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ABSTRACT

Individuals have long used art to express themselves, dating back to 
primal markings, rhythmic beats, ethnic dances, and the advent of 
written words. While society typically links creativity with virtuosity 
and the creation of  highly valued works, the truth is that art offers a 
medium of  self-expression that is accessible to anyone. However, the 
cultural relevance of  abstract art has been underestimated throughout 
Southeast Asia, particularly in Malaysia and Indonesia. The primary 
purpose of  this research is to evaluate current perceptions and 
knowledge about abstract art in the region. Southeast Asia, a diverse 
and culturally rich region of  the world, is remarkable for its time-
honored aesthetic traditions. However, enjoyment and comprehension 
of  abstract art, which emerged in Southeast Asia in the 1800s, have 
received little attention. This study aims to fill the knowledge gap by 
looking at the current state of  abstract art in Malaysia and Indonesia 
and identifying shared characteristics between the two countries. 
This study offers unique insights into both countries’ art scenes by 
examining the reception and prevalence of  abstract art in the current 
context. Furthermore, it explores the parallels that exist among their 
respective creative cultures, taking physical closeness and potential 
linkages into account. This study’s findings shed light on how abstract 
art is now appreciated in Malaysia and Indonesia. These discoveries 
are significant because they deepen our understanding of  Southeast 
Asian art and culture. Recognising and recognising the presence of 
abstract art in these countries broadens our awareness of  the region’s 
diverse range of  aesthetic expressions. This study calls for a broader 
vision of  art, highlighting that anybody can engage in artistic self-
expression and emphasising the benefits it gives to individuals and 
society as a whole. Finally, the initiative intends to increase awareness 
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and appreciation of  abstract art in Malaysia and Indonesia, foster 
cross-cultural understanding, and pave the way for future Southeast 
Asian art exploration and collaboration. The findings will benefit not 
just art enthusiasts and researchers, but also artists, educators, cultural 
policymakers, and institutions seeking to promote and preserve the 
region’s rich artistic legacy.
Keywords: Southeast Asia, Malaysia, Indonesia, Abstract Art, 
Similarities

Introduction
Individual artists are the most significant aspect of  the process, 
and they all have a part to play in the creation of  modern works 
of  art. The ability of  a contemporary artist to freely articulate 
his thoughts and concepts is one of  the defining characteristics 
of  his creative process. He is permitted to express his individual 
viewpoint on any subject he chooses (the theme). As Cara 
Courage explain in her book titled Arts in Place, the difficulties 
themselves can be broken down into three categories: social, 
religious, and political. The process by which artists in a 
particular society and culture internalise the socio-cultural 
aspects that are all around them results in the formation of  a 
reflection universe that is known as the subjective world of  the 
artist. Internalization is the process through which a person 
learns or processes themselves to feel like they are a member 
of  a society and the cultural milieu that it provides. Therefore, 
a piece of  artwork may be considered as the outcome of  the 
externalisation of  the artist’s internal world or as an expression 
of  the artist’s inner world. To put it another way, a piece of  art 
is a type of  artistic creation made by an artist that represents 
the significance of  the lives of  people and the society in which 
they live. This indicates that not only does it disclose the inner 
world of  the artist, but at the same time, it is also a mirror of 
the life values that are taking place in society as a whole. Putting 
this perspective into context with the contemporary state of 
human existence and the civilization of  Southeast Asia, which is 
undergoing rapid development.
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There is also the truth that traditional and religious life in 
this geographical area still plays an important role, and the 
values of  such lifestyles continue to contribute to the day-to-day 
lives of  humans and the communities in which they live. This 
is another component. Because of  this, questions arise, such 
as how the reality of  life touches or influences the processes 
and forms of  contemporary art creation, particularly abstract 
art. This is especially relevant when taking into consideration 
the fact that the values of  life in today’s society are marked by 
a variety of  realistic values of  life that have a tendency to be 
old-fashioned. The histories, cultures, and religions of  the two 
distinct areas of  Malaysia and Indonesia each have their own 
unique characteristics, and while they have certain parallel with 
one another, they are also distinct from one another. As a result, 
one of  the most common questions that arise in the context 
of  the phenomenon that is the expression of  abstract art in 
modern art is how the similarities and contrasts are shown. In 
this paper, the writers share their findings that have an effect 
on the work of  a painter not only in terms of  the environment, 
society, or politics, but also in terms of  the painter’s background, 
understanding, and spirituality, in addition to the painter’s 
background, which is who they are and where they came from. 
In other words, the environment, society, and politics are not the 
only factors that have an effect on the work of  a painter. The 
writers selected some paintings of  Malaysian and Indonesian 
artists, who are well known, and said to be quite similar from a 
variety of  perspectives due to their background and identity as 
people from Asia and their various religions, particularly those 
who are Muslim. This can be seen in the paintings of  Malaysian 
and Indonesian artists who are said to be quite similar from a 
variety of  perspectives. These parallels are readily apparent in 
their respective bodies of  work.
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Literature Review

