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Open House
by Denise Lai

In Poetics of Space, Bachelard says that the houses of our 
childhoods enter our dreams and remain with us for years after 
we’ve left them behind. “Over and beyond our memories...
the house we were born in is physically inscribed in us…. After 
twenty years, in spite of all the other anonymous stairways, we 
would recapture the reflexes of the ‘first stairway,’ we would not 
stumble on that rather high step. . . . We would push the door that 
creaks with the same gesture, we would find our way in the dark 
to the distant attic. The feel of the tiniest latch has remained in our 
hands.” In Bachelard’s oneiric home of “absolute intimacy”, we are 
free to dream in solitude.

Though Minstrel Kuik’s childhood home was reduced to rubble 
in 2006, it is still the house that she revisits fifteen years later. 
She recounts it as a modernist house painted in white and grey, 
opening up to a small poultry farm and an orchid garden beloved 
by her father. She also remembers the limits of this space indelibly 
imprinted on her unconscious: the details of the dubious activities 
of gambling men who set the boundaries for her movement across 
the bridge, the line drawn between the neat asphalt ground of the 
idyllic Malay kampung and the unpaved roads of her Chinese 
settlement.

Unlike Bachelard’s home of “absolute intimacy”, Kuik is forced 
to map a space where she is waylaid by the uneven dynamics 
between dweller and interior. She observes this in the ways in 

In 1997, M had a sudden enlightenment a few days before her 
21st birthday. For the first time, she had an idea about how to live 
her life. Between the uncertainty that came with the change, or 
required being bored to death, she would undoubtedly choose 
the former. Boredom was the most unbearable thing in the 
world, and it would only depress and demoralize people, making 
them give themselves up. M did not want to wait for things to 
happen, and she decided to take action. 

Minstrel Kuik, Flying Exercise (2014)

I

which her childhood house forced itself upon the women who 
dwelled within its walls. Through marriage, her mother was able 
to escape from her parental house but inevitably found herself 
falling into another imprisoning space. On the surface, this 
modern house built by the patriarchal figure had provided her 
mother a modern outlook, yet she was designated to play the 
traditional role of its caretaker. Kuik’s childhood home, therefore, 
sought to freeze her mother both spatially (confined to the narrow 
bonds of domesticity) and temporally (trapped in a role historically 
assigned to the mother). This was the house her father built and 
cultivated in his image, as tastemaker, interior designer, fabric 
purchaser, garden pruner, and artist decorator.

Over time, Kuik began to liken herself to the bonsai trees in his 
garden, “held captive in his world of landscaping”.1 Her eldest 
sister departed from their Pantai Remis home at the age of 
fourteen to study in Ipoh. When her father lost his major income 
as a fishmonger during the mid-eighties, Kuik, with similar wishes 
to leave, was forced to cancel her early departure to a secondary 
school in a larger town nearby. Her departure was delayed until 
the age of eighteen.

For Kuik, her home in Pantai Remis presaged an adult life in which 
she would not spend longer than several years in the same house, 
and a memory only conjured by its neighbours and detritus. Her 
essay in 2014, entitled Flying Exercise, jettisons anachronistically 

between her brief dwellings in Brittany, Arles, Singapore, Pantai 
Remis, and Kuala Lumpur. Always thinking in one space of the 
other. Her ‘return’ to Malaysia proved itself as unstable as it 
had in these disparate geographies, nothing like the romantic 
reunification between fatherland and its prodigal child as return 
discourses espouse. Home, for Kuik, has now swelled as a model 
because she is aware of the exercises required to attain it.

Memory Games of a House in Motion can be located in a larger 
attempt in recent years to explore material and imaginative homes 
in art as key loci for theorising identity.2 However fragmented her 
memory of her father’s house may be, its psychological import is 
undeniable and serves as the affective motor for her present series. 
Its reenactment is meant to be felt and experienced in the structures 
of her houses-in-motion. The frame offered by the wooden sticks 
that delineate interior from exterior are parentheses between one 
model to the next. There’s also the weird match between batik and 
garish silver fabrics, the ‘modern’ versus the ‘traditional’; both 
occupy her imagination of her Malay neighbour’s universe to 
which she was never invited, and more presently in her modernity, 
living as a modern woman in our times in the tropics. It is a drive 
towards connecting to these various locations and temporalities, 
to reconstruct these spaces and identities she used to inhabit as 
a gesture of ownership of her past. Skeptical of any primal origin, 
she looks forward to the future house.

Conversation with Kuik, 24 Sep 2021.

For example, Fondazione Prada’s 
exhibition in 2018, Machines à penser, 
explores historical and fictional spaces 
and conditions of exile or retreat that 
claimed to promote reflection.1
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If there was an oneiric home of absolute intimacy, Kuik considers, 
it would be the Malay Kampung - a space remote and passive 
enough for her to find refuge.3 From her imposed distance, Kuik 
was fascinated by techniques like attap weaving and the vegetal 
motifs of batik prints. The louder prints indicate shifts in her own 
fashion sense as distance grows between her and the kampung: 
due to her sensitive skin, she preferred wearing cotton and had 
been buying and collecting fabrics long before her interest in soft 
materials in her artmaking. On the gallery’s walls, however, she is 
free to dress her houses courageously with the itchy fibres of silver 
that signal our modern sensibilities (Fig. 1). In this way, the artist’s 
memories, spaces traversed, and body, and their changing relation 
to the fabric of the house over time are brought together.

Kuik is also interested in the material attributes of printed textiles, 
how threads come together and become resistant. When placed 
on the body, textiles become an ersatz skin, protection against 
the elements. But where is the line drawn between protection 
and imprisonment? Kuik’s homes have always been out of joint, 
a point that lies in the fact that, as an artist, no clear boundary 
exists between work and home. In the context of the home, the 
history of textiles is a history of feminine labour, the entrapment 
of the woman’s body in the domestic, but also a site of power and 
self-expression unattainable beyond the walls of the house. As 
Julia Bryan-Wilson demonstrates in her study of feminist textile 
art, textiles have always been “in the fray” of arguments about 
the materiality of gendered labour.4 Kuik’s use of textiles is thus 
also a reminder that the surfacing of textiles and domesticity in 
art is frequently double-edged; radical uses of the medium can 
threaten to reinforce normative gender roles.

Homemaking, or home-imagining, can offer the artist a space to 
produce the stability required to support her habits and routines 
as an artist working from her home studio. Where working from 
her home studio confers Kuik new forms of authority at home, she 
similarly faces convergent forces of figures and institutions whose 
presence and actions infiltrate her private space. This was most 
dramatically expressed in her previous work, Father Says He Loves 
Me (2015), where portraits of Mahathir represent father figures 
in her life and the changing relationship between individual and 
regional/civic/national space (Fig. 2). Her houses have always been 
globalised spaces, no doubt, but selectively so; open only to their 
functions as shelters insofar as was allowed for a young rootless 
artist. The private cannot be separated from the political.

