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“HOL,” read tHe piece of 

stone. The L was incomplete. Its 

horizontal line was interrupted by 

a crack that severed the fragment 

from the rest of what might have 

been a sign, a dedication or, 

perhaps, a prayer.

Found in a Jewish cemetery 

in Georgetown, Penang, the 

fragment intrigued Malaysian 

artist Hasanul Isyraf Idris. He 

meditated on its letters. Were 

they part of a longer word? 

Or, perhaps, did they stand for 

something in their own right?

Idris typed HOL into Google and 

was interested to discover it can 

three letters engraved on a fragment of marble inspired the latest 
exhibition by Hasanul isyraf idris, profiled as part of our partnership 
with richard Koh Fine art, a gallery in Kuala Lumpur.

tHe aMbiguity  
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art

stand for “higher-order logic”, a 

term used by mathematicians to 

describe sophisticated logical 

systems. The term circulated in 

his mind and he began to toy with 

it, swapping the words with others 

to get different meanings. In the 

end he settled on “higher order 

love”, a phrase that became the 

title of his third solo exhibition at 

the Richard Koh Fine Art gallery 

in Kuala Lumpur.

aMbiguity
In his complex, intricate and 

sometimes psychedelic drawings, 

Idris says he is exploring the way 

the mind processes experiences 

and converts them into memories. 

The artist writes that he conceives 

of memory as a forest reserve, a 

place where “there are waterfalls 

of tears, lakes of seeds, houses of 

worship, graveyards, a coliseum 

for wild beasts that are full of rage 

MentaL state:
Idris says he is exploring the way the mind 
processes experiences and converts them 
into memories.
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iMaginatiOn:
Idris credits 
underground comic 
books and 1960s 
science-fiction as 
his inspirations.

and anger and a cave for shelter 

in which we would sometimes sit 

and share our life experiences”.

Memory, in the artist’s mind, 

seems to be a fluid thing, not 

unlike a dream, in which rather 

surprising images are juxtaposed. 

In his drawings, figures dressed 

in yellow hazmat suits battle to 

control unseen emergencies, a 

demon whose head seems to be 

sprouting birds holds a hexagonal 

flask and what might be a joint as 

long as his arm, and a man drawn 

in rainbow colours reclines with 

a guitar and a grin reminiscent of 

the Cheshire Cat. 

Given these visual references, 

it will not surprise readers to 

learn Idris’s inspirations include 

underground comic books and 

1960s science-fiction.

In notes accompanying the 

exhibition, Idris says he has 

sought to reflect on the ambiguity 

of memory. He has subtitled this 

exhibition, planned to be the 

first in a series, as “chapter one, 

The Fall”, and says he chose this 

name because “fall” can refer 

to both joy and pain. Consider 

the difference between falling 

off a bike and falling in love, 

for instance. The word is also a 

reference to the tradition, in  

many religions, that mankind 

began life on earth after being 

cast out from heaven.

bacKgrOund
Born in Perak, Malaysia in 1978, 

Idris was trained in fine arts at the 

Mara University of Technology in 

Shah Alam. 

He has participated in group 

exhibitions in his home country 

and in Singapore, Seoul and 

Melbourne. In 2007, he won the 

Young Contemporary Arts Award 

from the National Visual Arts 

Gallery in Kuala Lumpur. 

Described in his exhibition 

notes as “elusive”, Idris is said 

to seek anonymity and rarely 

attends openings.


