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Abstract

Public art in Malaysia is an emerging discipline whose practice exists as informal rules of
thumb rather than as codified standards. Aside from the famous Tugu Negara (National
Monument), today, public art in Malaysia has a phantom quality because it lacks clear
definition. This study examines the definition and vocabulary of public art in Malaysian
context and develops coherent critical and theoretical framework in the development of

public art practices.

This is the first study of its kind. The thesis describes the historical development of public
art in Malaysia from the ‘Eurocentric’ era, to post - May 1969 which instigated an acute
consciousness and crisis of identity, right up to recent attempts at furthering the
'indigenous’, or 'national’, character of modern Malaysian art. This is crucial in explaining
how public art has been perceived as an aspect of cultural integration and diversity and to
construct new identities, based on cultural and social realities that are peculiar to Malaysia.
The thesis examines and evaluates the issue in public art, and on the many different
policies adopted in the Malaysian public art practices. Based from field work in the Federal
Territory of Putrajaya, a compilation of public artwork (sculpture) has been mapped to help
understand diverse public art typology and the context in which the public art is being
presented. The study takes a qualitative case study approach, analysing policy
documentation, historical and cultural documents, interviewing artists, architects,

academicians, local authority officers and governmental organisations.

In conclusion, this research has identified the correct description for public art definition in
Malaysia where it is different from the western narratives as the main contribution of this
thesis. While the western narratives context celebrates figurative form; Malaysian public
art is non-figurative and is based upon a decorative tradition. This thesis has also
contributed a clear chronology process of complex public art planning and commissioning
process base upon the analysis of the ‘Malaysian’ documents and making comparison
between present process used by the local authority offices, Ministry of Unity Art, Culture
and Heritage Malaysia, and the National Art Gallery Malaysia. Finally. this thesis provides
a sample of electronic database (see Appendix 4), first of its kind, as a methodological way
for future researchers interested in the development of a successful public art programmes

in Malaysia, as well in development for the Malaysian public art policy that will sct

standard and coherent objectives for public art practices.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Statement of Research Background



Chapter One
Introduction and Statement of the Research Background
1.1 Introduction

“I couldn 't understand this public sculpture”(sic.)

Schoppert (2007)

Public art is not simply art placed outside. When considering public art, emphasis is
often placed on the word ‘art’ with very little consideration paid to the “public’
context. According to Sharp, Pollock and Paddison, 2005, in this respect, public art is
‘no different from art in general, where matters of taste and preference become
paramount’. Public art has received a mixed reception both by the public and the
authorities. The result of this is confusion over its multi-faceted role and aspects of
the practice. In Malaysia this confusion is exacerbated by the fact that public art itself
is a new term in the Malaysian art scene. It is sometimes seen as a manifestation
based on political and cultural aspirations that intersect with city’s beautification

efforts which celebrate perfection base on wished for imagery.

Although Malaysia is relatively young in the development of the visual arts within the
Southeast Asia region, it aspires to be an art and cultural tourism' capital. Anil Netto
(2005) a political and social journalist for Asia Times journal, states that Malaysia made
RM30 billion from tourism in 2004, up from RM21.3 billion in 2003, and RM25.8
billion in 2002. According to the Malaysian Tourism Promotion Board economic report
2007/2008, tourism (cultural tourism) accounts for nine percent of Malaysian economy.
This increase indicates Malaysia“s economic focus and growth in cultural tourism

Cultural tourism generally focuses on traditional communities who have diverse



customs, unique forms of art and distinct social practices, which distinguish it from
other types/forms of culture. Composed primarily of Malays, Chinese and Indians,
Malaysian culture is best described as cosmopolitan and forms a diverse and vibrant
society that is unique. Nowhere else in the world can one find three major races, and
various smaller indigenous tribes actually actively sharing in one other's cultural
richness. Cultural tourism in Malaysia showcases the traditions of the three major
races and indigenous cultural communities (i.e. festivals, rituals), and their values and
lifestyle. This cultural richness is being promoted through the diversity of its art and
culture which is displayed and consumed, by developing venues for arts and cultural
events. According to the Malaysian Tourism Board (2007) during the launch of a
cultural tourism event in Australia:

*...this promotion is one of Tourism Malaysia’s efforts to create
higher consumer and trade awareness on the diverse attractions in
Malaysia, particularly its art and culture especially during Visit
Malaysia Year 2007°.

Malaysian Tourism Board (2007: 2)

The Malaysian National Art Gallery in collaboration with the Ministry of Unity
Culture, Arts and Heritage has also encouraged and initiated discussions and debates
on the development of visual culture by emphasising the importance of visual art in
the search for a ‘Malaysian’ national identity. Public art has been adopted in major
cities like Kuala Lumpur (Capital city), Penang (Northern Malaysia), Kuching
(Eastern Malaysia), Johor Baharu (Southern Malaysia) and the Federal Territorv of
Putrajaya (Administrative city) as a part of the promotion and support to enhance this

vision. In the news report by the Malaysian STAR newspaper (2006):



‘ The Ninth Malaysian Plan"* allocated the sum of RM442.4 million
for the promotion of culture, art and heritage programmes, with 63
percent used for preservation and conservation of cultural heritage
and the balance for implementing various arts and culture
programmes at state and district levels in Malaysia’

(The STAR, 2006)

A large number of organisations in the public and private sectors in Malaysia have
been encouraged to promote public art work in the cities to play a key role in
enhancing or strengthening a place or local identity. But whilst public art is employed
to adorn urban areas, there is also confusion and questions about its definition and
role. An interview participant ACJ1 (2006) states

‘I see a lot of public art in the United States and in the European
cities. But in Malaysia, somehow public art has not been thought of

carefully’.
ACIJ1 (2006: 3)

McCarthy (2005: 2) states that consequences of place branding can lead to
homogeneity and the erosion of distinctiveness if the term “public” is applied as a part
of a serial replication of local elements rather than sensitive adaptation to

context. Whatever critical dialogue that may have emerged, the complicated
relationship and the complexity behind the regional characteristics’ and behind
Malaysian multifaceted identities which are constantly shifting according to time and

place in the region, is also a contributing factor towards the already “inescapable’

confusion.



Selwood (1995: 6) states that ‘public art is notoriously ill-defined’. Miles (1997: 4)
even considers that the very term ‘public art’ is, from a UK perspective, something of
an oxymoron. The mosaic inspiration of numerous styles and influences in art
development in the Malaysia’s art development history is making the pinpointing of a
specific definition difficult. Shin (1999) suggests:

‘...the concept of public art has changed continuously since it
emerged and that the definition of public art needs constant
reviewing’.

Shin (1999: 5)
The initial problem that I was confronted with has been to create a definition of public
art in Malaysia. According to Selwood (1992: 6) ‘this is in itself has been contested

within the art world’. Interview participant GAV1 (2007) states

‘There was a problem of definition, even within the trained arts
community. In Malaysia it is such that artists, academics, and
cultural commentators don’t have a role in deciding what public art
should be. All of these powers lie within the local councils, and the

local councils don’t consult the artist’
GAV1 (2007: 4)

While Denett (2004) states:

‘The phrase ‘public art’ is generally accepted as a catch-all term
that encompasses the making or placing of art in non-gallery

settings’.
Denett (2004: 2)

Generally, public art is defined as art work commonly exposed in the public domain
and is a term that refers to works of art created using diverse form of media in built or
natural environment. In Malaysia, public art being a relatively new term, hence the

importance of having a dedicated definition for public art in Malaysia takes a



secondary role. Artists and organisations that help to instigate the purpose and value
for public art have generated individual definitions and a role for public art. It is
difficult to detect any trend or styles let alone give a specific definition to public art.
To help give a clearer understanding of role, purpose and meaning in public art, this
research attempts to create a historical and theoretical context to place public art in the

development of visual art in Malaysia.

The history of public art development in Malaysia is chequered. Before Malaysia
became an independent country in 1957, the only form of public art were the
monuments erected in the image of British founders and sited in public squares, as the
symbol of British rule, particularly celebrating their Imperial control. Other visible
forms of public sculpture are found in places of worships like temples or monasteries.
A clearer development of public art could only be identified during the post-
independence era. It was only then that an urgent need for national identity emerged
and for artworks that reflect aspects of the country’s diverse spatial and socio-cultural

beliefs.

The need for changes also reflects the broader shift in visual art development in
Malaysia. It influences the conception of public art as primarily an object of
commemoration or to enforce the will of authoritarian power, to a progressive form of
art that has greater inclusion of. This change involves collaborative participations
between artists, art institution and the member of the public, which addresses the
relationship between art practices and the production of identities. It also assists in
challenging the ideological establishment of art and creates a balance between socio-

economic relations and public art programmes today.



Figure 1.1a  The National Monument Malaysia (left) and
Figure 1.1 b  /wojima Monument in the United States (right)

In 1963 the ‘National Monument™ (see Figure 1.1a) was the first of many public art
interventions in Malaysia funded by the United States government and was built
mirroring the /wojima monument in the United States. At that time, Malaysia was
faced with the threat of communist resurgence; an overspill from the Vietnam War.
Malaysia is one of the few countries in Southeast Asia to receive monetary support
from the Unites States in an effort to combat the spread of communism in the region.
This monument is a testament to changes in the development of public art in Malaysia
which saw the use of public art as a tool for nationalist reformation. In the 1970°s saw

a sudden flood of public sculptures and murals in the country.

In the 1970’s the use of public art to encourage the notion of solidarity is important in
an effort to heal the emotional damage between races in Malaysia after the race riots
of the 13™ May 1969. To ensure that the darkest incident in Malaysian history would
never happen again, a liberal approach based on cultural diversity was employed.

Public art is one of the many tools used to achieve this healing process. In 1971, the




National Cultural Policy was formulated to enrich the national identity, strengthen
cultural understanding among the ethnic groups and incalculate consciousness and

appreciation of arts and culture among the people (Malaysian Laws and Policy on

Culture, 2004).

But as quickly as the development of public art saw a positive increase in early
1970°s, and in early 1980’s, by the end of 1980’s public art had to take two steps
back due the worldwide economic crisis. It lay dormant and many public art
developments were shelved. The attention of the country turned into getting through
the crisis. In the mid 1990’s, there was a revitalised interest in the use of public art
again and this time it was employed to enliven public spaces in the cities. Public
artwork sprung up in cities like Kuala Lumpur and Putrajaya and evidence suggests
that public art in Malaysia has been steadily growing since mid 1990°s. This has been
based on a growing awareness of the functions of public art in the country. Interview
participant GAV1 (2007) states

‘...growing numbers in public arts that have started to come up in
new townships. In order to be an award winning township for

example, one must have all these things (public art) and full fill the
criteria’
GAV1 (2007: 7)

Naturally, with the growth of public artworks in Malaysia, questions were raised
about its contribution to future of public art in the country. This bourgeoning question
has been asked by many local artists and art enthusiasts. Increasingly, there have been

many attempts to define and understand the role of many sculptures in Malaysia and a



persuasive argument about the politicisation of public art. Without any guidance,

misconceptions and confused thoughts on public art’s values and purpose occur.

In Malaysia there are many organisations that support the development of public art in
Malaysia. A public art project usually involves a wide range of individuals and
organisations. This collaboration greatly affects the nature and the outcome of the
public art project. The process of commissioning public art project in Malaysia is
unique with regards to the lack of formulated guidelines and transparent
commissioning procedures; and this can sometimes be awkward and frustrating to

individual artists, developers, private owners and commissioners alike.

To map the development of public art in Malaysia it would be helpful to look into the
model that is being adopted in the western countries. Public art in western countries
like the United Kingdom and the United States took a quantum leap in the early
1970’s with the notion of ‘site-specific’ art: work designed for a particular place,
taking into account the site's physical surroundings as well as other environmental or
social factors. Kwon (2006) states:

Emerging out of the lessons of minimalism, site-specific art was
initially based in a phenomenological or experiential understanding
of the site, defined primarily as an agglomeration of the actual
physical attributes of a particular location, with architecture serving

as a foil for the art work in many instances.
Kwon (2006: 3)

In Malaysia, public art has yet to achieve a common standard both in its contribution

and its regulatory development. It is sometimes seen as an after-thought. Darke (2004)

states:



“Today’s public art overall is less concrete, less substantial. [t 1s
not necessarily designed to be site specific’ but it is always
somehow taking the cultural factors seriously’

Darke (2004: 2)

As interview participant ACR3 (2006) states:

"...when a new development of township in Malaysia is completed,
nobody will think about public art until someone proposes or a
private owner wanted to have public sculpture. If you want your
artwork to be publicly displayed to the public and the idea accepted
by the local authority; artists, architect and desi gners have to
conform to cultural aspect of the people and always consider the

Islamic sentiment’
ACR3 (2006: 5)

For the most part, public art in Malaysia has gone through many trials and errors from
the complexity of Malaysian bureaucracy, to the benefits of public artwork. Probabl y
the greatest problem is the lack of critical writing and archiving of public art records.
As Malaysia is trying to reflect and re-invent itself as a technologically advanced,
urbanised and liberal Muslim society, perhaps it sometimes fails to reflect the

importance of public art in its infrastructure and architecture.

1.2 Impetus for the Research

There have been many motivations for this research. It started innocently when [ was
lecturing at LIMKOKWING University of Creative Technology in Cyberjaya,
Malaysia. On a field trip to the Federal Territory of Putrajaya with my final year
Interior Architecture students, the group came across a public sculpture in a court yard
of the Palace of Justice. Whilst admiring the stone work by Ramlan Abdullah, (a

reputable Malaysian public artists) a group of visitors walking by the sculpture were
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laughing and jokingly commented on the waste of tax payer's Ringgit for the piece of
“assembled’ marble stone. The comment sparked a question as to how many other
similar public artworks received the same unfortunate remarks. Interest grew when |
came across public sculptures in the capital city Kuala Lumpur and in the Federal
Territory of Putrajaya. Some were newly constructed whilst others were hidden in an
inconspicuous location. Such examples of public art (sculptures) are the 1963
National Monuments located near the Parliament building, the 1988 *ASEANA Park’
in the Lake Garden in Kuala Lumpur and the newest addition to the list, the 2007

Millennium Monument in Putrajaya.

Public art in Malaysia has always had a ‘phantom role™. Unless public sculpture is
being erected and located in major roundabouts, the public will walk past it and take
no notice. From this observation, I extended my research to look for academic papers
and intellectual discussions on the development, roles and purpose of public art in
Malaysia and the result was disappointing. In relation to all the public art work I have
seen, there have been very few academic papers on the history and development of

public art in Malaysia.

While speaking to artists, architects and friends, I realised there is a burgeoning
interest in public art, but there have never been any serious attempts to research,
document and write on public art in Malaysia. Surprisingly, whilst conducting
research on public art, I came across a few documents from the late 1970’s (National
Art Policy and PAM urban Planning policy) and Malaysia Law and Policy on Culture

(2004) that interestingly indicates a foundation for visual art and public art historical
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development. Inspired by the interest of many local artists I have met throughout my
journey in understanding public art in Malaysia, [ decided to conduct in-depth
academic research into the development of public art in Malaysia, with the hope of

pioneering further research and practical development in Malaysia.

1.2.1 Motivation Factors

The first motivational factor for conducting this research derived from the notion that
Malaysia lacks an historical understanding and intellectual direction in public art
development. There is almost no research on public art, be it academic papers or
intellectual discourse. There has been much interest in the subject but few have been
willing to explore experiment and research aspects of history, policies and current
development of public art within the Malaysian context. Since staring this research,
there has been some interest from local art organisations and the Malaysian National
Art Gallery, but not sufficient to spark further development. What activities there are
appear scarce and fragmented. As a result, public art in Malaysia is still inspired by
contemporary developments comparable to Western modern art, under the same

dominating Western aesthetic paradigm.

This research aims to be the catalyst and provide a proper documentation and a
foundation for further experimentation and exploration of public art within the local
context not only in Malaysia but also in many other modern societies. It is also hoped
that this research can encourage future researchers and public art enthusiasts in

Malaysia to explore the historical development of public art.



The second motivational factor in this research is based on my personal interest in the
development of a public art typology in Malaysia, especially looking at the Federal
Territory of Putrajaya as a case study. With a background in architecture and Visual
Communication, I have always been intrigued by the usage of imagery and visuals to
communicate specific encoded messages to the public audience, whilst looking at the
mechanisms used to control and regulate the style and typology of public art. The
experience of recording the typology of public art (sculptures, mural, landscapes) in
the Federal Territory of Putrajaya and Kuala Lumpur have given me some clarity and
opened up further interests into how public art is being perceived and accepted, and
how public art practices address the relationship between nature and the built
environment, and the local socio-cultural background of a new technologically

advanced, urbanised, liberal Muslim society.

This study help to identify and build a comprehensive database of public art in
Putrajaya that could be used for reference for future researchers. This research has
given an indicative framework when looking for an authentic characteristic of
Malaysian public art. It also offers a theoretical model for analysing and typifying

public sculpture that I hope will be of use internationally.

The final motivational factor is based upon the succession and development of the
National Development Program (NDP) introduced in 1991 which succeeded the
National Economic Planning (NEP), launched in 1971 and ended in 1990. The NDP
programmes have helped to reduce the social disparity between the Chinese minority

and the ‘Bumiputra'6 majority by giving them the opportunity to further their tertiary



education in art by providing them with academic scholarships. The purpose of this
program is also to bridge the gap between the few art elitists’ in Malaysia who are
mostly Chinese. As beneficiaries of the NDP/ NEP academic scholarship programme
I feel that it is important to investigate the success story of the NDP/NEP
programmes, and how it has helped to train artists, hence influenced the style and
typology of public art in Malaysia. The NDP is often used as a yardstick to measure
the development of policies which is instrumental in the development of a socio-

cultural and economic stability.

The NDP is also known as the economic planning progamme which clearly
encourages the creation of a national identity through all forms of cultural and visual
art manifestations. Its philosophy is to develop a Malaysian nation that is
knowledgeable and possesses a balance of both external and internal competencies
(Malaysian Laws and Policy on Culture, 2004: 10). There has been substantial
funding for the development of art centers and an upgrade of the national educational
curriculum that include the introduction of a higher level visual art education in
schools and higher learning institutions to encourage visual literacy. My research aims
to uncover the usage of the NDP as instrument for developing a public art policy with
the sole interest to help local authorities, artists, architects, urban planners and

enthusiasts in the promotion of public art in Malaysia.



1.3 Aims and Scope of Research
1.3.1 AIM 1: An Understanding of Complex Decision Making Involved in
Planning and Producing Public Sculpture in Putrajaya
The first aim of this research is to understand the complex decision making process
involved in planning and producing public sculpture in Putrajaya. The investigation
gives an insight into the different type of initiatives, policies and enactments used in
the development of public art in the Federal Territory of Putrajaya. This study
provides a broader conceptual framework for the development of public sculpture
particularly in terms of its spatial planning. This study also looks at public art
practices in the Federal Territory of Putrajaya. It also helps to identify the individuals,
organisations and government bodies that were involved in the planning and
production of public sculptures. In turn this helps to understand the increasing
partnership between the public and private sector commissions, issues on bureaucracy
and the expansion of arts policy as well as the involvement of artists, architects and
planners in many areas. This aim also reveals the significance of public sculpture in
Malaysia and how it has developed into an important tool in enhancing or

strengthening a place or developing a local identity.

1.3.2 AIM 2: Identify the Forces That Define and Generate

Malaysian Public Art
The second aim of the research is to identify and evaluate the many different forces
which help define and generate Malaysian public art. Identifying those forces that
define public art in the local context helps to explain the current public art practices
and public sculptures typology. This research explains how cultural policy influences

the generation of public art in Malaysia, create an understanding of how public art 1s



being perceived and accepted; and explains how visual art practices address the

relationship between nature, the built environment and social, cultural and economic

benefits.

1.3.3 AIM 3: Identify Contemporary Visual Art Practices In

Malaysia in the Arena of Public Art
The third aim of this research is to assess the role of contemporary visual art practices
in Malaysia especially in the arena of public art. This research provides useful
understanding of the diversity of visual art practices and provides information,
suggestions and guidelines on the individuality and differences of styles, media,
subject matter, and aesthetic qualities which is necessary in generating the artwork.
The findings are offered as benchmarks for artists, organizations and for the
development of public art programmes as well as to facilitate further studies in this

field.

1.3.4 AIM 4: To Undertake the First Cataloguing of Key Public
Sculptures in the Federal Territory of Putrajaya

The fourth aim of this research has been to catalogue, document, identify and map key

public sculptures in the Federal Territory of Putrajaya. [ provide a database for

classifying all manners of visual activities that can be found in Putrajaya. This

database serves as a record and provides suggestions and recommendations to the

modelling of future cataloguing of key public sculptures in Malaysia.
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1.3.5 AIM 5 To Create a Robust Model of Public Art That Has Broad
International Relevance in Post-Colonial Settings

The final aim of this research is to create a robust model of public art that has broad

international relevance in Post-Colonial settings. It helps to understand the issues and

context in which public art is adopted to enhance the identity making in post colonial

cities. This model could be used as a template for practitioners and researchers who

are interested in art in post-colonial settings.

