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Could you describe your shop in Penang and the one in 
Geelong, and how they differ?
in Penang, we need a bigger space to store mouldings 
and other materials. that’s why we have a separate show-
room and workshop. the showroom is located in the 
CBD and situated on a busy street with consistent walk 
in customers. it is in one of Penang’s old pre-war shop-
houses which have a unique facade with wooden louvre 
windows and an airwell in the middle of the building. we 
love its unique building and character. On the other hand, 
our workshop is located just on the outskirts of the CBD 
where rental is cheaper and space is larger.

in Geelong, because of limited funds to start with, we 
decided to build our business base off the high street. 
By chance, we met an art gallery curator and he recom-
mended we join his artist’s studios. now we are sharing 
the space with other artists in Boom Studios in newtown 
(which was previously an old woollen mill ) 

Our work studio is the old tin shed behind the old mill. 
the tin shed was formerly a workshop; we have spent 
our best effort to retrofit and refurbish the space and 

transform it into our framing studio. we are very happy 
with our setting, which has a work area that we keep to 
its industrial feel and a customer service area that has a 
cosy sitting space for customers to select their framing. 
we also added a wall partition for displaying our work 
samples. 

Could you explain what prompted you to emigrate to 
Australia?
Looking for a better quality of living. we are open to more 
opportunities here, especially in the art and craft industry. 

in Malaysia we have stayed in our comfort zone for too 
long: we hope to be able to explore a new stage and we 
believe in a new environment we could break away from 
our usual scope of work. i guess we are adventurous in 
some way .

And also of course there is an uncertainty in the politi-
cal situation and the tensions between various races in 
Malaysia. there is no fair ground in Malaysia.

And why did you choose Geelong?
Geelong is lovely and not crowded. A bit of a rural lifestyle 

‘Bingkai’ means ‘frame’ in the 
Malay language, but it is also the 
name given to a new framing 
studio in Geelong that brings a 
cross-cultural perspective to the 
local industry. 

Ching Teoh and Eng Khoo of 
BINGKAI Frame and Arts, mi-
grated to Australia from Penang in 
2012, and in 2013 launched their 
new business venture in unique 
surrounds.

Many of the mouldings Australian 
framers use come from Malaysia. 
But does that mean a framing 
business in Penang operates in 
a similar way to one in Geelong? 
to find out more Keith Hewitt 
interviewed the team from Bingkai 
Frame and Arts and discovered a 
unique framing business that has 
brought a fresh approach to the 
local scene and is already making 
a strong impression.

mixed with an urban living environment  it is close to 
the beach just like in Penang, so we enjoy coastal living. 
And it is a very good and liveable city... Geelong is the 6th 
most liveable city.

What were the biggest surprises you had when contact-
ing Australian suppliers to get started?
in our experience, there are many differences between the 
way suppliers operate here and in Malaysia.

A key difference is that the suppliers here have the full 
range of product catalogues. the comprehensive cata-
logues show huge ranges of wood mouldings, a wide 
selection of matboard from basic type to archival level, 
and are complete with all types of framing accessories. 

we were also introduced to some automated types of 
framing machines and equipment, tools and other work-
shop fittings. we are tOO excited to browse through the  
different types of conservation products such as rag mat, 
Uv glass, archival hinges and tapes, which in Malaysia we 
could hardly see any of at all, in fact we had to modify and 
create our own ‘acid free’ products.

Also in Australia, the suppliers offer moulding corners for 
free! in Malaysia, we had to pay for the whole carton of 
mouldings and make our own corner samples. it wasn’t 
easy to provide various samples to our customers as 
every single selection of the moulding we would need to 
order in quantity and stock in our store room. Here, we 
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don’t have to worry about finding  so much space just to 
store mouldings.

in Malaysia, most of the suppliers are likely to promote 
second grade or rejected wood mouldings, which we 
don’t really see here in Australia. we found out that sup-
pliers in Malaysia were buying rejected woods from the 
moulding manufacturers, which they bought in quantities 
and repacked to sell to framers as second grade wood. 

Another difference is that here there are always two or 
more different brands available in the same products. in 
Malaysia, in most cases, we have only one choice. So, 
there wouldn’t be any chance for us to compare and make 
choices. 

What machinery or equipment did you select for your 
workshop and what sources did you use?
we largely bought used machines and equipment online. 
Currently we use a Minigraf 44, Mat Pro-i and F3100 multi 
cutter. these items were acquired separately from a few 
framers in Adelaide and Melbourne. we chose to buy sec-
ond hand instead a new because of our budget concerns 
and also we were confident in their reliability. 

the only machine that we bought new was the Brevetti 
Prisma Ce double saw from Megawood. we had been us-
ing a MOrSO F in the past because we did not have a lot 
of choice in Malaysia.

Bingkai 
a creative approach to framing

The new framing studio in Geelong is based in a converted shed at the back of an historic wool mill.
In a bold move, the hard working pair retrofit the interior of the old tin shed themselves in order to create a 
contemporary framing studio and showroom in a character-filled and historic setting.
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Which matboards did you consider?
we considered a few different matboards like Peterboro 
and nielsen Bainbridge. in the end, we decided to use 
Peterboro matboard for most of the jobs as we are quite 
impressed with the range they provide. Moreover, we are 
confident of the logo of the FAtG.