Naturalist Realist Perspective
The arts and cultures of  Malaysia and Indonesia as mention by 
Jimmy in his writing shoes that both country within cultural and 
heritage are strikingly similar, which is an important factor in 
fostering mutual understanding between the two countries. Both 
are well-known for their vibrant and multi-ethnic communities; 
as a result, the incorporation of  contemporary art has resulted 
in a strong integration of  religion, traditions, western influence, 
and other social values within both of  these communities. 
According to Mittman (2011), Naturalism is a likeness to the 
“real world,” as we experience it around us. The more lifelike 
a work, the more like our world it appears to be, and the less 
naturalistic, the less so. The naturalist-realist-perspective-abstract 
paintings were brought to the attention of  local painters in a 
number of  different ways. In addition to native painters, Malay 
painters, and painters of  Chinese descent, British painters were 
also influential in the development of  this style in Malaysia 
during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In Indonesia, a 
number of  Dutch and indigenous painters were responsible for 
the introduction of  this style during the same time period. The 
expansion and development of  western concept painting in 
Southeast Asia has been met with a variety of  responses from 
local artists. These responses have been particularly directed 
at the trend of  painting abstract and naturalistic scenes. It is 
more likely that the fight of  Malay and ethnic Chinese artists 
to mobilise the arts of  their respective communities is what the 
writers think of  when think of  Malaysian art in this period. At 
first, it was more of  an effort on the part of  the community to 
maintain its connection with art and the values that define its 
identity. The art of  watercolour painting continues to mature 
and advance in a variety of  directions and approaches within 
this group. This artwork is then improved by depicting things 
that are indigenous to the region of  Malaya and Southeast Asia 
in general. The Western adaptation of  the realist painting style, 
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which some believe was pioneered by Hoessin Enas, an artist 
who originally hailed from Indonesia and eventually made his 
home in Malay Land. As part of  his quest to construct a rural 
Malay identity, his works feature a large number of  human 
figures and depict his life in the countryside. The pursuit 
of  an identity that takes into account the subtleties of  a racial 
community, in particular the Malay race, is where the search for 
an identity in the development of  the fine arts gets its start. This 
search starts with an attempt to use art to show that the race 
exists.

Paintings by Indonesian painters such as Soedjojono exhibit 
a patriotic spirit that can be seen throughout the country. 
Most of  the settings in Sudjojono’s paintings depict man-made 
artefacts rather than natural ones. Indonesian painters, in their 
paintings, humans and the lives they lead become the primary 
focal points or the primary thematic concern. Through his 
artwork, Sudjojono is able to communicate the dignity of  people 
and humanity in Indonesia. The concept of  humanism plays an 
important role not just in his work but also in the work of  other 
Indonesian artists. Paintings that make use of  the notion of 
perspective typically occur in realistic renderings of  a variety of 
topics and scenes of  life in society, in addition to the depiction 
of  natural landscapes. Through a variety of  methods, the 
naturalist-realist-perspective style of  painting was brought to the 
attention of  local painters. At the tail end of  the 19th century, 
a number of  Dutch artists, as well as national painters, were 
responsible for introducing this style. Basoeki Abdullah’s art is 
where the tendency or interest in the theme of  nature can be 
seen as a continuation of  European painting. On the other hand, 
this theme can also be seen historically, that nature has always 
been a reference. The tendency for natural landscape painting in 
Indonesia to reaching its peak in Basoeki Abdullah’s art as well 
as the way in which the people and society of  Indonesia, and 
Southeast Asia in general, think about the world.

In spite of  this, the growth and challenges faced by 
transitional art in each of  the countries that make up the 
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Southeast Asia area may, in essence, be seen as being a 
component of  the creative export style of  the artists. This 
situation can be interpreted as meaning that the religiously 
inspired art that has for a long time characterised Southeast 
Asian art, in its various cultural and aesthetic manifestations, 
has become acquainted with artistic tendencies that are based 
on secular and formal Western culture and aesthetics in their 
individualistic expressions. In other words, the religiously 
inspired art that has characterised Southeast Asian art for a 
long time has been influenced by secular and formal Western 
aesthetics. The approach that is symbolic and focused inward 
on religion is juxtaposed with one that is more objective and 
rationally humanistic. This circumstance exemplified the spirit, 
quality, or identity of  that age, and it was crucial in establishing 
a quality of  combining the two components in order to discover 
a cultural and aesthetic grounding or a new tradition for the 
growth of  the fine arts in following eras.

