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There is a telephone, but there is nothing to 
say. There is a television, but there is nothing 
to watch. Perhaps someone does not wish to 
speak or watch anything. Ahmad Zakii An-
war’s triptychs consist of three factors that 
connect and separate one another. Let us first 
examine Nothing to Say. This work features a 
matchstick placed between a telephone on a 
round table and a man smoking a cigarette. 
The three scenes can be captured at a glance, 
true, but the direction in which I take them in 
is perhaps of little importance. Why was the 
telephone placed there? Does it ring? Seeing 
as how the phone is connected, a kind per-
son could potentially call. Why does the man 
have his head turned in the direction of the 
telephone as he smokes? Moreover, why is his 
face hidden by cigarette smoke? Perhaps it is 
a sort of camouflage that portrays his psy-
chological state while disguising his physical 
identity. This disguise could be a device that 
masks the character’s emotional state or a 
means of further reinforcing his isolation.

 This work then seems to be a sort of mind-
scape. Faithful to a realistic representation, 
this painting stresses isolation and sever-
ance using subdued tones and connotations. 
What does this work mean? Suddenly, I find 
myself wondering what role the already burnt 
matchstick situated between two different 
objects serves. Is it a channel between the 
telephone and the person whose face is cov-
ered by smoke? Or is it an object that deter-
mines a separation between the two objects?

to sense
the depth

of a surface

by prof. choi tae man

 The artist describes an intriguing episode 
concerning cigarettes in his artist’s state-
ment. It is known that he first painted the 
smoking figure after getting into a serious 
argument with his friend because he smoked 
while driving a car in Singapore in 1995. One 
example is his 1995 work Anonymity fea-
turing two smoking men who are facing in 
different directions. The figures in this work 
have clear contours as the background is in 
monotone, reminding viewers of a film scene. 
The artist once said he was inspired by a 
movie he had watched as a child. He men-
tioned he was greatly influenced by the blank 
space that appears when two people have a 
dramatic confrontation and the empty scene 
that causes psychological tension in a Sergio 
Leone movie. A span of time exists between 
these two smoking figures who seem part 
of a cinematic sequence and a narrative in-
trudes in the passage of this time. The void 
of negative-space thus becomes a site where 
narrative emerges.

 The smoking man he depicted in 2017 
appears either standing alone or sitting on 
a sofa. As in the work Anonymity mentioned 
above, this figure does not seem to allow any 
space for a narrative since he takes up the 
center of the scene, filling the frame. How-
ever, discourse is not entirely ousted from 
the scene however, as it manages to form a 
new narrative structure. A telephone, televi-
sion, hung shirt, and a closed door all serve 
as reminders of speaking, seeing, relaxation, 

concealment, and self-defence. Figures con-
cealed by cigarette smoke gaze at something. 
Their staring eyes turn inward, not outward. 
These depictions can be thought of as the 
artist’s self-portraits despite being portrayed 
by other models. It is for this reason that I de-
fined them as descriptions of a mindscape. 
The matchstick placed in the middle of the 
scene represents not only a medium between 
a thing and a figure but also the gap that 
splits them apart. This intermediation refers 
to a symbolic association of an event that 
occurred or is likely to happen between an 
object and a figure. It is through this that a 
work of art forges a narrative structure. Like 
an arrow, the matchstick may immediately 
link subjects according to its position. As the 
three scenes are together by metaphor, this 
work attains a literary quality, but it might be 
trapped in a limited narrative. We thus need 
to perceive this matchstick as a gap between 
objects and figures. That is to say; this acts as 
both a pitfall that traps viewers in the narra-
tive and a device that disturbs our eyes.

 This gap is reminiscent of “inframince,” 
a portmanteau of “infra” (infra) and “mince” 
(slim) coined by Marcel Duchamp. This term 
refers to a difference that is too small to rec-
ognize. Duchamp mentions that it is hard to 
define and that only examples can be given. 
Its physical dimensions can be thought of as 
similar to that of a thin membrane and gap 
or as having the thickness of a shadow. This 
gap is both an ideological site where imagi-
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nation is molded, and a sphere of open po-
tential. Similar to its title I’m Not at Home, a 
matchstick horizontally linking a closed door 
to a man who is turned around is not a mere 
reference or implication of absence: it also in-
duces viewers to envisage a space that goes 
beyond this. Positioned in a place where psy-
chology is visually undetectable, the match-
stick deconstructs the boundaries of our im-
age-triggered associations. Thus, disturbing 
our habitual interpretations. For instance, if a 
habitual interpretation associates the seven 
pebbles in There’s Someone In My Head But 
It’s Not Me with the Creation, a week, and the 
Big Dipper, the possibility that “inframince” 
provides opens from the deconstruction of 
such a relationship.

 Most representations are dictated by the 
principle of resemblance. In other words, this 
concept works to uphold the sense of oneness 
between originals and reproductions through 
represented images. In contrast, similitude 
brings out their differences. This well-known 
assertion was made by Michel Foucault in 
This Is Not a Pipe in which he interpreted 
Rene Magritte’s works. An image that takes 
after a matchstick is not a mere reference to 
a matchstick. The matchstick does not dwell 
in the space of representation but, instead, 
floats in a scene. The eight bees in Bloodlines 
and the seven pebbles in There’s Someone In 
My Head But It’s Not Me are simulacra, im-
ages without the substance or qualities of the 
originals. As Plato mentioned, simulacra are 

not inferior fakes. They are potential beings 
that enable us to see that which is invisible.

 What enables us to cross the boundaries 
between reality and imagination is not our 
eyes but our gaze. Faith & Doubt featuring 
the Virgin Mary, statues of Indian deities, and 
a man bowing his shaved head alludes to 
viewers conceptions of religious practice. And 
yet, these are nothing but one-dimensional 
images captured by our eyes. So, we ask our-
selves; what does the horizontal band cutting 
across the man’s head mean? Why does that 
keenly divide the black-and-white space? Is 
this figure who closes his eyes as if meditat-
ing like Sisyphus who was punished by hav-
ing to roll an immense boulder up a hill again 
and again? He may be if we liken Sisyphus’ 
toil to human life.