A stable shelter from which her practice may flourish is something 
the artist imagines for herself through the art of her father and 
his contemporary, Chia Yu Chian, who both drew from their 
immediate surroundings as subjects for their paintings. From Chia 
Yu Chian, Kuik took note of the ways in which the painter conveyed 
the “liquidized non-place” of modern life in Malaysia, its spaces 
and its dwellers, where only forms matter. And from her father, 
his visions of pastoral living in a fishing village in Perak. In her 
efforts to make sense of and bridge their distinctive practices, Kuik 
realises that from one spatial fixation to another, a house is located 
at a place through the proximity of its surrounding elements. 
There is a world outside of the house, which her father had spent 
his life trying to exclude from his and her sight.7 Yet, both Chia 
and Kuik’s father were able to construct their homes as sites for 
creative work - home studios. It is as if, at this juncture, Kuik saw the 
persevering potential of inward-facing dwelling (towards shelter), 
and similarly the social, outward-facing potentials of dwelling 
(towards community) for the artist. There is more than one simple 
way to nurture an art practice.

But Kuik’s employment of fabrics here are most significant for 
their recognition of the capacity of textiles to mean in multiple 
directions. Textiles are deployed precisely because they perform 
non-threatening displays of her aptitude with an iron and an 
assertion of her self-production as a modern woman artist. They’re 
used here to add to the domestic comfort of her imaginary home, 
serving insulation and protection against the hard furnishing of 
the gallery space. In the same vein, Bachelard draws from the work 
of the historian, Jules Michelet, to visualise the house as a nest, a 
house “built by and for the body, taking form from the inside, like 
a shell, in an intimacy that works physically”.5 Crucially however, 
Bachelard’s nest/house is one that is built through gender 
normative principles: “The female, like a living tower, hollows 
out the house, while the male brings back from the outside all 
kinds of materials, sturdy twigs and other bits. By exercising an 
active pressure, the female makes this into a felt-like padding”.6 
Kuik’s houses deny such a binary; she as woman artist acts as both 
collector and constructor, decorator and padder. Where once her 
father commanded the collection of fabrics for her house, Kuik’s 
collection are of her own tastes and comfort. It is tempting to 
suggest that Kuik has exchanged the labour of housework for art 
making, a place of work no longer reproductive but creative.

Within the phenomenological tradition, Heidegger offers an 
understanding of the home as being constructed in the process of 
building up a source of ontological security, where one can find a 
reliable base and within which the self can prosper.8 Settling down 
in Kuik’s model houses involves the making of stable structures, 
as seen in the dominance of triangular forms guided by the 
arrangement of the wooden sticks. These triangles are cobbled 
together by cable ties that the artist leaves bare for us to see, 
displaying the neat strength and structural integrity they achieve 
in their unification.

But these triangles are also meant to mean something more 
than their physical strength. To this end, Kuik references the 
basic A-frame used by boy scouts in Scout Pioneering - an activity 
involving the use of lashes and knots to create structures made of 
ropes and poles.9 Pioneering takes its name from the “pioneers” 
stationed at the front of armies, who built bridges and paths from 
which to cross. It is an activity that celebrates the once heroic 
masters of craft who worked collectively to pave forms for others 
to wield. It is significant, then, that in Kuik’s works the triangles 
appear rather ad-hoc. These are not the austere and solid triangles 
of an industrial order that make up an Ad Dekkers painting. These 
are, rather, honest and emotive expressions of the artist’s labour, 
evident in each cable tie that has been tiresomely looped and 
fastened by and for the solo woman artist in her home studio. 
Having now understood Kuik’s reference, it is hard not to share in 
the artist’s derision.

Kuik’s triangles here act as a pattern to establish in the making, 
or in the current analogy, a battleground from which to advance 
and unfold, but never as the final goal. Though the frame is taut, 
these are permeable enclosures that leave for the patterned fabrics 
to coil and form curves within its interior. The architecture of the 
triangular frames are further choke-filled with frays and unkempt 
seams; there is nothing pretty or stable about Kuik’s decoration 
of her makeshift home, but there is certainly a luxury in the space 
offered for disparate images and patterns to converge. Textiles 
form the main medium through which the barebone structure 
of her geometric houses are made soft and in this way more 
tenantable. This is a process of unfinished and ongoing affective 
labour and imagination. This is sustenance and indulgence.

Email conversation with Kuik, 24 Sep 
2021.

Julia Bryan-Wilson, Fray: Art + Textile 
Politics (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2017), p. 4.

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 
1958 (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), p. 
101.

Conversation with Kuik, 24 Sep 2021.

Conversation with Kuik, 5 Aug 2021.

Martin Heidegger, “Building Dwelling 
Thinking”, in Basic Writings, 2nd edition 
(New York, HarperCollins, 1993), pp. 
343–64.

Ibid.

3

4

5

7

9

8

6

Fig.1 A House Model #5, 2021, Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo 
transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties) approx. 48 x 100 cm

Fig.2 Father says he loves me, 2015, C print, 30 x 400 cm (Pentaptych), Edition of 10
Source: Wei-Ling Gallery, 18@8 Heirlooms, exhibition catalogue, 6 Dec 2015 - 2 Jan 
2016, pp. 20-1.
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Kuik’s search for a stable becoming-space suggests the importance 
of migration as an especially useful site for understanding the work 
of dynamic homemaking. The artist’s nomadic life can be easily 
gleaned from her autobiographical essays, a whirlwind tour of 
geographies that dizzied the artist’s place-in-the-world. In her art, 
her migratory experience surfaces most vividly in her photography 
work, which often centre around her position as ‘other’ on multiple 
fronts. These photographs are borrowed from her archive, and here 
transferred onto fabrics to be dressed along the wooden supports.

Time weaves the tapestry of these photographs, composed of 
threads of history, memory, locale, and identity. In particular, the 
unsteady flow of time in a modernising and globalised world 
heavily informs Kuik’s act of reconstructing a home. If life is forever 
elsewhere, how is it possible for the modern subject to pursue 
happiness when all foundations remain futile?11 Photographs 
from the A House Model subseries depict the construction of a 
development from the window of her brother’s apartment where 
she found temporary refuge in 2007, a scene in which she found 
herself relating to the migrant workers depicted: “the invisible 
bodies fuelling Malaysia’s economic growth” (Fig. 3).12

Kuik’s search for the home reminds me of what Marshall Berman 
once said about modernity: “to be modern is to find ourselves in 
an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, 
transformation of ourselves and the world - and at the same 
time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we 
know, everything we are”.13 In turn, Hilde Heynene in Modernity 
and Domesticity reminds us that “[i]n as far as modernity means 
change and rupture, it seems to imply, necessarily, the leaving of 
home. A metaphorical ‘homelessness’ indeed is often considered 
the hallmark of modernity”.14

The subseries, The Builder and Her House, features photographs 
taken of her four-year-old niece playing with building blocks (Figs. 
4 & 5). She captures the child’s construction of a house like a 
game, and she notices her niece taking pleasure in watching them 
collapse into disparate blocks. For the artist, reflecting on her living 
situation in her brother’s condominium - a pre-made sanctuary in 
which she inserts herself - she sees the deep irony in having lost 
this ability to build one’s own home. Yet, in her treatment of the 
photographs that are flipped and edited into a negative greyscale, 

the artist also throws a light veil of alienation over these memories 
of homes. The intended effect is one of “encountering someone 
in the dark”15, one that places emphasis on the experience of 
arriving at an image rather than what it purports to document. 
When reframed as ghostly prints on fabric in the present series, 
the artist’s yearning for home perhaps could not find adequate 
visual expression in the simple analogy of building blocks.