Artist Express Towards Their Inner World 
(Spiritual World)
An artist has exposure to a wide range of  options and greater 
leeway to make decisions in today’s more complicated world. In 
today’s world, artists are increasingly interested in the real-world 
issues that surround them. Issues pertaining to society, politics, 
culture, gender, and the environment are perennial favourites 
among contemporary artists. However, it is said that the 
tendency to express religious themes or breaths manifests itself 
when an artist has reached a certain age or maturity, specifically 
when he has felt the need to better direct his life and life 
activities to enrich his inner world. In other words, the tendency 
to express religious themes or breaths manifests itself  when an 
artist has reached a certain level of  artistic maturity (spiritual 
world). This phenomenon occurs in relation to rising religious 
sentiments and is a sign of  drawing closer to God on an inner 
or spiritual level. Therefore, as a result of  that phenomenon, 
when an artistic era reaches the end of  its “glory” (its presence 
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and impact) and is succeeded by a new phenomenon, there 
is a propensity for the works of  the artists who represent it to 
display religious values or breathe. For instance, the age of 
formalism, which is also known as abstract art, has strengthened 
in nations in Southeast Asia, particularly in the countries of 
Malaysia and Indonesia. Therefore, it became in the painters’ 
best interest to accomplish the goals that their particular artists 
had set for themselves. In this kind of  environment, an artist is 
free to select the concept, topic, language, look, icon, medium, 
and direction of  their art movement. The challenges of  human 
social existence in rural and urban society; the feudalism of  the 
Malay nobility; and religion (Islam) are the primary concerns of 
modern artists working in Malaysia. Malay artists are responsible 
for the majority of  the country’s artistic production in this field. 
The emergence of  societal issues stinks of  the application of 
conventional or religious wisdom. Or, when religious principles 
are communicated, the outward appearance may not do so 
directly, but rather, it may do so through the use of  siloka or 
other indicators. Show how the significance of  self-statement 
and societal issues complements the importance of  religious 
principles.

The pursuit of  life values as portrayed in works of  modern 
art in Indonesia typically places an emphasis on realism 
in relation to the challenges that exist in their surrounding 
environment. Problems with poverty and social inequality in life 
in urban and rural areas, problems with environmental pollution, 
mass culture, or ethnicity problems, all of  which are related to 
issues of  cultural and religious values, become issues that, at the 
same time, stimulate creative thinking. For artists working in the 
present day, the air of  religion and the air of  impending societal 
crises coexist and interact with one another. It is not present in 
formal religious symbols or icons, but it is present when these 
religious symbols or icons are united with each other or with 
other religious symbols or icons in general. They do not exist 
in their entirety, but rather, the value codes that make up the 
entirety of  life’s difficulties have fragmented them.
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Methodology
Research methods are the most important part of  a good 
study. Studies that are set up in a logical way can help the 
reader understand them the best. In this case, the researcher 
has chosen to do qualitative research with text analysis. It 
focuses on the process of  collecting and analysing written 
texts, which can be old or new sources of  information or 
documents. For example, written materials about painters and 
their works, as well as biographies and exhibition catalogues 
published by galleries, are examples of  written texts. For 
studies that are based on theoretical exploration and text 
analysis, the inductive method should also be considered in 
the interpretation method. People think that this method is 
important because it gives a clear picture and information about 
something. This study’s focus is on abstract enrichment of  art, 
therefore this method also gives the writer the chance to find 
original, detailed information about a subject. The writers use 
a content analysis method that was made to look at writing and 
documentation, as the writer found in Gillian Rose’s statement: 
“a method of  analysing visual images that was originally 
made to interpret written and spoken text: content analysis.” 
An intertextual analysis is also used to get more accurate 
information in addition to data from content analysis methods 
that only look at writing research. In order to completely 
comprehend the meaning of  the painter and his writing, 
it is necessary to conduct research employing both content 
analysis and an intertextual approach. Intertextual analysis 
is an alternative method for examining the content of  a text.

At this point, the writers does a systematic review of  the 
literature and takes notes on the research question. The first 
step in content analysis is for the writer to identify each piece 
of  text they get from different sources. The goal of  this research 
is to find the characteristics and elements that are important to 
the research question, which is about how Malay painters in 
Malaysia use Eastern aesthetics in their abstract style paintings. 
It is a process to figure out what makes people compatible and 
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to answer the study’s question. In other words, the writer reads 
and re-reads what has already been written about the topic of 
the research until they understand the data. It is also important 
to use content analysis to learn about, evaluate, and understand 
the text’s content. It aids in determining what the text is 
about, particularly in the context of  Islamic art and the Malay 
art world. This analysis is done in a methodical and orderly 
way. Formal, general, and cultural aspects, as well as theory, 
philosophy, aesthetics, and spirituality, are all taken into account.

Findings
The writers gives a summary of  how the process of  gathering 
data is carried out, beginning with the gathering of  hypotheses 
for the literature review, moving on to the coding phase, and 
then concluding with synthesis, analysis, and commentary on 
the findings. The approach that is described in the paper’s 
heading provides the author with assistance in elucidating 
the pre-existing theories in order to modify the concepts and 
philosophy in accordance with the format for comprehending 
abstract works. The nature of  art that has not been altered 
in any way calls for a specific mode of  comprehension that 
is congruent with the artist’s own culture, background, and 
the genesis of  the work. The findings, which were derived 
from both observation and literature, reveal that the work of 
Malay abstract artists in Malaysia and Indonesia is affected 
by a variety of  different aspects. The analysis will look at 
a number of  different factors, including the subject, type, 
approach, meaning, and content of  the work, in addition to 
attempting to decipher the thought processes of  the painters. 
As a result of  the explanation, the writers have been able 
to provide some insight into the working methodology of 
Malay abstract painters in a way that is compatible with the 
religious context and personal cultural beliefs of  a Malay 
painter who is Muslim. This is the case because the working 
methodology is compatible with the religious context and 
personal cultural beliefs of  a Malay painter. Therefore, one 
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can determine a clear appreciation for the comprehension 
of  the aesthetic philosophy of  Eastern art by looking at the 
production of  abstract works in Malaysia and Indonesia.