1.4 Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research methods are
designed to help researchers understand people and the social and cultural contexts
within which they live. Myers (1997: 2) quoting Kaplan and Maxwell (1994) argues
that the goal of understanding a phenomenon from the point of view of the
participants and its particular social and institutional context is largely lost when
textual data are quantified. Bell (1993: 6) states that "qualitative research enables
researchers to seek insight rather than statistical analysis’ whilst Mason (2002)

emphasized:

‘Qualitative research enables researchers to explore a wide array of
dimensions of the social world, including the texture and weave of
everyday life, the understandings, experiences and imaginings of our
research participants, the way that social processes, institutions.

discourses or relationship work, and the significance of the meaning

that they generate.’
Mason (2002: 1)

It was considered appropriate to use the qualitative method and descriptive approach

for this research in order to obtain relevant information about the development of
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public art in Malaysia. This is because to date, there have been very few local
researchers studying public art in Malaysia. It is therefore understandable that there is
very little relevant literature on public art to support this thesis directly. This research
mainly depends on primary resource materials and employs three phases: literature
review, mapping current provision (interviews and document analysis) and case

studies.

In order to obtain relevant information, I have examined and made a causal
comparative review between the Western documents and the current ‘Malaysian’
documents (enactment, policies and samples of commission briefs). This helps to
compare the likeness and difference among phenomena to determine if certain factors
or circumstances tend to accompany certain events, conditions, or processes and

examined in their social and historical context.

I have also conducted qualitative ethnographic style interviews with the four
categories of group: academicians, professionals, authorities and organisations (refer
to figure 1.3). This has contributed significant knowledge on public art. Even though
there are specific question used as template during the interview, an open ended
question was structured to fit the individual interviewed. It differs from traditional
structured questioning in several important ways. First, although the questionnaires
may have some initial guiding questions or core concepts to ask about, there 1s no
formal structured protocol. This allow for flexibility which enables the interview
participant to answer questions according to their specific knowledge and
involvement. This also allows researchers to better access the respondents' true

feelings on an issue. Second, I was free to move the conversation in any direction ot



interest that may come up. Consequently, open ended questioning is particularly

useful for exploring a topic broadly.

The interview started with questions relating to their personal background and their
involvement with visual art in general before being drawn into more specific
questions on public art. This not only helps break the ice, but also helps build trust
between the researcher and the interview participant. Once the connection between
the researcher and interview is established, the questionnaire focused on specific topic

like their involvement within the context of public art for example.

To further help with this research, I analysed case-study images of public sculptures
in the Federal Territory of Putrajaya, Kuala Lumpur and Cyberjaya, cultivating a
visual geography of place, providing framework for public art typology in Malaysia.
This helps probes in depth into an individual situation with the intent of diagnosing a
particular condition and give further clarity in public art development. Finally I
analysed existing theoretical framework in public art which largely been written by
Western scholars. I have sought to consider the arguments concerning the role and

importance of public art which is relevant to the Malaysian context

1.4.1 Phase 1 - Literature Review
The first phase helped to establish a theoretical framework for the significant value,
role and importance of public art in Malaysia. Bell (1993) states:

*A literature review may help to devise a theoretical or analytical

framework as a basis for the analysis and interpretation of data’.

Bell (1993: 33)
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All researchers collect many facts, but then must organise and classify them into a
coherent pattern. The literature search involves the review of previous local and
global discourse and theories related to contemporary visual arts in Malaysia and
Western countries. Literature specifically on public art found within a Malaysian
context is seldom available; therefore it is important to disseminate the data and
information based on the visual art theoretical framework from western visual art

practices and theory.

[ also consider the ideological and political literature, and debates about cultural and
art policy, which contribute towards development of public art policy as well as other
materials that relate to contemporary visual art practices in Malaysia particularly in
the arena of public art. Literature review permeates the research and supports the

clarification of issues for the case studies.

1.4.2 Phase 2 - Mapping Current Provision

My first fieldwork in Malaysia in 2006 took the form of a series of surveys and
interviews, and a thorough investigation into the current provision of visual art
practices. A survey of Putrajaya and the location of public sculptures helped to focus
this research. I have followed Bell (1993: 10) who states that “the aim of survey is to
obtain information which can be analysed and from which patterns can be extracted
and comparison made’. It was also emphasised by Robson (1993) stating that:

‘It is a common method for the collection of standardised

information from a specific population.’
Robson (1993: 49)
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I intended to obtain an overall description of the current state of implementation of
contemporary visual art practices in Malaysia. A pilot interview was conducted in
2006 to help understand issues on public art in Malaysia and generate a scope for the
research. This interview was important to help uncover unseen problems and issues.

As stated by Bell (1993):

*...the interview can yield rich materials and can often put flesh on
the bones of questionnaire responses.’

Bell (1993: 91)

Therefore, this phase helped to identify the boundaries of the research areas and
location of public art and the collected data is used to give a clear description of the
style and approach of public art practices, and of the organizations involved with the

decision making.

1.4.3 Data Collection and Recording

Twenty eight research participants from different background and involvement with
the development and public art practice were interviewed. The interviews were
carried out using a semi-structured interview approach and open-ended questions.
The interviews were tape recorded and subsequently transcribed. In order to attain
pertinent and appropriate information and greater access to the real context of public
art this approach enables the interviewer to get a more valid response from the

participant’s perspective with some guidance of questions by the interviewer. As

Burns (2000) emphasised:

Rather than having a specific, an interview schedule or none at all.

an interview guide may developed for some parts of the study in



which, without fixed wording or fixed ordering of questions, a
direction is given to the interview so that the content focuses on the

crucial issues of the study.

Burns (2000: 424)

Using standardised open-ended questions has a number of advantages. As stated by
Fink (1995) that ‘the responses to open-ended questions can be very useful, often
yielding quotable material’ whilst Waddington (2000) states:

‘...open-ended questions allow respondents to include more
information, including feelings, attitudes and understanding of the

subject.’
Waddington (2000)

This allows researchers to better access the respondents' true feelings on an issue. The
fieldwork also involved the compilation and categorisation of documentary materials
including national and local enactments, historical documents, academic journals and
writings, policies and other related materials. This also involved making a collection of
literature and debates about ideological, social and political engagement underpinning

public art and contemporary visual art development and related areas of art and design.

1.4.4 Analysis

The transcribed data is used to provide a foundation for inductive analysis. Each of
the twenty eight transcriptions from different participants- academicians, artists.
architects, governmental officials and public organizations was examined thoroughly
and analysed to identify significant themes or issues. This approach is also applied to
the documents and literature, with the same purpose, to identify key issues, such as

the approach to the public art practice and development. Each theme or issue that
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emerged was given a ‘designated category’ such as ‘historical chronology’, ‘influence
and development of public art typology’, ‘enactment and policy’ and other related

categories. Those major themes were divided into three categories:

1. Development of visual art practices especially in the arena of public arts,
2. Policies and enactments,

3. Impact and role of public art.

It is relevant to note that all the themes revolved around fundamental of questions of
‘what, where, how and why’. The first theme which was the development of public
art, discussed the chronology of the development of visual art which eventually led to
the development of a typology of public art in Malaysia. This theme reflected the
direct correlation between the country s historical developments of visual art timeline
to the recent notion of public art in Malaysia. The second theme is the enactment and
policies which help form, control, regulate and influence the diverse array of public
art practices in the country. This theme is crucial to the study because it reflects the
importance of regulatory devices that were used to control the process of public art
practices. The third theme is the impact and the role of public art that directly and
indirectly shaped the multiple aspect of public art in Malaysia. The first two themes
revolved around an understanding of the evolution of public art and its development
whilst the third theme was used to enable the mapping of the impact and value of

public art in Malaysia.

Thesc themes also relates to the rationale for providing public art which derives from
a numbers of factors, such as social and economic factors or cultural benefits. The

interviewees were interviewed on the related themes regarding their roles and
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involvement in public art practices as well as their contribution towards the
development of visual art within the local context. The data gathered from each
transcription was cross-referenced and analysed to exemplify the themes. These were
later categorised as major themes of public art practice in Malaysia. A number of
major themes dominated the analysis in respect of policies and enactments and their
role in modeling provision of public art practice. These themes enabled the researcher
to identify relevant issues in public art practices for the case-study phase of data

collection. (see figure 1.2 )

PUBLIC ART
DEVELOPMENT

v v v

Historical Enactment Development of
Chronology and Policy Public Art Typology
Backgrounds Reasons Types / Category
(What & Where) (How & Why) (What)
impact & Role
of Public Art

|

Development of
Contemporary
Visual Art

Figure 1.2: Research Themes

1.5 Phase 3 — Case Study

For this phase, a case study of public art in Putrajaya was taken during the first field
work trip in 2006. The purpose of choosing case study methodology in this qualitative
research was because this method is described as the detailed examination of a single

examplc of a class of phenomena. Abercrombie, Hill. & Turner (1984) states:



‘A case study cannot provide reliable information about the broader
class, but it may be useful in the preliminary stages of an
investigation since it provides hypotheses which may be tested
systematically with a larger number of cases.’

Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner (1984: 34)

Yin (1984: 23) defines a case study being ‘an empirical inquiry that investigates
contemporary phenomenon within real-life context, when the boundaries between the
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.” He further explains:

Case study methodology, by investigating phenomena in their real
life context, can be a very important tool in opening the “black

box” of how interventions and program effectiveness are linked.
(Yin 1994: 1)

It is also emphasised by George and Benett (2005: 5), that case study methods
involves a ‘detailed examination of an aspect of a historical episode to develop or test
historical explanations that may be generalisable to other events’. By using a case

study approach, a researcher is able to focus and concentrate in depth on the chosen

subject.

1.5.1 Case Study Selection

Case studies are an integral part of this research. The main purpose of the case study
was to understand the significance and fundamental conditions of public art practices
that are currently being practiced in Malaysia. The Federal Territory of Putrajaya, as the
new administrative city for Malaysia was selected as the main contributor for this case
study. Kuala Lumpur (the capital city of Malaysia) and Cyberjaya (Multimedia Super

Corridor development city next to the Putrajaya development) also make a sccondary
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contribution towards this study. The main reason for including Kuala Lumpur and
Cyberjaya in the research was to enable greater comparison to be made to the approach
of public arts practices, standards of policies and enactment employed and to provide a
focus on the public art typology in each location. Therefore there were three main

factors to choose these locations for the case studies.

Firstly, these locations have the best examples of work due to it status as
administrative, academic and economic capitals of the country. Given that two of the
aims of this research were to assess the role of contemporary visual art practices in
Malaysia; especially in the arena of public art; and to identify and evaluate the many
different forces that define and generate Malaysian public art, I decided to focus on
these important locations which have significant representation of visual art samples
and practices in the country. Secondly, the Federal Territory of Putrajaya is a new city
project development initiated at the height of economic achievement in Malaysia. A lot
of new policy, design and planning approaches were employed then. It is appropriate
and relevant to methodologically examine and evaluate the new approaches in policies
and enactment employed, a shift in ideology and investigating the attitudes of public

bodies that remits includes responsibility for public art.

Thirdly, there has not been any previous comprehensive documentation of public art in
the Federal Territory of Putrajaya. This was an opportunity to record and document a
database of public art work in a new city development. This database was designed to
contribute towards an understanding of the typology of public arts and activities

cncompassing every spectrum of public art practices in Malaysia.



1.5.2 Interview (Professionals, Authorities and Organisations)

4 )
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Devclopment of Public
Art in Malaysia
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Figure 1.3: Interview categories

In this research, four dedicated category representing professionals, authorities,
organisations and academicians were involved with in-depth interviews. They were
all interviewed individually at different times. Each category was also sub-divided
into groups. For example architect, artists and planners falls under the category of
professionals; in the local authorities category — local councils, local authority and
governmental departments were grouped together; in organisations category- public
art initiated organisations and finally the academicians. These groups were chosen
based on their experience, involvement and significant contributions towards the
development of visual art and especially public art in Malaysia. The key questions
posed were concerned with their personal background, their involvement and

experiences in public art development and public art practices.



There were six interviewees in the professional group who were interviewed for their
direct role and experience in the designing, managing and implementations of public
sculpture work in and around Malaysia. They provide a consensus among the
practitioners about what public art standards might be. The significant reason to
include the authorities in the study was because as administrators of the public art
projects or commissions, they provided guidelines and codified standards of practice.
There are five interviewees in this group, and they were posed with several questions
relating to their involvement with the commissioning processes and implementation
of policies and enactment, the nature of local authority policies in promoting public
art and the monitoring of suitable public artworks for the local social, political and
cultural context and consumption. Organisational bodies that had direct and indirect
involvement with the development of public art were also included in the interviews.
Five interviewees from this group provide (impartial) observations on the public art
practices in the country and views on recent development of contemporary visual art

practices in Malaysia.

The criterion for the selection of these organisations was based on their significant
understanding of the bureaucracy, public art funding and critical writings on
Malaysian public art practice. The final group of interviewees were academicians.
Five interviewees from this group provide significant information and critical
writings on the historical chronology of visual art development which leads to an
understanding of development of public art in Malaysia. Their thoughts and views on
the definitions and vocabularies help to address the multifaceted aspects of public art.

The questions posed were centred on their specialised area of practice.



1.5.3 Ethical Issues

The ethical issue in qualitative research is described as a "painful" one because “the
process of qualitative research does not conform neatly to the norms that have been
established in the policies of many ethical review committees’ (Hoonard, 2002: 1).
There are a number of key phrases that describe the system of ethical protection that
the contemporary social science research establishment has created to try to protect
better the rights of their research participants. The main issues raised here are those of
ensuring anonymity and confidentiality, using forms of consent, and, preventing harm
and risk. Some of these issues are quite difficult to implement because of the nature of
the social research being conducted. This therefore suggests that researchers must be
aware of ethical consideration involved in “voluntary and non voluntary participation™
as emphasised in Social Research Centre website (2006) as the ‘principle of voluntary

participation requires that people not be coerced into participating in research’.

Ethical standards also require that researchers do not put participants in a situation
where they might be at risk of harm as a result of their participation. Harm can be
defined as both physical and psychological. It is important to note that before any
interviews were undertaken, the researcher explained briefly the purpose and scope of
the research to each individual participant. All the information from the case studies 1s
strictly confidential and only serves the purpose of the research. As the conversation
between interviewer and interviewee may include personal information, the researcher
informed individual participants or organisations that they would be ensured
anonymity of the sources of their data and also has the responsibility for keeping all
information confidential. All the interviews conducted during both phases were

carried out using audio tape recorder. This 1s to enable the researcher to conduct the



conversation in a natural way and engages the interviewee in a non-confrontational
manner. Besides using an audio tape recorder, a digital camera was used to record all
the public sculptures in the designated locations and other related materials that were
important to use for this research. All this were also regulated under the same
principle of confidentiality and remain concealed and were only intended for the

purpose of this research only.

1.5.4 Analysis

Analysing case study evidence is especially difficult hence every case study must
employ a clear and structured analytical strategy. Yin (2003: 111) outlines three
strategies for general use. The first is relying on theoretical propositions- that led to
the case study which reflects a set of research objectives, reviews of literature and
propositions or new hypothesis, and then later to analyse the evidence based on those
prepositions. The second strategy is thinking about rival explanations- where it
involves pattern matching where there are variables involved. The final strategy is
developing case description- where the predicted patterns must be defined prior to
data collection. To help formulate an analytic result this research employs the first and
third strategies. This is where the research objectives, review of literature and the
predicted patterns were identified prior to data collection particularly during the first
phase of mapping current provision. Therefore, in this research, each case was
examined and analysed thoroughly. A chronology of visual art development of the
country was mapped out and analysed from various perspective and an examination of
public art development identified. An analysis of various forms of public art typology
were collected where each public sculpture documented was analysed and set against

the socio-spatial concept which explains the influence of the locality (zoning of
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activities) on the public artwork to people’s connections to the locality. The elements
found in public sculptural design were interpreted through observation and

identification of inherent characteristic representation based on symbolic theories.

In addition to the investigation of plans, policies and strategies, transcripts from
interviews with general practitioners, and academicians were also analysed based on
their education backgrounds, roles and involvement in the development of public art
within the local context. Professional practitioner’s engagement in the field of public
art were also analysed in terms of their direct involvement in public art development
and their contribution towards the development of public art practices. Their opinions
and ideas made a significant contribution to understanding and improving public art
development and practices. The findings of the case studies were then compared and
cross referenced to provide explanations and findings that could inform
recommendations for better public art development and public art practices in

Malaysia.

For the purpose of code of ethics, not all participants from the four categories
involved in this study will be identified by their real name; instead their anonymity
was kept by creating a system of coding. Even though some participants insisted that
their names be mentioned in this research, others preferred to remain anonymous. For
this reason I have coded them according to the initial alphabet of the group they
belong to, followed by the initials of their first name or organisation and finally by a
single digit number. Take for example, the Putrajaya Corporation Berhad. They

belonged to the authorities group and the first letter of the code begins with the letter



A, followed by the initial first name/organisation which is P and the number 1 (AP1).

The Professional practitioners are coded as PJ1, PR2 and so on.

Finally, the issue of public art returns us the question of audience context and the
function of art. For most of the part, contemporary art in Malaysia is very much

conceived and executed and executed within the existing conventions of gallery-

specific art.
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Notes:

' Cultural tourism is the subset of tourism concerned with a country or region's
culture, especially its arts (which usually mean the visual arts - comprising fine art,
decorative art, and crafts).

*Ninth Malaysian Plan abbreviated as '9MP', is a comprehensive blueprint of the
national budget from the year 2006 to 2010 to all economic sectors in Malaysia. It
was chaired by the Malaysian Prime Minister on 31 March 2006

3 The South East Asia region

* Commissioned to an Austrian sculptor, Felix de Weldon in 1963, who also designed
Washington’s Iwo Jima Monument, the Malaysian national monument was a huge tall
bronze figure of soldiers standing and supporting their fallen comrades.

5 ‘Phantom role’: a term that is used to describe artwork with the risk of being
forgotten because it fails to communicate with the majority of the population. It sits
beneath the radar of the social conditions of art’s production and consumption.

¢ ‘Bumiputra’ literally translated as “Son of the Earth” described the Malay ethnic
group as the founder of the country.

7 Art elitist is groups of society of art aficionados, artists with a history of awards,
and famous collectors.
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Chapter Two

Re-Framing Public Art in Malaysia

34



2. Reframing Public Art in Malaysia

2.1 Introduction

The diverse range of visual art in Malaysia today encompasses the culmination of years
of intermingling of different cultures. Malaysia is characterised by cultural and ethnic
diversity- its population comprising of the Malays, Chinese, Indians, orang asli®
(aborigines) and numerous indigenous people of West Malaysia (Sabah and Sarawak).
This chapter begins by presenting literature on the chronological and characteristic
development of visual arts in Malaysia and reviews the historical influences of art
within the Malaysian socio-cultural setting. It also reviews the chronology of event that
leads to the development of modern visual art in Malaysia today. To do this, this
chapter explores in detail, the social history, geographical elements, and issues of
cultural and religious beliefs of Malaysians. The findings of the chronology of events
are then set against the artwork, the community where it is being presented, the

motivations behind its construction and interests of the various art styles.

The chapter also analyses the transformation of art from the traditional settings to the
modern settings. This helps the understanding and interpretation of the art typology in
Malaysia which is often focus on the unique and varied confluence of factors that come
together, in a particular time and place. Sabapathy (2005) an artist and director of
SingaporeArt.Com, an online visual database website stated that ‘the development of
modern art in Malaysia corresponds to three relatively distinct areas of "visioning" and
"ideating" modern Malaysian art’. In his article *Vision and Idea — Re-looking Modemn
Malaysian Art’, Sabapathy (1994) explains the developments are correlated

chronologically. He stated that:
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1. The first clue to understanding the typology of Malaysian art is characterised
by attempts at emulation of Western art, sometimes total, but more often
modified in content and form; but always based upon the western notion of
"Art". In the 50's and through out 60's the dominating mode/style was
abstraction - formalistic and generally de-emphasising accessible content. In a
significant way, this can be construed as an acknowledgement of an
international avant-garde, dictated by American Abstract Expressionism.
Modern Malaysian art is understood to be one that should be comparable to

the modern art of the West, under the same dominating Western aesthetic

paradigm.

2. The second type of artistic vision and idea gives further consideration to the
question of "Malaysianness". The anxiety of 'Identity' seems evident. Though
it development is still trailingly inspired by contemporary developments in
Western Art, the works begin to be visibly infused by formal and iconographic
signs of localness and indigenousness. The period during which this concern
came to the fore was post - May 13, 1969, and post - National Cultural
Congress of 1971. Post - May 1969 instigated an acute consciousness and
crisis of identity, to some, it signalled the irreparable loss or fracturing of
identity; for the majority, it pointed to the urgent need to construct new

identities, based on cultural and social realities that were peculiar to Malaysia.

3. The last category, which generally corresponds with the decade of the 80's and
the present 90's, reveals a plurality of serious attempts at furthering the
indigenous', or 'national’, character of modern Malaysian art. Figuring in a
major way in this attempts are Islam, ethnicity and culture, and the unself-

conscious co-option of post-modernist posturing of Western Art.
Sabapathy (1994: 2)

Sabapathy’s evaluation helps to construct a framework for a discourse on the

devclopment of visual art unique to Malaysia. His notion of Malaysian art history not
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only helps to trace the development of public art but also re-frames the connection

between Malaysian socio-culture traditions to its artistic aspiration.

