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~ Lumpur’s growing art scene, Khalil Ibrahim developed a distinctive visual language rooted
the rhythms of Malaysia’s coastal communities. His inaugural batik exhibition at Samat Gallery,
under the patronage of Frank Sullivan, marked a decisive moment in his career, enabling the

s &

artist and his wife Judith Hiirzeler to establish their first home while bringing his work to wider
international attention.



.

Ma|oy3|c: s east coqst his work reflects a senSIblllty formed through bofh local expenence and international exposure. Interwoven with this
artistic journey was the presence of his wife, Judith Hirzeler, whose life became closely connected with Khalil during the formative years of

his career.

Khalll Ibrahlm outszde hzs home in Petalmg Jaya whzch he acqmred in the‘] 970 5"
soon after his first exhibition at the Samat Gallery

Their story begins in London during the early
nineteen sixties, a period when the city
was rapidly emerging as a global centre
for artistic exchange. For Khalil Ibrahim,
who had travelled from Kelantan on the
east coast of Malaya to pursue formal art
training, London offered an environment
rich with creative possibility. Born in Kubang
Kerian in nineteen thirty four, Khalil had
shown an early aptitude for drawing and
craft. As a child he made wayang kulit
shadow puppets, a traditional art form that
required careful cutting, precise line work
and an intuitive understanding of narrative
imagery. These early experiences instilled a
sensitivity to line and form that would remain
central to his artistic language throughout his

life.

His studies at Central Saint Martins College
of Art and Design exposed him to European
modernism, museum collections and an
international community of artists.
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Khalil Ibrahim and Gary Thanasan at the entrance of the watercolour corner at
KL Lifestyle Art Space

The Khalil I%rahim Annexe and KLAS's first gallery icana City Mall PJ, 2010



The experience expanded his visual vocabulary while reinforcing
the discipline of drawing that underpinned his practice. London in
this period was a crossroads of cultures and ideas, and it was here,
around nineteen sixty two, that Khalil met Judith Hirzeler.

Judith had come to London from Lucerne in Switzerland to work,
and like many young people of that era she was drawn to the city’s
dynamic cultural atmosphere. Their meeting unfolded within this
cosmopolitan environment, where conversations about art, travel
and new ideas were part of everyday life. For Khalil the experience
of studying abroad was one of artistic awakening. For Judith it
represented independence and exploration. Their relationship grew 0l )1is\urt\teachers colleagues from's

naturally within the rhythm of the city. Pahang (1960) posing infront of a mural he painted on the

By nineteen sixty four Khalilhad completed his studies and graduated school wall

with a National Diploma of Design in Fine Art. In the same year the
couple were married in London in a modest ceremony witnessed
by two close friends. The simplicity of the occasion reflected the
practical circumstances of two young people at the beginning of
their lives together, yet the marriage marked the beginning of a
partnership that would accompany Khalil throughout his artistic
career.

In nineteen sixty eight Judith obtained Malaysian permanent
residency, a significant step that confirmed the couple’s decision
to build their life in Malaysia. The move represented more than
a geographical relocation. It marked the meeting of two cultural
worlds and placed Khalil within the rapidly evolving artistic
landscape of a young nation.

Khalil Ibrahim Imaginary East Coast Landscape, 1997
Oil on canvas 60 x 73 cm
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Malaysia during the late nineteen sixties was
experiencing a period of cultural formation.
Artists, writers and intellectuals were actively
exploring the question of national identity
in the arts. Within this context Khalil began
establishing himself as a painter while also
teaching art in Temerloh in the state of
Pahang. Later he moved to Kuala Lumpur,
where the developing cultural life of the
capital provided new opportunities for
artists to exhibit and engage with collectors
and patrons.

Throughout these years Khalil worked
across several media including watercolour,
acrylic, drawing and batik. His subject matter
frequently returned to the landscapes and
communities of the east coast of Malaysiq,
particularly Kelantan and  Terengganu.
Fishermen pulling in their nets, women
resting along sandy shores and expansive
coastal horizons became recurring themes
in his work. These scenes were not treated
as simple documentation. Instead they were
imbued with a lyrical stillness that conveyed
the rhythms of daily life and the atmosphere
of place.

A significant turning point in Khalil's career
came in nineteen seventy one with his
inaugural batik exhibition at Samat Gallery
in Kuala Lumpur. During the late nineteen
sixties and early nineteen seventies Samat
Gallery was among the most important

ven(;Jes for the development of Malaysian Khalil Ibrahim Abstract Series, 1983
modern art. Acrylic on canvas 145 x 108.5 cm

At a time when the country’s gallery
infrastructure was still emerging, it provided
a professional platform where artists could
present their work to collectors, diplomats
and members of the growing cultural
community.

The gallery was founded and directed by
Frank Sullivan, an Australian born journalist
and cultural advocate who became one of
the most influential supporters of Malaysian
artists during the early decades after
independence. Through Samat Gallery
he created a space that encouraged
experimentation and helped introduce
contemporary Malaysian art to a wider
audience.

Khalil’s batik exhibition took place within
this vibrant environment. The works
demonstrated his distinctive approach to the
medium, treating batik not merely as craft but

Khalil Ibrahim East Coast Fishermen Series, as a painterly form capable of expressing
1989 Acrylic on canvas 120 x 150 cm modern ideas.
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Khalil Ibrahim Vivacity, 2008
Acrylic on canvas 90 x 121 cm

Through the use of fluid lines and harmonious
colour fields, he translated the imagery
of fishermen and coastal landscapes into
compositions that balanced tradition with
contemporary sensibility.

The exhibition was met with strong interest
from collectors and patrons. The sales
generated from this inaugural show allowed
Khalil and Judith to purchase their first
home in nineteen seventy one, an important
milestone that symbolised both personal
stability and professional recognition.

At around the same time Khalil received
a significant commission from Malaysia
Airlines. The national carrier invited him
to produce a series of batik artworks for
display in its offices around the world.

Khalil Ibrahim Pantai Irama, 1970
Acrylic on canvas 92 x 120 cm

The project brought his work to an
international audience and reinforced the
role of batik as an artistic medium capable
of representing Malaysian culture abroad.

The early nineteen seventies therefore
marked a period of consolidation for both
the artist and his family. In nineteen seventy
four the couple undertook a major rebuilding
of their home. During this same period Khalil
designed a small number of handmade
wedding invitation cards, a personal gesture
that reflected the intimate connection
between art and daily life. The rebuilt house
was completed just in time for Christmas
in nineteen seventy four, when Khalil and
Judith moved into the newly finished home
that would serve as both living space and
creative environment.

Khalil Ibrahim Potrait - Temerloh Girl,
1966 Acrylic on board 73 x 44 cm

Khalil Ibrahim Self Potrait, 1965
Acrylic on canvas 35 x 30 cm

Over the decades that followed Khalil
Ibrahim continued to exhibit widely in
Malaysia and abroad. His work remained
recognisable for its lyrical quality and its
focus on the communities of the Malaysian
east coast. Figures in his paintings often
appear elongated and simplified, while
landscapes are rendered with subtle
tonal shifts that evoke light, humidity and
movement.

Seen in retrospect, the trajectory of Khalil's
career reflects the broader development
of Malaysian modern art. His paintings
combine the discipline of academic training
with an enduring connection to local
subjects and traditions. Equally important,
his life story reveals the human dimension
that lies behind artistic production.
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