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ersification of Malaysian Art (1990s - 2010s)

Dr. Sarena Abduliah

Fine Arts Department, School of the Arts, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Malaysia
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of arts in Malaysia during the 1970s and the 1980s has been directly or indirectly influenced by
) government policy since late 1969s. As a result, the development of Malaysian art during the two
Highly Influenced by the National Economic Policy (NEP), National Cultural Policy and the
zation Policy spearheaded by the govemment. These policies were Instrumental in shaping
of Malaysian art, at least, throughout the 1970s and the 1980s. However, since the 1990s
jivities have altered, This paper will discuss the diversity and expansion of Malaysian arts in the 1990s:

i the various technical approaches and media used, secondly, the change of artists' attitude towards
j, exploration and diversification of subject matter and finally the expansion of Malaysian art.

has been directly or indirectly
Malaysian government policy since
result, the development of Malaysian
B Wo decades was highly influenced by
amic Policy (NEP), National Cuttural
the subsequent Islamization Policy
i by the govemment. The NEP was
8 Malay economic ownership from
Bt in 1971 to 30 percent over a
g (Cheah 2002: 141) and the

: of the National Cultural
1970s further reiterated the ethnic
| a3 advocated by the NEP, The
Policy for example, uphoids three
the basis for national culture -first,
ional Culture must be based on the
I native people in the region who are the
ond, only suitable and appropriate
other cultres can be accepted as
of the national culture and third, Islam must
foundation In shaping the national
88 1973),

antatio

gional Cultural Policy's  influence on  the
i_ gsociety and culture, In general, deemed
ation and systematic analysis but in the

context of the visual arls, these policies were
instrumental in the shaping of the mainstream form of
Malaysian art, at least throughout the 1870s and the
1080s. On top of that, the Islamization Policy
undertaken by the governmant in the late 1970s could
be seen as further reinstating the National Cultural
Palicy adopted earlier.

The Influenced of the National Cultural
Policy on Malaysian Arts during the
1970s and 1980s

In the contaxt of the visual arts, the influence is evident
in the works by Malay artists at that time. For example,
interest in Malay aesthetics Intensified following the
Rupa dan Jwa exhibition curated by Syed Ahmad
Jamal at the ASEAN Museum of Art of University
Malaya from November 17th to December Sth, 1978
and a seminar entitied “The Roats of Malay Indigenous
Arts and Present Developments” was also organized
by the School of At and Design at Institut Teknologi
MARA (ITM, riow Universiti Teknologl MARA (L)),
Shah Alam from 30th November to 2nd December,
1979. Since then, Malay arlists, especially, began o
explore the possibility of using Malay and/or Islamic
aesthetics in the context of ther modemn art practice.
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Themas, images and symbolisrm of the Malay culture
and lifestyles as well as Islam have become the main
subject in thelr art making endeavor. Arfisis are
commaonly associated with Malay inspired cultura
motives or themes include Amron Omar, Khatijah
Sanusl, Noraini Masir, Fatimah Chik, and Hashim
Hassan (Sarena Abduliah 2006: 38-63).

Subsequently, exhibitions that introduced Islamic art
to the Malaysian public were also held. Warks by
artists such as Sulaiman Esa (Figure 1), Ahmad Khalid
Yusof, Omar Basaree, Zakarna Awang, Raja
Zahabuddin Raja Yaacob, Hamdzun Haron, Shafie
Haji Hassan were among those inspired and driven by
Islamic art and aesthetics, With the emarging interest
in Malay culture and Islamic aesthetics, even artists
working In Abstract Expressionist stvle find their works
interpreted or viewed from the Islamic perspeclive
(Sarena Abdullah 2010: 134-138).

Sufarman Esa The Waled Garden of Tnsh | {1995)
Mixed Media, 95 x 58 ar

Figure 1

Shifting Strategies of Malaysian Art from
the 1990s to 2010

Since the Implamentation of the NEP, the Malaysian
soclety has undergone sweeping changes; the NEP
has primanly contributed to the increase of Malay
middle class and thelr ownership in the country, This
is evident in the increase of share in the bumiputera
wealth ownership and the emergence of the new
middie class has changed the social development In

the country, especially in terms of public ethnigs
relations. The new Malay middie class is generaly
managers and professionals thal operale acrosy
economic, political, social, cultural and religious
spaces along with other ethnic community groups
(Saravanamuttu 2001:107)