Malaysia on Abstract Adaptation
British control of  the Malay Peninsula began in 1786, which 
began in Penang. The British control of  Malayan economic and 
social-political spheres was further cemented during the 19th 
century. Penang was the starting point for British involvement 
in the Malay Peninsula. In addition, the educational system 
that was in place in Britain had a considerable influence on the 
westernisation process. Students were purportedly encouraged 
to approach knowledge from a pragmatic, analytical, and 
individualistic standpoint by the education system, which was 
founded on scientific and empirical principles. In contrast to the 
perspective that is held by traditional societies, the school system 
in question was actually responsible for the birth of  artistic 
endeavours that were founded on individualised, expressive, 
and realistic expressions. A scholarship programme was made 
available by the government of  Malaya in the late 1940s, 
allowing a select group of  local artists to pursue higher levels 
of  education in other countries in the field of  art. Syed Ahmad 
Jamal, Ibrahim Hussein, Ismail Zain, and Abdul Latiff  Mohidin 
are considered to be some of  the pioneers in this field. After 
they got back, there were new tendencies that formed in the 
local art scene, notably expressions that were more abstract or 
semi-abstract. These movements have started to have an impact 
on artistic schools all around the world. In spite of  all of  these 
circumstances, the topics and subjects of  their research remain 
specific to specific aspects of  the local environment.

After Malaya attained independence in 1957, a new energy 
and hope were calculated in many parts of  societal life in the 
country, one of  which was the world of  modern art. This was 
the beginning of  the post-independence era. Through artworks 
such as Pohon Nipah (Nipah Palms), which was created by Syed 
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Ahmad Jamal in 1957, and Umpan (The Bait), which he created 
in 1959, Syed Ahmad Jamal pioneered a new aesthetic style that 
leaned heavily toward abstraction. He was able to develop new 
visual representations of  local topics because of  the Western 
art education that he obtained when he was studying overseas.  
At the same time, he introduced a fresh style for expressing 
local landscapes that diverged from their traditional realistic 
and naturalistic qualities. When Syed Ahmad Jamal returned to 
Malaysia from England, Kanaga Sabapathy writes, he “spanned 
an entire gamut of  emotions to the Malaysian landscape”;

“Back home after five years abroad, I reacted to the 
Nipah palms of  Batu Pahat—sword-like, glinting in the 
sun, tropical, vivid—as I never could react to the gentle 
English poplars.”

It is the time and idea of  the present presentation that 
Malaysian modernists of  this period, particularly Malay 
modernists, made related to their own heritage, and that it is this 
that inspired the early expression of  Malaysian art.

Even though this engagement with indigenous spirituality 
during this time needs to be understood in terms of  the 
individual tendencies and struggles of  the artists involved, it 
also needs to be put in the context of  our multiracial nation’s 
sincere search for a common modern identity during the 
time after independence. The Abstraction strategy shows 
the influence of  Expressionism and Abstract Expressionism, 
which later showed up in the work of  important artists like 
Abdul Latif  Mohidin, Ibrahim Hussein, Zulkifli Dahlan, 
Mustafa Ibrahim, and Yeoh Jin Leng, to name a few. There 
are many artists in Malaysia who have made works that say 
something. The “Abstract Expressionist” time period was 
very important to the growth of  modern Malaysian art. 
Yeoh Jin Leng says that their artworks usually show new 
points of  view, and that some of  the works also show how 
local points of  view are treated. As Yeoh Jin Leng has said;
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“Artists of  the 60’s was conveniently grouped as Abstract 
Expressionists and, even though the basic drives 
that launched America Abstract Expressionism are 
quite different from those of  the Malaysian “group,” 
categorized as Abstract Expressionist.” Lumping them 
together on mere technicality of  gestural character 
manifests in their work to me, a superficial exercise 
for students in art school. The inner quality and 
differentiated perceptions of  the individual artists are not 
examined but passed over.”

According to the Malaysian artist Niranjan Rajah, the 
historical period in which Malaysian artists had their first 
significant engagement with the early expressionist movements 
in Europe is what is meant by the name “Abstract Expressionist.” 
The following is an excerpt from what Redza Piyadasa (1995) 
had to say about Syed Ahmad Jamal in the catalogue for his 
retrospective exhibition that was held in 1995:

“Syed Ahmad Jamal has recounters that even as an art 
student he was already drawn to the theoretical writings 
of  Wassily Kandinsky and Paul Klee and his early 
interest was with the works of  the German Expressionist. 
He was especially drawn to the works of  such artist as 
Nolde, Kirchner and Max Beckmann because of  the ‘raw 
power and forceful directness of  their works.”

