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Lear reter,

Outdoor sketechning is an uncommon practice in rlalaysia, greeted
with that mixture of incredulity and amusement usually reserved
for circus side~show acts. I nhave only to sit down by the road-
gige, pull a peancil or brush from my rucksack, open my sketchbook
and within minutes an audience has gathered for the da;'s enter-
tainment. ‘This is particularly true in the rural areas where
caucaslans are stili coumpsratively rare and the mere gight of an
orang putinh (one of the many ralaysian terms for white-skinned
folk) raises a nue and cry. In cosmopolitan kuala ILuwmpur, the
national capital, Uccidentals are less sensational, but Uccidental
artists can still raise a jaded eyebrow or two; at a recent sketch-
ing session in downtown sl I look.d up to find 35 faces studying
my every move,

Though plein-air sketching is a venerable Western tradition,
2t . relatively unknown in sSouth-
east Asia, where rigid, stylized
conventions nave characterizud
mogst representational art and
artists have ftraditionally worked
indoors. ‘Yhere is a compelling
reason to stay in the studio:
the weather. In #dglaysia, annual
temperatures range from 70° to
90 P., peaking at midday. Humid-
ity averages 30 percent. dence,
after avbout 10:30am concentration
and creativity ra,idly lose out
to sweat, even under an umbrella.
This is not the weakness born of
an upbringing in temperabte climes;
by midmorning, wiser malaysian
heads have retreated to the com-
forts of shade, fans and air
conaitioning. Afternoon skebtch-
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ing is circumscribed

by frequent clo " bursts
that put down an aver-
age of 90 inches of
rain per year (during
the northeast monsoon,
from October to Febru-
ary, rain is an all-day
affair, particularly

on the east coast of the
feninsula, which suffers
from severe annual
lowlard flooding).

Such climatic ob-
stacles could conceiv-
ably be overcome by
photography. The camera
records the maximum .
amount of visual infor-
mation in much less time
tnan it takes to sketch,
8 distinct advantage when
a storm is brewing. In
fact, I do take photographs,
for thelir own sake and as
adjuncts to sketches for
studio paintings.

Sketcning, however,
is an idiosyncratic pre-
ference. For most Western,
academically~trained
artists, there is no sub-
stitute for drawing from
life. The camera can re-
cord, but it cannot provide the on-the-spot practice afforded by an,
nour's sketcining. kor is the camera always an approoriate tool.
Artistic devices not readily available to the photographer , ..ch as
line-weight, selective emphasis and compositional manipulation,can
transform a visually Jumbled subject into a clear, precise drawing
(one of the reasons that line drawings, rather than photogzraphs,
are so often used in technical manuals).

i carry a sketchbook most everywhere I go here, accompanied
by an assortment of pencils, erasers, pens, charcoal, markers and
occasionally, brush, paint and pal3tte. There is no conscious theme-
connecting my sketches. osubject matter is determined ;!
by a combinetion of design, inspiration and serendipity. Though I
sometimes set out with a pasticular subject in mind, more often I
sketch while waiting: at a busstop or bengkel (workshop), enroute
to an interview or during a tea-break at a warung (eating stall).
The result is a melange of abandonned bulldozers, crunbling
shophouses, pastoral river scenes, palm trees, becaks (pedicabs),
construction workers, clouds and sunsets. -
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Though this is certainly not a balanced view of rialaysia,
these sketches do reflect the rather incongruous aspect of the
local landscape. lMalaysia's exparding economy has wrought tremens
dous changes on the cities and countryside, particulai'y in the
Wilayah Persekutuan, the Federal Territery of Kuala Lumpur
(the capital™s motto is, »
after all, sdaju dan wakour:
"Progress and Yrosi.erity ),
City shophouse blocks have
been demolished tu make
way for skyscrapers, sur-
rounding villages have been
transformed into suburbs,
lirked togetner with frec—
way:s and the interstices
filled with industrizl
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parks and setinggans (squatter set.lements). Landscaping,
greenspaces and parks have not kept pace with this rapid
development, hardly a peripueral consideration in an already
hot city. Hew trees are only belatedly<being included with
the new buildings.