Malaysia's preoccupation with economy andi
davelopment aims since the 19708, and even more
80 under the administration of Tun Dr. Mahath
Mohamed had resutted in Malaysia's economie
success. This is also manifested throligh a series
mega projects: the Proton Saga, the Penang Bri
the North - South Expressway, the new Kuala Lumple
Interational Aiport in Sepang, the Formula One
car-racing circuit, the administrative capital »-{E
Putrajaya, the world's tallest bullding - Petronas Twill
Tower, the cyber city of Cyberjaya and the Multimed
Super Comdaor (MSC)

Although the govemment introduced the Nationd
Development Policy (NDP) in 1990 to replace the
NEP, tha govemment continued to pursue most of i
NEP policies as the government argued that althoud
the Malays share of the economy I8 substa
larger, it does not constitute the thirly percent tame
according to govemnment figures. Besides ihat, g
1990s also witnessed the government's introduiction
of a series of policies that can be interpreted &8
moving towards cultural liberalization. The forme
Prime Minister, Dr, Mahathir Mohamed also artic
the Vigion 2020 or Wawasan 2020 In 18
praclaiming that the Malaysian society should aat
the status of a "fully developed country” by the ves
2020 when the country's. Gross Domestic Prodi
(GDP) is eight times larger than the country's GDP#
1990. This could be achieved through industrialization
economic lberalization and further deregulation.

Within this new context, the ars has developed seo
the 1880s. Uniike in the previous decades of which
have generally pointed out in the first part of this papes
arts in the 1990s were firstly, more diverse in termsg
lechnical approaches and media used. Secondly,
artists' attitude towards figuration had changed ang
thirdly, the subject matter or the content and conies
of the art works produced were diversified and fing
the Malaysian art has also expanded, '

First, we will examine the diversification of technics
approaches and media used, Despite the
that the Implementation of the National Culture thro!
the National Cultural and the Islamization Policy wol
result in the hegemony of Malay/lslamic culture &
agsihatlics approach, various cultural manifestations



Ve, O not decling in the country. In fact, the
Blis identities denoting Malaysian society increased
gl least being retained as an indirect result of
policy itself. Since the 199Cs, Malaysian artists
10 adopt or incorporate new approaches and
and they have even produced works that

the fraditional boundary
By |8 paintings, sculptures, pants etc.

of the fine arts

m that these artists produced, since then,
Ve crossed the traditional fine ants boundary of
painting, print, sculpture and photography.
d New tendencies can be seen in the Increasing
“of works that use a more recent approach of
ng fine art works such as drawings and
with Installations, performance ant, electronic
Bo art, This could be seen as the direct resullt
B gobal technological influx as well as the
EEnment's push fowards information technology
: ;-. gllemative approaches are evident in
wWorks that were submitted in the Young
Award, an art competition heid
BV by the National Visual Art Gallery (NVAG). The

Bmises and possibilities enabled by computer,
and digital manipulation, for example, have
gaveral arfists such as Liew Kungyu, Hasnu
i Saidon, Niranjan Rajah, Wong Hoy Cheong,
Nezim Esa and Yee |-Lan to explore these
Ges In their anistic pursuit. Some of the early
gllde Liew Kung-yu and Raja Shariman Raja
work in "Two Installations” (1991), the usage
Wong Hoy Chsong's "Sookehing” (18903,
B emergence of E-Art (electronic-art) and
L#8 promoted by Hasnul Jamal Saidon and

OF Migration in the

c-tvpe print, 61cm

tangiage of the Ses (20
x81em x 3 (Triptych)

Rly, 1he flgurations have been well embraced by
arllsts, The 1980s witnessed the reduction
on I Malaysian artists’ work, The Malay/
\,-arllstic interest in abiding Islamic tenets simply
RROn producing non-figuration artworks or if
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they stll produce figuration, the

abstracted. The issue of direct repres
figure occuples an uneasy position witt .
fine art practice and has polarized the viewpoints and
actions of artists, especially within UITM. However,
since late 1980s and sarly 1990s, it is found that the
attitude in relation to fiouration in the arts has changed.
Both Malay and non-Malay artists have begun (0
oppose the rigid approach to figuration in paintings
and started to produce figures in their works. This
could be seen In he works of Wong Hoy Cheong.
Eng Hwee Chu, Bayu Utomo Radjikin (Figure 3), Shia
Yih-Ying (Flgure b), Ahmad Fuad Osman, Jalain Abu
Hassan, Ahmad Zaki Anwar and the more recent
arlists such as Lee Swee Keong, Chong Siew Ying,
Kow Leong Kiang (Figure 4), Chan Kok Hoaol, Noor
Mahnun Mohamed, and Chong Al Lel,

