the top (Sirhandi 1992).


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 5 Salima Hashmi, The Year of Drought (1980). Oil on board, 60 × 91.44 cm.

      Source: Sirhandi (1992).
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      Photo 6 Quddus Mirza, Portrait of a Shah. 1986. Oil on canvas, 55.88 × 76.2 cm.

      Source: Ali (2008).

    


    THE THIRD PHASE: A TRANSITION TO THE CONTEMPORARY (1990–2000)


    The 1990s is often dismissed as a kind of a lost decade within Pakistan’s recent history; at best, the anti-climatic follow-up to the tumultuous politics of Zia’s period and at worst, the period of disillusionment (Toor 2013). Owing to the anti-progressive policies of General Zia toward any form of freedom of expression, especially in the visual and performing arts, art regressed and slowly disappeared from the lives of the ordinary people. This created anti-art sentiments in the masses towards any figurative or conceptual art. However, after General Zia’s demise in a plane crash and the change of Pakistani politics towards democracy, the future seemed to be better for the artists. The government policy of censorship towards all sorts of visual and performing arts became more relaxed. However, the regression in the society continued and the transgression of minority rights and sexual violence against women gained momentum (Toor 2013). This contradictory outcome in the society played a major role in nurturing the seeds of socio-political imageries in the 1990s. Another reason for this transformation can be credited to the fact that Salima Hashmi, an eminent socio-political artist took over as principal of the National College of Arts (NCA). She encouraged more conceptual forms of art with the help of Zahoor ul Aklaq, the most celebrated conceptual artist in Pakistan. There are three major artistic trends that can be traced during the 1990s in which the practicing formalist artists from General Zia’s era still produced their works.


    The first form of artistic expression that prevailed in the decade of the 1990s was by the mainstream artists who were known as the established artists by General Zia’s regime. These artists, throughout the 1990s, were working on popular imagery, based on formalistic concerns in the genre of landscape, calligraphy and portraiture. These artists include Kalid Iqbal, Ajaz Anwar, Muhammad Asif, Zubaida Javed, Saeed Akhter, Gul Jee, Sadequain and many more.


    The second trend during the 1990s was the foundation of the Neo-Miniature/Contemporary Miniature Movement. The legend left by Chughtai by deriving inspiration from Mughal miniatures to form his own style was further approached in a very different way. During this period, miniature art was in the process of being evolved from an ancient illustrative art to a tool for dynamic contemporary socio-political visual commentary. In the 1990s, miniature art from Pakistan made a mark in the international market as an ethnic form of art easily recognisable from South Asian art. However, the introduction of conceptual concerns by senior painters like Zahoor ul Aklaq and Quddus Mirza influenced the future generation of miniaturists especially those after 9/11. The 1990s era was the time when conceptual concerns were introduced in the main stream Pakistani art. Quddus Mirza, for example, produced an installation of six panels of mirrors hung horizontally on the wall during an exhibition at Alhamra Arts Gallery, Lahore in 1996. The mirrors were hung right on the level where an average female could look at her face. The title was written on the mirrors in a red lipstick – “Homage to the Woman who is Looking at Her Self”.


    The third trend was the influence of post modernism that manifested itself in what is termed as “Karachi pop”. It was based mainly on popular cultural visual narratives of the cosmopolitan city of Karachi. The most well-known installation was created by Iftikhar Dadi, Elizabeth Dadi, David Alesworth and Durya Kazi in collaboration with truck artists and decorators titled “Heart Mahal” (1996), this led many artists to further scrutinise popular art and stereotypes with wit and satire.


    THE FOURTH PHASE: THE CONTEMPORARY SOCIO-POLITICAL ART POST 9/11 (2001–2013) AND ITS INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION


    The art of Pakistan projected by General Zia’s government was to reinforce the new image of his own interpretation of an Islamic state. As already mentioned in the second phase, forced formalism is a paradox in itself; it was against the very essence of the concept behind formalisation in art, that is, the freedom of expression. During General Zia’s time, the concept of art for art’s sake was used for self-interpreted nationalism, glorifying political personalities and calligraphy as the preferred symbol of the Islamic state; the idealistic landscapes were considered permissible at the official level but they were also economically viable intellectual investments.


    It can be argued, however, if the introduction of enforced formalisation during General Zia’s time had not occurred, Pakistan would not have witnessed the emergence of art that is conceived as contemporary today. It seems that adversity has brought out the best art works today. The oppression in visual art practice during General Zia’s time generated the seed of a politically dissident art and an aversion towards the pure formalist aspect of artistic practice. The 1990s as we have discussed in the previous phase, can be credited as the incubating period of this new attitude towards a more socio-politically charged artistic practice that is known in Pakistani art.


    With the start of the 21st century, the world art current had started moving towards regionalism and the wave of globalisation seems to be searching out the otherness from the periphery regions. But undoubtedly the incident of 9/11 and the change of the local cultural policy acted as a catalyst in the flourishing of socio-political imageries in Pakistan after 2001.


    Describing the influence of critical theory on contemporary art, Leonard Koscianski in “The Emergence of Critical Postmodern Art“, writes that pop art presented postmodernism as a concept in art during the 1960s, which was an act of engaging with the mass culture imageries in a playful manner as a reaction to high modernism that catered only to the elite class. The postmodern artists were not detached from the society like the modernist artists, but rather were part of it. However, in the 1980s, it was with the advent of critical postmodernism that the artists turned critical of the commercialised world around them. The artists did not only employ the images of mass cultural appeal like the pop artists but also, “acted as independent lenses onto the troubled world” (Koscianski 2003: 81). Therefore it can be argued that contemporary art has turned the artists more critical towards their society and their surrounding and turned artistic practice into a visual documentation of socio-political commentary of the contemporary times (Koscianski 2003).


    There is an argument that the transition of modern and developed countries to postmodernism has first started at the economic and social levels. The arrival of postmodernism in art could not be legitimised in countries that never went through the modernising process properly or are still going through modernisation at the social and economic level (Sarena 2010). Keeping the above mentioned argument in mind, it can be claimed that no other place in the world embraced the “contemporary art current” as the Third World did. The term “Contemporary” that is almost synonymous with globalisation and pluralism, was the perfect solution for legitimisation and ultimate recognition of the Third World art. The recognition of their “otherness“, if not as authentic as the Euro-American art legacy, was accepted as original. However, Arthur Danto credits the end of art as referred to the end of main stream modernism to Warhol’s Brillo Box. He claims in Beyond the Brillo Box:


    
      Once art ended you could be an abstractionist, a realist, an allegorist, a metaphysical painter, a realist, an allegorist Meta physical painter, a surrealist a landscapist, or a painter of still lifes and nudes. You could be a decorative artist, a literary artist, an anecdotalist, a religious painter, a pornographer. Everything was permitted since nothing was historically mandated (Danto 1992: 9)

    


    General Pervez Musharraf’s military government overthrew democratically elected Prime Minister Mr. Nawaz Sharif in 1999 in a coup d’état. In 2001, after the incident of 9/11, the “Global War on Terror” in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s periphery areas gave this dictatorship in the country a legitimacy it needed. General Pervez Musharraf’s regime was probably the most congenial period for art in Pakistan. For an outsider, this might seem superfluous but the people especially the highly sensitive artists who went through the turmoil of an oppressive regime appreciated the fruits of freedom no matter how limited they actually were. The proliferation of the socio-political imageries in Pakistani art undoubtedly was a result of the introduction of these internal liberal policies and the focus of media towards Pakistan after 9/11 and the war on terror that still rages the borders of Pakistan with many drone attacks and massacre of civilians in the name of collateral damage.


    However, the incident of 9/11 created a chain reaction of many important events in the art scene of Pakistan that manifested itself in various ways. Immediately after 9/11 and the War on Terror that followed, the artist couple Imran Qureshi and Aisha Khalid conducted a workshop which was based on 9/11 at the Rothas Art Gallery, titled “Darmiyaan”.5 The workshop was an attempt to document the response of local artists to the situation that Pakistan endures – the country is caught between religious militancy and the American imperialistic aggression on its borders as part of the War on Terror, in particular after the horrific attack on the World Trade Center. This workshop lasted for seven days and seven artists were invited to express in their own ways what this war meant to them. They included Quddus Mirza, Risham Syed, Masooma Syed, Aisha Khalid, Imran Qureshi, Sania Samad and Sofia Ans. Ans was in Berlin and participated through the Internet. Aisha recalls that the workshop and its theme changed the works of many artists. It must be noted that there is another connotation to the word “Darmiyaan,” – as “middle ground” – referring to the impartial position of the artists in the political situation that Pakistan found itself after 9/11.6


    The whole phenomena of 9/11 coupled with General Musharraf’s moderate enlightenment policy initiated the course of Pakistani art. The exposure from international media further produced many well known contemporary artists with phenomenal successes in the international art market, further reinforcing the direction of Pakistan’s artistic discourse. Artist Saira Wasim was invited by Whitney Museum in 2003 for her notorious exhibition “The American Effect” that was later added to the permanent collection of Whitney Museum, New York and Albert Victoria Museum, London. Rashid Rana was the first contemporary Asian artist whose work was integrated in Musee Guimet, France’s National Museum of Asian art. One edition of his work titled the “Red Carpet,” was auctioned at Sotheby’s New York Museum for a record price of $623,000, the highest price ever paid for the work art produced by a Pakistani artist. In 2003, Rashid Rana was also awarded the international Artist of the Year Award, South Asian Visual Arts Centre (SAVAC) in Toronto. Besides that, Huma Mulji’s taxidermy camel in a trunk “Arabian Delight” (2008) (Photo 7) was bought at the Dubai Art Fair for $8,000 in 2008. Recently, Imran Qureshi has also won the top prize at Sharjah Biennial in 2011 and he was awarded artist of the year in 2013 based on the recommendation of the Deutsche Bank Global Art Advisory Council, which includes internationally renowned curators Okwui Enwezor, Hou Hanru, Udo Kittelmann, and Victoria Noorthoorn. Later in 2013, Imran was awarded with a commission to paint the roof top 8,000-square-foot terrace space of metropolitan museum of Arts, New York (Photo 8). These are just a few examples of important activities generated in art scene from Pakistan after 9/11.


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 7 Huma Mulji, Arabian Delights (2008). Rexine suitcase, taxidermy camel and fabric, 105 × 144 × 155 cm (with open lid).

      Source: http://www.saatchigallery.com/artists/huma_mulji.htm (accessed 8 June 2014).
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      Photo 8 Imran Qureshi, Blessings Upon the Land of My Love (2011). Paint on tile, site-specific.

      Source: http://www.sharjahart.org/projects/projects-by-date/2011/blessings-upon-the-land-of-my-love-qureshi (accessed 9 July 2013).

    


    Since its conception, art in Pakistan has been socio-politically motivated in one way or the other. The works of earlier artists dealt with complex identity issues faced by the newly independent nation state. The dictatorial regime during the second phase was responsible for the creation of a binary in the Pakistani artistic practice that consists of mainstream politically conformist art and a subtle movement of politically dissident art. The 1990s or what has been termed as the third phase of the Pakistani artistic practice, was yet again influenced by the change in infrastructure of the government and relaxed policies towards visual arts.


    However, the incident of 9/11 heightened the presence of socio political art themes in Pakistani art and made Pakistani artists and their art well known globally; it must be noted that 9/11 is not the only factor that contributed towards the promulgation of socio-political art works by Pakistani artists. It can be argued that after the freedom from any fixed art movements and preexisting art currents in contemporary times, this is the time in which South Asian artists especially those from Pakistan play on their own turf and familiar grounds.


    Globalisation has also played a major part in helping third world contemporary artists to become recognised. It is, however, at the cost of burdening them with the weight of their own culture. These artists need to carry the identity signs of ethnicism or orientalism from their respective regions to be recognised and legitimated. On the other hand, the white artists owe no obligation to multiculturalism or the need to hold a specific identity sign to be legitimised (Araeen 2011).


    In parallel to that, Pakistan’s burgeoning art market indirectly encourages imagery that reinforces international media policies and imagery containing stereotypes expected from Pakistani artists. This phenomenon is appropriately written by Bourdieu in The Market of Symbolic Goods;


    
      The ending of dependence on a patron or collector and, more generally, the ending of dependence upon direct commissions, with the development of an impersonal market, tends to increase the liberty of writers and artists. They can hardly fail to notice, however, that this liberty is purely formal; it constitutes no more than the condition of their submission to the laws of the market of symbolic goods, that is, to a form of demand which necessarily lags behind the supply of the commodity (Bourdieu 1985).

    


    Art has always been used for political, social or physiological gains over the masses. Media and the art market are the new controlling factors in contemporary art. One of the most celebrated contemporary Pakistani artists Rashid Rana, however, discredits the role of international media attention as the sole reason for the change in Pakistan’s artistic discourse.


    
      I feel that the global interest in art from Pakistan is a relatively recent phenomenon which has greatly been fuelled by the curiosity derived from the attention that the country has gained under the media spotlight over the last decade – however, this could be only one of the reasons. Generally, this is a time where there is slightly more focus than before on art from developing countries – a shift from the Euro-America centric focus which had primarily dominated the art world. While it is true that we might be of merely temporary interest, it is an opportune time for contemporary artists from Pakistan to take one’s practice to a level where it transcends time and region.7

    


    The recognition of artistic practice from Pakistan in the international art world came with a huge price for the nation in the form of War on Terror in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s periphery areas. However, the contemporary artists from Pakistan seized the opportunity to wrestle the right to self-representation in the form of thoughtful and very articulate socio-political imageries, responding to the international media’s hype towards Pakistan as a rogue nation. These artists are finally creating an artistic individuality out of their confused colonial past and trying to create an order among the political chaos.


    Globalisation, the art market and the 9/11 catastrophe played an immense role in the recognition of contemporary Pakistani artists at an international level and artists too have seized this opportunity by using the popular imagery, cliché and stereotype to generate mass appeal and to indulge the audience into conveying strong messages. Ultimately, we would like to point out however, that a strong subject matter or a socio-political issue does not make an art good or bad; it only operates just as a catalyst. It is a combination of formal qualities and conceptual approach that makes an art good. As Rashid states;


    
      9/11 was also a global phenomenon. If you see the larger picture of the whole world, artists are engaging in political contents. It is how people responded to trauma back then and this how the art current is to respond to trauma now by engaging or responding in social or political commentary with political content. Having said that artists are responding to their environment, I don’t mean it guarantees the making of a good art. There is a tendency to get on the band wagon that is happening in Pakistan too.8

    


    Rashid explains that the subject matter or content of an art piece does not necessarily guarantee great art work even in contemporary times, where content is as important as the artwork’s formal qualities. However, the contemporary art from Pakistan will have to go through the test of time and the artwork that transcends this test will survive and prove whether it is just a temporary interest created by Euro-American policies after 9/11 or one that possesses real substance.


    NOTES


    1.In an interview, Rashid Rana uses this term for the Pakistani artists from ca.1965–1978.


    2.The September 11 attacks (also referred to 9/11) were a series of four synchronised attacks launched by the terrorist group al-Qaeda by proceeding to fly three of the four jets into the Twin Towers and the Pentagon in the city of New York and the Washington on Tuesday, 11 September 2001. The attacks killed almost 3,000 people and caused at least $10 billion in property and infrastructure damage.


    3.Socio-political art can be termed as an interactive art in which the participation of the audience is needed. If a message conveyed by the artist on human conditions or against some political ideology, is not understood by its viewers in the context to which it was conceived, then the purpose is not served.


    4.National College of Arts formally known as “Mayo School of Arts” was founded in 1875, in Punjab, Lahore. It was named in the memory of the late “Earl Mayo” and was initiated by the donation of the “Mayo Memorial Fund”. John Lockwood Kipling, Professor of School of Art in Bombay was designated as the first principal. The art college was basically being used to generate Indian arts and crafts which had a lot of demand in the European market. The Mayo School was officially upgraded to National College of Arts on October 1958.


    5.“Darmiyaan” is a word from Urdu language meaning “in the middle”. The word used here is with the meaning “caught in the middle”.


    6.Aisha Khalid, skype interview with author, 13 August 2013.


    7.An interview with Rashid Rana by Amna R. Ali (Assistant Editor at Newsline) in 2013.


    8.Ibid.
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    ABSTRACT


    In Malaysia, similar to other countries such as the USA, UK and Australia, popular women’s magazines were established under the governance of the country’s major newspaper corporations. The mass circulation women’s magazine Wanita, was created in 1969. This paper explores how Wanita acted as catalyst in presenting women’s voices in Malaysian society and how it presented notions of modernity, through an examination of selected Wanita magazine covers following the early years of Malaysian independence. This paper will also present recent scholarly findings from the first visual and social cultural investigation of Wanita magazine ever undertaken and offers a new perspective on narratives of citizenship, nationalism and feminism in Malaysia. Beginning with a look at the role of the media in shaping national identity, the state of media freedom in Malaysia, and the emergent stage of Malaysian archiving, it then justifies our use of Wanita magazine as a case study and presents our discussion on how the early editions of the magazine worked actively to promote positive ideas of the role of women in Malaysian society.
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    INTRODUCTION


    It is fair to acknowledge that the voices of women of British Malaya (18th century to 1948) influenced the voices of Malaysian women today. One of the earliest evidences of the existence of a discussion about the role of Malay women can be traced from the 20th century Malay literature. Hikayat Faridah Hanum was written in 1925–1926, and debated women’s rights and equality. The author was Syed Sheik Al-Hadi, a Muslim man, preacher and writer. The first publication in British Malaya that involved the voices of women for women was a Malay women teacher’s magazine called Majalah Bulan Melayu (1930–1941)1. Texts such as these serve as proof of women embracing and articulating their opinions in developing Malaysian society. Other traces of the rise of women’s voices in Malaya/Malaysia can be found not only through written artefacts or official photographs, but also through visual imagery found in popular culture artefacts of this period of time, such as magazines, posters, calendars, advertisements, photographs, films, or, more recently, television programs. However, to trace the voices and the movements of the women involved in popular culture, around British Malaya and early Malaysia, through visual forms, is a complex task. Direct memory and emotional connection to the artefacts have almost been eroded in present day Malaysian society. Such popular artefacts have not been collected systematically by official institutions and can mainly be obtained from private collections.


    In some countries, popular women’s magazines were born under the governance of the country’s main newspaper corporation. As products of mass circulation, magazines were an affordable source of knowledge and entertainment, preceding radio and television in many homes in Malaysia. In the 1960’s, due to the poverty in Malaysia, especially in rural areas, such as northern Malaysia and the east coast of Peninsular Malaysia, very few households owned a television or radio (Ungku Abdul Aziz 1964).


    Even though not every woman in Malaysian society could afford to purchase her own personal copy, magazines had their means of circulation and could be shared and discussed, spreading their message from one Malaysian household to another. They became an ubiquitous ephemeral artefact that not only constantly brought a wide range of issues about women to a broad population, but also played a central part in everyday life, stimulating the cultural and social flow of the nation’s identity. Few studies on Southeast Asian women’s magazines have highlighted the significant lack of documentation and preservation of women’s magazines in Southeast Asia. Carol L. Mitchell’s work2 on women’s magazines in Asia based on other scholars’3 studies in the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia, underlined very little scholarly exposure on the magazine’s content and their roles in non-western countries; and stated that, “the dearth of historical knowledge about Malaysian women’s magazines is due to the paucity of documentation of the few known colonial women’s magazine and highlights the need for better documentation and preservation” (Mitchell 1998: 251)


    How did the magazine Wanita act as catalyst in presenting women’s voices in Malaysian society, and how did it use images of women on its covers to convey notions of modernity in Malaysia? This paper will examine the magazine in the first two decades since its first publication and its involvement in facilitating Malaysia’s nation building.


    THE NATION BUILDING


    In its cultural form, the primary feature of national identity is as a template for belonging, where a group of people, subscribing to a certain national identity, are seen “as possessors of a far wider range of standard properties” (Cubitt 1998: 14). These “standard properties” were described by Löfgren as:


    
      The experience and the strategies of creating national languages, heritages and symbolic estates, etc., are circulated among intellectual activists in different corners of the world and the eventual result is a kind of check-list: every nation should have not only a common language, a common past and destiny, but also a national folk culture, a national character or mentality, national values, perhaps even some national tastes and a national landscape […], a gallery of national myths and heroes (and villains), a set of symbols, including flag and anthem, sacred texts and images, etc. (Löfgren 1987: cited in Cubitt 1998: 16).

    


    This imagined notion of sharing a range of similarities, whether it is historical roots, political orientation, racial progeny or linguistic oneness, makes people feel that they are a part of a unique group that differentiates them from others. It has been argued that these “standard properties” are not in themselves the natural progenitors of national identity, but ideological standards that are constructed and inscribed in the consciousness of a people, as the source of their unique origin as a nation. As Kumar notes, national identity is “the product of the process by which the nations are formed, rather than some qualities intrinsic or special to the nation in question” (Kumar 2003: iv).


    The notion of imagining a nation is associated with the work of Anderson for whom the nation is an “imagined community” because most of its members will never know each other, yet they share common ideas and values as a community and “the nation is conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship” (Anderson 2006: 7). Through communication, communities scattered across social and geographic locations, who may have no immediate bonds with each other, imagine a social bond and unity as one people. In addition, an idealistic collective vision of a better future, better life, better economic and political stability, better security, harmony and happiness also forges a sense of oneness. This aspect of national identity as a form of belonging, which can operate across large scattered communities, differentiates it from immediate forms of kinship or interdependence in older tribal or agrarian societies.


    Anderson has argued that “print language is what invents nationalism, not a particular language per se” (Anderson 2006: 135). This claim seems to suggest that nationhood is neither the product of a specific cultural linguistic group nor the result of people sharing a particular language, but instead it is the way in which print creates a medium for airing collective concerns and interests and enables people to communicate with each other. Therefore, Anderson concludes, “above all the very idea of a ‘nation’ is now nested firmly in virtually all print-languages; and nation-ness is virtually inseparable from political consciousness” (Anderson 2006: 135). While Anderson’s analysis only focuses on book industries (perhaps due to the fact that his is a historical study of print revolution, which was dominated by book-publishing industries in its early days), in the centuries since the print revolution, the printing press has given birth to a plethora of formats such as newspapers, magazines, posters, flyers stamps and brochures. The variety of printed materials such as literatures, feuilletons, magazines, tabloids, cartoons, pamphlets, leaflets, posters have proliferated and have become essential advertising promotional utilities in a consumerist world (Williamson, 1972). The rise of popular print culture in the last few centuries has had an undisputable impact on socio-political consciousness.


    FREEDOM OF MEDIA


    With the media seen as one of the most important cultural sites for shaping national identity, this concept assumes an added significance in Malaysia, where the media operates within strictly controlled parameters. In most countries, media operate with a certain level of autonomy in fostering a public sphere that is relatively unhindered by government control. They can often criticise and contest the government. In contrast, in Malaysia, the media is not seen so much as an independent sphere of public life, but as an agency for developing the nation in line with the government’s goals, as “the government still views the media as a means for promoting the government” (Johnson 2010). This is visible in a speech given in 1964 by the Minister of Information at the first year of television broadcasting in the country, when he said:


    
      Television will be an important instrument of our social revolution. It will be a means of informing the people about the progress in various sectors of our national life. It will also enable them to know of the progress outside Malaysia (Nain 1999: 7).

    


    Even though there are a variety of newspapers and magazines on the shelves of vendors throughout Malaysia, it is not an exaggeration to say that media publications are largely monopolised by the country’s leading mega-publishers, Utusan Melayu Berhad (UMB) and News Straits Times Press (NSTP), which are both owned indirectly by Malaysian government (Wong 2000).


    With regards to the monitoring and censorship of media outlets, the Home Minister controls the licenses of various publishing firms and also has the right to ban any publication considered prejudicial to the national interest under the Malaysian Printing Act 1984. For example, in 2010, a comic book published by a Malaysian political cartoonist Zunar was banned, along with a scholarly book by a Malaysian Muslim feminist academic on the implementation of certain provisions in the Shari’ah Criminal law and its impact on women in Malaysia4. A book on the origins of a 2001 riot between Hindus and Muslims in Malaysia by lawyer K. Arumugam was also banned. There are some international magazines and book publications sold widely in Malaysia, but they undergo the same censorship process as other domestically published material. Due to this law, several publications that were critical of government campaigns and policy have been banned or summoned to court. Asiaweek, The Far Eastern Economic Review and other international publications, were banned in February 1999 as their content was found to be critical of Malaysia.