 This work is a reflection of the artist’s self, 
and the man in this painting may be his self-
portrait. Therefore, this work can be thought 
of as a metaphor for anguish and for Narcis-
sus’ pool as it entices the gaze. All the same, 
we should not be confined or absorbed by the 
magic these images weave. The more we fix-
ate on a single interpretation, the more ones’ 
scope of understanding is limited. However, 
we are perhaps able to realize that Zakii’s 
works enable us to envisage thing beyond 
their immediate representation. Each piece 
drives us to carefully examine the membrane 
between image and surface, the void be-
tween illusion and negative-space, and nar-

ratives as they exist on an infinitely condens-
ing surface.

 We have to pay heed to the voyeuristic 
space within each scene in Zakii’s work. The 
seemingly unoccupied planes present glanc-
es into the depth of each surface. A shadow 
has no thickness, but we can imagine it. We 
can discover that Zakii’s paintings vibrate in 
the boundaries between origin and repre-
sentation as we imagine the cerebral depth 
which exists on an impossibly thin surface.

– Choi Tae Man, Art Critic
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전화기가 놓여 있지만 말할 게 없다. 텔레비전이 놓여 있지만 볼 게 없다. 아니면 말할(볼) 수 없
거나 말하고(보고) 싶지 않을 수도 있다. 자키(Ahmad Zakii Anwar)의 삼면화는 서로 연결되면서
분리된 세 개의 요소로 구성되어 있다. 먼저 <말할 게 없다(Nothing To Say)>를 보자. 둥근 테이
블 위에 덩그러니 놓인 전화기와 담배를 피우고 있는 남자를 사이에 두고 가운데 막 사용한 성냥
개비가 그려져 있다. 이 작품을 보는 나의 시선은 습관적으로 왼쪽으로부터 오른쪽으로 수평적
이동을 한다. 세 개의 화면이 한 눈에 포착되므로 시선의 방향은 상관없을 수 있다. 그런데 전화
기는 왜 저기에 놓여 있을까. 그것은 과연 울리기나 하는 것일까. 전선이 연결되어 있으므로 언젠
가는 반가운 사람으로부터 전화가 올지 모른다. 그런데 오른편의 남자는 왜 담배를 피우며 전화
기가 놓인 방향으로부터 고개를 돌리고 있을까. 게다가 그의 얼굴은 담배연기에 의해 가려져 있
다. 연기는 이 인물의 얼굴은 물론 표정조차 숨기고자 하는 심리상태를 반영하는 일종의 위장막
일 수 있다. 이 위장은 화면 속 남자의 성격과 감정 상태를 숨기는 장치이자 그의 고립을 강화하
는 요소이기도 하다.

이 작품은 내게 일종의 심리적 풍경으로 비쳐진다. 사실적인 재현에 충실하지만 가라앉은 색조에
의해 고립과 단절이 강조되고 있는 이 작품은 무엇에 대해 말하고 있는 것일까. 문득 이 작품 가
운데 놓인 저 성냥개비, 즉 두 개의 서로 다른 대상 사이에 놓인 이미 타버린 성냥개비의 역할이
궁금해진다. 이 성냥은 전화기와 연기로 얼굴을 가리고 있는 인물을 매개하고 있는가, 아니면 두
대상 사이의 분리를 확정하는 오브제인가.

작가노트에 따르면 담배에 얽힌 흥미로운 에피소드가 있다고 한다. 1995년 싱가포르에서 친구의
차를 운전할 때 무심결에 피운 담배 때문에 나중에 그 친구와 격렬하게 싸운 후 담배를 피우는
사람을 그렸다는 것이다. 이를테면 1995년에 제작한 <익명>을 보면 두 남자가 서로 방향을 달리
한 채 흡연하고 있는 모습이 나타나고 있다. 배경을 거의 모노톤으로 처리했기 때문에 인물의 윤
곽이 뚜렷하게 드러나는 이 작품은 영화의 한 장면을 떠올리게 만든다. 그렇다. 그는 작가노트에
서 어린 시절 봤던 영화로부터 그림을 그리게 된 동기를 부여받았다고 밝힌 바 있다. 특히 세르
지오 레오네(Sergio Leone)의 영화에서 두 인물이 서로 대결하는 장면을 극적으로 만드는 여백,
즉 심리적 긴장을 유발하는 빈 공간이 그의 작품에 영향을 미쳤다고 했다. 그래서 서로 다른 방
향을 바라보며 담배를 피우고 있는 두 인물 사이에는 마치 영화의 시퀀스처럼 어느 정도의 시간
이 존재하며 그 시간의 흐름 가운데로 서사(narrative)가 틈입한다. 말하자면 이 빈 공간은 그냥
텅 빈 것이 아니라 이야기가 거주하는 장소인 것이다.

2017년에 그린 담배 피우는 남자는 홀로 서있거나 소파에 앉아있다. 이 인물은 화면의 중심을 차
지하는가하면 프레임을 꽉 채우고 있기 때문에 앞의 <익명>에서와 같은 서사가 거주할 공간을
허락하지 않는 것처럼 보인다. 그러나 이야기가 화면으로부터 추방당한 것이 아니라 다른 화면으
로 밀려나며 새로운 서사구조를 형성한다. 전화기, 텔레비전, 벽에 걸린 셔츠, 닫힌 문은 모두 말
하기, 보기, 휴식, 은폐나 자기보호를 연상하게 만든다. 담배연기에 가려진 각 인물들은 무엇인가
를 향해 응시한다. 그 응시하는 눈은 외부세계가 아니라 내면으로 향하고 있다. 그런 점에서 이
작품 속의 인물들이 모델을 동원해 그린 것이라고 할지라도 작가 자신의 자화상이라고 할 수 있
다. 내가 앞에서 이 작품들에 대해 심리적 풍경이라고 말한 이유도 여기에 있다. 그렇다면 화면의
가운데 놓인 성냥개비는 사물과 인물 사이를 매개할 뿐만 아니라 그것들을 분리시키는 틈을 암시
한다. 매개는 사물과 인물 사이에서 일어난 또는 일어날 것 같은 사건에 대한 상징적 연상을 의
미하며 이 매개에 의해 작품은 서사구조를 형성한다. 이 경우 성냥개비는 놓인 위치에 따라 마치
화살표처럼 사물과 인물을 직접적으로 연결한다. 세 개의 화면이 하나의 은유에 의해 연결되면서
작품은 문학성을 획득하지만 동시에 제한된 이야기에 갇힐 수도 있다. 따라서 우리는 이 성냥개
비를 사물과 인물을 분리시키는 틈으로 인식할 필요가 있다. 말하자면 이것은 이야기 속에 갇히
도록 만드는 함정이면서 동시에 우리의 시선을 교란시키는 장치인 것이다.

