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Introduction

In August 1963, Singapore joined Malaya, Sarawak and North Borneo
to form the new nation state of Malaysia, effectively marking the
culmination of independence from Britain, and the complete end
of colonial rule. At this momentous point in history, the question
of a national and cultural identity of the new nation was on the minds
of not only the pioneer politicians on both sides of the Causeway
but also on the minds of many cultural commentators. One of these
commentators was a member of the Chinese intelligentsia who wrote
articles on art and culture frequently under the pseudonym Marco Hsu
(or Ma Ge, for which he became better known).

He had already been an established author of books and articles on the
cultural history of the Nanyang, having written The Aesthetics of Nanyang
(1950) and A Study of the Aboriginal Peoples of Malaya (1961). Between
1961 and 1963, Hsu was invited by the arts editor of the Chinese-
language Nanfang Evening Post to become a regular columnist,
with a remit to write about the history of Art in Malaya. In the same month
that Singapore merged with Malaya to form Malaysia, these serialised
articles were compiled and published as the book, A Brief History
of Malayan Art.

These articles were written in the background of political and cultural
enthusiasm. On the one hand, in post-war Malaya and Singapore,
the British were contending with the Malayan Emergency, as well
as preparing to hand the government over to the local political parties.
China closed its doors to the world after the establishment of the People’s
Republic of China, and overnight, the option for Chinese people in Malaya
to retumn to China became closed off. Overseas Chinese residents
in Malaya, began to consider their long-term future in their place
of sojourn. This marked a shift from a Chinese person thinking about
Malaya as ‘the Nanyang', to considering a common cultural identity
and future for the soon to be merged political entity of ‘Malaya'.

Hsu opened the series with this question: “Malaya is often called
a cultural desert; is it that bad in reality?” Even as he wrote his articles
for the Nanfang Evening Post, there were many cultural campaigns
and activities in the background: such as the opening of the University
of Malaya Art Gallery, the beginning of courses at the Nanyang University
(Nantah, 1956), the Malayan Government's Malayanisation campaign
(from 1957), and the Singapore Arts Festival (1959). For the Biritish,
the arts were about celebrating multi-culturalism, and equated this within
the conceptions of “Malaya’. For the Chinese-educated population,
the arts were one of the elements of modem Chinese education
advocated by Cai Yuan Pei. While Hsu was crafting a survey of
the contemporary art scene of his era, stretching from prehistory;

his articles are all the more intriguing for what they quite explicitly,
if not deliberately, do not mention: the social and racial tensions resulting
in agitation and unrest during this period.

Standing apart from the strident anti-colonial tones coming from those
opposed to the Malayanisation of culture and education, his book
combined elements of multi-culturalism, grounded in the principles
of aesthetics advocated in Chinese education. It is not only Hsu who
might appear to be displaying an ambivalence towards incidents
n the background. While much has been made of Social Realism
and the so-called ideological output of young artists, such as those
who formed the Equator Art Society, a survey of the ‘broad strokes’
offered by the exhibited paintings reveals that artists might have been
more involved with their own practices than they were conscious
of political overtones.

Within the book, Hsu attempted to commit writing to the themes for
which chapters were named, but with the broader objective of inducing
readers to perceive the connective, causal and historical links between
them. For example, the prehistoric discoveries of ancient “humans”
on the peninsula were graduated across several chapters alongside the
production of “aboriginal sculpture” millennia later. As this was probably
the first exposition of its kind, and due to Hsu's corresponding differences
in his knowledge and dealings with artist and the effects of serialisation,
the eventual work became a litle uneven in subject treatment,
but this was not easily noticeable given the lack of similar condensations.
Hsu was not only interested in naming the artists, the genre of their
work and their paths towards significant authorship, he was attentive
to emergent forms such as murals on buildings, recording exhibition
dates and their venues, as well as the possible influences of those art
forms and where they might perhaps be headed. The extensive citations
from the exhibition catalogues of the Equator Art Society in Chapter
Fourteen became the “carbon copy” of their contents and ideologies,
as if Hsu foresaw the gradual (and eventually true) long period
of disappearance of these ephemera from the local art scene.

