n0Oct1,1985,Hari Hosneaked into
OKuala Lumpur’s Central Market

—which had been a wet market
—byprying openthe planks boarding up
theentrance.He tooka picturewhich he
named the day after. It is the only photo
thatdoesnothaveahumansubjectinthe
series being shown at Wei-Ling Gallery.

The 27 other black-and-white photo-
graphs in the series are named after the
person(s) — inhabitants, vendors and
shoppers — he had captured before the
wet market closed on Sept 30,1985.

“The photo was very enigmatic ...the
market had been a really noisy and cha-
otic place, but [when I took] this shot, I
rememberitwastotallysilent,” recounts
Ho,anIpoh-bornphotographerwhoisnow
based in Newcastle, Australia. There is a
sense of loss in the abandoned void cap-
tured in the shot,and it echoes through-
out the series.

In the final weeks leading up to the
iconic market’s closure, Ho visited daily
before dawn. He enjoyed watching the
market come to life and getting to know
the tradesmen.

However,hekept the photographsun-
derwraps.“Ileft for Australia quite soon
afterThad processed and printed the pho-
tos,sotheyhadjustbeensittinginboxes.
You know howwhen you have alittle bit
of sand in your shoe? That’s the feeling.
They have been sitting there in my shoe
alltheseyears,and I've always wanted to
show them here,” says the 69-year-old.

Ho’s Central Market photoseriesiswell-
timed for the Merdeka Day celebrations.
A walkthrough stirs up a bittersweet
emotion interwoven with a dash of na-
tionalism.

“You don’t see this anymore,” he says
matter-of-factly.“That sense of commu-
nity —youcan’tfinditinthe marketsto-
day.Ivisited PasarSenirecently.Imustsay
1felt a bit sad to see it now.You can’t see
the art deco windows from the inside ...
they’resealed.Anditismostlyselling trite
and cheap souvenirs. It used to serve an
integral functioninthecity,a placewhere
youcouldbuyanythingandeverything..”

To the viewer, each portrait may be
just a face from a time gone by, carrying
historical details of a Malaysia thatis no
longer in existence. Yet, Ho's attempt to
elicitthesubjects’identities through the
lens is earnest and compelling,with the
monochromatictone evoking atimeless
quality thatdistilsitdown towhatreally
matters — the human connection.

“All these people have their unique
stories,of course,” Horecountsaswewalk
past each frame. “Some had nicknames.
Some were with their wives, some were
second and third-generation vendors:
Like thismanand hisson or the twowho
soldyogurtand cookingoil,averystrange
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combination. This couple are pork sell-
ers.These twins were from a fishmon-
ger family, they were very cheeky. This
[couple’s photo] was taken on a Sunday
— usually their son took care of the stall,
butbecause the marketwasclosing,they
couldn’tkeepthemselvesawayand came
back in their holiday clothes.So you can
see the batik shirt...”

A natural and unguarded openness
comesthroughineach photo.Atthesame
time,theyarereminiscentof photos tak-
en in studios in the old days. Ho agrees,
“That’s exactly right.There is a balance
here ...they were in their natural envi-
ronment,butasifwith the closing of the
market looming, they all felt a sense of
occasion ...that the photograph was im-
portant.At the end,Ididn’t have to ask if
Icould take their portrait, they all came
tome,wanting their photographstaken.”

Their stories remain vivid and per-
sonalforthe photographer.Therewasthe
92-year-old auntie,who had shopped in
the Central Marketsince shewasayoung
girl,and MahKumLin,the cakeand coffee
seller who had walked up and down the
length of the market daily since she was
12.Lai Kok Chin, pictured at his large of-
ficedesk,wasknownasthe powerful “egg
king”.Anothersubject— powerful butdis-
liked —was the chettiar (moneylender),
whoposedwith hisumbrellaonhisarm.

Then there was Wong Chee Mun,an
eccentricfellowwho lived in the market
and collected army memorabilia. “They

There is a balance
here ... they were

in their natural
environment, but as
if with the closing of
the market looming,
they all felt a sense
of occasion ... that
the photograph was
important. — Ho
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saidhewascrazy,buthewasn’treally.He
was very hardworking,” says Ho.

Herememberstwo persons,in particu-
lar.Inthewhole series,only one photois
named differently. Lorry Boy features a
youngboysitting onastackofboxeswith
astreakof sunlightilluminatingaside of
hisface.“Hewasin themarketforashort
while...Itook his picture,then someone
calledhimandheleft.Icouldn’t find him
again.The market people told me, ‘Oh,
he’s lorry zhai (lorry boy). This is the one
that intrigues me ...Iwould really like to
knowwhoheis,” Hoexplains.

The story of the other person is par-
ticularly poignant.“Wong Yen Hoonwas
averykind man.He fed all the catsin the
market.He was always inwhite,and the
clotheswerealways pressed and spotless
eventhoughhesolddirtyrootvegetables
like potatoes,gingerand pumpkin.When
Iwastaking thisshot,he suddenlyraised
hisarmandIcapturedit.Itwasbeautiful.
After that,I asked him why he had done
so and he said, ‘For a portrait like this, I
would like to greet the world’.Somehow
hehadasenseofit(thisexhibition). Time
isamazing,isn’tit?” a

Central Market will be shown until
Sept 10 at Wei-Ling Gallery, 8 Jalan
Scott, Brickfields, Kuala Lumpur.
Opening hours are 10am to 6pm
(Mon-Fri) and 10am to 5pm (Sat).
For more detalls, call (03) 2260 1106.