    METHODOLOGY


    Most of the content in this paper is extracted from the 2012 PhD thesis of Zainurul Rahman. The focus on Wanita is based on two factors: firstly, that the media represents key sites of cultural significance that shaped the ideas around national identity, and secondly, that the popular print archiving is in a nascent stage in Malaysian history. Given these two factors, the importance of systematic study of publications such as Wanita cannot be over-emphasised. This paper therefore focuses on two parts. Firstly, it focuses on showing how Wanita operated as a catalyst to present the voices and experiences of Malaysian women. Secondly, it demonstrates how Wanita utilised images of women from Malay/sian and other countries on its covers to support and convey the notions of feminism and ideas of modernity in Malaysia to Malaysian women.


    This paper focuses on the significance of visual imagery in popular print culture as exemplified by Wanita. The methodology uses the magazine as a case study. This research acknowledges that there are many other types of print publications that could be the focus of academic studies or scholarly discussions such as Malaysia’s daily newspapers or the country’s burgeoning online media scene. Thus the aim of this study is not to catalogue all possible print media and their representations of the Malaysian nation, but to tell a focussed narrative about the role of Wanita in fostering notions of national identity through its portrayal of women on its covers. This comprises a select data set that has been widely consumed since Malaysian independence, but which suffers from lack of research and archiving. Wanita enjoyed a long-term mainstream presence in the country and is still a popular publication today. It has a wide readership in the country across different female age and class demographics and reflects cultural significance as an iconic publication engaging in public discourse on Malaysian life and culture.


    While there were some other popular magazines published in Malaysia since the early 1960s, these were mainly film magazines, such as Majalah Filem (1960–1961), Berita Filem (1969–1965), Suasana Bintang Filem (1960–1968) and Gelanggang Filem (1958–1963). These magazines did not really engage in discussions about everyday life and culture relevant to this paper. In addition, most of these magazines were discontinued in the late 1960s as the impact of the Malay film industry waned from public life. But Wanita still continues to be a top-selling women’s magazine in Malaysia after 42 years of being in print and continues to do so in the face of competition posed by global women’s magazines like Vogue, Cosmopolitan or Elle.


    Since its first publication in 1969, Wanita was published monthly. But the magazine’s early monthly editions are rapidly disappearing and becoming harder to find. The national archives have a limited and incomplete collection of Wanita’s older editions. A relatively substantial collection of the magazine’s recent editions, from the early 1990s till now, can be found in the National Archives of Malaysia, but many of the earlier editions have gone missing or are currently unable to be located. Our lead author is fortunate to have obtained the older editions of Wanita from her mother’s personal collection.


    VOICES OF WOMEN IN MALAYSIA 1969–1980


    In Malaysia, similar to other countries such as the USA, UK and Australia, popular womens’ magazines were established by leading newspaper and publishing houses. The mass circulation Wanita (literally “women”), was created in 1969 to serve as an affordable source of knowledge and entertainment, and to portray the identity of a modern Malaysian woman, insofar as it preceded radio and television in many Malaysian homes in the mid 1970s. Wanita magazine was born from a discussion at a Seminar Penulisan Wanita (seminar on women’s literature) organised by publishers Utusan Melayu in 1969. The need to have a Malay language magazine that represented women’s voices was initiated at the seminar. In an interview in the newspaper Berita Harian, Wanita’s first chief sub-editor, Nik Rahimah Hassan explained the significance of the establishment of the first Malay language women’s popular magazine. Two years after its establishment, Wanita addressed the roles of women in constructing national identity in the editor’s note titled Peranan Pertubohan Wanita di dalam melahirkan “National Identity” (The roles of women’s association in constructing “National Identity”). The content was extracted from a speech given by Senator Dr Aishah Ghani (one of the pioneer female journalists in Malaysia) in a conference about Woman in Journalism in 1971. The texts from Dr Aishah Ghani were highlighted to emphasise the importance of women in establishing associations and organisations as part of a contributing process to the country’s national identity. As stated in the magazine:


    
      [Translated] In relation to women’s roles and national identity, the existing women’s associations should start to play their roles. Their contribution not only will reflect the country’s sense of identity, but the women’s actions will also reflect the identities of Malaysian women themselves… Senator Aishah also emphasised the use of Bahasa Malaysia (Malay language) as a part of constructing “national identity” (Anon. 1971a: 5).

    


    The discussion emphasising the role of women in constructing Malaysian national identity continued throughout the magazine’s history. As stated in Wanita magazine, April 1980 edition,


    
      [Translated] Malaysian women also contributed in adding a mark on the history…Their achievements did not merely sit under one area of knowledge but throughout all areas of knowledge and practices; from the world of politics to entertainment, from sports to literature and so on (Anon. 1980: 12).

    


    During Malaysia’s first phase of “nation building“, Wanita enthusiastically represented women’s voices and promoted women’s rights. In its first publication in August 1969, Wanita encouraged women to fulfil their needs, regardless of their age, status, and class; and to prompt their thoughts to make their voices visible in the society and, most significantly, to create awareness of their rights (Zainurul 2012).


    This can be seen in the portrayal of Malaysian and foreign women on its covers showing different characters and personalities. Examples of women from other countries and their activities for women’s rights and freedom were employed in the magazine as examples of role models for and in solidarity with Malaysian women. Photographs used by the magazine were captured mainly in everyday life scenes such as in their office, at home, or outdoors, and very little was done in the studio. Thus the photographs were less constructed, as computer technologies were not used in the photo editing, compared to the photographs of women depicted in later covers of the magazine. Women were shown in the roles and positions they played in developing the country. In the content of the magazine, articles followed up with strong feminist voices portrayed not only through the text but also through visual forms. It reflects that the purpose of Wanita, in its early years of publication, was to provide awareness about women’s rights in the context of the young nation.


    Responding in an interview, Wanita’s first Chief Sub-Editor, Nik Rahimah Hassan provides insight of the early stage of the establishment of Wanita magazine as the country’s first women magazine (Nor Afzan 2010). She stated:


    
      [Translated] The chosen content for the magazine at that time, was emphasised in creating the awareness about women’s rights as wives and mothers. At that time, even after the achievement of the country’s independence, women were still regarded as second-class citizens. They were not allowed to further their studies or to get a good job, but were tied to the family’s expectations. In brief, women at the beginning of the independence did not get equality in most areas both at work and at home. Most of the articles at that time, provided them the inspirations and motivations, and facilitated their thinking. Issues on womanhood focused more on practicality such as learning tailoring. Very little space was given to discussions about beauty, as we (the editorial team) thought it would only provide negative perceptions in relations to the exploitation of women in various contexts and, in the end, would only damage the women themselves (Nor Afzan 2008: 11).

    


    Traditionally, Wanita magazine had not been coy about a major focus within Malaysian women’s lives – sexuality. It was the first women’s magazine in Malaysia to cover female liberation in the 1960s and 1970s, marriage, childbirth, parenthood, how to find a man, how to maintain a relationship, and how to enjoy a relationship. As highlighted in the editor’s note:


    
      [Translated] From 1969 till the end of 1970, the fight for women’s rights has shown success. Now Malaysia has the first woman minister, accomplishment of the equal pay rise, laws to support and provide protection for women – these are the greatest gifts to our fight for women’s rights. The roles of women from now on will be important and growing, and we have to continue renewing our determination to fight for women in order to get the same rights and positions in the society. And this magazine will be the agency to bond women in this battle (Anon. 1971a: 5).

    


    Although not every woman in Malaysian society could afford to purchase her own personal copy, Wanita had an informal means of circulation, in that it could be shared and discussed, spreading the ideals of womanhood from one Malaysian household to another. The existence of Wanita as the omnipresent women’s magazine in Malaysia not only constantly brought a wide range of issues to do with women and modernity to a broad population, but also became a central part in Malaysian women’s everyday life, stimulating the cultural, political and social flux of the nation’s identity.


    MODERNITY AND WOMANHOOD


    In Wanita the notions of modernity were discussed, negotiated and contested in the context of Malaysian everyday lifestyles, through anecdotes, short stories, articles, cover stories, and through the selections of images on the magazine’s covers and in the content.


    On the Wanita cover of the April 1971 edition (see Photo 1) a woman is depicted sitting in the driver’s seat of a car as if she is driving. Che’ Kathijah Ahmad, was chosen as the magazine cover girl. She was a senior economic officer in the Malaysian government’s Federal Agricultural Marketing Authority (FAMA), and a 1965 graduate of a London university. In the interview discussion, it was suggested that “Women are responsible to shape their own personality” (Nawawi 1971: 16–17). In the interview, it was also suggested that women should not be easily satisfied with what they had, but continue educating themselves. The consideration that most women would be just happy hiding behind the shadows of their husbands, and also that most of the works that men were doing could also be handled by women, were also being emphasised in the interview.


    
      [Translated] If a woman chooses to be a housewife, she should not spend her time only for managing the family and household. Instead, she should also spare her time to join as a volunteer in non-profit organisations, not one but many. Most importantly, is that she will have time to socialise with others. It is best if women are able to mix in different areas and groups. Therefore women will be able to learn through socialising, discussing, seeing and hearing from various views and environments (Nawawi 1971: 16–17).
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      Photo 1: Wanita April 1971.

    


    Wearing a mixture of modern and traditional Malay clothing, Puan Sri Hamidah, the wife of Malaysia’s then Chief Police Officer, was photographed as the Wanita’s cover girl in the October 1976 edition (see Photo 2).
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      Photo 2Wanita October 1976.

    


    The article discusses Hamidah’s roles as a mother and wife of the country’s “top cop”. Aware of a common situation among policemen’s wives, separated from society and their social activities restricted to the “police family“, Hamidah encouraged Malaysian women, particularly her fellow policemen’s wives, to get involved with clubs and associations (Idris 1976: 17).


    
      [Translated] Puan Sri Hamidah encourages police housewives to socialise and to get involved in the society they live in and not only to mix with the police community. If there is some spare time, they should get involved with communities or voluntary work in associations or organisations such as the Red Cross association or centre for blind people… As a wife, we can also contribute by leading and encouraging husbands to strive in their careers.

    


    During Malaysia’s first phase of “nation building“, Wanita showed enthusiasm in representing women’s voices and promoting women’s rights. This can be seen not only through the selection of models used in the magazine’s cover but also through the content of the articles, the perceptions represented through the articles and photographs published in the magazine. Women were presented in different characters and personalities. Examples of women from other countries and the activities they had been involved with in supporting the women’s rights and liberty were highlighted in the magazine. Photographs were portrayed with integrity; real life shoots were different from the Wanita magazine’s cover in the following decades. Women were shown with their own unique individual attitudes and presenting the roles and positions they took as part of their contribution in developing the nation. Most of the magazine content and discussions used a direct and straightforward style, with few constructions or limitations. Strong feminist voices were clearly portrayed not only through the magazine’s contents and articles but also through the visual forms such as photographs and advertisements.


    Wanita magazine in its early editions often chose to juxtapose women with topical news issues, for instance in a striking image on the cover of Wanita in April 1975 edition (see Photo 3). The magazine cover portrayed the image of a woman with a complete set of biking gear wearing a helmet, leather jacket, jeans, boots etc., and posing as if driving a motorbike. The headline of the article “Susah Senangnya Bertopi Keledar” (The challenges of wearing a helmet) was also striking.


    The discussion was on the new government’s policy introduced on 15 February 1975, making it compulsory for every motorcycle rider to wear a helmet when driving a motorbike. The article shows interviews with eight female motorbike riders (a few of whom were Malaysian celebrities) and photographs depicting changes to the new law requiring motorbike users to wear helmets. From the articles, a few women bikers and passengers stopped riding their motorbikes because they felt embarrassed with the helmet covering their heads, while others were concerned about their road safety and supported the new policy. Two young women suggested that the government should also provide assistance such as the space to store the helmets, in order to encourage the public to wear helmets. In one of the interview, the lady biker expressed,
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      Photo 3Wanita April 1975.

    


    
      [Translated] It is not safe to keep the helmet hanging on motorbike when it is not used. We hope that the government will provide some sort of space to keep the helmet such as the car park where there will be someone guarding it (Anon. 1975: 28–29).

    


    Similarly, the Wanita cover of the May 1971 edition (see Photo 4) also reflects on female involvement as an activist, a popular topic at that time. In the cover it portrayed a photograph of a woman, Leila Khaled (a Palestinian activist), with a scarf covering her head and holding a rifle in her right hand. Above her head was a black cat. Ms. Khaled, representing the women’s freedom activist and a Palestinian female commando, came to public attention due to her role in the 1969 “Black September” hijacking incident and has been called the “poster girl of Palestinian militancy” (Ireland 2010).


    Among the photographs accompanying the article in Wanita includes a photograph of Ms. Khaled in her everyday life, like any other woman, doing her daily grocery shopping. The headline stated “Leila Khalid [sic], Wanita Srikandi Palistin: Pembebasan wanita dan pembebasan Palistin – slogan hidup-nya” (Leila Khaled, Palestinian Female Warrior: Women’s liberty and freedom for Palestine is her life mission). In the article, Ms. Khaled discussed about ordinary women’s dreams in life, including her future wedding plans, having a family, getting good education and also the story of her involvement in the Palestinian battle. As written in the article,


    
      [Translated] Leila Khaled’s battle is the battle of many Palestinians, as it is an ongoing combat. She will continue to fight till her last drop of blood for the people and her country. The strength and bravery of this Palestinian female warrior were revealed through her action in the international war conflicts (Anon. 1971b: 25).
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      Photo 4Wanita May 1971.

    


    The cover of Wanita in June 1975 (see Photo 5) was significant because it marked the moment when the magazine used its cover to attract both male and female readers. The woman on the cover of this edition was a well-known actress from the neighbouring country of Indonesia, Mila Karmila, depicted with a cigarette in hand. This edition of the magazine stated that an interview with Karmila would be featured in the next issue; however, the article was not included in that subsequent issue of Wanita.


    Such covers of Wanita magazine, in its first few years of publication, implied that Malaysian women cherished a high degree of individual liberty. Through this period, the magazine actively provided motivation, supported ethical discussion and encouraged women in Malaysia to gain knowledge and most importantly to progress. In the first decades of Wanita, women were defined by their professional careers, personal roles and the positions they took in everyday activities and how they facilitated Malaysia’s growth as a nation.
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      Photo 5Wanita June 1975.

    


    To emphasise the concept of female identity, a full-page article was allocated in each edition to encourage discourse about women and their careers. This section mainly featured interviews, highlights on different experiences, in which Malaysian women readers were given professional advice and educational information. The articles also pointed out the interrelationships between women professional practices and personal life, such as the family affairs, working environments, relationships, social activities and hobbies. Thus, the articles managed to combine new and empowering information with topics that were aligned with common conceptions of the genre of women’s magazines as sites of recreational reading and entertainment, conforming, on the surface, to accepted constructs of Malaysian women’s roles.


    Challenging and rare professions employed by women in Malaysia were also part of the early editions of Wanita, and depicted through visuals on the magazine’s cover and text within the magazine. Most of the professions introduced in Wanita were monopolised at the time by males, and were considered too rough or challenging for women. However, Wanita encouraged women in Malaysia to explore these professions through providing information, articles, examples and also moral encouragement. For example these efforts made by Wanita in supporting women’s progress can be seen in an article published in August 1974. The article titled, “Wanita di dunia lelaki” (a woman in a man’s world) provides stories of American women’s triumphs in getting recognition in the areas that were traditionally dominated by men. The professions highlighted included airline pilots, electricians, rail engineers, orchestra conductors, and mining workers. Inspiring text about the equal rights for women was shared through an article about American.


    
      [Translated] American men may make jokes about it, or perhaps talk about it secretly, but women in America continue moving forward in making big changes in society. The differences between the common terms used in everyday activities such as “salesmen” and “sales workers“, “pressmen” and “press operators“, or “firemen” and “fire-fighters” are the proof. The terms that used “men” have been dropped. The new terms that dropped “men” will be the title in the American census to eliminate the old concept that separated “men’s work” and “women’s work” (Wanita August 1974: 54–56).

    


    Through the years, the percentage of women in Malaysia continuing to further their education increased. The number of women attaining higher education has increased from 49% in 1970 to 75.2% in 2000 (Mahari, 2011: 7–10). Overall opportunities increased for Malaysian women to pursue higher education and be empowered to participate in the labour market. Simultaneously, the expanded education and career options for women increased their economic independence. One inevitable result is that more women in Malaysia choose to be unattached (Lamanna and Riedmann, 2005). Early editions of Wanita inspired women in Malaysia to be independent by not only encouraging them to develop skills and knowledge, but also by providing examples of women in Malaysia and women from other countries that had success in obtaining high positions and held important positions in the society. In the Wanita, August 1971 edition (see Photo 6), the woman that was chosen for the magazine’s front cover was then one of the first Malaysian female judge, Tan Sri P. G. Lim. She was appointed as Ambassador, Deputy Permanent Representative of Malaysia to the United Nations (1971–1972) and later Ambassador to Yugoslavia and Austria (1973–1977). The interview highlighted her visibility and profile, as an international representative for the country and also for the women in Malaysia.
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      Photo 6Wanita August 1971.

    


    The woman chosen for the cover for Wanita’s May 1973 edition (see Photo 7) was Madam Shamin Hamid, the wife of the then Deputy High Commissioner of Bangladesh residing in Malaysia. Being an expat wife, Ms. Shamin, made use of her residence in Malaysia to continue her studies, after having graduated with a Bachelor of Science (Mathematics) from the University of Dhaka. In the interview she expressed her excitement of being able to continue her doctorate at the Universiti Malaya in Kuala Lumpur. In her interview she stated,


    
      [Translated] To continue learning is very important for women in my position as the right hand of a diplomat… And she believes that education is the most important aspect in life, regardless of being a housewife, a mother or a professional (Wanita, May 1973: 12–13).
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      Photo 7Wanita May 1973.

    


    CONCLUSION


    In comparison to the recent Wanita magazine’s covers, the first decades of the magazine paid less attention on the women’s beauty and appearance. This was not due to beauty and appearance being considered as minor, but mostly because promoting education and autonomy for women was then the drive of the magazine. There was little sense that Wanita was an agent for advertising like most of the women magazines nowadays; instead, the magazine was driven to “advertise” strong characters, as well as independent and educated women in Malaysia.


    The media in general plays a part in the country’s imagining of national consciousness; this paper has demonstrated how women’s magazines such as Wanita, can play important roles in a country’s nation-building. It promoted ideas of independence and modernity, by providing support for women’s ability to choose areas of work, education, direction of future life and their contribution in the country’s development. In its first decade, Wanita demonstrated a mixture of women for its covers, implying that not only was it representing the voices of Malaysian women, but it was also acting as an agent to encourage Malaysian women to be independent and involved in areas traditionally dominated by men. Wanita appeared to be co-opted into a process of creating urbane, sophisticated and modern Malaysian women, as shown through the covers and contents of the publication’s early editions, in which women were not defined by their race, but instead by their individual character, their professional background, their education or other achievements. This paper has also demonstrated that popular print media, such as Wanita, can provide important social, historical, political and cultural references of a nation. Unfortunately, due to the lack of development in archiving in Malaysia, Wanita magazine covers have not extensively been preserved, and this limits significantly the visual references for examining the culture and history of the Malaysian nation.
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    2.See Carol L. Mitchell, “The New Asian Woman: Women’s Magazines and the Spread of Mass – Culture in Southeast Asia,” The Serials Librarian 35, no.1 (1998): 247–259.


    3.See Claudine Salmon’s, “Presse féminine ou feminist?” Archipel 13 (1977): 157–192 and Myra Sidharta’s “Women Magazines in Indonesia: Between Hopes and Realities“, Prisma 24, March (1982): 69–77 sweeping survey on Indonesian women’s press, includes both feminist and popular magazines. See also John A. Lent, Malaysian Mass Media: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives (Buffalo, USA: Council on International Studies, State University of New York, 1978) and Doreen G. Fernandez, “Women in Media in the Philippines: From Stereotype to Liberation,” Media Asia No.14 (1987): 183–193.
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    ABSTRACT


    Since P. Ramlee, no other filmmaker but Yasmin Ahmad has been capable of creating a significant impact in Malaysian cinema. She achieved this through her films that have persistently challenged not only the conventions of Malaysian cinema, but also daringly exposed societal taboos and its hypocrisies on the cinematic screen. All her six films differ from the conservative, unadventurous and conventional Malaysian films that revolve around the tiresome, “tried and tested“, monotonous entertainment containing elements of love (suka), sadness (duka) and humour (jenaka). Her films, which are criticisms about the failings of the Malaysian society and in particular the Malays, employ cosmopolitan themes of humour, love and humanism to move beyond merely focusing on race and ethnicity. In doing so, her films paradoxically employ the “sensitive” issue of interethnic relations to highlight the struggles faced by common Malaysians within and between cultures and religions. By highlighting the everyday problems faced by everyday people, Yasmin Ahmad has extensively altered the Malaysian cinematic landscape by removing demarcations along racial, ethnic, religion, cultural, age and gender lines. This allows her films to move beyond being focused on multiculturalism and to contest more socially, culturally and politically issues closely related to Malaysians. This consistent demonstration of cinematic aptitude and ideological contestations are befitting of the qualities and characteristics of an auteur. This paper examines how Yasmin Ahmad’s stylistic signature of blurring the boundaries of ethno-racial communities to move beyond multiculturalism, coupled with her cinematic capabilities and artistic styles of employing an experimental mix of stylistic elements from independent cinema, commercial cinema and television aesthetics in all her films would position her as an auteur.


    Keywords:Malaysian cinema, auteur, cosmopolitan, postethnicity


    INTRODUCTION


    In 2003, Yasmin Ahmad introduced to Malaysian television an elderly couple bathing together wearing nothing but sarongs through her made for television feature, Rabun. A year later, Yasmin contentiously introduced a commercial oriented film blended with independent features through her first feature film Sepet (2004). Sepet became the first Malaysian film to cause a wide impact and protests on the Internet, across local and overseas media, and even in Parliament due to its depiction of a Malay family deemed as “too liberal” and the inter-ethnic love story between a Chinese boy and a Malay girl. The film had similarly depicted an intimate scene of characters from the Malay family seated on a staircase dressed in sarongs while combing each other’s hair. Her next film Gubra (2005), the sequel to Sepet, had in the same way, tested the boundaries of ethnic and religious tolerance through the portrayal of interethnic romance and a Muslim Bilal who befriends a prostitute and pats a crippled dog. The cinematic discussions and examination of the undercurrents of race and ethnicity and religion in Malaysian high schools by Yasmin continued through Muallaf (2008) and Talentime (2009). While the latter can be considered the least controversial of Yasmin’s films exploring inter-ethnic relationships, the former is heavily enveloped in religious and cultural nuances. As such, her films have been comprehended as an open examination of the rising ethnic and cultural divides of a Malaysian society that boasts of its multiethnic elements. This has inevitably caused her films to be at the centre of many controversies and as a result attracted the attention of many Malaysians and made her a common enemy of the Lembaga Penapisan Filem (LPF) or Malaysian Film Censorship Board.


    Her stylistic signature of openly discussing race and ethnicity, coupled with her cinematic capabilities and artistic styles featuring in all her films would position her as an auteur. In this examination of Yasmin Ahmad as auteur, positioning her as one however needs to go beyond purely locating her as the most important factor in the production of her films. This is because her films in its discussions of race, ethnicity and religion, should also be understood as efforts of moving beyond elements of multiculturalism by discussing “tabooed” and “untouchable” issues about sexuality, gender relations and politics.


    AUTEURS, MADE-IN-MALAYSIA


    Scholarship about Malaysian auteurs remains insufficient. A general presumption of this insufficiency is the lack of Malaysian filmmakers befitting auteur qualities and characteristics. It would however be essential to academically examine the reasons behind this while properly defining the term auteur as its credibility has been subjected to constant debate over the years. Since the 1950s, debates have occurred over whether the term auteur exists as a concrete theory or merely as an approach of examining films. During this time, cinema introduced the director as an “authorial quality” by positioning the auteur as more important than the film by shifting importance from the star, producer and scriptwriter to the director (Casetti 1999: 79). The term auteur had in fact existed as a critical approach even before François Truffaut argued about the tradition of quality in French cinema and the cinema of auteurs (Caughie 2001: 15). The term auteur conceptualised within the framework of the Nouvelle Vague was initially suggested by Alexandre Astruc, who likened the camera to a pen based on the formula of caméra-stylo (Casetti 1999: 79). It was the Cahiers French film critics and “new avant-garde” filmmakers who first coined the term auteur or la politique des auteurs although the term auteur has never been recognised as a theory in cinema as the Cahiers critics never made such a claim (Buscombe 1973: 75). The Cahiers critics rejected the tradition of quality of cinema and focused instead on how an auteur revealed its attitude and orientation by “interpreting” and “bending” cinema according to their expressive requirement through the creative use of mise-en-scène (Casetti, 1999: 80). Although the Cahiers group elevated filmmakers such as Alfred Hitchcock, Samuel Fuller, Jean Vigo, Wim Wenders and John Ford as auteurs while attacking French cinema, this romantic and conservative aesthetic notion of privileging only the auteur fails to take into account the contexts, ideologies and economic pressures associated with the industry (Hayward 1993: 13–14).


