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NN Gallery is delighted to present Yeoh Jin Leng - “Ten Years on” A Review, 

an exhibition that heralds the artistic journey of one of Malaysia’s pioneering and 

celebrated contemporary artist. 

This exhibition aims to appropriate the relationship between the expression of the 

artist, his vision and his contribution to the cultural life, education and preservation 

of Asian heritage over the last decade. 

Back in 1997, after his retrospective at the National Art Gallery, Yeoh Jin Leng 

produced an installation of sculptures and large paintings that made up his Trapped 

series. The works marked a significant transformation from earlier abstract works 

and moved towards the human figure.

“Trapped” presented paintings and sculptures that echoed in close relationship to 

each other, showing persuasive images of the darker side of progression. All the figures 

in the series mimic the appearance of puppets confined to cage-like structures.

Using an engaging manipulation of styles and forms, of Asian sensibilities and origin, 

Yeoh Jin Leng’s primitive looking copper sculptures were inspired by the Apsaras 

found in the bas-reliefs in Angkor, and served as a metaphor for the current state of 

affairs as well as diminishing cultural and societal values. 

The year 2000 saw the inception of The Dance of the Apsaras and the workings of 

Icons It was our first exhibition with the artist. It was a move away from the apparent 

social discourse as seen in Trapped, towards an art deliberately concentrated on 

Asian has always been an integral outlook of Yeoh Jin Leng’s ethos

The intricacies of Asian civilization in all its richness and complexities have always 

been close to Yeoh Jin Leng’s heart and have taken him to the ends of Asia, exploring 

indigenous cultures and societies, and in return rewarding him with a spectacular 

view and celebration of Asian artistry.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The Dance of the Apsaras presented an installation of sculptures, paintings, and 

ceramics as well as an in depth historical documentation of the architecture, the 

Divine cosmology, mythology, forms and shapes of ancient Khmer culture. It was a 

celebration of the artistic merits and legacy of the Golden Age of Asian civilization.

The Apsaras, in this exhibition are made out of copper and decorated with winged 

headdresses and jewelry, reminiscent of the decorative diadems of the classical 

sandstone female deity found in the galleries of the Angkor complex.

Oil lamps made out of tree stumps and ceramic pots adorned the gallery adding to 

the architectural splendour and fascination of these celestial embodiments.

The following exhibition Baptism of Fire (2003) sees a return to painting,inspired 

by the epic tale of the Ramayana .The works assumed a narrative of the central 

characters Rama, Sita, Lakshma, Bharat and Hanuman and Ravana

The paintings were large scale and focused intently on the allegorical significance 

and symbolism prevalent in the philosophical teachings of ancient Hindu sages. 

Stylistically graphic with a palette of vividly intense colours, the works signified 

Yeoh Jin Leng’s deeper introspection of the tale, its origin and meaning that has 

significantly evolved and manifested in variations throughout Southeast Asia.

The Moving Body (2004) saw a close working with the famed dancer and 

choreographer Ramli Ibrahim. Showing a series of charcoal drawings Yeoh Jin Leng 

explores the sensuality and subtleties of movement in classical Indian dance of Orissa.

The link between the female dancers of the Odissi and the Apsaras is undeniable, in 

the sharing of graceful and rhythmic poses and as well communicating the important 

aspects of the religious and ritualistic achievement common in times of antiquity.

Last year, Yeoh Jin Leng adorned the walls of the gallery with his personal collection 
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of antique ceremonial textiles acquired during his 

travels. Examples from China, India, Malaysia, Indonesia, 

Cambodia, Burma Thai and Laos presented a rich correlation 

in the diversity of styles.

The collection showed beautifully crafted and intricately designed textiles either 

made for royal court or even by hilltribes and ethnic group that are distinguished by 

their motifs, their use of natural dyes and weaving techniques that speaks quietly of 

the people, the land and their culture. Today these exceptional textiles are symbols 

of elegance and sophistication.

Most recently, in collaboration with the poet artist Jegathan Ramachandram, they 

came together in an exhibition entitled A Path A Meeting (November, 2007) 

dedicated to the the Dance of the Gopis.

