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Abstract

This study aims to analyse the scope of the development of the Malaysian artworks of
Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar paintings through the application of Erwin Panofsky’s
iconography analysis that involves three levels which are the pre-iconographical description,
the iconographical analysis, and the iconological intepretation. This research paper also
evaluates the field of fine arts especially the style in the production of two artworks of two
painters namely, Amron Omar’s “Pahlawan”, from the year 1980, and Haron Mokhtar’s
“Suasana di Kampung”, from the year 2007. The theoretical framework of this analysis
emphasises on the qualitative methodology by observing the two selected painting artworks
by these two Malaysian artists in the scope of the Malay identity observed among local
painters. The result suggests that Malaysian painters do instil the value of Malayness
identity and symbols in their artworks. The study also clarifies that local painters who are
the product of modern Malaysian painters could also create the opportunity for career
expansion among eastern artists as well as the entire circle of Malay painters.

Keywords: Artworks, Erwin Panofsky, Malayness painting, Haron Mokhtar, Amron Omar.

Introduction

Theory is a system that aims to explain something based on general ideas that are
independent from those being explained. In this regard, a theory will support the strong works
among Malaysian artists as well as playing an important role in art paintings, which means
the art scene is also organized according to the specialization taken in the institutions created
by the government. Many popular western art books, which were famous before the 1970s,
displayed the history via a timeline of specific styles of the issue from the painters to the
artists but had no direct care towards the socio-cultural context where the living environment
affects the development of art.
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Erwin Panofsky theories use primary data that are divided into a deeper expression of this
study in a detailed and in-depth analysis. Apart from that, the institution is also instrumental
in the production of the works of Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar. It peels more on the style
of work such as expressionism, abstract, abstracts, realism, and is also more surrealistic. In
line with this, the involvement of art painters such as Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar is
more than delivering a message in the form of a profound content value in each of the work
produced. Generally, the institution has produced painters’ works with more emphasis on
abstract style, realism, as well as the traditional value of the architectural works for Malaysian
artists. Besides that, Malaysian also organises exhibitions in collaboration with parties such
as the National Art Gallery, which provides ample rooms for Malaysian artists to express their
works and form the intrinsic value in the philosophy of the artworks by Malaysian painters.
Not only that, Malaysian artists also has an art faculty that emphasises on teaching and
learning.

Problem Statement

Numerous private institutions offer fine art courses that focus on educating and producing
talents in the field of art. This creates an intense competition for local artists as the distinctive
identity and style of all Malaysian artists in Malaysia is much dosing than the newly-
established private institutions in the present period.

Furthermore, the westernised education received by local painters also forms a cultural and
style clash in the production of the painting artworks. Malaysian artists also have the
tendency for the summary of expressions although there is still an appreciation of the concept
of nature as well as the cultural identity of the Malay society. Hence, the key factor in the
number of painters in Malaysian will be in the cause of the Malaysian artists to show the
advantages and expertise that they can make in each of their artwork.

Besides that, Malaysian artists also receives an appreciation from the National Cultural
Congress focusing on regional cultural values. As culture is a part of human life, it possesses
an important role in the process of national development in Malaysia where the local
personalities should be nurtured as part of the effort to improve the socio-economic and
political development. This requires the involvement and contribution from all walks of the
society through a continuous process.

Research Objectives

i To identify the iconographical content of the Malayness aspects in the paintings of
Malaysian artists.

ii. To analyse the Malayness symbol concept in the Malaysian artists’ artwork that is
being more significant in the Malay symbolism that has been preserved.

Research Questions

i What are the iconographical content of the Malayness aspects in the paintings of
Malaysian artists?

ii. What is the Malayness symbol concept in the Malaysian artists’ artwork that is being
more significant in the Malay symbolism that has been preserved?

Significance of Study

i As a result of this, the researcher would be able to appreciate the talents of the
painters and Malaysian artists from post-independence era to the current era.
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ii. Besides, the study holds a holistic importance on the relationships between the
aspects of Malay culture in the artworks of Malaysian artists and the contribution to
the knowledge of Visual Arts.

iii. The study will also highlight the symbol of artworks among Malaysian artists’ painters
with a detailed description of the content and aesthetics of the artworks.

