
Abdullah Ariff
Pioneer of Modern Art in MAlAysiA

ABDULLAH ARIFF
Hilly Road, 1956
Watercolour on paper 35 x 50 cm

Abdullah Ariff, often hailed as a pioneer of modern art in 
Malaysia, left an indelible mark on the art scene with his 
innovative and evocative works. Born in Penang in 1904, 
Ariff was a self-taught artist whose journey into the art 
world was as inspiring as his creations. His contributions to 
Malaysian art are celebrated for their distinctive style and 
profound impact on the development of modern art in 
the region.

Abdullah Ariff's foray into the art world began during his 
childhood. Despite limited formal training, he possessed an 
innate talent for drawing and painting. His early works were 
influenced by the natural beauty of Penang, capturing 
the landscapes, flora, and fauna with remarkable detail 
and vibrant colors. Ariff's artistic prowess soon caught the 
attention of local art enthusiasts, setting the stage for his 
future endeavors.

Ariff's artistic style evolved significantly over the years, 
reflecting his exposure to various influences and his keen 
observation of the world around him. He was deeply 
inspired by the natural landscapes of Malaysia, often 
depicting lush greenery, serene rivers, and picturesque 
villages in his paintings. His works are characterized by their 
meticulous attention to detail, vibrant color palettes, and 
a unique ability to capture the essence of the Malaysian 
environment.

One of Ariff's notable influences was his exposure to the 
works of Western artists. He was particularly drawn to the 
Impressionist movement, which emphasized capturing 
light and movement in a way that conveyed the artist's 
immediate perception. This influence is evident in Ariff's 
use of bold brushstrokes and his focus on capturing the 
transient effects of light and shadow in his landscapes.
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ABDULLAH ARIFF
Tree by a River, 1955
Watercolour on paper 33 x 56 cm

ABDULLAH ARIFF
Portrait of a Man, 1942
Mixed media on paper 15 x 10 cm

Abdullah Ariff's career gained momentum in the 1930s 
when he started teaching art at the Anglo-Chinese School 
in Penang. His role as an art educator allowed him to nurture 
young talents and contribute to the development of art 
education in Malaysia. During this period, Ariff continued 
to create and exhibit his works, earning recognition and 
accolades for his contributions to the local art scene.

One of the defining moments in Ariff's career was his 
involvement with the Penang Impressionists, a group of 
artists who shared a passion for capturing the beauty of 
Penang's landscapes. This group, which included artists 
like Yong Mun Sen and Kuo Ju Ping, played a crucial 
role in promoting modern art in Malaysia. Ariff's works, 
characterized by their impressionistic style and vibrant 
colors, became a significant part of the group's exhibitions.

Abdullah Ariff's legacy extends beyond his individual 
achievements as an artist. His contributions to the Malaysian 
art scene have had a lasting impact on subsequent 
generations of artists. Ariff's commitment to capturing the 
natural beauty of Malaysia and his innovative approach 
to art laid the foundation for the development of modern 
art in the country.

One of Ariff's enduring legacies is his ability to bridge the 
gap between traditional and modern art. While he was 
deeply rooted in the traditions of his homeland, he was 
also open to experimenting with new techniques and 
styles. This synthesis of tradition and innovation is evident 
in his works, which continue to inspire contemporary 
Malaysian artists.
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Notable Works

Abdullah Ariff's portfolio includes a diverse range of works, each reflecting his unique artistic vision. Some of his most 
notable pieces include:

ABDULLAH ARIFF
Overlooking The Town Penang, 1956
Watercolour on paper 49.5 x 65 cm

ABDULLAH ARIFF
The Chinese Hut, 1953
Watercolour on paper 49.5 x 65 cm

ABDULLAH ARIFF
Malayan Rural Scene
Watercolour on paper 29 x 39 cm

ABDULLAH ARIFF
Menanti Ayah, 1954
Watercolour on paper 25cm x 33.5 cm

This painting captures the serene beauty of Penang's 
landscapes, showcasing Ariff's mastery in depicting 
light and shadow.

This painting captures the serene beauty of Penang's 
landscapes, showcasing Ariff's mastery in depicting 
light and shadow.

A series of paintings that highlight the diverse natural 
beauty of Malaysia, from its dense rainforests to its tranquil 
rivers.

Another wash to illustrate an idea of family relationship, 
between the father out of sea, and his two kids waiting 
on land.