Yeoh Jin Leng’s latest works include paintings and drawings combined with digital 

print that engage bodies in movement in relationship to colours shapes and auras 

that explores the idea of love, art, and beauty in light of spiritual enlightenment. 

It is truly an honour to have this opportunity to hold Yeoh Jin Leng’s exhibition 

“Ten Years On” A Review that would take us all on an insightful journey of 

this celebrated artist. We would like to thank Jin Leng and Diana for their 

continued support of the gallery throughout the 

years and for their friendship. We wish them 

heartiest congratulations and look forward to 

many more exhibitions.

by Syed Nabil Syed Nahar
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Wooden Miao houses

Us with Deekshitar Senthil, Sri Rangam.
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A destiny taken along a path as an artist and an art educationist, for me, has been not without the joys, wonder, even traumas and other emotional experiences encountered on the way as a human being in the journey of life.

The five basic senses are a part of us and the nine rasas or the emotional essences, act as the neuro-transmitters in our blood-stream, affecting all our experiences of what it is to be, or not to be. 
It has been said that the maturity (or immaturity), of a human being, or society, is based on the level of emotional intelligence attained.
That maturity can essentially be found even in communities living simply, away from the main highways of life. I have found highly 

with Principal, Kalikote School of Art and Design
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civilized so-called tribals in remote long-houses in the desolate rainforest of the 

Linau and Balui river basins of Sarawak in the 7th Division, in the hills of 

the Ganjam district in Orissa, and elsewhere, the “tribals” with no sophisticated 

doctorates to their names.

For me, as an art educationist, I believe that the Arts should be  

the major domain in education that cannot be ignored for acquiring  

the emotional intelligence necessary to guide us in life. We are not  

alone but are a part of the community of homo sapiens.

Jeganathan Ramachandram, the artist and poet, to quote from his poem, has 

rightly said that a human being is “half-animal, half-man and half-god” with all 

the emotional essences or rasas he /she is biologically endowed with to experience 

life on earth. I have steered along a course away from the fast lanes after 

retirement, in quest for a more enriching life as a seeker in the art making.

Chinese im
perial coat
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On that note, it is worthwhile to consider what Picasso had said about the Arts. 
“From the very first line on a canvas, an artist can begin to lie.” What he meant 
was that art, like any other discipline, could be manipulated to lie. The opposite 
of lie, of course, is truth. For me, any involvement in the arts must of necessity be 
employed with integrity in the search for truth, not for material gain alone, or for the 
ego-centric grabbing syndrome that human nature is prone to, but for meaning and 
understanding of what that “half god” is, in us, mentioned above.
Picasso also said that “Art cannot be taught…. It can only be found.” It is a profound 
statement modern society has sidelined for innovation as the supreme element which 
can be “taught”. Indeed, by employing the creative antics of the mind, or the intellect 
stemming from the left lobe of the brain, creativity can be garnered and trained. 
Examined closely, it could be just a mechanistic outcome. Art without the deeply 
felt intuitions in the heart, or the visionary inspiration derived there from, could be 
what he was hinting at. It is likened to the “Eureka” of Archimedes, or the sudden 
realization of E = mc2 of Einstein.

Zimbabwe Sculptor

Mynmar Sculptor

Bagio weaver
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In the more than three-quarter century of my life’s journey, encountering on the way the colonial era of white supremacy, the traumas of hunger and the savagery and brutality of the Japanese occupation in WW II in this country, thereafter, the progression with life from there on to Merdeka and after, life has been a learning of what it is to be alive and living as a 5th generation half-Baba Malaysian Chinese in this country, an Asian with blood lineages running into the Thai-Malay Patanni kingdom of southern Thailand and Indonesian Achinese kingdom of Sumatra.

 My art making therefore must be what I want to make, with hindsight of the making of my being, to express what I want with freedom from the learning, with hope for the better understanding of what and who I am, as “half-animal, half-man and half-god”. 