Literature Review

Arts is an important part of human life and culture, and it has the capability to attract
significant attention and support from the states, commercial companies, and the public at
large. Nevertheless, the determinants that posit something as an ‘art’ and why it should be
valued are two theoretical questions in which philosophers have been concerned with for
more than 2,000 years. This leads to the emergence of several important answers that
introduce and expose newcomers to the field of aesthetics and theory of arts to both the
problems and their resolution. In this regard, the philosophy of art is an attempt to answer
these questionsin a sustained and coherent way while drawing upon the thinking of the major
philosophers who have devoted most attention to them. The main intention of such approach
is to demonstrate that the philosophy of art (or aesthetics) is directly relevant to the study,
appreciation, and practice of the arts (Graham, 2005).

Haron Mokhtar was born on 29th August 1963 in Simpang Lima, Sungai Besar, Selangor. He
received his primary education at Sekolah Kebangsaan Simpang (1970-1975), and completed
his secondary education at Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Sungai Besar, Sabak Bernam.
Then, he pursued his bachelor’s (BA) in Fine Arts (Painting and Printing) under the Faculty of
Arts and Design, Institut Teknologi MARA (ITM), known today as the Universiti Teknologi
MARA (UITM). Apart from becoming an artist, Haron Mokhtar also has a keen interest in
teaching. In 1998, he managed to get a Diploma in art teaching certificate and started his
career as a teacher of Art Education at Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Meradong, Sarikei,
Sarawak (1989-1990). Today, he teaches art education at Kolej Tingkatan 6 Tunku Abdul
Rahman Putra, in Sabak Bernam, Selangor.

Amron Omar is one of the significant painting artists who was born in 1957, in Alor Setar,
Kedah. Amron started to paint prior to joining school. His talent in art was discovered when
he was at a mere age of three, as he was able to draw some paintings duplicating figures from
a storybook about a Malay family’s life entitled, “Ahmad Dan Halimah”, that was a gift from
his brother. It should be said that a Malay leading artist, Hussein Enas, has illustrated all the
paintings within the storybook in watercolour. In 1970, Amron Omar focused on painting
individuals’ activities and was more deeply concentrating on martial art fighters’
performances, although he has never learned martial arts himself. The inspiration came from
observing his father and brother’s martial arts practice. Amron’s works are rooted in the
inherent nature of Malay tradition and culture. He creates many paintings soon after. His
visualization was very sharp and skilled of the offering and its quality was commendable. The
artist accurately planned and cautiously delivered shapes, harmony of colours and texture
with the greatest sensitivity.

Theory Approach

This study emphasises on the qualitative methods using the theory because it will be able to
elaborate more in-depth in the analysis of data later. It focuses on the external aspects of
work by making detailed figures of lines, colours, main subjects, as well as the background of
each figure, as presented in the diagram below. In this regard, Erwin Panofsky emphasises
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more on the aspect of content, meaning of intrinsic, as well as the symbols and themes in
visual arts (Panofsky, 1955). The method of the study also explains the subject image, image,
and illustration. Erwin Panofsky also emphasises on the development of symbols and
semiotic behind their work. In addition, the study also emphasises on the aspect of meaning
and formalism in the works of the painters.

Methodology

The data of the study is obtained by conducting research at the library as well as reading
journal articles and scholarly books. The researchers also interviewed the two selected artists
in the art painting field by issuing them with 10 questions related to the value of the
Malayness symbol in Malaysian paintings. This was followed by an observation of the painters'
works at their studios. In addition, the voice recording method was also used to retrieve the
needed data from all artists during the interviews.

The study involves several individuals such as Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar,
academicians, and also art artists. It explains how researchers obtain the painters' artwork
data from various sources such as the painters' gallery, painting museums, and the painters'
studios. However, the analysis of the painters' works was also applied using the observation
method of each work associated with the value of the Malayness and cultural symbols. This
was followed by an observation on the catalogues and websites which enabled the researcher
to be more selective in choosing suitable artworks as the research sample. For sampling
purpose, the researcher has selected two paintings which were then analysed based on its
formal elements and iconography meaning of the visual elements. The researcher had also
interviewed an academician in an art studio.

