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ABSTRAK 

Kertas 1ni akan membincangkan beberapa has II karya Ismail 
Zam dalam konteks pendekatan seni dan estetika ambivalen 
yang lebih luas yang boleh disarankan untuk pembacaan 
karya-karya awal beliau sebelum "Digttal Collage· (1988). 

Ismail Zain (1930 -1991) dilahirkan di Alor Setar. Kedah 
dan menenma pend1dikan di Ravensbourne College of 
Art, United Ktngdom dan Slade School of Art, London 
Untversity. Allahyarham merupakan mantan Pengarah 
Balai Seni Lukis Negara; Ketua Fengarah Kebudayaan. 
Kementerian Kebudayaan. Selia dan Sukan; dan Ketua 
Pengarah Perbadanan Kemajuan Filem Negara Malaysia 
(FINASJ. Walaupun dibayangi kerjaya yang mencabar dan 
sibuk, lsmnil Znin tidak pernah rnengasu1ykdn dtri daripada 
dunia seni Malaysia dan semasa hayatnya. beliau telah 
menghasilkan banyak karya seni yang memben 1mpak 
besar kepada kemajuan sejarah seni tanah air. Sahagian 
pertama kertas ini akan mernbincangkan hasil karya Ismail 
Zain yang bermain dengan kerawang dan motif bunga 
serta bagaimana karya beliau harus diberi konteks dan 
kefahaman dalam skop kecenderungan seni berlatarkan 
budaya Melayu/lslam pada tahun 1970-an dan 1980-an. 
dan dalam skop kecenderungan seni pascamoden 
baharu di Malaysia Oleh yang demik1an. huJah saya 
adalah menerusi karya-karya sen nya, beltau mencari 
posisi seni dan estetika dalam ruang lingkup kedua-dua 
kecenderungan ini. Sahag1an kedJa kertas pula akan 
membincangkan secara ringkas akan strategi sent pada 
karya beliau yang lebih popular dalam konteks pendekatan 
seni pascamoden. 

Kata kunci: Sent Malaysia, Ismail Zain, Seni budaya Melayu/lslam. 
ambivalen, seni pascamoden 

PENGENALAN 

Tidak banyak yang diketahui tentang Ismail Zain mungkin 
beliau lebih dikenali oleh para pengkarya dan rakan
rakannya dalam dunia seni Malaysia Saya sendin tidak 
mengenali beliau atau mereka yang dekat dengan 
beliau secara penbadi dan 1ni mungkin dtscbabkan saya 
datang danpada generasi pencinta seni yang berbeza 
Ada kemungkman juga kerana saya bukan sebahagian 
dar1pada karyilwi'ln ~Pni Mi!li!y~i" ill rill rilri~ rilri~iln tersendiri 

yang tidak mahu terlalu rapat dcngan subjek yang menJ3di 
bahan ka;1an saya Dalam kaJian ini, saya lebih tertarik 
kepada karya-karya seni yang dihasilkan oleh pengkarya int 
dan keadaan ~onteks yang boleh dianggap mempengaruhi 
penghasilannya secara langsung atau tidak langsung 
Saya membaca dan mentafsir karya seni serta membuat 
analisis mengenainya bukan sahaja dan sudut nilai estet ka 
atau perlambangannya tetapi yang lebih penting sebaga1 
seorang sejarawan seni. saya dapati ianya amat signifikan 
untuk mengkontekskan karya-karya ini dalam sk:lp 

kemaJuan sejarah seni Malaysia yang lebih meluas. Pe'lu 
diambil perhatian bahawa seni secara budayanya bukanlah 
bersifat unive·sal letapi ia mendapat makna yang tertertu 
d<:lripodo budaya yang spesifik. Olet1 1tu, sesebuan karya 
seni haruslah dibaca dan difahami bukan sahaja dalam 
lingkungan konteks budaya penghasilannya, tetapi aspek 
politik dan sosial juga. Seperti yang dibicarakan oleh 
sejarawan seni Dele Jegede. dekontekstualisasi sesuatu 
karya seni melenyapkannya daripada sifat-sifat yang paling 
ketara yang diberikan oleh peranannya dalam amalan 
kebudayaan yang khusus {Jegede. 19931. Berdasarkan 
hujah tersebut. kertas ini akan menyiasat beberapa hasil 
karya seni Ismail Zain yang harus diberi penilaian dan 
perbincangan semula mengikut kefahaman pembangunan 
seni Malaysia khususnya, dalam konteks kecenderungan 
pengaruh se11 Melayu/lslam dan kebangkitan seni 
pascamoden di Malaysia. 

1sma1l Lam d1lahirkan di Alor Setar, Kedah Beliau menerima 
pendidikan di Ravensbourne College of Art, UnitEd 
Kingdom dan 5lade School of Art. London University. Sela:n 
menghas1lkan beberapa karya seni penting sepanjang 
hayatnya. Allahyarham juga merupakan mantan Pengarah 
Balai Seni Lukis Negara; Ketua Pengarah Kebudayaan. 
Kementerian Hebudayaan. Belia dan Sukan; dan bersara 
sebagai Ketua Pengarah Perbadanan Kemajuan Filem 
Nasional Malaysia (FINAS). Walaupun kerjaya beliau dalam 

pentadbiran kerajaan semestinya menuntut komitmen 
yang tinggi, Ismail Zain ternyata seorang sen1rnan sejatl 
kerana beliau masih mampu melahirkan banyak karya 
yang besar mamanya kepada kemajuan seni tanah air. 

Mesk1pun karya lsmatl Zain berjudul "Digital Collage· 
(Rujuk Dtgital Collage-- A One-Man Art Exhibition by Ismail 



Zain. 1988) telah diangkat oleh Redza Piyadasa sebagai 
contoh peralihan pascamodenisme dalam seni Malaysia 
(P1yadasa. 1993a 1993bl. kertas ini akan membincang dan 
membahaskan bahawa karya seni Ismail Zain yang dihasilkan 
sepanjang hayatnya hendaklah dibaca dan diterjemah pada 
aras yang leb1h kompleks Beberapa hasil karya penting 
beliau sebelum lah1rnya "D1g1tal Collage" (1988) mempunya1 
pelbagai wajah dan boleh ditempatkan sebaga1 memilik1 
'posisi ambivalen'. Hasil karya 1n1 boleh dibaca dan sudut 
kaitannya dengan pengaruh seni Melayu/lslam kepada seni 
Malaysia dan Jika disoroti lebih mendalam. kita boleh katakan 
bahawa karya 1n1 JUga mematuhi c1ri-c1ri pascamodernisme. 
Bahagian kedua kertas in1 akan membincangkan lebih lanjut 
tentang peralihan dalam usaha pengkaryaan Ismail Za1n 
yang beg,tu jelas. d1pacu oleh pemikirannya yang kritikal. 
mungk1n atas minatnya kepada sem1otik. Sifat ·ambivalen' 
sebagai strateg' estetika. minat mendalam dalam aspek 
sos1o-budaya dan subjek serta teknik dalam karya terkenal 
beliau "Digital Collage Series· - semua ini menunjukkan 
bagaimana pemikiran dan karya sen1 beliau harus dibaca 
dan difahami dalam seni Malaysia yang leb1h meluas dan 
kompleks. 

AMBIVALEN SEBAGAI STRATEGI ESTETIKA 

Bahagian ini akan rnembincangkan dan membicarakan 
bahawa beberapa karya seni dan strategi estetika pilihan 
Ismail Zain dalam karya sen1 tersebut boleh d1baca sebagai 
ambivalen. lni dapat dilihat terutamanya melalui karya
karya pra · D1gital Collage Series· (1988) yang mewakili 
pelbagai motif bunga dan kerawang, umpamanya karya 
seni 'Ku Bunuh Cmta" (1970). "On a Clear Day you can 
see Oumlln Mountains from Terengganu" (1983). "Morning 
Glory· (1988). "Meanwhile Tam Came 1n her Mother's 
Laced Kebaya" (1990). "There was this Garden" (1990). 
dan "The Marnage of Sultan Mansor Shah" (1991) serta 
beberapa karya lagi. 