Though the Yederal Government claims to have a baster
Plan for Kuala Lumpur's development, it has yet to be revealed
to the public. Une official I spoke to at the JKi (the Public
Works Department) confided that the Plan could not be made
public because it was not yet complete and existing sectilous
were still being revised. Present strategies occasionally
appear somewhat haphazard. Une popular story has the JKR lay-
ing down a fresh asphalt road only to have it subsequently ripped
up by the LLi(dational rlectricity Board) for power cable in-
stallation, resurfaced, torn up by the Talikoms Department
for phone lines and yet again resurfaced.

uneven development hag produced an uneven metamorphisis:
pecaks still ply the narrcw lanes near the new multi-lane
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Kvala Lumpur-Seremban superhighway and jumbled hawkers' stalls
continue to clog the byways, tuariving despite the m: rooming
imported competition: Shakey's and Godfather's Pizgza, Kentucky,
Texas and picDota Fried Chicken, wr. Donut, Orange Julius, A&W
Rootbeer, wWendy's ngmburgers, Arby's Hogstbeef and come April
Fool's Day, licDonald's. '

My attempts to capture some of this in my sketchbook often
provoke expressions of surprise, amusement and consternation
among onlookers and occasionally provide a forum for debote.
lnevitably, as a drawing progresses, art critics in the audience
geek to enlighten tuelr less fortunate neighbors on the nature
of nmy work. Coumentary turns to dialvizue and eventually to




general conversation.

such audience reaetions have proven to be an unexpected
gide benefit of sketcaoing, providing insights into walaysian
attitudes and beliefs that I might miss in an interview situ-
ation. As I have gketched, onlookers have discussed art and
artistry and orang putihs, complained agbout political corrup-
tion, praiscd the Prime minisler and his insistence on time
clocks for government servants, debated the wisdom of the new
Reading, Writing and Ar: thmetic primery education policies
and compared nobtes on the latest enisode of Roots.

Uccagionally passersby even engage me in conversation.
while I was sketching the bulldozer («ivicit L1) a Chinese
onlooker, seeing my obvious interest in old things, inguired
whether I had visited a local Chinese temple of ancient
vintage. OUur conversation eventualiy turned to Chinese custom
and belief and the place of C.inese in the i.alaysian political
system. b.lu: _ 2oting, my new aguaintence invited me to
v, Uhinese nealing ceremony the nest way. Not a likely chain
of events 1'd siuply clicked a shutter and woved on.

sometimes, pictures veally are worth a thuusand words. |

incerely,

~

Bryn{Barnard
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_List

of Sketches

l.

10.

11,

12.

14,

15.

i6.

17.

18,

19.

20.
21.

22.

Female construction worker, Hong Kong; pencil on bristol
board i

Becak and driver, Alor Setar,Xedahj pencii on bristol board

Lerelict LLN power cable spools, Taman Permata, Selangor;
gouacheon bristol board. Full color.

Virgin power cable sypools, Taman Permata, celangor; charcoal on
bristol board. '

Boom-crane and shophouses on Jalan liesjid India near con-
struction of new United As’an Bank building, Kuala Lumpur;
ink and grey markers o bristol Dourd.

Snop nouses and alley benind wUCCIL Building and wisma

Lee rubber, huala Lumpur;. ink aud grc wariers on br.utol ovoard.
Dulang washer and phone booth. iulang washers pan for tin

in mining tail-races; ink on bristol board.

Haunted house, Kkuala Lumpur; goauche on bristol board. Full
color

Abandoned tractor (actually a bulldozer), Alor setar, Kedah;
pencil on

Brick incense-burner adjacent to Chinege temple, Setapak,
Selangor; ink and grey markers on bristol ‘board.

Abandoned tractor (actually a bulldozer), Alor Setar, Kedah;
pencil on bristol board,

Kusting, dismembered spiral staircase, Universiti #alaya,
Kuala Ifumpur; ink' and grey markers on bristol board.

brain tiles near Road Trausport Uffice, Petaling Jaya;
pencil on bristol board.

Dandang, Taman Fernmata, Selangor; :ouache on bristol board.

Fall color

Riverbank, Gowbak itiver with City fall in distance, High
Court reconstruction project to left, Kuala Lumpur; pencil |
on bristol board.

steve Tishman, Taman rermata, Selangor; charcoal on bristol
board.’

Toddy palm, Universiti kebangsaan, suala lumpur. Todly is
an alconolic beverage derived from this sap this variety of
tree; ink on bristol board.

Uloudy sky, Ulu Kelang, Selangor; brown acrylic and white
gouacne on bristol board.

Husting anchor with ropes on the "Pulau randan" ferry to
Langkawi Island; wvencil on bristol board.

Food stalls, retaling Jdaya; charcoal on bristol board

oprouting trec-—stump, Lanah Rata, Cameron Highlands, rferak;
pencil on bristol board

rog and hills after rainstorm, Taman rsermata, Selangor;
watercolor on bristol board. Full color.