What about mouldings? A lot of Australian suppliers get 
their mouldings from Malaysian manufacturers: TaiYe, 
Classic, PU, Scenic, Intan and others. But the range of-
fered to Malay framers is very small compared to what’s 
available here. Can you comment on this?
no doubt Malaysia has a number of well known wood 
moulding manufacturers. However, they prefer to export 
rather than selling to the locals. From the point of view of 

business, they gain more in exporting because they are 
sold in huge quantities. Furthermore they gain from the 
currency exchange as well. therefore, they have no inter-
est in the local market. Usually more than 95% of their 
production is aimed at the foreign market.

During those days in Malaysia, i used to beg a few of the 
manufacturers to supply some of the beautiful moulding 
they had made in their factories. Unfortunately, most of 
them would only sell in bulk quantities, say one thousand 
metres per moulding! How could a framer like myself af-
ford paying and storing that in our little workshop?  

not only is the custom framer facing difficulties in 
searching for mouldings, even the wholesalers are facing 
the same problems to buy from the manufacturers. the 
supply from the manufacturers is inconsistent. what the 
wholesalers get from the manufacturers is sometimes 
production surplus, second grade quality or rejected 
moulding. Framers are therefore unlikely to get a good 
quality product.

Since the manufacturers are reluctant to sell to the local 
custom framers and the wholesaler has limited supplies, 
you can see that the range of mouldings kept by the frame 
shop is terribly small. if you walk in to any frame shop in 
Malaysia, you are unlikely to find anyone who has more 
than 200 types of mouldings. 

How do the Australian suppliers differ from your 
Malaysian suppliers and why?
Australian suppliers have comprehensive stock in hand 
and most of the suppliers have their own catalogue. in 
Malaysia, there are many small scale suppliers (wholesal-
ers) in the industry. Due to the small scale operation, they 
are unable to provide a catalogue. Stock is inconsistent 
and quality is not good enough. Usually they do door-to-
door sales. it is very common to see a supplier carrying 
two bags of sample corners and other  sample framing 
accessories visiting the frame shops looking for business.

Australia has a good ordering system. they can send the 
customer even just a few lengths of mouldings within a 
couple days! in Australia, the forwarding companies play 
an important role too. every order made with suppliers is 
fast and very convenient. in Malaysia, we are not allowed 
to order a few lengths. therefore we have to order in bulk 
and the transport company may take a week or more to 
deliver the goods.

Australian suppliers are also more professional in run-
ning their distribution business. we don’t have to call the 
particular salesman to make an order. we could just email 
and the sales office would process our order quickly. 

in Malaysia, most of the time we are only able to commu-
nicate with one salesperson. if we can’t get in touch with 

the salesperson, then it is very difficult to follow up with 
their colleagues in the office.

How do the customers compare in both countries?
the most annoying thing for us is that most of the cus-
tomers in Malaysia are reluctant to pay more for quality 
materials or good service. everything is about cheap 
prices. they will ask for a complicated designed frame but 
not willing to pay the price for it. they also don’t really 
know the difference between custom framing and the bulk 
readymade frames from a superstore.

in Australia, customers seem to appreciate handmade 
and custom framing more. they accept what you sug-
gest and they understand they are going to pay more for 
custom framing.

Most of the customers here usually know what they want. 
it is easier to communicate  and make a proposal. in 
Malaysia, we tend to guess the customer’s preference 
since they themselves are sometimes confused about 
their own requirements. 

How about profit margins and the costs of running a 
business in both countries?
the profit margin is slightly better than in Malaysia. As 
we can see framers in Australia normally have their own 
group of customers in their area. there is less unhealthy 
competition among framers. in Malaysia, framers try to 
slash prices in order to attract customers.

the cost of running a framing business in Malaysia is 
not very high. But compared to the price they charge the 
customer, Malaysian custom framers are struggling to get 
a fair price. For example when they work out the framing 
quote, usually there is only a 10-20% profit margin. there 
is no overhead cover in their pricing. 

in Australia the cost of rent, utility bills, insurance and 
staff wages are quite high. But the profit margin is much 
better compared to Malaysia. in Australia, we can also ab-
sorb the costs like monthly overheads or operation costs 
into the calculation. therefore, running a picture framing 
business is still more promising.
Any other differences?
we are also very lucky in Australia that we have indus-
try associations like the PPFA chapter and the Picture 
Framers Guild of Australia which provide professional ad-
vice and conduct classes and forums for their members. 
Framers in Malaysia are seldom working with each other, 
hence there is no such kind of association or group to 
provide support. A trade magazine like PrOFiLe, provides 
valuable information for picture framers.  

these also help to elevate the status of the trade. in 
Malaysia, a picture framer is treated as a labour worker rather 
than a skilled craftsman, and that is a key difference that 
makes the situation in Australia a positive experience for us. 

For more information or to read Bingkai’s blog go to 
www.bingkai.com.au

Ching and Eng of BINGKAI Frame and Arts, left centre, in the 
historic building during the challenging renovation process. 

The completed customer service area that includes a cozy sitting space. 