Pendekalan estetika yang boleh dilihat dalam Karya-karya 
seni in1 menular daripada pengaruh Dasar t\ebudayaan 
Kebangsaan 1971 ber1kutan penggunaan motif bunga dan 
hiasan yang akan saya bincangkan nanti. Anggapan yang 
sedemikian mengena1 sudut pandang karya-karya seni ttu 
dan konteks penghasilannya suatu permasalahan yang 

boleh dipertikaikan.lni adalah kerana. t1dak sepert1 seniman
senlman lain yang sebahagian besarnya dipengaruhi 
dan secara estet1kanya leb1h menjurus kepada pengaruh 
sen1 Melayu/lslam dalam kesentan Malaysia (Lihat Sarena 
Abdullah. 2005) sejak Dasar Kebudayaan Kebangsaan. 
Ismail Zain leb1h dipengaruhi oleh aliran pem1kiran kritikal 
dan beliau juga sudah tidak asing dengan pembacaan 
karya beberapa seniman pemikir zaman 1tu. Altahyar~1am 
Redza Piyadasa tergolong dalam kalangan sen1man 
pengaruh pemikiran krit1kal dan beliau turut membaca 
karya beberapa pemikir kritikal tersebut. Beliau menyedan 
bahawa seJak 1970-an lagi Ismail Zain telah meruJuk dan 
menyebut nama-nama sepert1 Marshall t\cLuhan, Claude 
Levi-Strauss, Roland Barthes. dan John Berger di dalam 
perbualan beliau (J1t. 1995). Marshall Mcluhan. Claude 
Levi-Strauss dan Roland Barrhes sememangnya figura 
utarna semiot1k atau kajian berkenaan peranan tanda
tanda sebagai sebahagian daripada kehidupan sosial. 
Manakala. John Berger ialah seorang pengkntik seni yang 
menukilkan Ways of Seeing {Berger. 1972) - buku yang 
cukup berpengaruh dan rnenjadi teks utama d1 universlti
universlti Brita1n. Corak pemikiran Ismail yang dipengaruhi 
oleh semiotik dan pascamodernisme secara arnnya 
terpancar menerusi buah fik1rannya tentang sen1 rnoden 
Malays1a. Pengaruh daripada pernbacaan in1 boleh dllihat 
di dalam leks beliau untuk S1ri Syarahan Tun Seri Lanang 
(1980) yang menyaksikan bel1au membicarakan keperluan 
mengkaJi pensejarahan seni Malaysia bercasarkan "analisis 
struktural" ke atas kaj1an tanda dan perlambangan (Ismail 
Zain. 1980). Sebagai tambahan, saya ingin menyarankan 
bahawa pemikiran beliau JUga dlpeng;otruhi oleh 
perbahasan Lyotard di dalam bukunya The Postmodern 
Condition. A Report on Knowledge (lyotard. 1993) 
- buku ruJukan hebat untuk bacaan ;eminal tentang 
pascamodernisme. yang menganalisis epistemolog1 atau 
teori 1lmu budaya pascamoden sebagai akhiran 'narat1f 
besar" atau rnetanaratif. Ismail Zam sebaga1 contoh, 
menerus1 ese1 bel1au yang d1s1arkan d1 d 1lam Simposium 
ASEAN pertama tentang Estatika. rnengl ritik metanaratif 
penseJarahan sen1 Malaysia. Beliau menfgaskan bahawa. 

Di Malaysia, misalnya. oleh keran;, tuntutan bag1 
pemodenan sikap dalam seni t1dak pernah digandingkan 
dengan cubaan yang sepadan untuk hergelut dengan 
kesan politik. sosial dan estetika seni pada penngkat 
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kebangsaan, maka laungan perjuangannya tinggal sekadar 
retorik. Hasilnya, kewujudan dikotom1 Modernisme dalam 
persekitaran yang tiada ketenangan sepenuhnya dengan 
peraturan-peraturan di Barat yang bukan sahaja terbukli 
bermasalah, malah, dalam kes ekstrem, juga membawa 
kepada khayalan budaya." 1/s,o,a.'l z,,," 1989. ms. 23! 

Beliau seterusnya menyatakan. "C1ta rasa eklektisisme 
yang terdesak pada masa mi sebahagiannya adalah 
akibat demens1a ini Oleh itu, pengalaman Malaysia 
menunjukkan bahawa dalam kelompangan landasan 
falsafah yang kukuh dan berakar berumbi di dalam satu 
sistem yang beroperas1 di peringkat kebangsaan dan 
epistemologi berbangkit yang timbul, maka sikap yang 
meluas adalah untuk menghargai aspek Modenisme yang 
lebih membosankan dan tcrsurat sepert1 akademisme 

benkutannya, gaya, pasaran seni, ucapan pembukaan dan 
b1rokrasi seni yang nampak seolah·olah suatu institusi 
demokrasi yang terdiri daripada kelas baharu borjuis dan 
seniman/pegawa1 yang mengangg:Jtai suatu panel atau 
jawatankuasa dan membuat keputusan janggal tentang 
sen1. Dalam sifat Hegelianisme, 'modenisme' dt negara 
membangun benar-benar mencari dirinya dalam yang 
lainnya; bukan dt tempat yang sebetul-betulnya." OsmJJI 

Za,n. 1989. ms. 23) 

Pada pandangan saya. aspek yang paling menank tentang 
hasil karya Ismail Zain tidak terhad kepada siri akhir 
"Digital Collage" nya sahaja walaupun sumbangan besar 

karya in; kepada kebangk1tan seni elektronik di Malays1a 
memang tidak d1persoalkan lagi. vValau bagaimanapun. 
dalam kertas ini, saya mgin membicarakan bahawa minat 
mendalam Ismail Zain yang sarat terpancar di dalam 
"Digital Collage Series" seharusnya dije]ak1 kepada hasJI
hasil karya beilau yang terdahulu Hasil-hasil karya ini 
banyak menggunakan motif bung3 dan kerawang yang 
d1baca sebaga1 menggambarkan kecenderungan seni 
Melayu/lslam yang cukup ketara dalam pendekatan 
estetika para seniman d1 Malaysia zaman 1970-an dan 
1980-an. seperti yang saya nyatakan di atas. D1 sinilah saya 
merasakan Ismail Zain telah menggabungkan kesepakatan 
minatnya kepada pengkaryaan dan estetika sehmgga lahir 
karya sen1 yang boleh d1baca dan ditenma olch kedua-dua 
belah pihak - mereka yang mengisyt1harkan pengaruh 

seni Melayu/lslam sebagai estetika yang ideal dan mereka 
y>~n<J IPhih menjLrus kepada dunia seni antarabanqsa -
yakni pendekatan seni pascamoden sepert1 sen1 konsepst 
dan 'hard edge abstraction' yang diperkenalkan dan 
disebarluaskan menerusi pameran seperti "The New 
Scene"(1969). "experiment '70" (1970). "dokumentasi 72" 
(1972) dan "Towards a Mystical Reality" {1974). 

Di antara semua hasil karya beliau, terdapat beberapa 
karya yang memaparkan atau menekankan pengaruh seni 
Melayu/lslam yang saya anggap mempunyai pendekatan 
estetika ambivalen. lni terbukti dalam "Ku Bunuh Cinta" 
{1970) yang beliau hasilkan selepas peristiwa rusuhan 
kaum Mei 1969 - satu tempoh yang menyaksikan banyak 
perkembangan baharu dalam dun1a seni Malaysia. Karya 
seni tersebut dihasilkan untuk pameran "f\~anifestasi Dua 
Sent" yang berlangsung di Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka 
pada tahun 1970. Acara ini cuba rnenyatukan para penulis 
Melayu dan senman visual di dalam satu pameran 
{Piyadasa, 1995. 'YIS. 40) don Ismail Zain memilih untuk 
mentafsir bait-bait pui;,i Ani> Sabirin bertajuk "l<u Ounuh 
Cinta" (diterb1tkan dalam antalogi Usman Awang & lsmoil 
Ahmad. 1979) melalui karya seninya itu. Selirat kerawang 

pada "Ku Bunuh Cintaku" (1970) mengingatkan kita kepada 
unsur-unsur htasan trad1S1onal atau corak tekstil Melayu 
walaupun sekadar menggunakan motif daripada alas 
meJa plast1k atau doil1es. Walaupun lsmatl Zain boleh 
menterwmahkan puisi mi secara harfiah, namun kita boleh 
mengatakan kecenderungan senmya mendorong beliau 
menggarap subjek 1tu dengan cara berbeza. Hasil karya 
in1 tidak dapat dinafikan begitu sarat dengan kerawang 
dan hiasan bagaikan corak tekstil tradisional Melayu pada 
tenunan songket. tetapi lagaknya seperti menzahirkan 
ungkapan puisi Anis Sabirin "Kubunuh cinta dalam hatiku 
pisau tajam berkilaul" apabila beliau 'mencantas' bahagian 

kerawang yang indah itu dengan tiga jalur melintang untuk 
mengasmgkan aliran motif tadi secara berseni 

Dalam skop yang sama, Ismail Zain menghasilkan karya sen' 
seperti "On A Clear Day You Can See Quinlin Mountains 
from Terengganu" (1983). "Morning Glory" {1988). 
"Meanwhile Tam Came in her Mother's Laced Kebaya" 
(1990). "There Was This Garden" {1990), "The Marnage 
of Sultan Manso· Shah" (1991) dan beberapa lagi karya 



