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Abstract 

In Malaysia, visual art has long been established due to its firm foundation. Despite this long history, the 
field of art critique is still lagging compared to Malaysian artwork in terms of its role and development. 
However, this paper is not going to discuss the reasons behind this issue. It is sufficient to say that a 
critique links a particular work of art with the community. Art is meaningless if it is left unattended to, 
hanging on a wall without any due recognition, appreciation, or discussion. The very existence of artwork 
at any period and any place has its significance because of its relevance. It is a reflection of human 
civilization and culture. History has proven that impressive artworks are able to elevate and highlight the 
status and advancement of a community. Therefore, the field of art critique should be the basis for local 
art theory that is parallel with the development of visual art. To tread and understand the steps and the 
journey that the artist has taken is challenging and crucial to a critique, especially in understanding 
issues pertaining to cultural identity and values. Obviously, visual arts can reveal the overall picture of a 
context as well as the social and cultural essence of a community 
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1. Introduction 

This study focuses on art critiques and analysis of a Malaysian renowned artist, Allahyarham Mohd. Hoessein 
Enas. This choice of art critique is based on the capacity and the strong influence that this pioneer artist had on 
the local realism style. Texts and writings about the artist artworks are examined, analysed, explored and 
discussed to identify the essence of the artwork. In other words, it involves analysis, interpretation, critical 
evaluation that shapes the aspects and meaning of the artworks. Furthermore, it is a discussion on the selection 
of artworks that have significance in the context of Malay socio-culture. 

 
The question on identity is a common but important issue being discussed. It is vital to identify the artist’s 
personality and ideas in interpreting the country’s aspirations and visions. In some artworks though they appear 
to be simple but inherently they contain a lot of meaning and aspirations. In the works of Mohd. Hoessein Enas 
there are elements like personality, humanity, society, socio-economy, history, philosophy, thought, customs 
and specific values. The artist’s interpretation or documentation of an experience of event, actually has its own 
message in illuminating the essence of culture, aspiration or individual identity. Every image and event that is 
captured or written is interpreted as the reflection of the community’s culture that is being studied. This means 
the field of criticism is significant in the manifestation and shaping of the critical thoughts and intelligence 
within the community. The documentation of Mohd. Hoessein Enas artwork is vital as it is the platform to 
elevate the status of cultural heritage. 
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2. Heading Critique’s analysis of the artist arkworks: Mohd. Hoessein Enas 

Several local critiques have linked Mohd. Hoessein Enas as not only an artist but also as a Malay thinker who is 
keen to portray the art and culture of the Malays. Most of his artwork is a portrayal of the catalyst that initiates 
the exploration and search for the Malay art form. Ultimately, his work became the symbol of the community’s 
culture and uniqueness. The question of identity is often inspired by personal exploration and personal turmoil 
(Zainal Abidin Ahmad Shariff, 1996). 

 
Since 1950s, Mohd. Hoessein Enas has been using symbolism, shape and colour to create trends and identities. 
The prominence of these elements is the result of National Culture Congress in 1971 that outlined the elements 
as the foundation of any artwork. The Gagasan or the concept stipulated that the culture of the people of this 
region must be the trigger or the core of an artwork. Furthermore, Islam is regarded as the pillar to appreciate an 
artwork and must be intellectually absorbed into the artwork. It can be said that Mohd. Hoessein Enas never 
ignored the link between art and culture. He consistently portrays the Malay concept and essence. As a result, 
his figuratives or portraits continuously are being embedded with rich Malay values and aesthetics. 

 
Eight years after the foundation of national policy was outlined in the National Culture Congress (1971), ”Rupa 
dan Jiwa” (Form and Soul) exhibition in 1979 took place with the publication of a book by Dewan Bahasa dan 
Pustaka which was written in two languages. Therefore, the enrichment of artwork becomes more meaningful in 
the search to find the Malay identity and aspiration. Clearly, the effort to instil cultural values in shaping identity 
leads to the understanding of thought, philosophy and world view in developing the Malay culture. 

 
Mohd. Hoessein Enas led the Angkatan Pelukis Semenanjung (APS) in 1956 to support the role of media to 
channel the cultural values in balancing the issues of cultural identity. Thus, they regard art as the platform or an 
important media to embed cultural values (Muliyadi Mahamood, 2001). The style and approach are often a 
portrait, and the background is a landscape that figuratively reflects national identity in terms of the clothes, 
custom, culture or even occupation. This is where the concept of deep understanding and not just superficial 
observation is carried out. On the other hand, it is seriously done to create something that is true which 
combines vision and emotional values. 