Figure 3 Bayu Womo Radjkn Let Me Fy (2008), akilk atas

karvas, 7B x137 ¢m

Figure 4 Kow leong Kiang "Melancholy' (2008}, ol on canvas,
120x 120.0m
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Figure 5

Svia Yh Ying Mother Nature 1
canvas, 160 x 190cr)

(1968, acniic on

Besides those two significant changes in terms of
artishic. and aesthetic interests that had significantly
marked the tuming point of Malaysian art development,
we could obsernve that in terms of thematic and
subjects that these artists have brought forth since
then have diversified, This could be seen in‘an altered
diraction that began 1o emerge subtly since the end of
the 1980s as an indirect result of the engagement of
Malay - Muslim artists on subjects based Malay culture
and Islamic arts/aesthetics, The late Redza Piyadasa
observed, “As if In reaction to the Malay-Musim
artists’ new preoccupations with abstract works
desling with Malay-centered motifs and decorative
sensibiliies, a number of Chinese abstract arists
incorporated Chinese - derived motifs and other artistic
influences into their abstractionist products” (Pivadasa
2000: 35). The Chinese elements used initially as
noted by Piyadasa are more cbscure and appear to
be more inconspicuous. The elements introcduced do
not directly relate to the Chinese Malaysian situation or
refer 1o Chinese Malaysian culture in particutar. For
example, the usage of philosophically related
themes—such as the Yin and Yang relationship,
ideograms  derived from the |-Ching, and more
universal Chinese cultural shapes and symbols—are
more. dominant, Works by Lim Eng Hool, Tan Tong,
Tan Hon Yin, Chew Teng Beng and Choong Kam
Kow during the 1980s, according 1o Redza Piyadasa,

responded 1o the mainstreaming of Malay-Islamie
artistic approach by raditional and
philosophical interests of Chinese civilization 1o assa
their own cultural identity (Piyadasa 2000: 35),

Conveying

It is only in the 1890s that non - Malay artists beganig
assert ther own cultural identity noticeably in *.errm._"
subject matter. During this time, works that potisg
Chinese culture, celebration or lifestyles began
anter the Malaysian art scene, as manifested by
Kung-Yu's “Chinese Festival" (1996) and “Ch
Beng Celebration, Kedah" (1996). The Indians an
Indian aesthetics and Hindu as a subject has besi
recuning theme that was brought forth by Jeganait
Ramachandram and J. Anurendra- -althe
fomantic treatment of subject matter and the
colors Influenced by the Indian medieval paintingsg
Rajasthan and of the Mughal have appeared in Syed
Tajudeen Shak Abu Talb ‘s works
Jeganathan's “The Indian Migration” (1996) a
for example, depicts the elephant-headed N
Ganesha. In his more recent solo senes, "Membrane
Nature: A Moment with Ganesha & His Family" (2018
Jeganathan highlights Hinduism ideals through
senes of paintings. J. Anurendra’s work howeverss
not as highly refigious in terms of its subject maties
comparison to Jeganathan's. Although J. Anu
dealt with a more varied universal theme, buliig
chooses mostly lo paint those close 1o him such'as
the stories of the Indians and Indian culture in Mal

that are familiar to him, This could be seen inig
works such as "Looking Forward” (1997) that depii
the annual Thaipusam festival, "Letters from 1
(2008) and "We Dance Alone” (2008) (Figure B),

=P ia (dlatlh

[
t‘é}

Figure 8 . Anurendra We Dance Alore, 2008, ofl on caras 1

X 230 cm

The fascination of one's own cuiture and hested
could even be traced through the works of Sylvia Le
Goh who rediscovers the fading Baba and _'
culture and portrays it in her figurative, still- e &%



works. -l

{1996} (Fgure 7) are among her works
slong emotional content and no
and Nyonya culture; Bayu Ut
as ‘Bujang Beranl (Bujang the
"lang Kachang” Chap Kok
! SO0 exhibition "Belawing An t
880}, as well as Shia Yih Ying's and Awang
Be0's works are armong those who infroduce
L themes and viewpoints of those from

sarawak,

talgia of

) early
l rave)

1961, Kalr

more
artisti

ag a source Ol
ofented themalic concems
oy these arlists occupy a more universal and