I am deeply grateful for the honour given me by the National Art Gallery for sponsoring the Retrospective Exhibition of my 45 years of art making, held in 1996, This exhibition “Ten Years On” is to give a view of the work done 

Us at Madurai
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in the last ten years, essentially to show the tangent directions for themes derived from 

Asian foundations in the arts, and how they have affected my art making.Searching for themes closer to home, in our backyard as it were, had led me to look at 

the art and crafts produced in Kelantan and Terengganu, then to travel into the more 

remote regions in this country, particularly those in Sarawak and Sabah, to explore the 

craft traditions of the Iban, Kayan, Kenyah, Lahanan, Ukit, Kejaman, Penan, Murut, 

Bajau, Kadazan…etc - and to learn from their specific cultural traditions. It was to 

find and realize how richly infused they are, (orwere) with spiritual inspirations derived from Nature.
That led me further a-field, back-packing into the remote mountainous regions of 

Thailand, all the way to Mae Sai in the north, and finding exquisite craft traditions 

related to myths of contrasting cultures, of the Hmong, the Mien, the Lahu, the Lishu, 

the Akha and others.

Kolum

Potters, L
uang Prabang

Baba tekat

Temple frieze at Ganjam, Orissa

Gui Zhou batik
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The joy and fascination derived from the 

learning adventure have prompted me to 

travel to all the countries in the region of 

Asean, by train, bus, wagon, tuk-tuk, bicycle, 

boat and so on. It is more interesting that way.

I have travelled in earlier times to Esphahan 

in Iran and most of the countries in Europe, 

the USA, Mexico, Japan, China, Taiwan, 

Australia, etc. and in that sense, I have been 

privileged to have seen the collections of the 

major museums around the world. With 

the learning from myths, religion, philosophy, 

poetry, drama, and music of different cultures, 

east and west, the course I choose to take in my 

art making is based on my personal convictions, 

essentially for the love in art making.

I have continued to travel, avoiding cities, the 

latest to see the Lusheng Festival of the ethnic 

minority MIao of Guizhou in southern China, 

and to find simple farmers creating beautiful 

batik, embroidered textiles, and exquisite 

silverwork.

Silver head gear, Miao

With long neck girl, Southern Myanmar

Sweedagon, Yangon
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T r a p p e d  S e r i e s
1 9 9 7

In 1997, I started with the “Trapped Series” to examine 

problems relating to our thoughts and how they are 

“coloured” in so many ways. That “dyeing” syndrome 

in the mind has sufficiently been examined by many 

psychologists, particularly by French philosophers in the 

last century.

For my work, I had fabricated sculptural figures 

constructed out of copper-sheeting, to be “trapped” within 

frames to signify the boxed-thinking we are so prone to. 

For paintings, figures were trapped within motifs of the 

barcode, or DNA pattern, to depict the soulful abandon 

of “a schizophrenic situation of the human condition, 

left with no meta-narratives or master narratives in the 

deconstruction and de-mythification of super structures 

for the infra-structures of a Pop and Mass Culture.”

The reality, no doubt, is one motivated by contingencies 

of vested interests and the power-market, wealth, glitz, 

glamour and the myth of modernity and the avant garde. 

The following exhibition was the “Dance of the 

Apsaras,” a sculptural project configured of Apsaras, 

deity figures which form a prominent façade feature of 

the Angkor complex of temples. 
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D a n c e  o f  t h e  A p s a r a s
2 0 0 0

Apsaras are the deities churned out of the Ocean of Milk in the tug-of-war between the 
Asuras and the Devas for the ambrita (ambrosia) that gives empowerment of divine 
power. The art work as a whole, was configured as an installation to provide a reading 
relating to material development that engenders the “rat-race”, bringing about, as a 
consequence, not less but more social problems. The Apsaras were created to represent 
“conceptions of beauty that are shaped by spiritual criteria and as making sublime 
presences” . (T.K. Sabapathy, quote from the flyer).
. 
For the installation, they were placed amongst the totemic icons of power, their sensual 
forms as a contrast to the phallic rigidity symbolic of power. It was also to provide a 
reading of the conflicting era of the iron-age (kali yuga), the stage after Krishna left 
the world. The totemic forms were inspired by the “kelirings” of Sarawakian tribal 
culture, the Kayan.

The exhibition that came after the “Dance of the Apsaras” was “Baptism of Fire”, a 
series of paintings depicting the esoteric and Kundalini aspects of the Ramayana.  