2.2 Sources of Public art in Malaysia

The early inhabitants of Malaysia being preoccupied with survival in a tropical
environment, understandably were more concerned with creating functional and
practical objects to those that are aesthetically pleasing. Archaeological excavations
provide evidence of this- crude pottery item, tools and grave decorations. These
primitive crafts and art forms gradually developed over thousands of years, until the
artisan mastered the production of sophisticated art form. According to Syed Ahmad
Jamal (2007) former director to the Malaysia National Art Gallery:

‘Among the significant early examples of artistic creation in
Malaysia are the roughly hewn stones and rocks known as Menhirs
or megaliths and cave paintings...these simple object later developed

aesthetically to exhibit higher levels of artistic attainment with the

addition of engraving and carving’
Syed Ahmad Jamal (2007:6)

Syed Ahmad Jamal establishes that the art development in Malaysia begins with the
ancient indigenous art. The earliest examples of indigenous art have been found in
Malaysia dated from the Mesolithic era (c.40, 000-2500 BCE) and the Neolithic era
(c.2800-599 BCE). For example the menhirs or megalith (see figure 2.1) found in
Negeri Sembilan and Malacca two states located in south of Peninsular Malaysia.
According to an article in the Badan Warisan magazine, the late Tan Sri Mubin
Sheppard, former Director of the Malaysian National Museum and one of the

founding members of Badan Warisan® identify:
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*...a detailed account of the Tampin site (Negeri Sembilan),
Sheppard observed that the megaliths were of varying height and
were arranged in pairs in lines aligned East and West, with
approximately one metre distance between the rows which stood on
a raised manmade mound. Often called ‘batu hidup’, literally
meaning “living stone”, the significance and function of these

megaliths still remains an area of debate’.

Buletin Warisan November-December Issue (2005:9)

Figure 2.1a: Menhirs or Megaliths found in the state of Malacca (left) and
Figure 2.1b  Pengkalan Kempas, in the state of Negeri Sembilan: example of early art
artifacts

It was believed to trace its origin between two hundred BCE to one thousand BCE and
it is the first example of sculpture used in the Malay archipelago (Malaysia-Indonesia-
Borneo triangle) by ancient culture to record an event and used the menhirs as a

reminder of their culture.

Even though originally most people in the Malay archipelagos were animists, based
upon other artefacts found, it was concluded that Malaysia’s artistic evolution has to a
large extent been driven by foreign influences'’. This is based on the evidence of

historical development of the inhabitants of Malaysia, which began around the first



century BCE with the establishment of regular trading contacts with the world beyond

Southeast Asia, specifically China and the sub-continent of India.

Although Chinese contacts started as early as, if not predating those of Indian
civilisation, it was the Hindu and Buddhist elements of Indian culture which made a
major impact on the region. These include the artistic development of early Malay
Archipelago civilisation and their socio-cultural practice. The earliest record of
Buddhist and Hindu influences in Malaysia was recorded dating back from the fifth
century reaching its height of influences during the Srivijaya Empire'" in Indonesia
(c.680-1025 CE) in the northern states of Peninsular Malaysia- the states of Perak and
Kedah. Over a period of a thousand years these influences gradually left their marks in

the art, language, literature and social custom.

During this Hindu- Buddhist period there was a tremendous growth in East-West
trade. For the greater part of this time, the inhabitants of the Malay archipelagos were
subjected to the sway of either Javanese or Sumatran power which carries with them
the influence of Hinduism. At the end of the Srivijaya Empire in Java, the Hindu
Chola kingdom of South India (1025-1100 CE) conquered the Srivajaya civilisation in
Java and expanded their power to the last stronghold of the Srivajaya Empire in the
Malaysia Peninsula- the state of Kedah, which was also believed to leave strong
impression on Malay art, literature and language. The influences brought in various

art forms particularly in weaving, metalwork and woodcarving.



The most tangible evidence of the Hindu-Buddhist period in Malaysian history is now
to be found in the temple sites of Lembah Bujang and Kuala Merbok in state of Kedah,

north of Peninsular Malaysia. (see figure 2.2)

SINGAPORE

Figure 2.2 Peninsular Malaysia: Kedah is the northern most state and the oldest state in
Malaysia
The expansion of Buddhism and Hinduism were also brought to the Malaysian
peninsula and Southeast Asian archipelago by the ancient Buddhist Kingdom of
Langkasuka in Pattani, Thailand (circa second to fourteenth centuries CE). The trade
relations the Tamil merchants had with the ports of Malaya led to the emergence of
Indianised kingdoms like Kadaram (Old Kedah) and Langkasukam'?. Known in many
languages as Lang-ya-shiu in Chinese, Lunghasuka in Arabic and Lengakasuka in
Javanese. According to Eddin Khoon (2003), art historian and co-writer of “Spirit of
Wood: The Art of Malay Woodcarving” states:

‘... a written testimony of the city state’s existence, meanwhile is to
be found in the Liang-Shu, a seventh century Chinese historical

annal: ‘The Kingdom of Lang-ya-hsiu’ is situated in the Southern

Seas’
Eddin Khoo (2003:155)
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The Kingdom of Langkasuka at the beginning adopted Buddhism and was inhabited
mostly by chi-mo (Khmer) peoples who were then ruled by Hindu kings. Eddin Khoo

(2003) states:

‘Of religion and cultural characteristic, little is known apart from the
general consensus that Langkasuka adopted the Indian model’ ">

Eddin Khoo (2003:159)

Evidence of both Buddhist and Hindu influences in the region were based upon the

stone inscriptions with Sanskrit Buddhist texts and Hindu-Buddhist sculptures made
from terracotta, bronze and stone found in the Kinta Valley in the state of Perak, the
Bujang Valley in the state of Kedah and Santubong, a small district in Sarawak. (see

figure 2.3)

Figure 2.3a  Malaysian terracotta tablet depicting Buddhist icons, shrines and an
inscription commemorating maritime contact with India (left) and

Figure 2.3b  Ganesha sculpture- Hindu god found in Lembah Bujang, Kedah (right)

The Buddhist and Hindu religions influenced the artistic aspiration but were soon
displaced by Islam in the fifteen century. The earliest evidence of an Islamic stone

tablet was found in the east coast of peninsular Malaysia in the state of Terengganu

(figure 2.4).
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Figure 2.4  The Terengganu stone tablet found in 1902 original inscribed in 1303

The inscriptions are in Arabic - Malay believed to be written on the 22nd February
1303. Among the inscriptions on the stone are the ten Islamic laws and their
punishments. According to Yatim (2005:1), professor of Islamic Art at the Academy
of Malay Studies, Universiti Malaya:

*...the content of the inscription are of a great historical significance
for the coming of Islam in the Malay Peninsula’.

Yatim (2005:1)

With the discovery of this stone, historians felt that Islam has reached Terengganu
before the 14th century. The inscribed stone also proved that an Islamic government
existed in Terengganu long before port city of Malacca was founded in the 15"

century.

But the establishment of the influences of Islam on art development in Malaysia was
only visible during the Malacca establishment as an international trading port city.
This began with Parameswara the first King of Malacca- an exiled Hindu prince of
the Srivijaya civilisation who converted and embraced Islam in 1409. Islam was
introduced by the Arab missionaries and traders to the port city of Malacca in the 15"

century. Upon embracing Islam, Prince Parameswara took the name of Megat



Iskandar Shah (Harris 1990), opening the way for a gradual grafting of Islamic beliefs

and practices onto a Hindu-style court system inherited from its Srivijayan roots.

Throughout the 15th century, Malacca enjoyed great importance as a trade center
where Indian, Arab, Chinese and other merchants bought and sold goods throughout
the larger region. Malacca’s system of governance served as a model for “subsequent
Malay kingdoms and became the basis of what was later termed ‘traditional Malay
culture and statecraft’ (Andaya & Andaya 1984:37). This then led the spread of Islam
all over the Peninsular Malaysia and influences upon most art development until
present time. According to Syed Ahmad Jamal (2007):

‘...over the course of the century, Islam began to have tremendous
influence on various Malay visual art forms, particularly stone and wood
carvings, metalwork, fabric and pottery.’

Syed Ahmad Jamal (2007:10)

2.2.1 Hindu Influences in Malaysian Art
Hindu art is so intimately associated with its religion and philosophy. Blurton (1992)

states:

‘For many Hindus, their art are primarily devotional, encouraging

them to acknowledge the presence of a god or gods’
Blurton (1992:9)

This is based upon examples of artefacts found in the ancient civilisation of Lembah
Bujang (Bujang Valley) in Kedah- the oldest state in Malaysia. According to the

Lembah Bujang Archaelogical Museum (2008):

‘Lembah Bujang also the focal point of Hindu/Buddha propagation
in Southeast Asia during the 3rd to the 12th century, which proved of

the existence of Buddhism with Pala Mahayana influences from



southern India. This faith was brought and practiced by
Hindu/Buddhist Indian traders who came trading at Lembah Bujang’

Lembah Bujang Archaelogical Museum (2008)

Much Hindu art was influenced by the Puranas, sacred writings concerning ancient
history and legend produced from the 4th century AD. In the major shrines, great halls
are decorated with paintings and sculptures representing scenes from the Puranas and
the chief Hindu gods. Icons of deities include Shiva (the creator), Vishnu (the
preserver), and Mahadevi (the consort of Shiva), whose manifestations include Kali,
goddess of death and destruction, and the gentle Parvati. Because Hinduism
originated from the Indian civilisation, the ideology of the art is also reflected on
Indian influences. According to Dr. Coomaraswamy (1927) art historian and curator
of Boston museum:

‘Indian art is essentially religious. The conscious aim of Indian art is the
intimation of Divinity. But the Infinite and Unconditioned cannot be
expressed in finite terms; and art, unable to portray Divinity
unconditioned, and unwilling to be limited by the limitation of humanity,
is in India dedicated to the representation of Gods, who to finite man

represent comprehensible aspects of an infinite whole’

Dr. Coomaraswamy (1927)

Dr Coomaraswamy’s statement describes Hindu mysticism has its philosophic system
and art in Hinduism pervades every facet of Indian life. The artistic elements of the
Hindu art found were also based upon the celebration and immortalisation the beauty

of human bodies in bronze and stone for more than 5,000 years (see figure 2.5).

These artworks are commonly found in temples.
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Figure 2.5  Example of sculptures found in temples that celebrate immortalisation of
beauty based upon Hindu deities. Hindu temple in Kuala Lumpur (right)

There is a strong connection between the Indian community in Malaysia and Hindu
influences in art. Example of artefacts unearthed were pottery, scripture tablets and
braziers for religious and matrimonial ceremonies. Because of the long influence of
Hinduism on Malay culture, some of its influence is still found in elements of the
Malay royal court ceremonies, in the performance art- traditional dance and some are
found in architectural wood carvings which reflect the motifs of Hindu art style. But
very few visual art forms of Hindu art prevail in present modern visual art
development in Malaysia since the introduction of Islam. The only prominent use of

Hindu art is found in Indian temples, shrines and in private collections.

2.2.2 Buddhist Influences in Malaysian Art

Buddhist art originated on the Indian subcontinent following the historical life of
Gautama Buddha, sixth to fifth century BCE, and thereafter evolved by contact with
other cultures as it spread throughout Asia and the world. Early Buddhist art followed

the Indian Aniconic'? tradition, which avoids direct representation of the human figure



(see figure 2.6 left). Around the 1st century CE an Iconic’ period emerged lasting to
this day which represents the Buddha in human form (see figure 2.6 right). Buddhist
art flourished and even influenced the development of Hindu art, until Buddhism
nearly disappeared in India around the 10th century due in part to the vigorous

expansion of Islam alongside Hinduism.

Figure 2.6a  Sculpture from Aniconic phase (left) and

Figure 2.6b  Iconic phase sculpture (right)

During the 1st century CE, the trade on the overland Silk Road tended to be restricted
by the rise of the Parthian empire in the Middle East. This demanded the revival of
the sea connections between the Mediterranean Sea and China, with India as the
intermediary of choice. From that time, through trade connections, commercial
settlements, and even political interventions, India started to strongly influence
Southeast Asian countries. Trade routes linked India with southern Burma, central and
southern Siam, lower Cambodia and southern Vietnam. Between the 1st and 8th
centuries, several kingdoms competed for influence in the region (particularly the

Cambodian Funan then the Burmese Mon kingdoms'® ) contributing various artistic
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characteristics, mainly derived from the Indian Gupta style'’. Combined with a
pervading Hindu influence, Buddhist images, votive tablets and Sanskrit inscriptions

are found throughout the area.

From the 9th to the 13th centuries, Southeast Asia had very powerful empires and
became extremely active in Buddhist architectural and artistic creation. The Srivijaya
Empire to the south and the Khmer Empire'® to the north expanded not only its
political power but also the Buddhist art influences. According to an article in the

Southeast Asian Archaeology (2007):

“Srivijaya was considered to be one of the major centres of learning
for the Buddhist world. Srivijaya’s prominent role in the Buddhist
world can be found in several inscriptions around Asia: an
inscription in Nalanda dated 850-860 AD described how a temple

was built in Nalanda at the request of a king of Srivijaya’.

Southeast Asian Archaeology (2007)

It plays a particularly important role in the artistic expression of Southeast Asia
including Malaysia from that time. In Malaysia the influence of Buddhism in visual
art are found in paintings, sculptures and potteries. Since the establishment of [slam in
the Southeast Asian region, like Hindu art, Buddhist art forms are restricted in

temples and in the compound of private collectors.

2.2.3 Islamic Influences in Malaysian Art

The introduction of Islamic religion and religious practice to Southeast Asia is still
somewhat of a debate. European historians have argued that it came through trading

contacts with India, whereas some Southeast Asian Muslim scholars claim 1t was

47



brought to the region directly from Arabia in the Middle East. Other scholars claim
that Muslim Chinese who were engaged in trade introduced it. Reid (1993) professor
of history at the University of California states:

"Muslim influence in Southeast Asia is at least six centuries old, or was
present by 1400 A.D. Some argue for origins to at least 1100 A.D. in the
carliest areas of Islamic influence, such as in Aceh, northern Sumatra in

Indonesia.’

Reid (1993: 151)

The Hindu-Buddhist period of Malaysian history ended with the penetration of Islam
into the area. The successful spread of Islam in Indonesia, Malaysia, and the
Philippines owed much to the introduction of the Quran and other Islamic books of
references. Animistic beliefs, or those indigenous to Southeast Asia prior to the
impact of Hindu or Theravada Buddhist beliefs, were also slowly replaced. Brought
primarily by Indian and Arab traders, there is evidence of the presence of the new
religion in the region as early as the thirteenth century. After 1400, Islam became a
major influence with the conversion of the Malay-Hindu rulers'’ of Malacca to Islam.
From Malacca, Islam spread to other parts of the Malay Peninsula and to the Malay
states in Sumatra and along the trade routes throughout the Indonesian archipelago.

Once established as the religion of the Malays, Islam profoundly affected Malay

society and the Malay way of life.

The arrival of Islam in the Malay Peninsula also led to a shift of design emphasis

from that of the earlier Hindu and Buddhist forms and motifs. Farish Noor (2003)

wrote:



‘With the consolidation of Islam, there emerged the growing belief
that through a comprehension of the working of nature, human being
could have better understanding of themselves. Rejecting the
humanism and animism of the earlier pagan age, Malay-Muslim
artists from the fourteen century onwards began to focus their
attention beyond the human form to the external world of nature’

Farish Noor (2003: 16)

The marks of Islamic art in Southeast Asia are subtly embedded in expressions of the
artistic heritage. Southeast Asia is, in fact, is noted for its strong cultural foundation
where Islamic influences were overlaid on the indigenous culture without diminishing
it. In Malaysia, the influences of Islam in Malay art are the combinations of style
from the Malay archipelagos (Sumatra, Java, Aceh, and the Islamic Kingdom of
Pattani- south of Thailand), during the colonial period- Mughals’’ and Moorish

Islamic styles®' from India, Arabic influences from the Middie East.

The cultures that brought Islam to Southeast Asia made changes to religious life
without denting the old concept of divine kingship nor did they affect all the art
created by the regions recently converted. For example the mosques that were built to
replace temples as places of worship usually looked very much as the temples had.
Until the colonial era in the nineteenth century, the region’s mosques- built on stilts

and with square, stupa-like roofs- were quite different from what is now considered

“Islamic architecture.”

As the Islamic influences are global, so is the diversity of Islamic art style. The

uniqueness of Islamic art derives in large part from its longstanding rejection of
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depictions of humans and animals in religious art. Instead of portraits or stories from
the Qur'an, mosques and manuscripts are adorned with flourishes of Arabic
calligraphy, delicate tile work, layers of gold, intricate floral decorations and
geometrical pattern. Attitudes towards figurative art have varied somewhat throughout

the course of Islamic history and across different Islamic cultures.

According to Titus Buckhart (2001) in his book Sacred Art in East and West, the
Quran, the Islamic holy book, does not explicitly prohibit the depiction of human
figures; it merely condemns idolatry. There are variations between religious schools
and marked differences between different branches of Islam. Aniconism is common
among fundamentalist Sunni sects such as Salafis and Wahhabis™ (which are also
often iconoclastic), and less prevalent among liberal movements in [slam. Shi'a and
mystical orders also have less stringent views on aniconism. On the individual level,
whether or not specific Muslims believe in aniconism may depend on how much
credence is given to hadith (gospel) and how liberal or strict they are in personal
practice. During its early days, aniconism in Islam was intended as a measure against
idolatry, particularly against the statues worshipped by pagans. Animals and humans
appear sporadically throughout the centuries, and there are many surviving examples

of beautiful figurative art from the Islamic world, most of which come from the late

medieval period in Iran.

In Iran, the Islamic art form has a unique character. Against the common absence of
representational imagery in most Islamic art form, Iranian Islamic art uses the
iconographic pictorial form. These depict events in the life of Muhammad, the

prophets, scenes of Paradise and Hell, battles of Iranian kings, everyday life. and



other human subjects (see figure 2.7). This Islamic art style is known as
‘representational art’. It is a form of art in cultures found in Iran-India- where the
incorporation human forms in art is acceptable. But after the Iranian revolution in

1979, all form of Islamic ‘representational art’ was forbidden.

Figure 2.7a  Example of medieval Islamic art from Iran (left) and
Figure 2.7b  Example of medieval Islamic art from India (right)

In Malaysia, art adopted a ‘non- representational Islamic art’. This because the
Islamic influences in Malaysia was brought from different school of thoughts- the
Arabic Peninsula where figurative and human form is disapproved. The following

hadith or gospel presents Prophet Muhammad condemning pictures:

Narrated Aisha: (a wife of the Prophet) “I bought a cushion having on
it pictures (of animals). When Allah's Apostle saw it, he stood at the
door and did not enter. I noticed the sign of disapproval on his face and
said, "O Allah's Apostle! I repent to Allah and His Apostle. What sin
have I committed?' Allah's Apostle said. "What is this cushion?" I said,
"I have bought it for you so that you may sit on it and recline on it."

Allah's Apostle said, "The makers of these pictures will be punished on
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the Day of Resurrection, and it will be said to them, 'Give life to what
you have created (i.e., these pictures).' "The Prophet added, "The

Angels of (Mercy) do not enter a house in which there are pictures (of

animals)."

Sahih Bukhari 3:34:318 and Sahih Bukhari 7:62:110

The hadith or gospel Sahih Bukhari specifically identified issue pertaining to
figurative form which is prohibited in Islamic art. The images of deities that filled the
Malay Archipelago were soon replaced by a new aesthetic: the word of God. Figural
imagery, whether of people or animals, disappeared almost entirely to a far greater
extent than in many other Islamic societies. The Malay Muslim took the words from
the book of faith seriously. According to the book of faith:

"Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any
thing that is in Heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in
the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve

them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God. "
Second Commandment (Exodus 20:4-5)

"Those who paint pictures would be punished on the Day of
Resurrection and it would be said to them: Breathe soul into what

you have created."”
(Hadith, Sahih Muslim vol.3, no. 5268)

Hence most of Islamic art in the Islamic world does not favour the figurative subject
as an art form. Today, figurative art is widely rejected in Islamic world and in

Malaysia; figurative art is considered offensive.
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2.2.3.1 Malay Islamic Design Principles and Motifs

Apart from Islamic influence in Malaysia art, the Malay cultural practices and the
local environment have also provided content for the art. Much of Malaysia was
covered with forests. The Malay culture and art has always looked at the nature and
its surrounding for artistic inspiration. The progression of Malay art is closely
reflecting the cultural practices and traditional way of life. A lot of the art work was
represented in the form of wood carvings used as an embellishment or ornamental
decoration in houses and boats- which is believed to also protect the homes and
livelihood from evil and the elements. Nasir and Talib (2007) Malay master
woodcraft artists’ state:

The forms and motifs of Malay art in woodcarving have always been
associated with the Malay way of life and illustrative of their
culture...Many of the traditional motifs had symbolic meanings and
formed part of an extensive repertoire of design reflecting their

heritage.
Nasir and Talib (2007: 228)

Before the coming of Islam, Malay visual art was influence by animism, Buddhism
and Hinduism. As stated in the Asian Centre research study, “the Malays have an
animistic and Hindu heritage, strong influences of both being still evident in many of
the traditional beliefs, customs and rituals, as well as in manifestations of artistic
expression’ (http://www.theasiancentre.com/ accessed 08/07/2008). Pre-Islamic
motifs and elements were commonly found in the Malay art motifs like bird, snakes,
monkeys and tigers. These motifs were gradually eliminated when the Malay
embraced Islam. They brought a new impetus to the art form- in particular the use of
abstract design and motifs based on the cosmos, plant life and calligraphy (see figure

2.8). As Islam forbids excess and promotes moderation and humility. these principles
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are applied equally to the Malay Islamic art forms. Zakaria Alj (2007) Malaysian a

painter states:

‘Originally, decoration and splendour was not the main objective,
but artists and architects have added their own creativity and
interpretation of artwork to glorify Allah. Symbols are used to
balance the negative and positive, to evoke tranquillity and to give
praise to Allah’

Zakaria Ali (2007:14)

Figure 2.8  The use of plant life and calligraphy as art motifs

The use of human and animal forms, unless stylised or abstract is generally forbidden,
as this may lead to idolatry. The Malay Islamic art sees the marriage of local cultural
and artistic skills within the Islamic teachings which have always stayed away from
the imagery and pictorial representation when possible. Muslim Malay artisan begins
to adopt the fusion of the Malay-Islamic art style in many of its work. Despite this,
some images of God’s creatures persisted in cultural expressions such as in the Malay
circumcision ceremonies. A depiction of such Hindu— Buddhist deities as Garuda was
used. These could be as large as the six-metre-high (twenty feet) palanquins in the

shape of a bird known as the Burung Petala Indra” (see figure 2.9) that carried
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newly circumcised princes through the crowded streets of Kota Bharu, state of

Kelantan on the east coast of Malaysia until the 1930°s.