Is the home itself stable at all? If not, how do we dwell in that 
tension and examine it mindfully? These are questions that Kuik 
proposes for us, not just in light of her personal biography of 
rootlessness, but in light of the changes in the meaning of home 
for the modern Malaysian woman.

I was born and raised in Malaysia in the 1970’s when the traditional household (I mean family, gender and education for girls) was 
undergoing more radical changes. In parallel, my body was synchronized by a cultural clock that is not local because it is based 
on the Chinese lunisolar calendar. When I was young, I found it hard to navigate through different systems and time zones in my 
everyday experiences. Now I understand it is a matter of translation - lost in translation. Unless I manage to find two equivalent 
words, interchangeable or complementary modes to articulate how I feel or think, I will be drowned by a sense of disorientation, 
speechless caused by amnesia. Such anxiety has caused more harm than good in my encounter with the world, which pushes me 
to think seriously about dwelling and myself working at my home studio not as a mother or wife, but as a woman artist.10

Quoted directly from Kuik in an email 
conversation, 20 Sep 2021.

Quoted directly from Kuik in an email 
conversation, 24 Sep 2021.

Zhuang WuBin, “The Perak Woman: 
An Introduction to the Artistic Practice 
of Minstrel Kuik”, in The Perak Woman: 
2007-2017, exhibition catalogue (Kuala 
Lumpur: Richard Koh Fine Art Sdn Bhd, 
2017). 

Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts 
Into Air. The Experience of Modernity 
(London: Verso, 1985 [1982]), p. 15.

Hilde Heynen, “Modernity and 
Domesticity: Tensions and Contractions”, in 
Heynen and Gulsum Baydar, Negotiating 
Domesticity: Spatial Productions of 
Gender in Modern Architecture (London: 
Routledge, 2005), pp. 1-29 (p. 1).

Conversation with Kuik, 5 Aug 2021.
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Fig.3 A House Model #4, 2021, Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, 
photo transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties) approx. 48 x 100 cm

Fig.4 The Builder and Her House #3, 2021, Fabric assemblage (wooden 
sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties) approx. 115 x 101 cm

Fig.5 The Builder and Her House #5, 2021, Fabric assemblage (wooden 
sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties) approx. 115 x 101 cm
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Fig. 6 & 7 (left to right):  The Rhetoric of Love, 2014-5, installation, “Pause”, BACC, Bangkok;
The Builder and Her House #4, 2021, fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties) approx. 115 x 101 cm.

The return to the dwelling experience, the inbetweenness of 
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the simultaneously protective and destructive dynamics that the 
home necessarily embodies for the migratory and gendered body 
in the twenty-first century. We may better understand the home 
and the house as an event that is unfolding across the scope, 
where the woman/artist/migrant is empowered to tend to her 
shifting identities across various spaces. It is, what Lilian Chee has 
elsewhere described as a ‘spatial tactic for feminist mobility’.17

I hope for our sake that we find a return to the nest. In viewing 
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about this possibility does not undo any progress we’ve achieved 
to depart from the house’s overbearing ideologies. Minstrel Kuik 
presents for us a gloriously subversive model for recreating that 
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other than tradition which make the house a home.
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Memory Games
for A House
in Motion

Minstrel Kuik
Kajang, May 2021

I moved to Brittany in July 2009 with the plan to settle in the 
region. When autumn came along with chilly gusty wind and 
heavy rainfall in September, it was a telltale sign warning me 
that Brittany was no place to house a tropical soul. Shutting out 
the cold, I kept myself for long hours in the newly furnished 
room, focusing on the production of my photo book RROSE—A 
Story of Two Worlds (2005-2009). Chosen and scheduled for the 
exhibition International Discoveries II at FotoFest in Houston in 
November of the same year, the photo book bridged two places 
in my life, Pantai Remis and Arles, both close to the sea but 
sharing nothing in common in geography, history and culture.

Before I left Brittany again in December 2009, an assemblage 
of places had occupied my cluttered and chaotic mind. Pantai 
Remis, Singapore, Taipei, Paris, Arles, KL, Kajang, and Brest, 
with their overlapping boundaries, were all potential dwelling 
choices. Drafted in 2005 for RROSE—A Story of Two Worlds, I 
quoted John Berger in my artist statement: autobiography 
begins with a sense of being alone. It is an orphan form.

Today, I wish to return to that unsettled orphan form, to ponder 
my homelessness, and to learn to build a house for it. What 
follows are these fabric assemblages in Memory Games for A 
House in Motion, impregnated in that Heideggerian process of 
thinking for dwelling.

Photographic images documenting Kuik’s short-lived studio at Guipavas, 
a commune in the Finistère department of Brittany in north-western France, 
2009

For a while, I failed to progress any further in my fabric work that 
was supposed to develop based on the 1975 Merdeka theme 
“Masyarakat Berdikari (A Self-reliant Society)”. Deep in my heart, I 
found the concepts of self-reliance and society quite contradictory. 
No recollection of the two in a happy marriage, thus no such image 
manifested in my imagination. Ideally, the piece should have 
wrapped up my solo exhibition “Merdeka, a Lonesome Club” in 
May 2019, which also marked a year of transition of power after 
the fall of old regime followed by the 14th Malaysian general 
election in 2018. If such a plan had worked out, I would have 
been able to move on by welcoming 2020 with a positive note. 
The 1976 Merdeka theme “Ketahanan Rakyat (Strength of the 
People)” would be my opening for 2020. I saw myself focusing on 
the house both physically and mentally, building the base where 
strength would be nurtured for the next few years of my life.

To put viewers in perspective, my art practice between 2015 and 
2020 has revolved mainly around two subjects: the Malaysian 
electoral machine in the aftermath of major political reshuffles, 
and the empirical experiences of a voter who happened to be an 
artist. In a painfully long process, I have learned to identify the 
patterns of political machination with its rhetorical tricks preying 
on our psyche. By channeling my age-old electoral anxiety into 
a parallel study of visual forms, my goal was to establish a safe 
distance from the state apparatus by integrating and highlighting 
the dynamics of form and material in my art, i.e. a room to play 
and experiment.

