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ABSTRACT 

The inadequacy of data and the ambiguity surrounding the representation of Malay 
cultural elements in contemporary landscape paintings in Malaysia have led to 
challenges in expressing authentic identity symbols. This study examines the 
interpretation of landscape paintings characterized by Malay cultural values as a form 
of artistic expression rich in meaning and symbolism. The main objective of this study 
is to explore how Malay artists express and reflect their cultural values through the 
medium of contemporary landscape painting. 
This research employs a qualitative approach combining content analysis and in-depth 
interviews. Selected landscape paintings by prominent Malay artists produced between 
1990 and 2019 were analyzed, focusing on visual elements such as form, color, and 
symbolism that convey Malay cultural meanings. Furthermore, interviews with artists, 
curators, and art historians were conducted to gain diverse perspectives on the 
relationship between landscape, culture, and identity. 
Findings reveal that contemporary Malay artists reinterpret landscape imagery by 
embedding cultural motifs, spiritual values, and symbolic forms rooted in the Malay 
worldview. These artistic expressions do not merely represent nature but 
recontextualize the relationship between humans, the environment, and the divine. The 
study concludes that contemporary landscape painting functions as a visual dialogue 
reflecting the continuity of Malay identity and cultural consciousness within the 
evolving framework of Malaysian contemporary landscape painting. 
The contribution of this research lies in its potential to enrich scholarly understanding 
of Malay cultural symbolism in visual art and to promote sustainable approaches to the 
preservation of cultural identity through artistic practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

The Malay culture is highly regarded as a symbol of cultural identity in 

contemporary Malaysia. The culture promotes good and positive values as broadly 

discussed and suggested by some historians and famous artists like Din Omar (2024), 

Ahmad Hakim Abdullah (2021), Norfarizah and Norzaini (2015), Abd Rasid (2014), 

Shireen (2013), Rahmah and Nor Azlin (2002), Muliyadi (2001), Mohamed Ali (2000), 

Syed Ahmad (1992), Sulaiman (1993) , Redza (1981) and Aziz (1967). Malay cultures 

were believed to have emphasized good values and norms such as fine, beauty, 

politeness, moderateness, truthful, descent and also emphasizes some quality aspects of 

living and crafts skills. Malay Culture is believed to act as spur of culture that reflects 

the harmony of the society. Mohamed Ali (2000) explains that modern Malay 

Malaysian artists had taken a significant and distinguished Malay values in Malay visual 

arts. However, the emphasis were not much on the aspects of content, meaning or 

function but often focus on the visuals, aesthetics and images representations. 

Sulaiman (1992) explains the principle of Malay Philosophy of Aesthetics or 

the Malay ethico-spiritual clearly explains the characteristic which can be considered 

as evidence in the various attributes such as "lembut" (gentle, pliable, reflexible), 

"halus" (refine, subtle), "seimbang" (balance, harmony), “teratur" (orderliness, 

hospitality), all reflect the perception of an ideal values orientation in Malay society 

which constitute the concept of ‘Adab’(manners). It is this ideal values of ‘Adab’ that 

determine the essence of Malay identity and personality, which are reflected in various 

forms of his creative expression and modes of behavior. Muliyadi, (1991) stated that 

for Malay artists, the emphasis on national consciousness enables them to re-explore 

the 'origin' of their own cultural heritage. While Siti Zainon (1985) adds more insight 

into aspects of Malay visual artistic symbolism that characterize the diversity of beliefs, 

rituals, cultures or religions. 

Nonetheless, Malaysian art historians have noted that there is a lack of 

sensitivity in the art created by Malay artists especially in the strengths and significance 

of Malay cultural elements that are being applied as the main content in contemporary 
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