Motif-motif dan teknik-teknik yang sama digarapkan pada 
hasil-hasi! karya ini. Lawatan kebudayaan rasm1 beltau ke 
Chma mungkm telah memben ilham kepada Ismail Zain 
untuk menghasilkan "On a Clear Day You Can See Quinlin 
Mountains from Terengganu· (1983). Quilin di tepian 
Sunga1 Lijiang yang terletak d1 bahagian timur laut wilayah 
autonomi Guangxi Zhuang merupakan sebuah bandar 
pelancongan yang terkenal d1 seluruh dunia dengan 
keunikan gunung-ganang. sungat-sungai dan gua-gua 
kars. Pada hasi! karya ini. motif bunga kerawang diletakkan 
di bahagian tengah kanvas manakala imej impresionistik 
pergunungan Quinlin dipaparkan di bahagian atasnya. 
Jalur menegak menghiasi karya di sebclah kiri dan kanan 
dengan susunan motif bunga kerawang yang muncul lagi 

di bahagian atas karya 

Dalam skop penghasilan karya "Mornmg Glory· (1988). 
bunga kembang pag1 menghiasi bahagian atas karya. tetapi 
kali ini jalur menegak muncul di bahagian tengah kanvas 
dengan motif bunga kerawang mengapit jalur menegak 
di sebelah kiri dan kanan. Satu lagi lapisan dibuat dengan 
jalur n1pis menegal< untuk membingkai karya di bahag1an 
kiri dan kanan kanvas 'Meanwhile Tam Came in her 
Mother's Laced Kebaya· (1990) turut menggunakan teknik 
yang sama - jalur menegak di ruang tengah dan satu lagi 
set jalur ini mengapit kanvas d1 sebelah k1ri dan kanan 
diiringi motif hiasan di kedua-dua belah kiri dan kanannya 
- ini mengingatkan saya kepada potongan kebaya yang 
dibelah tengah dan dihiasi sulaman berenda. Nama Tam 
meru;uk kepada seorang perempuan tua yang muncul 
dalam karya seterusnya yang bertajuk - "Dot-Tribulization 
Of Tam Binte Che' Lat· (1983) yang akan saya b1carakan 

kemudian. 

Teknik karya seni hiasan 1ni agak memeranjatkan sepert1 
mana Piyadasa menjelaskan bahawa Ismail Zain telah 
menggunakan motif yang diambil dari lap1k meja plastik 
atau doily sebagai sumber utama corak hiasan berkenaan 
Reka bentuk lapik meja atau doily telah distensil dengan 
teliti ke atas kanvas menggunakan pistol semburan. 
manakala tiga jalur hitam yang mendatar memberi 
penekanan kepada karya dua dimensi ini Penggunaan 
pistol semburan berjaya melenyapkan semua kualiti 
1syarat dalam karya ini, namun karya 1ni tetap berjaya 

mengekalkan ciri -ctri tempatan dan hiasan (Piyadasa, 
1995. ms 40-41). Disebabkan tekmk-teknik yang berbeza 
1n1lah yang memerlukan karya-karya tni dibaca semula. 
Perlu juga diambil perhalian bahawa karya-karya yang 
saya bincangkan d1 atas tetah dihasilkan tatkala pesona 
dan minat seniman Malaysta amat d ipengaruht oleh sent 
Melayu/lslam. Satu pendekatan estetika yang popular 
dan telah d1tenma dengan baik serta digunakan adalah 
motif tempatan dan serantau yang telah d1gunakan secara 
meluas dalam bidang seni halus. lni dapat dilihat dalam 
karya-karya oleh seniman seperti Mastura Abdul Rahman. 
Siti Zainon lsma1l. Fatirnah Chik, Noraini Nastr. Khatijah 
Sanust. Mohamed NaJib Dawa. Syed Shahabud1n Syed 
Bakeri dan Ruzaika Omar Basaree yang menggunakan 
prinsip asas teologi Islam terhasil dalam bentuk seni hiasan 
(Sa rena Abdullah, 2005, ms. 55· 56) Karya-karya yang 
dihasilkan oleh para senirnan in1 meletakkan penekanan 
besar kepada unsur-unsur hiasan tekstil Melayu seperti 
batik. ukiran, atau konvensyen reka bentuk Islam. Seniman 
seperti Mastura Abdul Rahman dalam "Interior No. 29· 
(1987) misalnya. menggunakan kedua-dua elemen seni 
bina dan hiasan dalam karyanya Karya l<arya int dengan 
Jelas menunjukkan bagaimana seniman menggabungkan 
unsur-unsur hiasan leper yang berasal daripada tradis1 
teksttl hiasan tradistonal ke dalam ruang dalaman rumah 
Melayu tradisional. Warna biru pekat dan keunguan 
menjtwai karya beliau yang sarat dengan cita rasa 
Melayu Dengan 1tu. dalam ruang lingkup bidang ini. saya 
berpendapat bahawa karya-karya yang dihasilkan oleh 
Ismail Zam seperti yang saya nyatakan sebelum int perlu 
dibincangkan. Karya-karya in1 boleh d1baca dan telah pun 
dibaca untuk menyebarluaskan seni Melayu/lslam seperti 
yang ditekankan oleh pelbagai seniman Malays1a selepas 

Dasar Kebudayaan Kebangsaan 

Walaupun motif bunga dan hiasan yang WUJUd dan merujuk 
kepada kecenderungan kesenian Me!ayu/lslam yang 
menjadi arus perdana semasa tahun 1970-an dan 1980-
an. saya tetap mengatakan bahawa karya- karya Ismail Zatn 
sebenarnya mengusik pesona seniman Melayu terhadap 
segala yang dlilhamkan oleh budaya Melayu dan/atau 
kesenian Islam lni adalah berdasarkan kepada penje\asan 
be!iau bahawa minatnya kepada sesuatu motif atau imej 
bukan dalam ert1 semula jadinya tetapi dalam makna 
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yang dibenkan kepada motif atau imej tersebut Seperti 
yang telah saya tegaskan sebelum ini, Ismail Zain sentiasa 
berm1nat dalam sem1otik dan mi wujud dalam salah 
satu daripada karya-karya yang terawal seperti ·woman 
Crossing Stream - Selepas Rembrant" (1967) Walaupun 
karya-karya kelihatan abstrak. Ismail mengatakan bel1au 
telah bermain dengan banyak idea dalam idea dan bukan 
peniruan Dalam perenggan yang sama Juga. beliau 
menjelaskan tentang penggunaan plastik doily atau tapik 
meja yang d1gunakan di keseluruhan siri ini 

··seperti yang saya katakan apabila saya menggunakan 
Rembrandt 'Women Crossing a Stream' (sic) pada tahun 
1967, saya tidak melakukannya kerana kewujudannya 
sebagai satu perbendaharaan kata visual yang sedia ada 
mahupun sebagai satu metafora. Saya lebih menyukainya 
sebagai sebuah ikon. Ia adalah sa rna dengan Tam b1nti Che 
Lat atau Ouetin (sic) Mountains atau Wayang atau plastik 
doily yang banyak saya gunakan dalam tahun 80-an dan 
bunga kembang pagi Minat di sini bukan dalam rnakna asal 
mereka tetapi dalam maknayang kita sendiri telah pinJamkan 
kepada mereka .... ' INoo,d!n Hassan .'t lsmd>l bm. 1988. ms 23) 

Kenyataan mi mencermmkan niat seniman- seniman 
dalam menghasilkan karya- karya yang beliau sendm 
hasilkan adalah tidak terhad kepada karya-karya yang 
menggunakan motif hiasan dan bunga tetapi karya-karya 
lain sepert1 "Dot-Tribulization Of Tam Binte Che' Lar 
(1983) dan "Sarada" (1983) serta "Digital CoHage Series· 
(1988) 

BERALIH KEPADA PASCAMOOEN 

Sela1n danpada karya-karya yang telah saya bmcangkan 
di atas. Ismail Za1n telah menghasilkan "Dol-Tnbulization 
Of Tam Binte Che' Lat" dan "Sarada" pada tahun 1983. 
Walaupun karya ini dipersembahkan dengan cara 
yang sangat abstrak dan impresion1sttk, kedua- duanya 
merupakan karya yang menonjolkan kepnhatinan sos1al 
pada kemaJuan pesat Malays1a khususnya dan Asia amnya 
Walaupun karya - karya yang telah say a bincangkan sebelum 
ini agak ambivalen dalam kedudukan estettkanya, boleh 
dikatakan kedua -dua karya in1 menJadi t1tik permulaan 
bagi peralihan kepada penerimaan beliau dalam aspek 

sos1al dan budaya - ia1tu salah satu lema atau subjek yang 
biasanya disokong oleh sen1man-semman pascamodents 
Walaupun Ismail hanya menghasilkan kedua-dua karya 
dalam genre ini - karya 1n1 Ielah membolehkan betiau 
untuk maJU dan menghasilkan "Digital Collage Series· -
satu siri karya unggul yang sama ada secara lang sung atau 
tidak telah menandakan peralihan rasmi pembangunan 
seni Malaysia ke arah kecenderungan pascamoden. Ot 
dalam "Dot-Tribulizat1on Of Tam Binte Che' Lat" kita 
dapat rnelihat aturan seiring (juxtapose) 1mej seorang 
perempuan tua Metayu kampung d1 latar hadapan dan 
dibelakangi oleh imej persekttaran yang moden, pesat, 