In the second part of my investigation, the Merdeka themes 
established by the nation building since 1970 as a unifying tool for 
the Malaysian society right after the May-13 riot in 1969 took the 
center stage in my work. Despite their superficiality, the Merdeka 
slogans have been used as tools and propaganda to construct a 
monolithic and racialized national identity. Furthermore, they also 
reveal how different succeeding national leaders have shaped the 
course of Malaysian history, balancing the external challenges on 
the global scale, and the internal power struggle within their own 
political party and the bigger alliance. The power relations in place 
reinforce the role of the leaders as builders, and the individuals as 
dwellers who divide their life between different spaces assigned 
by the state apparatuses. The official narrative of the Merdeka 
embedded in those spaces, while powerful, omnipresent and self-
referential, aims to overwrite the nuanced and multi-layered lived 
experience. Owing to art making, I have slowly empowered myself 
to counter the machinery of narrative that restrains paralinguistic 
utterance and loaded silence, and to restore intensity of feeling to 
dwelling in my personal shelter.

In 2016, I took a step in my art practice to visualize the ricochet 
of a collective trauma in a solo exhibition After-image: Living 
with the Ghosts in My House. Choosing 1975 to demarcate the 
concluding chapter of my art practice until 2019 was part of that 
lifelong creative process. Through playing, learning and making 
in the creative process, the social and the personal find each 
other in the orphanage, meanwhile, different father figures in 
the house keep reiterating the same rhetoric of love. As the key 
founder of Barisan National which replaced the Alliance Party, Tun 
Abdul Razak rose into power shortly after the May 13 riot in 1969 
following the resignation of the first Prime Minister Tunku Abdul 
Rahman. Unfortunately, he passed away prematurely in January 
1976 due to leukemia. By the time I was born in October 1976, Tun 
Hussein Onn, the brother-in-law of the former and his deputy, had 
already been appointed as the successor. However, he would also 
retire in 1981 due to health concerns and succeeded by his deputy 
Mahathir Mohamad.

Mother, from the series The Gridded Ghosts, 2016 
Photography, fine art printing 
62 x 45 cm (paper size) 

The Count of Memory

14
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Mapping of Merdeka themes and national leaders in Kuik’s notebook

The Rebirth of a Nation, 2016 
Installation: custom-built wooden structure, newspapers, digital prints, wax, used candles, cotton thread & red fluorescent lights
Wooden structure: 200 x 220 x 220 cm; component piece: 75 x 60 cm (broadsheet format)
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Demam Pilihanraya (Election Fever) was painted by the late Chia 
Yu Chian in 1978 during the 5th Malaysian general election, 
which also marked the first and only election of Tun Hussein Onn. 
Standing in front of Chia’s satire at the National Visual Art Gallery 
in KL, I found myself easily a place among the 4 women that the 
painter had composed attentively against a sea of posters, in 
which each political party was identifiable through its respective 
logo and portraits of the all-male candidates. From my first voting 
experience in 2008 through my most recent in 2018 has only 
confirmed that Malaysian politics has been trapped in reductive 
racialized rhetoric. Through these general elections, the voters 
have experienced how such political limbo could further lead to 
a social pathology of collective hysteria and distrust. The election 
fever could be traced back to my early childhood when I had 
become interested in the conversations among adults, and the 
current issues covered by the Chinese newspapers. My memory 
tells me that the non-Malay communities, especially during the 
election times, have been held captives by the state apparatus, i.e. 
our votes have become ransoms to secure a place in society.

The arrival of Vision 2020 was deemed a catastrophe when 
everybody saw it coming except for the culprit. Oscillating 
between excessively hopeful and desperate the next minute, the 
agitated voter regretted for a brief moment of loosening in her 
reverie of a better future. Shortly after the lunar new year, the 
Sheraton Move would kick in abruptly followed by the global 
pandemic. All of a sudden, the house under multiple threats has 
made it impossible for its dwellers to withdraw further inside 
to seek solace. As a result, the tension of living together in such 
precarious space has formed our most mundane encounters with 
partisan politics and becomes the source of our psychic unrest. I 
must now rely on a few tools acquired from my art practice to re-
assemble the official narrative. I must reposition, reconfigure and 
repurpose the neglected historical spaces that have constituted 
my secretly compartmentalised life. In momentary despair, I wrote 
to somebody to ask for advice on how to weather the storm in 
the wake of the Sheraton Move. Remember, the person had the 
kindness to remind me.

So here I am, re-counting the events.

Chia Yu Chian, Demam Pilihanraya (Election Fever), 1978

Image extracted from Kuik’s installation Domesticated Politics (2016); 
photography on Deco-Flex doubled with fabrics; set of 9; 80 x 48 cm each

A star alone cannot make a constellation #7, 2020
Mixed media: political party flags on canvas
115 x 168 cm
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In the second half of 2019, a series of incidents happening 
simultaneously finally gave me a glimpse of the political turn of 
mind, which had produced the 1975 Merdeka theme “Masyarakat 
Berdikari (A Self-reliant Society).” I decided to abandon the 
direction indicated in “Self-Reliance”—the essay written in 1841 by 
American transcendentalist philosopher Ralph Waldo Emmerson. 
The dichotomy between individualism and society fails to address 
some basic questions of survival, such as those of the rural working 
class in urbanism under the forms of migration, personal identity, 
employment and housing. If we follow Emmerson’s sermon, the 
pursuit of the nonconformist self as the key to happiness should 
be nothing but a personal endeavor independent of society 
and institution. But is it realistic or even ethical to make such 
declaration when so much we could achieve as individuals is only 
made possible within the reach of society? If unfortunately, one of 
us fails, we fail together as a whole, don’t we?

When I returned briefly to teaching for a semester in May 2019, 
I assigned my Visual Culture students to explore visuality and 
power relation in their daily lives. Exploring their most banal 
living environment through the camera lens, students were 
encouraged to examine how looking practices could interact with 
and adapt to the construction of built environments. During the 
presentation, the class went through various types of housing 
available especially in Klang Valley including terrace houses 
of different models developed in 1990s, low-cost flat in Chow 
Kit built in 1970s, a few upscale condominiums in some new 
housing projects in the suburbs of KL. Although many Malaysian 
families including mine have had the first-hand experience of 
intra and inter-state migration, what struck me while seeing the 
photographic documentation collected by my young students was 
a sense of presence—witnessing those living spaces in such an 
intimate and yet uncanny way, as if I could have been living in one 
of those houses under the same light, making a personal story.

A Room’s Perspective (left); Time Looks Back (right), from the series Mer.rily, Mer.rily, Mer.rily, Part 1 (2008 - 2012/2017)
Photography, fine art printing; set of 33 diptychs; 81 x 51 cm each (paper size)

A House Model

I grew up in a brick house built by my father at the extremity of 
a Chinese settlement, next to a Malay kampung in Pantai Remis, 
Perak. As the aftermath of the May 13 riot in 1969, my father made 
a bold decision not to stay at Kampung Cina where his big family 
settled, but to join a friend who had already started a family at Jalan 
Sungai Cina. With other Chinese immigrants of Hainanese and 
Teochew origins, they shared a piece of land leased from a Malay 
landlord who had his idyllic house built in the Malay kampung 
nearby. My father and his brother-in-law had excavated the land 
by hand, and the first brick house at my hometown was ready just 
about time for the union of my parents in 1970. Growing up in 
that modernist house painted only in white, grey and black was so 
natural that none of his four children has ever asked him what had 
inspired him to build such a house.  My guess is that my father was 
influenced by his sojourn in Ipoh, Penang, Taiping, and Singapore. 
Despite its modern and urban appearance, the house with its 
extra terrain for small poultry farming and orchid culture played 
a significant role in providing for our family during the time when 
Malaysia fell into its economic recession in the mid-eighties, and 
my father had to finally put an end to his fishery business.