    Debates about the validity of the auteur theory continued through the essay “Notes of the Auteur Theory in 1962“, in which Andrew Sarris stated “Henceforth I will abbreviate ‘la politique des auteurs’ as the auteur to avoid confusion” (Buscombe 1973: 75). In opposition to the position of the Cahiers critics, Sarris in defence of the notion of authorship stated that a masterpiece must be examined within the historical context of cinema and not in isolation; that the limits imposed and possibilities offered by the economic and industrial system be examined; and that the elevation of a filmmaker as an auteur be opened to all (Casetti 1999: 80). Sarris was however, criticised for dividing cinema into a canon of “good” or “great” directors and the rest, and for using the term auteur to nationalistic and chauvinistic ends by elevating mainly American/Hollywood cinema to the status of the “only good cinema” (Hayward 1993: 15).


    While French film critics signify the auteur as the scriptwriter or the artist who made the film, the Cahiers critics however gave preference to the filmmaker whose personality would be “written” in the film (Caughie 2001: 9). This is because the auteur proficiently maintains and sustains superior authority in terms of creative and production control. It becomes a mark of respect for a filmmaker with works superiorly distinct in terms of cinematic qualities, style and characteristics. According to Truffaut, a true auteur is an individual capable of creating and bringing a genuine and personal touch to a film based on an expression of personality rather than simply reproducing the work of another individual (Buscombe 1973: 76). In short, a filmmaker whose films are truly cinematic and expressive with high levels of technical and artistic achievements (Thomson-Jones 2008); carry the recognisable and discernable style, recurrent stylistic signatures (art form, visual and aesthetics style) and thematic motifs of a filmmaker (Goss 2009) can be defined as an auteur. The film is therefore recognised as a direct expression of the personality of the filmmaker while the signature of the filmmaker becomes a guarantee of the value and quality of the work (Casetti 1999: 79). Specifically, three characteristics define an auteur. A filmmaker must: firstly, possess a level of technical competence and elementary flair in creating good films; secondly, have a group of films which exhibits a filmmaker’s personality, signature, thoughts, stylistic characteristics, and feelings; and thirdly, capably put forth the filmmaker’s “interior meaning” caused by the unavoidable and ambiguous tension persists between a filmmaker’s personality and a film’s material (Sarris 2005). These definitions and characteristics position the filmmaker as the most important factor in the production of a film. It is however also important to move past this idealised notion of placing only the filmmaker as the most important element in the production of a film. Equally important in the production of a film are its production crew and the ideology, themes, subject matter and codes interwoven in the narratives of a film. As such, in positioning a filmmaker as auteur, it is essential to examine both the technical competencies and ideology of a filmmaker.


    Despite hundreds of Malaysian filmmakers winning numerous accolades both in Malaysia and overseas, there remains a shortage of Malaysian auteurs. What are the factors preventing the emergence of more Malaysian auteurs? Firstly, Malaysian cinema, which has been in existence for more than 80 years, is in essence a commercial enterprise. Malaysian cinema has since its inception been financially exploited as a commercial trade. Emphasis is placed on producing films capable of generating profits to recuperate heavy investments. This economic pressure requires filmmakers to reproduce another individual’s work faithfully and self-effacingly; and is traced back to the practice of Indian expatriate filmmakers merely reproducing successful Indian films into Malay films. Over the years, this practice has produced filmmakers incapable of proficiently conveying their personal expressions and styles. As a result, Malaysian cinema has successfully produced a number of “metteurs-en-scenes“, and not auteurs. For example, filmmakers Aziz M. Osman and Shuhaimi Baba are at the mercy of their scripts as they merely adapt any given materials without alteration and any true personal style (Buscombe 1973). A second possible factor hindering the existence of more Malaysian auteurs is bureaucracy. State regulatory bodies such as LPF and The National Film Development Corporation (Perbadanan Kemajuan Filem Nasional Malaysia, FINAS) become ultimate determinants of suitable content in scripts and films. Films considered as challenging the status quo, dissident or discussing issues considered “sensitive” are denied local production or exhibition. As a result, many filmmakers practise self-censorship and produce non-critical formulaic films. These restrictions not only deny filmmakers opportunities to express creativity and criticism, audiences are also denied the opportunity to engage with critical films. This restriction of creativity and ideology could have possibly prevented the emergence of more Malaysian auteurs.


    Two Malaysian filmmakers belonging to two different eras can be distinctively positioned as auteurs: P. Ramlee and U-Wei Haji Saari. In the 1950s–1970s, P. Ramlee has consistently produced films criticising class struggles, poverty, illiteracy and materialism. His trilogy of Bujang Lapok comedies and melodramatic films such as Anakku Sazali (1956), Antara Dua Darjat (1960), and Ibu Mertuaku (1962) dealt with issues of class struggles within the Malay community. This enabled him to empathise with the audiences and likewise, his audiences with him. His usage of comedy and melodramatic influences to critique religion, racial tolerance and social class served as reminders to the Malays to amend their weaknesses and shortcomings. In the 1990s, U-Wei similarly produced films that examined issues of class struggles within the Malay community. His films such as Perempuan, Isteri dan …? (1993), Kaki Bakar (1995) and Jogho (1999) examined issues of misplacement, relationships, alienation and identity of the Malays. Both P. Ramlee and U-Wei Haji Saari have consistently addressed the same subject matter and sustaining authority over the cinematic qualities, stylistic signature and ideology in their films. As these two auteurs are located within two distinct eras of early Malaysian cinematic history, it has become timely for the search of an auteur in post-2000 Malaysian cinema.


    THE NEW MILLENNIUM MALAYSIAN AUTEUR


    Contemporary research on Malaysian cinema generally focuses on a new generation of Malaysian filmmakers. Dubbed the “Malaysian Digital Indies” (MDI), these filmmakers have heavily utilised digital technology, transnational capital and international film festivals. This preference of crossing borders in search for capital, foreign co-productions and an audience sympathetic towards their works has allowed them to be known within Asia and globally. These cine-literate and mostly self-trained filmmakers employ cosmopolitan themes to deconstruct issues of culture, religion, identity and representation. As such, they present new generic orders, aesthetics, narrative styles and production methods without adhering to state cinematic regulations. This open contestation of national issues and the extant political economy of Malaysian cinema is something previously unachievable by their predecessors. Despite this rise in the number of award-winning and critically acclaimed filmmakers such as Amir Muhammad, Ho Yuhang, Tan Chui Mui, Liew Seng Tat, Woo Ming Jin, Azharr Rudin and James Lee, the name Yasmin Ahmad remains most prominent. This is because her films about love, hope, forgiveness and humanism have extensively altered the Malaysian cinematic landscape by removing demarcations along racial, ethnic, religion, cultural values, age and gender lines. The propagating of such personal values allows her films to move beyond being focused on multiculturalism whilst serving as an inspiration to aspiring filmmakers.


    In the post-2000 era, Yasmin Ahmad has created a significantly noteworthy impact in Malaysian cinema and society. In the press, Yasmin Ahmad is described by the New Straits Times as “an independent filmmaker to be reckoned with in the country” (Sittamparam 2004); The National labels her as a “director at the forefront of the independent film industry in Malaysia” (The National 2009); and Variety describes her as a “fast rising helmer” who is a “master at breezy, warm-hearted and sexually open repartee” (Weissberg 2007). Her six films draw cinematic inspiration from the works of Charlie Chaplin, Satyajit Ray, Pedro Almodovar, Takeshi Kitano and Yasujiro Ozu. Yasmin’s works are similar to Indonesia’s Nia Dinata, who is similarly overseas trained with an advertising background. Often at odds with the Indonesian film censorship board as her works contest social and Islamic values in Indonesia, her films are deemed controversial, as her works contest issues of homosexuality, migrant workers and polygamy. Her works however do not contest ethnicity but are similar to Yasmin’s films.


    Yasmin’s films, like her television commercials, possess a very distinct style that deals with recurrent subject matter and themes. Upon venturing into filmmaking, Yasmin Ahmad was already renowned for her television commercials. Her television commercials that were screened in Malaysia and Singapore did not focus on race and ethnicity, religion, age or gender and could be read as her first efforts of moving beyond elements of multiculturalism. These television commercials aired during festive seasons and particularly for Malaysian Independence Day (Merdeka) instead focused on humanistic values of love, hope, and forgiveness.1 This award winning creative director and self-taught filmmaker then successfully reproduced these values in Malaysian cinema by producing films that similarly moved beyond multiculturalism. In positioning her as auteur, it would be necessary to examine her cinematic qualities and characteristics, recurrent stylistic signatures, and cinematic narratives.


    A SENSE OF INDEPENDENCE


    Yasmin Ahmad is largely recognised for her sense of independence. This is apparent in her films employing an experimental mix of humanistic themes with stylistic elements from independent cinema, commercial cinema, and television aesthetics. While her films are aimed at a mass audience that resist the conventional cinematic methods of Malaysian mainstream cinema, her films should not be strictly positioned as either arthouse or commercial. Her films should be recognised as unconventional films that effectively bridge the gap between commercial and independent filmmaking.


    Yasmin Ahmad’s sense of independence has allowed her to challenge essentialised views on auteurship and filmmaking. She achieves this by subverting and manipulating the expectations of not only the Malaysian cinema industry, but as a female Muslim filmmaker working in a male-dominated industry. In resisting as much as possible economic and political restrictions, she employs transnational methods that allow her to carry her own personal style, signature, characteristics and feelings. The usage of transnational methods also allow her to work around cinematic and censorship regulations; and to abandon the stale and un-cinematic styles and systems of Malaysian mainstream cinema. This is similar to the André Bazin led Cahiers group sidestepping the “sclerotic” and “ossified” French cinema (Hayward 1996). François Truffaut, through Cahiers, dubbed French Cinema “le papa de cinema” for its tedious repetitions of monotonously script-led films devoid of social realism and redolent with safe psychology. In short, she produced works capable of winning against the system (Sarris 1968). This allows Yasmin Ahmad films to be comparable to the “auteur versus scenario-led films” of the French New Wave, as she controls the themes, subject matter, production, exhibition and distribution of her films.


    In positioning Yasmin Ahmad as auteur, her filmmaking independence has given her greater control in preserving the artistic and aesthetic qualities of all her films. This sense of independence, from Rabun to Talentime, also allows her to contest multiculturalism by moving beyond multiculturalism. In this move beyond multiculturalism, her films similarly envision a utopian post ethnic cosmopolitan Malaysian society.2 As cosmopolitanism suggests the creation of new transnational networks that identify with a moral concern for humanity regardless of borders, Yasmin Ahmad’s films does so by criticising multiculturalism as its limitations have grown gradually noticeable and the concept has become obsolete (Hollinger 1995: 2–3). This is because post ethnicity proposes the study of ethnicity “beyond multiculturalism” through its support and criticisms of elements of multiculturalism (Hollinger 1995: 2–3). Firstly, multiculturalism has become too much about expressing differences and does not permit the expression of individual ethnic identity (Hollinger 1995: 3). Secondly, the politics of multiculturalism has become a sensitive and possible volatile issue through its management of ethnic community relationships. Thirdly, as a modern technology of the government managing the modern nation-state, it segregates society into an absolute society with no shared sense of identity, operating without a sense of being a singular imagined community, with no unified cultural nationalism (Ang 2010: 3–5). As multiculturalism has “outgrown itself“, it no longer provides a solid orientation toward cultural diversity to negotiate current conflicts and convergences (Hollinger 1995: 1–2). While her films that adopt a post ethnic perspective do not discard multiculturalism, they move “beyond multiculturalism” as the limitations of multiculturalism have become gradually noticeable as the concept has become obsolete.


    Yasmin Ahmad as auteur has consistently adopted a post ethnic and cosmopolitan approach as cosmopolitanism confronts and recognises diversity without discriminating between nationality, ethnicity, religion, language, race or identity (van Hooft 2009: 5). As cosmopolitanism recognises diversity without categorising according to nationality, ethnicity, religion, language and race, cosmopolitanism recognises and protects cultural diversity, as individuals are concurrently positioned as outsiders and insiders, as individuals and group members, as self and the other, as local and global (Rumford 2007: 3). This acknowledgement of solidarity with a multiplicity of others allows for the engagement with the “Other” as extensively as possible.


    Yasmin Ahmad films use technical consistencies and creative and production control, with a recognisable and recurrent stylistic signature. In terms of funding, her films have been both self-financed and/or financed by FINAS grants. For example, whilst waiting for a FINAS loan approval for Sepet, Yasmin raised her own funds by using her savings while her art director sold his car. In terms of production, she worked closely with a large multi-ethnic film crew with individual and specialised roles to contest the Malay-ness in Malaysian cinema. She also supports the productions and career of fellow filmmakers and is fondly remembered as an easy to approach, supportive and encouraging individual. For example, Yasmin willingly sponsored Tan Chui Mui for her short film A Tree in Tanjung Malim (2004) on the condition that Tan would finance Liew Seng Tat’s Flower in the Pocket should she win an award.3 Yasmin also practiced role switching with other filmmakers to share her knowledge and expertise in filmmaking while prominently featuring in their films. She appears in Ho Yuhang’s Min (2003), Rain Dogs (2006) and At the End of Daybreak (2009); in Amir Muhammad’s Susuk (2008); and makes a cameo appearance in S’kali (2006). She is also executive producer for Azharr Rudin’s short films Raining Amber (2005) and The Amber Sexalogy (2006). In terms of distribution and exhibition, commercial and independent companies such as Columbia Tristar Pictures and Lighthouse Pictures distribute her films. Her films (except Rabun) exhibited at international film festivals before premiering in Malaysia due to her choice of dealing with politically, culturally, and religiously sensitive topics. Despite this, all her films are award winning and critically acclaimed. In terms of cinematography, she uses 35mm film celluloid (except for Rabun, which uses digital technology) to shoot her films. The mise-en-scène and aesthetic qualities in her films are simple, less conventional and non-dramatic.


    She reduces the melodramatic influences in her films by employing non-professional actors and favouring long-takes. The usage of long takes, long shots, silence and camera placements at a distance are typical methods in her films and are reflective of Tsai Ming-Liang’s approaches. Her films however depart from Tsai’s as she uses these methods to allow for human emotions and feelings to slowly unfold through the employment of melodrama. She also favours locations that put forth feelings of simplicity such as schools, old houses, Malay villages (kampungs) or even the streets of small towns such as Ipoh over posh and glamorous locations. Even the settings in her films are kept to a bare minimum. In terms of cinematic narratives, her films unconventionally lack the existence of the lone protagonist. She instead uses multiethnic characters that simultaneously drive her films’ plot. These multiethnic characters are everyday people similarly struggling with everyday issues such as the collapse of family values and relationships, emotional problems, and identity politics. These usages of “slice of life” depictions are aimed at stimulating the intelligence and emotions of her audiences as ethnic, religious, sexual and social injustice are issues already familiar to Malaysians.


    Her films are described as “poetry in the lives of everyday and ordinary people” for they use cosmopolitan values to deeply examine the lives of ordinary Malaysians (Agusta 2004). These values, which blur the boundaries between ethnic communities also allow her films to become “deeply personal and intensely humanistic” (Catsoulis 2008). Her cinematic characters also capably converse interchangeably in Manglish, English, Chinese dialects, and Bahasa Malaysia.4 This usage of polylingualism challenges the notion that “Malaysian-ness” in Malaysian cinema means only speaking in Malay. Polylingualism provides recognition of the hybridity and co-existence of the different cultures in Malaysia. Using an assortment of languages, Manglish, and Chinese dialects, the film appealed not only to Malaysian audiences but also to overseas audiences. The employment of such characteristics enables Malaysian audiences to identify with the characters of the film. These elements of such simplicity also denote a sense of straightforwardness, capable of moving beyond multiculturalism as understood by both local and overseas audiences. Lastly, her films often end ambiguously. This form of ending deconstructs and fragments the narrative line as an expected resolution is often not given. These endings serve as an open invitation for the audiences’ critical interpretation. The employment of such independence in the making of her films has allowed Yasmin Ahmad to command greater control while preserving her artistic and aesthetic qualities.


    THE PARADOX OF MOVING BEYOND MULTICULTURALISM


    The films of Yasmin Ahmad are best described as a form of social critique and commentary. As the most prolific Malaysian filmmaker since P. Ramlee, her works and ideological preferences are similar to his. Yasmin daringly exposes on the cinematic screen taboos and hypocrisies of society, a feat unachievable by any Malaysian filmmaker since P. Ramlee. Rather than merely focusing on issues about race and ethnicity, her works, like P. Ramlee’s, are criticisms about the failings of the Malaysian society and in particular the Malays. Her works however, depart when she paradoxically employs multiethnic themes to criticise society’s ignorance and tendency on turning a blind eye against racial prejudice and chauvinism. Her films achieve this by highlighting how this nation hypocritically proclaims itself as a tolerant multiethnic nation; yet continues to profoundly emphasise elements of race and ethnicity. She highlights this hypocrisy through stories of multiethnic characters who continue to face obstacles and barriers created by certain quarters that frown upon interethnic relationships in Malaysia.5 Her films, which intertwine romance with religious and ethnic conflicts, are drawn from her personal experience of being married interethnically.6 Her interethnic matrimonial experience is demonstrated through the recurrent employment of the stereotypical “boy meets girl” storyline in all her films.


    The usage of ethnic terms in labelling her characters as “Chinese“, “Malay” (as evident on the Sepet film poster) or even “Indian” inadvertently places ethnic referencing upon her characters. This unintentionally redirects the focus of her films, which is about relationship struggles to one about ethnic and religious contestation. This occurred simply because it is not uncommon for Malaysians to be recognised and labelled according to one’s ethnicity and religion. As such, a film about the struggles of lovers has been misinterpreted as a film about ethnic contestation simply due to the different ethnic and religious backgrounds of the characters. For example, Sepet, Gubra, Muallaf and Talentime are films that are not about race, ethnicity or religion, but about individuals from different backgrounds who fall in love. Yasmin defends this perspective of her films by stating that racism was merely used as an excuse to conceal human weaknesses such as fear or greed (Yasmin 2004). This statement is also present in the film as Orked states her point of view about interethnic love affairs after her friend Lin teases her about having a preference for Chinese men. In her defence, Orked tells Lin, “You like who you like. Who cares if that someone likes the other someone because of their race? It’s when you hate them, that’s the problem”. As such, her film dealing with the struggles of two teenage lovers has been misinterpreted as a film about the contestation of ethnicity. As an auteur, Yasmin’s ability to keep the focus on post ethnicity and cosmopolitanism can be seen as her signature across all her films including Sepet.


    To further stress this point, it has to be highlighted that the problems and conflicts the characters face during courtship do not arise due to their religious or ethnic differences. For example, the need to “condition” the love between Orked and Jason according to their ethnic or religious backgrounds does not happen in Sepet. It does not occur between Orked and Alan in Gubra, neither does it happen between Brian and Ani in Muallaf, nor between Mahesh and Melur in Talentime. By deliberately ignoring ethnic and religious differences, the narratives in these films instead capture the tension and anxieties often caused by the complexity and contradiction due to the demands and restrictions of a modernising society. As such, her films refuse to become lodged as mere discussions of race and ethnicity and move beyond discussion of multiculturalism. By moving beyond multiculturalism, she uses cosmopolitan themes of humour, love and humanism to highlight the everyday problems of everyday people.


    Despite being labelled the “taboo-breaker of Malaysian cinema” (The National 2009), Yasmin Ahmad persistently discusses the “sensitive” issue of interethnic relations to paradoxically highlight the struggles faced by common Malaysians within and between cultures and religions. Such forms of discussions are done to maintain the illusion of her dreamed image that Malaysia remains as an objective mirror of the actual nation. Along these lines, her commercially oriented films with independent features continue to resist official discourse of “Malaysian-ness”. Instead of employing the stereotypical storylines of mainstream Malaysian cinema using elements of love (suka), sadness (duka) and humour (jenaka), Yasmin continues to employ cosmopolitan themes to maintain the blurring of ethnic and racial boundaries to demonstrate the possibility of co-existence. The use of cosmopolitan themes challenges the Malay psyche, the already established Malay cinematic identity and conventions of mainstream Malaysian cinema. The usage of cosmopolitanism allows the film’s narrative, characters, themes and subject matter to resist the Malay psyche by demonstrating the struggles faced by common Malaysians within and between cultures and religions.7 Using cosmopolitanism, her films become platforms of contestation and renegotiation of national identity. Cosmopolitanism thus allows Yasmin to contest social, cultural and political issues closely related to Malaysians. In 2006, Yasmin, in an interview (posted on her blog) with Lorna Tee of Focus Films, clarifies her embrace of cosmopolitanism in her films. This cosmopolitan and liberal outlook examines the lives of “everyday people” in their daily struggles with emotional upheavals (as discussed in the previous section about the auteur filmmaking system). In justifying the universal values of love, hope and humanism that has influenced her works, she modestly sees herself as an individual holding “up a mirror to Mankind” and as a filmmaker observing “the human condition” caused by the different cultures in multiracial Malaysia, if not the world. This constant focus throughout her body of work on cosmopolitan themes and subject matter allows her films to be universally understood as these issues blur the boundaries of ethno-racial communities.


    Yasmin Ahmad moves beyond multiculturalism by producing films that cross cultural and religious barriers. Her films that are “all about feelings” remind her audiences about the importance of love, respect, and tolerance (Bissme 2006). In Gubra for example, Bilal shows love and compassion by empathetically caring for a wounded stray dog and dispenses religious advice to a sex worker named Temah. The final scenes in the film also highlight the possibility of reconciliation through forgiveness, as Alan’s parents who have been at odds for years reunite. In Sepet, the parents of Orked and Jason never opposed their relationship due to their ethnic and religious differences. Orked’s mother instead describes him as “a well-mannered boy although he works as a pirated DVD vendor”. Despite being labelled as a “criminal“, the broken-hearted Jason still manages to find solace in his mother. As he stares into thin air contemplating his fate, his mother states, “I know why you’re sad. You’re in love with a Malay girl, aren’t you? Don’t worry son, I’m not angry with you”. Jason then buries his head in her lap. This statement by Jason’s Malay speaking mother not only becomes a conscious departure from the conventions of mainstream Malaysian cinema, but also from the need for ethnic identification. This humanistic display of a mother’s unconditional love for her son is recorded through Yasmin Ahmad’s statement, “I cried when I was writing it. My crew cried when we were shooting the scene and when the film was played in cinemas, the audience cried too,” (Faridul 2008). Such an open display of self-effacing emotion departs from the over-exaggerated melodramatic elements of mainstream Malaysian cinema. This allows her films to appeal to the intelligence and human emotions of both Malaysian and overseas audiences. In doing so, her films move beyond the conventions of mainstream Malaysian cinema and away from the focus of race and ethnicity.


    As her films move beyond multiculturalism, Yasmin Ahmad also presents a liberal and alternative outlook of the Malay community. She achieves this by contesting the Malay psyche and uses Orked and her middle class family in Sepet, Gurbra and Mukhsin to deconstruct the homogenous portrayal of Malay families in mainstream Malaysian cinema. Orked’s family is portrayed as a simple middle-class family living a modest life in a house with minimal furniture. Even her father, Pak Atan drives an old car. This deconstructs the official state envisioning of wealthy middle-class Malays in mainstream Malaysian cinema, which often portray Malays living lavishly in huge mansions, driving posh vehicles, working in high positions in multi-million dollar corporations and being key-figures in society. This deconstruction represents a rhetorical shift in Malaysian cinema and demonstrates a liberal outlook of how Malay(sian)s need not be contained within ethnic and religious boundaries. Yasmin’s idea of deconstructing onscreen Malays through the portrayal of a liberal Malay family was however, not well accepted. For example, her liberal and intimate portrayal of Malays through Orked’s family was deemed as indecent because LPF felt that the portrayal of Malay women dressed in berkemban was too revealing and unsuitable.8 Besides the bathing scene of the old couple in Rabun, LPF also asked for scenes in Sepet to be removed. These scenes are of Orked’s parents, Pak Atan and Mak Inom discussing affectionately in bed about Orked’s relationship; and of Orked, Mak Inom, their maid, Kak Yam and Pak Atan seated on a staircase dressed in berkemban combing each other’s hair. While Yasmin retained these scenes, she removed a scene of Pak Atan’s sarong dropping to reveal him wearing nothing but his underwear.