The Pago-Pago series of  abstracted “landscape” drawings 
and paintings, which evolved in the 1960s, is one of  the 
most significant impacts of  the Malaysian link with German 
expressionism. The Pago-Pago series of  abstracted “landscape” 
drawings and paintings was produced in the 1960s. This 
collection of  works was created by Latiff  Mohidin, also known 
as Pak Latif. During his time spent studying in Germany, 
he was given exposure to the aesthetics of  German abstract 
expressionism. In addition, he developed an interest in a wide 
variety of  types of  primitive art during this time. The use of 
such themes, as well as other stylized shapes and forms taken 
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from Southeast Asian iconography, strongly expressed his 
attitude toward creativity that was moulded by his years spent 
in Germany through his Pago-Pago series. His work in the Pago-
Pago series influenced his attitude. He truly portrayed a very 
individualised spiritual attitude, as evidenced by his utilisation 
of  motifs and other stylized patterns and forms taken from the 
iconography of  Southeast Asia (Piyadasa, 1983).

In the 1980s, there was a widespread movement toward 
Islam on a global scale. This contributed to the incorporation of 
Islamic principles into administrative structures, which, in turn, 
helped to reinforce the pursuit of  a national identity through 
artistic expression. The painters’ fears and sensitivity to the 
state of  mind of  a newly independent nation were expressed 
in either the artists’ landscapes, figurative artworks, or non-
representational abstract artworks, respectively, depending on 
the type of  artwork it was. These circumstances fostered the 
rise of  artistic forms that were founded on the philosophy and 
aesthetics of  Islamic art, which were examined by Sulaiman Esa 
(1983) in his major series titled Towards Tauhid. Sulaiman Esa also 
contributed to the development of  Islamic calligraphy.

The development of  Islamic art served as a driving force 
behind these various manifestations of  artistic ingenuity. There 
are allusions to Islamic aesthetics, which are characterised by 
a formalistic approach characterised by stylization, repetition, 
and abstraction. The forms and colours that are used are used to 
communicate or portray an aroused spiritual state that the artist 
is experiencing in relation to particular situations or themes and 
subject matter that they have experienced. In addition to this, 
the development of  art in Malaysia during the 1970s and 1980s 
has been influenced directly or indirectly by the policies of  the 
Malaysian government, specifically the National Cultural Policy 
and the subsequent Islamization Policy, both of  which have had 
a significant influence on the development of  Malaysian art since 
the late 1969s. During this time period, the National Cultural 
Policy was implemented, and the Islamization Policy was 
implemented after it. Malaysia was the first country in the world 
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to adopt these measures. The effect that the National Cultural 
Policy 1971 had on Malaysian society and culture throughout 
the 1970s and 1980s was a significant factor in the development 
of  the predominant style of  Malaysian art during those decades. 
This impact can be attributed to the existence of  the National 
Cultural Policy. Above all, the government’s Islamization policy, 
which was implemented in the late 1970s, could be seen as 
further re-establishing the previous policy. This interpretation 
holds true despite the fact that other factors were also taken into 
consideration. During the course of  the Islamic Revolution, the 
first steps toward implementing this policy were taken.

The transition from abstract expressionism to a more 
localised style can be divided into two stages: the first stage is 
connected to the year 1957, when Malaysia (which was then 
known as Malaya) gained its independence; the second stage 
is the transition from abstract expressionism to a localised style 
as an indirect consequence of  the Natural Cultural Policy 
and subsequent Islamization Policy. Both of  these policies 
were implemented in Malaysia. Since the National Cultural 
Policy and the Islamization Policy were implemented by the 
government of  Malaysia in 1971, the localization of  Abstract 
Expressionism in Malaysian art has not decreased; rather, it has 
been further re-established, as noted by TK Sabapathy in 1994. 
This was the conclusion reached by Sabapathy over the course of 
the subsequent decade, and in 1982, with an increased emphasis 
on Malay and Islamic ideology and identity as the nation’s 
official religion, the Malaysian government introduced the 
“Islamisation programme,” which included Islamic causations 
in various aspects of  Malay and Muslim lives and which also 
influenced the growth of  the arts in Malaysia. During this time, 
the government also put more weight on Malay and Islamic 
ideas and identities as the official religion of  the country.

During this historical period, there was also a greater 
emphasis placed on Malay and Islamic identity as the official 
religion of  the nation. The majority of  the works that were 
produced by Malay artists demonstrated that Islamic modernism 
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was the predominant aesthetic trend in contemporary Malaysian 
art. Both the National Cultural Congress and the Islamization 
Policy provide Malay artists with a wide range of  options to re-
evaluate the cultural traditions that are unique to their particular 
practice. After re-discovering the old images and symbols of 
their culture, they were able to challenge the aesthetic authority 
of  modernity as it was practised in the West and show that their 
own country was the best.