suasana rumah kelas pertengahan: dan pintu JeriJt kepada 
bangku rotan, seorang penari gelek, seorang pemain 
ten1s, pokok bunga dalam rumah. sehingga bacaan hujung 
minggu Mingguan Malaysia atas kerus1 malas rotan. Karya 
ini boleh membawa maksud bahawa perempuan tua dan 
generaso terdahulu sudah tiada tempatnya dalam realiti 
baharu Malaysia yang digambarkan dalam kebebasan 
peribadi urban1sasi kelas pertengahan. Sebaliknya, lsma1l 
Zain meletakkan kedudukan ·sarada" (1983) pada kerangka 
Asia yang lebih besar. lmej seorang ibu dan bay1nya yang 
d1atur seirmg di hadapan jeriJi dan sebuah kipas elektrik di 
sebelah kanannya Seperti yang diterangkan oleh Piyadasa, 
"lsmatl membuat ulasan bijak pada kedua-dua ekstrcm 
Asia - yang sangat kaya dan miskin tegar. Beltau menarik 
perhatian kepada realiti sos1o-ekonomi pascakolonial As1a 
yang baharu. Karya mi dtterbitkan secara retrospek, pada 
rna sa apabila tanggapan negara gah Jepun baharu diraikan 
sebagai raksasa ekonomi kebal berada di kemuncaknya • 
!P;yad~sa. 1995. ms. 44! 

M1nat beliau dalam mengetengahkan keprihatinan dan 
kesan atau urbanisasi juga sejajar dengan seorang lagi 
seniman Malaysia - Nirmala Shanmughalingam Sebaga1 
contoh, Nirmala mencan sumber inspiras1 beliau dari tema 
atau tsu- isu semasa yang berlaku di sekeliling beliau -
pencemaran alam sekitar, kemiskinan. pembalakan haram 
dan peperangan lni dapat dilihat dalam karya-karya awal 
beliau sepert1 "Statement Series· {pertengahan 1970-an,. 
"Africa Series· (1980). "Membalak Jangan Sebarangan 
Nanti Ditimpa Salak" (1980). "Vietnam Series" {1980) dan 
lain - lain 
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llaqe A One Man Art Exhibition by 
:) n 1988). Kui:ila lump~,.Jr 

ona, Sa~tion, N R. 11997). Pameran Seni 
Perttlma kuala Lumpur Bata1 Sen1 

n (1980\ Sen• dan lmaJar.. Kua.~ Lumpur 
';en1 Negara 

1989) Tovvards d Utopian ~').aradrgrn 

C:ontingenc:cs and Displacement Paper 
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1993) Art for Ue's Sake: Afr,can Art 

10n of an Afrocentric Cosmotogy 
-Asante •Ed ). Tl1e Afr,can Aesthetic 

Trao t1ons. Westpon, Conn Gree.mvood. 

8 D1gitat Collage D1g1tal Collage-- Suatu 
rseorangan Oleh Ismail Zain lOne Man 

by lsma•l Za1n) Kuala Lumpur 

m.rtil Zain: A Protean Appearance 1n 
mail Zain. Retrospective E:-::h1bit1on 

ala Lumpur Nat1onal Art Gallery. 

1993). The Postmodern Cond•t•on: 
Knowledge 18 "'1. Geoff Bennington. 
Mwneapolis University of 
ss 

Tidak dapat d•nafikan, pameran "D1gital Collage· 
Ismail Za1n, pada tahun 1988 merupakan salah satu 
sumbangan beliau yang paling besar dalam dunia sen• 
Malays1a Secara stgnlfikan. Ismail Zam telah dinobat 
dan disebut sebaga• seniman yang berwawasan dalam 
sen1 komputer Matays1a Wataupun beliau bukan yang 
pertama menggunakan teknolog1 pengimejan digital. 
tldak syak lagi beliau merupakan semman pertama yang 
menghasilkan karya penggabungan dalam teknik baharu 
tni. "Digital Collage Series· bellau boleh dikatakan sebaga1 
mempunyai kerangka teori pascamoden yang rnempunya1 
penggabungJalinan teknik, subjek dan penyusunan kritikal 
beliau. Untuk s1ri ini, Ismail menghasilkan karya seni 
yang sangat canggih menggunakan program komputer. 
Walaupun produk akhir karya beliau sebenarnya adalah 
cetakan komputer dan bukannya luk•san, apa yang 
pent1ng adalah bel1au membuat apropriasi pelbagai imej 
yang diambil dan konteks tempatan dan as1ng, juga dari 
media massa. Apropriasi merupakan satu teknik penting 
dan popular yang digunakan oleh pascamodenis di mana 
karyawan menyatukan imej dari pelbaga1 media, kemudian 
imej ini dib1na lapisan demi lapisan dan menggabungkan 
elemen-elemen v1sua! dalam karya mereka Teknik ini 
boleh dilihat dalam karya-karya seni Sherrie Levine, 
Richard Prince, Joseph Kosuth, Jeff Koons, Barbara Kruger, 
Greg Colson dan Malcolm Morley. Krishen J•t menegaskan 
mengenai apropriasi dengan mengatakan bahawa. 
"Penjajaran imeJ juga menernpatkan Ismail di hadapan 
pemikiran pascamoden. Apa yang paling mempesonakan 
dan menunjuk arah adalah sentimen Ismail terhadap imej 
yang d•pilihnya. Saya dapat1 beltau adalah seorang yang 
bebas danpada kritikan. Satu •meJ tidak bertarung dengan 
yang lain dalam posisi kepahlawanan, menyerah, putus 
asa, atau keterasmgan. Kedua-dua realiti adalah ketara. 
berbelang- be lang dalam cahaya, dan berlebihan dalam 
sentimen. Strategi sekatan tmej, saya tergoda untuk 
mengatakan, m1se en scene, meminjamkan dimensi 
performatif untuk produksi. lnt adalah persembahan yang 
mewujudkan perasaan berJajaran: seram dan sandiwara, 
tragedi dan komedi. rasa dan karut. Strategi persembahan 
ini mampu mengangkat mereka dan yang btasa dan 
sentimental kepada suatu tempat di a lam reflektif. · 
(Jit. 1988, "'' 19i 

Pada tahun 1997, melalui Pameran Sen1 Electron1k Pertama 
{First ElectroniC Art Show) yang dianjurkan oleh Balai Sen1 
Lukis Negara dan dikurasikan oleh Hasnul Jamal Sa1don 
dan NiranJan Rajah - Kedua dua kurator in1 berpendapat 
bahawa seni komputer telah mula terdaftar seawal tahun 
1983 apabila Kamarudzaman Md. lsa menggunakan 
bahasa pengaturcaraan komputer BASIC untuk membtna 
beberapa karya seni digital pertama di Malaysia seperti 
"Self -Portrait" (1984), "Cini" (1987) dan "Penghormatan 
kepada Bapak" (1987). Selain danpada im, rama1 penuhs 
menegaskan bahawa has1l karya "D1g1tal Collage Series· 
oleh Ismail Zain pada tahun 1988 sebaga1 satu karya 
penting yang memperkenalkan cetakan komputer sebagai 
karya seni {Hasnul Jamal Saidon, 1997. rnuka surat 10-17). 

Di samping kenyataan bahawa lsma1l Zain menggunakan 
komputer dan mesin pencetak dan bukannya l<onvensional 
seperti cat dan kanvas untuk menghasilkan stri ini dan 
bagaimana beliau membawa perihal impak globalisasi 
ke Malaysia seharusnya dicatat dan diberi perhatian 
Perlu diingat bahawa pengaruh Melayu/lslam terhadap 
kepentingan seni dan estetika seniman Melayu masih tegap 
kukuh pada tahun 1980-an. Oleh itu, ianya amat s1gnifikan 
apablla seorang semman memperkenalkan aspek dan 
impak global1sas1 dalam bentuk karya seni komputer. 
Ismail teiah menonjolkan impak global popular budaya 
massa dan budaya pop atas kesedaran Melayu. lni boleh 
d•lihat di mana bel1au aproprias1kan dan menJaJarkan imej 
dan kesenian popular seperti Ewings dalam sin TV Dallas 
di bahagian hadapan rumah Melayu tradisional dalam "Al 
Kesah" {1988). Walaupun karya nampak ceria dan bersahaJa. 
tetapt 1a sebenarnya menonjolkan penembusan media 
massa global ke dalam kesedaran dan budaya ternpatan 
Malays1a. Karya-karya lain dari dun1a yang sama termasuk 
potret digital penyany1 popular Malaysia. Shanfah Aini 
dan Sahara Yaakob dalam "Nasyid" {1988) dan "Penyanyi 
Pujaan" (1988) dan bintang Hollywood. Joan Collins 
dalam "My Fnend Lisa· {1988) Ismail Zam mendedahkan 

