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any of us often take life too much for granted, especially when the
going is good. Everything may go your way but what happens when life
suddenly smashes you with a curveball and turns your world upside
down? How will you react when your picturesque world crumbles around
you without warning? For Sarah 5.H. Lee, she was hit with two curveballs - the
first was when she discovered that her only son, Yeak Ping Lian had autism, and
the second was when her husband passed away. It would have been easy lor her
to blame God and wallow in anger and self-pity, but not Sarah, who demaonstrated
the true strength of a mother’s love and devotion to her son, and that nothing can
stand in her way of fulfilling her dreams to give Ping Lian a bright hope and future.
is honoured to share her story and Ping Lian’s in the following pages.

AUTISM IS NO BARRIER
TO PING LIAN'S
""JOURNEY TO BECOME A

I
CANVAS
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Life-changing discovery

When one meets [S-year-old Peng Lean for the
first e and wathout having pror knowledge of
his background and “special abilives”, one ssould
sugpect nathing of a tall, dark and handsome woung
miarn. Sweeet, fmendly and perbaps occasionally lost
ifi hig e warld. Afuer all, are not most teenagers
tondary absorbed i thewr cwm warld, toa? Moar peaple
would mest certainly conclude that Ping Lian is juse
another normal adalescent boy

But Ping Liarm s Far fram normal, He s a specal bay
with extracedinary talent, which has mother beheves
is a "gift from God.” People who are blessed with
extraordinary talents such as Ping Lian's are called
“aavants” Becaume 1!1-:1.' have & rare, but spectacudar,
condition called Savant Syndrome. Dr  Darld
Treffert. a well-known researcher on the Savant
Syndrome, defines savants as indnadisals wiv desplay
exceptional fiats and capabilitses in mathematics,
memory, muse or art  despite  challengng
dt*.te-lnpmenu] disorders such as aitiom or mental
retardation. |n his website, wwssacsavanisyndrome

com, there are 25 people currently bisted as hnown
avanis

And what Ping Lian has was certainly a challenge
to him and has famdly. However, as Sarah tells
PASSIONMS, she had indtially thought that Ping Lian
was nothing mare than a rambunctious and actve
bory, telling herself that "It's only a phase. Hell settle
deran eventually” She and her husband only began
to suspect that something was awry when Ping Lian
began displaying noticeably different behaviour and
speech, somethmg which was senous encugh to
warrant & visit to the doctor's.

Among the wusual behavour exhiboted by Ping
Lian that caused them to wormy was his limitation
speech, and lack of attentiveness. Sarah said it was
difficult to get lurm g0 it still and pay attenton toa
single task and she also mentionsd that wihile ather
children in the nursery was able 1o settle dowmn after
a certain tme. Also Fing Lian would be the only one
whom the teachers could not get to setile and he
weould refuie va let others touch bem,
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Feanng the worst. Sarsh and her husband were ininally rebeved wisen
the bram test done on Ping Lian revealed that his brain was normal and
the doctor only dugnosed him as haang Attention Dehicit Hyperactve
Disorder (ADHD) with autistic features. Back in the 19905, not masch was
ke about the term "autistic”, and because na further mformation vweas
preverded, Sarah overlooked it They were pst overjoyed to know that Ping
Laan did mat have “senous problems”, erronecusly concluding that with
therapy, he would become better,

Sarah admits that afver the diagnosis. she did not put in any further effort
tr help her son, bebeving that the therapses be underwent were sufficient
and wis pest waiting for Ping Lian to grov out ofhis conditicn, She recalled
that she receved “a heavy hammermg” from the therapist, wiho told ber
that she had not done enough for Ping Lean and that something needed to
be dome about it before it was too late for hem. [t was anly then that she
and her husband realised it was senous and thar they needed to kow mece
abowt what Ping Lian was suffening from.

i L"'":'“d- Sarah shared that when they finally
U g
ll.w:'k-:md:r: urderstacd what " autste” and “sutism”
g off e ¥
™ really s, it wa.*: her muost shocking
madmerpeces, He | Fealisaton ever, Ul was obwious 1o us
vadeptmvancaa | phen that Ping Lian was autistic. He did
sy of mry
g water not merely have ADHD with autstic
ek, ol G
z ket feansres. When we realised what thes
AN, wir were extremealy detraught,”
she recalled,