Conclusion and
Recommendation

Result/Discussion Objectives

o

Theory Approach Research Question

Article/Journal

Figure 1: Mind Mapping of Malay identity Research in Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar art
paintings.
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Result and Discussion

Figure 1 Pahlawan2 (1980)
Amron Omar ,”Pahlawan 2” : (1980), Qil paint on canvas
(Source: https://padlet.com/d080620/abs8wbwt1hfk)

Erwin Panofsky Iconographical Analysis

The First Level: Pre-Iconographical Description

This artwork namely, “Pahlawan”, was created in the year 1980. The artist, Amron Omar, had
used the medium of oil paints on canvas. The size of this work is 182cm X 164cm. The above
work shows two men who dressed up in traditional Malay garments to show high heroism
properties.

The Second Level: Iconographical Analysis

The painting depicts two shirtless men who are posing with their arms wide extended across
their body. Such pose resembles the opening move of the Malay’s traditional martial art
known as the silat. The body position as well as the facial expression portray the men’s
physical strength. Amron Omar showcases courage in his work through the muscular effects
on the shoulders and arms of the men. These men also show their credibility in portraying
the symbol of silat as a spirit of martial art. The media used in this work was oil paint and the
technique used was the green technique where transparent male-rays are seemingly made
with the production of a variety of colours. The flow used was impressionism as the work can
be seen as a masterpiece of watching a fight. The use of colour in this work mostly comprises
dark and bright colours such as brown and dark colours, with a shade of brighter lights on
the men’s body. The work also shows the shape and originality from colours of the muscles
on the shoulders and arms. The colours represent a real battle that occurs as exhibited in the
figure above.

Amron Omar's work highlights the Malay customs that are concerned with the movements
in the Malay martial art. This is shown through the space composition and can be viewed at
eye-level. The dominant subjects in this work are the two male objects who wear tied
clothing. Their position also suggests that they are engaged in a battle. Through this painting,
Amron Omar attempts to convey the value of silat, which is the traditional Malay martial art
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that is rich in traditions and cultural values. Amron Omar has successfully conveyed the
message on the beauty and power of martial arts in the custom and tradition of the Malays.
The work of Amron Omar also describes the cultural attributes of the traditional Malay
community in the current life scenario. The success of the works of Amron Omar has been
able to give the local character a sincere appreciation even though he presents it using a
western frame. A harmonious union between the oriental value and his personality has been
adapted into a wise, mature, and impressive nature. Based on the nature and ideas
accompanied by the consistency in nature, it is believed that Amron Omar is among the best
Malaysian artists.

The Third Level: Iconological Interpretation

A well-known martial arts specialist would be shaped in the form of a private self-motion
training or a true battle art of Silat that can be easily conceptualized as a form of physical
martial art that is composed by a number of attacking and defence techniques decorated
with the art of softness and beauty in their movement, yet deadly. This creates the elements
of a unique culture of the Malay people. In addition, it also describes how Malay warriors are
conscious with the self-sustaining spirit among the Malay community .

The Malay Silat art has its own cultural and motion value to protect an individual against
enemies. This is because before they initiate a movement they would prepare themselves by
opening the body entirely, including hand and foot movements, to show that they are both
ready for battle and hold a strong belief to be able to face the enemy after making neat
preparations. In addition, Silat also has three categories, which are the art that is used for
shows or performance at a theatre, next to reusing the weakness of the opponent to defeat
the opponents, and be used in combat.

Not only that, in this artwork entitled, “Pahlawan”, it demonstrates the originality of the
piece of clothing known as the “kain pelikat”, that did not depict a complete outfit. The artist
would also like to convey a message that the two men are both prepared to defend
themselves. The art of Silat has also been widespread in its influence since the 19th century.
Till today, the Malay people who possess silat skills are among the individuals who are
members of the community who would be considered as learned or knowledgeable people.
Many of the Malay warriors’ outfits up to this day are combined with traditional Malay
weapons fittings such as keris, golok, dan lembing. This is due to the fact that in the early
days, they did not have other sophisticated and modern weapons equipment to defend
themselves. So, the art of Silat will increase the dignity and honour of Malay warriors as the
art of Silat possesses a higher value among Malay warriors.