Figure 2.9  Burung Petala Indra or Garuda- Hindu-Buddhist influence in Malaysia
[slamic cultural practice

The bird is one of the few living creatures that turn up regularly in Malay Islamic art.
Its most surprising manifestation is on calligraphic batik cloths. Resembling a dove,
this representation is composed of letters from Quranic verses or from pseudo-
calligraphy intended to resemble holy words. The bird has none of the fearsome
aspects of Garuda. It looks well-fed and friendly, a symbol of good fortune. This is
exactly the role that birds generally play in Islam, although they are seldom depicted
as charmingly as in the Malay world. They also appear in the Qur’an. In one reference
(Chapter 3, Verse 49), the annunciation to Mary includes the future words of the
Prophet Jesus:

“I have come to you,

With a Sign from your Lord,

In that I make for you

Out of clay as it were

The figure of a bird,
And breathe into it,

N
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And it becomes a bird
By God’s leave.”

Quran (Chapter 3, Verse 49)

In early Malaysia, Islamic art forms were traditionally used in wide variety of items
both functional and decorative. As an example the application of Islamic art was seen
in architecture — in designs of mosques, madrassah (religious school) and in the
design of the surah (pages from the Quran). (see figure 2.10). The local artisan soon
began to draw inspiration from the local environment and culture, creating a distinct
Malay style of Islamic art. Traces of ‘aniconic’ motifs were still detectable in the
Malay traditional architecture and in the applied art up until the pre-colonial period. It
was only until as recent as in the late 1980s sees the expansion usage of Islamic
ornamental embellishment and artistic values in the design of a city, sculptures and
paintings.
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Figure 2.10  The Surah or verses- pages from the Quran. The design uses floral and
geometric pattern commonly found in Islamic art

In more recent times there has been a wider search for Malay Islamic meaning. The
first is based upon an upsurge in the appreciation of Malay identity, fostered by the

National Cultural Congress of 1971. It was an attempt by Malay intellectuals and
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artists to re-discover their roots, traditional and cultural form and aesthetic
sensibilities. These new development alongside the growing global Islamist
movement from the success of the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran (Zakaria,
2007:120), is the second category which re-questioned the materialistic underpinning
of a secularist, Western derived modernism. The Malay-Islamic impulses in the arts

are vital to the new idea of ‘national culture’?*

of the Malaysian.

2.2.4 Other Influences

There are several other influences in Malaysian visual art development. Besides the
major influence of Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam, other influences in the Malaysian
art the styles are from the Chinese immigrants during the maritime trade between
Chinese Empire with the Malacca Malay civilisation. There is also a legacy the
colonisation of Malacca- first by the Portuguese, then by the Dutch and finally the
British. All these influences brought some form of their culture and art style which

was assimilated within the Malay culture in the Peninsula.

During the pre-colonial era, Chinese traders and merchant as early as the Ming
Dynasty period (1368-1644 CE) settled in the Southeast Asia region from the
fourteenth century Malacca and intermarried with the local. Although they considered
themselves Chinese, their descendents are known as ‘Peranakan’ or Straits Chinese.
They adopted customs from the Malay culture which resulted in a number of hybrid
art style. A Malaysian art historian and collector of Peranakan artefacts, Bong (2007)

states:
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“The Peranakan are essentially a long settled Chinese-based group
with strong links to the Malay world”
Bong (2007:32)

While Kah Chun, Sanusi Hasan, N.Noordin (1995: 2), academician from Malaysia
Science university (USM) states:

The most significant influence introduced by the Chinese traders was
their art and architecture. The art influences of the Chinese led to a style
called Straits Eclectic that instigated (sic) from the 15 century to mid-
20" century.

Kah Chun, S.Hasan, N.Noordin (1995: 2)
The legacy that resulted from this assimilation of cultures can be seen in the crafted

wood carvings, jewellery, metal work and porcelain. (see figure 2.11). The Peranakan

art styles uses feminine Chinese icons like the phoenix and peonies in the decorative

art as symbol of female and yin elements.

Figure 2.11  Straits Chinese belt buckle or Pending introduced by the Peranakan Chinese
now use by the Malay as part of ceremonial costume

The success of Malacca as a trade port city on the ancient East-West spice route soon
attracted the attention of European empires. With the demand of the spice trade in

Europe, and sanction from the landing rights in the Arab ports, European powers saw

58



the need to open a trade route to India and the Far East. Led by the Portuguese in
1511, Malacca was captured and this was the beginning of many colonialisations by

European empires, a legacy that lasted into the twentieth century.

They brought Christianity to the Malay Peninsula but within over a period of time-
until the late nineteenth century the Portuguese influence was largely confined to the
Eurasian community of the Portuguese settlement in Malacca. The Portuguese
introduced new materials like glazed tiles which enabled new art forms to be
developed in Malaysia. The Portuguese influence is most visible in the city of

Malacca’s architecture.

By the early seventeenth century the Dutch, spearheaded by the Dutch East India
Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Companie (VOC) 1602 - 1874), overshadowed
the Portuguese as the major European presence in the region”. The Dutch took over
the Portuguese monopoly of the trade in the Malay Archipelago by 1641.The Dutch
have some influence in Malaysia arts and crafts with the introduction of different
materials such as gold and crystal which sometimes replaced existing local materials.
The waning influence of Dutch financial and military power — combined with the
disorder wrought by the murder of Sultan Mahmud, the last Sultan of the Malacca-
Johor Empire — aided the British in becoming a major presence in 1824 in the region.
By mid eighteen century, the British had come to dominate trade in India, Southeast
Asia and China (Andaya and Andayal984). Their presence was to have a profound

effect on the peoples of the Malay Peninsula.



Figure 2.12  Remains of a European style water fountain on Dutch Square in
Malacca, Malaysia.

The British colonialisation of the Malay Peninsula is the longest colonialisation by a
European power in Malaysia history. By late eighteenth century, the Malay world was
arbitrarily divided into British and Dutch spheres of influence by the Anglo-Dutch
treaty of 1824. Under the treaty’s agreement, the Dutch evacuated Melaka and
renounced all interest in Malaya, while the British recognised Dutch rule over the rest
of the East Indies. Penang, Melaka and Singapore were united as the Straits

Settlements, ruled by a British Governor in Singapore.

In 1874 the British took the first steps towards bringing the peninsula States under
their direct supervision when they imposed the Pangkor Treaty® on the rulers of
Perak and made similar arrangements imposed upon the ruler of the state of Selangor.
From their new bases of Pulau Pinang (1786), Singapore (1819) and Melaka (1824),
which became known collectively as the Straits Settlements, their influence and
power spread into the Malay Peninsula, and the process of political integration of the
Malay States of the Peninsula into a modern nation-state began. Thus the borders of

modern Malaysia were formed, in complete disregard of ethnic and linguistic factors,
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by the colonial power. By 1910 the pattern of British rule in the Malay lands was
established. The Straits Settlements were a Crown Colony, ruled by a governor under

the supervision of the Colonial Office in London.

The British colonisation is important in Malaysian modern art development.
According to Piyadasa (2007), Malaysian artist and art historian:

‘Colonialisation under the British, introduced secularisation which
fostered new individualised, self expressive art making approaches,
different from earlier traditional symbolic artistic endeavours’

Piyadasa (2007:105)

The emergence of new multi- racial, urbanised towns during the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries accelerated socio-cultural transformations that subsequently
introduced modern ideas in the visual arts in Malaysia. Western style paintings were
introduced by the British in the nineteenth century, but this type of artistic activity
among the locals only began during the early twentieth century. The reason for the
slow acceptance of new style in art in the nineteenth century British colony was the
Malay-Islamic fears and suspicions of Western education and cultural forms, the lack
of exposure of non- Malay immigrants to the Western artistic ideas and non-
encouragement of artistic development by the British. But slowly, in the twentieth
century there was a paradigm shift from these attitudes. This was partly due to the

education received by Malay Muslims in the United Kingdom, Europe and the United

States of America.
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2.3 A Chronology of Public Art Development in Malaysia
Malaysia has an age-old cultural and historical traditions and its artistic development
is complex. Cultures have been meeting and mixing in Malaysia since the beginning
of its history. Malaysian political historian Noor (2004) states:

‘For centuries the country had been home to a variety of
different ethnic, cultural and religious communities.’

Noor (2004: 1)

He also later states:

"Within the Malay archipelago itself the movement of peoples
— and the languages, cultures, modes of dress, behaviour and
living they brought along — had been the norm for more than

two thousand years’.

Noor (2004: 1)

Noor’s statements reflect the diversity of the Malaysian socio-cultural make up.
During the relatively brief history of public art in Malaysia, its development is
traceable to the consequence of historical, social and economic factors. The diversity
of the public art practices in Malaysia is a reflection of its cultural traditions, based
upon its pluralistic society and exposure to external influences over the centuries.
During the pre-independence era, there have been very limited developments in
public art practice. This is due to the visual art developments which favours
paintings- based upon samples of artwork and the emergence of Malaysian local art
group like the United Malaysian Artists (F.M.S) in the 1929 and the Penang
Impressionist group in the 1930. The only form of three dimensional objects found in
public spaces is the sculptures found in places of worship. A few colonial sculptures

were also found in British governmental offices and places where the British



expatriate socialised. The history of modern forms of public art in Malaysia only

began in a meaningful way just after independence.

The search for a national identity after the post-independence Malaysia was
controlled by chain of events that happen in the newly independent nation that
ultimately influenced its artistic development. The race riot in 1969 led to the
introduction National Economic Planning (NEP) and the National Cultural Congress
of 1971 which evidently influence Malaysia visual art and ultimately influence public

art development.

The final chronology in Malaysia public art development sees the search for a
Malaysian artistic identity. Influenced by the development of the global Islamic
resurgence started in Iran (late 1970s) and supported by the surging spirit of the
Malay nationalism, public art took a re-cast in Malaysia. By virtue of the fact that the
Traditional Malay art is rooted in the Quran, a proper appreciation of its iconography,
morphological and philosophical were employed. This with the development of the
country’s socio-economic development helps contribute to a hybrid of public art

creation in Malaysia.

2.3.1 Pre-Independence Development of Modern Visual Art in Malaysia
British involvement in Malaya had various influences on the local culture including
its art and architecture. The emergence of a modern art tradition during pre-
independence Malaysia has been attributed to the Westernisation, the British

educational system and immigration. Piyadasa (2007) states:



"A modern Malaysian art tradition emerged from modernisation
processes set in motion at the beginning of the 19" century through

British Colonisation’

Piyadasa (2007:105)

During the pre independence period, a lot of visual art work in Malaysia was in the
form of paintings; and an introduction of Western style education to Malaya allowed
for a new approach to the understanding of the nature and the environment. Since the
18" century, colonial artists have captured the beauty of local flora, fauna and tropical
landscapes- originally used as a visual record of the geographical record of Malaya.
The style of painting is organised as its composition of the picture were the
reminiscent of the great tradition of British landscape paintings pioneered by
Constable, Turner, Reynolds and other Victorian painters. Muliyadi Mahmood
(2007), a Malaysian artist states:

‘The British contribution to Malaysian art can be traced to the presence
of British traveller artists and their naturalistic documentations of beauty
of all local landscape, rendered through their scenic topographical view

of the place’.
Muliyadi Mahmood (2007: 106)

Based on an essential rational and investigative depiction of the reality, artistic
interpretations of the pre independence period differed from earlier symbolic and
religious- centred views. The British introduction of the stylistic art was derived from
the European Renaissance. This new artistic paradigm allowed for analytical study of
the real world and led to the emergence of Naturalism in Western art. By the early

1920s, water colour and oil painting techniques were adopted to portray the Malaysian
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scenery. Stylistically, colonial influences in Malaysia in water colour and oil paintings

influenced the beginning of Modern Malaysian art movement.

Beginning with the Naturalistic (see figure 2. 13) idyllic modes of representation,
Malaysian artists later became exposed to the modernist tendencies of the School of
Paris introduced by the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts”’ in Singapore- where the
teachers were trained abroad and where they were exposed to Impressionism, Post-

Impressionism, Fauvism and Cubism.

Figure 2.13  An example of an early oil painting from Penang Island north Malaysia
View of the Cascade, Prince’s of Wales Island 1818 by William Daniell

Apart from colonialisation, during the pre independence era, education, socio-political
developments and immigration of labourers from China and India were an important
factors that influenced the development of modern visual art in Malaysia. The arrival of
artists from mainland China during the 1930s and 1950s enriched the stylistic
experimentations. The Chinese immigrant community was proud of its cultural tradition
and promoted art education and Chinese artistic development in the country. The
formation of Nanyang Academy of Fine Art in Singapore in 1938 is the first art

academy in what was then British Malaya.
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Singapore was once a part of British Malaya until it became an independent republic in
1965 and was an important art centre in the early development of modern Malaysia art.
This is due to its geographical location at the nexus of trading routes during the colonial
period; Singapore was an intellectual centre of the region (Harper, 2001:6-13).

An influx of artists came to Singapore the factors such as its geographical location and
multi cultural melting pot status. In particular should be noted contributed to the
Chinese influx of intellectuals and artist into Malaya during the 1930s and in the
immediate post world war two. According to Mahmmod and Piyadasa (2007):

"Wealthy Chinese merchants proud of Chinese art and culture work with
a group of Chinese intellectual led by Lim Hak Tai, started the Nanyang
Academy of Fine Arts- staffed by artist who had studied modernist art in
Paris or in the port city of China. Modelled on the Beaux Art academies

of Europe, the academy offered a course in painting and sculpture’

Mahmmod and Piyadasa (2007: 108)

Given their Western and Eastern artistic orientations, Nanyang artist would paint in the
Chinese and Western style as well as producing experimental work that attempted a
synthesis of both artistic traditions. Their Western approach was derived from the
various idioms of the School of Paris mixed with forms exist in Chinese paintings. The
Nanyang artists’ attempt to produce syncretic art work was marked by a clever
invention of Southeast Asian figure type as well as the use of pictorial format derived
from traditional Chinese paintings (see figure 2.14). The ‘Nanyang School’ modernist
artists not only introduced a new sophistication in the search for artistic directions but

they also preserved and appropriated their own Chinese artistic tradition at the same

time in ways that were innovative.
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Figure 2.14  Roadside Stall (1962)- artist Jehan Chan

The growth of a modern art tradition in Malaysia during the pre-independence era is
also marked by the emergence of local art groups since the pre war era which provided
the impetus for artist from a multi-racial society and background to work and exhibit
together. It is an important catalyst in the visual art development- the existence of this
groups allowed local artist to come together and participate in artistic activities and

compare their knowledge of different styles.

The first art group to be formed in the country was the United Artists, Malaysia (F.M.S)
founded in Kuala Lumpur in 1929 (Piyadasa 2007:110). It was made up of Chinese
artists whose aims included the preservation of Chinese culture and art, the study of
foreign art and the publication of materials related to fine arts. Activities included
classes in Chinese calligraphy, ink brush painting and Western oil painting techniques.
Other pre war artists group that highly influenced the direction of modern art movement
in Malaysia are the Penang Impressionist group founded in 1930, Penang Chinese Art

Club in 1936 and Wednesday Art group (WAG) in 1952. The Penang Impressionist
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group was founded by colonial resident wives who were responsible for water colour
landscape style on the island. According to Piyadasa (2007):

The formation of Wednesday Art group in Kuala Lumpur by Peter
Harris an English expatriate and English art educationist was
notable for its multi racial membership. Its members were

encouraged to find individual approaches to art’

(Piyadasa 2007:110).

The WAG was an influential art group before and after the Malaysian independence,
with various degrees of modernist’s experimentation. From the formation of many
artists group the most noted was the Angkatan Pelukis Semenanjung (APS) formed in
1956 composed of mostly Malay Muslim artists. The group was founded by Mohamad
Hoessein Enas, from Java Island. His work is influenced by the ‘Beautiful Indies’ art
movement in Indonesia, and Hossein Enas served as a teacher of the group and
introduced a Naturalistic style. The artists from the APS group produced idealised

portraits and landscapes that celebrated for the most part the rural Malay world and its

inhabitant. (see figure 2.15).

Figure 2.15  Tropical Life (1959). The work depict the rural Malay scene- artist Cheong Soo
Pieng
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2.3.2 Pre-Independence Public Art Development (1945-1957)

2.3.2.1 The ‘Eurocentric’ Era

In pre-independence Malaysia, there are records of Malaysia using public art to
reinforce a city’s identity. Public art was employed to beautify the compound of many
British administrative buildings and was also used to beautify Mosques to please the
Malay Islamic rulers. According to interview participant ACJ1 (2007):

“...1n 1910 to 1920’s we had the ‘City Beautiful movement’, where
it was first imported from Chicago, and in Malaysia, it (art) was
adapted in areas like Masjid Jamek (Mosque located in Kuala
Lumpur city center), Masjid Ubudiah (Mosque located in the
northern state of Perlis) and Bangunan Sultan Abdul Samad
(located in Kuala Lumpur’s city centre) which were build during

that period.’
ACIJ1 (2007: 2)

The movement was conceived by leading proponent of the movement, Daniel
Burnham, and linked the efforts to Progressivism?®. A reformation of ‘the landscape’,
he suggested, [would] complement the burgeoning reforms in other areas of society.
While other reformers concentrated on improving sanitary conditions or opening
missions like Jane Addams' Hull House in Chicago, the City Beautiful leaders (upper-
middle class, white and male) believed the emphasis should be on creating a beautiful
city, which would in turn inspire its inhabitants to moral and civic virtue. The premise
of the movement was the idea that beauty could be an effective social control device.
Wilson (1994: 75) states that City Beautiful advocates sought to improve their city

through beautification, which would have a number of effects:
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1. Social ills would be swept away, as the beauty of the city would inspire civic
loyalty and moral rectitude in the impoverished:;

2. American cities would be brought to cultural parity with their European
competitors through the use of the European Beaux-Arts?’ idiom; and

3. A more inviting city centre might not bring the upper classes back to live, but

certainly to work and spend money in the urban areas.

Based on this movement, the British uses public art to help create a colonial
administrative city and art was employed to enhance the local environmental
conditions and also strengthen pride in the city. Even though the term public art was
not popular until the 1980s, the ‘City Beautiful’ movement in 1920s and 1930s
Malaysia is the pioneering example of art in public spaces to encourage a secure and
inspiring city. This includes the use public monuments displayed in the course of the

pre-independence Malaysia.

Most of the public art in Malaysia at the time of this movement were not only located
in religious buildings but also in government offices buildings and squares. The first
example of this style in Malaysia and the oldest surviving examples of public art in
Malaysia- the water fountain sculpture built by the British in front of the Royal
Selangor Club in Kuala Lumpur, where the expatriate community socialised with the

local ruling elite between 1890 and 1957 (see to Figure 2.16).
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Figure 2.16a Dataran Merdeka Fountain (1885) Kuala Lumpur (left) and

Figure 2.16b Statue of Sir Francis Light (right) in Penang Island, North of Malaysia-
example of colonial sculpture

Other form of public sculpture can be found in Strait Settlement administrative city
like the state of Penang where a number of colonial sculptures were located.
Surviving examples are the statue of Sir Francis Light sculpture, and Sir Stanford
Raffles sculptures in Singapore (see figure 2.17) and the sculpture of the white Rajah
of Borneo, Sir James Brooke in Sarawak. But from the 1950s onwards a range of new
public art emerged in the urban environment. The examples of public art/ sculptures

were very distinctive and revealed an astute aesthetic characteristic that is very

‘Eurocentric’.
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Figure 2.17  Sir Stanford Raffles- founder of Singapore (then a part of Malaya)

James Elkins (1995)* emphasises the Eurocentric focus of the discipline and its
narrow conception of what it is that constitutes 'art' are based upon form of artwork
made in accord with the Western concept of art. Therefore non-Western images or
subjects neither those which were made outside of the Western concept of art, are

seen as in defiance, ignorance, or indifference to the idea of art, and were made in the

absence of humanist ideas of artistic value.

