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nurendraJegadeva,fondly known

as Anu, has assumed numerous

roles through the years — a fig-
urehead of the local contemporary art
scene,a daring critic who asks difficult
questions through his work,an articu-
late storyteller,and possibly one of the
greatestartistsof his/ourtime.Anuisalso
aloving fatherwhodecided tomove back
toAustraliatobe closerwith hisdaughter.

“We moved to Australia [a long time
ago] because our daughter was going
away to boarding school there. We sim-
ply couldn’t deal with being away from
her,sowe decided tofollowand make her
life miserable,” he says jokingly.

“She’s1nuniversity nowand hasvery
little time for us but that’s okay. Where
my work is concerned,change is always
good.Being taken out of my comfortzone
forces a rethinking of the work. A lot of
that rethinking is spent sitting around
doing nothing much but watching TV
and smoking cigarettes. But eventually,
anidea begins to take shape.”

Arelocation not only granted Anu ex-
tra time with his child but also inspired
hislatestsoloexhibition,Onthe WaytoThe
Airport — New Keepsakes,which coincides
with the launch of a 300-page tome that
documents 30 years of his illustrious ca-
reer. The extensive exhibition featuresa
seriesof 35 portraits,allofwhich are paint-
ed onactual pages taken from The Pictur-
esque Atlasof Australasia,avintage London
publication from the 1880s.

“This exhibition is an immediate re-
sponse to living in Australia,and being
away from Malaysia.Of course,I've lived
in Melbourne before but I was 20 years
younger and our circumstances were
different.And yet our issues remain the
same —identity,place,nation,immigra-
tion,displacement,war,discrimination,
memory — except that tribes are more
rampantand therhetoriclessmeasured.

“The works respond to a post-Obama
world or post-Howard Australia in the
shape of pagesfromadiary.I tellitin my
usual vernacular of clichés and irony, of
currentaffairsand personal anecdotes —
allthrough thelensofaTrumpeanlong-
ing for a post-World War IT world order.”

Indeed,Anu hasneverbeen a stickler
for rules. His works often teeter on the
cusp of provocative and thrilling, like
howhedepicted the complexityand ram-
ifications of local politics via the Hindu
weddingdaisin hispreviousinstallation
Ma-Na-Va-Reh Love, Loss and Pre-Nuptials
in2013.Heisconstantly pushingback the
boundaries,hoping toenrich publicdis-
écc')'ursé_gnd soundthealarmonissuesthat
‘matter,beitthe post-colonialrealities of
amultifarious Malaysia or the haunting
repercussions of war.
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CHANGE OF SCENERY

I.cading local artist Anurendra Jegadeva paints his observation of contemporary Australian life
in the form of a diary in his new solo exhibition, On the Way to The Airport — New Keepsakes

sakes is another courageous example of
challenging thenorm.Anuchanced upon
thevintage publication he drewthe por-
traits on in an antique bookshop nearly
threeyearsago.Quite a hoarder himself,
hewasenamouredwith the “old,beauti-
fuland distressed”book printed on heavy
paper,and thought it would serve as the
perfect background for his new work.
He likens the publication to National Ge-
ographic before photography.It is a peri-
odical thatdescribes the Australia of the
time, which includes its climate, flora,
fauna, cities,indigenous people, econo-
my,security and architecture.

Anu’s latest is a rumination on the
meaningofchange,and hecleverlyillus-
tratesitbyjuxtaposingthe contemporary
notions of the world around us with the
depictions of a Victorian Australia.

“Forthelast twoyears,I'vewatched Fox
News and CNN in disbelief as the world
around mechanged bythe minute — from
thecivilwarin Syriatothechangingface
of Europe,fromthe debate onrefugees,im-
migration and terrorism to the debates
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onthewordAllah and thehududlaw.And
nearly half a century of trying to be civi-
lised — from the Nuremberg Trials, the
civil rights movements all over the world
and the fall of thewall tothe Obama pres-
idency — it seems we have reverted back
to a world where intolerance, prejudice
and self-interest are now out in the open.
“This is why I thought it would be ap-
propriate to use these Victorian versions
of the world as the backdrop for the real-
ities of contemporary life. It seems as if
whateveryonewantedallalongwasforthe
status quos of the 1950s to be intact — for
us to all know our place within the social
and global pecking order,” Anu laments.
Each page of Anu’s“diary”is presented
inlocked cabinets,reminiscent of notice
boardsingovernmentschool(or papanken-
yataan,aswe knowit),alluding tothefact
that we still need to be schooled,wheth-
er we are a First or Third World country,
progressive or conservative, globalist or
nationalist, from the East or West.Anu
explains,“Whatthelastdecadeand more
pointedly,thelast18 months have shown

is that we are all idiots. And we all need
tobe schooled.”

Anuisunflinchinglyhonestlikethat.His
creativityand candourshape histhoughts
intoartthatimpelsustoconfronttheatroc-
ities of the past and also question the way
weviewthe present.Artismeanttoinspire,
intrigue,motivateand provoke.But public
reaction canbeasthornyastheissuesthe
workaddresses,just like how Anu’s paint-
ing I'is for Idiot — which actually referred
to former US president George W Bush —
was seized by the police four years ago for
allegedly insulting Islam.

Artists and curators in Malaysia are
navigating delicate terrain as they con-
tinue to fight for free artistic expression
without running afoul of the country’s
censorshiprules.laskhimifthingshave
becomeincreasinglydifficultasanartist
in Malaysia,towhich he gladly answers,
“No,definitely not in Malaysia”.

“IthinkasaMalaysianartistand curator
—and moreimportantlyalsohavingbeen
a Malaysian journalist — we are sensitive
tothesensitivities.Ifonecanbalancetheir
version of thetruthwithanattempttoun-
derstand and accept the view of another,
and then tell theirversion through a filter
of humour,irony,sincerityandcare,onecan
stillexpresswhat one thinks.Ithinkwrit-
ers and filmmakers have it much harder.
Sometimes, I think visual artists are seen
as too frivolous — it’s good we get to say
much more because of that.” a

On the Way to The Airport — New
Keepsakes is showing at Wei-Ling
Contemporary, 6th Floor,

The Gardens Mall, from July 5
to Aug 14. For more information,
visit weiling-gallery.com.



