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Love Me in My Batik

YIELANN

"BATEK is on the move groove with a splash of colour and a dash of
patriotism”

Good grief, as Charlie Brown would say - what's this present cnize on batek?
They've ever dared cover Venus de Milo with the colourful drapes?

So reads The Sunday Mail 1968 headline and article suspended in the
arms of a languidly voluptuous, self-assured, Batik-draped, seductive,
Malaysian-esque Venus collaged into Joseph Tan's iconic painting Love Me
in My Batik (1968) [46]. Who is being seduced and commanded to “love
me in my batik"? What understanding is Joseph Tan alluding to with this
work? What statement s he making about batik and its relationship with
art history, popular culture, patriotism, the body and who are “They™?

Love Me in My Batik asks us to examine the role of batik, as both medium
and subject, in Malaysian society and Malaysian art. To chart batik in
Malaysian art disrobes nationalist cultural constructs, be these ideological
or sentimental, The medium, and its depiction, speak of large agendas and
forceful imaginings through a crafty language of significations. Parallel to
the story of Malaysia runs the story of our batik art.? No other medium
in Malaysian art carries this same sgency, burden, or magic.

The origins of the batik medium are unknown and shared by cultures in
Southeast Asia, China, Japan, the Indian Subcontinent, the Middle East
and Africa. Throughout Southeast Asia, from mainland mountainous
inland cultures to Southeast Asia’s Nusantara island coastal populations,?
batik was most commonly manifested as the untailored sheath known as
the sarong or kain panjung in the Nusantara archipelago,* "a common
mode of dress and cultural capital whose worth lay in the fact that it was
the lingua franca to all™* These batik fabrics were worn by both genders
and at all levels of society for daily wear, as work clothes, for special oc-
casions such as weddings and funcrals and for high court functions. The
batik cloth contains a plethora of meanings describing sogial status and
personal details, Initially largely imported from Java and Sumatra, batik
has been produced on the Malay Peninsula, mainly along the East Coast,
for about a century,
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Wang Zineng in his thesis on the genesis of Malayan batik as fine art and
its patronage states: “a fuller consideration of how an art form emerges
as modern art medium necessitates us to examine not just how it is pro-
duced, but also how It is displayed and received in social context. Cultural
discourse in 19505 and 60s Malaya was dominated by the idea of Ma-
layanisation, devised and pursued by the colonial ruling elite in the late
colonial period in Malaya, Malayanisation was a broad cultural policy
charucterised by efforts and activities to establish a hegemonic vision of
the “Malayan™ in all aspects of cultural life¢

Frank Sullivan, with the palpable glee of someone who has discovered
the answer, questions, “Is there a Malayan School of ArtZ” in the 1968
Batik catalogue published by Chuah Thean Teng’s Yahong Gallery.? When
Chuah Thean Teng, a migrant to Penang from China, pioneered the use
of batik as a fine art medium in those heady pre-Independence s0s, he
was celebrated and enthusiastically promoted by the “Anglophile patron-
age class” - “Batik painting, with its apparent fusion of the indigenous
cloth-making tradition of batik and Western painting techniques, was
put forward as a key Malayan artistic expression”*

Teng trained briefly at the Amoy Institute of Art in China in the early
1920s. He was versed in Chinese and Western painting styles, and an
accomplished printmaker in his early career. In 1945 he went into the
business of making commercial batik sarong, but then began experiment-
ing with the medium in his art-making, He started to draw portraits and
pictorial scenes in the compositional style of Western paintings with the
molten wax. Rather than use blocks of colour in segmented cells 1o fill in
waxed patterning on the sarong cloth, s ks common practice, he started to
play with batik dyes, applying many layers of overlaying colours achieving
painterly effects. He then took the radical step of framing his batik cloth
and hanging it on the wall.

Teng provided a prolific and comprehensive pantomime of histrion-
ics and iconography through his batik peintings, a post-war and then
post-colonial, early-days-of-nationhood visualisation. His batik works
are full of romantic idealism. The recurring. carefully choreographed,
batik sarong-clad, large-breasted, motherly wonien can be read as meta:
phors of his new homeland: fertile, caring, industrious and generous.
The sociological landscape is aestheticised 1o the point of mythification
in his paintings, yet these pictures are seemingly humble in their content.
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His paintings show the shapes and chores of daily life. We see

industry in Penang Waterfront (1952), buzzing v:llh activity l;;'::;f
character is singularly absorbed in the task at hand, culminating as a whole
in a collective driven movement and agenda. Every surface is detailed
and busy with the intrinsic batik veins pulsating with static energy. The
apparently earnest iconographic language, the amnesia of m'galive., the
memory of cultural artifact, feed a construction of a sense of wanting to
belong, in an aesthetic decorative style and language that was "fuslngglhe

old with the new™ as he was ting, in h
ot promoting, in his own words, “the national

The cultural continuity that Chuah Thean Teng L

medium of batik in his art essentially ‘cm!c?t’? mt:::yh::::f;‘:;

provide a sense of shared history as a basis for imagining the future of

a new country. In the reciprocity between artist, patron and the grow-

ing sense :af nationhood that came with the formation of a new country
Malaysia in 1963, Teng, through hisart, gave a visualisation of nostalgia

thus Mdmg a grounding or language on which state propaganda could

:!nc::'l::p ideologies associated to nation-building. Teng’s images helped

an oxymoronic nostal K "
ity bhhx;;‘m i gic future, an “origin™ for a new singular