Malaysia under colonisation has seen monuments erected to legitimise and perpetuate
the political power structures of the British; and they contributed to the imposition of
colonial hegemony. Sculptural objects and structures placed in public space have
provided sites of ideological contention which have extended far beyond
controversies about aesthetics. Public art during the colonial Malaysia and before the
pre-independence was ‘Western Eurocentric’ in its emphasis. It is elitist, ethnically

and racially essentialist, politically conservative, and naive about the non-Western



cultural practice. These sculptures that were employed during this period were copied
from sculptures found in the western world which was not only used as a tool
commemorates the achievement of the colonial founders but it was also employed to

remind the subjugated people under its control of their presence.

The employment of Western-Eurocentric content, some consider, is the colonial
Europeans believed in the inherent superiority of the ‘White -Race” over the non-
whites. This discrimination is based on class, colour and religion and without regard
to individual and their community’s particular merits. This ideology helped legitimise
subjugation and the dismantling of the traditional societies of indigenous people all
over the colonised world. The ‘Eurocentric’ sculptural monument largely
commemorates political and military figures of the 19" century are symptomatic of
the imposed monumentalism of a Victorian ideal. Sharp (2005) wrote:

This reflects the authoritian imposition of a colonial city generated

public art that celebrates imperial control.

Sharp (2005:1002)

2.3.3 Post-Independence Development of Modern Visual Art in Malaysia
2.3.3.1 Post-Independence Development

While the development of modem visual art during the pre-independence period was
influenced by factors brought by the colonialisation of the country; there are many
events surrounding the development of modern visual art in post-independence
Malaysia. Historical and political factors and art education now influenced the
development of visual art in post-Independence Malaysia. Events like the

independence from the British, the 13 May 1969 race riot incident which led to the
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introduction of the National Economic Planning (NEP)3 Iand finally with the
modernisation of Malaysia in the economic and technology development became a

catalyst for art development towards the end of the twentieth century Malaysia.

There was Malaysian modern art resurgence in the years following the Independence.
The spirit of the newly independent nation seemed to inject interest in the visual arts
together with the support given by the first Prime Minister. Unlike the preceding
decades of the 1940s and 1950s, the search for identity started to gain momentum and
became more urgent, and decidedly intense in the Post-Independence period of the
1970s and 1980s. Historically, apart from the surging spirit of Malay nationalism, the
driving force behind the rejuvenating search for a Malaysian identity is attributed to
the two cultural event- the National Cultural Congress of 1971 and the global Islamic

resurgence of the 1980s.

Official and political support for art, beginning with the establishment of the Malayan
Arts Council in 1952 and culminated in the establishment of the National Art Gallery
in 1958, just one year after independence was declared. The British colonial

government in Malaya was largely disinterested in the advancement of arts in the

country. As stated by Y.JLeng and Piyadasa (2007):

Unlike British India where the introduction of Western art values
and the establishment of Western art academies was view as an

integral part of the imperial British policy of culturally

indoctrinating the mind of Indian intelligentsia, the British in the
Malay Peninsula did not view Western type art as vital to their

overall plans for governance’
Y .JLeng and Piyadasa (2007: 130)
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However in 1952, a group of expatriate and local advocates that included Mubin
Sheppard *?, a government official who worked in the Malaya Civil service, Peter
Harris *- the Art Superintendent in the education department, local artist- Zainal
Abidin, PG Lim and a few more recognised the need to preserve local arts and crafts

and activities that will stimulate and encourage Malayan artist.

This led to the formation of the Malayan Art Council in 1952, a non profit
organisation whose aims were to promote the development of art and culture of the
visual art (among others), to protect local art and crafts, as well as to uplift the
standard of art and art appreciation in the Malaya. The Council initiated the idea of
establishing a national art gallery to house the work of local artist and an art school
for the training artists and craftsmen. The concept of a national art gallery was
approved by the first Prime Minister in 1957. The objectives of the National Art
Gallery, besides housing and maintaining permanent collection of works by
Malaysian artists, was also to exhibit work by local and foreign artist, sponsoring
exhibitions and competitions and projecting the country’s artistic image overseas

through the organisation of travelling exhibitions and participation in international

events.

The Ministry of Education has played an important role in the advancement of art
during the early post independence era. The main force of art activities during post
independence in Malaysia began with art teachers in the Ministry of Education. who

were later sent overseas for further education and thus were introduced to the

.
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international art movements such as Impressionism, Post-Impressionism, Cubism.
Fauvism, Surrealism, Expressionism, Constructivism, abstract art and further

evolution in Modernism and Post Moderism.

By the late 1950°s there were increasing number of Malaysian with a western
education, and Malaysian artists who pursued artistic studies in art colleges abroad
were exposed to Western international avant-garde art impulses. The emotive-
expressive Abstract Expressionist idiom was also introduced in the late 1950s. Other
artists linked to the abstractionist influences included the New Scene group in the late
1960s and introduced the non emotive ‘hard-edged’ Constructivist ideas and later,
Conceptual art tendencies. During the post independence art movement, education
has become the forefront of the development of modern visual art movement in
Malaysia. The tendency for early Malayan artists to go to England, Europe and the
United States for formal art education in the post-Independence has witnessed more
individualised approaches in the search for artistic direction. The visual art
development of a post-Independence were systematically promoted in an increase
demand for skilled artists and designers with the advent of modernisation and

industrialisation process of the country. In the 1960s, newly returned. Western trained

artists introduced abstractionist approaches in creativity.

Artists and art teacher who had returned from training abroad become the vanguard of

art in the country; some of them being prominent artist as well as art educators

contributing greatly to the advancement of art and art education in Malaysia. The

Specialist Teacher’s Training Institute established in 1960 provided professional

training for teachers, thus greatly improving the standard of art teaching in schools.
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The School of Art and Design of MARA Institute of Technology established in 1967
provided professional courses for art and design at a diploma level. According to
Y.JLeng and Piyadasa (2007):

The establishment of MARA school of Art and Design at the
MARA Institute of Technology was a part of a national scheme to
provide higher learning education for the indigenous people in an
attempt to rectify the economic inequalities among the populace.

Y.JLeng and Piyadasa (2007:131)

From beginning the institution was envisaged to produce art graduates that are needed
to fulfill the demand for skilled workforce needed for the new industrialisation

development being set for the future.

Complex questions pertaining to the cultural and national identity had surfaced in the
mid 1970s, in the wake of the 13 May 1969 inter-racial riots and then the National
Cultural Congress in 1971. 13 May 1969 had a significant effect as it shattered the
outward appearance of harmony within the newly independent Malaysia. From
beneath the placid appearance of national unity suddenly emerged previously
suppressed disaccord and tension over perceived economic and political inequality,
deep rooted racial insecurities and distrust. Art play an important role in developing
good contact and close relationship between people of different cultures. Chalmers

(1996) describes art as a:

«...powerful, pervasive force that helps to shape our attitudes,

beliefs, values and behaviours.’
Chalmers (1996: 34)



From the early 1970s the most important art movement was the issues based art that
directly addresses and re-question political events. The question of identity raised by
the National Cultural Congress gave rise to the uniqueness of Malay art, regional
identity, the ‘Malaysian-ness’ of Malaysian art and other probings into the inner
dimension of art, against the background of a developing nation with a multi ethnic
pluralistic society. Crouch (1996) states that in 1971, the government sponsored
National Cultural Congress adopted three principles to define the national culture:

1. National culture must be based on the indigenous culture of the region
2. Suitable elements from other culture can be accepted as part of the national
culture

3. Islam is an important component in molding the national culture

Crouch (1996:166)

A re- questioning of the dependence on Western Humanistic ideas and self expressive
values were initiated by the exhibition “Towards a Mystical Reality” in 1974. The
emergence of regional-centered sentiments and the need to define ideas pertaining to a
‘national identity’ witnessed attempts by some Malay artist to project Malay-Islamic
values during the 1980s. The introduction of post-modernist elements from the late
1980s to the present time by the younger generation of figurative artists has marked a

new creative approach. It has dealt with sociological issues, politic, race, ethnic

marginalisation and gender issues.

2.3.3.2 Modernism to Post Modernism

"Modernism" is often associated with progress achieved in the area of the arts. It has

been described as “a comprehensive term for an international tendency, arising in the

poetry, fiction, drama, music, painting, architecture. and other arts of the West in the

last years of the nineteenth century and subsequently aftecting the character of
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twentieth century art™*

. Nevertheless, it depicts a period of reform. Postmodernism
describes movements which both arise from, and react against or reject, trends in
modernism. One compact definition is that postmodernism rejects modernism's grand
narratives of artistic direction, eradicating the boundaries between hi gh and low forms
of art, and disrupting genre's conventions with collision, collage, and fragmentation.
Post-modern art holds that all stances are unstable and insincere, and therefore irony,

parody, and humour are the only positions that cannot be overturned by critique or

revision.

Modern Malaysian artists have borrowed from Southeast Asia’s past artistic traditions
in the need to project a sense of regional identity and of cultural continuity. Whereas
some Malaysian artists had turned to traditional influences and techniques in their
attempts to define artistic identity, other artists were exposed to the international avant-
garde art context. The first example of work was manifested in the effort of Malaysian
artist Chuan Thean Teng, when he uses the batik> technique on cloth to produce an
easel type painting. (see figure 2.18). During the early 1950s, he began producing
paintings that incorporated this region’s traditional batik technique with modern
expressionistic figurative influences and bright colour schemes derived from the west.
The effort by Chuan Thean Teng, trigger the interest of many Malaysian artists to use a
more abstract symbolic approach, employing actual printing block, complex printing

and dyeing process and decorative textured effects commonly found in batik paintings.



Figure 2.18  Feeding Time (c.1951) Batik Painting by Chuah Thean Teng

Another artist that employs a stylistic style reflecting an authentic sense of cultural
continuity in Malaysia modern art is painter Nik Zainal. He drew his influences from
the Ramayana’® mythical stories of the Wayang Kulit (shadow puppet) tradition of
Kelantan. These artists successfully forge the traditional artistic tradition with the

western ideals without losing the cultural identity of the region.

The development of art in Malaysia sees the move from an emotive abstract art idiom
— a romantic underpinnings highlighting ideas of artistic uniqueness, a creative sub-
consciousness and its emphasis on organic forms and shapes derived from the tropical
landscape to abstract Neo-Constructivist tendencies which challenged the emotive-
expressionist approach of Abstract Expressionism. Piyadasa (2007) states:

Neo-Constructivist advocates an alternative aesthetics founded on
investigative and non emotive orientation. The idea that art can be

scientifically programmed and mathematically structured allowed for

new perceptual attitudes to emerge.
Piyadasa (2007:112)
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The subsequent emergence of Minimalist Art and Conceptual Art developments in
1970s Malaysia was attributed to the artists in this group like Redza Piyadasa
(renowned artist, art scholar, author and academician) and Choong Kam Kow
(president of Malaysia Institute of Art). The precise, geometric approach in these
works reflects affinities with modern architecture and modern packaging design.
Since the early 1990’s the abstractionist ideal has make a come back and it has been
largely adopted by the Malay-Islamic artists in their attempt to produce contemporary
Islamic work. The assumption, among the Muslim artists is that Islam does not

encourage figurative character artwork.

Inspired of local socio-political influences and global Islamist movements from the
late 1970s, prompted the search for non-secular values and the need to define the
Malaysian nationalistic identity within the visual art context. These factors
contributed to an attempt as early as the beginning of 1980s by some contemporary
Malay artists to draw from their Islamic heritage and produce art works that
consciously mirror the Islamic influences. The contemporary Islamic impulses of the
late 1970s until present time were notably linked to the Malay artist of the MARA
School of Art and Design and their varied experimentation into modern approaches to
Islamic art. One manifestation of the Malay-Islamic revival since the late 1970s and
the ensuing change in focus by Malay artists was an interest in the use and depiction
of Arabic calligraphy. According to painter Zakaria Ali (2007) quoted from the word
of Sidi Gazalba- a Islamic scholar in his book Pandangan Islam tentang Aescnian

Islam (Islam Looks at Art):

- ..that art incorporating calligraphy was indeed permitted because it
conveyed the beauty and helped believers to do good and fight evil.
Such liberal vicws provided the more hesitant Muslim artist to
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recourse against the prevailing orthodoxy of many ulama or religious

scholars concerning the making of images’

Zakaria Ali (2007: 121)

The first calligraphy exhibition in 1975 organised by Professor Di Raja (Royal
Scholastic Advisor to the Malaysian Monarchy) Ungku Aziz and curated by Syed
Ahmad Jamal (former director of the Malaysian National Art Gallery) which show
cased Arabic scripts (Tuluth, Kufi, Naskh, Farsi, Riqa'ah and Tugra scripts) help to
foster interest in calligraphy and give the Malaysian public a perspective into the
Islamic art. Modern artists saw in the Arabic calligraphy a whole world of expressive
forms, one that was plastic and limitless. They managed to change the perception and
use of the art from being perceived only as form of conservative religious statement of
man-god relationship and re-articulated it into a larger holistic term, namely

fashioning the scripts in numbers of ways to generate interest in the general public.

2.3.3.3 Sculpture and Installation Art

The emergence of modern sculpture and installation art in Malaysia began since after
independence. Prior to independence of Malaysia from the British, very few
sculptures were use as objects of art that expresses a form of sensory experience and

emotion’’. Few of the pre-independence sculptures still exist to provide an example

of public art typology found in Malaysia (see figure 2.19).

Much of this changed in the 1950s, and certainly in the 1960s, when Malaysia

embraced modern art. According to art historian Laura Fan (2007):



Modern sculpture devoted to the expression of an idea, a specific
aesthetic or for formal concerns, without specific spiritual or religious
connotation, is largely the product of the twentieth century Malaysia.

Laura Fan (2007:114)

Even though there has been a surge of modern sculpture development, never has been
any large production of life-like figurative nudes in Malaysia as there has been in
Europe, in emulation of the Classical period. What emerged was a three dimensional
practice that is rooted from the Malaysian natural surrounding and the cultural

practices of the Malaysian people.

In the 1960s and 1970s, sculptures were use to champion social issues in the country.
For example Syed Ahmad Jamal ‘The Link’ (see figure 2.19). The work, a welded
metal sculpture is a metaphor about the delicate relationship between entities or
persons which denotes the relationship between the newly form government with is

colonial predecessor and the politics of its people.

Figure 2.19 Syed Ahmad Jamal “The Link”

Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, visual art became less prominent during the

recession. Malaysia was also deeply affected by this global phenomenon. The strains

of the global economic collapse have significantly reduced much of the art

development in the country. At the same time, small group of artists brought together

83



modernism and minimalism together. Artists started to experiment with materials
from junkyards- wire, glass and all forms of steel. The series exudes a powerful

tension and dramatic energy. The sculptures symbolises the burgeoning concern over

the impact of the economy in the country.

By mid 1990s, the world economic recovered and the Malaysian economy improved.
With fast urban development and prosperity, visual art development took flight once
again. Sculptures were seen as the best medium and tools to communicate to the

Malaysian public about government’s success restoring the country’s economy. Laura
Fan (2007) states:

Artists like associate professor Ramlan Abdullah spearheaded the
new development in sculpture and exerted a profound influence on
the sculpture development of this era. His sculptures often
commissioned as public artwork in major cities in Malaysia,
demonstrate unique expressiveness of the industrialisation Malaysia

have undergone in the recent decade (sic)

Laura Fan (2007: 115)

Artists like Terry Law and Raja Shariman have used sculptures to engage with form
and space, which sees the inclusion of the physical environment as part of an
important context in sculpture design. Unlike the development of sculptures,
installation art in Malaysia is a product of post-independence Malaysia. Installation

art in Malaysia emerged in the 1970s and has subsequently played a major role in the

nation’s art history when it witnessed a fervent debate about the direction of art.

Heightened national identity and race relation issues, ushered in the thought

provoking and sometime confrontational work ot art. Installation art work in Malaysia



looked at the human condition in the modernity, urbanisation and environmental

degradation. Laura Fan (2007) wrote:

‘Installation art- with its inclusion of mundane objects and physical

spaces, proved to be an effective means to communicate issues relating

to the liberty of thoughts’.
Laura Fan (2007:16)

The origin of this form of art making can be traced to the European avant-garde
movements of the early twentieth century and to the American art movement of the
1960s. Fundamentally, installation art is shaped by ideas and expressed through
objects in space and seek to bridge the gap between art and the viewer through the use
of unconventional materials, scale and space- thus bringing the viewer to look closer

at the issues being projected.

A key figure in the new artistic development in Malaysia was Redza Piyadasa. With
educational background from the United Kingdom and United States, he set about
introducing the art style through a series of thought provoking exhibitions introduced
in the early 1970s in Kuala Lumpur. The exhibitions titled ‘New Scene’ (1969) and
‘Experimenting 70s’ (1970) and ‘Dokumentasi’ (1972) focused his art into
questioning the current events in 1970s Malaysia and the expectation of conventional
visual art practices. His art work marked the emergence of conceptual art in Malaysia.
Piyadasa proved that thought provoking installation art forced the public audience to

question the conventional visual art practice in the country.

From the late 1970s, installation art has had it place in both established and
alternatives art venues in Malaysia. The former director of the Malaysian National Art

Gallery, sought to inject new thinking and fresh idea into the visual art scene



organised thematic exhibitions- such as ‘A Man and His World’ (1973) urging
Malaysian artists to use installation art as a medium to engage their concerns of the

world rapid development at the expense of the environment to the public viewers.

Throughout the 1980s many young artists were encouraged to experiment with
installation art by using all forms of material and adopting clear conceptual thinking.
As aresult, this era produced some of the recent prominent artists in the Southeast
Asian region coming from Malaysia like Tan Chin Kuan and Zulkifli Yusoff. Both
artists have led the next generation of artists that is sensitive to issue based art. In
2003, Zulkifli was invited to display his work at the fiftieth Venice Biennale. From
the 1990s until the present time, a number of the installation artists have emerged in
the Malaysian visual art scene. They have lend their reputations to provide a platform
for the development of art which incorporates issue based art rather than focusing on

art for art’s sake.

The development of three dimensional art and installation art has provided movement
and change in Malaysian rigid visual art practice and this ideal was the foundation for
public art development in Malaysia. By increasingly pushing the boundaries of art
conventions, artist have used different media and introduced the use of visual art

outside the gallery and into the public domain.

2.3.4 Post Independence Public Art Development (1957 — 1980)
2.3.4.1 May 13, 1969 Racial Incident

Major development of public art in Malaysia begins after the independence of
Malaysia. Issues pertaining to the emotional anxieties of the newly independent

people and uncertainty of the economic development inter-twined with the optimism
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of ruling the country successfully have led to the chain of event that cataclysmically
influenced a lot of present time socio-cultural and political development in Malaysia.
It has also influenced the direction and the development of visual art practices in
Malaysia. The May 13 Incident is a term for the Sino-Malay race riots in Kuala
Lumpur (then part of the state of Selangor), Malaysia, which began on May 13, 1969.
These riots continued for a substantial period of time, leading the government to

declare a state of national emergency and suspend Parliament until 1971,

Politics in Malaysia at the time were mainly Malay-based, with an emphasis on
special privileges for the Malays and other indigenous Malaysians, grouped together
collectively with the Malays under the title of "bumiputra". During that time there
were an outburst of Malay passion for Ketuanan Melayu’®, which in the opinion of
some Malays, had not gone far enough in the act of enshrining Malay as the national
language. Heated arguments about the nature of Malay privileges, with the mostly
Chinese opposition mounting a "Malaysian Malaysia™’ campaign had contributed to
the separation of Singapore on 9 August 1965, and inflamed dissatisfaction on both
sides. The causes of the rioting can be analysed to have the same root as the 1964 riots
in Singapore, which caused the racial sentiments before the 1969 general election.The
incident of the 13 May 1969 racial incident became the starting point for the
Malaysian government to use the culture and arts as an anchor to forged a united

social achievement of a multi-racial Malaysia.

The introduction of the NEP was a direct result of the incident. Public art in post-13

May was developed based upon the fervent debate about the direction of art- heighten
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by the national identity and race relation issues. Public art was used to encourage
sharing of ideas and express emotion through the use of sculpture in a space. This
exercise is used to bridge the gap between the races and social background thus
bringing the Malaysian people closer to unity. All forms of art were seen as ‘a useful’

the tool in encouraging the unification of the three major races in Malaysia.

2.34.2 National Economic Planning (NEP)

During British colonial rule, Malays were given certain privileges over their non-
Malay counterparts, such as quotas for public scholarships and employment in the
civil service. When the Federation of Malaya (West Malaysia) declared independence
in 1957, its Constitution contained a provision called Article 153 that provided special
rights for the Malays. The Reid Commission*’, which had drafted the Constitution,
stated that: "...in due course the present preferences should be reduced and should
ultimately cease". When Malaya merged with Singapore, Sabah, and Sarawak in
1963 to form the Federation of Malaysia, the new Constitution retained Article 153,
and the definition of Bumiputra was expanded to include all the indigenous tribes of
Sabah and Sarawak in East Malaysia. Due to increasingly strained relations between
the federal and state governments, and a dispute over the special rights of Malays,

Singapore separated from the Federation in 1965.