표면의 깊이를 감각한다는 것
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이 틈은 마르셀 뒤샹(Marcel Duchamp)이 아래(infra)와 얇음(mince)이란 단어를 결합해 만들어낸
개념인 ‘앵프라맹스(inframince) ’에 대해 떠올리게 만든다. 이것은 알아보기 힘들 정도의 미세한
차이를 의미한다. 뒤샹은 앵프라맹스에 대해 정의하는 것은 불가능하며 예만 제시할 수 있을 뿐
이라고 했다. 예컨대 이것은 물리적 차원에서의 매우 얇은 막이자 틈이며 또한 그림자의 두께이
기도 하다. 이 틈은 상상이 형성되는 가상의 장소이자 열린 잠재성의 영역이다. 따라서 닫힌 문과
뒤돌아선 남자 사이를 수평으로 연결하는 성냥개비는 <나는 집에 없다>는 제목에서처럼 부재를
지시하거나 암시하는 것에 그치지 않고 그 너머에 대해 상상하기를 유도한다. 너무나 얇기 때문
에 시선에 포착되지 않는 심리의 층위가 불현듯 그림자처럼 어른거리는 영역에 위치한 성냥개비
는 이미지가 불러일으키는 연상의 경계를 해체하며 우리의 습관적인 해석조차 해체한다. 말하자
면 <내 머리 속에 누군가 있지만 그것은 내가 아니다>에서 7개의 조약돌을 그리스도교의 천지창
조, 일주일, 북두칠성 등과 연결시키는 것이 습관적인 해석이라고 한다면 그 관계를 해체하는 것
으로부터 앵프라맹스가 비로소 활동할 수 있는 가능성이 열린다.

대부분의 재현은 유사(resemblance)의 원리의 지배를 받는다. 즉 재현된 이미지를 통해 원본과
복제의 동일성을 인정하는 것이다. 그러나 상사(similitude)의 원리는 복제들 사이의 차이를 발생시
킨다. 이것은 미셀 푸코(Michel Foucault)가 마그리트의 작품을 해석한 『이것은 파이프가 아니다』
란 글에서 제기한 유명한 주장이기도 하다. 성냥개비를 닮은 형상은 성냥개비만을 지시하지는 않
는다. 성냥개비는 재현의 공간에 거주하는 것이 아니라 화면 위에 부유하고 있다. 그것은 <혈족
(Bloodlines)>에서의 8마리의 벌이나 <내 머리 속에 누군가 있지만 그것은 내가 아니다>에서의 7
개의 조약돌처럼 원본 없는 복제, 즉 시뮬라크르이다. 시뮬라크르는 플라톤이 말한 것처럼 열등한
가짜가 아니라 우리가 보지 못하는 것을 보게 하는 잠재적 존재이다.

실재와 가상 사이를 자유롭게 드나들게 만드는 것은 시선이 아니라 응시하는 눈이다. 성모마리아
와 인도신화 속의 신상(神像), 삭발을 한 채 머리를 숙이고 있는 남자를 그린 <믿음과 의심>은 종
교에 대해 떠올리게 만든다. 그러나 이것은 시선에 의해 포착된 일차원적인 이미지일 뿐이다. 시
선 너머에 응시가 있다. 그래서 우리는 묻는다. 이 고개를 숙이고 있는 남자의 머리를 수직으로
가로지르는 저 띠는 무엇일까. 그것은 왜 흑백의 공간을 예리하게 분리시키는 것일까. 명상에 잠
긴 듯 눈을 감고 있는 이 인물은 커다란 바위를 산꼭대기로 밀어 올리지만 결코 성공할 수 없는
반복적인 형벌을 받은 시지프스와 같은 존재일까. 실패할 수밖에 없지만 끊임없이 산꼭대기로 돌
덩어리를 밀어 올려야 하는 시지프스의 노고를 인간의 삶에 비유한다면 그럴 수도 있다. 이럴 때
작품은 자아를 비추는 거울이며 화면 속 인물은 거울에 비친 자화상일 수도 있다. 따라서 이 작
품은 고뇌하는 자아를 가두는 영혼의 감옥이자 우리의 시선을 유혹하는 나르키소스의 연못에 대
한 은유라고 할 수 있다. 그러나 우리는 이미지가 걸어놓은 마술이나 최면에 감금되거나 빨려 들
어서는 안 된다. 하나의 해석으로 향해 우리의 의식이 집중할수록 의미의 폭은 제한될 수밖에 없
지만 화면과 화면 사이의 틈, 이미지와 표면 사이의 막, 그려진 것과 여백 사이에 놓인 공간, 한
없이 얇도록 압축된 표면에 놓인 두께에 대해 질문할 때 이 작품들이 재현 너머의 많은 것에 대
해 상상하도록 만들고 있음을 깨달을 수 있을 것이다. 우리는 자키의 삼면화 또는 사면화에서 형
상이 그려진 화면 사이에 놓인 여백의 공간, 그것을 주목해야 한다. 그것은 그냥 텅 빈 화면이 아
니라 우리로 하여금 재현된 이미지의 마력에 함몰되지 않고 표면의 깊이를 보도록 유도한다. 그
림자는 두께를 가지지 않지만 그것에 대해 상상할 수 있다. 이처럼 우리가 한없이 얇은 표면의
깊이에 대해 상상할 때 이 작품들이 뜻밖에도 실재와 가상, 원본과 복제의 경계에서 진동을 일으
키고 있음을 발견할 수 있을 것이다.