pengetahuan beliau tentang implikas1 semiotik imej 
d1g1tal, dengan beralih daripada menggunakan kolaj foto 
secara manual kepada koiaj yang direka oleh komputer 
Keupayaan komputer dan perisiannya memberikan beliau 
peluang untuk membubarkan aspek struktur penggunaan 
tanda-tanda dan membangunkan imeJ baharu. 
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Hassan lnterliews Ismail 7atn Otgital Collage-
Suatu Pameran Perseorangan Oleh Ismail Zain 

lOne Man Arl "xhib•tion by Ismail Zaon). Kuala Lumpur 

Piyadasa. R (1988) The 'Digital Collage· or .smail 

Za1n - An Apprecoation D•g•tal Collage Suatu 
Pamer an Pcrscorangan olel1 Ismail 7a•n 
(One Art Exhibition by Ismail Zain). Kuala Lumpur 

o,yadasa, R l1993aJ. Modern Malaystan .~rt. 1945-

1991 A HiStorical Rev.ew In C. Turner lEd.}, Tradil!on 
and Change St. Lucia. Queensland· University of 
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Piyadasa, R. \1993b). Modernist and Pos:-~1odcmJSt 
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Independence Period In j_ Clark (Ed.J. Modernity 
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P1yac!asa. R (1995) Ismail Za1n. rhe Artist lsrnail 

Zain: Retrospective f~htb<tion 1964-1991 l<uaia 
Lumpur: National Art Gallery. 

Sarena AbduUah. 12005) The Shaptng of Modern 
Art Identity 1n Malays;a_ MA Unpublished Th<>sis, 

SUNY at Butfolo, Buffalo. NY 

Usman Awang, & lsma•l Ahmad (Eds.). 11979) 

Titian Zaman -- Antoiogi PUisi Pilihan. Kuala Lumpur 
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka. 

Secara keseluruhannya. sin ini menjadi satu cabaran 
kepada amalan kontemporari seniman Malaysia pada 
masa ttu. Melalui karya-karya ini, boleh dikatakan 
bahawa Ismail Zain sangat kritika[ tentang status wira 
seniman dan seni Malaysia secara umum sepertt yang 
telah saya sebutkan pada awal kertas 1n1 Oleh itu, 
boleh dilegaskan bahawa beliau telah menunjukkan 
dan meningkatkan mobiliti penurunan seniman akibat 
daripada sikap acuh tak acuh komputer terhadap 
kemahiran sen1rnan lni mencerminkan penerimaan 
karya-karya, Piyadasa berkata. 
"Tanggapan awal seniman yang lebth berftkiran 
tradisional mengenai pameran int memang boleh 
diJangka. Karya - karya baharu oleh lsmatl Zam boleh 
diketepikan dan tidak diendahkan dalarn kalangan 
beberapa sebab ianya tidak merupakan 'karya seni asli' 
dan karya-karya int tidak rnemiliki gerakan dan tanda 
yang dihasilkan oleh 'tangan seniman'. Tambahan 
juga, seniman tersebut mungkin akan dituduh gimik 
mekanikal'. Ketiadaan 'jiwa' dalam karya-karya yang 
dihasilkan secara mekanikal ini akan tetap mendapat 
komen dan debat. Tuduhan tersebut hanya dapat 
menunjukkan rasa ketidakmampuan untuk menerima 
bahawa yang benar-benar tnovattf dan inventif adalah 
ketika Clri-ciri kreatif tni menampakkan diri berkali
ka li. • WwadDsa. 1988. ms. 7! 

Sejak itu. ramat seniman telah menggunakan pelbagai 
imej dan unsur-unsur kehidupan kontemporari dalam 
karya mereka. lni ttdak pernah berlaku sebelum ini 
kerana. kebangkitan kelas pertengahan Malaysia turut 
menyaksikan kebangkitan kepenggunaan dan perubahan 
datam gaya hidup terutamanya. dalam kalangan warga 
kola. Kepenggunaan akhtrnya menjadi satu kuasa yang 

kuat apabila rakyat Malaysia kelas pertengahan menjadi 
pengguna pelbagai produk dan mampu membeli
belah d1 pusat membeli-belah yang besar untuk 
mendapatkan pelbaga1 produk berjenama yang diimport 

Sesetengah seniman mula memerhatikan fenomena ini dan 
menggunakan pemerhatian tersebut ke atas perubahan 
gaya hidup rakyat Malaysia dengan menampakkan 
perubahan konsumensme dalam karya seni mcreka. lnt 
dapat dil1hat dalam karya sen1man-sen1man sepert1 Ahmad 

Shukri Mohamed, Yee 1-Lan, Zulktfli Yusof dan penggunaan 
kitsch oleh Roslisham Ismail sebagai sebahagian danpada 
karya mereka. 

KESIMPULAN 

Kesimpu!annya. sebagai seorang sen1man. Ismail Zain 

adalah seorang pelopor yang mengkritik amalan dan 

pensejarahan seni moden Malaysia dengan caranya 

sendtri. pemikiran kritikal dan pendekatan estetika be!iau 

menjangkau lebih daripada seniman pada zamannya 

Wa!aupun karya karya yang telah beliau has!lkan dalam 

hidupnya agak terhad berbanding seniman la1n yang lebih 

menonJol di Malaysia. secara lang sung atau tidak lang sung 

impak daripada karya-karya beliau dapat dikesan dalam 

beberapa karya sen1man Malaysia yang lebih muda sejak 

tahun 1990-an. Walaupun beliau telah bermula dengan 

strateg1 yang ambivalen dalam beberapa karyanya yang 

terdahulu. minat beliau terhadap kajian tanda·tanda dan 

pendekatan majmuk dari segi tekntk dan subjek yang 

bo!eh dibaca sebagai mematuhi strategi pascamoden 

yang lebih ketara dalam karya beliau yang terkemud1an. 

Beliau juga menyatakan bahawa, 

" ... Anda boleh melihat karya saya sejak tahun 60-an 

lagi tetapi anda tidak boleh mencari apa-apa contoh 

kerakusan. sekurang-kurangnya, tidak dengan cara yang 

saya maksudkan. Saya tidak melanggan mod ekspresionis 

sebagai asas seni. Dan saya tidak menganggap 

scenography. sama ada mental atau temporaL JUStifikasi 

yang serius untuk penglibatan kesenian. Saya rasa bahawa 

sikap itu sebagai pusal untuk sen1 telah lama hilang dan 

terkubur mat1. Kesimpulan 1ni adalah benar sama ada anda 

mahu melihat dan sudut pandangan sejarah seni Barat atau 

cuba untuk mencari kesahihannya dari sudut pandangan 

sejarah budaya kita sendiri. Saya leb1h bersengaja 

dan dialektik dalam pendekatan saya kepada sent. 
(P.•yad(1S<J. 1988. ms 7) 

*Esei inr telah dibenrangkan di 'Art and Design lnternatJOnal 

Conference 2012' (AnDIC 2012) an;uran Faku/ti Seni Lukis 

& Seni Reka, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTMJ Shah A/am. 
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ABSTRACT 

Thrs paper will drscuss a few works of lsmarl Zain m 

the larger context of ambivalent aesthetrcs and artistiC 

approach that can be suggested rn the readrng of hrs 

earlier works prior to 'Digital Collage· (1988). Ismail Zain 

(1930 - 1991). was born rn Alor Setar, Kedah and educated 

at Ravensbourne College of Art, United Kingdom and 

Slade School of Art, London University. He was the former 

Drrector of the Malaysra's Natronal Art Gallery; Director

General of Culture, f\1rnistry of Culture, Youth and Sports: 

and Director-General of the National Film Development 

Corporation (FINAS). Despite his demanding and hectic 

career, Ismail Zain was never out of touch from the 

Malaysian art world and in hrs lrfe, he has produced 

a significant number of art works that holds great 

rmportancc rn the Malaysian art history development 

This first part of this paper wrll discuss Ismail Zain's works 

that employs the ornate and floral motives and how his 

works need to be contextualised and understood withrn 

the inclinations of Malay/Islamic-centred art inherent 

during the 1970s and 1980s and also within the incomrng 

of postmodern art tendencies in Malaysia. Hence. 1 argue 

here that through these works he negotiated his artistic 

and aesthetics positron within these two proclivrties. The 

second part of thrs paper will discuss brrefly the artistic 

strategres of his more renowned work rn the context of 

postmodern art approach. 

Keywords Malaysian arts. Ismail Zain. Malay/Islamic-centred 

art. ambivalence. postmodern art 

INTRODUCTION 

Not much is known about Ismail Zain. perhaps he is 

mostly known by hrs peers and friends in the Malaysian 

art world I, myself have not known him personally or any 

of those close enough to him. and this may be due to the 

fact that I belong to another generation of art aficionado. 