Painters who were not of  Malay heritage, on the other hand, 
did not find the nationalist and religious undertones of  the 
National Cultural Policy to be very enticing at all. They were 
under the impression that the policy’s objective was to protect 
the heritage and identity of  their people; hence, they started to 
question the social and cultural norms that had been established 
by the government. In that era, Malaysian painters were 
confronted with a different political situation in terms of  identity 
and self-portraiture that was changed, unclear, and varied as a 
direct result of  the emergence of  global cultures in that time 
period. This was due to the fact that the political situation was 
changed as a direct result of  the various global cultures that 
emerged in that time period. This was as a result of  the political 
climate in Malaysia having shifted to a different place at the 
relevant point in time.

Both the representation of  emotional or subjective 
experiences as well as the figure itself  were met with opposition. 
The subsequent decades, the 1970s and 1980s, witnessed an 
increase in the inclination among artists for abstract expressionist 
practises. These decades are known as the “post-minimalist” 
era. All of  these things, including the painters’ use of  abstracted 
shapes and iconography, the colours they used, the focus they 
placed on lines, and the stress they placed on the simplification 
of  forms, contributed to their acceptance of  Islamic ideology. 
Even though some works may give the impression that they are 
engaging with formalistic considerations, it is essential to keep in 
mind that these works are still influenced by the political, social, 
and cultural concerns of  the local community, even though they 
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may give the impression that they are interacting with formalistic 
considerations.

Social Cultural of  Indonesia Abstract Art

“Kami selalu menjadi orang Indonesia. Kami semua hidup dalam 
dunia yang sama dengan bahasa komunikasi visual ini. Inilah 
kekuatan luar biasa dari arus utama Eropa-Amerika. Kalau 
kita ingin memasuki aliran itu, kita harus menggunakan bahasa 
itu. Jika kita tidak terpinggirkan. Jelas, mazhab Bandung lebih 
internasional daripada nasional. Tapi, kami bukan orang Amerika, 
kami bukan orang Belanda. Kami punya kebudayaan yang berakar 
di negeri ini.”—Pirous (2003)

The development of  abstract art in Indonesia began in the 
1950s and has always been related to the concept of  historical 
geography, along with the development of  a chronology for 
Indonesian art. This connection was made at the same time as 
the development of  a chronology for Indonesian art. To put it 
another way, Indonesian art has historically been impacted by 
the country’s geographical makeup. Names like Muhtar Apin, 
Achmad Sadali, Srihadi, Popo Iskandar, But Muhtar, Edi 
Sunaryo, Hatta Hambali, and Yusuf  Affendi, to name just a 
few, have been given many different meanings by generations 
living in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. These meanings were 
constructed by name-givers. A few examples of  these meanings 
are “abstract murni,” “semi-abstraction,” “abstract decorative,” 
“abstract geometric,” and the “physical cubism style of.” 
Although Oesman Effendi started the movement in Jakarta 
with a group of  people, including G. Sidharta, Fadjar Sidik, 
Hardijo, Adi Pirous, and Abas Alibasyah started it in Yogyakarta 
(Yuliman, 1976); Achmad Sadali started it in Bandung in 1953.

During this phase, the painter transforms the majority of 
the picture’s shapes into horizontal motifs and abstract forms. 
Within the world of  abstract art, the 1970s saw the emergence 
of  two new schools of  thought: anti-lyricism and abstract 
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lyricism. (Yuliman, 1976). The fact that many artists in Indonesia 
are infusing elements and religious symbols into their abstract 
works is contributing to the genre’s ongoing development 
and progression. When the writers talk about the Indonesian 
abstract expressionism movement, the writers will talk about 
the branches, the search for flow, and how all of  these things 
will eventually come together into a single line at a point of 
difference. The writers also talks about how all of  these things 
will eventually merge into one another. For instance, following 
Raden Saleh’s death, many individuals are of  the opinion that 
the nationwide resurgence of  Indonesian art has entered a 
space that is vacant. Because there has been no discussion on 
this topic, it has allowed fresh territory for the entry of  works of 
international art into the space that has been left unoccupied. In 
addition, there are a lot of  people who think that the national 
renaissance in Indonesian art has entered a place that is empty, 
and this is a common notion. One of  these is the abstract style 
of  art, which can be recognised almost instantly in the paintings 
created by local artists, in particular those that go by the moniker 
“pribumi” (Mamannoor). There was a biennale that took place 
in the Jakarta art centre, Taman Ismail Marzuki, in Jakarta, 
throughout the 1970s and 1990s. After this event, there were a 
number of  solo exhibitions in Jakarta, Bandung, Yogyakarta, 
Surabaya, and other Indonesian cities.