최태만/미술평론가
Choi Tae Man
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I first met Zakii in 2008 while I was a visit-
ing research fellow at the Institute of South-
east Asian Studies (ISEAS) in Singapore. It 
was the end of Ramadhan and Zakii invited 
me to join him for Eid celebrations with a few 
friends in Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Over the 
next six months, I traveled across the Singa-
pore-Malaysia border 39 times to meet him. I 
would arrive at his home at 10 in the morning 
and interview him for a few hours. We would 
break for lunch and then resume the inter-
view until 3 or 4 in the afternoon. 
 
 I got to know Zakii well over the years, but 
I can’t say I know him very well. I am not sure 
any of us do. Although we have met many 
times over the years, pinning him down is not 
easy for he has a secretive nature. His art is 
autobiographical but not easily deciphered. 
Viewers can enjoy roaming in the spaces of 
his paintings in infinite ways without ever 
knowing, or needing to see the autobiograph-
ical content. But now with a new visual for-
mat, his works for the My shadow’s shadow 
exhibition at Baik Art in Seoul have become 
less secretive, almost specific, but it is not a 
total lifting of the veil.

 In recent years, many of our interviews 
took place late at night. Zakii would dress 
comfortably, lie back on a sofa and light up a 
smoke as we talked. One evening he showed 
me how to make a “kalam” or a bamboo pen 
for calligraphy, a skill he picked up from the 
Iranian calligrapher Hussein Shirazi. Take a 

This essay is based on conversations
and interviews recorded between

november 2008 and may 2017.

ZaKII — sex,
 IdentIty,
 relIgIon
 & art

by dr. tony donaldson

piece of bamboo about the size of a pencil in 
its circumference, dry it and when completely 
dry, cut a groove at the end into a nib, simi-
lar to that of a pen, but in Islamic calligraphy, 
in which a “kalam” is traditionally used, the 
nib is slightly slanted. Zakii then took a piece 
of paper and dipped the “kalam” in ink and 
showed me how he could achieve crisp, sharp 
lines that could not be obtained with a pen.

 On another evening, I was staying at his 
house in Johor Bahru, and we had been out 
for dinner. As we returned, Zakii invited me 
to join him in his studio to watch him finish a 
painting for the love + lust show in London. 
We had talked about the painting over din-
ner, but I was feeling tired that night. I had 
been traveling and working for ten days with 
little rest so I told Zakii I would take a short 
nap and get up at midnight to join him in the 
studio. But I kept on sleeping and was woken 
by the sounds of birds at six the next morning. 
Later that afternoon Zakii flew to Yogyakarta, 
the painting was sent to London, and I found 
myself on a train bound for Kuala Lumpur re-
alizing that I had missed a rare opportunity to 
see him paint. It was the first and only time he 
ever invited me to watch him work.

 Over a remarkable 25-year career, Zakii 
has continued to tantalize us with artworks 
that show great artistic autonomy outside of 
the intellectual fashions and trends of con-
temporary art. His journey has always been 
internalized as he quietly excavates profound 
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beauty in the human and animal figures he 
paints. Through his paintings, Zakii has an 
uncanny ability to draw us meditatively into 
spirituality and universality that is often mixed 
with dark sexual connotations. 

 The following autobiographical portrait 
explores the development of Zakii’s art prac-
tices from the viewpoint of the artist who is 
involved from the outset. It is a personal in-
terpretation into the constituents that have 
shaped his art as he experienced them. It is 
based on conversations and interviews col-
lected since 2008 as well as observations of 
the artist over nine years. I began this portrait 
by asking Zakii to describe his first awareness 
of art. 

| | | | | | | | |

I first became aware of art after seeing a 
painting of nudes in Life magazine. It was an 
old master painting, probably from the Re-
naissance period. I was about eight or nine, 
I can’t remember exactly, but my first sexual 
awareness came from looking at this paint-
ing. It excited me. I would hide behind two 
large rattan armchairs near the windows 
where my parents and sisters wouldn’t find 
me, and I would repeatedly copy the painting. 
It was tremendously exciting like something 
forbidden, and I felt a sense of guilt. I did tons 
of nude drawings, but they all disappeared. 

I suspect my mother found them and threw 
them all away because I never saw them 
again.

 This incident from so long ago became 
the impetus for my creative process today. 
Making art has to be exciting, sensuous and 
secretive. Art theory has remained a mere cu-
riosity, as I wasn’t interested in trends. For me 
to approach the canvas, the attraction has to 
be biological first, then emotional, and lastly 
intellectual. In fact, the intellect mainly comes 
into play after the work is done, when I sit 
and look at the painting and try to figure out 
what I had done. The process in a way is a bit 
Freudian. Every image I painted represents a 
clue that needs to be studied and deciphered.

 I was born in 1955 in Johor Bahru, a rela-
tively new town with little cultural activity. I 
remember our house as being full of people. 
My father as the patriarch of the family took 
care of the relatives that came to stay. There 
was no privacy. I was constantly looking for 
a place where I can draw undisturbed. My 
window to the outside world was Life maga-
zine, which my father subscribed to. Later in 
my teens he bought a set of the Encyclopedia 
Britannica. Today we Google everything, but 
back then when I was curious about anything 
I open the encyclopaedia. The set of 24 vol-
umes sat in a glass cabinet in the living room 
of our house like a shrine.

 My main source of entertainment as a child 
was watching Warner Brothers cartoons. 
My favorites were Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, 
and Porky Pig. I like Bugs Bunny because he 
is subversive. Later in my teens I discovered 
Monty Python. Their humor was dark and 
even more subversive. Growing up, I was un-
able to conform. I hated going to school, and 
I found difficulty conforming to religious and 
social norms. Anything I couldn’t understand 
I question. Today, it could be seen as sub-
versive that as a Muslim I paint crucifixions, 
Hindu gods, or a pig. But there is a purpose to 
it. It drove me to explore and understand the 
questions of existence on a deeper level. You 
cannot understand much by playing in a little 
corner of the field.

