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Introduction

To Know Malaysia is to Love Malaysia: Highlights from The AFK
Collection is an exhibition introducing the narrative of the Malaysian
contemporary art movement from the 1980s until present day
through a curation of historically significant artworks by leading first
generation Malaysian contemporary artists. The artists featured -
Ahmad Shukri Mohammed (b. 1969), Ahmad Fuad Osman (b. 1969),
Ali Nurazmal (b. 1978), Anniketyni Madian (b. 1986), Fauzan Omar
(b.1951), Hamir Soib (b. 1969), Masnoor Ramli (b. 1969), Shooshie
Sulaiman (b. 1973), Yusof Ghani (b. 1950), and Zulkifli Yusoff (b.
1962) - have navigated worlds of change, witnessing Malaysia’s
transformation from a largely agrarian, newly independent country to
a nation sitting at the forefront of political, economic, technological
and social development. They have responded creatively to these
changes, with diverse practices that span the spectrum from

painting and drawing, to mixed media, photography, sculpture and
installation.

While the relationship between art and society is well documented,

it takes on a particular urgency in the contemporary world, where
discussions on contemporary art involve the networking of several
factors, from the social, political and historical, to the cultural and
the personal. In the post-colonial landscape of Malaysia, dynamic
economic growth along with social and political policies from the
1970s onwards heralded a shift in society which can be seen as giving
rise to a dynamic contemporary art movement that has continued
until today, recognising and reflecting the changing current
conditions of this Southeast Asian nation. The First National Cultural
Congress was held in 1971, and at the same time the New Economic
Policy (NEP) and New Cultural Policy (NCP) were introduced, with
the twin aims of improving the quality of life for all Malaysians,
upgrading the lives of the Bumiputras and fostering a national
cultural identity.

The evolving structure of Malaysian society due to political, social,
educational and economic policies was reflected in the art being
produced. Critical conceptual art, particularly in the form of mixed
media, abstract expressionist and installation movements, emerged
from the 1980s, heralding the beginning of Malaysia’s contemporary

art movement. An ecology and platform was being laid down, with
Fauzan Omar and Yusof Ghani emerging as key early contemporary
artists, closely followed by Zulkifli Yusoff.

1991 saw the explosive emergence of MATAHATI artist collective, of
which Ahmad Shukri Mohammed, Ahmad Fuad Osman, Hamir Soib
and Masnoor Ramli are four founding members, exemplifying the
urbanisation of once rural demographics. In response to the growing
needs of this burgeoning art scene Shooshie Sulaiman twinned her
conceptual art practice with her work as a curator and gallerist,
supporting the critical art movement with exhibitions, research

and publishing. That Malaysia’s development is a current state of
affairs is evidenced in the practices of Ali Nurazmal and Anniketyni
Madian, younger artists from the first generation who demonstrate
a continuation of experimental practices that signal a society still in
forward motion.

The works showcased in To Know Malaysia is to Love Malaysia serve
as key markers in the development of Malaysia’s contemporary

art scene. These pieces reveal the personal, social, and political
narratives that have shaped Malaysia’s artistic evolution. Through the
contributions of artists exhibited here, contemporary Malaysian art
has flourished into a vibrant movement, driven by both conceptual
depth and formal innovation.

In the late 1990s, collectors Aliya and Farouk Khan recognised that
they were witnessing the birth of a contemporary art movement
which would need patronage in order to continue flourishing. They
thus set about researching and collecting Malaysian contemporary
art. Their efforts gave rise to The AFK Collection, which today
stands out as the foremost repository of Malaysian contemporary art
globally. Their act of collection building may be read as a creative,
academic and intellectual documentation of a significant moment
in time from agriculture to industrialisation, financial and service
industries. Through The AFK Collection, independent Malaysia may
be known, understood and thus loved.