In the closing chapter, Hsu retumed to the question he posed
at the commencement of the book. Within the short space, he summons
a cacophony of witnesses to support the reason for the final title:
From Desert to QOasis. But the answer is tentative, even enigmatic,
given the publication date of the work: August 1963. The Malaya that
had just been painstakingly articulated would become a seemingly
different and expanded entity. On the 50th anniversary of the book
and those circumstances, we revisit those answers, and also
those questions.
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Selected Passages From
‘A Brief History Of Malayan Art’
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Malaya is often called a cultural desert: is it that bad in reality?
This is definitely a question worthy of debate. What an Englishman
may regard as his cultural heritage, are probably the excellent literary
works, Shakespearean theatre, as well as paintings in the National
Gallery: these of course cannot be seen in Malaya. What a mainland
Chinese may regard as his cultural heritage, are perhaps the Chinese
cultural artefacts, the abundant literature, and the refined and
graceful paintings: this cannot be wished for in a maturing Malaya.
What a mainland Indian may consider his cultural heritage,
are the ancient Buddhist stupas, caves and Hindu temples;
the art, sculpture and architectural splendour displayed in them,
as well as its glorious epics and poems, music and dances: these
cannot be claimed in Malaya. If one uses such criteria to measure
Malaya, then we can only conclude that it is indeed a cultural desert.
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The Discovery

Chapter 2 of Prehistoric Art

From some time after 10,000 years ago
until  about 4,000 years ago, Malaya
was inhabited by a race of men having
physical characters suggesting affinity with
the present day Melanesians. They lived
in caves and rock-shelters and were hunters
and food gatherers, and possibly cannibals.
They cooked their food at fires in the caves
and sometimes buried their dead in the floors
of their dwelling places. They made rather
rough, but quite easily recognisable, stone
tools by chipping a river pebble to produce
a jagged cutting or scraping edge all round
it; sometimes the end of the tool was ground
to make an edge. They collected iron oxide
or haematite, a soft red stone, and ground
it to a powder, probably to make a kind of red
paint to simulate blood for ritual purposes.
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The Traditional
Life and Arts of
Indigenous Peoples

Chapter 3

There are three main types of indigenous
peoples in Malaya, with a total population
estimated to be between 10,000 to 50,000.
They are located in many small settlements
distributed over the jungle systems
of Kedah, Perak, Selangor, Trengganu, Negri
Sembilan and Johore, and lead a hunter-
gatherer lifestyle dependent on products
of the forests. Although some of them
engage in the cultivation of plants and crops,
they still employ rather primitive methods
which cannot be relied upon to produce
sustainable vields. They have neither written
languages nor heroes, and their lifestyles,
culture and art are at the levels similar
to other hunter-gatherer societies. Ina century
when primitive art is being recognised, there
is a real need to understand them, especially
for their art and culture.
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Early Indian and

Chapter 4 Chinese Influences

Southeast Asia is greatly influenced
by its contact with India and China since
the beginning of the millennium. While the
activities of the Chinese at that time were
centred around commercial, religious and
tributorial endeavours, Indian influences were
to become more deeply rooted, to the extent
of the establishment of many Indianised
states in Southeast Asia. Around 100 A.D.,
a great number of Indian traders came from
the eastern coasts off India to the Malay
peninsula and the neighbouring archipelago.
Moving with seasonal winds, they brought
cloth, metalware, pearls, precious stones
and talismans to trade for rubber, camphor,
rare medicines and forest products such
as elephant tusks, gold, tin and spices;
and for silk, ceramics and sandalwood from
China. With passing time, many of these
Indian traders settled permanently in Malaya
and the region.
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The Spread of Islam

Chapter 5 / Malay Crafts

The most exceptional of the Malay crafts are
silverware and sarongs. Silver is by far the
most popular medium for Malay metal work,
though, strangely enough, it is not found
in the country. Given that, though, silver
had been imported by the local Chinese
from Hong Kong for some time. The State
of  Perak, which means ‘silver’,
was misnamed, probably when alluvial tin
was mistaken for that metal. Up to fifty years
ago, craftsmen worked with equal ease
in gold, of which there was once a plentiful
supply in the rivers, but today few employ
the more valuable metal. Presently, instances
of excavation have reduced, and gold has
since become controlled and managed
by the Chinese gold shops in the cities rather
than in the Malay villages.
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The Transmission