Although his early works appear to have been influenced by the traditional
subjects and compositional styles of established Nanyang artists, Teng
further developed a localised modernist form and design aesthetic that
was c_hancterlsed by pastoral idylls, blinkered from any contrariness or
conﬂu:l with the modern world; his pictorial world is characterised by the
reduction of subjects to core shapes and referential cultural patterning.
Mcnar.mm Padi (1963) is typical of Teng’s optimism [31]. The pictorial
plane is broken into simplified, ordered shapes and forms and arranged
rhythmically into a receding horizon. The image depicts women harvestin
paddy, wearing conical hats common to ethnic groups in East and Wc:
Mahysl.a. with the effect of comfortably coralling the South China Sca
into an inclusive submissive identity. At a time of massive socio-political
dungcs of re-imagining the national border, no sense of contradiction
or collision with such complexities is in evidence, 10
i

In contrast, Welcome (1967) presents us with a very bold, very rude han
gesture rendered in poster-type graphics. Rumoq?; has it lhit wiis nud::
in response to a hand gesture presented to Richard Nixon by Malaysian
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crowds when he visited the Southeast Asia region in April of 1967, The
meanings behind this unusual batik painting are uncertain bust it surely
refers to the Vietnam War, with the “red plague” of communism perhaps
represented by a prominent red sun. It is unclear whether the figures in
the background, with their arms raised in dance-like formations, are
celebrating or protesting. The poster-like tone of the painting, however,
is clearly one of socio-political consciousness. These kinds of politically-
emboldened art works, in any medium, were rare at the time.

Teng's popularity and success as an artist, strengthened by institutional
patronage, contributed to a batik renaissance. Singaporean artist Seah Kim
Joo made several large batik murals for public spaces in Singapore such as
the phantasmagorical narrative Malayan Life (1968). Batik art thus began
to document umbrella solidarities from multiple vantage points.

Among the batik art ploneers was Tay Mo Leong from Penang. Tay was
unique in his handling of batik crackle.  Rather than render batik crackle
as registering texture only. he used its mark-marking qualitics as image. In
his early works Rubber Estate (1961) and Rubber Tapper (1964), emotive,
abstract, suggestive qualities take form, bristling with encrgy [28].

Khalil Ibrahim from Kelantan was trained as a painter at St Martins School
of Art in London. His approach towards batik was less sentimental, focus-
ing on the handling and physicality of wax and dyes. His early works are
studies of hue, tone and colour temperature made with assembled batik
collage. He is, however, best known for his analogous figurative studies,
accentuating and exposing the positive negative qualities of batik, such
as the Colowr/Form series (1970-1980),

Grace Selvanayagam, who was part of the Influential Wednesday Art
Group (WAG) and an art teacher at the Specialist Teachers’ Training
Institute in Cheras, Kuaka Lumpur, employed batik simply as an available
medium, using its qualities to accentuate shape and patterning in cool
non-narrative modernist abstracts in the 60s. The WAG was unique at
the time as it had a multi-cultural personality. It was concerned with ant
education in general terms, and was less sentimental or political than
other groups in its worldview.

Another WAG member, Cheong Laitong, won a government-initiated
mural competition for the main fagade of the new National Museum in
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1962, with a design inspired by the graphic propensities of batik art [34/.
The two 115" murals decorating either side of the museum front entrance
were made using Italian glass mosaic and were completed in time for
the proclamation of Malaysia in 1963, The mural on the right depicts
significant episodes in Malaysia's history such as carly maritime trade, the
Malacca Sultanate and the Independence of Malaya. The mural on the left
depicts various traditional cultural activities and crafts inchading the batik
sarong-making industry. ¥ The murals signify the “museumification” of
batik, with batik becoming “profoundly political” within the practices of
nation building, * The batik-inspired murals also demonstrate and phrase
an carly example of official Malaysian national collective identification.

Batik simultancously became part of the wider cultural landscape and
its industries, in the form of batik artefacts and souvenirs made for the
tourist market, becoming essentially an exportable branding exercise for
“Molaysia” from the 6os onwards.?® Often these were mass-produced
reproductions of the batik art of the time, Special commemorative batik
designs were created for a diverse range of occasions, from man's first
landing on the moon to the inauguration of Malaysia Airlines System,
Batik was commercially produced by the yard depicting the national
pastime of badminton.*” In the same year foseph Tan created his collaged
painting Love Me In My Batik (1968), all Information and Broadcast
Ministry staff throughout Malaysia were encouraged to feature batik in
their office wear each Saturday to support the local batik fashion industry.
Khalil Ibrahim painted The Last Supper in his loose sketchy batik style in
1970. By Christmas mass in 1971 parish priest Father M. Pakiam at Our
Lady of Lourdes Church in Ipoh had decided the Church would welcome
the aspirations of Malaysians cager for a new identity by wearing batik
vestments along with the altar boys.3® Batik art-inspired graphics were
being designed into greeting cards for every occasion. Batik had entered
the sentimental realm of kitsch.