B position. Several artists have begun to produca

I At lest ; ae nolitics oolitical
£ Al deal with 1SS 3 ol LAONUC ORI
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Early works by Wong Hoy Cheong, for example, were

niluenced by political events such as S €

ntion Ot

iy painting
in I1SA)"

waorks within such angle. Ahmad Fuad

10 produce

has produced a senes of four

ganvases of self-pottraits as part of his

towards  the

at the end of the 18908 to

poltical  developments  In
reflect the

ana  anger ol

Mataysians on the Malaysian during the

Reformasi Samsudin Wahab's

novemant in
axhibition In 2008 and Saful Razman

(Plans and

‘Pelan-Pelan  dan

C‘l_}"_‘l’_",':'_ ns F‘J.f' im

IS oDServa

0 peopie In pawer Dy using parogy

5 main artistic technigua. His

oM media/collacges by

slements rom different sources
can be traced In Malaysian artists work such as Latiff
Mahidin's "Pago-Page and Full Moon" (1967), it Is

only since the 19490s that the conflation, collision, and

fragmentation of hign ana low culture imagery werg

comment or
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Figure 10 Lisw Kungyu Cagangan Cadangan Ustu B
Proposals for My Coumryl Seties: Bantiar S

FPiriar in_l' Dangan Jerubu |__"J{.]j! " (What a View Of
Penang Bridge... and with the Haze as Weill) (195€
the environment has been a persistent and fasein
subject o many Malaysian arfists. This is evider
the works of Ahmad Shukr Mohamed, ham

Yeoh Kean Thal, 1o name afew. linam Fadni ek
Shaimy's work such as “Doa. Father, One, Two's
Tree™ (2010) (Faure 11) and *Collapse 2° (2010-
were produced with somber mode of dark grey
Iwis IUrong sce
nsinualing the ndect resul  of

0 abandonment. Ahmad Shukn Mohamed's
wuch as Ahmad Fadzul Mat Yuso! and Koh Gheng images usually gepict hig perscnal cosenalion ani
Kuan. Furthermore, since the 1880s, works thatl deall Lrbanites, lhelr ives and thelr envirenment oy 1o
with themes thal o reasing rmultl - layerad collages of popular culture with ol l
SIANS Make industrial crate pleank, aumintm fol, canvas, paiit

rance, The are aviderit in Wong

i scenes thal 'pordmay the

paper (Figura 12)

Hoy Cheong's "The Nouveau Riche; the Elephant the
Foreign Maid, or the Disc
Bourgeolsie® (1991) that crtczes the obluse
materalism of the Malaysian middle class and he
saductive powears of consumensm.  Umibazurah
Mahir, for Instance, has produced cemamic Works
linked to her idea of consumernsm and Used 1oys 8BS a
metaphor In her cemamic works: Liew Kung Yu's
*Cemerlang, Gemilang, Terbllang” Bxcellence, Giory,
Distinction) (2007) (Haure 10) juxiaposes-icons such
as Petronas Towers, the Malaysian astronaist,

Malaysian-owned Proton motorcars amanged in the

eat Cham of lhe

shape of a pohon berngin or ‘fres of e used In

o, One, Twa aodl
i ared 0 '-.'7_}. an lbben. 2152215 em

The colages of modem kitsch juxiaposed with

alemeants of the lraditional wayvang kult have perhaps

nclirectly asked us 1o refliect on our never ending The rising social protlems in Malaysian society WeE
addressad I the early works of Bayu Utomo R
such as "'Newspaper" (1985). In his works, the artis
Tha environmental degradation In he country dug 1o confrants tha viewers with collages of real abjecls
far - reaching development projects has insplred many such as tubes and drips atlached to the figure of e
artists. As early as Nirmala Shanmugalingham's collages to poriray Hhel
Not Log Ca r Lest Misfortune Bafall You" (1 ) image of an innocent chiid who suffers: from  ehild
and lsrmall Hashim's “Hebat Juga Pemanoangary Pulau abuse, In the late 1980s alsn begar ol

consurmans! and moderhist drive

Ghie drawn on pewspape

relags
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G arntists have res

BU0s, @ few fema

wwamen and childrens coneetn in thai

"Cry Fread

her work such as 495),
B (1995), "The Great Supper” (1999) and

lite and the universal Iheme of moiner anad C

expanance ol grow 3 U, DeN0 '8 womarn, a

a mother as he major
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atar show. Umsbalzur

ah Mahir (f quire 14

Abu Hassan and Yuen Chee LinGg nave aist usel

ource. of Hhenr Inspiraben In

their werk,

Besides the diversifying themes and subject matier in
lhe Maayaian arls since the 1890s, the supporting
atrisclures of the Malavsian arl word have alse