    The contestation of the Malay psyche has led to her films being heavily criticised by a Malay mainstream newspaper. This criticism sparked debates and arguments to transpire on the Internet, academic circles and in Parliament. Her films Sepet and Gubra were then designated as “pencemar budaya” (cultural smearing), a designation that emerged from a forum titled Sepet dan Gubra Pencemar Budaya (Sepet and Gubra, Corrupters of the Malay Culture). The nationally televised forum questioned the potential negative consequences of her films depicting inter-ethnic relationships and how this might corrupt the Malay culture. In the forum, statements such as “Malaysia Melayu punya” (Malaysia belongs to the Malays) and “Orked sebagai perempuan Melayu digambarkan mempunyai didikan agama yang teguh tetapi dia hanya sesuai untuk seorang lelaki Cina penjual CD dan VCD haram yang boleh dikategorikan sebagai penjenayah” (How could Orked, a Malay girl portrayed with a firm religious background, be possibly matched with a Chinese criminal that peddles bootlegged CDs and VCDs?) were made. The forum also questioned how Orked of firm Islamic upbringing could be in a courtship with a Chinese kafir (infidel) with a problematic background. This employment of racial statements indicates a sense of anxiety as the self feels threatened by the Other and when status quo is challenged. Discussions related to the difficulty of this “shared space of representation” continued in Parliament when Sepet was described as “nothing great” for it does not reflect the Malaysian national identity. This statement however was not centred on the concept of the Malaysian national identity, but about how the free thinking Orked was not an ideal image of a Malay woman. Despite having a solid religious background she fell in love with a “Chinese criminal”. Despite facing such criticisms, Yasmin Ahmad persistently adopts the postethnic approach in her films to demonstrate how the Malaysian nation building process remains incomplete.


    Yasmin’s employment of cosmopolitanism in envisioning a postethnic nation has allowed the characters in her films to have a liberal outlook that overcame religious and ethnic barriers. This is in line with her role as an auteur, for throughout her body of work she has continuously maintained her authoring of a postethnic Malaysian landscape by discussing issues related to ethnicity, race and religion, while upholding her cinematic style that incorporates both independent and commercial features.


    CONCLUSION


    This paper has discussed how Yasmin Ahmad through her films and personality has influenced and altered the landscape of contemporary Malaysian cinema. She has achieved this through her competencies in cinematic techniques and constant challenge towards stereotypes, discrimination and injustice. Her films therefore suggest that Malaysia is better conceptualised as a single yet diverse/heterogeneous community; and not as a nation of separate ethnicities and absolute races. As such, the focus of her films move beyond discussions about race and ethnicity to discuss issues greatly related to the Malaysian society. This allows her films to continue envisioning an imaginary postethnic nation transcending cultural differences.


    Her filmmaking career however only lasted six years. As an auteur “granted insufficient time to reach her full potential” (Edwards 2009), she prematurely died in 2009 whilst planning two feature films: a Japanese co-production called Wasurenagusa and a Singaporean film Go Thaddeus! While her death marks the end of her vision of a postethnic nation, she continues to generate an impact in cinema. In recognition of her work, she was posthumously awarded with the Best Director Award at the 54th Asia-Pacific Film Festival (APFF) in Taipei, while discussion about her films continue over the media, academic circles, forums, conferences and online.


    NOTES


    1.Yasmin Ahmad was at the time holding a position with advertising agency Leo Burnett Malaysia. She holds a degree in Arts majoring in politics and psychology from Newcastle University in England.


    2.In defence of her works being accused of romantically imagining a utopian Malaysia, a seemingly puzzled Yasmin states (through her blog) that she fails to understand how her films are depicted as utopian. She states that although her films contain moments of light-heartedness and humour, her films are actually “quite dark” with instances of embezzlement (Rabun), death (Sepet and Gubra) and heartbreak (Mukhsin).


    3.This fact was mentioned during my personal conversation with Wong Tuck Cheong on 26 July 2010, in Kuala Lumpur.


    4.The term “Manglish” is a portmanteau between “Malaysian English” or “Mangled English”. It is an informal vocabulary of incorrect grammar that loosely combines a mixture of English, Bahasa Malaysia, Chinese dialects and Tamil words in a conversation (not all dialects have to be present in the same sentence). Its use is neither derogatory nor demeaning. Manglish is also often referred to as Bahasa Rojak, in reference to the mixture of languages. Manglish is often complemented with the term – Lah at the end of sentences.


    5.Yasmin ignores the ethnic history by highlighting society’s resistance to inter-ethnic relationships. Such differences are brought about by the issue of conversion, a change in identity and lifestyles, and societal and familial objections, as marriage between a Muslim and non-Muslim can become a site of contestation involving individuals, families, communities and state; this leads towards contestations between conservative and liberal Islamic forces (Jones, Chee and Maznah 2009, 3).


    6.In the event of a marriage between a Muslim and a non-Muslim, non-Muslims are required by law to convert to Islam. In effect, marriage and divorce become issues intricately mixed with religious conversion (Jones, Chee and Maznah 2009: 2–3).


    7.Yasmin Ahmad withdrew Sepet’s participation in the 50th Asia Pacific Film Festival due to the immense negative criticism the film received from certain quarters. The filmmaker also stated that threats were made against her should the film be in the running at the festival.


    8.Berkemban is the dressing of women in a sarong tied at the midriff or at the chest. The berkemban drew controversy in Perempuan, Isteri dan …? when the character Zaleha was shown taking a bath in the sarong tied at the chest. The berkemban drew controversy again in Rabun, when the characters of Pak Atan and Mak Inom were shown bathing each other dressed in sarongs.
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    ABSTRAK


    Filem Muallaf yang dihasilkan oleh Yasmin Ahmad pada tahun 2008 menimbulkan kontroversi dari segi pemaparan agama dalam filem tersebut sehingga tayangannya dihalang di pawagam Malaysia oleh Lembaga Penapisan Filem. Kebanyakan kritikan terhadap filem tersebut mengabaikan bahasa sinematik (bentuk filem) sebagai penentu dalam pembentuk makna yang selalunya dikaitkan dengan ideologi dominan dalam masyarakat. Artikel ini membincangkan bagaimana teks filem tersebut digunakan sebagai artifak budaya yang menerbitkan apa yang disifatkan sebagai kedudukan penonton dalam bidang kajian filem yang berpotensi menerima maksud yang dikonstruk melalui bahasa filem dalam konteks masyarakat tertentu. Sehubungan itu, artikel ini bertujuan untuk membuat analisis tekstual yang mendalam terhadap filem Muallaf (2008) dan memfokuskan pemaparan isu keagamaan dengan meneliti struktur naratif dan penyusunan visual melalui sudut pandangan ilmiah yang berasaskan kerangka teori kepelbagaian budaya untuk memperbahaskan isu-isu kontroversial yang tercetus daripada pemahaman arbritrari tentang isu agama dan budaya di Malaysia. Menerusi analisis tekstual, artikel ini menghujahkan kombinasi stail dan bentuk sinematik yang dipersembahkan dalam filem Muallaf telah menyumbang pembentukan wacana alternatif yang mendorong satu idea keislaman yang mempersoalkan fahaman dominan yang dipegang kuat oleh kumpulan konservatif terutamanya dalam konteks masyarakat kontemporari di Malaysia.


    Kata kunci:kepelbagaian budaya, sinema Malaysia, Yasmin Ahmad, Islam


    ABSTRACT


    Owing to its controversial portrayal of religious matters, Yasmin Ahmad’s Muallaf (2008) had invited polemic against its release in the Malaysian cinema by the Film Censorship Board. Most criticisms of this film neglected the fact that film form is the central part of the signifying system that constructs what is commonly known as the dominant ideology of societies. This article shows how film text is used as a cultural artefact to produce what is described as spectatorship in film studies as a potentially ideologically embedded position to subjectivities within certain societal contexts. In this respect, this article is an effort to provide a detailed textual analysis of the film form on the portrayal of religious issues in terms of visual organisation and narrative structure through the framework of multiculturalism in order to evaluate the controversial criticism arising from arbitrary reading of the film by some film critics in Malaysia. Through the textual analysis, this article argues that the distinguished cinematic styles and forms employed in this film have constructed an alternative discourse, which drives one to question the dominant understanding of Islamic ideas that is promoted by conservative scholars, especially in the context of contemporary Malaysian society.


    Keywords:multiculturalism, Malaysian cinema, Yasmin Ahmad, Islam


    PENDAHULUAN


    Filem Yasmin Ahmad (1958–2009) boleh dikatakan satu legasi peninggalan artifak budaya yang penting dalam konteks masyarakat Malaysia kontemporari untuk menggalakkan dialog antara pelbagai pihak yang mempunyai kepentingan masing-masing dalam hal pembentukan identiti etnik dan agama yang berhubung kait dari segi pemahaman situasi sosio-politik yang bersifat kepelbagaian budaya di negara ini. Hampir kesemua filem Yasmin Ahmad memaparkan hubungan antara pelbagai budaya seperti yang terdapat di dalam filem Sepet (2004), Gubra (2006), Mukhsin (2007), Muallaf (2008) dan Talentime (2009). Filem-filem Yasmin Ahmad seringkali berlatar belakangkan semangat kepelbagaian budaya dengan pemaparan perhubungan cinta di antara dua individu yang berbeza etnik atau agama. Cara pemaparan yang berunsurkan cinta dan sentimental antara dua etnik dan agama yang berbeza secara langsung akan menyediakan konflik dari segi perkembangan naratif dan plot yang memerlukan penyelesaian pada akhir cerita. Hal ini menyediakan banyak ruangan untuk berdialog dan berunding melalui makna yang terbentuk secara simbolik atau realiti supaya interpretasi boleh dilakukan dengan meneliti penggunaan bahasa filem yang dinamik dengan merujuk kepada konteks sosio-politik yang wujud di Malaysia pada masa yang sama. Walau bagaimanapun, bermula dari Sepet (2004) sehinggalah ke filemnya yang terakhir Talentime (2009), Yasmin Ahmad merupakan salah seorang atau mungkin satu-satunya susuk pengarah filem di Malaysia yang mana filemnya sentiasa menerima kritikan kerana mesej yang disampaikan mempunyai elemen-elemen yang mencabar perspektif konservatif sekumpulan masyarakat Malaysia (Farah Azalea 2008). Hal ini menimbulkan persoalan “apakah elemen-elemen yang terkandung di dalam filem Yasmin Ahmad menjadi begitu kontroversi dalam konteks tempatan?” Bagaimana seorang pengarah wanita yang begitu menyayangi budaya dan agama beliau dalam kehidupan harian, mengamalkan pendekatan sederhana dan menghormati kepelbagaian budaya, dianggap menjadi agen dan ancaman terhadap masyarakat di Malaysia?


    KONTEKS MASYARAKAT KONTEMPORARI MALAYSIA, MUALLAF DAN PERDEBATAN ISU-ISU KEAGAMAAN


    Adalah penting polemik yang wujud daripada filem Muallaf ini dikaitkan dengan konteks sejarah dan isu keagamaan yang berlaku dalam masyarakat Malaysia pada masa filem tersebut dihasilkan. Pengaruh agama Islam merupakan satu pengaruh yang dominan dalam bidang sosio-politik di Malaysia sejak kurun ke-12. Walaupun Perlembagaan Persekutuan Malaysia mengiktiraf agama Islam sebagai agama rasmi di Malaysia, namun pada awalnya, praktis dan amalan pra-Islam seperti animisme dan Hinduisme masih diamalkan terutamanya dalam adat istiadat masyarakat Melayu tradisional (Chandra 1987). Pada masa yang sama, negara ini masih berpandukan prinsip moden demokratik dan sekular untuk menyesuaikan situasi Malaysia yang berbentuk pluralistik dan kepelbagaian budaya dari segi agama dan etnik (Cheah 2007). Hal ini berubah apabila kebangkitan kesedaran agama Islam atau gerakan Islah berlaku sewaktu era kolonial oleh golongan intelektual Melayu berpendidikan formal muncul dan kebangkitan ini menjadi semakin signifikan sejak tahun 1970-an (Chandra 1987). Hal ini bermakna elemen adat dan budaya masyarakat Melayu yang mempunyai unsur pra-Islam telah ditolak sepenuhnya.


    Selain itu, politik pasca-kolonialisme di Malaysia yang berasaskan kumpulan etnik yang mengamalkan pelbagai kumpulan etnik dan agama juga merupakan satu konteks yang signifikan di mana wujudnya sentimen Melayu dan Islam ini tidak dapat dipisahkan apabila Perlembagaan Persekutuan Malaysia turut memberi definisi Melayu itu sebagai seseorang yang mengamalkan agama Islam dan mempraktiskan budaya dan adat tradisional Melayu. Perkembangan sedemikian memperkukuhkan garis pembahagi antara “kita” dan “mereka” bukan sahaja dari segi hubungan etnik, tetapi juga dari segi hubungan agama yang boleh dikategorikan sebagai “Muslim” dan “bukan Muslim” di Malaysia (Nagata 1980). Fenomena resurgensi Islam ini juga membawa perubahan masyarakat Melayu-Islam dari aspek politik. Salah satu contoh yang penting ialah kewujudan Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM) dan kebangkitan Parti Islam SeMalaysia (PAS) yang semakin mendapat sambutan dalam kalangan Melayu-Islam. Hal ini memperlihatkan persaingan politik antara United Malays National Organisation (UMNO) dan PAS berebut menjadi wakil Muslim yang lebih jati telah dipergiatkan lagi (Jomo dan Ahmad Shabery 1992; Martinez 2001). Dr. Mahathir Mohamad selaku Perdana Menteri Malaysia pada tahun 2001 mengumumkan bahawa Malaysia merupakan sebuah negara Islam moden tanpa mengambil kira kekeliruan yang akan berlaku dalam bidang kehakiman dan pentadbiran yang berasaskan sekularisme, terutamanya terhadap kontrak sosial yang dipersetujui oleh bapa pengasas pada zaman kemerdekaan. Proses pengislaman sedemikian terus berkembang sehingga Dato’ Seri Najib, selaku Timbalan Perdana Menteri pada tahun 2007, menyatakan secara terbuka bahawa Malaysia bukan sebuah negara sekular dan perkara ini disokong oleh Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. Kessler (2008) berhujah bahawa perkara ini merupakan pertanda yang akan membawa keadaan politik di Malaysia ke arah bentuk pemikiran Islam yang bersifat tertutup dan nyah-sekular. Hal ini terbukti semasa isu hangat pertukaran agama dan perdebatan yang melibatkan kes-kes kontroversi seperti Lina Joy dan Subashini berlaku di bawah pemerintahan Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. Keputusan muktamad Mahkamah Sivil menolak permohonan Lina Joy untuk membuang perkataan Islam dalam kad pengenalan beliau telah menunjukkan bahawa seseorang dilahirkan sebagai Muslim di Malaysia tidak mempunyai kebebasan untuk keluar dan masuk agama tersebut (Norani 2008). Hal ini memperlihatkan perdebatan antara dua golongan Melayu-Islam yang berasaskan kedudukan ideologi yang berlainan. Yang pertama, mereka yang menyokong nilai-nilai sekularisme yang mengutamakan hak asasi individu dalam isu agama. Yang kedua, mereka yang dikatakan bersifat konservatif dan fundamentalis dalam isu agama (Kortteinen 2008). Yang lebih penting, kes Lina Joy telah membuktikan bahawa kumpulan golongan konservatif agama dari gerakan Islamisasi ini telah memperluaskan pengaruhnya bukan sahaja di arena politik, tetapi juga dalam kelangsungan kehidupan seharian. Dengan kata lain, impak dari gerakan Islamisasi atau resurgensi Islam ini telah mengembalikan nilai-nilai konservatif dalam masyarakat dominan (Kessler 2008).


    Latar belakang sedemikian sangat penting bagi kita meneliti makna yang terbentuk atau cabaran yang terhasil melalui filem Muallaf arahan Yasmin Ahmad pada tahun 2008. Yasmin Ahmad telah menghasilkan filem Muallaf pada tahun 2008 yang mana polemik tentang cara pemaparan agama dalam filem ini menjadi semakin kontroversial sehingga dihalang untuk tayangan di pawagam Malaysia oleh Lembaga Penapisan Filem. Filem ini mendapat reaksi awal yang kritikal kerana diangap sebagai sebuah filem yang dipenuhi semangat liberal dan pluralisme dalam pemaparan Islam. Hal ini dapat dilihat dari artikel yang disiarkan di Utusan Malaysia (2008) dengan tajuk “Muallaf Menyinggung Orang Islam?” Penulis artikel ini iaitu Kamil Maslih dan Arif Nizam Abdullah berpendapat bahawa filem ini tidak sesuai ditayangkan di Malaysia kerana filem ini “menyamaratakan semua agama untuk kelangsungan hidup.” Sementara kedua-dua penulis tersebut berpandangan bahawa Islam tidak boleh disamakan dengan mana-mana agama. Adalah penting diperhatikan bahawa perkembangan Islam dalam masyarakat Malaysia yang bersifat moden, demokratik serta pelbagai budaya, pandangan yang disampaikan oleh penulis tersebut menerusi media arus perdana Malaysia telah menunjukkan satu pembentukan pemikiran agama yang konservatif menular ke bidang budaya popular. Dalam konteks ini, perspektif konservatif yang mengkritik filem Yasmin Ahmad boleh difahami kerana tema dan pemaparan agama Islam yang dapat dikesan melalui struktur dan bentuk filem beliau dilihat terkeluar dari kerangka pemikiran konservatif dan dominan yang dibincangkan di atas. Oleh yang demikian, satu ciri yang menonjol dari perkembangan ini ialah isu berkaitan dengan politik identiti dan agama dalam konteks kontemporari Malaysia. Sementara fahaman dan kepercayaan terhadap agama, khususnya Islam, masih melibatkan interpretasi yang pelbagai, filem sebagai artifak budaya boleh dilihat sebagai salah satu bentuk wacana popular yang harus diambil kira hubungan antara pembentukan ideologi dominan yang diusahakan oleh golongan pemerintah dan rundingan yang berlaku pada peringkat budaya simbolik semasa proses sedemikian berlaku.


    Oleh itu, artikel ini merupakan satu usaha yang berhasrat untuk membuat analisis tekstual yang mendalam terhadap filem Muallaf (2008) dan berfokus pada pemaparan isu keagamaan pada peringkat struktur naratif dan penyusunan visual melalui sudut pandangan ilmiah yang berasaskan pembinaan ideologi dominan dalam isu agama dan etnik. Dengan kata lain, hasil karya Yasmin Ahmad akan dikaji bukan sahaja sebagai satu karya estetika, tetapi melihat karya tersebut sebagai produk budaya yang telah membuka ruang dialog di antara golongan intelektual agamawan dan budayawan dalam memperbahaskan isu-isu kontroversi yang tercetus daripada pemahaman arbitrari tentang isu agama dan budaya di Malaysia. Secara khususnya, artikel ini akan mengupas representasi identiti dan agama yang dipaparkan dalam filem Muallaf dengan menilai kombinasi stail, bentuk dan naratif yang digunakan dan seterusnya berhujah bagaimana elemen-elemen sinematik tersebut dapat membentuk dan menkonstruksi wacana alternatif berkaitan Islam kepada masyarakat Malaysia.


    KOSMOPOLITANISME (COSMOPOLITANISM) DAN KEPELBAGAIAN BUDAYA (MULTICULTURALISM) DALAM KONTEKS KONTEMPORARI MALAYSIA


    Konsep kosmopolitanisme yang digunakan oleh Khoo Gaik Cheng (2009) untuk menjelaskan pemaparan adat Melayu dalam filem Yasmin Ahmad adalah mengenai satu strategi yang cuba mengembalikan nilai budaya yang sedang diasak oleh pemikiran Islam moden yang lebih meraikan nilai-nilai perbezaan budaya di mana ia merupakan satu kombinasi atau gabungan sesuatu budaya itu menyerap budaya yang lebih besar tanpa meninggalkan asas-asas budaya sesebuah masyarakat itu sendiri. Khoo menegaskan bahawa Yasmin tergolong dalam pengarah gelombang baru yang cuba mengutarakan idea tentang kosmopolitanisme sebagai satu falsafah memegang kepada idea kemanusiaan yang berkongsi nilai-nilai bersama dan hak sejagat yang melampaui sempadan etnik dan negara. Konsep ini mementingkan rasa global kebersamaan yang berpadu dalam amalan kehidupan seharian dengan menerima kepelbagaian orang lain dan memupuk identiti dalam diri. Analisis Khoo menggunakan tema utama dalam filem-filem Yasmin Ahmad yang bergenre drama untuk berhujah tentang kasih sayang dan nilai-nilai sejagat yang dibincangkan dalam konteks kosmopolitanisme. Walau bagaimanapun, analisis Khoo tidak berasaskan analisis tekstual terhadap bahasa sinematik yang mengambil kira keadaan sosio-politik di Malaysia pada masa itu.


    Dengan itu, satu konsep yang saling berhubungkait dengan kosmopolitanisme akan ditambah dalam penulisan artikel ini, iaitu konsep kepelbagaian budaya, supaya analisis tekstual kemudian boleh diinterpretasikan dalam konteks masyarakat Malaysia kontemporari. Dalam artikel ini, konsep kepelbagaian budaya digunakan sebagai satu kritikan terhadap keadaan politik pasca-kolonialisme di mana hak-hak kewarganegaraan dan budaya kumpulan etnik minoriti dan majoriti masih tidak diberi pengiktirafan yang setaraf. Sebagai contoh, kerajaan semasa yang masih mempertahankan keperluan polisi-polisi afirmatif iaitu Dasar Ekonomi Baru (1971–1990) yang digantikan dengan Dasar Pembangunan Nasional (1991–2000), Dasar Wawasan Negara (2001–2010) dan Model Baru Ekonomi. Hal ini menimbulkan perdebatan yang hangat bukan sahaja dalam kalangan orang awam tetapi juga antara ahli-ahli politik dan akademik yang selalu menghubungkaitkan hal tersebut dengan isu ketidaksamaan etnik dan keadilan sosial.1 Namun, dalam bidang budaya dan agama, hujahan utama dalam kerangka teori kepelbagaian budaya ini memberi tumpuan kepada proses rundingan yang berasaskan isu-isu keadilan dan pengiktirafan antara budaya yang dominan yang berasaskan kumpulan majoriti dan budaya yang subordinat dalam konteks sesebuah negara (Parekh 2000). Seperti yang diperjelaskan oleh Ang, perspektif kepelbagaian budaya ini boleh digunakan sebagai satu pendekatan yang sesuai untuk mempersoalkan bagaimana keunikan dan perbezaan budaya (sama ada dari segi agama atau pandangan dunia) semua pihak berkepentingan dalam konteks Malaysia boleh dipersembahkan sebagai satu rujukan bagi negara-negara dunia Barat yang mempunyai masalah yang sama (Ang 2010). Menurut Beck pula, konsep kepelbagaian budaya perlu difahami sebagai satu hubungan kontrak sosial yang wujud dalam satu kerangka konsep negara (Beck 2011). Negara dalam konteks ini difahami sebagai institusi politik yang berpotensi mengekalkan satu hubungan kuasa yang tidak seimbang dan berhierarki. Dengan kata lain, budaya yang berasaskan pelbagai etnik bukannya satu kategori yang asli tetapi merupakan satu rekaan atau pembinaan sosio-politik melalui institusi yang dipanggil negara yang mempunyai mekanisme yang boleh diguna pakai untuk merepresentasi, mengagih sumber dan mendefinisikan apa itu keadilan. Masalah utama yang dikesan oleh Beck dalam konsep ini telah menyebabkan kategori budaya yang bersifat bendalir menjadi statik dan tetap. Hal ini berpotensi memperkukuhkan lagi satu kedudukan yang tidak seimbang antara kumpulan yang berbeza dengan mengabaikan satu kenyataan bahawa sifat-sifat budaya mempunyai masalah sempadan yang wujud akibat hubungan kuasa yang sedia ada. Hubungan budaya yang dominan dengan subordinat dalam konteks ini bukan semata-mata berasaskan kumpulan etnik yang berbeza tetapi juga merujuk kepada pemahaman yang berbeza terhadap isu-isu agama Islam di Malaysia. Kedua-dua konsep kosmopolitanisme dan kepelbagaian budaya ini akan digunakan untuk mempersoalkan bagaimana makna yang terbentuk melalui bahasa filem dalam Muallaf merupakan satu bentuk tafsiran balas terhadap wacana arus perdana, terutamanya terhadap isu-isu berkaitan agama di Malaysia pada masa itu.