Milan Kundera in his novel The Unbearable Lightress of Being writes
about kitsch as a language of propaganda made possible through senti-
mental consensus. “When the heart speaks, the mind finds it indecent to
object... The feeling induced by kitsch must be a kind the multitudes can
share. Kitsch may not, therefore, depend on an unusual sitdation; it must
derive from the basic images people have engraved in their memories. "
He goes on 1o write “political movements rest not so much on rational
attitudes as on the fantasies, images, words and archetypes that come
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together to make up this or that political kitsch."» Batik was becoming
a type of “political kitsch” in Malaysia. Love Me In My Batik. Because
batik and batik art had been simultaneously embraced by popular culture,
and promoted and endorsed by the state administration to encourage
homogeneous vision within a highly pluralistic society, batik became a
kind of unifying, collectively sentimental “kitsch” visual language of state;
it inter-subjectively allowed the machinations of propaganda to construct
nationalistic narratives within the dominant culturat discourse of this
new country. Batik provided a kind of comfortable Malaysian skin, a
fabricated embodying of the corporeal flag. camouflaging ditferences into
the landscape to collectively represent the Malaysian body, "BATEK &s on
the move groove with a splash of colour and a dash of patriotism’™

However, art that was perceived to have a strong nationalistic agenda,
such as much batik art, did have its opponents. Good grief, as Charlie
Brown would say - what'’s this present craze on batek? Redza Piyadasa, a
conceptually-driven young artist, spearheaded an exhibition in 1969 titled
The New Scerie, hosted by Gallery 11 in Kuala Lumpur, complete with a
two-page manifesto written by collaborator Tan Teong Kooi, published
as an accompanying exhibition brochure, The New Scene artists argued
for the importance of analytical attitudes and of knowing the history and
geography of sites as markers 1o what was “new” (or perhaps what could be
described as “avant-garde™).# They wanted “to consider the relationship
between the international and the local [art world] along open or mobile
trajectories.”** The brochure questions “the notoriously popular idea that
the first responsibility of the artist is towards creating a national image"#*
“Such an image is diagnosed as necessarily fabricated from a sterile notion
of authenticity which was regressive and deprecating. Indeed. the artists
go further to warn that if this quest is pursued or insisted upon, then the
only outcome was a debased form of orientalism."?* The text concludes
with a nod to the rival expressionist and abstract expressionist painters
of the 1967 GRUP exhibition that have "done much to cause art in Ma-
laysia to swing away from the standardised and repetitive commercial
formulae of batik painting and village scenes.”#* The New Scene artists
seemed to be questioning nationalistic agendas and the sentimental use
of the traditional, without reinvention, as an impediment to developing
critical positions within Malaysian art.

There was a conscious shift in subject matter depicted in Malaysian
batik art, along with all other arts forms, with the seismic awakening and

267



VIR ANy

assertion of post-colonial Malay-ness following the race ri

lflnhnlhlr Mohamad published The Malay I)ilcsmma in 1:;;5&?;::
Economic Policy was implemented in 1971 and in the sam; year the
National Culture Congress was held, resulting in a National Cultural
Policy (NCP). This policy asserted a hegemonic ethno-nationalist M
and Islamic focus, co-opting artists into its agenda. The NCP defined
goals for cultural pursuits with the aim of creating a national and com.
mon culture for purposes of identity formation within nation-building,

and to install the status of Malay culture and Islam as
of nationalist constructions. core foundations

Ideologies championed within this policy were not new and were alread
featured in cultural discourses during the closing years of the colonial 4
riod. The influential literary circles of Angkatan Sasterawan 50 (ASAS sl:e):
established in 1950 and initially based in Singapore, had questioned the
direction of Malay language Hterature. Writers linked to Utusan Metayn
such as Asraf Haji Wahab, Kamaluddin Muhammad (Keris Mas) ami
Usm.an Awang dominated, with a philosophy summed up in their slogan
"Sefu untuk Masyarakat”, "Art for Society”, “propounding the themes of
wfnftal awareness, politics and culture with the aim of revitalising the
spirit of freedom, the spirit of independence of a people (bangsa) of its
own unlqui sense of honour and identity, upholding justice and combating
oppression’#* Mcanwhile, a splinter group led by writers such as Hamzah
Hussein, Rosmera and Abdul Ghani Hamid pursued a philosophy of
“Seni untuk seni”, "Art for Art’s Sake” which was “characterised by a plot
sly!c known as rasa, a construction of emotional ideas. Here realism was
a kind of expressionism in which ‘literature is the picture of the thoughts
of a generation, reproductive of the self-development of the individual,
rather than society.”?? “Hamzah found it preposterous that arts should
be compromised in the name of the people or, worse, for the pretense
of nation-building."#* The artist group Angkatan Pelukis Semenanjung,
APS.(fo'rmed. in 1956 by the painter Hoessein Enas, and initially named
Majlis Kesenian Melayu), closely associated with ASAS 50, also pursued
an agenda to promote and uplift traditional Malay characteristics in the
arts as the basis of a national arts identity,

The effect of the NCP was 1o cement relationships between politics, culture
and religion with a heavy emphasis on the “Ketuanan” of the Malay in
all aspects of Malaysian socicty. The artist’s role had been defined and it
became their responsibility to serve and enrich the officially sanctioned
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agenda with a commitment to “kerajaan ( government), umat (Islamic
bady) and bangsa {Malay race)"#* Many artists became inspired 1o re-look
traditional art forms and artefacts, such as batik and its motifs, as points
of departure for contemporary readings and use. Malay-Islamic revivalism
dominated the intellectual and artistic manifestations of the 1970s and
8os with the implementation of the NCP and through cultural education
programs championed by Institut Teknologi MARAs new School of Art
and Design (founded in 1967). Traditional motifs and the incorporeal
worldview of Malay culture, traditions, and artefacts were given much
thought and study within the new policy’s framework. A landmark exhibi-
tion hosted by University Malaya in 1979 titled Rupa dan Jiwa, curated
by the artist Syed Ahmad Jamal, presented for the first time an index of
Malay artefacts and visual arts. This provided a catalyst for latticing design
aesthetics, motifs and commentary attesting to the distinctive cultural
legacies of the Malays, The urgency in this post-colonial society was to
reclaim, reaffirm and to redefine Malay cultural identity. “In the wake
of nationalism, one of the demands was to re-evaluate the continued
propagation and proliferation of European values; it was associated to
many things: from poverty and inequality to enslavement and exploitation
to the resulting isolation and estrangement from tradition and culture,
Without an anchor, the colonized felt lost and faceless and yearned to
root themselves again in their pure and romantic past. To reclaim that
past was also to re-affirm their own dignity, pride and identity. Tradition
provided the inspiration”*

