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LIVING 
COMMENTARY 
IN ART 
the works of Simryn Gill, 
Yee I-Lan, Roslisham Ismail,
BY NGIOM

Works of art are silent, as they hang on the wall 
as in the case of paintings, or sit silently in space 
in the case of sculptures. Most have titles as they 
offer themselves for further interpretation by the 
observers. Each work is also a narrative – ‘a single 
painting being worth a thousand words’. What then 
would these words comprise of? What stories would 
they actually tell?

At the September 2009 exhibition at the Petronas 
Art Gallery, The works of Simryn Gill, Yee I-Lan and 
Roslisham Ismail stood apart in the stories that they 
tell in relation to living environments – the way we 
live our lives in intimate spaces as in Simryn Gill’s 
works; in political and economic irony in Yee I-Lan’s 
works or, in dream/nightmare/fantasy scenario in the 
city in Roslisham’s works.
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Simryn Gill’s touched up photographs tell of lives lived in intimate spaces. Each 
picture tells more than a thousand words as they encapsulate lives of ordinary 
people by the collection of artefacts and furniture in their homes. Some of the 
homes are extremely cluttered with worthless ‘junk’ yet it is precisely through 
the junk that the characters come vividly across. Taking away the artist’s ability 
to make any kind of space into an aesthetic composition, most of these spaces 
would have no aesthetic appeal. 
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Gaudy colours and crude trinkets are turned into pictorial compositions; shadows 
and light are exaggerated to evoke the sense of time, of particular moments of 
the day. Ironically, there is purity about the work, a sort of perfection that would 
be spoilt by the introduction of living beings – in this way the pictures compete 
with the more familiar lifestyle pictures, which hold lesser meanings than those 
taken by the artist. 
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Yee I-Lan had only two paintings at the 
exhibition, although they are rather large, 
meticulously executed oil paintings, which 
are more effective live than in photographic 
replication. ‘Kopivosion’ talks about the irony 
of the new gleaming metropolis of Putrajaya 
which had replaced an ideallic countryside. 
Could the wondering buffalo, which 
finds itself lost in the pristine metropolis, 
be a metaphor of the artist – a critical 
commentary on the relatively meaningless 
and showy buildings? The foliage in the 
foreground is manicured and artificial, 
whereas the true Malaysian landscape  
is relegated to the background.

Her ‘Anak Negeri’ is just as surreal,  
and an extremely personal rendition,  
and seemingly biographical, in which  
case requires the author to explain the  
story behind the work – in particular,  
the characters. The representation of 
disparate figures planted onto a stark 
Malaysian landscape in the absence of  
any form of shelter under threatening  
rain clouds is an interesting narrative. 
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Roslisham Ismail’s cartoon-like montages 
also appear to be biographical. There is 
a childlike masculinity about the pictures. 
They are dream-like echoing perhaps a past 
obsession of childhood, now translated into 
events in the city. The looming black spectre 
is always in the background of the cityscape 
with the inhabitants oblivious to its presence. 
Is this a jest, or is this a serous commentary, 
or is it purely a psychological release?

The narrative could be traced back to the 
early Japanese television animation of 
giant heroes and villains who make their 
battles in the cities resulting in destruction 
and mayhem. But is the looming figure a 
hero or a villain? Is the figure a guardian or 
is it a threat? The ambiguity together with 
the naivety is also reflective of a branch of 
current art that does not care about realism, 
but which is content with maintaining 
innocent simplicity. The pictures are perhaps 
for a child to look and interpret and for the 
adult to puzzle at. O

FI
N

E
 A

R
T

FI
N

E
 A

R
T



FI
N

E
 A

R
T