Jalan Sungai Cina was separated from Kampung Cina by a creek. 
Across the bridge from our house, some suspicious and rowdy 
Chinese men who were into gambling day and night, had set the 
boundary for my movement once I had learned to move around 
on my bicycle. In stark contrast to the unpaved roads in our village 
which were always in poor condition due to the erosion caused by 
rain and the lack of maintenance, roads in the Malay kampung 
were regularly covered with asphalt. The striking difference infused 
an image of progress into the sheltered old world—an indisputable 
space in the Malay genealogy before the arrival of the migrants. 
Until the age of 18, I worshipped that idyllic Malay countryside 
every day—at least once in the morning to go to school, once in the 
evening for a ride, immersed in a stolen moment of solitude by 
being elsewhere. Sometimes at night, I passed through with my 
father on his motorbike; the Malay kampung was enveloped in 
darkness and serenity. I remember asking my father: what are they 
doing in their house? Sadly, I never had any exchange with my 
Malay neighbours, and had never been invited to their universe 
—a place imbued with a bittersweet otherness that I could never 
call home. An image that juxtaposes Kuik’s old and new parental home at Pantai 

Remis in the Villagers from the Home Series (2009/2012/2013)
Photography, digital print
Set of 18; 50 x 40 cm each (paper size)

Kuik’s father with a photostat of his brick house demolished in 2005; 
picture taken in 2015



22 23

Later in my life, within a period of 12 years, I have had the chance 
to visit or stay at least for a while in many houses at different 
places; to witness other possible forms of living. When I finally 
returned to Malaysia from France in December 2006, my parents 
had reluctantly relocated a year before to a semi-detached house 
they bought previously in an expanding Taman nearby. Their brick 
house located at 322, Jalan Sungai Cina was razed to the ground 
following a failed negotiation that had stalled for more than a 
decade between the faceless Malay landlord and his numerous 
Chinese tenants. The whole legal process ended abruptly when the 
entire lot was sold and later turned into a housing development.

On the other side of the world, I also found myself in continuous 
farewells to places in a cycle marked by counter rhythms: moving 
in and out; packing and unpacking; taking root and uprooting; 
remembering and letting go. If I were present on the day the 
bulldozer came to demolish my parents’ brick house, I would have 
chosen to rescue my exercise books in which all kinds of maps 
were drawn and coloured patiently for my geography homework. 
Meanwhile, my father was exclusively obsessed with one thing—
to save his countless clones from the garden by stacking up the 
plants one after another to the lorry—a scene recounted by my 
mother in rebuke. That day, a Malay man who appeared out of 
nowhere proposed to my father to buy what was left of the ruins 
of the demolished house.  The Malay man told my father that he 
intended to salvage the rubble for his future home, one he would 
build at a Malay kampung in Perak. For someone who has been 
mourning for the loss of his house until today, it is understandable 
that why my father has preferred to give his account of the event 
in a more hopeful tone. As for me, I choose to think from the 
perspective of the house—its reincarnation, future inhabitants and 
stories yet to be told.

Kuik photographed in her bedroom at Vitry-sur-Seine, a commune in the 
southeastern suburbs of Paris, France (c. 2000 - 2001)

A postcard Kuik sent home to her parents in 2004, showing the medieval 
town Arles where she pursued her studies in photography

A Malay kampung house by the road photographed by Kuik as seen through 
a moving vehicle; picture taken on the day of the 2013 Malaysian general 
election.

Still Motion

he needed to pile up his art materials at Chia’s art supply store 
that the painter had already handed earlier to his younger brother, 
following his move to KL in 1963. KL has never offered enough 
temptations for my father to return, so it was impossible for him to 
know how Chia managed his one-room apartment in the Selangor 
Mansion from 1966 until his death in 1990, a house “doubled up 
as his atelier, where he taught art and painted”. Both men painted 
in their house while their children watched: Chia’s mission in 
advancing social progress embodied in his immediate observation 
of modern life, urban spaces and the dwellers, whereas my father’s 
pastoral vision of a self-sufficient life situated in a typical Nan Yang 
locus—the fishing village, where he has actually lived, worked and 
observed closely.

At the bookstore, I was too quick to be overjoyed upon the discovery 
of Unsettling Absences: Urbanism in Rural Malaysia written by 
Eric Thompson, in which he explores the infiltration of urbanism 
through the myth of progress in the Malay rural communities. 
Craving for a real sense of belonging, I have misidentified with the 
subject in Thompson’s field study by projecting myself instantly 
as orang kampung, while the author argues that the kampung 
is a uniquely Malay place. However unpalatable, while non-
Malays may live in kampung, they will never be considered orang 
kampung. Thompson argues that “the kampung symbolises home 
and the locus of Malay identity,” reflecting an official narrative 
that paradoxically “marks rural life as backwards and marginal in 
a forward-looking nation.”  Such a statement underlies how rural 
Chinese Malaysians are further marginalized. Not only are they 
outcast from their rural working class, but also constantly analyzed 
through a binary of cultural and class stereotypes, in the dressing 
of orang kota and rich Chinese.

Though as an afterthought of mine, it is unavoidable that the 
annual exodus of employment-seeking fresh graduates of the 
rural Chinese in Pantai Remis would opt for Singapore, rather than 
heading to KL like what the majority of rural Malays would prefer 
in Thompson’s survey. After all, aren’t we supposed to become the 
forward-looking race with Singapore as the epitome of (Chinese) 
modernity? Shortly after my UEC exam in October, I too, boarded 
a night bus in November 1994 with a flock of classmates, despite 
not having any concrete plan for Singapore. After a sleepless night 
freezing in the air-conditioning, we found ourselves arriving at 
the border in the early next morning while the city receded in the 
dark. Some relatives of a classmate kindly came to fetch us at the 
bus station, and provided us with a temporary place to stay while 
we scoured the local classified ads for jobs. Luckily, my friend and 
I managed to find administrative jobs in an electronics factory 
within a few days after our arrival. We worked side by side with our 
Singaporean colleagues, and many other Chinese Malaysians—
men and women from places like Pahang, Penang and Melaka. 
For the next six months, the two young girls had to share a small 
room with nothing but a bed in a HDB flat owned by an old couple 
in Bedok, and learned to endure our first homesickness, while 
wandering aimlessly in the city during our day off.