    MUALLAF (2008): BENTUK DAN STAIL YASMIN AHMAD


    Muallaf merupakan sebuah drama yang memaparkan kisah kehidupan seharian tentang dua adik-beradik, Rohani (Sharifah Amani) dan Rohana (Sharifah Aleysha) yang melarikan diri dari rumah ayah mereka kerana tidak mahu berkompromi dengan sikap ayah yang mempunyai ketagihan alkohol. Mereka telah bersembunyi di sebuah bandar kecil iaitu Ipoh dan menetap di sebuah rumah kosong milik sahabat arwah ibu mereka. Rohani dan Rohana telah berkenalan dengan Brian (Brian Yap), iaitu seorang guru yang mengajar di sekolah tempat Rohana belajar. Brian tertarik dengan perwatakan dua beradik tersebut yang bijak dan mempunyai pengetahuan yang luas dalam ilmu agama. Perkenalan di antara Brian dan Rohani telah mendorong Brian berhadapan dengan masalah peribadinya sewaktu kecil sehingga dia hilang kepercayaan terhadap agama.


    Filem Muallaf merupakan filem keempat Yasmin. Filem Muallaf telah memperlihatkan kesinambungan dari segi tema, bentuk dan gaya sinematografi karya Yasmin Ahmad. Filem ini masih merupakan sebuah drama bertemakan kasih sayang dengan menyingkap kisah kehidupan terpencil yang berlaku dalam masyarakat majmuk Malaysia. Penstrukturan naratif filem Muallaf berasaskan persoalan tentang agama – satu isu sensitif dan tidak popular dalam pemaparan filem arus perdana tempatan Malaysia. Filem ini boleh dikategorikan di antara filem arus perdana dan filem seni. Sebagai sebuah filem drama yang menurut format klasik, naratifnya bergerak secara linear dan patuh kepada bentuk naratif yang digerakkan oleh rantaian sebab-akibat melalui watak. Namun, suntingan dan syot yang digunakan oleh Yasmin di dalam filem ini tidak mengikuti amalan atau praktis filem arus perdana di Malaysia di mana banyak syot-syot berdurasi panjang (long take) digunakan secara konsisten, saiz bingkai yang berbentuk syot sederhana (medium shot), syot jauh sedang (medium long shot) dan syot jauh (long shot) menjadi pilihan utama Yasmin, hampir ketiadaan syot dekat (close-up shot) dan syot dekat ekstrim (extreme close-up) bersama tempo (pace) penyuntingan yang perlahan. Selain dari penggunaan gaya yang minimalis ini, sinematografinya yang banyak menggunakan pencahayaan semulajadi (natural light). Sesetengah adegan cahaya dibiarkan terlalu terang (burn) dengan lampu belakang (backlight) terang sehingga menimbulkan kesan sillhouete kepada subjek (pelakon). Suhu dan tona warna yang hangat (warm) dipilih menjadikan warna filem ini kelihatan semulajadi namun pudar, ditambah dengan pemilihan pakaian (wardrobe) yang dominan putih dan hitam. Dengan kata yang lain, warna putih dan hitam merupakan warna yang dominan di dalam filem Muallaf.


    Dari aspek gaya lakonan, bagi mengimbangi stail kerja kamera yang minimal dengan syot berdurasi panjang, pergerakan kamera yang terhad dan rentak suntingan yang perlahan, Yasmin menggunakan pendekatan naratif yang memberi keutamaan kepada watak dan perwatakan di mana karakter di dalam dunia filem tersebut akan membawa penontonnya untuk mengakses emosi yang ingin dicapai melalui lakonan yang tidak statik dan adakalanya sedikit berlebihan. Selain itu, dialog merupakan salah satu elemen yang membentuk lakonan yang berkesan di samping memberikan “maklumat” kepada penonton. Filem Muallaf sangat bergantung kepada dialog dalam struktur perkembangan plotnya. Sedari awal permulaan filem ini, penonton diperdengarkan satu komunikasi ringkas antara seorang kanak-kanak lelaki dengan ibunya. Di akhir cerita, penonton mendapati bahawa suara kanak-kanak di dalam perbualan tersebut merupakan suara Brian dan ibunya. Adegan permulaan yang berdurasi 10 saat ini tidak mempunyai visual. Hanya bingkai gelap namun mempunyai suara perbualan yang memberi maklumat kepada penonton bahawa Brian dan ibunya pernah mempunyai satu bentuk perhubungan yang mesra, tetapi keretakan berlaku dan sebab konflik tersebut akan dikupaskan melalui perkembangan naratif filem itu demi mengekalkan rasa ingin tahu penonton.


    Secara amnya, kesemua elemen bentuk dan stail yang telah dinyatakan boleh dikaji dengan konsep sinematik yang berbunyi mise-en-scène yang merujuk kepada komposisi visual yang terdiri daripada unsur-unsur sinematografi seperti seting dan dekor, stail lakonan, teknik pencahayaan, pemilihan warna, kedudukan kamera, sudut pandangan, serta pergerakan kamera yang terpapar dalam halaju reruang bingkai yang menunjukkan hubungan antara objek, orang dan masyarakat dalam penstrukturan logik naratif. Kesemua aspek ini akan dianalisis melalui perspektif kepelbagaian budaya yang seterusnya dapat melihat bagaimana filem Muallaf membentuk atau mengkonstruksikan makna terhadap identiti, agama dan budaya dari sudut yang lebih dinamis supaya mencabar fahaman dominan dalam masyarakat Malaysia. Melalui filem Muallaf, (Yasmin Ahmad sebagai seorang pengarah yang terkenal dengan satu bentuk stail pengarahan yang konsisten dalam kesemua filem beliau), artikel ini membincangkan stail dan gaya penggambaran yang unik Yasmin Ahmad bukan sahaja disebabkan faktor bajet yang terhad, tetapi merupakan satu strategi yang memanifestasikan fikrah atau ideologi alternatif dalam pemaparan isu-isu agama, identiti dan budaya melalui satu sudut pandangan yang lebih memperjuangkan satu bentuk masyarakat yang menghormati dan meraikan kepelbagaian budaya. Seterusnya, analisis tekstual yang akan dilakukan lebih bertumpu kepada tema dan motif serta elemen-elemen naratif dan estetika yang dipaparkan dalam filem tersebut. Hujahan utama artikel ini akan melihat bagaimana satu wadah bagi mewujudkan suasana kesefahaman melalui pemaparan sinematik boleh dilihat sebagai satu usaha untuk meraikan kepelbagaian budaya dalam konteks kontemporari Malaysia dengan mengambil kira isu-isu perbezaan dan pengiktirafan kesamarataan.


    PEMAPARAN KEPENTINGAN ISLAM DALAM MUALLAF


    Tajuk filem Muallaf, secara harfiah memberi makna bahawa filem ini bertemakan agama, di mana Muallaf bermaksud “orang yang baru memeluk agama Islam”. Dalam filem ini, dua watak utama iaitu Brian dan Rohani merupakan dua watak yang berlainan agama di mana Brian dilahirkan dalam sebuah keluarga yang memeluk agama Kristian tetapi memilih menjauhi dirinya daripada agama manakala Rohani pula seorang Muslim yang sangat taat. Untuk membentuk satu makna atau pandangan yang konsisten terhadap pendirian agama dalam filem Muallaf, salah satu elemen yang penting dalam pembentukan makna simbolik kepada agama ialah pemilihan warna dan pencahayaan. Pertama sekali, hitam dan putih ditonjolkan melalui rekaan pemakaian, terutamanya pakaian Rohani, Rohana, Brother Anthony dan Ustaz di dalam filem ini. Brian sentiasa memakai pakaian berwarna hitam atau gelap jika dibandingkan dengan watak-watak yang lain yang selalu berpakaian sama ada berwarna putih atau cerah. Melalui pemilihan warna tersebut, orang yang taat dan percaya kepada Tuhan, sama ada Islam atau Kristian, dipaparkan bukan sahaja dalam warna yang lebih cerah, tetapi juga pencahayaan yang terang. Tambahan lagi, pencahayaan sedemikian telah membantu membentuk efek “terang” pada pakaian putih yang digunakan oleh golongan beragama.


    Pemaparan warna hitam-putih ini dapat dilihat dalam satu adegan di mana Brother Anthony dan Brian melawat Rohani dan Rohana di rumah mereka. Brother Anthony memberitahu Rohani bahawa terdapat kerja kosong sebagai pelayan di sebuah restoran Jepun supaya beliau tidak perlu lagi bekerja sebagai pelayan tetamu di kelab malam. Dalam adegan ini, Rohani dan Rohana masih memakai telekung (pakaian solat bagi wanita) kerana mereka berdua baru sahaja selesai mengerjakan solat. Adegan ini menggunakan pencahayaan lampu belakang (back light) yang kurang manakala lampu utama (key light) dan pemenuh (fill light) yang terang menyebabkan pakaian berwarna putih menjadi silau akibat kontras cahaya yang signifikan. Di dalam adegan ini juga, telekung mereka terdapat kesan terang (burn) akibat penggunaan cahaya utama (key light) dan cahaya pemenuh (fill light) yang kuat (Gambar 1).
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      Gambar 1 Brother Anthony dan Brian melawat Rohani dan Rohana selepas mereka berdua selesai mengerjakan solat di rumah mereka.
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      Gambar 2 Rohana sedang berbual dengan Brother Anthony sebelum masuk ke kawasan sekolah.

    


    Begitu juga dengan pakaian Brother Anthony sewaktu adegan Rohani menghantar Rohana ke sekolah di mana mereka berbual sebentar bersama Brother Anthony. Di dalam adegan tersebut (Gambar 2), baju putih Brother Anthony juga mempunyai kesan penataan cahaya yang terang. Penyusunan teks filem sedemikian membawa satu kenyataan yang jelas iaitu watak-watak yang beragama terdiri daripada mereka yang dipaparkan dengan pencahayaan yang terang dan tona warna putih. Gabungan visual sedemikian boleh dikatakan membawa satu mesej yang mencadangkan bahawa orang yang beragama atau orang yang beriman adalah suci dan memilih jalan yang terang dan benar. Walaupun Brother Anthony beragama Kristian serta Rohani dan Rohana pula beragama Islam, hal ini tidak akan membezakan tahap kesucian hati mereka. Justeru, dapat disimpulkan bahawa teks filem ini cuba menunjukkan satu ideologi yang dominan dalam masyarakat Malaysia di mana orang yang mempunyai kepercayaan dianggap sebagai norma dan tergolong dalam kumpulan dominan. Pada masa yang sama, teks filem ini juga memberi pengiktirafan yang positif kepada agama yang berbeza-beza dengan menekankan satu semangat kekitaan yang tidak merendahkan mana-mana agama lain. Hal ini pula mempertikaikan satu pemikiran konservatif yang disokong oleh sesetengah kumpulan Melayu-Islam yang tidak setuju untuk penyamarataan semua agama dalam kelangsungan hidup. Seperti yang dibincangkan dalam bahagian konteks masyarakat kontemporari Malaysia, yang nyata perhubungan antara pelbagai agama dalam konteks Malaysia adalah satu perhubungan bercorak dominasi di mana terdapat pembahagian status dan kepentingan kumpulan majoriti dan kumpulan minoriti. Dalam konteks ini, kritikan konservatif terhadap filem Muallaf pula mempersembahkan satu pemikiran yang mempertahankan dan mengukuhkan keunggulan Islam-Melayu (majoriti) jika dibandingkan dengan agama-agama yang lain (minoriti) dalam konteks Malaysia. Manakala filem ini pula mempersembahkan satu pembahagian antara yang percaya (majoriti) dan yang tidak percaya (minoriti) dalam isu agama. Hujahan ini terbukti melalui analisis perwatakan terhadap Brian.


    Filem ini menonjolkan watak Brian yang sesat dalam kepercayaan agama pada awalnya sering kali dipaparkan dengan penataan cahaya yang suram serta pemakaian hitam dan gelap. Merujuk kepada Gambar 3, Brian merupakan satu-satunya watak yang menjadi subjek silhouette dan berada di dalam penataan cahaya yang suram dan gelap. Hal ini disedari seawal syot permulaan pada adegan pertama di mana penonton dapat melihat silhouette sewaktu Brian bercakap dengan ibunya. Kemudian, dalam adegan berasingan di mana Brian terpaksa menjaga rumah Rohani (Gambar 3). Pada kedua-dua babak tersebut, Brian sedang berkonflik dengan ibu dan diri sendirinya kerana sudah hilang kepercayaan terhadap agama. Elemen silhoutte digunakan dalam adegan tersebut (Gambar 3) di mana Brian terpaksa duduk dalam kegelapan akibat bekalan elektrik terputus sewaktu sedang berbual dengan Rohani melalui telefon. Rohani meminta Brian pulang ke rumah dan berbaik semula dengan ibunya. Sebaik sahaja Brian bersetuju, bekalan elektrik kembali pulih dan suasana gelap bertukar menjadi terang. Penyusunan pencahayaan sedemikian, sekali lagi, menunjukkan bahawa pemilihan tona gelap-terang tersebut turut menkonstruk satu pandangan dunia yang bersifat dedua atau binari sepanjang filem ini. Elemen yang saling bertentangan itu pula sebenarnya membawa maksud di antara percaya dan tidak percaya kepada Tuhan. Penggunaan hitam dan putih di dalam filem Muallaf ini lebih cenderung membentuk makna gelap dan terang dan menekan kepentingan kepercayaan agama dalam konteks masyarakat Malaysia. Dengan kata lain, pemikiran binari sedemikian bagaimanapun adalah satu kerangka pemikiran yang bersifat dominan dan hegemoni dalam konteks masyarakat Malaysia. Walaupun ia dilihat seperti semulajadi, namun memberi maksud bahawa terdapat kenyataan yang bersifat “hitam dan putih” dari segi pemaparan agama. Hal ini menjadikan Muallaf sebagai sebuah filem yang menggalakkan penganutan agama, terutamanya agama Islam yang merupakan agama rasmi yang bersifat dominan di Malaysia. Filem ini bersetuju dengan pandangan bahawa golongan yang tidak beragama seperti Brian merupakan individu yang hidup dalam “kegelapan”. Konsep hitam dan putih ini turut membawa satu pandangan dan pemikiran di mana orang yang beragama dilihat lebih “terang” dan penuh dengan harapan daripada orang yang tidak beragama. Walaupun pengkritik filem Muallaf melihat semangat kepelbagaian budaya yang terkandung dalam filem ini sebagai perosak moral terutamanya untuk golongan Muslim, namun, melalui teknik penggambaran yang dibincangkan, ingin dinyatakan bahawa filem ini lebih cenderung memaparkan dan mengangkat Islam sebagai agama yang rasional dan baik secara halus. Hujahan ini boleh diperkukuhkan lagi melalui hubungan antara Rohani dan Brian. Rohani mempengaruhi dan menggalakkan Brian untuk kembali ke ajaran agama secara amnya dan Islam secara khususnya di mana dapat dibuktikan semasa Brian cuba mendalami al-Quran dengan meminta terjemahan al-Quran milik Rohani dan membacakan terjemahan surah al-Quran kepada seorang kanak-kanak Cina yang berada dalam keadaan koma.
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      Gambar 3 Brian duduk dalam kegelapan akibat bekalan elektrik terputus sewaktu sedang bertengkar dengan ibunya melalui telefon.

    


    Gambar 4 menunjukkan bahawa Rohani sedang membacakan terjemahan surah al-Quran kepada seorang pesakit kanak-kanak bukan Islam yang bernama Mei Ling dan pada adegan yang lain pula menunjukkan Brian juga terpengaruh dan melakukan perbuatan yang serupa (Gambar 5). Kesamaan komposisi kedua-dua syot tersebut merupakan tanda-tanda sinematografi yang berkemungkinan besar Brian akan memeluk/menerima agama Islam pada masa akan datang kerana dipengaruhi oleh Rohani melalui perbuatan yang serupa. Pemaparan sedemikian boleh dianalisiskan dari dua sudut pandangan yang berlainan melalui perspektif kosmopolitanisme dan kepelbagaian budaya yang dinyatakan di atas. Idea kosmopolitanisme yang mencerminkan semangat kesejagatan dalam masyarakat majmuk akan mengaitkan elemen kasih sayang di antara Rohani dan Brian sebagai satu simbol budaya yang bergantung kepada rangka fikiran dan fahaman sesama manusia yang merentasi perbezaan agama dan penganutnya kerana kasih sayang Tuhan itu adalah untuk semua makhluk.
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      Gambar 4 Rohani sedang membaca terjemahan surah al-Quran kepada seorang budak Cina yang berada dalam keadaan koma.
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      Gambar 5 Brian meniru aksi Rohani dengan membaca terjemahan surah al-Quran kepada budak Cina yang berada dalam keadaan koma.

    


    Melalui perspektif kepelbagaian budaya pula, filem ini mengkritik mereka yang tidak percaya kepada Tuhan melalui perwatakan Brian yang dipaparkan secara negatif dengan penataan cahaya yang gelap dan pakaian yang hitam untuk menunjukkan bahawa Brian semakin sesat dalam isu agama dan harus diperbetulkan melalui penyelesaian pada akhir cerita tersebut. Penyelesaian untuk logik naratif tersebut dilakukan dengan kuasa halus seperti kasih sayang yang ditunjukkan oleh Rohani kepada Brian. Pada masa yang sama, kasih sayang Rohani terhadap Brian pula digunakan sebagai justifikasi kedudukan yang tersedia untuk Brian pada akhir cerita tersebut, iaitu muallaf – satu kedudukan di mana seseorang individu yang bukan Muslim mempunyai harapan untuk memeluk agama Islam. Jelas adegan ini membawa implikasi bahawa filem Muallaf ini secara tidak langsung cuba menerajui satu pandangan tentang keuniversalan agama, dalam konteks ini ialah Islam, untuk semua orang tetapi bukan untuk mereka yang beretnik tertentu sahaja. Memandangkan satu perkembangan politik berasaskan etnik sudah digantikan oleh politik agama di Malaysia (Ahmad Fauzi 2010), perspektif ini telah mencabar satu ideologi yang selama ini menyamakan etnik Melayu dengan Muslim. Pada masa yang sama, filem yang bersifat “dakwah” ini terus menyumbang satu tren pendominasian agama Islam di Malaysia.


    PEMAPARAN KEGANASAN DAN ISLAM


    Motif utama filem Muallaf seperti yang telah dibincangkan ialah untuk meyakinkan penonton bahawa Islam merupakan suatu agama yang mulia dan disanjung bukan sahaja kepada orang Muslim, tetapi semua orang. Motif sedemikian turut wujud dalam bentuk penyambungan dari penyusunan naratif yang dapat dilihat dalam adegan bilik darjah di mana Rohana telah dirotan oleh gurunya iaitu Puan Siva kerana mengingkari arahan melukis gambar seekor gajah. Babak ini menyamakan konsep keganasan menerusi perwatakan Puan Siva yang menggunakan keganasan dan kezaliman untuk menyelesaikan konflik di dalam kelas seni. Mesej yang cuba disampaikan ialah agama Islam merupakan agama yang cintakan kedamaian. Mesej ini nyata terpapar melalui babak tersebut. Penulis ingin menyatakan bahawa pemaparan isu kezalimam dan Islam perlu difahami dalam konteks sejarah di mana imej umat Islam di dunia telah diwarnai dengan peristiwa 9/11 iaitu serangan pengganas oleh kumpulan al-Qaeda di Amerika Syarikat. Hal ini menimbulkan satu pergerakan anti-Islam dan membenarkan penindasan dilakukan terhadap umat Islam di seluruh dunia (European Commission against Racism and Intolerance, ECRI 2000). Namun, pemaparan isu kezaliman atau keganasan dalam logik naratif filem ini hanya boleh difahami dengan kewujudan satu keperluan bagi menangani persepsi umum yang selalu mengaitkan Islam dengan aktiviti keganasan. Mesej yang ingin disampaikan di sini ialah Islam merupakan agama yang merangkumi keharmonian dan perdamaian.
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      Gambar 6 Puan Siva sedang membimbing kelas seni yang dihadiri oleh Rohana dan rakan-rakannya.
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      Gambar 7 Brian sedang mengajar di sebelah bilik darjah Rohana.
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      Gambar 8 Puan Siva menghukum Rohana berdiri di atas kerusi sambil memarahinya.

    


    Merujuk adegan di dalam Gambar 6, Rohana sedang berada di dalam kelas bersama rakan-rakannya di mana kamera diletakkan pada kedudukan yang sedikit tinggi (slightly high angle) dan saiz bingkai yang luas (long shot) bagi menampakkan keseluruhan kelas. Papan hitam di hadapan Rohana tertera gambar gajah dan Puan Siva berjalan mundar-mandir memeriksa lukisan para pelajar sehingga dia berhenti di meja Rohana dan berang kerana Rohana melukis gambar bunga dan bukannya gambar gajah seperti yang diarahkan. Oleh itu, Puan Siva mengarahkan Rohana berdiri di atas kerusi sambil meminta Rohana agar melupakan kematian ibunya, dan dibalas oleh Rohana dengan satu petikan ayat yang tidak difahami sebagai tindak balas dari apa yang Puan Siva katakan kepadanya. Puan Siva menjadi berang dan meninggikan suara dalam bahasa Inggeris. Rohana membetulkan cara sebutan bahasa Inggeris Puan Siva menyebabkan Puan Siva tidak dapat mengawal perasaan lalu merotan Rohana bertalu-talu (Gambar 8).


    Rohana menjerit kesakitan sambil menuturkan kombinasi angka iaitu “105:1” berulang kali. Adegan ini berakhir dengan Brian datang menghentikan Puan Siva dengan bertindak merampas rotan di tangan Puan Siva. Adegan ini penting kerana dilakukan melalui satu syot sahaja cuma diselang seli secara crosscutting dengan syot Brian (Gambar 7) yang mengajar di kelas berhampiran, di mana Brian mendengar suara Puan Siva menjerit memarahi Rohana. Adegan ini mengandungi makna yang tersirat dan tersurat yang dapat didedahkan dari segi simbolik dan metafora terhadap subjek lukisan oleh Rohana. Puan Siva mengarahkan agar Rohana melukis gajah namun di balas Rohana dengan melukis bunga.


    Dengan meneliti angka “105:1” yang dituturkan oleh Rohana semasa dihukum oleh Puan Siva, penulis mendapati maksud tersirat/simbolik yang boleh diinterpretasikan daripada petikan surah di dalam al-Quran sebenarnya membawa maksud; “Have you not considered, [O Muhammad], how your Lord dealt with the companions of the elephant?” Surah ini merujuk kepada kisah tentera bergajah yang diketuai oleh seorang raja yang zalim iaitu Raja Abrahah yang cuba merobohkan ka’baah (tempat suci umat Islam) di mana Tuhan telah menghancurkan tentera bergajah tersebut. Kisah di sebalik ayat al-Quran ini adalah tersirat menunjukkan bahawa paksaan secara kekerasan seperti yang dilakukan Raja Abrahah yang mengetuai tentera bergajah itu akan gagal sekiranya Tuhan memberikan pertolongan. Simbol gajah sangat ketara pada Puan Siva dan dapat dilihat dari corak baju Puan Siva turut bermotifkan gajah yang simbolik kepada kezaliman dan penindasan. Interpretasi simbolik yang menghubungkaitkan “kezaliman” dan “gajah” dalam konteks adegan tersebut terus dibuktikan melalui perkembangan naratif yang seterusnya di mana Puan Siva telah menghukum Rohana kerana melukis bunga yang membawa maksud universal iaitu perdamaian dan keamanan. Hukuman ini adalah berikutan rasa prejudis dan benci serta ketakutan tentang perkara yang tidak difahami.


    Dua tafsiran akan diberi kepada adegan ini. Penggunaan stail penggambaran minimalis yang ditunjukkan melalui kerja kamera dalam durasi sesebuah syot yang panjang, lakonan dititik beratkan dari aspek dramatik serta potongan suntingan yang mengekalkan kesinambungan masa dan ruang bukan sahaja membentuk gaya tersendiri yang tidak memprovokasikan rasa benci terhadap Puan Siva, tetapi lebih cenderung menunjukkan ketakutan dan ketidakfahaman orang bukan Islam (Puan Siva) kepada Islam di mana Rohana enggan melukis gajah iaitu simbol kezaliman seperti yang terdapat di dalam al-Quran. Puan Siva dijadikan satu fungsi naratif yang merupakan ketidakfahaman atau kekurangan pengetahuan tentang ajaran Islam, dan akibatnya dia gagal untuk meraikan rasa simpati dan hormat-menghormati terhadap idea dan perbuatan yang berbeza. Manakala tafsiran kedua adalah penyangkalan terhadap satu persepsi umum yang mengaitkan orang Muslim dengan aktiviti pengganas, terutamanya selepas serangan pengganas yang teratur oleh al-Qaeda ke atas Amerika Syarikat pada 11 September 2001. Mesej dalam babak ini selaras dengan kepentingan seluruh masyarakat Muslim yang sedang berlawan dengan satu proses pembentukan persepsi negatif terhadap masyarakat Muslim yang semakin berakar umbi di arena global. Dengan ini, penulis ingin menekankan hujahan utama artikel ini iaitu pemaparan isu agama sedemikian lebih cenderung bersifat menegakkan kebaikan dan aspek positif berkenaan agama Islam dari segi penstrukturan naratif.