50
expanded, The 19908 also withessed [he appearance

5 from not anly UM,

and participation of an graduate

put also by those who graduat
institltions such as Malaysian |
Kiala Lumpur College of At (KL Dasein Caollege

ars. The gaduates &

Nave persistently
as Award of baxa

hie Nahonal Visual A

6s (as graduates, academic

academic members) are Wong

Chin Kuan, Chang Yu Chia

winnars for the recent 2011 Malay merging
Artists Award (MEAA Awards) are gracuates lran
these local private art colleges st wee Kial
(MIA), Sun Kang Jye (KLCA) and Chong Al Lal (Dasein

Acadamy of Art),

Sincs the late 1880s, allernalive spaces o
have emerged and proliferated,

It must be noted that

artist - run - spaces

especally In Kuala Lumpur
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successiul professional artists who have stuggled
and eventually succeeded in their artistic practices,
and they have been the forerunners of these spaces,
Among them - Hamir Soib who owns Gudang. Ahmad
Shukri Mohamed and Umibaizurah Mahir who own
Patisatustudio, and print artist, Juhari Said who owns
Akal di Ul There are also varous colective thet
provided alternatives or independent arl spaces such
as Matahati's HOM, The Annexe Gallery, Rumah
Frinjan, Rumah YKP, SiCKL, Findars Space, 12 Art
Space, Rumah Arr Panas, and the Lost Generation
space.

The an galleries landscape have also proliteraled
since then-besides the support of the Naticnal A
Gallery (NAG), now known as the National Visual Arts
Gallery (NVAG); Petronas Gallery, Islamic Arts Museurm
and Bank Negara Malaysia's Money Museum and Art
Centre and a few Institutional collectors such as Sime
Darby, Tenaga WNasional Berhad (TNB) and
Permodalan Nasional Berhad (PNB) have further
supported the Malaysian art scene by purchasing and
collecting art works produced by Malaysian artists.

Besides that, there is also immense interests and
growth in tarmns of ant sales and investments by the
private sectors through private arl galienes and private
collectors. Private galleries that have been in business
since the 1990s include Pelita Hati (1995), Valentine
Wille Fine Arts (1996), Taksu (1989), NN Galery
(1996) and Shalini Ganendra (1998), In the last ten
years, we could see the proliferation of ather gallerles
that have become a major playing field in Malaysian
arts such as Wei-ling Gallery (2002), BA Fine Arts
(2007), Galeri Chandan (2008), CORE DESIGN
Gallery (2010), ahd MOMA Fina Arts (2011). Among
the. private collectors are Farouk Khan, Steve Wong,
Pakaruddin Sulaiman and Ng Sek San. The market of
the arts has been further supported by the Intemational
Art Expo Malaysia (AEM) since its inception in 2007,
The expo received vanous participaton, not only
limited to Malaysian galleries, but other intemational
galleries as well, There is a huge increase in terms of
sales - -tha AEM 2008 for example, registered a sales
tumover of RMS.3 milion, the AEM 2009-a sdles
tumover of BM5.6 million, the AEM 2010-a sales
tumover exceeding RM11 million (Chuen 2011).

The Internat also offers a very significant platform
especialy In terms of networking and promotion,
Gallery websites consistently posl content from their
current or past exhibitions, artists can easily look up
at residencies and artists exchange programs,
especially thosa held abroad. Art events can be easily

promoted through mailing lists, web groups, &
social networking websites such as Facebook agi
as biogs. These social networking sites have mak
possbie for many collaborative iniatives 8
opportunities amang artists and the public,

Due to the Intermet and the recent Interest in art ¢
non-Westem countries, wvarlous biennials’
triennials in the Asia Pacific region, art de
in Westem countries have been followed
Malaysian artists. More Malaysian contemporary af
have made their mark on the intermational art
since the early 1890s In terms of selection
works in International biennales and triennials. Tha
include artists such as Zulkifii Yusof, Wongi
Cheong, Liew Kung Yu, Nadiah Bamadhaj, Simnya
and Yee |-Lan, More recently, Nor Azizan Rahg
Paiman, Bibl Chew Chon Bee, Kah Bee Chowy
Sai Bin, Chang Yoong Chla, Azliza Ayoh,
Sulaiman, Hayati Mokhtar and Dain -Iskandar
have made regular appearances in the
biennae/tnennial circults.

2MiAIONa

Conclusion

The changing tendencies in art since the I3
decades needs to contextualized and discussed
only within the Malaysian art context, but |
general. This is imporiant as we need to undi
that riot only the past but also the nmmedata'

and the future as histary, culture and art ¢
very fundamental aspects of our Und
who we are in life, Malaysian art in the
antworks and various visual elements since
have proven to be a consistent form of
refiection of the changing reality of the
society,
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