The Reid Commission specified that the intent of Article 153 was to address the
imbalance between the Chinese and Malays in terms of economic equity. In the period
following Malaysian independence, however, the Bumiputra share of the economy did

not substantially increase; as late as 1970, it was estimated that Bumiputras held only

88



2.4% of the economy, with the rest in Chinese and foreign hands. Friction between
the Malay and Chinese communities grew, reaching its peak in 1969 during the May

13 race riots.

The government formed a National Operations Council (NOC), led by Tun Abdul
Razak. The implementation of the NEP was one of the NOC's first decisions, and the
plan had the stated goal of ‘eventually eradicating poverty...irrespective of race’
through a ‘rapidly expanding economy’, which would reduce the non-Malay share of
the economy in relative terms, while increasing it in absolute terms. The net ‘losses’
of the non-Malays would go to the Malays, who held just 1.5% of the economy at the
time of the May 13 riots. The NEP had the stated goal of poverty eradication and
economic restructuring so as to eliminate the identification of ethnicity with economic

function.

Apart from bridging the economic gap between the races in the wake of the 13 of May
incident, the NEP also was a subscriber to the importance of cultural diversity. This is
achievable by employing art as a tool in recognising the multi-culturalism of the
Malaysian society. The NEP contributed towards the advancement of art and art
education in Malaysia. This has beneficially affected the development of public art in
Malaysia. NEP contributions included the establishment of an art school, MARA
Institute of Technology, and Specialist Teacher’s Training Institute- an institution that
later produced prominent Malaysia public artists like Ramlan Abdullah and Datuk
Syed Ahmad Jamal; and helped support a Malaysian school of thoughts. Many of

Malaysian public artists today have benefited from the NEP program and this has help
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ensuring the continuity of Malaysian artistic traditions and preserving cultural

heritage.

2.3.4.3 National Cultural Congress 1971

Officially known as the National Cultural Policy of 1971, the NCP was called into
being by the Riots of 1969. Looking at the cause of that ensued after the riots,
Malaysian first Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman believed that the absence of a
singular national identity amongst a multi ethnic population was in part responsible
for the violence. The National Cultural Congress was held from August 1971 at
University Malaya, jointly organised by the Cultural Division of the Ministry and the
Malay Studies Department of University Malaya. Artists, academicians and
intellectuals presented a total of fifty-two seminar papers exploring the concept of
national, from art to architecture, film to music, theatre to language. The papers were
published two years later by the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports as Asas-Asas

Kebudayaan Kebangsaan (ASAS) or National Cultural Foundation (Rowland, 2004:

).

While all fifty-two seminar papers were included in ASAS, the sum total of the NCP
was reduced to three principles. The first states that National Culture would be based
on that of the indigenous inhabitants of the region. The second asserts that elements
from other cultures, which were suitable and reasonable, might be incorporated into
the national culture. Finally, the third principle affirmed that Islam would be a crucial
component of the National Culture. The first principle was based on the rationale that
the country’s culture should reflect the culture of the indigenous communities, which
was interpreted as the Malay-Polynesian culture of the region. Indeed, it was a

civilisation with a unique ethos shaped by centuries of contact with a variety of
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cultures both Eastern and Western. Its adaptability to, and absorption of other cultural
and religious influences made it, therefore, an appropriate culture for a multiethnic
state. The second principle made provisions for the acceptance of non-indigenous
cultures, in recognition of the multi-ethnic make-up of the country. The pre-eminence
of Islam in the third principle in turn, was supported by its six hundred year presence

in the region, and its position as the official religion, as enshrined in the Constitution.

Prior to 1969, the State was largely absent from the arena of arts and culture. For
example, no provisions were made for culture and the arts in the Federal Constitution.
Concepts of national culture, where they did appear, tended to be more inclusive. At a
seminar entitled “The Cultural Problems of Malaysia in the Context of South East
Asia” held in 1967, the Deputy Prime Minister spoke of an inclusive form of national
culture, achieved through consensus amongst a multicultural polity. Given the notions
of group identity embedded in expressions of culture, the battle over the nature of
‘national’ culture was particularly uncompromising with each ethno-political group

asserting its culture and language as distinct markers of identity.

The significant wind of change in the 1990s was the repositioning of culture within

the context of the nation’s drive towards industrialised nation status by 2020.

Rowland (2004) states:

Vision 2020 was promoted as the new blueprint for national identity.
Announced in 1991, it consists of nine policy challenges, addressing
social. economic and nationalist objectives. It envisioned a nation

“made of one *Bangsa Malaysia’,” in which ~“Malaysians of all colour
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and creed are free to practice and profess their customs, cultures and

religious beliefs and yet feel that they belong to one nation.”™

Rowland (2004:1)

Rowland’s statement does not mean that a perfect multiculturalism had been achieved
simply through the new ideal as encapsulated in Vision 2020. Minority groups had
fewer grounds to press for more equitable policies, and conversely, their expressions
of culture became less susceptible to attacks of being un-Malaysian. Public

confrontation between competing political and ethnic interests was minimised.

At the same time, the Malaysian government began to develop the tourism industry,
and by 1996, it had become the second largest source of foreign exchange in the
country. The combination of culture and arts with tourism was an 1deological
reconfiguring of culture and art practices. If before, culture and art were used by the
State to produce the officially prescribed “Malaysian™, it was now a commodity. The
multicultural nature of Malaysian became an area to be cultivated as a “Malaysia

Truly Asia” — which was for external use and not merely an area of contestation over

national identity.

The resurgence of Islam began to influence the reading of the NCP principle, which
gave Islam the veto power over national culture in the 1970s. At first, it was
expressions of culture and art at the center of the NCP, which were subjected to the
religious litmus test. The widening Islamic revivalist influence and its entry into the
political and social mainstream soon brought heightened moral vigilance from Islam
into forms of art and culture at the margins of the national. The impact of this
influence clearly carves a distinct identity, where artists were encouraged to only use

certain colours, and to eschew sculpture and figurative art, in the name of religion.



2.3.5 Contemporary Malaysian Public Art (1980-2007)
2.3.5.1 Malaysian Contemporary Artistic Identity

Drawing from the Malaysian cultural tradition and the advocacy of Malaysian
national identity, public art from the 1980s to the present time has been creatively
influenced by the social narratives and the nationalistic ideals. Contemporary
Malaysian public art is based on three main influences. The first influence is the
search of an Islamic identity in contemporary Malaysian art. The processes of the
Islamisation of the Malay Archipelago brought about a cultural revolution that
transformed the cultural and artistic characteristic. The revival of Islam and the
presence of Muslim Malay artists radically affected the flow, direction and
development of contemporary public art in Malaysia. The principles of Islam have
provided a concrete framework of references, which encourages many artists with the
impulse to be creative, innovative, to creatively explore new ideas, themes and forms:
de-synthesising from the secular Western modernism introduced earlier in the

Malaysian art.

Public art with an Islamic identity focuses on the idealism and aspiration that is
reflective of the Quran and Hadith (gospel) which provided a model for artistic
content and form. According to the Quran, a proper appreciation of its iconographical
and philosophical dimensions necessitates a brief exposition of the Quranic Vision of
Reality particularly concerning the tripartite metaphysical-ontological relationship
between God, Man and the Universe. In retrospective the commitment to restore
Islam as the central dominating force in art are attested by the approaches. attitude
and selected theme or subject matter of the Malaysian artist. Therefore the Malaysian
approach to public art was employed base upon the ethos of epistemology and

axiological orientation grounded from the Islamic principles.



The second influence is the Malay traditional artistic practice and ethos. The impetus
for the development of a national culture was provided by the National Congress on
Culture. The key elements of the traditional Malay art style are based upon the
reference they make to nature. Nature provided the foundation for constructing
ontology and rules of behaviour. The ethic-spiritual nature of Malay concept of
beauty is clearly evidenced in the various attributes such as “lembut” (gentle, pliable),
“halus” (refine, subtle), “seimbang” (balance, harmony), “teratur” (orderliness,
decorum) and “berguna” (beneficial, functional, hospitality), all reflect the perception
of an ideal value orientation in Malay society which constitute in the concept of
‘Adab’ (manners, courteous) (Malaysian National Art Gallery, 1992:23). It is this
ideal value of ‘Adab’ that determines the essence of Malay identity and personality
and which are mirrored in various forms of the creative expression and modes of
behaviour. The need to reflect this in the art form lead to the appreciation and re-
discovery of the Malay roots, the traditional cultural art form and aesthetic

sensibilities.

The final influence of the contemporary public art in Malaysia is marked by the
emergence of Conceptual art in Malaysia. Conceptual art in Malaysia sought to
confront and examine the urbanisation and environmental conditions with the
inclusion of the impact of physical conditioning of a space where the art is sited. For
example the work by public artists Chin Wan Kee- “Fragility” (2004) and
K.Thangarajoo “*Pulse of Independence™(2006) both produces sculptures that is

shaped by present central issues surrounding the socio-cultural and political issues in

Malaysia.
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Figure 2.20  Contemporary Public artwork which influenced by current issues in the

country. K.Thangarajoo (2006) ‘ Pulse of Independence’

The work focuses on validating varied points of view, critiquing institutional
discourse and ideology and provides a different way of looking at issues- challenging
the narratives dealing with official versions of Malaysian history, issues of ethnicity,

identity and socio-political development.

24 Development of Public Art Practice in Malaysia

Innovative collaboration and independent initiatives in the late 1980’s paved the way
for a large, diverse array of artists to move out of the studio and into much larger
arena. Taking their cue from these development young Malaysian artists who emerged
at the end of the 80's and in the beginning of the decade broke clear from the bounds
of convention, separating and compartmentalising mediums, materials and processes.
Public art in 1980s Malaysia finally had a viable chance. According to interview
participant ACR3 (2006), a public artist and academician from Malaysian University

of Technology stated:

‘A lot of recent developments in public art are as a result of the
encouragement and the support that was given to the artist to take their

art to the people by the leadership of the country’.
ACR3 (2006: 6)



ACR3 concluded that public art is accepted because more Malaysians are being
educated in the fundamental aspect art development and art were re-introduced as a
commodity in helping to protect and sustain Malaysia’s cultural practice. Interview
participant ARCH1and the founder of ‘Rimbun Dahan’, an organisation that support
local artists and sculptors, supported this notion. He states:

"...now more than ever, a large number of Malaysian have realised
that art in general has become a commodity which protects the
nationhood and at the same time builds the county’s civilisation’

(ARCH1 2006: 5)

In the early 1990s, there was tremendous interest among Malaysian artists in the
development of public art. This is reflected in the growth of public artworks,
populating and embellishing the Malaysian urban landscape, in major cities like
Penang (north of Peninsula Malaysia), Johor Baharu (southern most state in the
Peninsula Malaysia) and from Kuala Lumpur to the Federal Territory of Putrajaya. In
a new city like the Federal Territory of Putrajaya alone for example, there are almost
fourty commissioned public artwork within the radius of fifteen kilometres (KWP
Putrajaya Report 2005: 5). This exciting development is an encouraging sign as public
art takes a bigger role in conceptualising art as means towards social and economic
change. This important development was encouraged by the Ministry of Heritage Art
and Culture Malaysia. The government body sends Malaysian policy makers abroad
to look at examples of public art in the Western world. The Scottish Arts Council

(1993) report states:

<_..the arts are an essential element in the national life, contributing to
spiritual, social and economic vitality and are legitimate activities for

public investment’.
The Scottish Arts Council (1993: 10)
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The Ministry of Heritage Art and Culture Malaysia adopted a similar policy and
looked at examples and possibilities for the role of art in the reformation of socio-
economic development in Malaysian. The Ministry stated that cultures, arts and
heritage are the intertwining anchors of a civilisation that underscores every facet of a
nation’s existence and it need to be promoted, popularised and practised. (Culture. Art
and Heritage Report 2004: 8). This statement readily supports the development of all
form of artistic activity in Malaysia and this includes public art. Almost all local
authorities in Malaysia have a public art programme or similar programme like
community art projects for example. The use of public art is not only encouraged and
but also being implemented within the cluster of the metropolitan squares in urban
areas and used to adorn small towns and villages. Interview participant POLV2
(2006), landscape architect from the Kuala Lumpur City Council reports that:

‘... the Kuala Lumpur City Council offices was gaining the
encouragement and support from the federal government and private
contributors in forging collaboration and encourage public artwork to be

built within the city public spaces’.
POLV2 (2006: 3)

POLV?2 observed public art in Malaysia is also given large amount of encouragement
due to the government vision to use public art as a tool to create common shared
values and strengthen Malaysian multi-cultural diversity. This support Boys (2005) in
his keynote speech in the ‘Benefits of Public Art’ symposium, states that:

¢ itis an investment in improving the public realm. and it is public
art as purposeful “found space for instrumental action” that tie the

relationship between art, architecture and society’.
Boys (2005)
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The growth in public artwork projects 1s also attributed to the substantial sums of
money allocated to the development of art and culture in the recent National
Development Planning (NDP) (which replaces NEP- National Economic Planning in
1990). The National Development Policy does not only emphasis the importance of
visual arts role, sculpture and other genres of art, but also promotes the provision of
arts and culture infrastructure in all states by ensuring training facilities in schools and
institutions of higher learning (Culture, Arts and Heritage Report 2004). The effect of

NEP has resulted in an increased trained Bumiputra artist.

Prior to the NEP, most professionals in the visual art practice were from Nanyang
School of Fine Art and most of them were Chinese (from the Mainland of China).
Hence the NEP helps to bridge the gap of art elitism in the Malaysian artistic world
between two different schools of thoughts and background. The NEP also saw the
establishment of the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Heritage was akin to fulfilling the
primary need of an artistic and cultured Malaysian. Whilst the NEP helped established
the foundation for visual art practices, the NDP promotes and develop contemporary

visual art practices with the inclusion of public art as a separate field of activity.

But although public art gained some positive momentum, recent development shows

it took a re-butt. Interview participant ACJ1 (2006), urban planner and academician

argue:
-Public art does not have a long tradition in the Malaysian art scene; if
it is not seen as economically viable without commercial value, it will

not be popular for very long'.
ACIJ1 (2006:4)
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Evidence suggests that public art has been steadily growing since the mid 1980°s and
saw its peak in the late 90’s. These growths were tied with urban re-generation at the
highest point of Malaysian economic growth from 1990 - 1998. Madden (1998) states
that the growth or the decline of public art closely reflects to the economic
developments of the country and the economic benefits of art. Art in Malaysia is
officially accepted as long as it is functional, benefits the public and advocates

activities that will significantly develop the country’s economic growth.

But interview participant POLV2 (2006: 6) believes that public art used in a
beautification programme to attract tourists will encourage better economic growth.
The beautification programme it will also create a sense of ownership’ of the public
spaces and can be ‘a driver to social renewal’. He later stated that:

"...without that priority, money will not be spent on any type of
public artwork especially in the city of Kuala Lumpur’.
POLV2 (2006: 4)

Both ACJ1 and POLV2’s statements clearly denote their concerns as there are still a
lot of critical issues surrounding the development of public art in Malaysia. To help
understand how public art is being used as a mechanism for artistic development,
building the socio-economy and work as a tool in the search of a national identity, it is
important to first investigate and unravelled the definition of public art in a Malaysian

context and use it as a point of reference for a discourse in public art development.

2.5.Defining Public Art

Aside from the famous Tugu Negara or the National Monument (see figure 2.21a, b),

Dewan Bahasa and Pustaka (Malaysia Institute of Language and Literature) mural
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(see figure 2.22a) and the Malaysian National Museum mural, (see figure 2.22b)
most Malaysian only idea of art for the common folk were the odd roadside sculptures
seen on their daily journey from and to their homes. No one has taken any serious
notice at any of the public sculptures at the parks, in a plaza of a public building or

have the desire to admire the public artworks in and around the cities in Malaysia.

Figure 2.21a The National Monument 1 and, ~ Figure 2.21b National Monument 2:
Cenotaph (right)

- -
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Figure 2.22a The famous 1960s Figure 2.22b The Malaysia National Museum mural

style mural of the
Dewan Bahasa dan
Pustaka building
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There are still a number of debatable issues surrounding public art in Malaysia. Today
public art in Malaysia has phantom quality- even if one comes across public art in the
park, it seems to remain in the background, unassuming and blending into the
environment. Shunmugam (2005) a public art enthusiast from kakiseni.com- a non

governmental artist’s association states:

‘Public art is an oxymoron in the Klang Valley where many simply
drive past or walk by large art pieces, oblivious to the works,
appearance, artist, aim or cost . Christened by many other names like
‘round-a-bouts art” and ‘Roadside sculpture’ overall, public art in the
eyes of Malaysian public is less concrete and less substantial. They
are often pieces of sculpture that have the same meaning wherever

they are and are not site specific in any profound sense’.

Shunmugam (2005: 2)

YJin Leng (2005) artist-educator wrote:

“Nowadays, public art here (in Malaysia) is mostly used to decorate

a public space. So, looking at a public artwork has become more of a

voyeuristic rather than a spiritual experience”

YJin Leng (2005:1)

Both Shunmugam and YJin Leng believed that public art in Malaysia has failed to
reach its audience. This is due to the fact that majority of the public art commissioned

in Malaysia has been removed from its local context and does not reflect and meet the
need of the local artistic traditions. The inconsistency and the ambiguity of the public

artwork in Malaysian public spaces have lost the profound respect and admiration of

its viewers. Hence the presence of these public artworks have been duly

acknowledged but not fully appreciated.
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There are other possible scenarios why public artwork in Malaysia receives such
critique from the local artistic community. Since the late 1970s, some Malaysian
artists who have been exposed to the Western avant-garde tendencies, have
disregarded and move away from the traditional history and cultural identity of
pluralistic Malaysia. This adaptation of Western ideals in many of the commissioned
public artworks has displaced the Malaysian context as a subject matter in the design
of the artwork. Shunmugam (2005) pointed out that public art in pre-colonial and pre-
capitalist South-East Asia, such as the Angkor Watt sculptures in Cambodia, reflected
a culture that had a far higher regard for spirituality and community, compared to the
modern emphasis on individualism. It was the disregard of the spiritual belief and
community cultural practices which is not included in the modern Malaysia practice.

Interview participant ARCH1 (20006) states:

‘Public art looses its place because the artwork does not respond to

the public and site demands’.

ARCH1 (2006: 2)

ARCH] addresses the concern over the relationship between the art work and the
context in which it is presented. Removing the artistic context from the local socio-
cultural background means that the work will have the tendency to be ignored. The
impact of this action will also influence the decision of the public audience and
because public art is literally art for the public, removing the public art from its socio-

cultural context does beg the question of what will the public gain from the art work.

It is common knowledge that today’s Malaysian public art is a largely state-sponsored

initiative and is rarely supported by public subscription. Major funding comes from



the government in the form of the local council and some from the Art Council and a
few are supported by private funding. Interview participant ACR3 (2006) states:

‘...because these people (private corporations, public organisation and
government office) think they have the power and right to decide and
choose, it boils down to what they want and how the public artwork

should look, hence taking the public out of the equation’,
ACR3 (2006: 4)

The decision to prescribe which public artwork is best for the public, has obscured
public art future development in Malaysia. It seems clear that the autonomy of the
bureaucracy to decide the content of the artwork deemed unsuitable from its public,
strictly controlled its practice and compromised its attributes. However, government
officials argue that much of the public art programme has been consistently motivated
by a desire to produce artwork that supports the social benefits of the Malaysian
public. This is a basic direction of the federal policies towards the dispersal of public
artwork as a working tool towards achieving a national social objective. Therefore the
context in which public artwork is being produced is believed by the bureaucracy to
advocate towards general prosperity which will give socio-economic and political

benefit to the country and its public.

As public art is a relatively new discipline in Malaysia, it lacks a clear definition. As a
post-colonial country, Malaysia 1s used to borrowing most of its artistic impulses and

definitions from the Western world. In re-framing the definition of public art in the

Malaysian context today, this research has looked into the definitions and terminology
of public art used in the West as an impetus for further discussions. This is then put

into the context of Malaysian understanding of public art.
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Vivien Lovell (1998:1), founder of Public Art Commissions Agency (PACA) stated.
“Public art eludes definition™. A question of what public art is and be is crucial and in

need of careful defined. Denett (2004) stated:

"The phrase “public art” is generally accepted as that catch-all term that
encompasses the making or placing of art in non gallery settings. Such
work is situated in many public spaces in the city and is contextualised by
the local social, cultural and political issues and comes with significant
probable benefits like the development of national identity, simulating
social interaction, encouraging healthier lifestyle, reducing vandalism and
crime rate, nurturing grass root culture and expanding and awareness of

local culture’.

Denett (2004:2)

An historical approach developed by James M Goode (1973) divides public art into a
few recognisable elements. What constitutes as public art includes: “statues,
equestrian statues, relief panels, aluminium and bronze doors, fountain, architectural
sculpture, pediments and abstract sculptures”. While Boys (2005) states that public art
1s more that categorisation of physical attributes or recognisable elements. His belief

is that public art is for the expression of social meaning and about shared values in

society.