    KASIH SAYANG: PERBEZAAN, TOLERANSI DAN HORMAT-MENGHORMATI


    Selain daripada motif yang tertera, filem ini juga memaparkan semangat kepelbagaian budaya dan meraikan pelbagai agama dalam konteks Malaysia. Pandangan tentang meraikan kepelbagaian beragama dapat dilihat melalui dua adegan yang disampaikan melalui dialog. Adegan pertama (Gambar 9) merupakan adegan di kedai makan sewaktu Rohani, Rohana dan Brian sedang bersarapan pagi. Di dalam adegan ini, Rohani dan Rohana telah berbincang mengenai petikan surah di dalam al-Quran di mana terdapat satu petikan surah yang menarik perhatian Rohana dan dibacakan kepada Rohani.


    
      Those who believe (in the Qur’an), and those who follow the Jewish (scriptures), and the Christians and the Sabians,– any who believe in Allah and the Last Day, and work righteousness, shall have their reward with their Lord; on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve (2:62).

    


    Brian mencelah perbualan tersebut kerana ingin tahu apakah maksud Sabi’in (Sabians) di mana Rohani menjelaskan bahawa Sabi’in itu bermaksud “orang yang baru mengenal agama/Tuhan” atau digelar sebagai “muallaf”. Adegan ini penting kerana menerusinya maksud “muallaf” itu didedahkan dan bukan bermaksud orang yang memeluk agama Islam sahaja, tetapi orang yang mengenali Tuhan dan agama.


    Menerusi adegan tersebut boleh disimpulkan bahawa pemaparan meraikan pelbagai interpretasi mengenai agama Islam dapat dikesan menerusi petikan surah tersebut yang membawa maksud bahawa golongan ajaran agama sebelum Islam yang digelar ahli kitab turut mempunyai tempat di sisi Tuhan iaitu Tuhan bagi penganut Islam. Ahli kitab di sini bermaksud penganut ajaran-ajaran melalui nabi yang diutuskan Tuhan/Allah sebelum Islam. Sekaligus pandangan ini berbeza dengan pandangan dan kefahaman kumpulan masyarakat konservatif Melayu-Islam kontemporari di Malaysia di mana, idea dan pandangan ini tidak diterima. Pandangan kumpulan dominan di Malaysia ini sentiasa meletakkan Islam sebagai agama tertinggi dan harus dibezakan dan diletakkan di kedudukan yang istimewa. Walau bagaimanapun, konsep melihat ahli kitab ini sebagai golongan yang menyembah kepada Allah atau Tuhan yang satu yang diamalkan oleh kebanyakan negara-negara Islam dunia yang lain seperti di Indonesia dan negara-negara Arab yang lain. Hanya di Malaysia, ahli kitab tidak diiktiraf malahan wujud undang-undang yang menghalang penggunaan Kalimah Allah oleh penganut Kristian. Hal ini terbukti semasa Jawatankuasa Fatwa Majlis Kebangsaan bagi Hal Ehwal Ugama Islam Malaysia yang bersidang pada 5–7 Mei 2008 telah memutuskan bahawa lafaz Allah merupakan kalimah suci yang khusus bagi agama dan umat Islam dan tidak boleh digunakan atau disamakan dengan agama-agama bukan Islam lain.
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      Gambar 9 Rohani, Rohana dan Brian sedang bersarapan pagi dan berbual mengenai petikan surah di dalam al-Quran tentang isu mualaf.
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      Gambar 10 Rohani dan Rohana sedang mengadakan perbualan rapat sebelum tidur.

    


    Walaupun naratif Muallaf memaparkan satu pandangan alternatif dari segi fahaman dan interpretasi bagi petikan surah di dalam al-Quran, ia bagaimanapun tidak mempersoalkan dan mencabar pandangan dominan dalam isu pengiktirafan ahli kitab secara provokatif. Seperti sinematik strategi yang digunakan dalam adegan bilik darjah, perbezaan antara pelbagai perspektif diselesaikan dalam adegan di mana Rohani dan Rohana mengadakan satu perbualan rapat sebelum tidur. Seting dalam bilik tidur yang santai serta suasana yang tenang telah digunakan untuk membincangkan isu berduri atau konflik yang menonjolkan perbezaan serta sukar diselesaikan (Gambar 10). Rohani yang lebih matang dan dewasa meminta agar Rohana tidak menimbulkan kemarahan terhadap orang dengan melontarkan sesuatu yang tidak difahami dan bertentangan dengan kefahaman masyarakat. Mesej dan justifikasi utama dalam perbualan tersebut adalah disebabkan masyarakat takut kepada sesuatu yang mereka tidak faham dan tidak ketahui. Hal ini menyebabkan mereka kehilangan perasaan hormat antara satu sama lain. Di akhir adegan ini, Rohani meminta Rohana memaafkan semua orang dan tidak menyimpan dendam di dalam hati. Melalui dialog tersebut sebagai penggerak naratif, adegan ini mengakui dan menyatakan dengan jelas bahawa situasi masyarakat yang tidak boleh menerima pandangan yang berbeza dan berbentuk pluralistik. Namun, pandangan dan pendapat yang berbeza serta pelbagai ini harus diselesaikan dan diuruskan melalui sifat toleransi dan memaafi, dan bukannya dengan hukuman atau halangan yang berbentuk paksaan.
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      Gambar 11 Rohana telah ditangkap oleh pengawal peribadi bapanya dan cuba membawanya masuk ke dalam kereta.
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      Gambar 12 Brother Anthony sedang menyaksikan kejadian penangkapan Rohana.
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      Gambar 13 Brother Anthony berdoa kepada Tuhannya supaya dapat membantu Rohana.
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      Gambar 14 Seorang ustaz sedang membantu Brother Anthony yang terjatuh di tepi jalan.

    


    Filem Muallaf dengan konsistennya menunjukkan bahawa agama merupakan satu keperluan rohaniah manusia dan membawa manusia ke arah kebaikan dan mempromosikan nilai kasih sayang. Walaupun terdapat perbezaan agama, pengiktirafan dan penghormatan masih boleh berlaku antara manusia berusaha menegakkan satu semangat persaudaraan dalam konteks masyarakat kepelbagaian budaya. Kenyataan sedemikian sekali lagi terbukti di dalam adegan di mana Rohana telah ditangkap oleh pengawal peribadi bapanya dan cuba membawanya ke dalam kereta (Gambar 11), Brother Anthony yang melihat kejadian tersebut (Gambar 12) berlari ke arah gereja berhampiran dan berdoa kepada Tuhannya supaya memberikan pertolongan (Gambar 13) agar dia dapat menyelamatkan Rohana (beragama Islam).


    Adegan ini berakhir dengan melarut (dissolve) kepada bingkai putih di mana syot berikutnya iaitu kereta tersebut sudah tiada, cuma yang kelihatan Brother Anthony yang jatuh sedang dibantu oleh seorang ustaz (Gambar 14). Di sini, penonton membentuk logik naratif bahawa Brother Anthony dikasari oleh pengawal peribadi Dato’ dan terjatuh. Kewujudan ustaz tersebut agak kurang logik dari segi penstrukturan naratif, tetapi berfungsi dengan jelas untuk membawa maksud bahawa penganut Kristian dan penganut Islam akan saling membantu atas dasar kasih sayang dan kepercayaan kepada Tuhan sebenarnya sesuatu yang melangkaui perbezaan agama dan penganutnya. Dalam memaparkan persahabatan antara dua agama yang berlainan, babak ini mempunyai inisiatif untuk memperbaiki sesuatu hubungan yang tegang antara agama Islam dan Kristian yang wujud dalam kesedaran masyarakat Malaysia. Jurang antara etnisiti dan agama oleh pihak yang mempunyai kepentingan masing-masing sering dijadikan alasan dan dibesar-besarkan dalam sebarang isu-isu kontroversi untuk mengalihkan tumpuan terhadap masalah sebenar seperti kecuaian, kekuasaan, rasuah, sikap mementingkan diri sendiri, malas dan sebagainya. Seperti yang diwakili oleh watak Dato’ (Datuk Rahim Razali) dalam filem tersebut, beliau merupakan bapa kepada Rohani dan Rohana yang tidak bertanggungjawab, pemabuk dan selalu menggunakan kekerasan ke atas anaknya. Walaupun beliau juga dipaparkan sebagai seorang Melayu-Islam, yang jelas representasi sedemikian tidak dapat memberikan kebahagiaan kepada keluarganya dan seterusnya menyebabkan kemerosotan masyarakat. Perkara ini boleh ditafsirkan secara langsung dari perkembangan naratif di mana Dato’ tersebut telah dihukum dalam perjalanan cerita yang pada akhirnya dia mengalami strok. Perwatakan sedemikian berfungsi sebagai satu respons alternatif kepada pandangan dominan dalam konteks politik identiti di Malaysia di mana semua penganut Islam harus dilihat sebagai satu komuniti yang bersatu tanpa kepelbagaiannya. Persepsi sedemikian sudah dibuktikan sebagai satu ideologi dominan yang semakin berakar umbi dalam perkembangan politik di Malaysia seperti yang dibincangkan terlebih awal. Persaingan antara kepelbagaian perspektif dalam kehidupan harian manusia termasuk impak kepercayaan agama terhadap kelangsungan hidup adalah sentiasa wujud seperti apa yang ditunjukkan dalam kes Lina Joy. Perwatakan Rohani dan Rohana serta bapa mereka adalah satu perbandingan yang jelas menunjukkan kepelbagaian perspektif antara komuniti Islam dan pemaparan sedemikian berpotensi menggambarkan proses rundingan antara kelas pemerintah dan reaksi golongan yang diperintah walaupun mereka mempunyai latar belakang sosial yang lebih kurang sama. Apa yang dianjurkan oleh penyusunan naratif sedemikian menunjukkan bahawa Malaysia masih mempunyai masyarakat yang majmuk dan bersifat plural, termasuk persaingan idea antara kelompok yang sama.


    KESIMPULAN


    Filem Muallaf sememangnya sebuah filem yang memperlihatkan unsur-unsur mempromosikan ajaran agama Islam secara halus dengan menggunakan naratif yang menyokong elemen keamanan, kasih sayang, keterbukaan dan kepelbagaian interpretasi yang wujud dalam agama Islam. Melalui filem Muallaf, Yasmin memaparkan persoalan mengenai kepelbagaian fahaman terhadap Islam dengan persembahan bahasa sinematik secara ringkas dan minimalis. Filem Muallaf secara konsisten menggunakan mise-en-scene dan syot yang objektif dalam memaparkan isu agama yang menunjukkan elemen kesucian agama terdapat di dalam filem ini. Hal ini secara tidak langsung mengangkat ideologi keagamaan di dalam filem ini. Secara tersirat, Muallaf merupakan sebuah filem bercorak “dakwah Islam”. Seperti yang dihuraikan terlebih awal, agama Islam yang diterajui dalam filem Muallaf menyeru penganutnya saling hormat-menghormati serta berkasih sayang sesama manusia. Dengan kasih sayang dan berpengetahuan, seperti yang ditonjolkan melalui watak Rohani, seseorang itu boleh menggunakan agama ke arah kebaikan sejagat melangkaui batasan perbezaan penganut agama itu sendiri. Terdapat perubahan pada watak Brian setelah mengenali Rohani, walaupun tanpa menunjukkan Brian menukar agamanya kepada Islam secara langsung. Namun, melalui rekaan perwatakannya yang mendalami al-Quran, cuba mencari guru agama untuk Rohani di samping ingin mempelajari agama bersama, dan di akhir adegan Brian kembali bertemu Rohani secara tidak langsung memberi kefahaman bahawa Brian berubah disebabkan Rohani dan agama Islam. Dengan meneliti perwatakan Rohani dan Rohana, filem ini berpegang teguh kepada ajaran Islam yang lebih liberal dan berbentuk pluralisme. Islam melalui pemaparan dalam filem Muallaf lebih cenderung meraikan kepelbagaian budaya, keterbukaan dan bertoleransi terhadap perbezaan yang telah bertembung dengan pandangan Islam yang lebih konservatif yang dibatasi oleh sentimen kepentingan politik dan kaum. Filem Muallaf mendedahkan bahawa satu wacana atau perspektif alternatif yang berkaitan politik identiti, terutamanya ideologi dominan yang ingin mengekalkan suatu status quo yang melindungi kepentingan Melayu-Islam. Apa yang ingin disampaikan ialah Islam bukan “dimiliki” oleh orang Melayu sahaja. Nilai-nilai baik dan positif dalam Islam boleh dikongsi oleh semua golongan masyarakat. Motif filem sedemikian menimbulkan satu permasalahan yang lain, iaitu adakah filem bercorak dakwah secara halus ini akan menyumbang ke arah pendominasian Islam dalam konteks masyarakat majmuk di Malaysia. Filem Muallaf tidak memberi jawapan kepada persoalan sedemikian. Namun, ia menonjolkan bahawa sifat kepelbagaian budaya itu mempunyai garis limitasi di mana perbezaan budaya, kaum dan agama boleh diraikan tetapi pada masa tertentu, konflik akan wujud di mana toleransi dan kasih sayang merupakan satu cara penyelesaian yang dicadangkan dalam filem tersebut. Seperti yang dihuraikan oleh Taylor (1994), dalam kalangan masyarakat yang bersifat kepelbagaian budaya, penemuan dengan diri sendiri selalunya berlaku melalui pertemuan dengan “orang lain signifikan.” Apa yang dimaksudkan sebagai “orang lain signifikan” di sini boleh diterjemahkan sebagai individu yang penting dan mempunyai hubungan istimewa yang boleh mempengaruhi identiti/kehidupan individu lain. Dalam konteks filem ini, pemaparan hubungan antara Rohani (penganut Islam) dan Brian (penganut Kristian) boleh dilihat sebagai contoh yang sesuai bagi penghuraian sedemikian. Brian merupakan seorang individu yang agak berserabut hidupnya pada awal cerita telah menemui dirinya semula selepas berjumpa dengan Rohani dan Rohana. Walaupun mempunyai latar belakang yang agak berbeza dari segi agama dan budaya, tetapi perasaan kasih sayang yang berkembang secara beransur-ansur telah menangani dan mengatasi perbezaan antara mereka. Pengakhiran naratif yang terbuka sama ada Brian memeluk agama Islam atau kembali ke agama Kristian adalah terpulang kepada interpretasi masing-masing. Mesej yang jelas pada akhir cerita ialah kedua-dua agama tersebut berasaskan kasih sayang dan inilah dijadikan tema utama dan juga penyelesaian bagi sebarang konflik dalam filem ini.
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    ABSTRACT


    The native cultures of Sabah are rich in traditional musical instruments. However, through a recent survey of a few primary and private schools around Kota Kinabalu in Sabah, the author noticed that the musical instruments used to teach music are mostly Western. This observation raises an important question: Is it possible for local musical instruments to be modified for teaching music in the classroom? A careful observation of the kulintangan (set of small kettle gongs) and gabang (wooden xylophone) from the Kinabatangan area of Sabah allowed the author to create a modified bamboo xylophone, which she named the U9 Xylophone, since its target users are children under nine years of age. The U9 Xylophone set was specifically modified and tuned for three different ranges: soprano, alto and bass. This paper describes the physical structure, tuning system, mallets and performance technique of the U9 Xylophone set. In addition, it offers some suggestions for the use of the U9 Xylophone in teaching, including two music arrangements. The author thus hopes to promote the nationwide utilisation of local innovative products for the teaching of music to children under nine years of age.
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    INTRODUCTION


    Recent years have seen increasing interests in incorporating instruments and music from different cultures into musical instruction (Beegle 2012; Dontsa 2008; Greenberg 1992; Han 2002; Schmid 1992; Simeon et al. 2011; Smith 2010). The peoples of Sabah, the eastern Malaysian state in northern Borneo, have many traditional instruments, including idiophones such as gongs, tagunggak (struck bamboo idiophone ensembles), the kulintangan (sets of small kettle gongs on a rack), the gabbang (nibung palm or bamboo keyed xylophone played in east coastal communities), gabang (wooden xylophone from the Upper Kinabatangan River area), membranophones (including one or two of different kinds of drums played with gong ensembles according to culture), aerophones such as the sompoton mouthorgan, mouthflutes, noseflutes, and jew’s harps like the bungkau, and chordophones such as the idiochordal bamboo tube zither tongkungon and the long-necked strummed lute sundatang (Pugh-Kitingan 2004). Despite these rich musical traditions, a recent survey of primary and private schools around the town of Kota Kinabalu in Sabah revealed that musical instruction mostly focuses on teaching and learning of Western instruments such as the recorder, tambourine, keyboard and piano. Sadly, many children in Sabah have little knowledge and less experience of their traditional musical instruments.


    Interest in learning traditional Sabah instruments has declined. Pugh-Kitingan (2004) observed the declining performance of traditional music due to electronic media entertainment such as radios, television, video and VCD players. Likewise, few young people in rural areas are interested in playing traditional musical instruments to date (informants). Urban children are also unfamiliar with these instruments. In rural schools, the lack of exposure and instruction may be a result of the “lack of funds to purchase new musical instruments and replace damaged ones” and most schools’ “lack of instruments and resources” (Gahziah 2006). Most teachers do not have experience with traditional instruments, having been trained instead to use Western instruments in general music instruction.


    This paper focuses on the various steps of modification of the traditional kulintangan to the present U9 Xylophone set. The use of this innovative final product in musical instruction will also be discussed. This study explores possible uses of the bamboo xylophone from augmenting existing classroom activities to developing musical concepts to early childhood music education. By adding this new instrument to his or her classroom, a teacher can open up new realms of timbres to accompany singing and combine the xylophone with other instruments as an ensemble in their music teaching journey.


    FROM KULINTANGAN TO WOODEN GABANG KAYU AND DERIVATION OF THE BAMBOO U9 XYLOPHONE


    The kulintangan is a set of small bronze kettle gongs that falls under the idiophone category (Photo 1). This instrument has been used in Sabah for over 200 years, having developed in Southeast Asia and circulated among coastal communities through trade from Brunei and the Philippines (Pugh-Kitingan 2004). The high class Iranun of the west coast of Sabah, which was once part of Brunei, formerly forged gongs and kulitangan (Pugh-Kitingan 2010a). It can be found among the Brunei, Iranun, Bajau, coastal Kadazan, Kimaragang, Tobilung, Tidong and Orang Sungai communities in Sabah, with the number of small knobbed gongs varying from 8 to 12 depending upon the ethnic group. The small knobbed gongs are placed horizontally on a bamboo or wooden frame and the player usually sits on the floor and plays with a pair of soft wooden beaters. The small gongs are arranged in order of pitch from left to right, beginning with lower pitches on the left.
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      Photo 1Kulintangan of Bilit Village, Kinabatangan.

    


    Today, some kulintangan and gongs are produced locally in Sumangkap, a modern gong-making village among the Rungus that supplies all kinds of gongs to most ethnic communities and regions of Sabah such as Kudat (the Rungus themselves do not play the kulintangan, but make it for the coastal communities that do). There is no fixed pitch; rather, tuning is often done by ear. Most performers and makers tune the instrument according to what “sounds right,” and instruments are usually tuned to anhemitonic pentatonic pitch arrangements.


    In an ensemble, the kulintangan provides the main melody with support from other instruments. Ensembles perform during celebrations, such as harvest festivals or weddings and sometimes to accompany dance performances. There is no written notation; all music is passed down by ear from generation to generation.


    The Orang Sungai (Orang means “people” and Sungai refers to “river”) refers to Paitanic ethnic groups, many of whom live along the Kinabatangan River. They play the wooden idiophone, known as gabang kayu or wooden xylophone, which consists of 8 to 12 bars or plates (Photo 2) made of pogil wood on a resonator box. According to Pugh-Kitingan (2004), “the wooden xylophone gabang or gabbang is said to have been introduced into Sabah from the Southern Philippines.” The Makiang (Upper Kinabatangan) wooden gabang has developed from the east coastal gabbang (which has nibung palmwood or bamboo keys) through historical trading contacts with the coastal Bajau and Suluk (Pugh-Kitingan 2010b).


    According to Arip bin Amirin, a music teacher, instrument maker and leader of the Milian Mengalai ensemble group at Bukit Garam on the Kinabatangan River, the wooden gabang is increasingly found along the Kinabatangan River as a substitute to the kulintangan because many families cannot afford to own a set of kulintangan.


    The bamboo xylophone (Photo 3) is lighter than a conventional xylophone (which is made from wood or metal) and the materials are easy to find. In 1989, Giansing Lakansa, a well-known local instrument maker from the Dusun of Tenghilan near the west coast, modified a local wooden xylophone from Tenghilan into a bamboo xylophone. He was inspired by the fact that the tagunggak, a set of traditional struck idiophones, is made from bamboo that can be obtained easily and inexpensively in the village. Giansing added F and B (two more bars named after notes in the Western diatonic scale) to the original wooden xylophone, which was tuned using the pentatonic scale. This modification allows the bamboo xylophone to play the diatonic scale, permitting more complex melodies as well as accompaniment.


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 2Gabang of Bukit Garam, Kinabatangan.

    


    Other than Giansing Lakansa, another well-known local musical instrument maker in Sabah is Philipus Jani. He is a contemporary Kadazan Dusun musician from Tambunan in the interior, who has developed a bamboo saxophone known as somporing. The somporing has been patented with the Intellectual Property Corporation of Malaysia (Kronisma 2009). Besides making the saxophone, he is also well-known for making other bamboo musical instruments such as the xylophone, flute, gambus and recorder.


    USING THE MODIFIED BAMBOO XYLOPHONE TO TEACH MUSIC


    The U9 Xylophones have been developed by the writer from this modified bamboo xylophone, and made with the assistance of Philipus Jani. The modified bamboo xylophone, like the traditional instrument, is composed of two main parts: the rectangular bamboo bars and the resonator box (wood). A set of U9 Xylophone (Photo 3) consists of three different melodic ranges: soprano from C’ to E“, alto from middle C to E and bass from a single bar designed for the lower range. The xylophone is named the U9, a reference to the under-nine years age group as well as to Universiti Malaysia Sabah, the ninth public university in Malaysia, where the author developed this innovation.
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      Photo 3 A set of U9 Xylophone.

    


    The melodic range of a modified bamboo xylophone is presented in Table 1. Children can experience singing with a simple melody or accompaniment by playing this set of pitched percussion instruments.


    Table 1 Melodic ranges of bamboo xylophone
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    TUNING SYSTEM


    Traditionally, the kulintangan and gabang are tuned according to anhemitonic pentatonic tonal material. Makers often tune the gabang by ear and closely follow the tuning practices of kulintangan from their village. Today, according to the local instrument maker of Bukit Garam and Tenghilan who had formal music knowledge, the gabang and bamboo xylophone are tuned using a guitar tuner to ensure the instrument can be played with modern instruments and music repertoire. The U9 Xylophone is tuned using the chromatic tuner, also based on the Western diatonic scale, which comes in three different ranges (soprano, alto, and bass). The pitch is determined by the length and thickness of the bamboo, usually by removing material at the middle or the ends of each bar.


    PERFORMANCE TECHNIQUE


    During a performance, a modified U9 bamboo xylophone is placed on the floor in front of the player, with the lower-pitched bars on the left (as for the Makiang gabang, but opposite the arrangement for the east coast Bajau gabbang, (see Pugh-Kitingan 2010b). Players kneel or sit cross-legged, enabling them to hold the mallets and move their arms and elbows freely while playing the xylophone (Photo 4).
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      Photo 4 Nine year old children from SK Mutiara playing the U9 Xylophones.

    


    Photos 5 to 7 demonstrate the technique of mallet holding so that beginners can practice even before they strike a bar.
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      Photo 5 Stretch the thumb and first finger in an L shape.

    


    


    
      [image: art]


      Photo 6 Rest the mallet under the first finger.
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      Photo 7 Close the fingers, covering the mallet in a natural shape.

    


    The bamboo bars are removable, so beginners can remove bars that are not necessary and easily strike the correct bar. For example, if a simple chord such as chord I, IV or V (C, F or G chord) needs to be played to accompany a particular melody, the player can remove the bars labeled with the letters D, E, A and B to make the correct note easier to locate (named after notes in the Western diatonic scale).


    By learning the bamboo xylophone, children learn to play individually, as accompaniment and in ensemble groups. The bamboo xylophone can be used to accompany drone and ostinato with a melody, as it is similar to Orff’s barred instruments.


    CLASSROOM APPLICATION


    The following examples show how the U9 Xylophones can be taught (see Appendices 1 and 2). They are arranged using Orff style: soprano, alto and bass. Both arrangements can be played in an ensemble, to accompany singing or dance, or combined with other instruments such as castanets, a triangle or a drum. Music parts should be taught by rote in keeping with the oral tradition of the region. In this way, children can learn sounds before notes to develop their memory and listening skills. After they have learned the song, they can be shown the notes. As is the case with the Kodaly approaches, this method creates a strong groundwork wherein a child is familiarised with sound before being taught to recognise notes.