There is a possibility that it rs just due to the fact that 1 

do not belong :n the Malaysian artistic circle or perhaps 

oftentimes I refuse to become personally close to the 

subject of my research interests. What interests me most 

in my researches are that the art works that these artists 

produce and the contextual circumstance that either 

drrectly or rndirectly can be suggested in influencing the 

production of the works. I read and rnterpret art works, 

analyse it. not only for its aesthetic values or its symbol 

but most importantly as an art historian. I see that it IS 

pertinent to contextualise these works in the larger 

Malaysian art historical development. It must be noted 

that art rs not untversal culturally but 1l actually derives 

its particular meaning withrn specific cultures. Therefore. 

art works must be read and understood contextually 

within not only the culture that produces it but the social 

and political aspects as well. As Dele Jegede argues, the 

decontextualisation of an art work dismantle itself from its 

most srgnificant properties conferred by rts role in specific 

cultural practices (Jegede, 1993).With this in mind. this 

paper will investigate several artworks produced by Ismail 

Zain that need to be reassessed and re-d1scussed within 

the understanding of the development of Malaysian 

art especrally rn the context of proclivity of the Malay/ 

lslamrc-art influence and the advent of postmodern art 

in Malaysia. 

Ismail Zain was born in 1930 in Alor Setar Kedah. 

He was educated at Ravensbourne College of Art. United 

Kingdom and Slade School of Art. London University 

Besides producing a few significant artworks throughout 

hrs life. the late Ismail Zain was the former Director of 

the Malaysia's National Art Gallery, Director-General of 

Culture. Ministry of Culture. Youth and Sports; and retired 

as the Director-General of the National Film Development 

Corporation (FINAS). Despite hrs demanding and hectic 

career. Ismail Zain was still an artist at heart and therefore. 

despite hrs commitment as a government administrator 

career. Ismail Zain had managed to produce a signrfrcant 

number of art works that is important in the development 

of the Malaysian. 
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Despite the fact that Ismail lain's "Digital Collage· (See 

Digital Collage -- A One-Man Art Exhibition by Ismail 

Zain. 1988) has been exemplified by Redza Piyadasa 

as a sample of a postmodernism shift 1n Malaysian art 

(Piyadasa. 1993a. 1993b) this paper w1ll d1scuss and argue 

that the works that Ismail Zain produced throughout his 

life should be read and interpreted at a more complex 

level A few significant works that he produced prior to 

"Digital Collage" (1988) are multifaceted and can be 

posited as having an 'ambivalent pos1tion.' These works 

can be read as they are seen as connected to the Malay/ 

Islamic influence on Malaysian art and yet 1f we were 

to read these works deeply it can be argued that it also 

adheres the postmodernism traits. The second part of th1s 

paper w1\l discuss further the shift in ls11ail Zain's artistic 

endeavour that have been well informed and directed by 

his critical thinking that could be inspir2d by h1s mterests 

in semiotics. His ·ambivalence' as an aesthetic strategy 

and his interests 1n social-cultural aspects and his sub;ect 

and technique in h1s infamous "D1g1tal Collage Series" - it 

demonstrated how h1s thinking and artworks should be 

read and understood within the larger complexity of the 

Malaysian art 

THE AMBIVALENCE AS AN AESTHETIC STRATEGY 

This section will discuss and argue tr·at a few of Ismail 

Zain's artworks and the aesthetic strategy that he chooses 

for these works can be read as amb valent. Th1s could 

be seen in the works espec1al\y thE works that were 

produced prior to "D1gital Collage Series· (1988) that 

represent vanous floral and ornate motives such as in the 

works "Ku Bunuh Cintaku" (1970). ·on a Clear Day you can 

see Quinlin Mounta1ns from Terengganu· (1983). "Morning 

Glory" (1988). "Meanwhtle Tam Carre in her Mother's 

laced Kebaya· (1990), "There was this Garden· [1990). and 

"The Marriage of Sultan Mansor Shah (1991) and a few others. 

The aesthetics approaches that could be seen in these 

worl<s seem to be rooting on the influence of the National 

Cultural Congress in 1971 due to the usage of floral and 

decorattve motives which I Will discuss later. It is arguable 

that these assumptions on the outlook of these works and 

the context that these works were produced should be 

problematised. This tS because. unlike other artists who 

have been largely mfluenced and aesthetically directed 

towards t11e Malay/IslamiC art influence 1n Malaysia art 

(See Sarena Abdullah, 2005) since the Congress, Ismail 

Zain was very much Influenced by critical thinking and 

he was also reading the works of a few critical thinkers 

of that t1me The late Piyadasa noted that lsma•l Zain has 

smce the 1970s referred to Marshall Mcluhan, Claude 

Levi Strauss. Roland Barthes. and John Berger in his 

conversations (Jit, 1995). Marshall McLuhan, Claude Levi

Strauss. and Roland Barthes are key figures in semiotics or 

the studies of the role of stgns as part of social life Wl1ereas 

John Berger is an art critiC \Nho wrote Ways of Seeing 

(Berger. 1972) - a seminal book that have been a key text 

at Bntish un1versities. Ismail's different way of thinking 

that was influenced by semiot1cs and postmodernism in 

general is reflected in his thoughts on modern Malaysian 

art The influence of these readings on Ismail can be seen 

in the text that he wrote for Tun Seri Lanang Lecture 

Series 11980) m which he argues that there ts a need to 

study •"1alaystan art history based on "structural analysis" 

on the study of stgns and symbols (Ismail Zatn, 1980). On 

top of that. I would like to suggest that his think•ng was 

also influenced by Lyotard's argument 1r1 his book The 

Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Lyotard. 

1993) -- the book. a semtnal reading of postmodernism. 

analyses the epistemology of postmodern culture as the 

end of ·grand narratives" or metanarratives. lsmatl Zaon 

for example, 1n his essay published in the First ASEAN 

Symposium on Aesthetics, he criticised the metanarrattve 

of Malaysian art history. He pointed out that. 

In Malaysia. for instance. since the claim tor 

modernistic attitude in the arts has never been matched 

with correspondingly equtvocal attempts to grapple wtth 

its political, social and aesthetical repercussions on the 

nattonal level. the battle cry has remamed to be no more 



than rhetorical As a result. the d•chotomous existence 

of Modernism on an environment which ts not entirely 

tn equantmity with tts canons of the West has not only 

proven to be problematic. but. in extreme cases. also 

leads to cultural delusion.· 'ls,.,J.t /ain 1989 .o 23! 

He further observed that, "The present desperate 

eclecticism of taste JS partly the result of this dementia 

Thus. the Malaysian expenence shows that in the absence 

of a sound philosophtc base entrenched wtthin a system 

that operates on a national level and the consequential 

epistemology arising therefore, the pervasive attitude 

is to value the more prosatc and explicit aspects of 

Modernism such as ensuing academism. styles. the art 

market opening speeches and the seemingly democratic 

institution of art bureaucracy compnsing a new class 

of bourgeoisie and artists/officials who Sit on panels or 

committees and makes incongruous decisions about art. 

In the nature of Hegelianism. modernism ;n a developing 

country truly seeks ttse!f in its other. except where it really 

matters.· !!smati Zain. 1989. p 23! 

The most interesting aspect of Ismail Zain's work that 

I would like to argue here is not only limited to hts last 

senes "Digital Collage· even though the signiftcance of 

the work in relation to the emergence of electrontc art in 

Malaysia could not be questtoned In t111s paper. however, 

I would !ike to argue that lsmatl Zain's interests that finally 

amassed in hts "Dtgital Collage Series" should be traced 

to his earlier works. These works used floral and ornate 

motives that have been read as reflecting the Malay/ 

Islamic art proclivities that were prominent as aesthetics 

approach by the Malaysian art1sts throughout the 1970s 

and 1980s as I have pomted out above. At this pomt, 

I would argue that Ismail Zain have negotiated his arttstic 

and aesthetics interests and produced works that can 

be read as well as accepted by both S1des -- those who 

promulgated Malay/Islamic influences as their aesthetics 

ideals and those who are more influenced by the trend 

of the international art world - namely postmodern 

approach in the arts such as conceptual art and hard edge 

abstraction that was propagated and introduced through 

exhibitions such as "The New Scene"(1969l. "expenment 

'70" (1970). "dokumentasi 72" {1972) and "Towards a 

Mystical Rea!tty" (1974). 