Chapter 6 of Western Cultures

The first impact of western culture was felt
four centuries ago. In the beginning, it was
only Malacca that was colonised, first by the
Portuguese and then by the Dutch. However,
since the dawn of the last century and
the arrival of the British, there has been
a slow but steady spread of European
influence throughout the peninsula. Today,
the whole of Malaya has firm and valuable
bonds with the west, and the effects are most
noticeable in music, painting, architecture,
drama and literature.
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Development
During the Period
of British Rule

Chapter 7

In the hundred over years of British rule,
Chinese and Indian communities in Malaya
developed greatly. Not only did their
populations increase to form, with the
Malays, the three main racial groups, they
also played major roles in the cultivation
of the arts and cultures. The establishment
of English language schools all over the
peninsula and the importation of westemn
cultures have transformed the basis and
tone for all cultural exchanges. However,
there was considerable encouragement
given to the promotion of the arts after World
War I, and this gave rise to the inter-meshing
of the various art forms before the period
of independence and self-rule.
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Music, Dance

Chapter 8 and Drama

Malayan culture is multi-faceted, and this can
e discerned in its music, dance and drama.
The diversity is readily seen in the contrasting
range of implements for making music.
The indigenous peoples in Malaya’s jungles
make music using bamboo instruments,
flutes, nose flutes, Semang string instruments
and drums etc.; whie in Singapore,
Kuala Lumpur and other major cities, modern
western  chamber orchestras and brass
bands have been formed. Popularity can
be discemed equally be it in the villages or
cities for the Indian shehnai (the granddaddy
of the oboe), western chamber music,
the percussion instruments for Malay
music, or Chinese musical instruments.
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Architecture

Chapter 9 and Sculpture

There is still a dire lack in the sculptural
arts in Malaya. It does not seem to serve
a real practical need as architecture,
and is not as widespread as painting.
However, like phoenix feathers and kirin's
horns, there are still rare but good examples,
mostly under the chisel of foreign sculptors.
The few local carvers and idol makers
work on images of gods and headstones
of graves, and these works cannot be said
to have inherent artistic content. Following
recent westemn influences, some local
sculptors have begun to take on the task.
While some say that sculpture is lying in the
doldrums, it cannot be denied that this art
is beginning to take form and shape.
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The Heritage and
Chapter 10  Nurturing of Painting

Many excellent artists owe the status they
enjoy today to a primary education in western
arts, after which they were able to develop
more mutually-acceptable local styles. Malay
artists have also expressed their artistic
abilities using the western painting medium.
Moderm western art allows for personal
expressions at any location, unfettered
by any particular traditons of that place.
The real Malayan painting tradition is hence
a use of themes with strong local colours,
flavours and characteristics using westemn
painting methods, a beginning which can
e traced back to twenty or so years ago.
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Understanding

Chapter 11 Local Colour

Malaya is full of themes and subjects for
painting, and artists are hence easily tempted
to reach for their paints and brushes.
Local artists have been fervently capturing
local life and scenery using their different
styles and mediums with a growing
understanding and appreciation of local
Characteristics and natures.  This is
happening at a time when foreign artists
are only beginning to notice the potential
of expressing these Malayan themes
on canvas. There are evidences that these
understandings of the Malayan themes
by local artists developed before the war
and are advanced more fully after the war.
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Vibrant Young
Chapter 12  Artists (A)

Most of the young artists are graduates
of NAFA, some from its full-time courses and
others from its part-time courses. Most of
these students are ethnic Chinese, but there
are also some Malay and European/American
students. Besides these NAFA graduates,
there is quite a number who studied art with
pioneer artists or in art programmes of art
organisations or secondary schools. There
are even some who have received local or
foreign art scholarships or through their own
sponsorship to study art in Japan, Australia,
Europe or America. Westermn art techniques
of charcoal sketching, watercolour, and
oils are the main areas of study, but some
have also taken on the subject of Chinese
painting and its traditional techniques. Apart
from traditional subject matter, they are also
enthusiastic about painting the landscapes,
people, objects and flowers in their locality.
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Vibrant Young
Chapter 13  Artists (B)