 When I was 12, I started to go to the cin-
ema. My father would give me twenty cents a 
day for pocket money to go to school. I would 
spend ten cents and keep the remaining ten 
cents. By the end of the week, I had fifty cents 
but it wasn’t enough for a cinema ticket. A 
third class cinema ticket in those days was 
65 cents, so I had to ask my mother for an 
extra 15 cents. I would then cycle to town to 
watch a movie. I became hooked on spaghetti 
westerns such as The Good, the Bad and the 
Ugly (1966), Coffin for a Gunfighter (1966), 
and God Forgives, I Don’t (1967). These films 
were violent, romantic and sublime, almost 
like operas. 
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 Of all the Italian directors working in that 
genre, my favorite was Sergio Leone [1929- 
1989]. I like the way he directs his movies 
and especially how he frames his scenes. 
The vast expanse of the desert, the sky, the 
horizon, and two figures facing each other 
in a gunfight — these elements entered my 
subconscious. The space between the fig-
ures creates a psychological tension. Leone 
composes his scenes so that the conflict be-
tween two figures is emphasized by the use 
of space. The feel and style of this has stayed 
with me till today and it has found its way 
into my art. The use of space in my paintings 
owes a debt to Sergio Leone.

 After I graduated from the School of Art 
and Design at UiTM in 1977, I worked in 
advertising in Kuala Lumpur, but I could not 
conform to a nine to five job. I resigned and 
started to freelance as an illustrator. In 1987, I 
returned to my hometown in Johor Bahru, and 
began freelancing in Singapore. Working in 
advertising consumed me. The work was so 
demanding. The money was good, but I was 
unhappy. It got to a point when one day in 
1991 I went to the agencies I was servicing 
in Singapore and told them I wasn’t taking 
on any more jobs. I went for a holiday, and 
a month later I returned home and started to 
paint. 

 The first few paintings I did were aban-
doned. I was at a loss and for a while stopped 
painting. A friend introduced me to a senior 

Malaysian artist, Latiff Mohidin [1941- ]. He 
spotted my predicament immediately and 
said, “Don’t think too much. Start simple and 
paint whatever you like. The battle is on the 
canvas not in the mind.” I went home and 
started a series of still life paintings. I would 
take any object I found interesting such as a 
vase, bowl or kettle, and paint it. The compo-
sitions were simple with only one or two ob-
jects. My first successful still life was Ceramic 
Vase and Bowl. This is how I started, very 
simple and with no concepts. It was about 
skill and composition. I then introduced fruits 
and vegetables to the series, something con-
ventional to the still life genre, but I decided 
to add a twist; I painted them as analogies 
for sexual and emotional entanglement. Over 
the years the series has alternated between 
inanimate objects and erotic fruits and veg-
etables, depending on my mood. It was my 
first series and until today, to unwind, I occa-
sionally return to the still life. 

 The human figure has always intrigued 
me, but I couldn’t figure out a way to approach 
it as an artwork. While working on the still 
life series, I did a few paintings on Bali. I had 
spent some time on the island and found it in-
teresting, but the paintings were not working 
very well. Then, an incident led to a new body 
of works. It was 1995. I was driving a friend’s 
car in Singapore, and I had lit a cigarette. Lat-
er in the day I picked him up. The moment he 
entered the car, he immediately smelled the 
smoke. To cut a long story short, we had a 

Ceramic Vase and Bowl
1991, acrylic on paper, 50 x 60 cm

Cucumber with Red Chilli
1992, acrylic on paper, 14 x 20 cm
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terrible fight. I went back to my studio that 
evening, and I painted two paintings called 
Thank you for Smoking 1 and 2. Each paint-
ing was of a man sitting and smoking. They 
were sketchy and done very fast but curious-
ly, as I was painting, I felt the compulsion to 
camouflage the face with smoke. Something 
interesting was happening; the more I hid the 
face with smoke, the more exciting it was, but 
I could not understand why. Later at an exhi-
bition in Singapore, I met the late Brother Jo-
seph McNally [1923-2002], a painter/sculptor 
and founder of the LaSalle College of the Arts. 
He saw the painting Anonymous, and asked 
why was the smoke covering the man’s face. 
I couldn’t give him a proper answer, but he 
looked at the painting, pondered a bit and 
suddenly turned to me and said, “Masks! They 
are masks, Zakii!” 

 His words were like a revelation. Masks 
have always fascinated me and I have a 
small collection at home. I immediately real-
ized the paintings were addressing issues of 
identity. The smoke was acting as a kind of 
psychological mask — like our thoughts, fluid 
and constantly changing. The series took on a 
deeper meaning and I started using masks as 
a metaphor for identity and concealment. 

 In 1997 I returned to Bali. I met the Ameri-
can artist Barbara Anello, a long-time resi-
dent of Ubud. She introduced me to artists, 
dancers and, mask-makers. I filled a sketch-
book with notes and sketches of the people I 

met. It was something rare because normally 
I prefer a camera when I am on the road. But 
Bali is special. The creative spirit is exception-
ally strong there. I felt it the moment I landed. 
There is no place on earth that has so many 
artists, dancers, actors, and sculptors. Art is 
sacred to the Balinese. It wasn’t just enter-
tainment. Spirituality is celebrated through 
art, music, dance, and theatre. It was intoxi-
cating and I fell in love with the island. .

 This body of works — the Smokers, the 
Bali paintings, marked a turning point in my 
life. I started to question my beliefs, my un-
derstanding of life, and as I painted, I began 
to see a pattern in the works I was producing. 
Making art was a way by which I question 
and understand myself. The paintings were a 
visual diary, excavating and documenting my 
thoughts as I progressed through life. 

 The male nudes, which was my next se-
ries, was a distillation of all the series that 
came before. All indications of identity such 
as race, culture or social standing were re-
moved. All that is left is an ambiguous fig-
ure, sitting, reclining or standing quietly. The 
model represents me, and in a way the paint-
ings are self-portraits. The body belongs to 
the model but the spirit of the work is mine. 
It was a subtle approach in which emotion or 
“rasa” (taste) is infused into the stillness and 
presented quietly without manipulating the 
audience towards a specific direction. The 
viewer is free to roam inside my work, and if 

Anonymous
1995, acrylic on linen, 122 x 183 cm

Seated Figure 1
1999, acrylic on linen, 122 x 122 cm

Kebyar
1998, acrylic on linen, 122 x 183 cm, 2 panels
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they are sensitive enough, perhaps connect 
on a deeper level. Although the paintings are 
realist, the feeling or “rasa” of the work is ab-
stract. I reveal and hide at the same time. I 
show viewers everything because I am a re-
alist but the meaning of the works is elusive. 