Origins of a Movement

Pioneering Malaysian contemporary artists were living through a
moment in time unlike any their forefathers had experienced. Young art
students were granted scholarships that allowed them to leave their rural
hometowns for art schools in urban metropolises, particularly Universiti
Teknologi MARA (UiTM), or art schools in the West. Two artists who
took advantage of these opportunities were Fauzan Omar and Yusof
Ghani, who returned from America in the early 1980s to take on teaching
professions in the Fine Art department of UiTM, from where they
influenced a new generation of contemporary artists through their radical
artistic practices, academic instruction and taking on of apprentices.

In America both Fauzan and Yusof received thorough instruction in
producing art via Western methodologies. Yet both questioned why they
had to turn to the West to find ways to express themselves, and sought to
grow their practices via the inclusion of Malay culture and intellectualism.
This led Fauzan to study the heritage and craft practices of his own
community including batik, a popular cultural and mercantile product of
his home state, Kelantan. Looking at this fabric technique he realised that it
does not draw from outside influences, and could therefore be considered
atruly Malaysian piece of culture. He observed the idea of layering several
images and colours in its production. Understanding this concept as one
that had been developed independently of Western influence, he began
using the idea of layering within his own artistic practice. Concurrently he
rejected the notion that the canvas was a sacred plane and began to slice,
tear and stitch canvas, leading to Layer series. Through a reconstructive
process following on from a destructive one Fauzan pushed contemporary
art in a direction unlike anything Malaysia had witnessed, pioneering the
mixed media art movement.

Similarly Yusof sought to broaden the visual language of Abstract
Expressionism through the inclusion of the vernacular expressions. His
gestural movements to land paint on canvas are guided by Malay dance
or silat movements and drew on compositional rules from East Asian
visual tradition. His early palettes made strong use of colours drawn from
local textile traditions such as bright jade green or fiery reds and yellows.
Additionally he would play Malay music while painting, embedding the
sounds of local culture into the canvas.




In the early 2000s, Hamir Soib revisited these notions of finding a

local voice to express his reality. Calligraphy was not widespread in the
Malaysian contemporary art scene yet Hamir felt that finding ways to
present Arabic text and the meanings within prayers could extend into

a discourse on the ethnoreligious identity of the Malay community and
spiritualism that had been instilled in him from his youth in the southern
state of Johor. By fully understanding the way in which Arabic letters are
constructed, he began to turn them from traditional writing fonts into
visual iconography, carrying the experiences and realities he and many
Malaysians live through.

These early works were radically different from the more representational
paintings produced in Malaysia in the earlier period. Conceptual in nature,
they exemplified art as a tool to capture the reality of a nation in flux as
Malaysia quickly developed, which led to rapid changes in what Malaysians
were seeing, experiencing, accessing and thus thinking —a sharp
reflection of swift societal progression.

10



Fauzan Omar Yusof Ghani
Untitled, 1980s Sri Tari I11, 1984

Oil on canvas
149 x198 cm

Mixed media on canvas
152x183cm
From the Layer series
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Politics, Past and Present

Socio-political themes abound in contemporary Malaysian art. Artists
respond to current issues with artistic interventions often taking the form
of paintings, installations or photography to engage audiences in critical
dialogue. These artworks not only record moments in time but provide
reflections on current events, situating them within broader contexts. In
Sidang Rakyat, Ahmad Shukri playfully draws on Malaysia’s famous use
of humour to when grappling with serious topics, as seen in the ceramic
boxing gloves he uses to depict political debate.

Pilihan by Hamir Soib stands out as one of Malaysia’s most iconic socio-po-
litical artworks. Cloaking a critique of politics, the artist was witnessing
play out in real time on the news with layers of metaphors and narrative
tools. These artworks often collapse temporal boundaries by weaving
several narrative strands into a single work. This allows for multiple per-
spectives to emerge within a single plane, ensuring an enduring relevance
for the artwork. This doesn’t just remind us that our present is history in
the making; it encourages reflection on how historical power dynamics
persist in modern institutions, policies, and cultural attitudes. Along the
way a more nuanced understanding of politics as an ongoing continuum
is fostered, one that Malaysian artists interrogate, subvert, and reimagine
through their work.