Coping with aultism

Sarah shares that her perspective on life has
caompletely changed. She has enchered a painful
strugele, But the most important thing for ber was
that the famsly became closer and that everyone
did the best that they cowdd to help Ping Lian.
She ales E:eprussed et g_l‘auludt paards VAo
support groups such as PR4A [Parents’ Resource
for Autism) which extended their moral support
and encourngement, helping the famaly to better
understand Fing Lizn's condition

She alus then recalled hosw she and her hasband pasd
e emphasis on building up Ping Lian's emotional
quatient because they couldn't accept the ideaof Ping
Lian being wmable to eSS ermotons, let alone feel
lerve wnd affection. “We wold oursebhvas that no mattes
what, Ping Lian would have feelings and understand
emations. He would be able to express love as well
as show care and concern. And by God's grace”
she adds, “Firg Lian has succesded™ - recalling an
oocascn when Ping Laa surpnsed her by making a
hot cup of Milo for her even though she only asked
hirn to wen the ketthe on

Mevertheless, like all mothers, Sarah absa worred
onvier howe Ping Lan would make a fnang when he
grenw . Thiss, she Began plannisg her son's future,
She wanted to ensune that Ping Lian would become
mdependent and be able to earm & ||'.'|n3. She
contemplated professions thae Ping Lian would be
able to learn swch as being a cleaner, gardener or
working at cafiés, She recalls that Ping Lian used to
exhibat poar ine motor shills, cowld not communecate
propery and would ot let stramgers approach luim
She tells PASSIONS thae it was throwgh mitensive
programs and therapsed from an easly age thar have
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enabled them to effectively address the weahnesses that Ping Lian had
0 CAVEMEOImIE

It was through these activites that Ping Lian’s katent shills in dravang and
art earne to the fore. To strengthen and develop his fine mator skills, the
activities & his home schoolng curnculum meluded tracrg and colounng
These activitics were ongmally intended ta fill his tme as Ping Lian was
wniable to particspats in wigorous phyaical actiities. "Seeing he had poor
smatation skalls, | used o sit with him and hold his hand as be was tracing.”
Sarsh recalled, adding that as she was still working full orme then, vt was her
maid and home tutors that helped Pig Lian most aften.

According to Sarah, helpig him to trace and draw strobke by stroke was
one of the methods used to improve Ping Lians imitatisn shlls becauts
wehen he did it freely, he would scnbble wathout direction, cresting a mess
of random doodles, It certunby tooh & considerable amount of pasence and
dedication i sit with bim and da hours of tracing and colouring each dey,
But all this effort was defimtely not an exercise in futiity, as ultimately,
thess actnaties were the catabyst that led to the discovery of Ping Lans
extraoedinary artisuc abilites,

“We wanted him to start wntmg-
That was the reason we focused
moee on the tracing activitees. b
was a good fem of therapy for
him, therefore rather than stopesng
bim from tracing after he started
writeng | got him to trace pctures
instead, | was certamby adtanished
when one day, Ping Laan peched up
& pencil and starved deawing freely
by hamself, ar the age of eight!”
Sarah shared
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Beginning of a dream

From that momsent on, Peng Lian's talents blossomed as he began deavwing
in such an extremely compdes manner, Sarah reslised thar drawamg comd
become Ping Lins's velhood, and dhie wai deternuned to help Ping Lian
hecarme am Artcr. Hewever, asane who befisves i eaking things one <tep at
a time, Sarah tells ug that she understood it was not an overmght process. |
told the three art tuters | ired abous my dream for Ping Lian, and they were
inigsally anxious. | told them that even if it did not happen infve years. i@ was
ahay, | was prepared o wart anather [0, ot 15," she shared