 Exploring the metaphysical eventually 
leads to questions of divinity. In the Bali se-
ries there were a number of portraits of wood 
carvers and the masks they carved. The first 
painting in the series was Ida Bagus Made & 
Rangda. Ida Bagus Made (1915-1999) was 
a famous Balinese artist. I met him sitting by 
the sidewalk on a street in Ubud. We talked 
for a while and then he invited me to his stu-
dio where he showed me a Rangda mask he 
was carving. He said the mask was sacred. 
Prayers and offerings were made during 
the carving process. He had such a digni-
fied presence that I knew I had to paint him. 
But then I thought: a portrait of him wasn’t 
enough. I have to paint him with the mask he 
was carving. I decided to do the painting in 

The Sight with Which You See
2003, acrylic on jute, 69 x 207 cm

two panels. On the left is the carver and on 
the right, the mask he carved. The metaphor 
was obvious — the maker and his creation. 
God and man. 

 Incidents such as this open up new av-
enues for me to explore  —  the nude painting 
in Life magazine, the meeting with Latiff Mo-
hidin, watching spaghetti westerns, smoking 
in a friend’s car, the encounter with Brother 
Joseph McNally, all triggered works that con-
tributed towards a deeper understanding 
of myself. The perception I picked up from 
meeting Ida Bagus Made and the mask he 
was carving led to the Meditation series. The 
series was an attempt to uncover the meta-
phor of the mask. As the series progressed, 
the masks, the smoke, and the shadows — all 
made way for the Divine. As Islam does not 
have any form of iconography representing 
the Divine, I decided to use icons from other 
religions — the Buddha, Hindu Gods and the 
crucifixion among others. 

Ida Bagus Made & Rangda
1998, acrylic on jute, 69 x 138 cm, 2 panels
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 Looking back, I remember this period as 
having been incredibly exciting. My thoughts 
were wandering all over the place and I was 
obsessively painting. I have always worked 
in acrylics and at around this time I decided 
to explore another medium — charcoal. The 
animal series started as large charcoal draw-
ings. The first animal I drew was a life-size 
drawing of a bull. My concern at that point 
was composition and the interplay of black 
and white spaces. In 2008, I started work on 
a larger than life portrait of a Babirusa called 
Profane (2008). Here it was more than just 
about composition and aesthetics; I injected a 
measure of myself into the drawing. I thought 
with the previous series I had resolved some 
of the issues I was addressing. Of particular 
interest was my use of avatars. If I had previ-
ously used male models to represent myself, 
with this drawing I used an animal instead. 
This body of works subsequently developed 
into a series where man and animal were 
fused into a single entity (Tales from the 
Primordial Garden 3) to works where both 
man and animal co-exist in a barren land-
scape (Tales from the Primordial Garden 19). 
Whether the model was a man or an animal, 
the purpose was the same; I was unraveling 
the contradictory aspects of my personality. 
 
 As an artist, my process has always been 
internal. I avoided politics and I never address 
issues pertaining to my country. In 2013, the 
election was just over and the outcome was 
a disappointment. I have stopped reading 

Profane
2008, charcoal on paper, 119 x 224 cm

Tales from The Primordial Garden 3
2010, acrylic on linen, 122 x 244 cm

Tales from The Primordial Garden 19
2013, acrylic on linen, 147 x 294 cm
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the local newspapers and I no longer believe 
our government can be trusted to serve the 
people. I decided to do a series of life-size 
portraits of ordinary Malaysians of various 
races. The series is called Orang-Orang (peo-
ple). Each drawing is a portrait of a person of 
a particular race presented on a stark white 
background — an Indian man, a Malay vil-
lager, a Chinese lady, these drawings are an 
appreciation of ordinary Malaysians you see 
on the streets. It’s an on-going series that is 
conceptually simple, but this is as far as I’m 
willing to go when addressing political or so-
cial issues.

 Towards the end of 2015, I started work on 
a new painting. It was a rather surreal picture 
of an Indian man playing the pungi (a snake 
charmer’s flute) with a white woman floating 
over a lake. I wasn’t sure what it meant and 
for a few weeks I struggled with the paint-
ing. Eventually, I decided it wasn’t working, 
and I abandoned it. Giving up on a painting 
is depressing and I was brooding over it for 
a few days thinking of what to do next. The 
answer came by coincidence. I was at home 
one afternoon in Johor Bahru. My daughter, 
Reya, who was four, asked me to take her 
to a park nearby that has a pond full of cat-

fish. I bought some fish food and we sat by 
the pond feeding them. The catfish went into 
a frenzy as they fed. I didn’t bring my cam-
era, so I took some photos with my iPhone. 
At home I downloaded the pictures into my 
computer and the idea came for a series of 
photographic works. 

The Orang-Orang series
2013-2017, charcoal on paper, each drawing 205 x 76 cm
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Tales from The Primordial Garden i
2016, pigment ink on Canson Edition Etching 
310gsm fine art paper, 71 X 113 cm / Edition of 5

Tales from The Primordial Garden xiii
2016, pigment ink on Canson Edition Etching 310gsm fine art paper,
91 X 244 cm / Edition of 7

 What triggered the idea was a woodblock 
print by the great Japanese artist, Hokusai, 
called The Dream of the Fisherman’s Wife. 
This work had haunted me ever since I first 
saw it many years ago when I was a student. 
The photo of the feeding catfish had jolted 
me into remembering it. That evening I im-
mediately began work on the photographs. I 
wanted to see if I could match the unsettling 
eroticism of the Hokusai print. Using Photo-
shop, I inserted a figure amidst the feeding 
catfish, and the image almost immediately 
came alive (Tales from the Primordial Garden 
i). The only obstacle was technical; I had to 
make sure the positioning of the inserted fig-
ure and the catfish looked natural. Otherwise 
this particular work came to me almost with-
out effort, like a gift. Such moments are rare. I 
was intrigued and I knew I had found some-
thing I could build on. 