 
APS artists generally until now have been supporting the Malay concept of idealism and images that highlight 
cultural ethos. Everyone wants to show his commitment to social issues as well as the beauty of Malay culture. 
It has been APS agenda in being committed to the issues of personal race, image and national identity. APS is 
clearly inclined towards representational images that reflect the pride and ethos of the new Malay culture (T.K 
Sabapathy dan Redza Piyadasa, 1993). This occurs in the potraits by Mohd. Hoessein Enas that show to the 
world that the Malays are beautiful and refined and cultured, whose values are more important than any other 
things. According to T.K Sabapathy (1979), Mohd. Hoessein Enas’s artwork is more meaningful if viewed from 
this persepctive. 
 

 
Figure 1. Mohd. Hoessein Enas, “Gadis Melayu” (1959), 

Oil paint on canvas, 55 x 45 cm. Collection: BSVN 
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“Gadis Melayu” (1959), a portrait by Mohd. Hoessein Enas was explicitly depicts a Malay village girl whose 
authentic beauty reflects humility (Muliyadi Mahamood, 2001). The skill of the artist is obviously in depicting 
the innate values and character through the portrait of a girl. In the Malay context, the womenfolk are often 
pictured as having good character, humility and being soft spoken (Kamariah Kamarudin, 2006).  These values 
are held dear by the Malays since one’s character is judged by his behaviour. The higher the values are regarded, 
the higher is one’s status, luck or fortune and dignity (Tenas Effendy, 2005).  
 
Furthermore, in the Malay culture, one is highly regarded not just for her beauty but also for her balanced moral 
and personality. In this portrait, Mohd. Hoessein Enas attempts to evoke national identity through the natural 
local image of a figure. From the perspective of critiques, this type of artwork is a mimetic art which means an 
art that mimics or a copy of life. It is free from human experience that is always biased. This allows us to judge 
or evaluate an artwork by comparing what is known as life and the truth.  Due to this, everyone will have his 
own interpretation of the origins of the Malay culture. Therefore, it enriches the field of art in terms of shifting 
the paradigm and elevating the local art. The objective to uphold and preserve the Malay racial ethos and the 
socio cultural awareness is achieved. Thus, the issue of self-identity, image and aspirations become a significant 
agenda.  

 

 
Figure 2. Mohd. Hoessein Enas, “Meminang” (1964), 

Oil paint on canvas, 110 x 86 cm. Collection: Datin Siti Zahara Shafie. 
 

This painting depicts the unique culture of a Malay engagement ceremony. From the painting, it can be observed 
that the tradition is well preserved (Siti Rohayah Atan, 1998).  “Meminang” (1964) describes the customary 
engagement that entails specific steps and order. Object or material culture like “tepak sirih” or “sireh junjung” 
(elaborate formation of betel leaves) have a significant place and role in the Malay culture (Syed Ahmad Jamal, 
1992). It is an object that signifies respect to the rich traditions and philosophy that is still practiced by the 
Malays until now. 

 
The areca nuts and betel leaves in the painting are typical in the context of Malay culture. It is a light snack 
served during small talk prior any traditional Malay ceremonies or customaries. The betel leaf symbolizes the 
Malay art and is used in many Malay customs. The leaf is usually used to symbolize the unity of love between 
two people in weddings, engagements and others. Obviously, the betel leaf is highly regarded in the Malay 
community as it is a significant cultural object. The concept of featuring figure images is a signifier of the 
physical and social elements for the purpose of identity (Zainol Abidin Ahmad Shariff, 1998). Custom, 
community and cultural issues are featured through the creation of these figures. The representation of figure 
paintings highlights various moods through facial expressions, clothes and sitting position. These elements ease 
understanding and appreciation of the intended message. In addition, the purpose is to show the artist’s stand or 
view in facing the post modernization era and his concern over the depleting cultural traditional values. Hence, 
the paintings are transparent in featuring the Malay socio cultural values. 
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Figure 3. Mohd.Hoessein Enas, “Peasant Girl” (1993), 

Pastel on paper, 48 x 32 cm, Collection:  Penang Art Gallery. 
 
Beautiful physical traits are not the main attributes of a female beauty and perfection. The beauty of a woman 
cannot be judged only physically but also by her manners and personality. The Malays are known to be those 
who appreciate and respect traditions and customs, reserved in opinion, shy and have refined manners. Clearly, 
most of Mohd. Hoessein Enas’s artworks portray not just the physical beauty but more significantly, he paints 
the character behind the person. Therefore, the artwork should be appreciated from dual perspectives: internal 
and external. This means, the Malays regard or appreciate highly both the outer and inner beauty of a person. 
 

