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YBHG. Prof. Dato' Dr.Mohamed Najib Bin Ahmad Dawa,
Director—-General Of National Visual Arts Development
Board, Malaysia

To understand the Malaysia art history and humanity is through
the culture and arts. From prehistoric depictions of geometrical
“mountain goat” in Gua Tambun (a lime stone cave in Perak) to
contemporary abstraction by leading contemporary artists in private
and public galleries around the capital city of Malaysia, artists have
addressed their time and place in history and expressed universal
human truth for thousands of years.

The Malaysian and South East Asian region in general has a
tradition of visual arts dating back more than 2000 years. The works
of art produced are diverse in their style, subject and medium used.

The earliest evidence of prehistoric art in Malaysia can be traced
to the earliest cave drawings which believed to have been drawn
with granite and haematite in the Tambun Cave in Perak, and the
Kain Hitam Cave in Niah , Sarawak. The Tambun Cave's drawings
representing animals such as deer and dugong along geometric patterns
and palm prints. In Kain Hitam Cave meanwhile, are drawings of
boats, drawn to symbolise their practice of “burying” their dead in
boats, which they place on the cave floor. The drawings depicts the
dead on their journey into the afterlife.
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While the usage of clay in artworks could be traced back to as
early as 8,000 years ago based on the discovery of pottery in Gua
Taat (Stephen Chia, 1997) is a further prove that we too have past
heritage of creation forms of art which continue until today. The
prehistoric potteries pieces displayed the progress of human expertise
in diversifying designs and applications.

By seeing the emergence of modern and contemporary art in
Malaysia since the end of colonial era in the late 19th century, I
therefore believe that reference to tradition that is considered ancient
or pre historic is a manifest the link between the present and the
past.

One of the most importance references for artist whether from the
past or the contemporary as their source of inspiration is the nature
and surroundings. It's the foundation of everything. These can be
observed in the traditional wood carving, motives in textile design, or
even in traditional architecture.

In the modern day Malaysian art arose from the quest to find new
approaches to depict nature. The history of modern Malaysian art starts
in the 1930s with the works of Abdullah Ariff, Yong Mun Sen, O.
Don Peris and other water colour artists in Penang.

This pioneering group approaches the usage of Western Easel
Painting techniques to present their subject. Moreover, the evolution
has incorporating the local message and subject with western
movement. For example it can be seen in the early works of Malaysia
modern master like Syed Ahmad Jamal, Latiff Mohidin and Yeoh Jin
Leng.

In the year 1970s up to the late 1980s is the emergence of the
elements of traditional and Islamic art in local modern artworks,
thus bridging the gap between modern Malaysian art and traditional
art. Since inauguration in 1958, the National Art Gallery of Malaysia
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has amassed a monumental collection of significant artworks. The
presentation of iconic artworks reflects the development of the national
modern art from the pre-independence, post-independence and
contemporary period.

From the multiple and intertwined trajectories in Malaysian
Art, contemporary art scene especially during the 1990’s has been
predominantly preoccupied by more experimental and unconventional
used of materials, whilst more energetic and expressions as the
respond from the new generations of Malaysian artists that reflected
an emergence of various diversities and multi-disciplinary discourses

for contemporary art practice in Malaysia.
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