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Art 
By Leong Tuck Yee 

In Celebration of 
' 

Jungle Beauty 

Portrait of Kenyah Woman No.3, oil on canvas, 2017, 60x60cm 

N 
ature lover and self-taught 

artist Tan Wei Kheng was 

born in 1970 in Marudi. 

Sarawak. Working with acrylics. 

pastels. oils and watercolours, he 

specialises in painting the people 

from ethnic groups living in the 

interior of Sarawak. To meet them, he 

has had to go into the dense interior 

and spend time photographing 

and studying them. His subjects 

also include the Penan. I ban. Kayan 

and Kelabit. Comprising the largest 

group of native people in the state, 

the I ban are a sociable people and 

live in groups in longhouses which 

are located along rivers and streams. 

The largest state in Malaysia, 

Sarawak is blessed with a tropical 

geography with an equatorial 

climate. Travelling to and fro the 

interior to visit the tribes. Tan 

would have to take hours riding on 

longboats and negotiate the rapids 

besides walking from hours to days 

to reach the villages. 

Tan first started getting 

interested in the ethnic peoples 
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and undiminishing hope, strength 

and fighting spirit. 

Tan has captured their towering 

spirit in successfully surviving and 

eking out a living in the vast jungles 

lacking in modern conveniences 

such as electricity, fast food, tar roads, 

shopping complexes and the internet. 

His portraits are simply 

endearing, desirable not only for the 

enrichment of one's art collection 

or decoration for one's wall but as 

reminders that life should be lived in 

dignity and hope. 

Tan paints people hyper­

realistically, seeing them as moving 

art and describing himself as a 

"hyper-realism activist.· He uses 

his gift as an artist to help viewers 

see and feel the beauty and the 

struggles of ethnic groups. He 

focuses on the relationships among 

people, and between people and 

animals and the environment. His 

works shine with positive values 

and nudge us to value love in our 

families, respect the elderly and see 

dignity, beauty and character in the 

aged.,We realise how unfathomable 

the older generations· sacrifices and 

cares are for their families in keeping 

their lineages unbroken and strong 

for generations to come. 

Last April saw Tan's second 

solo exhibition entitled "Forgotten 

Beauty" at Richard Koh Fine Art 

(RKFA) gallery. Gallerist Richard Koh 

has commented on Tan's works: 

"His work documents the tribes 

that are slowly disappearing in more 

ways than one, including their way of 

life and the ancient knowledge of their 

ancestors that are being forgotten 

as practices of old are discarded. 

"Forgotten Beauty" addresses 

something that is hard to put into 

words: it celebrates the beauty from 

within and the meaningful things 

in life that we are losing touch with. 

Looking beyond what is on the surface 

is more relevant than ever in today's 

world. Beauty can be found in the 

most unexpected places if you open 

your heart to it."2

Photos courtesy of Richard Koh 

Fine Art and Tan Wei Kheng 

2. https://www.star2.com/cu1ture/2018/04/15/

portrait-sarawak-artist-tan-wei-kheng-richard­

koh-fine-art-interior/#wyx8zs6sfFLAFQ 11.99 
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The Ukit Lady- Dotun Ngor, oil on canvas, 2015, 122cmx183cm 


