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The art situation under the Covid-19 pandemic period and its future outlook

Malaysia
Dr. Choong Kam Kow(45 444 1§ +)

The outbreak of Covid-19 since early 2020 has broken the norm of our life. In order to survive, people in all walks of life
have to find new or alternative ways to adapt with the pandemic situations. There is no exception for Malaysia.
The current scenario — Different degrees of Movement Control Order (MCO -- something like lockdown ) such as

Enhanced MCO, Conditional MCO, Recovery MCO have been imposed according to the pandemic situations at different
periods of time with various measures and strategies to combat and curb the virus by the government ever since the
outbreak of the Covid -19 pandemic but the virus continued to spread to the current level. The measures taken by our
government have not been able to contain the virus thus far.

It is heart breaking to see Malaysia has become the worst hit country by this worldwide pandemic. Our daily confirmed
figures of Covid -19 pandemic cases have surged to 11,079 on July 13 and followed by steady increase of cases daily.
And on July 23 the confirmed cases have further surged to 15573 followed by July 24: 15902, July 25: 17045, July 26 :
14516, July 27: 16117 and July 28 :17405 ( the highest so far) . The nation is cautioned by the Ministry of Health that the
worse is yet to come!

Our medical system is facing an unprecedented pressure in coping with the acute demand of ICU units, oxygen supply
units and bed units, etc let alone the overworking pressure of the medical staffs and front - liners. Due to the wide spread
of mutated variants of the Corona virus, it is very difficult to flatten the spike of the pandemic curve and overcome the
pandemic in a short period of time.

As an alternative measure to combat the Covid-19 pandemic is to carry out massive vaccination. The government started
the vaccination program in February this year, but with a slow pace due to numerous unforeseen problems such as tough
negotiation of vaccine procurements and the delay supply of vaccines due the monopoly and stockpile of vaccines by the
rich nations.

The vaccination operation in Malaysia has been speeded up since April and luckily it is now in high- speed track. On July
26, a total of 521,923 doses were administered nationwide on a single day as reported by the Sin Chew Daily (2 8 4R).
As such, 12,131,329 individuals have completed the first dose (37.1%) whereas 5,708,147 individuals completed their
second jabs amounting to 17.5% of the total population of Malaysia. We are determined to achieve by September or
October this year the targeted 80% of inoculating the whole population in order to realize the herd immunity.

We, like many other countries the world over, have to adhere strictly the Standard Operation Procedures (SOP) under
different degrees of MCOs since March 2020. The SOPs consist of detail rules and orders for residents to follow. It is not
possible to give all the details here. Generally speaking, during MCOs residents are not allowed to go out freely but to stay
home to help breaking the infection chain. All kinds of shops, shopping complexes, entertainment outlets, restaurant,
hotels, schools, etc. etc. must cease to operate either completely or partially except those dealing with daily essentials,
food and medical supplies, pharmacy outlets, etc. according to SOP at different stage of MCO. During EMCO only one
person per household is allowed to go out to buy essential supplies or takeaway food within the radius of 10 km. No social
gatherings, visits, meetings, crossing districts are allowed, just to mention a few conditions here. The SOP is not a fixed
standard procedure as it has been under constant reviews and alterations took place to suit different situations under
different degrees of MCO during different periods of time as mandatory required since early last year.

@The art situation

There is no exceptions to art museums and art galleries. No exhibitions have been held since March or April last year as
there were no public members allowed to visit galleries and museums under the MCO or EMCO. The National Art Gallery
and other state art galleries were temporally closed or open to the public according to the SOP under different MCQO’s
ruling. Numerous art centers and art galleries including the famed Galeri Petronas were forced to close for good. Those
surviving private art galleries managed to stay open for interested parties to visit by appointments only during the relaxed
MCO. Sales of art works were mostly managed indoor through on line communications as face-to-face dealing and price
negotiation were not possible under the pandemic SOP. As alternative measures, many art galleries managed to hold
online exhibitions for virtual visits or viewing in order to keep their business going.

Under such circumstances, there were no exceptions on the hardship faced by full-time artists in staging or participating
shows hence allowed very limited or zero opportunity to sell their works which inevitably landing them in adverse finan-
cial dilemma. Although the National Art Gallery has set up the ‘Tabung Bantuan Seni’ financial assistance fund to help
artists to hold art exhibitions or carry out other related art projects, it is subject to application and approval.
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During the MCO there is very limited opportunity for artists to hold solo or group exhibitions, hence cannot make full use
of the fund. Many artists have been facing zero income since the outbreak of the Covid - 19 pandemic. In Malaysia there
are many upcoming artists who make their livings by offering art tuitions to young children in their private art studios.
Under the MCO no tuition centers or studios were allowed to operate hence no income for them. Many of them were
forced to take up odd jobs in order to survive. This scenario undoubtedly has seriously hindered their creative productivity.
As for the general public and even the art circle, there is a lack of enthusiasm for virtual visit to online exhibitions. We all
know for centuries, visit to art museums or galleries to view art works in real time and space have been a delightful appre-
ciation and enjoyable experience. Such appreciation experience cannot be replaced by virtual viewing overnight.