The beginning of  the evolution of  abstraction in Indonesia 
can be traced back to these shows. The general public has a 
propensity to consider abstraction as the popular alternative 
to conventional forms of  public art. This is due to the fact 
that abstraction was first seen in Western art; as such, it is a 
manifestation of  Western art, replete with its own ideology and 
non-nationalism. The reason for this may be found in the fact 
that abstraction was first seen in Western art. This provides an 
explanation for why things are the way they are. This particular 
case of  freedom of  speech through abstraction was motivated 
by the sorrow that people feel in the context of  international 
strife. It is not constrained to any one school of  artistic thought 
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and can be expressed in any way that one chooses. This is taken 
into account as evidence of  the presence of  Western culture in 
the artistic scene in Indonesia. The debates and debates that 
took place in Indonesia in the 1930s can be traced back to 
the beginning of  the difficulties that come when questioning 
someone on the basis of  their culture. These debates and debates 
took place in Indonesia.

This demonstrates, as Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana has pointed 
out, that there was no “Indonesia” culture in the past, not even 
the tribal culture that was imprinted on the entirety of  the 
Indonesian people, and this includes the culture of  the Javanese 
people. According to his line of  reasoning, there is a need for 
Indonesian culture and it is essential for there to be cultural 
examples that are both a component of  the identity of  Indonesia 
and a part of  the positive models of  Asian society. In addition, 
there is a requirement for there to be cultural examples that are 
necessary. It is vital for the model of  Western liberalisation and 
the values it represents to take into account the idiosyncrasies 
and values of  Indonesians in order for the model to work in 
Indonesia. This is necessary so that the model can work in 
Indonesia. As a consequence of  this, artists working in Bandung 
have shown an increased interest in abstract work. Referring to 
Pirous’s quote from the start of  this section, he argued on the 
idea that in order for Indonesia to avoid being marginalised 
and to be able to participate in the process of  internalisation, 
they need to adapt to the language of  the European-American 
style of  visual culture in order to be able to communicate with 
those who share their culture. While it is vital for Indonesians 
to use the visual language of  Europeans and Americans, it is 
also essential for Indonesians to remember their own roots and 
culture. The idea that Javanese, Malay, and the cultures of  other 
regions each have a wealth of  cultural values and components 
that can be accurately depicted as being authentically 
Indonesian is one more factor that contributes to divergent 
viewpoints. This notion is one of  the factors that contribute 
to the fact that there are divergent viewpoints. As a result of 
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this, the impacts that originate in the West aren’t required any 
longer. Because of  this, avoiding it is required because there is 
the possibility that it will cause harm. The path of  abstract 
artists hailing from Indonesia started with nothing more than the 
artists’ own particular zeal and resolve. Since the very first show, 
the fundamental goal has been to simply reveal to the broader 
public the existence of  artists working in abstraction. This goal 
has been in place from the beginning. The display of  abstract 
artists has received with a range of  responses, including political 
replies, as well as both positive and negative opinions from the 
general public and fellow artists, especially those artists who do 
not work in abstraction.

These artists have stated that the exhibition is nothing more 
than a political agenda and romanticism as an excuse to be a 
part of  the Indonesian art scene. Ries Mulder was one of  the 
Bandung lecturers who became known as an abstract expression 
influencer later, and he was followed by But Mokhtar, Trisno 
Sumardjo, Achmad Sadali, Sudjoko, and Kusnadi, to name a 
few. Ries Mulder was one of  the Bandung lecturers who became 
known as an abstract expression influencer later. Ries Mulder 
was one of  the instructors at Bandung who was later recognised 
as an influential figure in the field of  abstract expression. When 
one thinks of  an abstract artist from Yogyakarta, names like 
Abas Alibasyah, Bagong Kussudiardjo, Handrio, and Gregory 
Sidharta spring to mind first. Since it initially debuted during the 
independence revolution, abstract expressionist art in Bandung 
can be viewed as a manifestation of  art that suits the spirit 
of  modern culture. This interpretation is possible due to the 
fact that it has been in existence since its first appearance. This 
interpretation is given credence by the historical fact that the first 
works of  abstract expressionist art were produced in Bandung. 
Because Bandung is a modern city with a cosmopolitan and 
worldwide personality, the artists in Bandung may be easily 
distinguished from those in Yogyakarta. This is owing to the fact 
that Jogjakarta is a more traditional city. (Asmudjo J. Irianto, 
2010). The awareness and portrayal of  art as a medium for the 
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articulation of  social and political issues is at the forefront of 
the concerns of  the artists working in Bandung. They contend 
that academic disciplines come in many forms, including the 
arts. For them, it becomes a benchmark and a source that paves 
the way for art to be acknowledged everywhere in the globe 
and validated throughout the course of  history (Western arts). 
As a consequence of  this, the artists of  Bandung became an 
important component in the development of  contemporary art 
on a scale that included the entire world.