Abdullah Ariff's contributions to the Malaysian art scene are immeasurable. His innovative approach, dedication to 
capturing the beauty of his homeland, and his role as an art educator have cemented his place as a pioneer of 
modern art in Malaysia. Ariff's works continue to inspire and influence artists, ensuring that his legacy lives on in the 
vibrant art scene of Malaysia. Through his paintings, Abdullah Ariff not only showcased the natural beauty of his country 
but also paved the way for future generations of artists to explore new horizons in the world of art.
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Yong Mun Sen
the fAther of MAlAysiAn PAinting

YONG MUN SEN
Fishing on the Rock, 1949
Watercolour on paper 28 x 39 cm

YONG MUN SEN
Woodlands, 1947
Watercolour on paper 26 x 37 cm

Yong Mun Sen, a name synonymous with the birth of 
modern Malaysian art, was a pioneer who bridged the 
gap between traditional Chinese techniques and Western 
influences.  Born in 1896 on a coconut plantation in 
Kuching, Sarawak, Yong Mun Sen's life was a testament to 
his passion for art, defying expectations to carve a unique 
artistic path.

His artistic journey began at a young age. Sent to Dabu 
County in China at the age of five, Yong Mun Sen 
received a classical education steeped in calligraphy 
and traditional brush painting. However, upon returning to 
Sarawak in 1910, a chance encounter with a Japanese 
watercolor artist sparked a lifelong love for the medium. 
Despite coming from a wealthy family background, Yong 
Mun Sen chose the path of an artist, a decision that would 
redefine the Malaysian art scene.
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YONG MUN SEN
Malayan Kampung, 1946
Watercolour on paper 28 x 38 cm

YONG MUN SEN
Malayan Junk, 1947
Watercolour on paper 26 x 36 cm

YONG MUN SEN
Palms, 1948
Watercolour on paper 38 x 56 cm

Returning to Sarawak in 1917, Yong Mun Sen briefly worked 
in a bookshop in Singapore. This experience exposed him 
to the vibrant urban life, which he would later translate 
into his watercolors. His move to Penang in 1922 marked a 
turning point in his career. He established his own art studio, 
providing him with a dedicated space to hone his craft 
and nurture his artistic vision. Penang, with its multicultural 
population and rich heritage, became a constant source 
of inspiration for Yong Mun Sen.

Yong Mun Sen's artistic legacy extends beyond his 
captivating paintings. He played a pivotal role in fostering 
the growth of art education in Malaysia. He actively 
participated in art exhibitions, inspiring and influencing a 
generation of young artists. He mentored many aspiring 
artists, sharing his knowledge and techniques, and helped 
establish art societies that provided a platform for artistic 
exchange. His dedication to his craft and his willingness to 
share his expertise earned him the well-deserved title of 
the "Father of Malaysian Painting."

Despite his success, Yong Mun Sen remained humble 
throughout his life. He continued to experiment and 
refine his style, never content with artistic stagnation. He 
embraced new techniques and mediums, incorporating 
elements of Western modernism into his later works. His 
later paintings displayed a shift towards a more expressive 
style, with bolder brushstrokes and a heightened focus on 
capturing the emotional essence of his subjects.

Yong Mun Sen's life tragically ended in 1962. However, his 
artistic impact continues to resonate throughout Malaysia 
and Southeast Asia. His paintings, with their unique blend 
of Eastern and Western influences, hold a cherished place 
in national collections and private galleries.  His legacy 
not only lies in the beauty of his creations but also in the 
foundation he laid for the flourishing art scene that exists 
in Malaysia today.

Yong Mun Sen, though primarily celebrated as a painter, 
left a significant mark on the Malaysian art scene 
through his educational efforts and lasting influence on 
contemporary artists. Here's how:

He co-founded several art institutions, including the 
prestigious Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) in 
Singapore [NAFA Yong Mun Sen]. NAFA has become a 
breeding ground for generations of artists in Southeast 
Asia.

Yong Mun Sen was involved in establishing art associations 
like the Penang Chinese Art Club and the Penang Art 
Society. These provided platforms for learning, exchange, 
and exhibition for aspiring artists.

His work, known for its idyllic landscapes and scenes, 
blended traditional Chinese techniques with Western 
styles. This paved the way for future artists to explore similar 
artistic fusions.  Even today, contemporary Malaysian 
artists draw inspiration from Yong Mun Sen's subject matter, 
techniques, and his role as a pioneer. His ability to capture 
the essence of the Malaysian landscape continues to 
resonate.
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YONG MUN SEN
Crossing the River
Watercolour on paper 36 x 52.5 cm

YONG MUN SEN
Penang Beach Scene, 1956
Watercolour on paper 27 x 38 cm

YONG MUN SEN
Crossing the River, 1944
Watercolour on paper 37 x 53 cm

YONG MUN SEN
By the River, 1949
Watercolour on paper 38 x 56 cm

YONG MUN SEN
Kampung House by the Sea, 1949
Watercolour on paper 28 x 38.5 cm

YONG MUN SEN
House by a River, 1950
Watercolour on paper 39 x 28 cm
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