 
Figure 4. Mohd. Hoessein Enas, “Admonition” (1959), 

Oil paint on canvas, 111 x 90 cm. Collection: Tenaga Nasional Berhad. 
 

“Admonition” (1959), explains the aspect of values and social control. In the Malay community, a girl is not 
free in terms of determining her future husband and ultimately her life. The sitting position, facial expressions of 
the father and daughter clearly show the ethics and culture. To most critiques, “Admonition” involves emotions, 
norms and traditional values of the Malay community. 
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Figure 5. Mohd. Hoessein Enas, “Woman Pounding Paddy” (1959), 
Pastel and charcoal on paper, 58.7 x 47.9 cm. Collection:  BSVN. 

 

“Woman Pounding Paddy” (1959), depicts the traditional role of the Malay womenfolk in the villages during 
harvesting season. The technique of pounding paddy shows the inherited traditional Malay technology. The 
artist likes to showcase the Malay customs, culture and the principles through the beauty of figures in portraits. 
It shows the independent life could be in the village. This life shows the local Malay way of life, norms, spirit 
and the strength to support their families. Moreover, it describes the persistence of a village girl to help her 
family socio economically (Siti Rohayah Atan, 1998). 
 

 
Figure 6. Mohd Hoessein Enas, “The Harvester” (1989), 

Pastel on paper, 50 x 37 sm.  Collection: BSVN 
 
In the Malay community, the culture of offering help is already embedded within the people. The concept of 
helping each other to strengthen the ties within the community is often practised without expecting anything in 
return. In this social system, the norms, culture and customs are preserved and protected by the people. Thus, 
obedience and conformity in this context is not just externally upheld but also internally. There are many 
intricate and implicit messages in ‘Menanam Padi’ (1989) and “Gadis Penumbuk Padi” (1959) by Mohd. 
Hoessein Enas. 
 



Mohamad Kamal Abd. Aziz / International Journal of INTI Vol 23 Issue 1 (2019) 37-43 

© National Design Centre, Fakulti Seni Lukis & Seni Reka, Universiti Teknologi MARA  
URL:https://jadinti.uitm.edu.my 
 
 

42 

 
Figure7. Mohd. Hoessein Enas, “Memetik Daun Tembakau di Kelantan” (1962), 

Oil paint on canvas, 95.5 x 121 cm. Collection BSVN. 
 
“Memetik Daun Tembakau di Kelantan” (1962), basically illustrates the local economic activity. This painting 
combines the figurative images with the vast local landscape that makes the painting intriguing. It depicts the 
hope of the people and it reflects the meaning of post-independence to the people. The women are seen more 
confident and open to working outside their homes. In fact, if examined closely, one can picture the life of the 
people at the time. In the context of socio culture, Redza Piyadasa (1993) interprets the background history as 
the reflection of the hardships and determination of the Malays in dealing with real everyday challenges. 
 

 
Figure8. Mohd. Hoessein Enas, “Untitled” (1967), 

Oil on masonite board, Collection: BSVN. 
 
In the article, “Yang terutama, Yang teragung”, by a critique, Ooi Kok Chuen (2011), stated that some local 
artwork has significance to the country. Mohd. Hoessein Enas “Untitled” (1967) should be regarded as a high 
aesthetic artwork by local art galleries.  This painting portrays two women, a daughter learning delicately and 
artfully how to make a local delicacy from her mother. This event is captured in a painting to show how the 
traditional community especially women were diligent in helping the family socio-economically. These 
powerful images evoke strong nostalgic memories of the Malay traditional values. 
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3. Conclusion 

Mohd. Hoessein Enas’s critiques reveal the foundation of his just belief that is based on unity, compatibility, 
purity and serenity. His portrayal of the world and Malay philosophy has made an impact on art critiques. The 
search of self-identity in the context of socio culture is finally answered through the artworks of Mohd. 
Hoessein Enas. This artist wanted to see the development of his people’s image and cultural identity through 
inner perspective and not through the lens of outside people. More interestingly, however, the search for self-
identity continues to become the main issue in art critique to the Malay artists, the emphasis on self-awareness 
enables them to unravel the origins of their cultural beliefs. Clearly, the artists of Angkatan Pelukis 
Semenanjung (APS) are influenced by the ambitions of the Malays. The understanding of this concept is 
continuously appreciated because it is the main principle or the basis of the culture’s personality. National 
Culture Congress (1971) serves as the main factor that drives, opens and creates art policies that shapes the 
national identity. Recommendations are given in order to formulate national cultural policies that are parallel 
with the nation development aspirations. Most importantly, there is an awareness and spirit to refer to local 
culture as a resource including artworks in any context or situation.  In fact, the policies should be the catalyst to 
local artists to gain true and genuine inspirations. 
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