14



Hamir Soib Mohamed
Pilihan, 2005

Oil on canvas
4 panels
305X 684 cm
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Masnoor Ramli Mahmud Ahmad Shukri Mohamed
Rama in Cyberworld, 1995 Sidang Rakyat (The People's
Forum), 2002

105 ceramic boxing gloves, table, chair and fabric
Dimensions variable

Mixed media on canvas
157 x218 cm
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Shifting Landscapes

The relationship between local development and contemporary art

in Malaysia unfolds a rich narrative that delves into critical themes

such as societal transformation, cultural identity, and environmental
consciousness. As government initiatives accelerate urbanization of rural
communities, contemporary art becomes a powerful tool for capturing and
reflecting the intricate complexities of these transformations. Malaysian
artists are keen observers and commentators, using their work to address
and critique socio-dynamic landscapes shaped by rapid development,
while focusing on pressing issues like environmental degradation, cultural
preservation, and redefining identities.

Malaysia’s local development is characterized by a swift and profound
shift from traditional agrarian lifestyles to bustling urban environments.
From the start, Malaysian artists have noticed that these transitions,
primarily fueled by ambitious economic goals, must be navigated with an
eye on retaining the Malaysian soul which is defined through ecosystems
and heritage. We see a connection throughout the Global South, where
concerns for the land and ecology are paramount. As populations
migrate towards urban centers, the physical landscape undergoes

drastic alterations, while long-standing traditions and values risk being
overshadowed by the allure of modern consumer culture. This situation
creates a striking contrast between the fast-paced urban lifestyle and the
deep-rooted Malaysian heritage, which is intricately linked to the country’s
natural environment.

Against this backdrop, contemporary Malaysian artists have embraced
the roles of both commentators and critics of these societal changes. Their
creative expressions investigate the multifaceted relationships that exist
between urban growth, natural ecosystems, and consumerist ideologies.




Ahmad Shukri Mohamed
Rupa dan Jiwa, 1993

Assemblage on wood construction
100x85x8cm;100x69x8cm
From the Cabinet series

Anniketyni Madian
Kayu Betimbau, 2017

Hardwood
170X170 X 23 cm
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Ahmad Fuad Osman
Midnight Song (Mulu), 1993

Oil on canvas
97Xx122cm

Hamir Soib Mohamed
Sepat oh Sepat, 2006

Qil on canvas
175 X248 cm

Sapat o\.. §1¢44~
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History, Unfiltered

Malaysian contemporary artists, like many across the Global South,
critically revisit history to question dominant narratives shaped by
colonialism and postcolonial nation-building. Their work reflects an urgent
self-reflection on identity, power, and cultural memory, challenging the
way in which colonial legacies colour how Malaysia’s past is known. This
practice mirrors a global decolonial movement, where artists interrogate
the way in which historical events are relayed, and revive indigenous
knowledge and local traditions.

Within this tendency of self-reflection and questioning of historical
moments and realities, an archival impulse emerges. Malaysian artists
often engage with the archive as a catalyst for making. Their processes
shift archives from passive subjects to active materials by creating spaces
for critical reflection and questioning, rather than producing illusionistic
reproductions. At times this is through asking how knowledge is codified
and verified, as Zulkifli Yusof does in Hujan Lembing Di Pasir Salak where
he raises awareness on the circumstances and consequences of the
death of British colonial officer JJW.W. Birch in 1875. At other times it is

in an attempt to make the past present for contemporary audiences, as
Ahmad Fuad Osman does in his series Recollections of Long Lost Memories
where he humorously inserts the modern day portrait of a friend into
iconic Malaysian historical photos. Repurposing these archival materials
deconstruct accepted meta-narratives, fostering intellectual spaces where
histories may be described by those who own them.