The art of Silat also plays a significant role in the Malay community especially during wedding
ceremonies today. The art of Silat indirectly raises the glory of the Malay civilization by
demonstrations that are performed during the wedding ceremony. These performances
highlight the Silat as a means of self-defence in the event of an attack from the enemy. Not
only that, the martial arts also returned nostalgia related with the hulubalang or the old
pahlawan who are connected with the traditional Malay world. Apart from the
demonstration of the Malay Silat which is being performed during the marriage ceremony,
the art of Silat has also proven to have a decent value which is similar to the Malay manners,
that is the sense of mannerism that is being practiced in relations to the behaviour and
attitudes, that has become a cherished daily practice within the Malay community.
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Figure 2: Haron Mokhtar “Suasana di Kampung”(2007) water colour, 640 cm
X 450 cm, Realism

(Source: http://eksplorasiseni87.blogspot.com/2014/03/)

Left side of the work
It shows that the work has an assimilation balance

Figure 3: Examples of design principles (Balance)

Form of staircase The shape of a coconut tree
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-

Form of house Shape of Batik Fabric

Figure 4 Examples of Elements of Art (Form)

Warm colour (Light yellow on the house Cold colour (Light blue colour of
window) the sky)

Figure 5: Examples of elements of Art (Colour)

Erwin Panofsky Iconographical Analysis

The First Level: Iconographical Description

The art of this painter used the medium of watercolour. It is 640cm X 450 cm in size. This
artist also shows a realism in the whole of his painting. The work of Haron Mokhtar reflects
the setting of a peaceful village with a beautiful village house positioned at the centre.

The Second Level: Iconographical Analysis

The work of the village is sustained by wood materials to state the settlement of the village.
It is likely that most people in Malaysia in the older era have a house like this while the
majority are now directed towards modernity. Haron Mokhtar attempts to sustain and
preserve such tradition in his work for the benefit of future generations. This work is
produced using the water paint media and it is presented in the form of realism. The work
shows the mood in a clear material used in the work of “Suasana di Kampung”. Another
aspect to elaborate on the main focus of the work is the village house that dominates the
space. In this work, it can be identified that the village house has two staircases where the
left staircase is the rear stairs while the staircase on the right is the front stairs.

The artistic principle has a union in producing a balanced drawing from the aspect of the
artistic element in creating a design principle. The principle of this union can be seen in this
painting drawn by Haron Mokhtar where he inserts suitable elements and artistic principles
to emphasise the colours, size, and balance. Based on the golden colour of the house and
the shadow that is reflected towards the front of the house, the time setting in the artwork
is interpreted to be around 3 p.m. to 5 p.m.
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The work has placed the elements of nature through the coconuts trees that surround the
village house. There are also two clothing rails that are tied between the coconut trees. There
is a creative and interesting element in this work that is depicted by the clothes and fabrics.
At the bottom of the village house there are items that cannot be identified as the area of
the logic is dark and there is no indication of its nature.

The Third Level: Iconological Interpretation

In other contexts, the age of the traditional house is old due to the colour of the wooden
panels that appears to be obsolete and dull. There are also elements of typical village houses
such as the carvings patterns that usually exist in the states of Kelantan, Negeri Sembilan,
Terengganu, and Melaka. A closer observation reveals that there is a small room made from
bricks and with a zinc rooftop that is attached with the house, which might possibly be the
bathroom located adjacent to the house.

In his work, this art painting also describes the value of the Malay culture from the elements
of batik sarongs on the clothing rails, reflecting the aesthetics value of the Malay community
and life in the village. The batik art of the old era has a more refined value in terms of pattern
motifs such as bamboo shoots (pucuk rebung), which gives a sense of reflection to the
personality of a person, which is easily formed during childhood, to emphasize that he/she
will not be fragile when facing any problems, if educated with adequate knowledge and
manners based on Islam.

Apart from that, the main value in Haron Mokhtar’s work is observed in the traditional Malay
house design that emphasises the art of politically motivated kerawang and awan larat. The
awan larat also describes the nature of the Malay girl, which gives the meaning that she is
gentle and highly-courteous. The awan larat symbolism is also showcased in the detailing
and fineness of the intertwined motifs between the flora and the neatness of the arabesque's
own awan larat carving motifs.

This is in line with the teachings of Islam, where the use of other motifs such as a figure and
non-flora is strictly prohibited, which includes using an element of fauna which are realistic
or excessive. Islam does not allow too much highlight of the element of fauna. This is true
because the environment around us is very important, especially with the existence of flora
woodcarving in particular carvings at the traditional Malay house which have various
distinctive functions. For example, the woodcarving of bunga teratai and daun sayap on a
rumah tiang dua belas carvings in Kelantan and Terengganu enhance the ventilation function
on the back of every flora motifs wall of the rumah tiang dua belas.