 

The Dream of the Fisherman’s Wife
by Katsushika Hokusai, 1814
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 The following year I decided to take a 
break from painting to work exclusively with 
photographs. But before doing that, I decided 
to resolve the painting I had abandoned last 
year. A break can produce a fresh perspec-
tive and I managed to finish it (Landscape 
with Two Figures) in a few days. I still wasn’t 
too sure what it meant but I felt the work was 
visually strong enough to be kept as refer-
ence for a future series. There have been a 
few paintings like that throughout my career, 
works abandoned and later revived or works 
that don’t fit into what I am currently work-
ing on. A visit to a unique place can trigger 
a unique body of works, such as my visit to 
Jeju Island in 2013. I did a series of char-
coal drawings (Strange Tales from Jeju) after 
spending a few weeks on the island as part 
of a residency program. Sometimes meeting 
interesting people (Men 4) on my travels can 
lead to a small series of portraits. Producing 
works along a singular line of thought or path 
is monotonous. I need variety, otherwise I get 
bored. Deciding to spend a year on the pho-
tography series was my most radical diver-
sion, but I was excited and I needed to see it 
through. Though such works may seem like 
anomalies, something out of the usual pat-
tern, I believe eventually they will fit in. The 
mind is a vast labyrinth; a complex intercon-
necting network of thoughts and memories. 
When working I let mine wander, at times 
ungoverned by logic. An exciting thought can 

Men 4
2015, charcoal on paper, 76 x 190 cm

Strange Tales from Jeju 3
2014, charcoal on paper, 76 x 244 cm

Landscape with Two Figures
2017, acrylic on linen, 147 x 294 cm
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lead to a new work or series. Things may not 
be clear in the beginning but eventually like a 
detective I will figure, it out.
 
 With that, I cleaned my brushes, stored 
my charcoals and started on a body of pho-
tographic works that occupied me for the 
rest of the year. The break from painting was 
refreshing. I spent almost the whole year 
working on a series of photographs and by 
the start of 2017 I was ready to paint again. 
I have mainly used acrylics and charcoal in 
my work, and sometimes I dabble in oils, but 
watercolor is a medium I found difficulty in 
mastering. It had been awhile since I paint-
ed. To start again I decided to do something 
light and simple in watercolor. I have always 
wanted to paint portraits of my two favorite 
movie stars — P. Ramlee and Saloma. Back in 
the 50s and 60s, they were the Spencer Tra-
cy and Katherine Hepburn of the Malaysian 
movie scene. Since watercolor was the main 
medium I decided to work on paper. 
 
 I get nervous when using watercolor. It’s 
not a very forgiving medium as mistakes are 
almost impossible to amend. I decided to do 
the initial drawing in charcoal, rendering them 
like black and white photographs, then ap-
plying light layers of watercolor washes over 
the drawing. The effect was very much like 
old hand-painted photographs. Looking at 
the two portraits, I was initially disappointed. 

P. Ramlee and Saloma
2017, charcoal & watercolor on paper, 30 x 72 cm, 3 panels

They didn’t compliment each other. I decided 
to add a third panel to act as a catalyst to the 
two portraits. Since P. Ramlee and Saloma 
were married to each other, I decided to paint 
a rose to symbolize their relationship. Once I 
placed the rose in the center panel the two 
portraits immediately came together. It was a 
very simple painting, but it paved the way for 
a new body of works. At this stage the series 
was experimental; I wasn’t really concentrat-
ing on content, rather I was searching for a 
new visual language. Without a strong visual 
language the artist is unable to articulate his 
ideas well, like someone who has something 
significant to say but has a weak voice.
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 The last work in the watercolor series 
was called Nothing to Watch. I had decided 
to return to an earlier series and paint a pic-
ture of someone smoking. On another panel 
I painted a television in an empty room. The 
two images had a relationship — a seated 
man and a television. I thought hard about 
the third panel. It needed something signifi-
cant to enhance and deepen the connection. 
The idea for the burnt matchstick came out 
of the blue and its implication can be viewed 
in different ways. In a material sense it could 
be something that is burnt out and no longer 
useful. But in another sense, a matchstick is 
a vehicle for fire. Fire cannot exist if there is 
nothing to burn. Metaphorically speaking, the 
soul like fire needs a vehicle for it to manifest 
itself. Without the physical body the soul is 
unhinged with no place to call home. A burnt 
matchstick represents a certain idea of ma-
teriality that is denied as if there is no longer 
a need for the vehicle. The work illustrates 
some aspects of the philosophy by which I 
live my life, but yet retain a measure of elu-
siveness and ambiguity. It is this elusiveness 
that frees the painting from being fixed to a 
particular idea and allows the viewer to en-
gage and interpret. 

 The works for My Shadow’s Shadow 
started life in this way — initially as some-
thing simple and then becoming increasingly 
complex as the works progressed. The meta-

Nothing to Watch
2017, watercolor on paper, 30 x 72 cm, 3 panels

phor of the burnt matchstick became key to 
unlocking the series. Once I understood this, 
everything fell into place and the series took 
on a life of its own. The artist is sometimes 
like a midwife; the image is already there in-
side him. He just needs to work hard to coax 
and cajole it into existence. Everything an art-
ist paints is indicative of the interiority that 
is within him. If he is looking for clues and 
meanings, this is where he should conduct 
his search. If he looks elsewhere, he might not 
find the truth. 

 Between the body and the spirit, there ex-
ists a third realm. This is where our conscious-
ness resides, where our sense of self-rules 
over our physical body. Our consciousness is 
what allows us to be aware of ourselves, to 
know that we exist. In this realm everything 
is in a state of flux. Preferences and inclina-
tions shift constantly; what we love today 
we might not want tomorrow. Thoughts and 
desires mingle and mutate creating a com-
plex network of emotions that form and color 
our personality. This is the realm of the soul, 
where thoughts are liminal while the body re-
mains constant.

 My Shadow’s Shadow lives within this 
realm. 

| | | | | | | | |
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In my last conversation with Zakii in May 
2017, he said: “Tony, I have nothing to say,” 
and yet that very day he told me many things, 
which leads me to suspect he has a lot to say 
but chooses not to say them. His new series 
titled My shadow’s shadow could well mark 
a major turning point in his art but it will take 
some time to see whether it is so or if it is a 
transient point to move into an entirely dif-
ferent direction. We cannot predict. What we 
can say about Zakii with some certainty is 
that he smokes a lot and he enjoys painting... 