    Hot Cross Buns


    The first song arrangement is “Hot Cross Buns,” a popular nursery rhyme. This is a simple song that can be used to introduce Kodaly hand signs with the movable “Do” because the song is limited to three notes: Do (d), Re (r) and Mi (m). For example, children may start with E (C key), A (F key) or B (G key). The soprano plays the main melody (d, r and m), accompanied by Alto ostinato (see Figure 1) and bass with the repetition of one note only (d). The song is performed in an AABA form.
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      Figure 1 The Alto ostinato accompanying “Hot Cross Buns”.

      (The complete score is listed in Appendix 1).

    


    Lenggang Kangkung


    The second song is “Lenggang Kangkung,” a Malaysian folk song that is popular among children. Structurally, this song is in a major key, has an AABB melodic structure and uses a four-bar phrase. The teacher may divide it into smaller sections to allow students to become familiar with the music, as there are more complex rhythm patterns and melodic range for the soprano xylophone. For example, the teacher may focus on the solfege and invite students to echo. After that, the children may explore the song they have sung by playing the xylophone. This practice may help children to develop their ear training skills and solfege. One child can sing or play the melody on the soprano xylophone while another can play accompaniment on the alto with simple chords such as chord I, IV or V (see Figure 2) or on the bass xylophone with repetition of one note only.
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      Figure 2 Simple chords in “Lenggang Kangkung” played by the Alto xylophone.

      (The complete score is listed in Appendix 2).

    


    CONCLUSION


    This paper introduces the U9 xylophone set as a new ensemble of instrumental teaching aid for the music classroom. At the same time, it creates awareness of teaching and learning local instruments in schools. Children younger than nine years old can play this simple instrument as melody or as accompaniment for more commonly taught instruments such as a recorder, keyboard or percussion instruments. While teaching these instruments, the writer observed that children enjoyed playing the bamboo xylophones. The children responded positively and the instrument was easily played by younger children.


    Playing an instrument is an important component in music curricula to develop children’s musical understanding, musical conceptualisation, performance and ear training skills. Teachers can use these simple and portable ensemble instruments to teach melody, rhythm, harmony and accompaniment with other instruments. Children can learn to play individually, with partners and in ensembles. Children will appreciate and better understand the local instrument when they are involved in playing it, as they can relate through visual, auditory and kinesthetic stimuli. Also, they are given an opportunity for greater exploration of the instruments, increasing the chances that they will develop an interest in music. The bamboo xylophone is recommended for use in playschools, kindergartens, primary schools as well as private music schools.
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    APPENDIX 1


    HOT CROSS BUNS

    Nursery Rhyme

    Arranged by Jinky Jane C. Simeon
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    APPENDIX 2


    LENGGANG KANGKUNG

    Malaysia Folk Song

    Arranged by Jinky Jane C. Simeon
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    ABSTRACT


    Jose Maceda was an international figure among music scholars in Southeast Asia. He excelled in many fields, notably composition and research. This qualitative study aims at examining the philosophy, thought and working style of Jose Maceda and investigating the role of Jose Maceda in the music research circle of Southeast Asia. The researchers gathered fieldwork data from document analysis, interviews and observations with music scholars in The Philippines and in Thailand. Data was analysed in accordance with the given objectives and the results of the study are presented in a descriptive analysis form. Jose Maceda received his PhD in ethnomusicology from The University of California, Los Angeles. He was a pioneer in conducting research on ethnic music in The Philippines and Southeast Asia. His research works and compositions have been published and performed in many countries, such as Canada, Germany, Malaysia, Philippines, England and United States. He left his career as a pianist and concentrated on ethnomusicology. In 1997, Maceda established an information center for ethnic music at the University of the Philippines, collecting data of ethnic music in the Philippines and Southeast Asia. The role of Maceda is multi-dimensional: in music education, as a music scholar, in research, in musical anthropology and in establishing an ethnomusicology network. Results found that he trained many music teachers, in music education as well as in ethnomusicology, who became researchers of international reputation in their own right. He, along with other well known Asian ethnomusicologists, was a co-founder of the Asia Pacific Society for Ethnomusicology (APSE).


    Keywords:APSE, Jose Maceda, ethnomusicology, role, Southeast Asia, UP Centre for Ethnomusicology


    INTRODUCTION


    Southeast Asia, formerly known as Indochina and the East Indies, has been a prime location for academic research in the humanities for over 200 years. Southeast Asia is the area between the Southern tips of China and India, extending South towards Australasia and includes the nations of Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, The Philippines, Brunei Darussalam and Timor L’Este. The nations and peoples of Southeast Asia have a huge variety of established cultures, which are expressed in music, literature, art and architecture. Southeast Asian cultures have influenced one another and shared traits throughout the Southeast Asian region since the pre-historic ancient times, as a result of the movements and settlements of people through the region over centuries. Given the anthropological interest of such diverse, yet interrelated cultures, Southeast Asia has been the focus of many deep and groundbreaking works in the humanities and social sciences (Geertz 1973; Koentjaraningrat 1975).


    Humanities research in Southeast Asia began to grow during the 19th century with the expansion of trade in the area and missionary work to spread the influence of Christianity. Indeed, the missionaries had the biggest academic influence at the time because it was necessary for them to study the workings of language, social values and culture in remote communities in order to effectively fulfill their objectives (White and Daughton 2012). The body of knowledge that they produced in the form of their recordings and diaries was priceless to the growing number of researchers interested in Southeast Asia.


    One particular discipline associated with Southeast Asia is ethnomusicology. In the early 20th century, the “father of ethnomusicology“, Jaap Kunst, studied the musical heritage of Indonesian music (Baily and Collyer 2006). The thorough primary investigative technique employed by Kunst and his innovative interpretations and analysis of the results led to the recognition of this “anthropology of music” as a field in its own right (Pitkrat 1995). From these origins, Western interest in the music of Southeast Asia grew, many famous researchers became associated with the region (Hood and Seeger 1971; Miller and Williams 2008; Morton 1976; Sadie 1994) and a host of Asian scholars made careers in the field (Baes 2004; Santos 2007).


    The growth of ethnomusicology in Southeast Asia and the work of Jaap Kunst are having a positive effect a century on. The current climate in Southeast Asia is one of optimism and friendship given the impending implementation of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). There is a great desire among Southeast Asian scholars to study the cultures of neighbouring countries and generate a better understanding of neighbouring societies in order to forge stronger relationships heading into the AEC. This extends to students of musicology, with an increasingly clear trend towards research in a wider variety of music. The presence of musicology and ethnomusicology facilitates cross-cultural learning and is providing strong support for the ASEAN ethos (Sutchaya and Banjongsilpa 2002).


    However, to attribute Asian interest in ethnomusicology solely to Western scholars would be to overlook the huge influence of Filipino ethnomusicologist Jose Maceda (Tenzer 2003). Maceda was a music professor at the University of the Philippines Diliman, who had graduated with a doctorate in ethnomusicology from the University of California. Maceda was a professional pianist and was awarded the title of national musician. Maceda’s contribution to music took a variety of forms, such as research, composition and instruction. One of his biggest research developments was the creation of the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman, which holds an archive of his extensive fieldwork and recordings. His collective research work was recognised by The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as part of Filipino cultural heritage. Maceda also created a musical research network and conducted continuous research projects but his lasting legacy was to be achieved with the foundation of the Asia Pacific Society for Ethnomusicology (APSE), which continues to serve as an academic exchange for musical concepts, theories and research. Maceda was a pioneer among Southeast Asian ethnomusicologists.


    This is a qualitative research with two aims: (1) to study the philosophy, concepts and musical practices of Jose Maceda; (2) to study the influence of Jose Maceda on the music research circle. The research area for this investigation was the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman and musical colleges in Thailand. Research data was collected by interviewing friends, colleagues and students of Jose Maceda (Appendix 1) and analysing the archives of the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology. The research began in May 2011 and was concluded in May 2013.


    LIFE HISTORY


    Jose Maceda (Photo 1) was born on 31st January, 1917 in Manila, Philippines. From an early age, and influenced by the musicality of his parents, Maceda took an interest in the piano and developed a special talent throughout his teens. Upon completion of his secondary education at the prestigious UP High School, Maceda chose to study music at the Alexander Lippay Academy of Music in Manila. Maceda graduated from the academy of music in 1935 and went on to study piano at the École Normale de Musique, Paris from 1937–1941. During his time in France, Maceda learnt from and collaborated with the renowned pianist Alfred Cortot but was forced to return to the Philippines after the outbreak of World War Two.


    After the war, Maceda moved to the United States of America to study for a bachelor’s degree in musicology at Columbia University, New York. Maceda also enhanced his piano skills under the tutelage of E. Robert Schmitz in San Francisco. From 1953, Maceda turned his research interest to the traditional music of his home country and began to collect data from the island of Mindoro in The Philippines. This shift in focus from Western music to traditional Filipino music enabled Maceda to secure sponsorship from the Rockefeller Foundation. In 1954, Jose Maceda married French-Canadian national Madelyn Clifford and the couple had four children together, Marion, Madeleine, Kate and Eileen.
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      Photo 1 Jose Maceda (Anon, 2014).

    


    Although Maceda was an exceptional professional pianist and could be counted among the avant-garde musicians of the 50s and 60s along with Varese and Xenakis, his most important and groundbreaking work was in the field of ethnomusicology. Having studied anthropology at the University of Chicago and ethnomusicology at Indiana University, Maceda completed his PhD in ethnomusicology from the University of California in 1963. From 1953 to his death in Quezon City on 5th May 2004, Maceda devoted his life to the indigenous music of Southeast Asia and an extensive collection of his research is housed in the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman. The lasting legacy of Jose Maceda goes far beyond his many awards, compositions and recognitions; he was the pioneer for Southeast Asian music heritage (Albertson and Hannah 2015).


    PHILOSOPHY OF JOSE MACEDA


    The philosophy and concepts of Jose Maceda can be divided into three clear areas, each with a common theme of creativity: education philosophy, composition philosophy and music research philosophy. The philosophy of Jose Maceda was shaped by his work and experiences. Maceda earned his bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees in music and knew key academic figures, such as Mantle Hood and David Morton. Maceda also worked with contemporary avant-garde composers Edgard Varese and Iannis Xenakis. These influences led Maceda to see and appreciate the importance of musical variety. Consequently, his philosophy revolved around creativity and the relationship between music and society (Maceda 1986).


    Maceda’s educational philosophy focused on the search for musical meaning in the everyday lives of Asian people and his interest in the meaning of music was a result of professional relationships with many different people. Jose Maceda worked with many people but a recurring question in all of his collaborations was the identity of national Filipino music. Maceda’s search for an answer to this question led him to pursue music as an academic discipline rather than his career as a professional pianist. Maceda began his research of Filipino music with an independent study of the island of Mindoro in the Philippines and musical components of everyday life and social culture (Maceda 1955). It was Maceda’s belief that all music could be traced back to the sounds of nature, such as bird calls and the rustling of leaves in the wind, as all societies could be traced back to the environment around them (Maceda 1971b). Maceda was motivated to study by his associate, Mantle Hood, who told him to focus on the under-researched music of Southeast Asia. The outcome of this influence was a huge body of research reports and field notes compiled by Maceda from 50 years of field study across Southeast Asia (The UP Center for Ethnomusicology 2015).


    Jose Maceda’s philosophy as a composer was strongly influenced by his links with avant-garde composers Edgard Varese and Iannis Xenakis but he never forgot his roots as an Asian musician. Jose Maceda’s philosophy for composition was to study the musical instruments of Southeast Asia, their uses and sounds and then compare them with musical instruments of the West. He would then note the similarities and differences before composing new pieces (Maceda 1998). For Jose Maceda, the music of society and the natural environment were keys to creating and identifying a Southeast Asian musical identity. Jose Maceda involved the local community in the composition of his music by listening to original ceremonial music played with traditional instruments. This served as the base for all his compositions (Maceda 1984).


    Jose Maceda was a pioneer for ethnic music in The Philippines and Southeast Asia and the founding father of ethnomusicology in The Philippines. He combined musical research and the humanities and emphasised the importance of the background of music and its relationship with everyday society (Maceda 1986). Jose Maceda diverged from traditional music research by incorporating techniques and viewpoints of the humanities, which enabled him to alter musical research in Southeast Asia. Jose Maceda was the reason for the development of a musical curriculum that compared and contrasted music in Southeast Asia (Maceda 1981).


    MUSICAL PRACTICES OF JOSE MACEDA


    The musical practices of Jose Maceda can be divided into four areas: academic practices, composition, education management and leadership. The academic practice of Jose Maceda aimed to prove and reveal the prevalence of music in everyday life. Jose Maceda placed huge importance on gathering real data in the field because it exposes the natural sound of music in the context of a particular location. He excelled at making meticulous and extensive notes. (Maceda 1981). These academic practices shaped Maceda’s compositions, which were notable for their contemporary, pioneering nature and the incorporation of the sounds of nature and everyday life. The Maceda Collection, a UNESCO recognised treasure-trove of Maceda’s life works, can be found at the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at the University of the Philippines Diliman (The UP Center for Ethnomusicology 2015). The education management of Jose Maceda in his role as University Professor of piano and ethnomusicology at University of The Philippines Diliman was notable for: (1) providing opportunity to those seeking knowledge; (2) motivating; (3) creating of a positive attitude towards ethnomusicology; (4) real practice; (5) giving time to learners; (6) encouraging students to think and analyse; (7) organising a variety of activities; (8) listening to musical role-models. Jose Maceda created a new perspective and changed his own viewpoint, which caused him to change his major from musical studies to musical science. Jose Maceda was a leader in musical research, funding, academic teaching and organisation (Albertson and Hannah 2015).


    Jose Maceda emphasised the need to study the society and culture of Southeast Asia in order to understand everyday life. From this base, Maceda made his philosophical and theoretical interpretations of music and its context, enabling him to further study musical culture, performance, models and structures in society. Maceda’s findings acted as the raw materials for further research and composition to meet the needs of society and clearly answer social problems. These conclusions are illustrated in Figure 1.
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      Figure 1 A diagram to illustrate the philosophy, concepts and working practices of Jose Maceda.

    


    THE ROLE OF JOSE MACEDA IN THE MUSIC RESEARCH CIRCLE


    Jose Maceda influenced the music research circle in his role as a professor by conserving the traditional music heritage of Southeast Asia. Jose Maceda’s students have gone on to become respected ethnomusicologists in their own right. Jose Maceda’s ex-students include Dr. Jonas Baes and Dr. Ramon Santos and all are active in promoting and continuing Maceda’s work and developing the field with their own ideas (Baes 2004; Santos 2007). Maceda’s creation of musical theories and his vast pool of research have helped create a wide body of knowledge, with entries such as A Manual of A Field Music Research with Special Reference to Southeast Asia (Maceda 1981) and A Concept of Time in A Music of Southeast Asia (Maceda 1986). Indeed, Maceda was active in making his research more accessible to the world of musicology and beyond by creating the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman in 1997. On a social level, Jose Maceda created a stage for ethnomusicologists in Southeast Asia. He succeeded in forming a network of ethnomusicological research with scholars across the region, which culminated in the formation of the APSE. These two initiatives facilitate the work of Southeast Asian scholars in ethnomusicology. Maceda’s enthusiasm, academic integrity and organisation of musical events undoubtedly increased understanding of the relationship between music and society in the region and beyond. Importantly, Jose Maceda’s work was not confined to The Philippines and he worked in many countries and with individuals from those countries, such as Dr. Tran Van-Khe of Vietnam, Professor Kwon Oh-Sung of Korea, Professor Soedarsono of Indonesia, Dr. Jarernchai Chonpairot of Thailand, Professor Tomoaki Fuji of Japan and Professor Zhao Feng of China.


    Jose Maceda’s lifelong work in the fields of music and ethnomusicology helped create and widen interest in Southeast Asian academic study of the discipline. His accumulation of research and academic output was influenced by his philosophy, academic practice and experiences. It was this dedication to his field and the creation of networks with likeminded scholars that enabled scientific study of music in the region to grow and flourish and encompass his role in the wider research community (Figure 2). Maceda’s name is thus synonymous with Southeast Asian ethnomusicology.
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      Figure 2 The role of Jose Maceda in the music research circle of Southeast Asia.

    


    CONCLUSION


    Jose Maceda was an artist, academic, philosopher, researcher, student and ethnomusicologist who strived to increase human understanding of music and its relationship to human society in The Philippines and the wider region of Southeast Asia. Maceda’s name is now an established part of ethnomusicology in Southeast Asia and he is considered one of the founding fathers of the academic discipline in this part of the world (Tenzer 2003).


    The countries with the biggest influence on Southeast Asian cultures throughout the course of history have been India and China. Archaeological evidence proves that primitive Southeast Asian societies created their own cultural patterns, beliefs and systems (Miller and Williams 2008). Miller and Williams (2008) suggest that the divergence of modern Southeast Asian cultures and their closer relationship with Indian and Chinese cultures demonstrates two things: (1) that Southeast Asian communities developed their own cultures before the influence of the Chinese and Indians; (2) that the Chinese and Indian cultures have had a greater historical influence in the area than any other external cultures. The work of Jose Maceda serves to highlight the first point of Miller and Williams and has identified and conserved the varied traditional musical cultures of Southeast Asian people.


    Jose Maceda’s work in revolutionising the study of Southeast Asian music mirrors much of the work of Alan P. Merriam in the United States and Africa. Merriam is chiefly remembered for his analysis of music in culture (later music as culture), which focused on three distinct yet related approaches to musicology: study of musical concepts, study of human behaviour in relation to music and study of the music itself (Merriam 1964). Maceda is similar to Merriam in his insistence that successful and accurate representation of music requires basic understanding of the original sounds in a cultural, natural and social context. However, Timothy Rice has argued that the ethnomusicologist can never be truly objective in his/her study of music, so any culturally-based research has its limitations (Rice 1994).


    By recognising the musical relationships in society and widening the study of music to the scientific study of musical cultures, people and sounds, Maceda revealed many grey areas and under-researched elements of music in Southeast Asia. Additionally, on a composition level, by using his experiences and understanding of Western music, Maceda was able to make fresh comparisons and insights into Southeast Asian music, all the while basing his conclusions on hard factual evidence in local society and nature. Jose Maceda’s achievements, especially the Maceda Collection of the UP Centre for Ethnomusicology are proof that this pioneer of ethnomusicology fulfilled the wish of Anderson in 1983:


    
      The need for further research in the many rural traditions of Southeast Asia is undeniable. We can hope that Maceda’s efforts in this compact and informative manual [A manual of a field music research with special reference to Southeast Asia] will inspire and guide future interest in that direction.


      (Anderson 1983: 141)

    


    The role of Jose Maceda in the music research circle of Southeast Asia is visible in many areas, notably his work as a teacher, a conservationist and an ethnomusicologist. Maceda’s influence conforms to the idea of a “performed role“, as documented by Broom and Selznick (1973). The performed role is the role that each individual actually plays according to his/her beliefs and expectations when faced with the pressures and opportunities of society at a given time. Clearly, as Matthew Long (2007: 15–16) has concluded, “any treatment of roles must define roles relative to a social position in a social context.” This means that to determine any role played by Maceda in the music research circle of Southeast Asia, the expectations and conceptions of that role must be identified (Allport 1961). The significance of Maceda’s contribution is that his role does not have to be defined. Maceda’s position was all-encompassing because he approached musical research as a student, a professor, a professional pianist, a conservationist, an ethnomusicologist and a creative avant-garde composer.


    The Jose Maceda collection is a vital and valuable resource for ethnomusicologists and academics in more general terms. However, this facility is based in The Philippines and contains work predominantly relating to the ethnic groups of that country. By following the example of the University of the Philippines Diliman, other Southeast Asian countries should establish similar ethnomusicology collections and centers to conserve their own musical and ethnic heritage. Considering the need for conservation and the increasing homogenisation of global society, an institution must also be made responsible for the protection of culturally important music prior to the opening of the ASEAN Economic Community in 2015. The role of this institution must be in safeguarding musical heritage for future generations. Equally, activities must be organised by higher educational institutions to raise awareness and understanding of the importance of ethnomusicology among the general public.


    Appendix 1 Detail of informants for this investigation


    
      
        	Name

        	Affiliation
      


      
        	Dr. Ramon P. Santos

        	National University of the Philippines
      


      
        	Marialita T. Yraola

        	Research assistant to Jose Maceda
      


      
        	Prof. Wang Yao Hua

        	Chinese ethnomusicologist on the council of the Asia Pacific Society for Ethnomusicology
      


      
        	Dr. Kwon Oh Sung

        	Korean ethnomusicologist on the council of the Asia Pacific Society for Ethnomusicology
      


      
        	Dr. Osamu Yamaguti

        	Ethnomusicologist at the National Taiwan Normal University
      


      
        	Dr. Anthony Seeger

        	Ethnomusicologist at University of California
      


      
        	Dr. Endo Suanda

        	Director of The Institute for Art Education, Indonesia
      


      
        	Dr. Verne de la Peña

        	UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman
      


      
        	Ms. Dayang MNT Yraola

        	UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman
      


      
        	Ms. Sol Maris Trinidad-Zaldua

        	UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman
      


      
        	Mr. David Dino S. Guadalupe

        	UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman
      


      
        	Ms. Grace Ann Buenaventura

        	UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman
      


      
        	Mrs. Loen M. Vitto

        	UP Centre for Ethnomusicology at University of the Philippines Diliman
      


      
        	Prof. Prasit Liaosiripong

        	Rajabhat Chiang Mai University
      


      
        	Dr. Anak Jaranyanon

        	Mahidol University
      


      
        	Asst. Prof. Orawan Banjongsin

        	Mahidol University
      


      
        	Dr. Weerachat Premanon

        	Chulalongkorn University
      


      
        	Dr. Arsenio Nicolas

        	Mahasarakham University
      


      
        	Dr. Joseph Peter

        	Mahasarakham University
      


      
        	Dr. Sam Ang Sam

        	Cambodian ethnomusicologist
      


      
        	Dr. Jonas Baes

        	National University of the Philippines
      


      
        	Prof. Dr. Flora Elena R.

        	National University of the Philippines
      


      
        	Dr. Jose S. Buenconsejo

        	National University of the Philippines
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    Curated by Izat Arif and Rizal Sufar, Hidup Terlampau Selesa (Life is Too Comfortable) featured two young local artists: Engku Iman and Akmal Borhan. This exhibition was launched on 17th May 2014 @ Kedai_CO, a regular shop lot turned into a casual gallery at SS6, Kelana Jaya. Albeit this show was anchored on the theme of gender and sexuality, it was very much different from Errortica Exhibition which was held on December 2012 @ Publika. If Errortica Exhibition was a projection on the positive aspects of sexuality and sexual experiences – what it should be or what it could be, then some artworks from Hidup Terlampau Selesa took a wicked twist of what it should not be or what it must not be. If Errortica Exhibition gave the idea of pretty, colourful and almost fantasy like experience, then Hidup Terlampau Selesa was all the opposite.


    In the Malaysian socio-cultural landscape, topics pertaining to sexuality—be it sexual encounter or sexual preferences—and gender identity has always been a “taboo“—neither discussed nor exhibited publicly. However, this exhibition was centered upon real issues that were plundering some quarters of the society here in Malaysia; and more importantly, issues that have become a “taboo“, as explained by Izat himself. Issues in regards to sexuality and gender representation within the local society were brought forward to the viewer in its most crude yet truthful manner in this private gallery, which is managed by both the curators. Admittedly, as Malaysians in general are more covert and shy when it comes to encountering matters pertaining to sexuality; perhaps it can be noted that, some of the illustrations were sort of disturbing; and maybe, yes, the illustrations depicted more than one would expect to see in a local exhibition. Nevertheless, what is more important was the content of the messages that these two artists were trying to get across to the audience – the reality and seriousness of what was happening everyday here in Malaysia.
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      Photo 1 Akmal Borhan’s drawings that were cleverly displayed in this peepshow box required the viewer to “interact” in order to experience the artwork.