tsmail Zain, the first local Director of the National Art Gallery (1972-
1975), advocated that the subject of traditional Malay arts, crafts and
culture should be re-approached in conversation with post-colonial con-
temporary commentary, avoiding the sentimental use of the traditional
for tradition's sake without criticality. This would ensure the relevance of
a continued dialogue with the traditional in contemporary art beyond
the comfort (and, perhaps, laziness) of historicism and ethnocentric
exotica. As his friend Krishen Jit wrote in his retrospective catalogue,
Ismail cautioned all to be wary of “the narrative gaze trained at ‘primitive
art objects (which) reduce them to pieces of exotica that are ripe for acts
of artistic imperialism...", and warned against “the dangers of religious
and political chauvinism that were beginning to dominate popular and
critical artistic discourse... Ismail believed artistic thought should be
free of enclosures whether erected by politics, religion or egocentric
gestures” 1
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Ismail Zain in his own artistic practice rejected the nationalistic frame-
work as both restrictive and contrived while exploring issues and clements
of Malay culture. He often used symbols of tradition as a strategic language
for contemporary commentary, exploring patterning derived from Malay
artefacts such as traditional textiles and woven crafts in a structuralist
manner (o recontextualise them into ontological observations. In 1972,
he began experimenting with commercially-purchased woven placemats
and converting them into stencils and chops (in reference to the batik
chop) for use in his paintings. Ku Bunuh Cintaku (1972) was made as
a responise to a poem by Anis Sabirin [54], Here, patterns derived from
these commercial mats create the overall look of songket cloth. The tone
of the painting feels ominous, with dark horizontal bands scrupulously
blocking, crossing out, distancing and defamiliarising the background
patterning. The transference of the woven placemat patterns into stencils
and chops puts human contact with the work at one remove, contributing
to its cold detachment while retaining the memory of a familiar surface.,
His assistant in making these experiments and chops at the Kutang Kraft
batik studio was the young graduate Fatimah Chik.

Fatimah Chik's career path and her engagement with batik as an artist can
be read as emblematic of the reassertion of Malay confidence in the arts
resulting from the NCP. signifying a fascinating confluence of social and
cultural forces in the 1970, in the ficlds of art education, architecture,
fashion, intellectual thought and criticism. The influence of Islamic design
and regional textile traditions in her batik art reflects a general shift away
from the carly post-colonial modernist approaches of the 1960,

She was one of the inaugural batch of students at Institut Teknologi
MARA' School of Art and Design in 1968, graduating in 1971. In the
art and design course, a broad range of subjects including architecture,
fashion and batik art was taught. Her grandfather had been a traditional
builder in Johor and her mother a seamstress. She was drawn to batik
chop (as opposed to the more painterly batik tulis techniques popularly
used in batik painting),*? as well as ideas introduced by her architecture
lecturer Hijas Kasturi.®! She developed an early interest in integrating
concepts derived from architectural principles, patterning, alignment and
registration with batik chop techniques and constructed fabric.

Fatimah married Redza Piyadasa (a lecturer at MARA at the time) in
1972 and began work at Kutang Kraft for batik fashion designer Tengku
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Zubeidah, assisting on batik pieces for a fashion show at University Malaya
and a boutique in London. > Through Piyadasa, she met many of the most
prominent Malaysian artists, but was yet to think of herself as an artist.
In 1975, she followed Piyadasa to Hawaii, and here she discovered, via
books, a world of rich textile traditions and motifs from the Nusantara
region. Following a period of self-initiated research, she began 1o design
batik chops influenced by Nusantara forms in tandem with the interests
formed during her time at MARA, ‘

In 1981, Piyadasa opined that “When batik painting was first introduced
into the local art scene, it was hailed in some quarters as Malaya's unique
artistic contribution to the world, The claim, in retrospect, can only be
described as paive. Batik painting remains a craft involvement displaying
hackneyed mannerisms and lacking in any underlying sophistication in
terms of a distinct and regencrative acsthetic.... The underlying aesthetic
governing the artists’ intentions again seems to have come from easel
painting, Batik painters in this country have yet to propose an approach
that will exploit the inherent physicality of the process and thereby es-
tablish a viable enrichment of the commitment. As it Is, the hackneyed
manner of making pictures seldom, if at all, approximates an understand-
ing of the complexities of idiom. The possibilities of scale, for instance,
have not been realised, Preoccupations with picture-making concerns
persist and the renderings of colourful rural scenes must account for the
popularity of batik paintings among the tourists*