Of all the works that he has produced, a ew demonstrate 

or retterate the Malay/Islamic influences that I would 

claim as having an ambivalent aesthetic; approach This 

ambivalence is evident in the "Ku Bunut Cmtaku" 11970) 

that was produced rtght after the May 1969 ractal riot 

- a pertod that witnessed many new developments 111 

the Malaysian arts scene. This work was prodtJCed for 

"Manifestasi Dua Seni" exhibition that was held at Dewan 

Bahasa dan Pustaka in 1970 It was an evet1t that attempted 

to bring the /o.'\alay writers and the vtsua· arttsts together 

in an exhibition (Piyadasa, 1995, p. 40) and Ismail Zain had 

chosen to interpret Ants Sabirin's poem entitled "Kubunuh 

C1nta" (published in Usman Awang & Ismail Ahmad, 1979) 

through this work. The ornateness of "Ku Bunuh Cintaku" 

(1970) remtnds us of traditional Malay decorative elements 

or textile patterns although it only uses motives taken 

from plastic doilies Although Ismail Zain can translate 

th1s poem in a very literal way, 1t can be suggested here 

that his artistic mclination urged him to treat the subject 

matter differently. The work is undeniably highly ornate 

and decorative, evocative of songket. a tradit•onal Malay 

texttle weaving, but as if resembling the verse written 

by Anis Sabirin "Kubunuh cinta da!am hatiku pisau tajam 

berkilau!" he paints across the highly ornate piece wtth 

three horizontal stnpes to artistically detach the flow of 

the mot1ves. 

Withtn the ~ame realm, lsmatl Z<llll produced other works 

such as "On A Clear Day You Can See Quinlin Mountains 

from Terengganu" (1983), "Morntng Glory· (1988). 

"Meanwhile Tam Came m her Mother's Laced Kebaya" 

(1990). "There Was Thts Garden" 11990), "The Marriage of 

Sultan rv1ansor Shah" (1991) and a few others. The same 

motives and techniques were applied in these works 
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As he was possibly inspired by his official cultural vistt 

to China, Ismail Zain produced "On a Clear Day You Can 

See Quinlin Mountains from Terengganu· (1983). located 

by the Lijiang River. OUIIin 1s located m the northeast of 

the Guangxi Zhuang autonomous Region and is a world

renowned tourist City. wtth tts unique mounta1ns. rivers 

and karst caves. In this work, the ornate floral motives 

are located at the centre and the impressionistic image 

of Quinlin mountains appear at the top part of the work. 

Vertical stripes adorn the work at the left and right stde 

with an array of the ornate floral mot1ves which appears 

again at the top part of the work. 

In the same realm that "Morning Glory" (1988) was 

produced, the morning glory flowers adorn the top part of 

the work, the vert1cal stripes however now appear in the 

middle part of the c<>nvas with the ornate floral motives 

flanking the vertical stripes on the left and right. Another 

series of layers of thin vertical stripes frames the work at 

the left and right part of the canvas. "Meanwhile Tam Came 

in her Mother's Laced Kcbaya· (1990) also implements 

the same technique - vertical stripes in the middle part 

and another set of these stripes flanking the canvas at 

the left and right with the decorative motives at both left 

and right side of the work - it reminds me of the cutting 

of the kebaya w1th its front line and lace trimmings. The 

name Tam alludes to Malay lady that appear in the title of 

another work - "The Detribal1sation Of Tam Bte Che lat" 

(1983) which I will discuss tater. 

The techn1que of these ornate artworks however is quite 

a surprise as P1yadasa explained that Ismail Zain has used 

motives taken from a plastic table mat or doilies as the 

main source of these decorative patterns. The designs of 

the table mat or doilies have been carefully stenciled onto 

the canvas us1ng a spray gun. while three black horizontal 

bands help to emphastze the two-dimenstonality of the 

work. The use of spray gun successfully eliminates all 

gesture qual1t1es in thiS work, yet the work st1ll manages 

to retain local and ornate characteristics (Piyadasa, 1995, 

pp. 40-41). Due to these different techniques that these 

works need to be re-read. it must be noted that the works 

that I have discussed above were produced during the 

times when the fascination and interests of Malaysian 

artists are very much being mfluenced by the Malay/ 

Islamic art. One aesthetic approach lhat was popular and 

was been well accepted and used are local and regional 

motives that have been used expansively in the realm of 

fine arts. This can be seen in the works by artists such as 

Mastura Abdul Rahman. $1t1 Zainon Ismail, Fatimah Chtk, 

Noraini Nasir, Khatijah Sanusi, Mohamed Najib Dawa. Syed 

Shahabudin Syed Bakeri, and Ruzaika Omar Basaree that 

uses the underlying principle of lslam1c theology resulting 

in the form of "decorative·· art (Sarena Abdullah, 2005, pp. 

55 - 56) The works produced by these artists place great 

emphasis on the decorative elements of Malay textile such 

as batik, carvmgs. or Islamic design conventions. Artist 

such as Mastura Abdul Rahman in "Interior No. 29" (1987i 

for example. employs both architectural and decorative 

elements in her work. The work clearly demonstrates 

how the artist merged the flattened decorative elements 

derived from the ornate traditional textile tradition into 

the interior domain of the traditional Malay house. Imbued 

with a deep blue and purplish color. her work is filled with 

the Malay flavour. Within these realms. I argue that the 

works by Ismail Zain as I mentioned earlier need to be 

discussed. These works can be read and have been read 

as promulgating Malay/Islamic art as espoused by various 

Malaysian artists after the National Cultural Policy. 

But despite the inherent floral and ornate mot1ves alluding 

to the proclivities Malay/Islamic-centred art that have 

somewhat become the mainstream during the 1970s 

and 1980s, I would argue that Ismail Zain's works were 

actually mocking the fascination of Malay artists towards 

to all things inspired by the Malay culture and/or Islamic 

art. This is based on his explanation hts interest on these 

motives or images is not in their natur<>l meanings but in 

those meantngs that are g1ven to them. As I have pointed 

out earlier, Ismail Zain has always been interested in 



semiotics and th1s is inherent in one of his earlier works 

such as ·woman Crossing the Stream - After Rembrant" 

(1967). Despite the works that appear to be abstract work, 

Ismail po1nted out that he has been toying with the idea of 

the idea and not of m1mesis and in the same paragraph he 

explains about the usage of the plastic doilies or the table 

mats that he used throughout the series. 

"Like I said when I used Rembrandt's 'Woman Crossing a 

Stream' (SIC) in 1967, I didn't do it because 1t was there 

as an existing visual vocabulary nor as a metaphor. 

I was interested in it as an icon. It was the same with 

Tam binti Che Lat or the Ouelin (s1c) Mountains or the 

Wayang or those plastic doilies that I used a great deal 

m the e1ghties and the morn1ng glory flowers. The 

interest in them is not in the1r natural meanings but in 

those meanmgs which we ourselves have lent them. 

(Noordin Hassan & ls~Y~ait l<Jin, 1988. p. 231 

This statement therefore reflects the intention of the 

artists in producing the works that he produced not only 

limited to the works that employ the ornate and floral 

mot1ves but other works such as "The Detribalisation 

Of Tam Bte Che Lat" (1983) and "Sarada" (1983) and his 

"Digital Collage Series· (1988) 

SHIFTING TOWARDS THE POSTMODERN 

Besides the works that I h<~ve discussed above, in 1983 

lsma1l Zain produced ·The De-tribal1sat1on Of Tam binte 

Che lat· and "Sarada: though it was presented m a 

very abstract and impressionistic way these works can 

be suggested as highlighting the social concerns of 

Malaysia's rapid progress in particular and Asia in general. 

Although the works that I have discussed previously are 

qu1te ambivalent in its aesthet1cs position, these two 

works on the other hand, can be argued as marking 

Ismail's shift towards his bracing of the social and 

cultural aspects - one of the themes or subjects that 

usually supported by postmodernist artists Even though 

lsma1l only produces these two works in this genre - it 

later enables h1m to move on and produce the "Digital 

Collage Series· - an important series of work that either 

directly or indirectly marks the official shift of Malaysian 

art development towards postmodern proclivities In "The 

Oe-tribalisat1on Of Tam bmte Che Lat" we can see that the 

work juxtaposes an image of an old Malay woman from 

the kampong in the foreground aga1nst the 1mages of a 

modern, urban1sed, middle-class home environment from 

the grille gate to, rattan settee, a sensual belly dancer, 

a tenn1s player. 1ntenor plants and flowers, to weekend 

readmgs of Mingguan Malaysia on a rattan rocking chair. 

It can be suggested that the work implies that the old 

woman and the older generation more generally are out 

of place in the new Malaysian reality charactensed by the 

urbanised middle-class pnvacy. On the other hand, lsma1! 