Becker (2004:1) concluded that today, public art is almost anything and everything
artist can think up, a broad spectrum of activities encompassing almost cvery aspect
of our lives. It could not only belong to and initiated by different artistic practices but
also to be based upon where it is sited, either the outside of different spaces or the
convention of a gallery and museums. In many sense Becker's description of public

art depends on the decision of where it began and where it is found and what 1t is
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being used for. Both Goode and Becker offer several definitions of public art that
have been employed since 1967 in the attempt to arrive at a consensus and a clearly
delimited field of activity. While Becker’s and Goode's interpretation of public art is
based upon the context where their observation were made- in Europe and North
America, Shin (1999) an Australian architect and researcher stated that:

‘...besides the ornamental role, public art is re-interpreted as an
urban landmark and urban memory in relation to urban design’.

Shin (1999: 8)

Shin’s argument was based upon the relatively brief history of public art, which the
term ‘public’ has been interpreted as denoting a physical location with the assumption

it bears a relationship with a place. As quoted in Harding and Buchler 1997, artist Jeff

Kelly states:

“ At some moment in the late 1970s, we crossed and important
threshold; we moved beyond sites into places...One might say that
while site represents the constituent physical properties of a place- its
mass, space, light, duration, location and material processes. A place
represents the practical the vernacular, psychological, social, cultural,
ceremonial, ethic, economic, political and historical dimension of a

site”
(Harding and Buchler 1997:6)

It is important in this research to look at the different contexts in which public art

were being presented. Shin’s analysis support the view that public art might, despite

its mutable and cumulative definitions, take into account work that improves the

environment, acts as place marketing, adding to land values and expressive place-

making. The definition of public art in the Western world 1s not dissimilar to the one

used in Malaysia today. But apart from some commonalities of Western definitions of
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public art, Malaysia’s public art has also evolved around the local cultural and artistic
aspiration. In Malaysia, this includes issues like religious and cultural practices of the
Malaysians, the influence of Malaysian history and development of visual art and
finally the economic progression of the country. Agreeing with the notion of public
art set by the rest of the world; Malaysia simply examines and adopted the definitions

and terminology which suits its socio-cultural and political context.

Apart from religious and cultural practices of the Malaysians, there have also been
many discussions surrounding the purpose of public art which in some way influence
the definition for public art in Malaysia. Raven (1993) states that “public art isn’t a
hero on a horse anymore’. Raven’s statement demonstrated that public art has come
along way and its function carries profound impact. It no longer sits idle in a square
and performs a mundane role- as a monument to beauty. Public art according to
Raven’s observation has a broader purpose and in Malaysia has taken many forms.
Since independence, public art has evolved from the monument to commemorate the
colonial masters to become a tool of place-making, and engages with the issues

surrounding the country’s development.

Miles (1989) states:

“There are four major arguments for public art: It gives a sense of
place; it engages the people who use the place; it gives model of

imaginative work; it assists in urban regeneration’.
Miles (1989)

Miles and Raven clearly identifies the significant changes in today’s value of public

art. Today public art have a contemporary value and no longer functions as a

traditional monument to commemorate greatness.
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The other reason for the readily acceptance of contemporary genre public art is also
due the cultural and religious belief in Malaysia. Following a deep preoccupation with
the religious themes in the 1980’s, Malaysia’s artists have continued to innovate with
form producing some radical works in sculpture, installation art as well as
conventional painting, creating a contemporary arts environment that is filled with
positive tension. The history of representation of contemporary Asian art is relatively
new 1n particular with the relationships between traditional practices and new ideas
and ways of working. According to the Malaysian Culture, Arts and Heritage Report
(2004), Malaysia is unlike countries in Southeast Asia, namely Indonesia, the
Philippines and Thailand. A contemporary art tradition settled and developed in
Malaysia somewhat late. Because of this, most of the public art and practice in
Malaysia was only fully established in the late 1980’s. Before that it started as an
imitation of Western realist art; it developed into a formidable abstract expressionist
impulse in the 1960’s. By the 1970°s, Malaysian artists were beginning to explore and

infuse their work with indigenous materials and themes.

Contemporary practice deals with two very different cultural traditions and represents
clear contestation and conflict in the implementation of ideals in many of the works.
Interview participant GAP4 (2005: 1) in his article "Public art in Singapore’

concluded that:

...the problem with public art practices in Southeast Asia 1s caused
by the clashes between two (Western versus Eastern) different ideals,

of views and perceptions in which art is being embodied’.
GAP4 (2005: 1)
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Interview participant ACR3 (2000) states that most sculptors in Malaysia are mostly
Muslim Malays who tend to move away from the western concept of sculptures.
ACR3 noted that even though the revelation of employing Islamic visual ideal in
public art is relatively a recent development but it is taken seriously. The earlier
Western school of thoughts and concept in art are met with disdain. Sabapathy (2005)
stated that the development of modern art in Malaysia demonstrates not only the
mutability (and durability) of visions in "Art" but also changes in ideas and visions in
the social, economic and political life. He explains that the Islamic considerations of
many artists clearly mirror the ideological "Islamisation" pervading the social,
economic and political life of the country. As ideology goes, institutional power of

propagation reflects efficaciously to the artistic expressions.

Because Islam is the key consideration for many Malaysian artists when visioning
their ideas for public art, the artwork must abide by certain codes of cultural conduct.
Interview participant POL2 (2000) states:

...public art object should not offend the public. Censorship on
nudity and gender base as a subject for sculptures are just not

accepted and is an example of understanding the cultural sensitivity

in local censorship’
POL2 (2006:8)

POL2 highlighted that art rendition without formal control and identifiable moral
guide will offend people as nudity and gender based sculpture is not a part of the
Asian culture and norms. Hence generally, contemporary public artwork form with

reasonable weave of local context is likely favourably to be received and will be

keenly embraced and practiced.



The question of censorship is an extremely complex issue especially concerning the
allowed style of public artwork in Malaysia. There were some arguments by the non
Muslim artists that liberal democracies are supposed to favour freedom of
information, speech and expression. However the regulative censorship in Malaysia
sees that certain issues are justifiably enforced within the ethical framework of moral
and religious agreement- in particular to protect majority belief in a the diverse

Malaysian community.

Jensen (1991: 28) suggests that ‘regulative censorship is deliberately prohibitive and
is supported by threats and punishment but the form of punishment is subjective’.
This is because it is use as a deterrent from future attempts to emulate and reproduce
artwork that is not suitable for the public. In Malaysia, artists who cross the
censorship regulation will find themselves losing the support of the local council and
art council and in the worst possible scenario, of losing future opportunity to

participate in future commission.

2.5.1 Public Art Identity in Malaysia

Public art by its nature concerns not only aesthetics. or situated in public space but it
is contextualised by social, cultural and political issues. In Malaysia, public art, both
defines and is mediated by its spatial location, and as such is part of a social dynamic
in which it belongs to. Given the multi-racial, cultural and religious background of
Malaysia, the quest for identity has led many Malaysian art practitioners to adopt
many different interpretations and approaches. This is because Malaysia's public art
identity is traceable to its elements of ethnicity, regionalism and spirituality of the

local culture. This influence was pertinent not only to spacc within the localised
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environment, but also to whole constructed identities such as towns and cities and the
process of Islamisation of Malaysia has revolutionised the cultural practice of the
country and permeated into its artistic development. Islam became the civilising force
which exerted decisive influence on the socio-political and socio-cultural aspects of

the predominantly Malay Malaysian.

Apart from this, the search for a Malaysian public art identity is based upon its
colonial past and international influence, adopted in the early stage of its art
development. While Modernism has had some influences in the making of identity in
Malaysian art, modern art movements such as realism, expressionism and
impressionism for example found support among many Muslim Malay artists. In this
respect the involvement of Malaysian artists with modernist ideals leads to a sense of
inner conflict for these artists. Lamya Faruqi (1985) from the Islamabad National
Hira Council writing about Islam and Art explains:

‘A similar rejection of Traditional Malay values is evidenced in the

work of Malay artists of the “Modernist Period”
Lamya Faruqi (1985)

Instead of using abstract and non-representative motifs of calligraphy, geometrical
shapes and stylised plants, some Malaysian artist found delight in adopting the
Western figurative forms in some artwork. But for a country with such international
influences, Malaysia has very little in the way of contemporary or modem public art,
and until very recently public art did not feature prominently in its development
programmes. Public art practices in Malaysia have undergone significant shifts over

the past two decades. While there were a few other examples. including the

occasional contemporary mural, nonetheless in Malaysia there was “a marked absence
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of meaningful and relevant public art and sculpture’. These changes are as described
by Kwon (1997) when she suggests three paradigms that are schematically
distinguished in public art practices:

1. "Art in public places’: typically a modernist abstract sculpture placed
outdoors to ‘decorate’ or ‘enrich’ urban spaces, especially plaza areas

fronting federal buildings or corporate office ground.

2. "Art as public spaces’ : less object oriented and more site conscious art
that sought greater integration between art, architecture and the
landscape through collaboration between artist and architects,
landscape architects, city planners and the government administrators
(local council) in the designing of urban development (and

regeneration) such as parks, plazas, promenades and neighbourhoods.

3. "Art in the public interest’: often temporary city based programs
focusing on social issues rather than built environment which strives

toward the development of politically conscious community events.

Kwon (1997:11)

Kwon’s argued that public art has undergone many stages but the most significant
ones are how public art has its goal desire to engage with its audience and to create
spaces- virtual or imagined within which people can identify themselves. Kwon'’s
observation also indicated that the institutional framing of public art not only
distinguishes its value but also generates particular expectations and narratives within
culturally specific condition. Appleton (2004) states that only with the development of
bourgeois democratic society that we encounter the recognisable “public art” — which
embodies the will, conscious ideals of the people. This has been the catalyst of

modern public art and in Malaysia; this shift in public art practices has help to support

its present identity.
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There is still some confusion over the multi-faceted role and function of public art in
Malaysia. For the most part, public art has gone through many trial and errors from
the complexity of Malaysian bureaucracy, to a beneficiary of a public artwork. The
greatest problem is the lack of critical writing and intelligent media coverage.
Centralised information about Malaysian’s public art database is also patchy. There is
almost no existing database on public art except for a few surveys on the type, date
and sculptor for permanent public sculptures across the country published by private
and independent public art enthusiasts like Nusantara.com. Yet this information is
crucial for a discourse about public art. So far the most predominant characteristic of
public art in Malaysia is the Islamic-Malay artistic flavour- which is provided by the

“Malaysia-ness of Malaysian” driving force behind Malaysian artistic creativity.

2.6 Chapter Summary
Piyadasa (1986) wrote a series of articles in The Malaysian Business Times about the
beginnings of public art in the region:

“Public art shouldn’t be some construction just to fill a space but
something that gives the nation a sense of pride, history, and celebrates
cultural heroes. There is always a heroic quality about public art
because it mirrors what the nation is and sums up society’s collective

memory — something we all need,”
Piyadasa (1986)
Piyadasa’s statement clearly suggests the complex question pertaining to the role
public art plays in Malaysia at present time and examines the history of the use of
public art within diverse contemporary societies in Malaysia. Historically public art in
Malaysia has been fostered by the chain of events that have transformed the

Malaysian artistic development. the urban landscape and enhanced the aesthetic



experience in projecting an image of the city’s cultural richness. This includes an
agreement that public art promotes community identity, civic pride and creativity.,
thus playing an important part in the creation of liveable cities. But there is still lively

debate about whether most public art new or old- achieves these goals.

It is accepted that public art in Malaysia took a quantum leap in the early 1970s with
the introduction of the National Culture Congress after the post-independence event
of the racial unrest in 1969. Artists from different background began to consider the
context of their work- social issue based subject and use it as a point for expression.
Work in the field resembled a living laboratory, with mixing and matching ideas. A
country like Malaysia with shared sense of community, history, religion and
nationality, in such social context, claims that public art can contribute to, if not create

a community cohesion.

For most part, public artist in Malaysia have learned to adopt with the many social-
political event through trial and error. While educational institution in Malaysia have
only in the past few years begun to address the multi-faceted of public art. The lack of
educational opportunities and limited support for emerging public practice are perhaps

the two greatest problem speeding the growth and development of public art in

Malaysia
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Notes

® The Orang Asli is the indigenous minority peoples of Peninsular Malaysia. The
name is a Malay term which transliterates as 'original peoples' or first peoples.'Itis a
collective term introduced by anthropologists and administrators for the 18 sub-ethnic
groups generally classified for official purposes under Negrito, Senoi and Proto-
Malay. (The Orang Asli of Peninsular Malaysia, Nicholas Colin, 1997: 1)

9 . . - . . .

Badan Warisan Malaysia has played a distinctive role in the promotion of the
preservation and conservation of Malaysia’s built heritage since our formation in
1983 as a Non-Government Organisation, concerned with the conservation and

preservation of Malaysia’s built heritage. [www.badanwarisan.org.my accessed
22/04/2008]

' The Malays have an animistic and Hindu heritage, strong influences of both being
still evident in many of the traditional beliefs, customs and rituals, as well as in

manifestations of artistic expression. (http://www.theasiancentre.com/ assessed
08/07/2008)

! Srivijaya or Sriwijaya was an ancient Malay kingdom on the island of Sumatra in
Indonesia which influenced much of the Malay Archipelago. Munoz, Paul Michel
(2006: 171): Kingdoms of the Indonesian Archipelago and the Malav Peninsula.
Didier Millet Singapore publishing

'? International Tamil Language Foundation (2000:877). The Handbook of Tamil
Culture and Heritage. Chicago: International Tamil Language Foundation

B 1n describing the Indian model, it gives a glimpse of the Langkasuka intimate
political connection with India. Eddin Khoo, Farish Noor (2003:159) *Kingdom of
Langkasuka’ accerpt from “The Spirit of Wood” Periplus

'* Aniconic avoid anthropomorphic representations of the Buddha in human form

' Iconic phase suggested that the concept of the "man-god". This expression of the
Buddha as a both a man and a god became the iconographic canon for subsequent

Buddhist art.

'® The Mon converted to Theravada Buddhism at a very early point in their history.
Unlike other ethnic groups in the region, they seem to have adopted Theravada
orthodoxy before coming into contact with Mahayana tendencies, and it is generally
believed that the Mon provided the link of transmission conversion from Hinduism
and Mahayana Buddhism to Theravada Buddhism- D.G.E. HALL, '-BURMA"
University of Rangoon, Burma. Third edition (1960: 35)

'” The time of the Gupta Empire is referred to as Golden Age of India. .The traditional
Buddha iconography from the Gupta Empire includes the following: stmg-fold stvle
drapery; thicker garments; elongated, idealized bodies; "lotus" eyes: tthk? "b'cc
stung" lips; scooped, smooth eyebrows; snail shell curls; apd distant. meditative
gazes. Also, during the Gupta Empire, metal work and various sculptures were made-
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Dr. James C. Harle (1974) Gupta Sculpture (Indian Sculpture of the Fourth to the
Sixth Centuries A.D.) Oxford University Press

'8 The Khmer empire was the largest Empire of South East Asia based in what is now
Cambodia. The empire's official religions included Hinduism and Mahayana
Buddhism, until Theravada Buddhism prevailed after its introduction from Sri Lanka

in the 13th century. Michael Freeman, Claude Jacques (2006): Ancient Angkor. Asia
Books |

' parameswara (1344 — 1414) was a Palembang prince of Hindu descent from
Srivijaya that founded Malacca around 1402. In the year 1409 he married Malik ul
Salih of Pasai's princess, and became a Muslim adopting the Persian title Sha/ and
styled himself as Sultan Iskandar Shah- Zain, Sabri (2007) "A History of the Malay

Peninsula." Parameswara. [http://www.sabrizain.org/malaya/parames.htm- accessed
on August 2, 2007].

' The Mughal Empire was one of the greatest dynasties of India, spanning over three
hundred years from 1526 to 1877 AD. The Mughals were Muslims and they exposed
their many subjects to Islamic values and culture. Mughal art is a unique

amalgamation of native Indian art with Iranian and European influences- Malaysia
Islamic Museum (2002)

2% Moorish art and architecture, developed in the Maghreb: North Africa and Spain. In
Moorish sculpture, stone and wood carvings were used mainly as architectural
ornament. K. A. C. Creswell, 4 Bibliography of the Architecture, Arts and Crafts of
Islam (1961).

2! The primary doctrine of Wahhabism is Tawhid, or the uniqueness and unity of God.
The terms "Wahhabism" and "Salafism" are often used interchangeably, but
Wahhabism has also been called "a particular orientation within Salafism," John L.
Esposito (2002: 50) What Everyone Needs to Know About Islam Oxford University

Press US

22 Ope of the most astonishing products of Malay visual art was the carved garuda-
like birds used in the manner of a chariot on important royal occasions. This sacred
garuda bird, called Jatayu or Jentayu, appears in one of the two great Hindu epics of
India, the Ramayana- Farish Noor Eddin Khoo (2003:116) Spirit of Wood. Periplus

23 The National Culture Congress proposed an alternative formulation of culture that
included the need to view all ethnic group on the basis of equality and the need to
express common cultural values through multiethnic forum- Vidhu Yarma (2002:75)
Malaysia: State and Civil Society in Transition Lynne Rienner Publishers

** A group of Dutch merchants decided to circumvent the Portuguese monopoly and
in 1613. the Dutch expelled the Portuguese from their Solor fqrt, but were expelled
again in 1636 following a re-occupation of the site. VOC tr\admg posts were
established in Malacca (Melaka,Malaysia) in 1641. Ricklets, M.C. (1991.:2\’). A
History of Modern Indonesia Since c. 1300, 2nd Edition. London: MacMillan

[N



2> The Pangkor treaty of 1874 was a treaty signed between the Sir Andrew Clarke on
behalf of the British and Raja Abdullah of Perak. The treaty is significant in the

Malay states history because it signalled the British official involvement in the Malay
states' policies. )

26 Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, (NAFA) is the first art institution in Malaya,
which comprised Peninsular Malaysia, and East Malaysia, (Sabah. Sarawak and
Singapore before the latter seceded in 1965).

27 After the 13 May racial riots of 1969, the controversial New Economic Policy—
intended to increase proportionately the share of the economic pie of the bumiputras
("indigenous people”, which includes the majority Malays, but not always the
indigenous population) as compared to other ethnic groups. It was launched by Prime
Minister Abdul Razak. Malaysia has since maintained a delicate ethno-political
balance, with a system of government that has attempted to combine overall economic
development with political and economic policies that promote equitable participation
of all races. (Jomo Kwame Sundaram 2004. The New Economic Policy and Inter-
ethnic Relations in Malaysia. UNRISD)

*® The late Tan Sri Mubin Sheppard is a British expatriate who had a distinguished
career serving both the Colonial and the Malaysian government. He was founder of
the National Archives, the National Museum and the Muslim Welfare Organization of
Malaysia. Badan Warisan Malaysia Heritage Trust, accessed October 11, 2006

%° The art scene gained momentum through activities of figures such as Peter Harris
(b. 1923). In 1951, Peter Harris became Superintendent of Art Education, which saw
him being instrumental in the creation of Malaya's first national type primary school
art syllabus. In 1952 Peter Harris also started the Wednesday Art Group in Kuala
Lumpur and the Penang Art Teachers’ Group respectively — these groups were an
important nexus of artistic practice and activity through the 50s and 60s.

3% A Bullock, O Stallybrass, and S Tombley (eds), The Fontana Dictionary of Modern
Thought (2nd Edn 1988: 539).

31 Batik is an Indonesian and Malay word and refers to a generic wax-resist dyeing
technique used on textile. The word originates from Javanese word “amba”, meaning
to write” and the Javanese word for dot or point, “titik. ”. Malaysian crafts accessed

June 2008

32 Described by English scholars as a Malay literary work of "a Hindu prose
narration” with Islamic adjustments. The Ramdyana is an ancient Sanskrit epic
attributed to the Hindu sage Valmiki and an important part of the Hindu culture. The
epic probably reached Malaysia by Javanese traders who brought their shadow plav.
IWayang Kulit. Many changes developed in the Malgy version Ramayana_ and thosg |
changes depended upon the local traditions and politics. The Ramayana in Malaysia is
used more for entertainment and social education rather than for spiritual or rell g1ous
purposes. P.L Amin Sweeny The Ramayana and the Mulav Shadow Play. N ol.37.

No.2 (1974:507)
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33 ; . . . . . ]

The emotion involving in art is not an emotion in the ordinary meaning of the term.
It is experienced more as a “sense” or a “feel”, but it has two characteristics pertaining
to emotions: it is automatically immediate and it has an intense profoundly personal

(yet undefined) value meaning to the individual experiencing it. Rand quoted by
Torres and Kamhi (2000:43)

34 .. . ...
Progressivism is a political movement that represents the advancement of worker
rights and social justice.

3> The Beaux-Arts style, named for the famous Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris, which

instructed artists and architects in the necessity of order, dignity, and harmony in their
work.

3¢ James Elkins, "Art History and Images that are not Art", Arts Bulletin, December
1995, vol. LXXVII, 4,553.