‘The views of Piyadasa and the art of their close colleagues - the structur-

alist paintings of Ismail Zain and Syed Ahmad Jamal’s large songket wall
hangings - must have had an influence on Fatimah Chik. In 1982, Fatimah
exhibited her large-scale batik chop works for the first time, Her Nusantara
Series produced through the 19805 can be read as encapsulating Malay
cultural ethos and state-sanctioned principles for Malaysian art following
the NCP [80]. Syed Shaharuddin Syed Bakeri had also begun to produce
batik works which incorporate traditional motifs with Islamic aesthetics
such as Kain Merah, Biru, Hijau (1982) [79]. Fatimah's works display a
complex gestalt, cross-referencing between regional textile traditions and
architectural influences, grounded by a geometric aesthetic expressing
Islamic precepts. However, the series is unusual as it also stretches be-
yond the immediate Malaysian cultural landscape to concede a regional
fraternity and shared heritage, an acknowledgement of Nusantara influ-
ence, Fatimah Chiks idiom celebrates constructed notions of tradition
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and identity, exhibiting a self-consciousness that is both a search for and

a construction of place while at the same time relishin
wider textile vernaculars. e

Hashim Hassan’s paintings also promote a regional cultural ethos, mak-
ing commentary on issues such as globalisation and neo-colonialism by
embedding batik iconography with clements outside of the Nusantara
lexicon, Hashim Hassan appropriated the central segment of the batik
sarong, called the badan (body), meticulously teansferring its design
aesthetic onto canvas using acrylic paint. By using the aesthetic of the
sarong, a common item of clothing, Hashim uses batik as a mnemonic
dtvi'{c 1o gather affinity within the region, to iniply intimacy and shared
cognition, “the basic images people have engraved in their memories™ In
Pencereboh (1987) we witness a confrontation between two painted hailk-
sl)'l:.'d. mythical phoenixes [85). Feathers are rufiled, We see a white dove,

a Western icon of peace, and find, hidden in the background paueming:
two tiny telecommunications satellites. There is a sense of dilemma. of
battling ideologies in a contemporary world. The batik represented here
takes ona loaded tone of indigenous righteousness, of cthnicity becom-

ing an internalised boundary that is attempting to rationalise its place

in modernity whilst dinging to noti f identi
v ey ging tons of identity bound to concepts of

Mastura Abdul Rahman's batik-lined Interior Series reinforces this -
nalised domain. We enter its collaged paintings from an extreme h:":;:t.
afforded a bird’s eye view of timeless domestic interiors of Malay homes/
homeland. No figures are depicted but there is a powerful sense of humanity
in thex settings. They are evocative depictions of Malay identity with no
separation between cognitive, spiritual and physical life. As described by

Tengku Sabri Ibrahim, through “the conception of zat Allah, the Malays
consciously produce their arts to portray the greatness of Allah, and to
fonvc?r messages pertaining to their beliefs and social systems. .. the word
order or in Malay, fertib, can be understood as basic guidelines in which
the artist’s intentions, methodologies, disciplines, creativity and techniques
are organised 1o achieve desired images or forms.”"* Mastura’s paintings
present this order with great delicacy, held together by culture as a pattern,
anchfmd by deeply held spiritual beliefs, coloured by a quest;for harmoni-
ous living, and decorated with an enveloping skin of floral batiked cloth.
Mm\.ms images also act within a regional storytelling continuum, part of
a textile tradition historically dominated by women which has through the
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centuries helped to describe their worlds. 3 Historically, batik production
has rarely been gender neutral in that it has always contained references
10 the female, even when made, worn and used by males. Throughout
Southeast Asia, there has always been an intimate relationship between
women, the textile arts, ritual and spirftuality. Textile arts were considered
“the work of women, the complex designs that symbolised genealogies,
legends, and memories could be “read” in relation to individuals, familics,
and clan or tribal groupings. The role of textile motifs as markers in an
indigenous record meant that female knowledge could incorporate not
merely skill in exécution but also a huge pool of cultural codes”* Mas-
tura’s Interior Serics is sensitive to this contextual materiality and operates
as a cross-indexing of cultural, spiritual, ethnic and gender specificity to
describe a state of being /85/.

On a more direct level, the art of batik master Ismail Mat Hussin from
Kelantan draws from Malay traditional arts in both subject and medium,
celebrating Malay traditional culture and lifestyle as a representation of
Malay cultural identity. His rich figurative narratives from the end of the
70s depict performances of makyung, wayang kulit, and main gasing, as
well as day-to-day rural activities like mending nets, pounding rice. and
scraping coconut [86).

By the late 8os, batik in Malaysian art had settled into a widely understood,
officially sanctioned lingua franca heavy with connotations of identity and
place, Batik had become less valued for its qualities as a medium than for
its qualities as language and as a corporeal flag in Malaysian art. Artists
were now using batik, not just for its aesthetics or as a reference to local
historical traditions necessarily, but for what it could represent about
their contemporary times. Batik had become a kind of visual linguistic
shortcut which could be used to make commentary about various con-
cerns. Hashim Hassan's Penicereboh regionalises the issue of globalisation
1o Southeast Asia, Mastura’s Inferior Series speaks of a specifically Malay
Islamic art that is sited within a Malay worldview. Ismail Mat Hussin
centralises Malay cultural heritage as core to Malay identity.

Meanwhile Sarawak, with its own long-established textile traditions,
exhibited a rich display of batik art during the landmark Sarawak State-
Wide Art Competition 1988, organised in conjunction with Sarawak’s
25th Independence Anniversary Celebrations (also the 25th anniversary
of the formation of Malaysia), The competition, supported by the Sarawak
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Museum and the Society Atelier Sarawak, had as its theme “Heritage of
Sarawak’, and allowed for three types of media, namely, “oll, watercolour
and batek™ % Its panel of nine judges included Redza Piyadasa and Hoes-
sein Enas from West Malaysia.