Other times Malaysian artists build on cultural heritage through
conceptual contemporary approaches to build hybrid visual languages
that speak to both local and global audiences. This can be seen in
Fauzan Omar’s series Diversity and Unity Painting which pairs visuals
from Modern American art posters that the artist brought back from
Californian museums against traditional batik patterns. In Siri Wayang:
Impian Jugra and Siri Topeng Juragan, Yusof Ghani reminisces on
theatrical activities that were once a leading form of disseminating
information, much as the news does today. Ultimately, Malaysian
contemporary art invites viewers to rethink history as a fluid, contested
space—one where personal and collective memory continue to shape
how we understand who we are today.
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Zulkifli Yusoff Yusof Ghani
Hujan Lembing Di Pasir Salak, 2009 Sri Wayang: Impian Jugra, 1996

Embossed dye, acrylic, printing ink on canvas
244 x 488 cm

Qil on canvas
133 X204 cm
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Fauzan Omar Ahmad Fuad Osman
Matisse & Batik Kelantan 1, 1993 Ping Pong Diplomacy, 2012

Qil on canvas

183x214 cm
From the Recollections of Long Lost
Memories series

Acrylic, spray acrylic, cut canvas
138x123cm

From the Diversity & Unity
Painting series
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Surrealism and Expressionism

The explosive emergence of MATAHATI in 1991 marks a significant shift
towards a contemporary artists period, representing a clear departure from
the Modernist era. Works produced by the collective members, such as
Fragile: Handle with Care by Ahmad Fuad Osman and Once Upon A Time
by Masnoor Ramli illustrate the notion that paintings can be reimagined
and made relevant in today’s context. These artists meticulously weave
storytelling into their creations, drawing upon rich local and personal
narratives. A notable example is Fuad's Fragile: Handle with Care, where he
recontextualizes traditional Malay legends, allowing them to resonate with
contemporary audiences and breathe new life into old tales.

Within this artistic practice, storytelling assumes a pivotal role. It positions
the artist not just a creator but as a storyteller, with the viewer serving as
a crucial participant in the narrative. Within the realm of Expressionism,
the viewer becomes indispensable to the artwork's impact; the emotions
that the artist seeks to convey reach their full potential only when met
with the viewer’s engagement. This intimate connection is embodied

in the experience of collector Farouk Khan with Yusof Ghani’s Wajah
Series: Entourage. During Khan'’s surgery, the personal installation of 40
expressive faces by the artist to frame Khan’s room becomes a powerful
testimony to the deep tie between artist and collector, underscoring the
vital role of personal narratives within the context of emotion in art.

Moreover, many works from this period reflect a thread of contextualized
surrealism, led by artists like Hamir Soib. In pieces such as Pilihan and
Sepat oh Sepat, he presents imagery that conjures fantastical compositions,
combining familiar elements with surrealist twists that evoke both
recognition and unease. These artworks span across different spaces, times
and memories, further highlighting the critical importance of storytelling
as a fundamental aspect of artistic expression.

Is it also worth noting that in Malaysia, oral and visual modes of
documentation have historically played a more prominent role than
literary forms. This tradition has significantly contributed to the country’s
rich cultural landscape, which deeply informs and inspires contemporary
artistic expressions, making them unique in their essence and approach.
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Shooshie Sulaiman
Lelaki Perempuan, 2005-07

Mixed media on canvas
122 X122 cm
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Ali Nurazmal Yusoff
Push Button, 2015-16

Qil on canvas
229 X153 cm
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Yusof Ghani
Entourage II, 2006 (detail)

Oil on canvas

40 panels

19 x 19 cm (each)
From the Wajah series

On page 38

Fauzan Omar
Luminosity 3 (Unpleasant Weeds),
1989-90 (detail)

Mixed media on canvas
4 panels

155 x 125 (each)

From the Layer series
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