– Dr. Tony Donaldson, 1 December 2017
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18 Nothing To Say   2017   watercolor & acrylic on paper   41 x 91 cm, 3 panels





20 Nothing To See   2017   watercolor & acrylic on paper   41 x 91 cm, 3 panels





22 Nowhere To Go   2017   watercolor & acrylic on paper   41 x 91 cm, 3 panels





24 I Am Not Home   2017   watercolor & acrylic on paper   41 x 91 cm, 3 panels





26 Bloodlines   2017   acrylic, watercolor & charcoal on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





28 There’s Someone In My Head But It’s Not Me   2017   watercolor, charcoal, acrylic & color pencil on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





30 Faith & Doubt   2017   watercolor, charcoal, acrylic & color pencil on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





32 Love & Lust   2017   acrylic, watercolor & charcoal on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





34 Dreams & Desires   2017   acrylic, color pencil, charcoal & watercolour on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





36 Dreams & Nightmares   2017   acrylic, color pencil, charcoal & watercolor on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





38 The Cicada’s Dream   2017   acrylic & graphite on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





40 Live By Night   2017   watercolor, charcoal, acrylic & color pencil on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





42 Live By Day   2017   acrylic & charcoal on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





44 I Have Many Faces   2017   watercolor, acrylic & color pencil on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels





46 They Think They Know Me   2017   acrylic, charcoal & watercolor on paper   61 x 107 cm, 4 panels
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solo exhIBItIons 

2018
My shadow’s shadow
Baik Art, Seoul, South Korea

2015
love + lust
Galerie Huit, START Art Fair, London

2014
pleasure + pain
Gallerie Huit, Hong Kong

2013
orang-orang
Valentine Willie Special Projects
George Town Festival, Penang

2012
Kota sepi
Valentine Willie Fine Art Kuala Lumpur

2011
Bones and sinews
AndrewShire Gallery, Los Angeles

AHMAD ZAKII ANWAR 
was born in 1955 in Johor Bahru, Malaysia. He  is a graduate of the School of Art and Design, MARA Institute of Technology Malaysia. He is lauded for 
capturing not just city motifs and urban features but also a distinctive psychological dimension and cinematic quality in these scenarios. Zakii’s preoccupa-
tion with the spiritual or metaphysical aspects of urban life, is seen through his use of icons, symbols and allegories. Metaphors of theatre, performance 
and masks have also marked his practice.
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2010
nafsu
Nadi Gallery, Jakarta

2009
Being
NUS Museum, National University of Singapore

2008
disclosure, a mid-career survey
Petronas Gallery, Kuala Lumpur
drawings, sketches & studies
Richard Koh Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur

2007
ahmad Zakii anwar:
paintings, drawings & prints, 1991-2007
Singapore Tyler Print Institute, Singapore
Kota sunyi
CP Foundation, CP ArtSpace, Jakarta, Indonesia

2006
subliminal
The Drawing Room, Manila, Philippines 
and Numthong Gallery, Bangkok, Thailand

2005 
primordial dream
Singapore Tyler Print Institute, Singapore
Icons
Richard Koh Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2004
arangbali
Taksu Jakarta, Indonesia

2003 
Interpreter of desires
Taksu Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2001
shadowland
Plum Blossoms, Hong Kong

2000
stills
Taksu Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

1999
presence
Barbara Greene Fine Art, New York City

1998
distant gamelan
Art Focus, Singapore

1997
one Man show
Valentine Willie Fine Art Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
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selected group exhIBItIons 

2017
Alfi, Jai, Zakii
Cult Gallery, Kuala Lumpur

2016 
at the still point: four artist Making Work
Langgeng Foundation, Jogjakarta
ARTJOG 9
Jogja National Museum, Jogjakarta
paper traIls
Sangkring Gallery, Jogjakarta

2015
art & the Measure of liberty:
the united nations turns 70
United Nations, New York
polychromatic
Greenhost, Jogjakarta

2014
diversity
LeGalleria Pall Mall, London
Intersections: latin american & southeast asian
contemporary art
Gallery Havana, Cuba; Gajah Gallery, Singapore &
Sangkring Gallery, Jogjakarta
hands across the Water – Korea
Korea, Gallerie Nori, Jeju Island, South Korea &
Baik Art, Los Angeles

2013
lokanat: ground Zero
Lokanat Gallery, Yangon, Myanmar
clues of asia – asian contemporay art from
the long collection
Long Museum, Shanghai
g50
White Box. Kuala Lumpur

2012
Monumental
Valentine Willie Fine Art, Singapore
hands across the Water
Visual Arts at Temenggong, Singapore
& White Box, Kuala Lumpur

2011
two person show with Ben cabrera
Foundacion Sebastian, Mexico City
tanah air
Selasar Surnaryo, Bandung, Indonesia

2009
Work
19 Jalan Berangan, Kuala Lumpur
humanities
Andrewshire Gallery, Los Angeles
Bitumania
Pace gallery, Kuala Lumpur 
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2008
south east asian contemporary
Richard Koh Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur
the scale of Black
Valentine Willie Fine Art, Singapore

2007
50th International e.V B.K
Prum, Germany

2005
you are here
Valentine Willie Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Interface
Taksu Singapore
spirit of Wood & other treasures
Taksu Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2004
portraits
Valentine Willie Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2002
Kembali ke Bali
Valentine Willie Fine Art, Bali, Indonesia 

2001
exhibit x
Taksu Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2000
headlights
Valentine Willie Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

1999
aku 99
Petronas Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
14th International asian art exhibition
Museum of Asian Art, Fukuoka, Japan
perception & perspective: a Malaysian eyeview
Hotbath Gallery, Bath & Pittville Gallery, 
Cheltenham, UK

1998
Malaysian expressions
Panorama Gallery, Beijing, China
culture colour connection
Fremantle Arts Center Perth, Australia
no retreat
Oberoi Gallery, Bali, Indonesia
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1997
figuratif
Andi’s Gallery, Jakarta, Indonesia
Malaysian drawings
National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
12th International asian art exhibition
Centro de Actividades Turisticas, Macau

1993
titian 111
Hanoi School of Fine Art, Vietnam
exposure
Quo Quo, Hong Kong
dimension 93
Petronas Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

1979
salon Malaysia
National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

1976
national drawing exhibition
National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

1975
young contemporaries
National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
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