The winning work was a pair of batik paintings by Ramsay Ong, Head-
man and Master of Wood depicting Dayak/Iban iconography in muted
earthy tones [87]. The majority of finalists had made works in the batik
medium. These were all pictorial narratives, usually dominated by scenes
of indigenous cultural activities or flora and fauna. Stephen Teos An
Outstation Regatta harks back to Chinese ink landscape paintings in its
spatial layout and handling of line. Lai Kim Leong’s Afterwork and Lai
Sey Min's An Early Settlement display deft uses of perspective in highly
detailed images capturing longhouse activity. Lai Kim Leong removes all
spatial perspective in a flattened modernist view of Satok Sunday Market,
S. Eng’s Colourful Sarawak playfully depicts a crowded multicultural
Malaysia, where cultural elements ranging from silat to the lion dance are
laid out in conjoined planes, not dissimilar to theatrical standee dioramas,
Michael Lim's Sarawak Melody is a highly textural batik painting of a
Jungle scene made with natural dyes created by the artist.

Sarawakian artists had clearly embraced the medium of batik and fla-
voured it with what could be perceived as their own vernacular with
great technical handling of the batik medium. The iconography is local.
Thematically, however, these batik works by Sarawak artists reflect the
early pictorial idealism of Chuah Thean Teng and other pioneer artists
using batik in Malaya. These Sarawakian batiks display the same earnest
iconographic language, and amnesia of negatives, corresponding perhaps
to what had been prescribed by well-meaning cultural organisations cager
to develop a Sarawak countenance alongside “the national art of Malaya".
These attempts to assimilate the art of Sarawak into 4 national narrative
with Malaya taking the lead, however beautiful, appear forced, especially
when viewed alongside the incredibly powerful art of the ancient woven
pua kumbu cloth traditions indigenous to Sarawak. Further north, Sabah
artists had yet to embrace the medium of batik.

Joseph Tan's astute and suggestive demand to “love me ip my batik” is
perhaps a call to recognise the body, the skin, and to getinto the “groove”
with a “dash of patriotism”. This (batik) skin, the body’s largest, most sensi-
tive and visible organ, wraps the national body politic within a corporeal
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flag into a singular imagining and stains our consciousness. The propaga-
tor of the message is the languidly voluptuous Malaysian-esque Vc_nus
draped in batik that both accentuates and conceals her secrets and dﬂ?m.
in parody of the motherland. The patriotism within these nationalistic
narratives signified by batik is only possible because of our submission
and participation as Malaysians versed in this visual language.

Batik art of the 1950s and 1960s was celebrated as a new fine art medium

and used by artists to create a new cultural tradition, and to build a sense

of belonging to this motherland. The 1970s and 1980s saw the subject of
batik being used by Malay artists in introspective ways to question and

assert issues of identity and place in response to the NCP. By ‘h‘: late
1980s, a quarter of a century after the formation of Mnla).'sh. political
developments brought fearful and uncertain times. Operation !.ahng in
1987 brutally arrested critical thought but was to rouse some artists into a
heightened state of political awareness.* Batik in Malaysian art from the
1990s and into the new millennium was often used consciously in direct
recognition of batik's partnership with state propaganda just as Joseph
Tan's Love Me In My Batik had done. They've even dared cover \’mus.d‘c
Mila with the colourful drapes? In the 25 years leading up to Malaysia's
golden jubilee in 2013, batik would become a critical device to open
discourse between art and tradition, engage with popular knowledge,
the politics of fashion, disrobe and engage with nationalist constructs
of cultural discourse and contribute to the continuing documentation
of our history of ideas.

and Ang Pt aohlu!muetww-lvchmm'wr@

: mwmhfmz?‘m‘:-um 19 May 1968, callyged nto joseph Tan's :
palnting Love Me b My Eotik (1968) “Charfie Brown” refers to » popular syndicaled comic
strip character by Charles M. Scheldr. “Venus Se Mila™ refers 1o the ancient Greek marble
sesipture Sound on the Aegean island of Milo beleved 10 cepresant the Groek Goddess
dmumny.mquaa::mnm The statuy & of 8 node
woman's toeso with fabvic draped around har hios ard legs.

2 lmhnnm.m"du;lotnmmuruamucmmmm
heavily influenced try Javanese babk and used on the Malay Perinsula since the turn
of the 201h century, whie "batit art* redery S0 ongmal moadens atwarks employing batit
a3 & madiam,

1 “Though it it unclear how the technique spread Becughout Scutheast Asa. batk has an
mmmyumncmmennbwnnbm(ummhgum.w
Symbols: Textdes oad Trodtion i Indanesia. Singapore/New York: Oxlord University Press,
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1985, pp ¥63-158) Aschasologeal finds of hatik i Ching date back 1o the Man dynasty
(206 BCAD 220) and sophuticated batik made by was resat technigoe had speead to
Fapan from Ching oy the eghth century ™ Robyn Maswel Tertdes of Southeast Asia: Trodition,
Trade and Iromsformation Singopece: Periphes EGitions (HI) U1d 2003 po 241-242,

4 Kgin posyeng (Tong coth”) i a length of cloth sbout 2 172-3 yards long. not sewn bt woen
wrapped tightly fram waist to ankles and woen by both men and womsen. Tradtionally, the
lkn poryong was contdered move formal and wis usually wixn By the vpper Lt sad
sratocraty. Body movements are restricted when meaning hon perjang thus not poactical
for the working classes. Sarong. of saneng. means “sheath” and = 3 leogth of Coth shereter
than ke poryang, the oods sre usuaily stitched together 10 De worn 34 a ghirl 1t i tiod
more laasaly than kaw pajong: allowing it to be 2 texibie garment 15 weork in