“1
0 

ye
ar

s 
on

” 
A

 R
ev

ie
w

It is a story of the battle of Man within, allegorically of Prince Rama 

in the Ramayana, relating to the envy and suspicions he (Man) has 

arising out of his possessive hold on the material world of phenomena.

“It is based on one of the most controversial khanda or chapters of the 

Ramayana. Central to this ancient Hindu epic that touches the core 

culture of India and SE Asia is the abduction of Sita by Ravana, the 

demon King of Lanka.” (Ramli Ibrahim, quote from the catalogue)

Rama, Sita’s royal husband, harboured a suspicion that she was not 

chaste as captive of Ravana. She had to go through an ordeal of fire 

to prove her innocence.

B a p t i s m  o f  F i r e
2 0 0 3
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The many drawings and sketches made of dancers 
at Sutra Dance Theatre culminated in an 
exhibition a year later, entitled “The Moving Body”. 

The series explored the central vital force, or prana, 
of the human figure, known by the Chinese as dan-
tien, or the fire-centre of Tantric Buddhism, the 
solar plexus of the Greeks, or the manipura chakra  
in Kundalini.

In dance, the centre of the body is taken across  
a stage into time and space to produce a rich  
pattern of movements charged with pranic organic 
energies, expressing ascendant, transcendent 
romantic aesthetics.

In terms of the religious and philosophical 
foundations of an Asian dimension, movement of the 
body-centre outward symbolizes a movement into the 
realm of samsaric experience of the paramanus, from 
the centre Atman and the Purusha, to the periphery 
of worldly experience. The Navarasha Dance in 
the Odissi and Bharata Natyam expresses these 
emotions in beautiful configurations using mudras 
of the hands, movements in the eyes, neck, body and 
legs in specific stances.

T h e  M o v i n g  B o d y
2 0 0 4
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From there came the inspiration to develop a series of paintings for 

the “Dance of the Gopis”. 

More travels were necessary to get a deeper understanding and 

insight into the Radha-Krishna cult. We (my patient wife, our 

grandson on holiday from the USA, and I) travelled 1,600 km in 

an “Ambassador” taxi to see the major temples and museums in 

Tamil Naidu, Southern India.

A year later, we travelled extensively to see more temples in Orissa. 

Apart from the Hindu temples and the Sun Temple at Konarak, the 

ancient Jain and Buddhist temples were astoundingly fascinating. 

The museum in Bhubaneshwar has a good collection of pothi palm-leaf 

etched drawings relating to the romantic Shringara Rasa love play of 

the Radha-Krishna theme, and they provided sublime insights for me 

to develop paintings for the “Dance of the Gopis.”

It took three years for ideas of the Rasa Leela round-dance 

theme based on the mandala to emerge. Dancing figures 

placed as a pattern around a kolum or sanjhi design were 

painted in strong reds symbolizing love, the raja rasa of the 

emotional essence of shringara rasa. 

For this series, I had to circumscribe a path for the manifestation 

of a spiritual and psychic feeling through an interplay of the organic 

energies exuding out of contrasting colours. 

D a n c e  o f  t h e  G o p i s
2 0 0 7

Opening performance by Ramli Ibrahim
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Jeganathan has been involved in depth with spiritual symbolisms of Hindu cosmic interpretation of life. We decided to come together for a joint-exhibition entitled “A path, and a Meeting.” It was held in his loft studio, SYMBOLS House of Natural Art, in Brickfields. 

The five exhibitions provide a review of the progression in my art making in the last ten years. Whither the soul takes me from now onwards is something to be pondered upon. The adventure, so far, has been most joyful and enriching, particularly the learning through an involvement with themes of an Asian dimension. I have had wonderful opportunities to meet artists, craftsmen/women, scholars, poets, gurus, monks, yogis, simple country folk and farmers from many countries, and this exhibition “Ten Years On” is a dedication to all my wonderful friends out there, also to my patient wife and children and all the supporters who have contributed to my art making in one way or another.

Jinleng
November, 2007

Me and Jega

Diana with tribal children, Southern Orissa

Lusheng dance, Gui Zhou

With Chief Abbot, Bagon
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