In recent years, Kuala Lumpur saw a dozen odd art auctions with good results each year prior to the outbreak of pandemic
but has since reduced to just three or four online auctions during the Covid - 19 period as | have observed. The vibrancy
of art activities shown through busy domestic solos and group shows in public and private galleries and museums has
been subsided tremendously. Under the various MCOs, museums and galleries were not allowed to operate either
completely or partially forcing all the scheduled programs to be postponed indefinitely or cancelled for good. Public art
museums and galleries were unable to play their roles of serving the public needs for art appreciation and life enlighten-
ment. Many art galleries and museums did managed to take advantages of the online channels and social media to
promote their art exhibitions. Our National Art gallery for example did managed to create a 3D online viewing channel for
public to enter the virtual gallery space for walk- through viewing. The viewing frequency of visits is being monitored
closely and the public response will be reviewed soon to determine its effectiveness.

@The future outlook

If everything goes well we will enter the herd immunity era where Man and pandemic (or hopefully epidemic) will be in
co-existence. Therefore how can the art museums and art galleries function meaningfully and effectively to serve the
public under the new norm remained a great challenge. At this moment | have no information on how will our National Art
Gallery strategize to face the new norm but | do have confidence that new plans are in the pipeline. Likewise, the private
gallery sectors should also start to, based on their cumulated experiences from the past 18 months, plan carefully to
adapt and take advantage of the post pandemic era.

As a practicing veteran artist and retired art education academics, | think it is very important that under the era of herd
immunity, public and private art museums and galleries must make efforts to revive the art exhibitions and activities in the
real time and space environments while follow cautiously the new SOP for health and safety of the visitors. At the same
time continue to take advantage of online facilities, channels and social media as platforms to enhance the visual arts
activities so that when people do not or cannot come to the museum, the museum will bring the art to the people as a
strategy of reaching out to popularize visual arts in the community. Exhibitions in actual space and online can be held
hand in hand to generate greater awareness, interest, understanding and love on art among people of different age
groups, racial, faith and cultural backgrounds. It is anticipated that more promotional materials and publications on art will
be in the forms of digital formats rather than the traditional hard copy outputs under the digital era.

@Suggestions to future AIAEs

At this juncture, | would like to propose that in between formal AIAEs in the future, online exhibition may also be held to
maintain continuity of AIAE and fill the gap during the period when no member country has committed to host it, like the
period from 2015-2020. We must treasure our AIAE which has been successfully held since 1985 without break (except
2015-2020). Since it has become a major art event in Asia we must continue to keep the flag flying. It will be a great pity
and loss, and perhaps humiliation to let it lie idles like during the period from 2015-2020. Efforts must be made to keep
the AIAE going annually or at least bi-annually.

Another point | would like to propose here is in the future the participating countries need not supply 500 copies of coun-
try catalogues to the hosting country due to the heavy cost of printing and shipment. Instead the participating countries
need only to send a digital copy of their respective country catalogues to the hosting country . The hosting country can
then combine or merge all the participating countries’ digital copies in one single file and store it in a pen drive or CD-R.
If the size is too big then all the countries’ digital catalogues can be kept together in a custom designed case or box
(something like a souvenir box) for free distribution or for sale at the exhibition venue. The hosting country is only required
to distribute the main pen drive or box containing all the participating countries’ digital catalogues to the participating
countries at the end of the exhibition. This will definitely cost very little as compared to the costs of shipping 500 copies
from participating country to the hosting country, and dozens of heavy sets of printed catalogues from host country to
each participating country. | look forward to comments and suggestions from our member countries.



@ T LR

WIRISFAA (TOTEMFER) v L -2 TRBEREFREL. F29MATAED A 20184 (2P EL TLIES o722k
E i ERr Ao aaF 74 VADF HIAREREITIRIL OB E THE29M ATAER DR EL BV TL{ZE o572 5B
IR L FAAHAZ BAREZOFHNNE NBIZER B ORI EH LB ELRLoWERWET

RIS, 29 ATAEZ L fi L CL728 o7 U 2 SR L B Tl — B R AL D W72 L E 97 55 29[ ATAED HA
TORMENFEB TE-DIL. FAAHAZ B AL IUINZE LRHEOBR B L IFEEEO BT T,
520187 V7 B ST (ATAE) O ILNZE AR COR B TEH TS WET,

@Appreciations and congratulations

Finally let me on behalf of our FAA - Malaysia Committee convey our appreciation and salute to FAA - Japan Committee
Chairman Prof. Norito Udagawa and Committee Members for their kind decision to host the 29th AIAE in 2021 and coura-
geously upholding their determination to fulfill their commitment on hosting the 29th AIAE under the uncertain develop-
ment of Covid -19 pandemic condition in the past months!

Likewise we would like to sincerely express our appreciation and gratitude to Kyushu Geibun - kan and Director Mr.
Seiichi Tsuru for co-hosting the 29th AIAE. The close collaboration and cooperation rendered by FAA-Japan Committee
and the Kyushu Geibun-kan has made possible for the 29th AIAE to be successfully held there.

Congratulations on the successful hosting of the 29th Asian International Art (AIAE) at the Kyushu Geibun-kan.