Im 2003, when FPing Lian was mne-years-old, Sarah wrote in her disry |
want to develop Fing Lan as an arwst, | nowy that be will be an artist one
daw' and as a firm believer in braan strmadation and subconscioys siralegs,

she gt [ver son o say | want to be anartist” every day to belp boost bis sell™

comficdence and inspere him. Grachually, as Peg Lian grew older, she began
teaching bam to say "l want 1o be a good artist” in order oo further prompt
her san. She shares that she has reached the stage where she is teaching him
b sary | weant b b a great artist” which Sarah knoves i her heart that Ping

Laart et alresdy o b vy to bacame ane.
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However, even she admits that she was astounded oy
the progress he has made over the years, surpassmng
SNpECIAnGn: 0 A tme sharter than Sarak could have
imagned. By the age of 11, Ping Lan had deown many
beautsful picces which showcased his uncanny ability o
portray his !.ul:ﬂ:e;'._s. in & vibrant, vely manner, with each
painting mmbued with an innocent guality that could anly
b mchieved by ome whose world veew is unblemished by
cynicism. One of his most famous works creaced at this
age is that of Perak's Ubsediah .’-"«"In;a_'.que, shich fecched an
astonishing RM100,000 when it was put up on auction
o raise funds fior the Riding for the Disabled Association
af Malaysia

"I e received s0 much help from people over the vesss,
:spcmll':.' mince rmy hushand's sudden PN N 2004, and
kave been Blessed with s0 mary " God-sent mg:h' that |
bebeve that it s only nght Prag Lian's miraculbous taslent has
helped contribute back vo sooety,” Sarah tokd ws

The gift from God

It becomes immedately apparent to anybody,
throwgh his intricate masterpieces, that Ping
Lians gift is truly extrasrimary. Even a
perfectly normal child who has wundergone
the most rgd and mbensive waining m art
cannat be compared to the exceptional level
of shill that Pireg Lian displays,

Sarad comtimesed her ressarch on the Internet
i 204 o find out if there were others like
Ping Lizn. She discovened that there were, in
fact, mamy who possessed exceptional abilites
and skells hoewvever none accurately matched
Ping Lian's. |t was only by dhance dunng her
searches for anmwers that Sarah came across
Dr, Treffert’s websine and his research on
Savant Syndreme,

De. TrelMert also happened o be the
consultant for the movie Rain Mas which
starred Duson Hoffman and Tom Cruize. The
maowie was based dn the hife of the “Real Rain
Man" Kim Peek, whose condition falls m the
same savant catepory as Fing Lan, wth the
exception of Kim suffermg from congenital
bram abnormabues. He possessed votal recall
abdities, or a photographic memory - Kim
could memorise precse dates and bmes of
birth, aid could achieve many other uaeanmy
feats of mernory susch as acourately recalling
the headlines of newspapers dating back
cecades and the ahility @ play the manc by
heanng alone. .

When Sarah made the discovery, she was
STELALIG &l ||1'||'|'||."J|u.'.|:|'; sent an e-mmal o
Dr. Treffert shanng Ping Lian's condition
weinle attaching some of Ping Lian’s artworks,
hopeng to get bus expert omnean, She adeans
that she never expected feedback from D
Treffier:: so one can imagine her surprise
and delight when many months later, Dr
Treffert repbed her g-mad saying “Ping Lian's
art i really very amazing. | would certamly
pui hem mito the catepory of "savants” ™ A
accordsp vo D Treffert, Ping Lian falis nthe
categery of "prodigious savants”, the haghest
evel of savants

By networking wath Dr. Treffert and other
specialists hased v the LS, Sarah began

learning more about Paog Lians unique condstion and eventually came to
ackneewledge “Truly, Ping Lian's creatsaty, artistic ability and imsight are gifts
from God.” Through contacts such as Dr. Treffert who later mtraduced her to
ancther expert, Dr. Laurence Becher whi later mtroduced her 1o anothier expert,
L. Rosa C. Martinez. numencus doors af appor tunity were opened to Ping Lian,
23 miueh 1o even & 2004 docameniar w called Savant Syndrome by KBS featured
e alongsde Kim Peel. Ancther LLE. -made documentary called Pariting the
Mind by Foous Productions also featured Pirg Lian and was broadeast in Eurose