Zain posit1oned his work "Sarada" (1983) agoinst a larger 

Asian framework. An image of a woman ond her baby is 

JUXtaposed against the grille and on her right is an electric 

fan, As Piyadasa suggests, 

"Ismail makes a subtle commentory on the two Asian 

extremes - the extremely rich and the extremely poor 

He draws the attention to o new kind of post-colonial 

Asian socio-economic real1ty. The work was produced 

retrospect at a time when the celebrated notion of the 

new Japanese superstate as an invincible econom1c 

JUggernaut was at 1ts very zenith." w,,.,,dasa. 1995. p. 44) 

His interest 1n highlighting the concern and effects or 

urbanisation is also m aligned with another Malaysian 

artist - Nirmala Shanmughalingam. Nirmala, for example, 

find her sources of inspiration from current Issues or 

themes that are happening around her - environmental 

degradation, poverty, illegal logging and war. This could 

be seen in her early works such as in her ·statement Series" 

(mid 1970s). "Africa Series· (1980s). "Membalak Jangan 

Sebarangan Nanti D1t1mpa Balal<" (1980s). "Vietnam Scnes· 

(1980s) etc. 

Undeniably, Ismail Zain's 1988 exhibition "Dig1tal Collage 
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represents one of t> s most srgmhcant conmbutlons 1n the 

Malays1an f'Ht scene. S1gn1ficantly, Ismail Zatn's have been 

noted and ment1oned as the v151onary of the Malays an 

computer art Although he was not :he f1rst to apply d1g1tat 

Imaging technology. he was without doubt the ftrst to 

produce a consol dated body of wor~ 1n the new med1um. 

H1s "Digital Cottage Serres· can be argued as hav1ng a 
postmodern theoretical framework embedded tn terms 

of hrs techniques. subjects and his crrttcat disposrt1on 

For this senes Ismail produced h1ghly sophistrcated 

artworks by us1ng computer programs Although the 

ftnat products of his works were actually computer prrnts 

mstead of paintrng wnat IS Important 1s that he appropnates 

var1ous •mages taken from local and fore1gn contexts and 

even :rom the mass med a Appropnat1on IS an rmportant 

and popular technique by postmodern1sts where arttsts 

JUxtapose 1mages from taken vanous med1a. bu .ding layer 

upon layer of the 1mages and mtxes these v1sual elements 

1n the1r work ThiS techmque can be seen rn the works 

ot ~heme Levtne Richard Prrnce. Joseph Kosuth Jeff 

Koons Barbara Kruger Greg Colson. and Malcolm Morley 

In regards to the appropnation Krrsren J1t asserts that. 

"The JUxtaposition of 1mages alsc put srnarl tn the forefront 

of post- modern thinkmg What fascmates and rnstructs 

most of all IS !smarts sent1ment toward •us chosen 1mages 

I ftnd him to be ent1rely free from critiCism One rmage 1s not 

p1tted aga1nst another tn a posture of hero1sm surrender. 

despatr. or alienatiOn Both reat1ties o;re palpable, dappled 

1n l1ght. and effustve rn sentiment The strategy of the 

btocktng of the 1mages I am tempted to say, the m•se en 

scene. tends a performative dtmenston to the production 

They are performances that create Juxtaposed moods 

of horror and farce, tragedy r.lnd :omedy, sense and 

nonsense Thrs kmd of performance strategy ra1ses them 

from the mundane and the sentrmertat and places them 
1n a reflecuve realm · 11 1988. p l'l 

In 1997. through Pameran Sent ElectroniC Pertama (F1rst 

Electronic Art Show) by thP National Art Gallery .:lnd 

curated by both Hasnul Jamal Sa1don and N ranJan Rajah 

- the curators have listed computer art as early as 1983 

when Kamarudzaman Md lsa used BASIC compute 

programming language to construct the frrst few d1g1tat 

artworks 1n Mataysta such as 'Self-Portrart' (1984). "Ctn1 

(19871 and Tribute to Bapak' (1987) Apart from thts. the 

authors uphold !smart Zain's "D1gitat Collages Sertes· n 

1988 as an Important work that mtroduced computer 

pnnts as a1 tworks (Hasnul Jamal Saidon. 1997 pp. 10 171 

Bestdes the fact that lsma1l uses the computer and prrnte• 

1nstead of the conventional pamt and canvas to produce 

these sertes must be noted and how lsma·l brought forth 

the subjeCt of the mpact of globatrsatron to Malays1a must 

be remarked. It must be noted that the Matay/lslam1c 

mfluence on the ar\lstrc and aesthetrc tnterest of Malay 

artrsts were stilt vuy strong dunng the 1980s - therefore. 

to have one artrst rntroduced thP r~~pPcts and rnpacts 

of globatisation 1n the form of computer artworks are 

srgnificant lsma1t nrghhghts the 1mpact of global popu ar 

mass-culture and pop culture on the 1<1alay consciousness 

Thts could be seen in the way he appropnated and 

Juxtaposed the 1mages 1nd popular cultural such as the 

Ew1ngs of the TV Series Dallas in front of trad1t1onat M;)lay 

house in "AI Kesah· (19881 E.en though the work seerT'S 

to be playful but 1t actually h1ghl1ghts the penetratron of 

gtobat mass medra rnto the Malaysian toea! culture a"ld 

consciousness Otner works of the same realm mctudcs 

the d1gital portra1ts of Malaysra popular smger Shanfah 

A1nr and Sahara Yaakob 1n "Nasy1d' 11988) and ·Penyanv 

Pujaan" (1988). and Hollywood star. Joan Collins tn "My 

Frrend Lrsa· 11988) lsma1l Zain revealed h1s grasp of tre 

semiotic impticalrO"is of the d1grtal rmage, by shrfting from 

us1ng manual photo collage to the computer generated 

colli1ges The abtlr!y of the computer and 1ts ~oftware 
allowed h1m to drssotve the structural aspect of the p ~y 
of s1gns and develop new rmages 
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As a whole. this senes sets out to be a challenge to the 

contempor<lry practice of Malay<iiln artists at that time 

Through these works, it can be suggested that Ismail 

Zain was very critical of the heroic status of the artist and 

Malaysian art ir general as I have quoted m the earl1er 

part of th1s paper. Therefore. it can be argued that he was 

pointing and raismg the descendant mobility of the artist 

that results froM the computer's mdifference to the skills 

of the artist. This was reflective of the acceptance of the 

works. Piyadasa noted that, 

'The 1nitial response of more tradltionally-mmded artists 

on the present exhibition seems pred1ctable enough. 

Ismail Zain's new works Will be dismissed in some quarters 

as not constituting 'original art works' because they lack 

the gestures and marks produced by 'the artist's hand. 

Or else, the art1st might be accused of 'mechanical 

g1mm1ckry.' The absence of that mystifying absence called 

'>oul' in these machine-rroduced works will no doubt be 

commented upon. Such accusations can only point to a 

sense of 1nabilrty to accept that which is truly innovative 

and 1nvent1ve when these features of creativity manifest 

themselves now and again • rr.yadasa. 1988. p . ;; 

Since then. many artists have used vanous images and 

elements of c::mtemporary life in their work. This is not 

unprecedented for. as the rise of the Malays1an m1ddle 

class also entailed the rise of consumensm and a shift 

in lifestyles especially among urbanites Consumerism 

eventually became a powerful force as Malaysian middle 

classes became the consumers of various products 

and able to shop in large and vanous shopping malls 

for imported branded products. Certain artists begin to 

observe this phenomenon and used the observations 

on the chan-~ing Malaysian lifestyles by noting these 

consumerist 'hilts in their art work. This can be seen m 

the works of art1sts l1ke Ahmad Shukri Mohamed. Yee 

1-Lan. Zulk1fli Yusof and Roslisham Ismail s usage of kitsch 

as part of their work 

CONCLUSION 

To conclrlcif' as an artist Ismail Zam was a forerunner who 

criticised the modern art pract1ce and history in Malaysia 

1n his own ways. his critical thinking and aesthet1cs 

approach are way beyond the arttsts contemporary of his 

times Even though the works that he produced in his life 

were quite \im1ted compared to other m-Jre prominent 

Malaysia art1sts d1rectly or indirectly. the impact 1n the 

works that he produced could be traced to some of 

the works that younger Malaysian artists have produced 

since the 1990s. Although he has started ofi with a more 

ambivalent strategies m a few of his earl1er works, his 

interests towards the study of signs and a more pluralistic 

approach in terms of techntques and subJects that can be 

read as adhering to the postmodern strategies that were 

evident in his later works. He even proclaimed that. 

You can look at my work since the sixties you may not 

fmd any example of self-indulgence. at least. not 1n the 

manner that I mean it I don't subscribe to expressionistic 

mode as a basis of art Nor do I consider scenography. 

whether it is mental or temporal. a serious JUStification 

for artistic involvement. I think that sor: of attitude as 

central to art 1S long dead and gone. -:'his conclusion 

is true whether you want to look at 1t from the point of 

view of western art historicism or try to f1nd 1ts validity 

from the standpomt of our own cultural history. I am 

more deliberate and dialectical m my approach to art." 

(PJyadilsa. 1988. p. 7! 

*Th1s essay was presented at the 'Art and Design 

International Conference 2012' (AnDIC 2012) organised 

by Faculty of Art & Design, Universiti Tekno/ogi fv!ARA 

IUiTfv!) Shah A/am. 
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