5 Farad A Noow The Cloth ethat Cots: Batik a4 the Engua Franch of Southeas! Asly’,

Batid Gold Mogarine (201)

& Wang Dineng. Knowledge, Patronage & Malsyan iconograpby: Three aspects m the
emerpence of Malayan batik panting, undergraduste thess, Natons) Usiversity of
Snpapeee 2007

7 Batik, Penacg: Yahong Galery 1968 Frank Sellivan was a0 Austrakon national who took
w2 Malayan ctirenship, who 2long with Mubin Sheppaed led the Malaya Atts Cowncil
and campaigned for the establahment of the Nationa! Art Gallery, beconung its finst
sdministepioe in 1958

8  Wang Zinerg. Wnowledge. Patronage & Malayan lcooography..'

9 Teng Seta Penghorgoon - An Appreciotion, Kuals Lismper. Natiosal Art Gallery 2008

10 Trw Federaticn of Malaysia was formed by sipratony tertitones Mataya, Sabah, Sacawal
and Singagore in 1963 Singapore was evicted feom the Federation in 1965

11 A stady trip which isfluenced Nixon's paper ‘Asla after Viet Nam', Fareigs Affains Magenne,
<61 (October 1967). Semwmary: The waw in Viet Nam has 4or 30 long dominated owr field of
winion that it has distorted owr pictire of Ava. A ymall country on the res of the contiment
has Hled the screen of owr minds: but 1t daes Aot Tl the man Sametises damatically,
Bt maoro often Guietly, the rest of Asla has bees underpong a profound, eac@ing and
on balance estradednardy promising transiormation. One by to this translonmation i
the emesgence of Asian regionalamg another is the development of 4 number of Avian
econommies; ancther is gathering disatection with all the old isms that bawe 16 kong
imprisoned 50 Many Minds and s0 Many governments. Sy 40d large the nae-communist
Axian governments are }ooking for sokions that waek, rather than soltions that 42 2
greconcelved set of doctrines and doprwrs. In October of the tame year the Assaciation of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) was fermaed By founding countrios Malayuia, Sndonesia.
the Phiggines, Singapore and Thadand M a gecpoltcal and Cmic orpansation with
the primary goal of enhancing coliective econome prowth, wecal progress and cultural
eviiopment within the region and 10 stand gusrd in thared matnat of extemnal powers.

12 Batik crackle is made by covering the ¢loth wurlace with molen wix then cracking the
hardened surlace into Aaie-ine frasures Alowing Sye 10 seen through the cracked wae
Malning the cloth.

13 Lai Chee Kien, Suliding Merdets: ndependence Architecture in Kuola Lumpee 1957-2946,
Kol Lumper: Galen Petrenas 2007,

14 Cheong Lantong's oll painting Batik Dyeing (1958), depicting the backs of women dyeing
Batik cloth. was cne of the lirst artmorks donated 50 the National Art Gallery and s an earty
erample of babtk as 3 sbject i a Malayslan panting.

15 Benedict Anderson assents that the Eneage of “imagined communities” and nationaliem
can be traced 1o 1he lattice Detween theee matiutions, camely the census. Ihe map aad the
musewm - state tools 10 Ccomatruct menuments and ways of thinking about t¥e superionity
of the siate Me asierts the museumitng of srtalacts to be “profoundy poltical™, acting
a8 2egada 1o the gusrdianahip rolo of the state within an imagined comemunity. Benedict
Anderson imogined Communtins, London/New York Verso 1983
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16 Beginmng n (he earty 604 the batik handicraft industries received much sepport Bough
the establahment ol the goveriment linked Raral and Indintrial Deveiopment Autharity
(RIDA), the Mafes Amanah Saya (MARA) subsidisries MARA Handicralt Development
Centre and MARA Bumigutra Marketing Board o well oy Malaysla flatek and Handicralt
Berhad (MBHB) primanily 10 assist rural Malay batik makars. This strong government
wpport of the bathk industries colncided with Kontrentasi with indonetis and the
natonafistc assertion of a Malaysian style of Satik breabing aney from highly infloentisl
Indoresian siyles

17 Rajs Fuziah bhe Raja Ton Uda. Bstd Malaysa A Livng Mentoge, Xualy Lumper|
Galen Petrocas 2007, -

18 Phitp Mathews (ed.), Choncle of Malgysa: 19572007, Fifty Years of Heodlinge News. Kuala
Lumpur; Editions Dicher Millet 2007

19 Mian Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being. London: faber & faber 1951, pp. 250251

20 wid.p 287,

21 The New Scene artists were Choong Kam Kow, Selaiman [sa, Redza Pryadasa, Tan Teong
¥ool. Tan Teong Eng and Tang Tuck Kan. See TX. Sabapathy, Pathways 1o An-Other Reasty’,
in Pyodasa Ag Qrerview, 102-2000, Xuala Lumper: National Art Gallery 2001, p. 39. See
alsa Clement Greesberg. ‘Avant-Gaede a0d Kasch'. Partisan Review. 6.5 (1939), pp. 3449,
Mere, Greonberg argues for the values of critical thinking m the avant-garde versus bitsch,
which he agoed was fundamentafly conservative and not “genume culture”

22 1. Savapathy, Pathways to An-Crher Realty’, p. 39.