TA Malay term for Malay supremacy or Malay dominance - after the National
Language Act of 1967

** The DAP promoted the concept of a "Malaysian Malaysia", which would deprive
the Malays of their special rights under the Constitution of Malaysia

3 "Preparing for a Program", Time Magazine, 1969: 1

*The Constitution was drafted on the basis of a report from the Reid Commission.
The commission, which had been formed to lay the groundwork for a Constitution in
the run-up to Malaysia's pending independence, released the report in 1957 as the
Report of the Federation of Malaya Constitutional Commission 1957 or The Reid
Commission Report. (Adam, Ramlah binti, Samuri, Abdul Hakim bin & Fadzil,
Muslimin, 2004). Sejarah Tingkatan 3. Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka



Chapter 3

Mapping Current Provision of Public
Art Development in Malaysia: Issues with Public Art
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3.1 Introduction: Issues with Public art in Malaysia

This chapter examines and analyses the planning and policies adopted in the
development of public art in Malaysia. This is achieved by analysing and examining
the Malaysian Laws and Policy on Art and Culture (2006), the National Art Gallery
Policy (1958), Local Government Act 171 (2005) and the National Heritage Act
645(2006) - which help the understanding of traceable and non-traceable elements
that influenced the Malaysian public art practice. These policies address public art
funding, siting and reception of public artwork; promotion and the production of
public art and the professional development of public art practices. This chapter also
looks at public art policy and the local authority planning system- in response to the
growing amount of public art provided via the planning system in Malaysian cities.

This study considers how these two areas of work relate to each other.

Finally the literature review in this chapter presents the theory and practice of public
art in Malaysia. This is important because it helps to explain the views and perception
of public art practices- from issues pertaining to censorship and regulations, the
purpose of public art in urban development and regeneration and finally with issues
like site-specificity and public art patronage. The findings help to establish the social
attitude and of visual approaches which are being employed to help shape public art
development in Malaysia. They also help to explain the different methods involved in

public art planning, topics and themes which affect the quality of public artwork in

the public realm.
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3.2 The Role of Public Art in Malaysia

The role and concept of public art in Malaysia has changed continuously since it
emerged in the late 1970s. Events that took place after independence have
significantly influenced the purpose of public art. The development of public art has
created a richer appreciation for the value it represents. Presently public art rarely
commemorates heroes or events, nor does it symbolise accomplishments and goals. [t
now appears to function as a community symbol or as a tool for place-making- often
its purpose is commercial as well as cultural and aesthetically enhancing its settings.
This is often achieved with the employment of a wide variety of images, forms and
elements, including materials and techniques, from everyday life, notably popular
culture. This has help with the transformation of a setting and appreciation for the
artwork. According to Harvest (2004), Executive Director, Arts Council England:

‘Public art has an important role to play in transforming the public realm
and contributing to the urban renaissance. The arts are animators — they
can inspire and revitalise. Public art, taking art beyond the gallery space
and into public spaces, can be an effective way of changing the way

people feel about their environment.’

(Harvest 2004: 1)

Harvest presented the notion of public art which he believes leads to a diverse array of
activities and purpose that goes beyond purely aesthetic merits. It also helps to build a
pattern which helps to enhance people’s experiences of the environment. Shin (1999)

stated:

‘Public art is expected to contribute visually and experientially to the

quality of life of those who experience it as an elcment in their daily

environment’
Shin (1999:12)
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Shin also observed that the public art’s role is to instigate a broader potential
relationship between the artwork, its setting and the social environment. Shin wrote
that artwork placed in public places is the main ingredient of the urban environment
and it is the three-dimensional object most closely related to architecture which helps
to enhance the spatial experiences of the public. Echoed by broad range of settings.
public art animates and provide the public spaces with a desired identity. Miles (1997)
wrote:

‘An image of a city... is in part determined by the personal
associations the image may conjure, and in part by the viewpoint
from which the city is seen... detailing or materials of a building, or
a glimpse of a familiar landmark, might suggest a particular place,
the image gives little idea of the city as a whole’

Miles (1997:20)

Miles suggests that public art helps people to identify with a place and gives identity
to a setting. In Kuala Lumpur for example, public art is used as part of urban
ornamentation which plays a crucial role in making the image of city and enlivens the
environment. The use of local crafts and fauna for example, helps differentiate and
assert a Malaysian identity and helps with the stylistic approach that is unique to the
country. Strong visual images borrowed for public art help facilitate a memorable
structure and give the city its identity. Miles (1997) states:

‘Because public art acts in the public realm, its critique necessarily
extends to a series of overlapping issues. such as the diversity of urban
publics and cultures, the functions and gendering of public space, the

operation of powers...these issues are as relevant to architecture, urban

design and urban planning’
Miles (1997: 1-2)



Miles demonstrates the diversity of public art’s roles which necessitate the expression
of art in urban space. This disposition and construction of public art helps to
transform spaces into places. For any meaningful understanding of public art as an
expression of culture and intellectual achievement, it must be viewed in the complex
matrix in which it is conceived, commissioned, built and finally received. In
Malaysia, public art sometimes is seen as an after-thought. Interview participant ACJ1

(2006) states:

‘...when a new development of township in Malaysia is completed,
nobody will think about public art until someone proposes or a private
owner wanted to have public sculpture’.

ACJ1 (2006:4)

However, whilst recognising the important role of public art in Malaysia, there have
been issues with the utilisation of public art in Malaysian cities and township: issues
like the lack of funding and of understanding with the benefits of public art caused the
insecurities for the use of public art. According to interview participant ACR3 (2006):

‘The development of public art in Malaysia is still very encouraging,
The only problem is with the bureaucracy of local authority. Because
they are not well appointed (sic) with the importance of public art in
the development of the country, public art was encouraged but its use

was not fully endorsed’
ACR3 (2006:1)

This creates a minor set back for public art. But even though ACR’s statement
highlighted the issue pertaining to the utilisation of public art, the current scope of its
role in Malaysia has far exceeded expectations. This has been demonstrated through

the country’s policy initiatives with the new urban landscape (the Federal Territory of



Putrajaya for example) playing a crucial role in the transformation of Malaysian cities
from an industrial to a service-based urban economy. These cities’ new urban
landscapes are not simply an expression of broader economic and socio-cultural
changes, but it also plays an active role in shaping the external and internal image of
the cities. Public art is also used to promote the cultural identity of the city, through

the use of a diverse range of art forms and design applications.

3.2.1 Public Art as Place Making
An important purpose of public art is to make a city more memorable by giving

identity and structure to its public realm (Moughtin et al., 1995:103). According to

Gustin (1993) from PUBLICART Los Angeles:

‘... place making is using design talents to bring focus, importance and
cohesion to public spaces; to develop images and provide experiences
which reflect the historical and cultural essence of a community. It
transforms spaces, giving them context and relevance, making them

places of community interest and pride’.

Gustin (1993: 1)

In order to understand the creation of identity it helps to look at how people’s
attachment to particular places requires understanding of their traditional knowledge,

cultural practice, forms of communication, and conventions for remembering the past.

According to Tomlinson (1999):

- before the era of globalisation, there existed local, autonomous,
distinct and well-defined, robust and culturally sustaining connections
between geographical place and cultural experience. These connections
constituted one’s — and one’s community’s ‘cultural identity’. This

identity was something people simply *had” as an undisturbed existential



possession, an inheritance, a benefit of traditional long dwelling. of
continuity with the past. Identity, then, like language, was not just a
description of cultural belonging; it was a sort of collective treasure of

local communities’.

Tomlinson (1999: 269)

Tomlison presented public art which he believes represents the origin or shared
characteristics of a person or a community, or with an ideal. Gillian Rose (1995)
expresses the same point:

“One way in which identity is connected to a particular place is by
feeling that you belong to that place. It’s a place in which you feel
comfortable, or at home, because part of how you define yourself is
symbolised by certain qualities of that place™

Rose (1995:87-118)

However, there is no inherent identity to places: this is constructed by human
behaviour in reaction to places. Daily practices of living and formalised rituals,
commemorations, and preservation impart meaning to place and develop identities
with places. Monuments, streets, neighbourhoods, buildings, and parks are all
material things, but they also evoke specific kinds of meanings and serve as spatial
coordinates of identity (Lynch 1972). Humans create “place-images™ that become
central to daily life and social practice. Material places and their representation are
always ideological statements and constitute what Schein refers to as “discourse
materialised™*' (Schein 1997:660). Zukin states:

By the 1990s, it is understood that making a place for the art in the
city goes along with establishing a place identity for the city as a

whole. No matter how restricted the definition of the art that 1s
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implied, or how few artists are included, or how little the benefits
extend to other social group outside certain segments of the middle
class, the visibility and viability of a city’s symbolic economy plays
an important role in the creation of place.

(Zukin 1996:45)

Malaysia has always been looking for an identity which promotes the way of life of
its people and situates its socio-political consciousness. This “imagined identitv™* — of
a socially perfect setting is believed to help encourage social unity and political
stability after fifty years of independence. The effort to create a perfect identity is also
being reflected with the employment of visual art to help enhance the Malaysian
‘cultural identity experience’*- often used as a currency for socio-spatial resources,
marking of symbolic boundaries and the generation of frontier effects. The search for
a Malaysian identity became paramount that so many organisations were involved
with its development. Government bodies like the Ministry of Heritage Arts and
Culture, Malaysian National Art Gallery, local council and local authorities and even
non- governmental associations lend a helping hand to encourage the identity
development. Hence the issue of identity demands to be taken seriously. As Paul
Gilroy in his article, ‘Diaspora and the Detours of Identity” claims:

“We live in a world where identity matters. It matters both as a
concept, theoretically, and as a contested fact of contemporary
political life. The word itself has acquired a huge contemporary

resonance, inside and outside the academic world’

Paul Gilroy (1971:301)



Gilroy supports the notion that identity has been the key issue in the broad processes
of political and cultural practice in any nation. Whilst the use of identity in public art
has symbolic tradition in which the adornment of the city focuses in an effort of
place-making. It is a powerful tool for the declaration of the socio-political and
cultural representative of cultural tradition in a country like Malaysia. As put by

Benhabib (2000):

Culture is the context within which we need to situate the self, for it
is only by the virtue of interpretations orientations and values
provided by culture that we can formulate our identities, say ‘who

we are’, and ‘where we are coming from’

Benhabib (2000:18)

Public art provides the opportunity to enhance the uniqueness of identity and
contemporary image of country like Malaysia. It is done by expressing local identity
and distinctiveness; improving and animating public space, enhancing the local

economy and developing community spirits and pride.

As a post-colonial country, Malaysia’s quest for a distinct identity has been clearly
evident. Malaysia is on the threshold of an exploratory enthusiasm to exert a distinct
identity, which becomes the driving force behind the search for recognition by an
independent nation. This search is prompted by the need to overcome Western avant-
garde artistic ideal that had pervaded in Malaysian Contemporary Art by the late
1970. This also includes replacing the influences posed by the economic and political
prowess of the West to a developing nation like Malaysia. Public art 1s employed to

amplify the setting and use as a recipe for a successful exercise in revealing

distinctive Malaysian traits to the world.



3.2.2 Public art as Social Interventionism

After its independence from Britain in 1957, Malaysia was plagued by issues of social
anxiety driven by political-economic factors- with three major ethnic groups looking
for their place in the newly independent nation. This situation created a platform to
address the role, position, and responsibility of public art and examine the ways

public art has engaged with, and socially transformed institutional structures, and

challenged social narratives and context.

Public art as social intervention has been identified by Nina Felshin, Mary Jane Jacob
and Suzanne Lacy among others, as a complex form of artistic practice. There are
works, objects or actions that are emblematic of the social problem or make a political
statement. They aim to make a lasting impact on the lives of the individuals involved,
to offer productive service to the social network, or contribute to remedying social
problems. As Suzanne Lacy (1992) states:

‘...visual art today is becoming...(1) open to community building

through art, (2) social representation, and (3) new artists roles in

shaping the public agenda’(sic)

Lacy (1992:2)

Miles (1997:164) notes that the value of the new genre public art is, then. in its ability
to initiate a continuing process of social criticism and to engage and define the

publics on issues. While Kwon has identified new genre art as an “artwork in the

public interest’. Kwon states:

- According to Raven, art in the public interest is neither a herotc
statue of a man on a horse, or a large- scale abstract sculptures. It is

activist and communication in spirit and its mode of expression



encompasses in the variety of traditional media. More importantly
...art in the public interest forged a direct connection with social

1ssues’.

Kwon (1998:3)

While much of the nation after the independence was orientated and controlled by the
need to develop into an industrial spirit, Malaysia’s breakthrough of new social
expressions came in the 1970’s after the 1969 racial incident. Prompted by this event,
the use of public art as social intervention was asserted in both the works and
statements made by artists. Its main purpose is simple- to eradicate all ill feelings and
create a tool to foster ease of social dialogue, cutting across racial stereotypes
between Malaysian. Artists like Redza Piyadasa, Nadiah Bamadhaj, Chin Wan Kee
and Yee I[-Lann mark a new role for the Malaysian art scene- commenting on socio-
political issues, and nurturing a casual tone for positive criticism previously rarely

attempted by Malaysian artists (see figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1 ‘To Be or Not To Be’ (2004)

Using public art as a tool for social intervention encourages a great deal of
provocative discussion about the social function of art as well as some inspiring

examples of what can happen when artists seriously work for social change.



According to a review of Suzanne Lacy's "Mapping the Terrain’, Eleanor Heartney
(1995:1) states that Lacy linked the emergence of “new genre’ public art to the thread
that runs through to the '70s-style media interventions and activism, to feminist art
and to the type of current work that focuses on identity politics and other political
issues. Since the September 11 event that unfolded in the United States, public art in
Malaysia has been used to express concern over world events that have a direct
impact on aspect of socio-political practice. In an article at Kakiseni.com- Malaysian
arts portal, B.Y (2003) a Malaysian art writer and gallery owner states:

"In 2001, important issues like rootedness, (sic) and racial
classification inspired many artists to ““go to the land” both for
inspiration and for actual material, with poignant and provocative
results. The current selection is generally anti-Western imperialist in
tone. A number of artists cast an angry or despairing look at global
political dynamics post 9-11, often using the language of publicity

media.’

B.Y (2003:1)

B.Y’s comment corresponds to the swathe of current world events and global crises
that provide context for public art. Public art was in this instance used to generate
awareness of the social ill and anxiety which affect Malaysians’ socio-political
standing in general. In August 2007 public art in Malaysia was used to celebrate fifty
years of independence, offering discussion of issues ranging from the economic
development, struggles for social change and national unity (among many others).
This was used to challenge and develop social awareness in the effort of nation

building among Malaysian youth. This exercise is similar to the notion supported by

Sandle (2000) as he wrote:
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"Such a project is concerned not only with urban aesthetics but the
role of public art in social facilitation, creating shared spaces and

Images to encourage social discourse and community well being’

Sandle (2000:8)

Sandle highlighted the significant importance of the role of public art within the
socio-economic geography and broader course of ideological and cultural issues. He
later concluded that cities and their spaces are construct that are both defined by the

socio-cultural identities, and within such roles of public art can be paramount (Sandle

2000:12).

3.2.3 Public Art as Publicity

In ‘Public art as Publicity’, Kwon (2002:1) discussed art historian Frazer Ward's
‘modes of communication’ (publicity) over the ‘site of communication’ (public
sphere), encouraging a shift of thinking about the function of art as a form of
publicity**. To understand how public art is being employed as a tool for publicity
enforced by the power of authorities, it is crucial to look at Raymond Williams's
(1961) essay "Communications and Community". He proposes four modes of
communicative practices which have an evolutionary development - from

authoritarian, to paternalistic, to commercial, and to the democratic.

For this research two of the four categories of the systems of communication or

modes of publicity (authoriaran and paternalistic) were higlighted to help understand

._.
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the ways in which public art practices in the Malaysia have developed in the past

three decades. Kwon (2002) states:

According to Williams, in an authoritarian system of communication
a ruling group controls the society of the ruled, and all institutions of
communication are in its control. It represses and excludes those
ideas that threaten its authority. No individual or group is allowed to
create its own communication system. It is a system in which there
1s only one way of seeing the world, with one set of rigid values, and

these are imposed by a few over many.
Kwon (et al, 2002:1)

Williams (1961:22) * characterises an authoritarian mode of communication as a
form of ultimate autonomy visually and physically, and it functions as a testimony to
a specific form of opinion set by the authority*®. This form of system dictates the
context of the artwork, and it performs as signature to a prescribed style. Public art in
this mode is imposed on the public sphere, and the context of the artwork is controlled
by enforcing the ideology set by the artists or the state.The Authoritian concept
implies that the artwork asserts its autonomy visually and physically, and it is
controlled by its content, judged by a series of complex legal relationships often
intertwined with a series of administrative, political and funding considerations. In
Malaysia, this category predominantly controls public art creation, often dictating the

context and form of the artwork. Interview participant ACR3 (2006) states:

The whole idea about the implementation of public art goes back to
the people (agencies, organisations or state) who financed the
commissioning. In a way they dictate the whole situation- from the

commissioning process, type of artwork and location)...because they



think they hold the power to decide and choose, it finally boils down

to them what they want’

ACR3 (2006:2)

The next form of communication is known as the paternalistic mode of
communication . It is an authoritarian form of communication with a conscience — it

claims to have the benefit of the society in mind. According to Kwon (2002):

Claiming a benevolent attitude of giving guidance, education, and
improvement to the ruled, the ruling group regards its majority of
subjects as if they are children who do not know what is best for
them. The minority that is in power is driven by a sense of
responsibility and duty to do good, to provide "public service," to the
majority that is seen in some sense as backward and lacking.
Interestingly, the underlying presumption is that the ruling group’s
superiority will eventually disappear when others "grow up" to be

like the adults.

Kwon (et al, 2002:2)

The Paternalistic form of communication is more exposed and vulnerable than the
authoritarian system but problematic nonetheless in terms of localisation of power and
control (Williams 1961). Essentially Williams suggests that paternalistic forms of
communication operate upon artists and architects, as well as the sponsoring
government agency. Assuming that they know what is best and what is good for the
public - such efforts accommodated corporate interests keen on real estate
development, too. Artists are recruited, in other words, to provide amenities that

would increase the property value of certain buildings and zones of gentrification.
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This mode of presentation is commonly practiced where public art is employed based
upon the presumption that the authority (architect, artist and government agency) is
driven by a sense of responsibility to provide the best possible purpose for the public.
Its panels and committees of selected experts decide the fate of public art
commissions, with the purpose of bringing the "best" accomplishments in art to a

general public (Kwon, 2002). Kwon later states:

The public would benefit from the presence of great art in the spaces
of everyday life, and that the government, with the aid of art experts,
can function to provide such educational and elevating experiences

to its people.

Kwon (et al, 2002:2)

These two modes of communication have significantly influenced public art and form
the background of all public artwork in the public spheres in Malaysia. Public art as
publicity has not only been exploited to represent the artists intentions and
trademarks, but it has also been employed to advertise authoritian rules and their
ideology. The ruling authority in Malaysia has employed the production of public art
to publicise and paint a picture of their success in stimulating the country’s growth

and popularity to secure further support for their agenda.

33 Public Art Policies and Planning

Malaysia at the present time does not have a dedicated public art policy unlike the
neighbouring countries like Singapore and Thailand. The closest to a public art policy
are the collections of few different enactment and policies which are used as
guidelines. This ‘policy’ is supported by additional documentations borrowed from

public art programmes and policies from international jurisdictions- like Singapore.



the United Kingdom and the United States. The agglomeration of these documents

resulted into a public art consultative directive and a well informed guideline.

The Malaysian Law and Policy on Art and Culture 2007 and three enactments (Act
168, Act 511 and NAG Act 1959) are currently being used as references when
employing public art in public spaces. These documents helps monitor and provides
the framework for the creation and provision of art in publicly accessible spaces
around Malaysian cities. These documents collectively recommends the Malaysian
cities authorities to actively pursue a programme of the placement of art in public
spaces which includes public buildings such as the City Hall, to parks, walkways, and
public transportation areas like ‘Light Rail Transit System’ stations, bus/coach depots
and train stations. For example the Local Government Act 171 document recommends
for the placement of art in “private spaces which are publicly accessible”, where the
private sector wishes to participate. The act recommends:

This will include “...artwork which is accessible to the public and
has aesthetic qualities. The artwork can be permanent, semi-

permanent, functional, temporary, and includes all forms of art™.

(Act 171:64)
This is done in order to encourage the involvement of the private sector and to

maximise the ways and sites where public art can be experienced. At the same time it

does not mean the imposition of public art into privately owned spaces
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3.3.1 Malaysia Laws and Policy on Art and Culture

The purpose of the Malaysian Laws and Policy on Art and Culture is to work as legal
foundations to ensure a comprehensive art and cultural legislation. This policy are
derived upon a number of acts and regulations like the ‘ Antiquities Act 1976 (Act
168), National Art Gallery Act (1959), National Archive Act 1996 (Act 44, revised
1971 as Act A85, revised 1993 Act 511), Tourist Development Corporation of
Malaysia Act 1972 (Act 1972) and Theatres and Places of Public (Federal Territory)
Act 1988 (act 182) among many others. First, the general directive of the Malaysian
policy on art and culture is to ‘recognise and initiate cultural and art programmes that
are instrumental to improve the quality of life and to promote national integration’.

(Laws and Policy on Art and Culture, 2007:3).

The Laws and Policy on Art and Culture, 2007 also identifies:

‘...the role of art and culture in development of the country- “as to
ensure the liberal approach to the rich and diverse cultural
traditions and build a progressive society that shall be oriented to

modern science and technology”

Laws and Policy on Art and Culture (2007:4)

This suggests that any form of artwork must first consider it content to suit the
diversity of Malaysian ethnic, cultural and religious background. The Malaysian Law
and Policy on Art and Culture also provide a rationale for the over lapping policy
objectives in the employment of art and culture, and used as a template for urban
regeneration. As Malaysia envisioned itself in attaining 