The contribution of this group of young
artists is the Malayanisation of Chinese
painting. Much earlier, Chinese paintings,
especially those of scholarly painters, relied
on traditional painting themes. Apart from
some flora, insects and birds, the other
subject matter seem foreign to Malaya.
The few Chinese artists who had soujourned
it resided here had rarely infused Malaya into
their Chinese scrolls. It was only after the
war that the art fraternity could finally sense
the true importance of localised Chinese
paintings through the hard work of several
pioneering artists and the various calls for
Malayanisation.
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Vibrant Young
Chapter 14  Artists (C)

This chapter will focus on young artists
whose works express their ideas about
society. There are not many artists in this
category and fewer successful works.
However, these works are important in the
development of Malayan art for it has been
largely occupied by works that espouse
personal thoughts and expressions in the
past. Art works which aspire to enhance
the perception of society at large do not
receive equivalent attention thus far. Hence,
there is a need here to explain the historical
roles of art in society before embarking on
a proper description of the artists and works.
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The Emergence of
Chapter 15 Post-War Indigenous
Sculptors

The wood carvings of Batin Hitam bin
Wahi were mentioned in the chapter titled
‘Architecture and Sculpture’. He is a member
of the Jah Hut people and works with
a primitivist style. As described in the chapter
‘The Traditional Life and Arts of Indigenous
Peoples’, the indigenous peoples of Malaya
make household items and weapons
from bamboo and wood, but not carvings
of idols or other forms of sculpture.
Since the second world war, some talented
members of the Jah Hut people started
making wood carvings under the guidance
and encouragement of Mr. Anthony Ratos,
the Assistant Protector of Aborigines posted
at Cameron Highlands.
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Art Groups and
Chapter 16  Their Development

The formation of art groups in Malaya
in 1935 resulted from the camaraderie
amongst the large number of artists and
a commonly felt need to practise the arts
collectively. Additional encouragement for
their formation came probably from famed
artist Chang San-Tzu, convenor of the
Huangshan style landscape exhibition.
The Ying Ying Art Society was formed
in Penang and the Society of Chinese Artists
was set up in Singapore. The Society of
Chinese Artists, originally known as the ‘Salon
Arts Society’, was founded by the alumni
of three art schools: the Shanghai Fine
Arts College, Sin Wah Fine Arts Academy,
and Shanghai University of Fine Arts.
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Art Schools
Chapter 17 and Galleries

Part of the old University of Malaya has
now been renamed as the University of
Singapore. Although she has no faculty set
up for the specific study of art but an elective
offered out of its main curriculum, it has a
small museum dedicated to the collection
of art objects which has reached a certain
level of sophistication. Its curator [Michael
Sullivan] places special focus on countries
which are influential to Malaya, such as India,
China and other countries in Southeast
Asia. At the same time, he is disceming in
collecting important art works from the east
and west. Hence, the ancient sculpture
of India, modern sculpture and painting,
cultural artefacts of the Yin, Shang, Han and
Tang dynasties of China are catalogued and
grouped so as to provide appropriate studies
according to historical, social, cultural and
artistic contexts. Apart from these, there
are numerous art works from the various
countries in Southeast Asia and a good
collection of local art.
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Contemporary Singaporean Art

Between Here and Nanyang will also feature
a contemporary artist's intervention with the
exhibition. Berlin- and Singapore-based artist
Michael Lee was invited to produce a series
of models based on the important spaces
that had been platforms for the promotion
and exhibition of local art during the time
of Marco Hsu. The venues selected are:
British Council (which held art and painting
courses, as well as exhibitions), University
of Malaya Gallery (the first art museum created
in Singapore), National Library (which staged
many contemporary art exhibitions), and the
Chinese Chamber of Commerce (which
was the preferred venue for many artists
from  Chinese-educated  backgrounds).
Using chessboards as a metaphor,
the models intend to provoke thinking
about art spaces and exhibitions as loci
where rules and strategies of engagements
apply — sometimes with a dash of luck.
Lee's participation is particularly pertinent,
as it makes reference to the period of Hsu's
writing, when all the artists he described
were themselves ‘contemporary’.
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Chapter 18
From Desert to Oasis

Qur aspirations of cultural oases should not be mere grassy plains
or fields with shrubs or a scattering of old trees. We would like for them
to become beautiful, limitless plantations and fruit orchards of never-
ending yield. The art world of Malaya should grasp these objectives firmly
and strive towards them with pride and confidence: for this brief history
has clearly reflected to us that Malaya is no longer a cultural desert.
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