23 “The New Scene The Mea', in The New Scene, Kusala Lumpur 1969, cited in iba. p 38

24 TK Sabapathy, Pathways to An-Other Reality, p 38

25 "The New Scene The Mded’, cited i 8id. p 40 The GRUP exhitston {1967) showed the
works of painters Ll Mobtidin, Aathony Lau, Cheong Laitong, Reahim Mussen, Joly Koh,
Syed Ahvmad Jamal and Yeoh Jn Leng. They have been described by Redza Pryadasa and
Others as Sageess0nist 30d ditract rpressionist painters although some of these ataty
have rejected thase berms 2o descnbe ther panting style

26 Kerts Mas, 30 Tobus Sebitar Sastera, Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1979, p 131
Cited and tranalated I Athi Sispe, MHamaoh Mussin Selitor Pervitings Seal ustul Sen, Bangr
Perertst UKAM 1997 Mip Jen wikipedia og ki /Asas_"SORChe_note-1.

27 TN Harper, The End of Empiee and The Maling of Maleyn. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press 7000 p 303

28 Johae Jaallar, Vind<ation of the “tocgotten” Hamaah Hussen', New Strats Times 2 Juns 2007

29 Anthory Milner. The bvenition of Palitics i Colonia! Madeya, Cambridgpe; Mew York
Cambridpe Usiversity Prass 2002, Miner writes about the historical shifts from the
struggle of yuitanates (e “Ketn-on”, or government) 1o the struggle of the Malsy
race and the sirsgpie of Islam « particularly, the changing ways in which the advocates
ol kergjosn, bangss Melayu and wmat iulam competed or complemented one ascther as
foundation of Malay identity and nationalism

30 Wong Hoy Chesng. "Contradictions and Galtacies in sesech of a visce: Comtempirary Mt
in post-colonial cultune’, in Fint ASEAN Sympotium o Aestheticn, Kigha Lumpur. ASEAN
Coomemittee on Cutture and Information 1989, p. 118, rederring 10 Frantz Fanom, The Wietched
of the Lorth, New York: Grove Press 1908, pp M48-248, ‘

31 lsmadl 2o "Senl Don imajan: The Agpearance of Coda’, in lymad Zain: Retrospectve
Lahbtion 1964-1991, Kuaka Lumpur National Ast Gallery 19950 22

32 Batik chop or babk cap developed in the 191h century with industriafisation and was
Sracticed by men rarely women here, a metd of woodes stamp is used 1o apply moken
wax to cloth. Btk hubs. or babil canting is ceginally & Mvanese technigue dating back
cenburies that uses 3 fine drawing ienglemen with 3 wooden handie and CoOpper reservoir
spcut diawing Mghly controlied appheation of malten wax to toth. Batk centing is
tradtenally only practised by women

33 Singapore-been architect Higat Kaaturl graduated in Archrecture and Town Pasning
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in Austyaia He moved 10 Malaysia in 7567, where he Sounded the Schosl of Art and
Asthtecture at Imtitut Teknologl MARA

34 Tushy Zubedah A Bakar's couvn, Tunbu Mariam ran a fashion boutiqee in London
gromating contemporaty Malaysian Dotk fashion internationaly grveg 2 signdicant push
10 2 Aascont indantry that was about 10 expand and soar

35 Redza Pryadasa, The Treatment of the Lecol Landicage i Modern Malsysian Ast 19301981,
Kusls Lumpue; Maram Sen Negaea 1781 o 38

36 Tenghu Sobtri irahim, The Use of Tradaional Malay At knages = the Paintings of Mastura
A Ratyman', student avsay, 198971999 Mig 1sabei woedgress com/ 2000/ 03/02/1he-use-
ol-rastional-malyy-set-rmapet-n-the-paintingt-ol mastuna-a-abmany/

37 "Since tradtional tertile production s Southesst Avia was exchuuvely the task of women
Leatdes are able 10 show history from » dflerent prespective by teflecting a female view
of the comtact between ditfesent cultures and ate an allernative 10 the princely epics of war
succespon and dominance ~ Bobyn Mawwell, Tertier of Soudheast Askr: Trodition, Trade and
Franformation. p. 24,

38 Barbara Witson Andaya, Mhe Miaming Wool: Repostoning Women m Forly Madern
Seuthesir A, Menoidlu: Universaty of Mawar'| Press 2008 o 62

39 Edric Ong Introduction Sarowak Stote-Wide Art Competition. Kuching: Sarawak Mutewrn
and Sockety Atehier Saawak 1988

40 “Operation Lalang” ("Lakang” s a type of weed) wis 3 code rama for 2 Malsyvian police
cperation that taw 06 acrests om 27 October 1957 under the isternal Secureity Act (which
aliows detenton withsut trial). Thike arrested consisted of palitical opposition me=bery
mchuting Members of Pavliament, Cixil rights leaders, Chinese educationists and socil
activists The artests under the ISA wete saidd 20 be due 10 3 perod of perceived mounting
pofitical bensions with 1acisl gveriones = the countly That would lead to socisl imzabisty
The result of the Oparation Lalang stretts sam A ightening of ol Mbesties under Prime
Menister Mahathic Mohamsad s rule and firiher comtiol ever the Printing Presses and
Putfication Act. This would alto Wad 10 the Y988 sackeg of he Lerd President, two
Supremae Court judpes and sccunatans that the udiciary had Become subjugated te
esecutive e undermining the separation ol powers mithin the democratc fundamentals
of the country
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