My parents, both of rural working class, talked about the flats in 
Singapore and Hong Kong as pigeonholes. How could people 
live in a pigeonhole? Their question, imbued with mixed feelings 
between disbelief and relief, was more of a scorn towards the 
Faustian bargain for a better life, or put simply: another life. 
Sometimes, my father will mention the name of Chia Yu Chian, 
perhaps unconsciously, for him to reconnect to his past life as a 
Sunday painter. His scarce memory of Chia, however, stops at a 
remote past punctuated by his occasional travels to Penang when 

Two untitled paintings dated 1978 and 1988 by Kuik’s father, portraying 
the fishing village from his memory
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At my relocation to KL in 2007, I was lucky enough to be offered 
a room in a condominium owned by my brother and his family at 
Kuchai Lama, which counts as my second experience in an interval 
of 13 years for living in a high-rise building after Singapore. 
In the Kampung Boy (1979) and Town Boy (1981), the Malay 
cartoonist-cum-ethnographer Lat (b. 1951) has vividly recounted 
his childhood by nuancing the lived experience with clear spatial 
and temporal markers, by doing so, illuminating the readers of 
the demographical changes that our young nation has been going 
through in the pursuit of modernity. While the two previous books, 
warm and nostalgic, are dedicated to the generation of the baby 
boomers, it is in the story of Mat Som (1989) that the following 
generations like mine find a voice to tell our stories of growing 
up in conflicted realities—being caught in multiple worlds which 
operate on very different footings. Supported economically by its 
peripheral squatter settlements, KL as the capital city has finally 
reclaimed its full social complexities seen through the struggle 
of Mat Som, as the place that embraces past, present and future. 
For a latecomer who only knew KL in my early thirties, every re-
reading of Mat Som continues to imbue in me a deep sense of 
companionship when the scenario of dislocation, expectation, and 
loss plays out in a spasm of vertigo—the dream we project to the 
world; the world reflects in our hesitation. The incessant adaptation 
to change undoubtedly underpins the thematics of the modern 
subject, simultaneously, the side effect of change manifests in our 
living condition of homelessness.

Kuik and her niece photographed together in Kuik’s room in an evening 
scene at Kuchai Lama in KL (2008)

An image extracted from Kuik’s photobook Volume II: 访客, Guest-room, 
from the series Kuala Lumpur Trilogy (2007/2017), showing temporary 
shelters made of containers for workers at a construction site at Kuchai 
Lama, KL

A page extracted from Mat Som (1989) by Lat

For 25 years (1966 - 1990), Chia Yu Chian lived and worked in 
his flat at Selangor Mansion. The painter had an acute curiosity 
towards the urban homeless and houseless by capturing them 
in a state of liquidized non-place. Sometimes, the crowd in 
his paintings seem soulless—nameless bodies dressed for the 
occasion gathering at and wandering in the public spaces—the 
casino, the hospital, the market, the street, the factory. When 
it comes to the genre of portrait, the painter deliberately opted 
out the spatial markers for his sitters, by replacing their social 
background with an agitated sea of colours sometimes borrowed 
immediately from the garments, enveloping the tormented souls, 
leading them inward to a self-contained space where only forms 
matter. To understand the painter’s labour of love, the viewer is 
required to constantly change gear in one’s empirical approach 
towards the pictorial subjects by joining them halfway in their 
ornate solitude and despair; a composite aesthetic experience 
unfolds from within when both the social (the urban subject, the 
city and the daily encounter) and the personal (the painter’s art 
education, his temperament and his worldview) connect and form 
together a house that is built to last in time.

In June 2019, two paintings in the exhibition Chia Yu Chian: 
Private Lives held at Ilham Gallery in KL gave me new perspective 
to understand the 1975 Merdeka theme “Masyarakat Berdikari 
(A Self-reliant Society)”. In Rooftops, Kuala Lumpur (View from 
Bukit Nanas, KL) (1972) myriads of building materials painted 
in impasto masses are laid out unevenly in the composition to 
suggest an overpopulated squatter area in KL. Separated by a 
decade, Iron Clothes (1982) depicts a Chinese woman, probably 
a domestic worker, absorbed in her workload—behind her, a pile 
of un-ironed clothes. Roughly a month after my solo exhibition 
Merdeka, the Lonesome Club, instead of seeing the world through 
the dichotomies between free will and determinism, social 
structure and personal agency, I started to see how I could craft 
a woman’s space as an alternative approach of domesticity, and 
its perpetual tension with autonomy and structure. Instead of 
viewing a woman’s space as a constrictive domestic domain where 
sacrifice and exploitation of labour usually takes place, it should 
be deemed and re-imaged as a space for self-care and nurture. It 
was thus a revelation for me to think of the house as a workplace 
for the working-class woman, and how such a space and its user 
could shape each other in the process of social experimentation.

Chia Yu Chian, Rooftops, Kuala Lumpur (View from Bukit Nanas, KL), 1972

Chia Yu Chian, Iron Clothes, 1982
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Built in mid 1990s and advertised as the first high-rise real estate 
project in Kajang, the condominium I live in reached its low point 
in 2012. The management handover between the developer 
and the unprepared, and somehow reluctant purchasers has 
created more problems along the way. From my past and current 
experience serving on the MC (management committee) of my 
mid-range building, the forming of MC, collection of maintenance 
fee and proper building maintenance are practical problems 
that a residential building encounters regularly. Often being 
overlooked, however, is a more urgent and important question 
that concerns both the residents and property management: what 
makes a community prosper? Within a decade, my building has 
aged considerably with overdue major maintenance to be done. 
The demographic change has been significant, not to mention the 
topographic alteration happening in the neighbourhoods nearby 
in Kajang. If our thinking for dwelling has the urgency to respond 
to the present and future living condition, the building that follows 
surely will be different.

In the short story written by the American writer Tillie Olsen, I 
Stand Here Ironing (1956), the narrator—a working-class mother 
in America, speaks in first person in a stream-of-consciousness 
monologue, recounting the day-to-day challenges and parenting 
mistakes while bringing up her eldest daughter Emily during 
the years of depression, following by the war. “Or I will become 
engulfed with all I did or did not do, with what should have been 
and what cannot be helped.” Much as the remorseful mother knows 
how poverty and lack of parenting experience has impacted the 
mother-and-daughter relationship, and especially her daughter’s 
potential, she cries out to the person who promises to help: “Only 
help her to know—help make it so there is cause for her to know—
that she is more than this dress on ironing board, helpless before 
the iron.”

To prepare for my fabric assemblages, I have installed an ironing 
board at the center of my living room, while the deconstructed 
garments from my wardrobe waiting for new forms. During the 
long hours of ironing, I sometimes wonder which role I would 
rather play. Is it the dress, the ironing board, or the iron?  Can 
I embody all of them?  Thanks to the twists and turns in my 
investigation, I wrapped up the overdue fabric work with a different 
mind, and settled on the title: 1975, Masyarakat Berdikari (A Self-
reliant Society), First House We Built in KL. By the time 2019 was 
approaching its end, I managed to find a break to source the right 
storage cabinets for my collection of fabrics, which I would also use 
as work tables in my art studio, a place previously served as the 
dining room in my house of 1100 square feet.