and Austraka

Ping Laan bas also been swited to showease his
arpworks at exhdbations m Mew York such as the
presuious Fenry Gréﬂ_ Gﬂ”ﬂl':r' i 2007, wihere e
mace his intermatonal debut ot the tender age of
12 &t an exhibiticn organdsed by D Becher and D
Mlartane: called “Autistic Savant Aroeorks: Don'’t
“dis” the Aklhty”: at another exhibition which was
held ac the Umted Manors Headguarters m 2008 az
part of the inaugural World Aumm Aswareness Day
celebration, and most recenthy, at Avaken Hallywood
for the naugural "Heroes for Autizm” exhibimen held
it April this year, where Ping Lan got his first taste
of Holbrwood glamour as bes artworks are featured
alongside the works of other Tamows autistic artists
and Haolbywood superstars His artworks wers
exhilnted m the LK. and Germamy and sinee he
was based in Australa m 2006, Ping Lian has also
showcased his works n Sydney and Brishane. In
September, his artworks will be esdulbted for the Frst
DT J-upﬂn

Abawen lady

PP - Sy Catyr,

i 'wg Lty il
PARCE, PR, el P
(it S et
ey o B gl
wrimarks - a thoee
dhermrasaral el
iEHlley Pelei & Chever
B Titmcu L aint ol ey
el nbwwk breen

A tcrew o ogha
Lrnatwed
ceryurcin verd) ihe
Yipar of the Mlogrnes
b 005, PN
Prempwriimn *rw
e
ITLALLET [mte o el n o g
Mg Laawri i evanaiis
ocdiber beldmpray s
Fay rmpghdang

183 mesirs



UMANITY

PASSIONSEL

As Sarah tells PASSIONS, “Ever since Ping Lian began to draw,
we have seen him change and improve by leaps and bounds. Art
helped him to break out from his own world into the real world.
It has become an cutlet, an instrument for him to express
himself and relate to others around him. Art has ennched his
life so much!™

Today, Ping Lian 15 an exuberant |5-year-cld boy who
continues to amaze those who view his spectacular
artworks, especially his sprawling ink works of the skylines of
Kuala Lumpur and Sydney that boggle the minds with their
complexity and accuracy.

Come the |5th of August, Ping Lian's artworks will be put on
permanent showcase at The Art Commune in Subang Jaya,
made possible by Yvonne Hon, owner of The Art Commune
and supported by JPMorgan Chase Foundation in collaboration
with the Association of British Women in Malaysia (ABWM).
The showcase, called “Ping Lian @ The Art Commune”, will
provide the public with an avenue to admire his wonderful works,
and to show their support for Ping Lian who is, as Dr Treffert
acknowledged, “a national treasure”. And in conjunction with
the opening of the launch of this gallery, Sarah reveals that she
will put up a piece of Ping Lian’s artwork for auction, with all

proceeds going to charity.

Right:

P‘lr':p. Lean, the

T SE N !:'_'-1[11-'1
15-year-old artist, 15
ecstabc about coming
back ta Malsysia o
launch the permanent
showease of hus
wperbon st T hie At
Comnune. Proered
here & his loving and
dedicated mother
Sarah Lee

Below:

A glemgpse of the
"Ping Lian & The
Art Commume”
shenscase, wiene
priasty of Ping Lan’s
early worhs ard
his best peeces are
put on display for
mublic viesang.

The touching story of Sarah and her son,
Ping Lian is remarkable and inspiring.

It demonstrates that no adversity is too
impossible to overcome. For Sarah and
her family as well as those who
continue to support Ping Lian, they see
beyond his condition and believe in the
vast potential that he has within. And

through their continued love and support,

Ping Lian has blossomed to truly see that
the world is, indeed, his canvass. To sum
it up, Sarah reminds us that we should
“celebrate and focus on what autistic and
people with special needs and abilities
can do, not what they can’t do and

NOT to label them as ‘DISABLED"”

-ur.;:r:ran:c .n;u:rp
LTY SrPonRTs

Pirg Lian @ The Art Commune showcasing the artworks of the prodigious savant is officially open to the public
from the 15th of August. For enquiries, please contact The Art Commune at Tel: 03-5655 9110/ 019-3368 928
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