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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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