





Afterthe 1993 one-man show, Kok Yew Puah bravely chose to give up his business commitments
and become a full-time artist. The transition was made in stages. He eventually sold off his
business and returned to his first love - art. And he has not regretted that fateful decision.

In 1995 and 1996, he was one of the winners in the prestigious Philip Morris Malaysian-level
painting competition. He was already on his way back to being a serious artist. That his wife,
Sally-Anne, who is a working woman, has been fully supportive of his decision has certainly
helped him find new confidence as an artist. Clearly, heisavery much happier man these days,
following the artistic vocation on a full-time basis.

Kok Yew Puah is presently 50 years old. He is an older man with more mature perceptions about
lifeand the social environment. His basicinterestin the nature of change, especially the new
rapid social transformations taking place allaround himin the 1990's, has given him his main
themes as an artist. His art is essentially geared towards social commentary, albeit underscored
by a predilection towards both the lyrical and the prosaic. And thisis clearly detectable in his
handling of colour and hisinherentinterestin juxtapositioning contrasting sets of pictorial
images.

Two young women are located amidsta deep green backdrop that turns out to be a graveyard for
discarded motor cars. A group of young and zestful Malaysian schoolchildren on their bicycles
pose eagerly before a dehumanising concrete flyover. Men dressed in fashionable Western
clothes are depicted wearing tribal masks derived from the traditional Southeast Asian cultural
past. Japanese tourists in the act of photographing the Malaysian environment are themselves,
unknowingly, being framed by another camera observing their antics. Young Malaysian school-
children, groovily dressed, are caughtin a formal pose and set against a backdrop of colourful
Hindu gods and goddesses that are part of a temple wall. Playful, animated Chinese Kids in Pulau
Ketam, nearKlang, strain towards the camera’s framing view-finder amidst a tranquil landscape
filled with fishing boats and wooden huts.

Thereisa suggestion of the voyeur somewhere in Kok Yew Puah’s mental make-up. The recurring
use of the camera’s framing view-finder, capturing vignettes of life’s odd, fragmented moments,
is an especially interesting aspect of the artist’s works. The use of this device in some of his best
paintings creates a sense of entrapment and also an existential quality. The artist is, in this case,
asomewhat detached observer and recorder of the environment and the people who fill the
painted spaces, frozenin a particularised momentin time. Itis a controlled and carefully
manipulated kind of statement thatis underpinned by a seemingly unforced kind of realism.

I'have known Kok Yew Puah since the time of his first one-man show of 1973. And I have been
following his artistic development ever since that earlier time, when he was a very young man.
Itis gratifying to note that the artist in him has finally won over the sometime committed
businessman he also once was. This present one-man exhibition may be viewed as his real point
of “arrival”, as a distinctive and highly satisfying Malaysian artist. One cannot but feel that Kok
Yew Puah, the olderartist, can only further mature and improve, like old wine, with the
continuing passage of time.
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