The practice of  abstraction has been kept alive in the 
Indonesian art scene by a variety of  initiatives, including making 
alterations, adjusting it to the culture of  the area, and producing 
new discoveries. They came to the conclusion that, despite the 
fact that new discoveries and developments are being made, 
abstraction is inextricably linked to spirituality and honesty 
in the way that one presents their work within the realm of 
abstraction. This is in spite of  the fact that new developments 
and discoveries are being made. The process of  creation, which 
incorporates aspects of  pure spirituality, religion, and philosophy 
and which piques the curiosity of  both the general public and art 
critics, is also responsible for the gradual discovery of  spirituality 
in abstraction. This discovery was made possible because 
the creative process piques the interest of  both the general 
public and art critics. Whether it be in art or in faith, Pirous 
considers the term “abstract” to be a phrase of  positivity since 
it connotes a miracle, rationalist, truth, purity, and goodness. 
This is true regardless of  the context in which it is used. His 
life experiences allowed him to gain this knowledge over the 
course of  his lifetime. The vision should serve as a call to faith 
in a God who exists outside of  the limitations of  this world’s 
temporal reality. Vision is an invitation to believe in a God 
who exists outside of  the confines of  time, just as painting an 
abstraction is a self-release from the normative representation of 
reality for the sake of  purity and imagination. In the same way 
that painting an abstraction is a self-release from the normative 
representation of  reality for the sake of  purity and imagination, 
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In a word, the abstract works that Pirous creates illustrate a work 
that carries a great deal of  self-surrender while simultaneously 
seeking to convey the spiritual reality of  abstraction. This is a 
work that attempts to portray the spiritual truth of  abstraction.

Pirous is the one who brought to our attention the fact that 
the wonders that God (Allah) has created can be found all across 
the universe. Because of  this, which was written in Arabic, he 
found his universe, and it was only appropriate that the artist 
himself  should observe it in a contemplative manner:

“Sebenarnya, dalam lukisan-lukisan saya, anda bisa menemukan 
kecenderungan ke arah pola-pola abstract dan bentuk-bentuk yang 
diambil dari impresi alam. Hal-hal di sekitar saya, impresi air, 
tanah, langit dan bumi. Ini sangat abstrak… Jadi, lukisan seperti 
ini berasal dari proses meditatif  yang menawarkan wawasan 
mengenai tanda-tanda dan hal-hal lainnya di alam yang membuat 
saya, sebagai seorang Muslim, menyadari Sang Pencipta.”

According to Pirous, one can see in his paintings that his 
works tend to abstract patterns, and the shapes are affected 
by natural impressions like water, land, sky, and earth. This is 
something that can be observed in his paintings. When we take 
a look at his paintings, he continues, the writers can see this 
for ourselves. His understanding of  what an abstract is entails 
the following, in his words: His way of  painting emerges from 
the practise of  meditation, which enlightens him to the signs 
and other things in nature that bring him consciousness of  the 
creator, according to the tenets of  the Muslim religion to which 
he adheres. This understanding influences the painting method 
that he uses. (Kenneth M. George, 2010). As a result of  this, it 
reveals that the writers are unable to overlook Pirous’s meditation 
on the natural world and the cosmos as a component of  his 
spiritual practice.
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Conclusion
In this article, the writers discuss the ways in which Western 
abstract expressionism has had an impact on the abstract 
expressionism that is practised in Malaysia and Indonesia. These 
influences, which have not been superseded in either country, 
are discussed in greater detail. Because of  the research that 
is being conducted specifically for the purpose of  producing 
this research paper, the writers are in a position to note that 
this is something that occurs. In particular, when it comes to 
abstract art, the Islamic influences that have been successful in 
determining the development of  Western abstract expressionism 
in Southeast Asian countries are the ones that may be attributed 
to abstract art. These influences can be found in Southeast Asian 
countries. It is impossible to deny the reality that the production 
of  abstract expressionist artworks is not regarded as being in 
direct opposition to the principles that are upheld by Islam. 
This is a method of  identity adaptation that cannot be denied 
and is an undeniable fact that cannot be disputed in any way. 
This is because the concept of  production places an exclusive 
emphasis on appreciation, which explains why this is the case. 
A comprehension of  abstract expressionism emerged in Malay 
society as a consequence of  the search for means, in addition to 
the influence of  national identity on national identity. In addition 
to the influences of  Malay and Islamic culture, which alludes 
to the same spiritual practice, the principles of  nature and self-
reflection are reflected in the abstract expressionist artwork of 
both Malaysia and Indonesia. These principles are reflected in 
the artwork of  both countries. This is the case despite the fact 
that these cultures are vastly different from one another from 
a cultural standpoint. The concept of  individualism in the 
realm of  art has been a topic of  contemplation in the context 
of  Malaysian and Indonesian abstract art. The artist, as an 
individual, is a crucial element in the creation of  art. The 
perspective of  the artist is unique and personal, and it is through 
this individualistic approach that abstract art is brought to life. 
As a direct result of  this, it is very clear that the art of  Malaysian 
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and Indonesian abstract expressionists clearly shows ideas like 
peace, purity, self-expression, and the beauty of  nature as a form 
of  communication with the infinite Almighty as the creator of 
the universe.
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