Conclusion

The findings of this study conclude that cultural and local values are among the most
consistent and current themes that are still accepted in the production of artworks among
Malaysian painters. The cultural elements of the Malay community can be seen in the works
of Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar. Meanwhile, the elements of martial arts can be seen in
the works by Amron Omar. After the National Culture Congress in 1971 (NCC), both of these
painters continue to use cultural themes and local values in their work, including elements
like bamboo shoots (pucuk rebung) and awan larat in woodcarvings motifs, and batik motifs
such as daun sayap and bunga teratai in textiles. The artists’ awareness in producing cultural
works with local values will continue to be taken into consideration as a sense of commitment
and loyalty shown by local artists.
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As one of the pioneering institutions, Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar have to continue
showcasing their artistic talents in Malaysia. These Malaysian artists have also become an
inspiration in the development of ideas for art institutions as it is among the institutions that
create knowledgeable generations in the field of arts and influences the creation of artworks
within the artists’ circle. Education also has a significant impact on arts education and also
serves as a potential solution to the problems of designing the world of western art to the
eastern culture.

Theoretical and Contextual Contribution of this Research

In this research, the Malay values in the production of the various aspects of the study were
significantly displayed in terms of the subjects of Haron Mokhtar and Amron Omar’s artworks.
This visual analysis is clearly displayed in the work of Amron which shows two figures who are
practicing martial art in the “Pahlawan” artwork. It demonstrated that the focus of the
iconographic analysis is the content of the image, such as the number of figures used, their
placing and gestures. Meanwhile, the Erwin Panofsky theory also highlighted the aspect of
the third level of iconological interpretation of the symbolic and deeper analysis of each
Malayness symbol in the works of Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar.

Through this third level analysis, a more critical and detailed iconological interpretation are
presented in the painting of the Malay traditional house which is closely related with the
Malay philosophy in woodcarvings as observed in Haron Mokhtar’s artwork of “Suasana di
Kampung”. The art of Malay Silat in “Pahlawan” artwork of Amron Omar is also related with
the Malay identity martial art movements during a certain period in time. The concept of this
theory also shows the relationship between images and the Malay cultural values which are
being symbolised in the Malay woodcarvings art and martial arts. These three clarifications
provide the highest impacts with meaningful values in the representation of the Malay
civilization, with the year's style of the National Cultural Congress that analyses the theme
and style of paintings by artists in a particular era and at a certain time, with a descriptive
analysis using Erwin Panofsky on the artworks of Amron Omar and Haron Mokhtar between
the years 1980 to 2007, which have been embodied by these local artists in the art of painting
Malay customs.

Through the theory of Erwin Panofsky, the analysis does not only provide an explanation of
external or formalistic values but also the other aspects of the Malay culture. This is because
iconography signifies the symbols at a deeper level of meaning only to subjective
understanding and is often associated with the collective unconscious of a period or nation.
The objective of this study is to explain the style of the artists that emphasises a more
dramatically-driven value of the Malay cultural contexts in the activities that showcase their
civilization. In the meantime, the value of aesthetics in batik is also a symbol of Malay
traditions, especially in the artwork presented by Haron Mokhtar. Not only that, Haron
Mokhtar also highlights the value of the Malay culture through the philosophy related to the
Malay community in the art of the Malay traditional house. Amron Omar highlights the
heritage value of the Malay silat through the martial art movements to fight against the
enemy. This is because during that era, the art of Silat was designated a high value due to the
fact that there were no sophisticated weapons to fight with enemies. Through the rise of the
National Cultural Congress in 1971, it has also uphold professional artwork among Malaysian
artists by maintaining Malay identity concepts.

585



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 10, No. 9, 2020, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020

Recommendation

Following this study, it is suggested that these values and symbols should continue to be
preserved in order to avoid it from becoming obsolete and dismissed by current modernity.
In this regard, both artists and academicians should work together to preserve the value of
the Malay cultural heritage that will sustain its prominence not only among the younger
generations but also within the artworks produced in this future. The researchers also
encourage Malaysian painters to sustain their support towards the National Congress of
Culture (NCC) as part of the effort to preserve and conserve the national heritage in their
artworks for the benefits of the future generations.
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