Kuik’s studio photographed in morning sunlight (2021)

Working scenes at Kuik’s studio in Kajang (2021)
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To unlock the unsettled feelings in my dwelling history, I traced 
my sense of homelessness back to the modern brick house built 
by my father on the periphery of a Malay kampung in Pantai Remis 
after the 13 May 1969 riot. A house is built from a model in the 
builder’s mind, which leads me to ponder how I will construct 
mine in the future. Using makeshift structures made of wooden 
sticks and frame foundations, I built my fabric assemblages 
with the transformation of the city of Kuala Lumpur in mind. I 
envisioned the city’s marginal urban spaces and people, as seen 
through the eye of a Malaysian painter Chia Yu Chian and the 
cartoonist cum ethnographer Lat. Mix-and-match fabrics of print 
and texture, transferred photographic cut-outs and personal 
garments were ironed, layered, intertwined and sewed loosely. 
This complex process emphasizes care and labour for those who 
wish to reconnect with lived experiences once concealed by the 
state apparatuses. Having oscillated long enough between orang 
kampung and the urban outsider, I arrive at a stage where I now 
see myself as a builder on the ground of thought.

The house is not a metaphor. It is neither a figure of speech 
nor a slogan like the Merdeka theme generated by the state 
machination. In our everyday condition, a house and its periphery 
may define the boundary of our thoughts, actions and sense of 
freedom. By tracing the trajectory of my art practice, I created works 
to capture the lasting thought process of the house, family, and 
society. For a decade marked by the intervals of 3 general elections 
(2008, 2013 and 2018), I have explored the interplay between 
the voter’s psyche and the Malaysian political machination, 
structuralized both by the racialized political parties that divide the 
nation, and the Merdeka themes that serve to unify a torn society 
in the aftermath of the 13 May 1969 riot. In Memory Games for 
A House in Motion, I define my footing at a shifting time when 
the “new” Malaysia is haunted by its old problems, and the global 
pandemic changes our perception of boundaries embedded in 
the dichotomy of society and personal agency. Germinating over 
two years, the works in the exhibition portray houses placed in a 
setting of urbanism engineered by NEP (the New Economic Policy), 
where rural Malaysians are torn between dreaming for a better life 
and displacement.

Finished artworks displayed in Kuik’s studio (2021)

A negative image extracted from Kuik’s photobook Volume I: 未来的主人翁, National Baby, from the series Kuala Lumpur Trilogy (2007/2017), 
showing building structures made by Kuik’s niece with wooden blocks
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Play time in Kuik’s studio (2020)

A HOUSE MODEL

THE BUILDER AND HER HOUSE

THE MERDEKA THEMES



A House Model #1, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties)
approx. 48 x 100 cm
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A House Model #2, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties)
approx. 48 x 100 cm
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A House Model #3, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties)
approx. 48 x 100 cm
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A House Model #4, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties)
approx. 48 x 100 cm
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A House Model #5, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, crayon, paint, cable ties)
approx. 48 x 100 cm

40 41



43

The Builder and Her House #1, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties)
approx. 115 x 101 cm
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The Builder and Her House #2, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties)
approx. 115 x 101 cm
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The Builder and Her House #3, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties)
approx. 115 x 101 cm
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The Builder and Her House #4, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties)
approx. 115 x 101 cm
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The Builder and Her House #5, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties)
approx. 115 x 101 cm
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The Builder and Her House #6, 2021
Fabric assemblage (wooden sticks, fabrics, photo transfer, thread, cable ties)
approx. 115 x 101 cm
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1975, Masyarakat Berdikari (A Self-reliant Society), First House We Built in KL, 2019
Fabric assemblage (wooden frame foundation & fabrics)
150 x 180 cm
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1976, Ketahanan Rakyat (The Strength of People), Stories We Told Our Children, 2020
Fabric assemblage (wooden frame foundation & fabrics)
150 x 180 cm
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Left: close-up of 1976, Ketahanan Rakyat (The Strength of People), Stories We Told Our Children, 2020
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2021
Memory Games for A House in Motion, Richard Koh Fine 
Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2020
She who has no self, curated by Alison Eggleton, as part of 
PHOTO 2020, Horsham Regional Art Gallery, Australia

2019
Merdeka, The Lonesome Club, Richard Koh Fine Art, 
Gillman Barracks, Singapore

2018
Old Wave Brings Empty Shells, The Cross Art Projects, 
Sydney, Australia

2017
P for Place, Lumenvisum, Hong Kong

2016
After-image: Living with the Ghosts in My House, Wei-Ling 
Contemporary, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2015
After-image: The One, the Many & the Unrepresentative, 
Run Amok Gallery, Penang, Malaysia
A Kneeling Posture, Art Stage, Singapore

2008
See The Water, Alliance Française at Lorong Guerney, The 
Gallery of Taylor’s University College, Help University, 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2003
Does it burn?, T’cha Gallery, Paris, France

2006
Master of Fine Arts in photography with felicitation of jury, 
Ecole Nationale Superieure de la Photographie of Arles, 
France

2003
Diploma of Fine Arts with Honors, specialized in  
photography, Ecole des Beaux-Arts de Versailles, France

1999
Bachelor of Fine Arts (Hons) in Western Painting,  
Department of Fine Arts, National Taiwan Normal  
University, Taiwan

1994
Certificate of Unified Examination, Yik Ching High School, 
Malaysia

2015
Regional Winner of one-month Fukuoka Asian Art 
Museum residency, collaboration between FAAM and UOB 
Painting of the Year

2014
Winner of the UOB Painting of the Year for the  
Established Artist Category, Malaysia

2013
Winner of the International Photographer Award, 
Higashikawa Photo Festival, Higashikawa, Japan

2010
Short-listed for the Photoquai’s Residency for the project 
“Merdeka, The Lonesome Club”

2006
Six-months scholarship by French Embassy in 
Malaysia for higher studies in France

1994 - 1999
Excellent academic performance for Overseas Chinese 
Students, National Taiwan Normal University, Taipei, 
Taiwan

Selected Solo ExhibitionsEducation

Awards

2020
In Our Own Frame: 15th Year Celebration, Richard Koh Fine 
Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Cantum-Combine, Online Show, Richard Koh Fine Art 
& ContemporaryIdentities International Online Art 
Magazine. Curated by Elham Shafaei

2019
ART staged: No Booth, Richard Koh Fine Art, Singapore
Stories We Tell to Scare Ourselves With, Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Taipei, Taiwan

2018
Againts the Day, Our Artprojects, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
ART STAGE Singapore, Richard Koh Fine Art, Singapore

2017
Imagined Communities, Nationalism & Violence, Rubber 
Factory, New York, USA
We are here, Richard Koh Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Photography & Place, Angkor Photography Festival, 
Cambodia
Where Does the Future Get Made?, Lishui Biennial 
Photography Festival, Lishui, China
On Attachments and Unknowns, Sa Sa Bassac, Phnom 
Penh, Cambodia
Collective/Individuals, Urbanscapes, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia
Our Studio Selves, Art Space, Sydney, Australia

2016
The Immeasurable Here, Outlet Gallery, Brooklyn, USA
The Past is Never Where You Think You Left it, Wei-ling 
Contemporary, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

2015
Making Durian, Run Amok Gallery, Penang, Malaysia
Person(a), Black Box, Publika, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
My Story, My Strength, Women’s Center for Change, 
George Town Festival, Penang, Malaysia
Pause, Photo Bangkok, BACC, Bangkok, Thailand
Only A Fragment, Richard Koh Fine Art, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia

2014
Family Snaps – Photography in Southeast Asia, Chiang Mai 

City Arts & Cultural Centre, Chiang Mai, Thailand
刻舟求剑 - Pulau Melayu - Lost & Found, Lostgens’, Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia
Fall into The Sea to Become an Island, George Town 
Festival, Run Amok Gallery, Penang Malaysia
Eating Wind, VT Artsalon, Taipei, Taiwan
The Good Malaysian Woman, All Women’s Action  
Society & Interpr8 Gallery, Map Publika, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia
Women’s Voices-International Photography Exhibition 
2014, Soulangh Cultural Park, Tainan City, Taiwan
My Country, Shalini Ganendra Fine Art in cooperation with 
Louis K. Meisel Gallery, New York, USA

2013
The Home Series, Higashikawa Photo Festival,  
Higashikawa, Japan
M for Malaise, Magazin de Jouets, Arles, France
Eating Wind, Run Amok Gallery, Penang, Malaysia

2011
Cross+scape, Asean-Korea Contemporary Media  
Art Exhibition, Kumho Museum of Art, Seoul, Korea. 
Jeonbuk Museum of Art, JeonJu, Korea. 
GoEun Museum of Photography, Busan, Korea.
Photoquai 2011, Musée du quai Branly, Paris,  
France
Review: KL, Datum Kuala Lumpur Architecture  
Festival, Map, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Tanah Ayeh, Valentine Willie Fine Art and Selasar  
Sunaryo Art Space, Bandung, Indonesia

2010
3 Young Contemporaries, Valentine Willie Fine Art,  
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Through the Looking Glass, The Annex, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia; 2902 Gallery, Singapore

2009
International Discoveries II, FotoFest, Houston,  
USA
Secured Area, National Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur,Malaysia

2008
Entry Points Community Project, 1948 art space, Sri 
Kembangan New Village, Malaysia
Out of Berlin, Pass the picture, The Annex, Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia

Selected Group Exhibitions



Linda Neo and Albert Lim Collection
Michelangelo and Lourdes Samson Collection
Singapore Art Museum, Singapore
Higashikawa International Photo Festival, Hokkaido, 
Japan
United Overseas Bank, Singapore

Public CollectionSelected Group Exhibitions

Projects

2007
Artsfest, Cork Institute of Technology (CIT), Cork, Ireland
Future Image, Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design & 
Technology, Dublin, Ireland
Out of Berlin, Pass the picture, Goethe Institute,  
Berlin, Germany
Sharing Space: Contemporary Photography of Malaysia 
& Japan, Biennale of Kuala Lumpur International of 
Photography, The Annex, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Photos Divers, Festival of Levallois, Levallois, France

2006
Work in Progress, International Festival of Photography of 
Arles, Arles, France

1999
Sales 0.99, National Taiwan Normal University, Taipei, 
Taiwan

2012 - 2013
刻舟求剑- Pulau Melayu - Lost & Found, art project 
initiated by 4 Malaysian Chinese artists in order to engage 
more exchange and discussion

2007
Future Image, selected among 10 Asian emerging 
photographers to participate digital photography 
workshop organized by Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF), 
Ireland

2006 - 2007
Glass sculpture and photography project conducted by 
American artist, Robert Wilson
Publication in photographic magazine “Infra-mince” of 
Ecole Nationale Superieure de la Photographie of Arles, 
France

2005
Photographic documentation of renovation of 
Byrd Hoffman Watermill Foundation, New York, USA
Installation project of Brazilian resident graffiti artists Os 
Gemelos, Annual Watermill Center Benefit, New York, USA
Photographic documentation of Summer Program 
2005 of Byrd Hoffman Foundation Archives,including 
Robert Wilson’s rehearsals, site-specific installations, 
performances, conferences, etc Close-up of 1976, Ketahanan Rakyat (The Strength of People), Stories We Told Our Children, 2020
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Denise Lai is an art and design historian based in Kuala 
Lumpur. Her research explores all forms of culture from the 
mid- twentieth century to the contemporary, with a particular 
interest in themes surrounding mythologies, alternative 
modernities, and history as a public practice. Denise has a 
BA in History of Art from the University of Oxford and recently 
completed her MA in History of Design at the V&A/Royal 
College of Art in London. When she’s not writing, she also 
explores body-based practices as a dancer and jewellery 
maker under her label Object Vitamin.

Writer Biography

Minstrel Kuik (b. 1976, Malaysia), is a Chinese Malaysian born 
in Pantai Remis. After earning a Bachelor of Fine Art degree 
in Taiwan, she obtained her master’s degree in photography 
in Arles, France. As a social actor, Kuik continues to undergo 
tensions coming from different ideologies, social bounds, 
identities and interests. Not only these daily experiences 
help position herself between the political society and the 
authorities, they also shape her artistic practice. With a belief 
that the private space is the major battlefield of ideological, 
political and economic interests, she explores art as a 
historical trajectory where the personal mutation through 
the process of reading, thinking, making and revisiting is 
traceable and reflective, and hopefully, transformative.

Her awards include the Regional Winner of one-month 
Fukuoka Asian Art Museum residency (2015); Winner of the 
UOB Painting of the Year (2014) for the Established Artist 
Category, Malaysia; Winner of the International Photographer 
Award (2013), Higashikawa Photo Festival Japan. Public 
collections include: the Michelangelo and Lourdes Samson 
Collection, Singapore Art Museum (SAM), Higashikawa 
International Photo Festival (Japan), United Overseas Bank 
(Singapore).

Artist Biography
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Founded in 2005, with spaces in Kuala Lumpur, Bangkok and Singapore, 
Richard Koh Fine Art is committed to the promotion of Southeast Asian 
contemporary art on regional and international platforms. Centred 
around a core belief in developing an artist’s career, the gallery looks 
to identify understated, albeit promising practices, and providing it 
opportunities to flourish. Through its regular exhibition cycles, print 
& digital publications and cross-border gallery collaborations, Richard 
Koh Fine Art engages the art community with the aim of developing 
regional and intercultural dialogue.

www.rkfineart.com

info@rkfineart.com

A Participating Gallery of

RICHARD KOH FINE ART

MALAYSIA
34-1, Jalan Telawi 2,
Bangsar Baru, 59100
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Open Tuesday – Saturday: 10 am – 7 pm
     +6 (03) 2095 3300

RICHARD KOH PROJECTS

THAILAND
2198/10-11, Art Warehouse, Unit A,
3rd Floor N22, Naradhiwat
Rajanagarindra Rd Soi 22,
Chong Nonsi, Yan Nawa,
Bangkok 10120, Thailand

Open Tuesday – Saturday: 11 am – 7 pm
       +66 2037 6944

SINGAPORE
Blk 47 Malan Road,
#01-26 Gillman Barracks, 
Singapore 109444

Open Tuesday – Saturday: 11 am – 7 pm
       +65 6513 2640



www.rkfineart .com