    


    Akmal Borhan’s drawings generally dealt with issues pertaining to the male’s sexuality. Part of his works were placed in the special peepshow box – complete with a metal circular cover of the glass peephole, that gave a sensation to the viewer as if he or she was peeking to see something that was hidden, mysterious and secretive. These series of black and white illustrations that were placed in the peepshow box emphasised on the fixation of the armpit. These explicit drawings showed how children were engrossed (sniffing, kissing) with the adult’s underarm. More interestingly, the particular manner where the viewer would have to lean forward in order to view into these peepholes further complemented the overall experience of what they saw. The viewer could be anxious at the beginning—before he or she gets to peep into the unknown, followed by embarrassment upon the act of peeping into the box, and finally to feel aroused, disgusted or funny about what they had just seen and experienced. This perhaps can be related to how Duchamp had strategically planned and positioned the peepholes in Given, as Blau-DuPlessis (1942, as cited in Haladyn 2010) highlighted that the physical experience of looking closely or peeking into secret space suggested erotic feelings. However, in regards to this exhibition, the purpose was to get the viewers to participate or interact with the exhibit, and respond with any sort of reaction.


    Other illustrations by Akmal—some of which were pegged into clear plastic bags and hung on a string, were much more bold and louder than those in the peepshow box. Again, these black and white illustrations were grouped into four categories: (1) Jangan Takut (Do not be Afraid), (2) Bedal Je (Just Wallop), (3) Cepat Lah (Hurry Up), and (4) Oi, Sakit Tak? (Oi, Does it Hurt?). For each of this category, there was one sexually explicit drawing and another two drawings based on the local social context such as breaking traffic rules, or encountering with ghost, or self-inflicted physical injury. Conversely, the explicit illustrations revolved mainly about sexuality of the male—whether it was a young male with an adult male, or a group of males or even a single individual male. Each of the illustration captured different sexual acts or encounter of satisfying a male’s sexual needs in “appropriate” or “inappropriate” ways. There were no symbolic representations, aesthetically beautiful or eye pleasing artworks, or implied messages. Everything that was there to be seen, understood and interpreted was right there—LOUD & CLEAR!
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      Photo 2 These simple line drawings were bold, explicit as well as provocative to cause some amount of uneasiness as well as “uncomfortability”.

    


    Contrary to Akmal’s black and white illustrations, Engku Iman’s works comprised of molds made from wax, assemblage of mannequin on the floor of the gallery, black and white illustrations, as well as a painting and a photo montage. Three artworks that symbolised the female genital made up for the “Seni V-na” series by Engku Iman. One of the pieces for this series was a wax mold of two pairs of hands that gestured the female sexual organ. The remaining works within this series were line drawings; one showed a female with her arm folded upwards and her other hand emphasising the tuck that has been formed. At the first glance of the last artwork in this series, the viewer would recognise it as a curry puff—a local snack that is made from dough and comes with its filling. But upon moving closer and examining this drawing, the illustration portrayed a curry puff that has been split open and the detailing at the center described the female genital. It is vital to note here, the theme of everyday objects that were present within these artworks. The wax casts that can be found in shopping malls, curry puffs that are available almost any time of the day, and finally, the use of a female and her very own anatomy and gesture to represent the female genital. This was purposely intended by the artist in order to highlight the lack of awareness about female sexuality in our everyday lives.
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      Photo 3 Two artworks from the “Seni V-na” series by Engku Iman.

    


    Notwithstanding this, as being part of the eastern culture, gender representation of female is often stereotyped and subjugated compared to the male. Furthermore, female sexuality are often repressed, not given acknowledgement and silenced along the way. As a consequence on the lack of sexual awareness and education within the local society, sexuality of women (and her own rights to it) and the sexual needs of women are often “silenced” if not totally eliminated from social interaction and learning experience. The downfall to this, however, may lead to more serious issues—such as unwanted pregnancies, abortion, sexually transmitted disease, trap in a relationship for the wrong reasons, sexual abuses, incest, younger children experimenting with sex; which in larger picture contributes to much bigger and serious social chaos. With this in regard, the existence of pre-marital sex or casual sex amongst local women—regardless of race and religion, must be acknowledged.


    As a continuation from acknowledging the presence of female sexuality within our local society, few of Engku Iman’s remaining artworks highlighted and criticised the social norm that is formed based on the perceived and believed gender representation of the female. For instance, in her Angkat Kain work, a semi portrait view of a faceless female with a head scarf holds a cigarette in her hand that turns back to “look” at the viewer. A female figure relaxing on a tube float with her tudung (head scarf) just enough to cover her breast paired with a bikini bottom is entitled “Islam Post Modern”. In her much more satirical work—Masa Depan (In the Future); portrays a calendar girl in the year 2106. Here, the female figure with her head scarf (her back shown to the viewer) wears a blouse and short skirt with a slit at the back, and walks away from the viewer. And paramount to these works, is the wall drawing of three females anxiously trying to drape their head scarves; complete with a titled banner Pertandingan Lilit Tudung (Head Scarf Draping Competition) above it.


    These artworks become slightly controversial as it goes against the social norm of the Malay Muslim female gender representation. It is not acceptable for someone to wear a head scarf and smoke, nor to pair it with a blouse and short skirt. It can be seen that the act of wearing the tudung (head scarf) is more out of social expectation than faith in religion. Notably, these illustrations are not intended as an insult or jibe or blame towards anyone or any party for the matter, but more as the actual realisation of what is happening. More importantly, it brings forward the issue directly of what is going on beneath the surface.
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      Photo 4 An act of religious faith that has been turned into a social competition, depicted in this wall drawing by Engku Iman.

    


    A point to moot here would be on two significant elements: sex and gender. If sex can be defined as the biological structure that makes up the physical, emotional and functionality/physiology of an individual; then the gender of an individual is influenced by the culture and environment that further shapes the behaviour and psychological traits within a specific gender group—masculine/feminine (Torgrimson and Minson 2005). In other words, gender is the self-representation or projection of the male or female individual; or how society understands/expects/accepts a male or female should be. It is vital at this point that gender must not be seen as equivalent to the biological sex of an individual. Unlike sex; gender representation is created, imposed and becomes the belief of what is the norm and accepted over a long period of time: gender-normative.


    This is evident within the local Malay society, whereby the gender representation of the Malay Muslim female has always been a serious and sensitive matter. Old prejudices and outdated stereotypes are still very much present within the social norm when it concerns what a “PROPER” Malay Muslim female should be like. The local socio-cultural setting and politico-religious agenda inevitably creates the gender framework of the Malay Muslim female: from her dress code, to the way she carries herself, conduct of speech, choice of language used, occupation preferences, her daily interaction, sexual orientation and sexuality as well. However, the reality may differ especially in today’s world, and this is being contested by Engku Iman’s work on female gender representation. A certain dress code will not be able to oppress and contain one’s sexuality and self-expression. Social stigma surrounds if one chooses to be different or go against the norm. The net result of this phenomenon; religion becomes politicised, while the ideologies on gender and sexuality are used to oppress, control and further silence women.


    Moreover, based on the issues raised on the gender representation of the adult male by Akmal Borhan; is this the accepted gender representation (sexual manipulation, male domination, and homosexuality) that we allow our young children to understand, believe and accept? One’s sexual orientation—lesbian or gay or bisexual or transgender—refers to the person that he or she is attracted to romantically or sexually (American Psychological Association 2011). As much as homosexuality is present within local society, and to include these explicit illustrations with other illustrations that also reflect the blatant ignorance towards important issues in the society; gives more volume to the truth and seriousness of these issues. Consecutively, it also reflects the way we deal with these issues—with the pretense that we are a civilised society of moral virtues; accompanied with the ignorance that such misconducts do not happen within our family or social circle. Moreover, it is not our culture to acknowledge sexuality, what more to discuss it with another individual.


    Despite the seriousness and the reality of these issues—fetish with armpits or homosexuality or breaking traffic rules for the matter; these issues are often ignored and treated with the pretense that they did not occur, especially if they existed within the family circle. More importantly, children—both male and female were portrayed as the “sexual victims” against an adult male in some of these illustrations. It is at this juncture that begs the question: Are our children aware of these “sexual misconducts” by his/her perpetrator? Or do these children acknowledge these acts as sexual misconducts/abuse and yet participate merely for the joy and satisfaction that they received from it? Or are they aware of their rights as children? Or are our children even being protected? Interestingly, how does one differentiate between ‘normal’ sexual acts compared to sexual offenses? If the term “sexual abuse” is to be placed on one end of a continuum and “sex play” on the other end; how would one differ from another? Furthermore, would we be able to distinguish and separate both these terms indefinitely without relating to one another. The subjectivity, sensitivity and preferences remain very much individualistic when it comes to sexual conducts and encounters. Proof that the need to educate the young, teenagers and even young adults on their sexuality, especially on their rights and responsibility, is ever so more pressing.


    In order to take control of this situation, religious teachings alone would not suffice. But, health education, sexual education, human rights, individual responsibility established on religious guidelines could provide our society with some answers. Now, more than ever, is the time to acknowledge women’s sexuality and her rights to it together with gender representation; if we do not want to exacerbate the seriousness of HIV/AIDS cases, unwanted pregnancies, illegal abortions and baby dumping, that will eventually lead to rise in social crimes and the society’s deterioration. To sum up, I personally believe that some of the sexual misconducts may not only be confined to a particular race or country. With the presence of human, along with their sexual desires as well as needs; race or religion or geographical location may not set limitation or boundaries of these sexual misconducts or inappropriateness or abuse. With the communication technology being ever present and open, it becomes vital to educate the young on the differences of rape, or sodomy or incest or homosexuality or adultery and everything else that can be related to their sexual health!


    In closing, Hidup Terlampau Selesa created the necessary agitation and brought about awareness on issues that were considered “taboo” to be discussed about. This exhibition had particularly pushed the boundaries in portraying both the male’s and female’s sexuality explicitly in a serious tone, yet truthfully. All in all, this exhibition was both provocative and controversial to a certain extent if it were to be compared with other “safer” exhibitions and artworks that have been produced hitherto. Rarely, issues pertaining to sexuality that are considered taboo are brought forward with many specifics in any exhibition or discussion within the local socio cultural landscape. The black and white line drawings without exaggerated colours, motifs or symbols gave the viewer just what they needed to: SIMPLE yet HONEST representation of the naked TRUTH. Without doubt, they had also created a new platform for diverse and radical voices to be seen and heard! On a crucial note, they also question our position and reaction (how comfortable we are) on these “uncomfortable” issues that are very much present in our society. Or how much longer can we accept this “uncomfortness” and be comfortable about it?


    NOTE


    Although discomfort would be the appropriate usage instead of uncomfortable, the author had intentionally opted with the latter to give the necessary irritation and agitation to the language as well as the tone of the article.
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    When it was announced through Facebook and email blasts that there will be an upcoming exhibition at Fergana Art Space, I looked forward to it as Fergana’s previous exhibition on Ismail Hashim’s photographic works was presented in an interesting and well-thought out curatorial manner. Although I missed the launching of the exhibition on 7th February 2015, I managed to visit the Looking Ahead: 15 Malaysian Artist exhibition a week later and even brought students from my class in mid-March, with Mr Ho Fan Choon, who is the Manager, giving us a guided tour of the exhibition (Photo 1).
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      Photo 1 Guided exhibition tour given by Mr. Ho Fan Choon from Fergana Art Space to students from the Fine Arts Section, Universiti Sains Malaysia.

    


    The exhibition Looking Ahead: 15 Malaysian Artist was organised by Fergana Art Space at Whiteaways Arcade in George Town from 7th February until 29th March 2015. It was a group exhibition in collaboration with OUR Art Projects and Teratak Nuromar that featured selected works from 15 Malaysian artists from various generations. Therefore, the show highlighted a wide range of artists, some with their recent works and others with older pieces that have made a significant mark in the development of Malaysian art history. The exhibition consists of various media such as drawings, paintings, sculptures, prints, photographs and even performance art.


    Stepping into the gallery, a large wall with the title of the exhibition Looking Ahead: 15 Malaysian Artist included the names of the selected artists—Ahmad Fuad Osman, Aishah Baharuddin, Chan Kok Hooi, chi too, Ismail Zain, Chris Chong Chang Fui, Lim Kok Teong, Gan Siong King, Mad Anuar Ismail, Kamal Mustafa, Nirmala Dutt Shanmunghalingam, Ismail Hashim, Samsudin Wahab Sulaiman and Yee I-Lann.
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      Photo 2 Ahmad Fuad Osman, This is Certainly Not Like We Thought It Was (2014). Books, stuffed crow, glass water container, pebbles (Dimensions variable).

    


    In the main exhibition space, my eyes were drawn to the work of Ahmad Fuad Osman titled This Is Certainly Not Like We Thought It Was (2014) (Photo 2). Known for his installation works on social commentaries during the 1990s, Ahmad Fuad Osman has since focused on appropriation, as represented in his works such as An Eye for an Eye will Make the World Go Blind (2003) and his Recollection of Long Lost Memories (2007). With regards to his artistic practices in the last 15 years, I find that This is Certainly Not What We Think It Was (2014) proposes quite a different trajectory from his previous approaches. The installation was constructed using a stuffed crow, water in a glass container, pebbles and books, which immediately reminds me of Aesop’s fables, The Crow and the Pitcher or Burung Gagak dan Kendi as it is known in the Malay version of the tale. The fable tells of a thirsty crow that uses his mind in solving the challenge of bringing to surface a body of water that sits at the bottom of a long and deep glass jar. In this installation, Ahmad Fuad Osman recreates, or rather appropriates this scene except that in his installation he positions the crow on top of a highly stacked set of art books, the majority of which are western ones. Perhaps this installation symbolises the artist’s belief in the need for a quest for knowledge for all of us, including art practitioners. Such a metaphor could be inferred from Fuad’s reconfiguration of the notion of water in association with thirst, the thirst for knowledge or a desire for information which is represented in the crow’s attempt in reaching the water supported by a stack of thick introductory art books.


    Besides Ahmad Fuad Osman’s This is Certainly Not What We Think It Was (2014) and Aisyah Baharuddin’s mixed-media installation Mengendap (2014), the exhibition also includes the visually “quieter” works of Chris Chong Chan Fui, Yee I-Lann and Chan Kok Hooi. Though visually “quieter,” Chris Chong Chan Fui and Yee I-Lann reflect a more sophisticated and complex visual articulation that differ from locally graduated artists. Chris Chong Chan Fui’s drawings and Yee I-Lann’s photomontages need to be read under the purview of deconstruction and postcolonial theory. Unlike the works of Ahmad Fuad Osman and Aisyah Baharuddin, the pieces by Chris Chong and Yee I-Lann are informed by critical theories, reflecting the currents of contemporary art practices, especially in countries like the United States, United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand and in various biennales and triennales around the world.


    The general impression of both Chris Chong’s Pit#7 S Nymphoides Indica (Lotus) and Pit#19 Ophrys Sphegodes (Spider Orchid), is that they are professional botanical renderings of a plant. But in closer inspection, the subject of the drawing in “Pit#7 S Nymphoides Indica (Lotus)“, what seems to be a water lily does not have submerged roots and floating leaves. The “water lily” appears to have a sturdy stem that holds the flowers and the leaves. This raises suspicions about the exact species of the plant. After further examination, the work is actually a botanical-style rendering of a bouquet of artificial flowers!


    Both Pit#7 S Nymphoides Indica (Lotus) and Pit#19 Ophrys Sphegodes (Spider Orchid) are part of his larger “Botanic” series commissioned by the National Heritage Board, Singapore. They are rendered according to the convention of traditional botanical illustrations, which is an approach popular during the 18th and 19th centuries used by scientists to disseminate and study plants. Botanical illustrations are traditionally made from observation of natural flora, where the forms, colours and details of the plant are rendered in great detail for referencing and understanding plant species. Chris Chong’s illustration, however, while depicting similar formal and technical qualities to botanical illustrations, are derived from artificial flowers instead. Perhaps it is not too far to read that these drawings deconstructed botanical illustrations or what the reality is today and are also a reflection of the artificiality that often defines contemporary culture today. Artificiality and simulacrum have been so widely accepted as replacements for, and supplements to nature, that we are not aware what is fact and what is not.


    Old Pants As New Condo and Old Photo Series: Golden Branches, Jade Leaves by Chan Kok Hooi were two small works that were selected for this exhibition. Chan Kok Hooi is one of the current artists who seems to be very illustrative and miniature-like, similar to those by Haslin Ismail and Shamsuddin Wahab. The exhibited works are small in scale by today’s standard where big works are appreciated due to the impact that they make on the audience. Nevertheless, Old Pants As New Condo defies our expectation of what art and art materials should be. Chan Kok Hooi produces an acrylic painting of an apartment seamlessly on some used jeans. The work demonstrates that unsuspected art materials can produce surprising work that combines elements of humour, cynicism and even a certain level of cuteness!


    Yee I-Lann’s photomontages were images from the collections of Troppenmuseum, Amsterdam (Photo 3) that consist of eight digital collages referencing the history of photography in relation to the development of colonialism in Southeast Asia. Yee I-Lann’s photomontage presents a display of power that existed in colonial times through the pictures and she did this with an emphatic act of subversion. This can be seen clearly in “Picturing Power #3: Wherein one nods with political sympathy and says I understand you better than you understand yourself, I’m just here to help you help yourself.” The artist took the liberty of manipulating the images taken during the colonial period, to expose the mindset of the colonisers and address the imperial domination of the land in the past history. The works juxtapose the image of a fully uniformed white man, sitting in front of a small side table, arrays of photos of locals were juxtaposed repeatedly behind him. At his side, is another local man, slightly bigger in scale in comparison to the hundreds behind him. In one of the works for example, juxtaposition of photos of natives were lined up behind one of their oppressors, portraying life in the colonies at that time, an era of dogmatic coercion.


    In these digital collages, we can see that the titles play a big role in giving clues to the visual narratives informed by postcolonial theories introduced by scholars like Stuart Hall and Homi Bhabha. Those who have studied postcolonial theory might be able to fully appreciate the irony, sarcasm, and humour embedded within these photomontages.
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      Photo 3 View of Yee I-Lann’s Picturing Power Series (2013). Gicleé print on Hahnemühle paper.

    


    In the same gallery space, the quietness and seriousness of Yee I-Lann’s work was fortunately balanced by chi too’s Longing #6 A.K.A Main Kejar-kejar Dengan Rakyat. A small rotating black speaker on a pedestal produces an annoying audio Ra-ta-ta repetitively that echoes in the space. It reminds me of the chasing scene from the cartoon, The Road Runner. The message or idea of Longing for Putrajaya by the same artist, however, is not so clear (Photo 4). A simple, small table with increasing numbers across horizontal lines, perhaps serves as a form of scale of achievement towards having power. Unlike other artists, chi too is a multidisciplinary artist who often explores humour and satire in his works, as reflected in these two works. The artist apparently prefers not to give any clue, either visual or auditory, and leaves his works to our own interpretation and imagination.
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      Photo 4 chi too, Longing for Putrajaya (2012). Banquet table (45 × 180 × 90 cm).

    


    The curatorial approach in this exhibition needs to be highlighted. This is because while Malaysian artists have produced significant works, and while these selected artists have exhibited internationally, curatorial approaches undertaken by private and institutional galleries are often disappointing. This is evident, for example, in retrospective shows at the National Visual Art Gallery such as Amron Omar’s Pertarungan Exhibition, and the latest Choong Kam Kow’s retrospective, the selection of art works were not done properly resulting in arrays of works hung, without proper contextualisation to help the audience to fully appreciate the strength of the artist’s practice.


    The strength of Looking Ahead is actually in how the art works were exhibited in a small space in Whiteaways Arcade, known formerly as Whiteaways & Laidlaw Building, which is an elegant colonial-era building along Beach Street. Perhaps in tandem with the spirit of the gallery to provide and support a pluralist art scene, works by well-known senior artists who have made their mark in the Malaysian art-scene such as Nirmala Shanmughalingam, Sulaiman Esa, the late photographer Ismail Hashim and visionary artists like the late Ismail Zain were featured rather towards the end of the exhibition space. The main space highlighted the works by Ahmad Fuad Osman, Mustafa Kamal, Chris Chong Chan Fui and Chan Kok Hui, the second gallery space featured those by Yee I-Lann, chi too, Gan Siong King and the third space, which is a small interior connecting towards the final space hosted the aforementioned senior artists.


    So, as you enter the corridor that leads you to the final exhibition space, an array of works by senior artists were installed on the walls such as those by Ismail Zain, Nirmala Dutt Shanmughalingam and Shamsuddin Wahab. It is quite interesting to see the works by these artists somewhat interacting with each other. Nirmala Dutt Shanmughalingam’s Bosnia Series was produced based on her empathy of the Bosnian war between 1992 and 1995. In this work, the outline of the dead bodies was drawn with simple brush strokes and thick black bands, both at the top and the bottom part of the work. These swaths of vertical or horizontal bands also seem to be pertinent in the works of her contemporaries such as Ismail Zain and Redza Piyadasa during the 1980s. The dominating black, white and gray were played against each other to create a somber mood in this series so as to create a sense of sadness, somberness and helplessness in the work.


    The political nuance of chi too’s and Yee I-Lann’s works were echoed in the third space of the exhibition through Shamsudin Wahab’s prints. Malapetaka (2015) and Gergasi Selat (2015) in the forms of etching and aquatint on paper, remind us of Honore Daumier, the French printmaker’s realist prints. Samsudin’s use of etching and aquatint in these works are quite apt as these works seem to adhere to the satires of Daumier: a group of human figures of men, women and children with various facial expressions to insinuate the state of catastrophe and distress and the word malapetaka (catastrophe) written at the top of Malapetaka.


    In Gergasi Selat, a pair of hands with long, crooked and pointed fingernails seems to be playing with items such as dice, poker cards, a bridge, heavy machineries, construction materials, water pipes and even robots. This work simply suggests that there are always people in power who manipulate the unseen mechanism of society. For example, we are governed, our minds are moulded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men (and women) we have never heard of. Whether we like it or not, we either consciously or subconsciously cooperate in this manner in almost every aspect of our daily lives, whether in the sphere of politics or business, social conduct and even our thinking.


    Ismail Zain’s work at the other end of the wall was selected from his significant Digital Collage Series. This particular series holds a very significant place in the context of Malaysian Art History as it is a pioneering effort in the use of computer print in art. Therefore, it is rather interesting and rare to see works such as Lalat Makan Hati Mastura, Selamat Hari Valentine, Bruce Springsteen, Phantom and The Eye Has Veil, all produced in 1988, still available for sale in the current art market. The decision to include Ismail Hashim’s Sleeping Beauties is quite a surprise as a retrospective exhibition on this important artist is also currently being held in Balai Seni Visual Negara (BSVN) in Kuala Lumpur, also organised by Fergana Art.


    To re-cap my experience of Looking Ahead: 15 Malaysian Artist, my tour began with Ahmad Fuad Osman’s installation, and ended with a mixed-media installation by Aisyah Baharuddin titled Mengendap (2014) (Photo 5).
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      Photo 5 View of Aisyah Baharuddin’s mixed media installation entitled Mengendap (2014).

    


    Aisyah Baharuddin’s Mengendap (2014) took up most of the floor space in the last section of the art space. The work consists of a main image of a veiled woman with a pair of horns, attended by a few other paintings that make up the whole installation. I was informed that there was a performance art titled Barah on the opening day that was part of the work. There are elements of naiveté in the installation, which is not surprising as Aisyah Baharuddin and Intan Rafiza are two performance artists in Malaysia who often reference their own personal experiences as women and mothers.


    Mad Anuar Ismail’s Pahlawan series and Kamal Mustafa’s Waiting Room (2013) and a few of Sulaiman Esa’s latest works were also presented in the same space. Sulaiman Esa’s work in this show, however, seems to be in stark contrast to the Islamic aesthetic that he upholds in his practices during the 1980s and 1990s. It is quite interesting to observe this turning point in Sulaiman Esa’s art at this point in time, although I am not quite sure if it is going to be an important contribution to the Malaysian art history in this millennial decade or if it is just going to be a footnote.


    It is hoped that Fergana Art will further attempt to play a bigger role in fostering and supporting a more plural and diverse Malaysian art scene that was once espoused by Valentine Willie Art Gallery during the 1990s. With the two previous exhibitions of Ismail Hashim’s Unpack Repack exhibited in the same venue and concurrently another extensive show being exhibited in the National Visual Art Gallery, Fergana is indeed serious in contributing to the development of Malaysian art. Hopefully it is able to do so not only in terms of selling and promoting commercial works but also by contextualising and presenting Malaysian art in a very meaningful and refreshing way.


    Perhaps this is just a small exhibition in Penang but this exhibition without doubt enriches the curatorial strategy in presenting and contextualising artists and artworks, which reflects Fergana’s aim to nurture and support a multifaceted art scene in Malaysia and in Penang specifically. The presentation of this exhibition provides possible links to the sociocultural and even environmental concerns of the past, current or the near future as the selected works deal with personal concerns and identity, current discourses, either real or imaginary, all of which are based on reflective ideas and self-consciousness and actualisation. At least, in the context of the Penang audience, this exhibition can be deemed as different in comparison to other local exhibitions often rooted in sentimentalised aesthetics, with heritage themes largely working in the service of nostalgia of the old Penang charm.
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