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Architecture
Defining Sculpture

In a culture that turns away from an identification with the object, Malaysian sculptor Abdul Multhalib

Musa draws on architectural models, Islamic decoration, and international abstraction, in defining a

personal style that oscillates between an Eastern and Western aesthetic.

arge-scale contemporary sculp-

ture, by its nature, is universal.

Its fabrication, materiality, relat-

ionship to human scale, and

physicality in the environment
place it more within the vernacular of ar-
chitecture. Malaysia presents an interest-
ing case for discussion. An Islamic state, it
is almost entirely void of public sculpture,
or a history, by “Western un-
derstanding,” of sculpture
within its culture. The city
today is a skyline of cement
and glass cathedrals to the
wonders of architecture. One
could propose architecture
equals contemporary Malay-
sian sculpture.

It is not unusual then
that Malaysia’s most interest-
ing young sculptor trained as
an architect. Abdul Multhalib
Musa (b.1976) emerges from
this complex cultural envi-
ronment with a visual lan-
guage that speaks to the in-
ternational abstraction of
George Rickey, Naum Gabo,
and Harry Bertoia, and pays
homage to the sculptural
forms of Frank Gehry,
Santiago Calatrava, and the
deconstructivist designs of
Zaha Hadid. Yet it is also
acutely aware of Islamic ge-
ometry, calligraphic form,
and the mathematical equa-
tions of nature. The slick
forms of Musa’s sculptures—
from analytical, to skeletal, to
centrifugal—celebrate the
precision of geometry and
technology.
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Abdul Multhalib Musa, Faltered Wings, 2003,
enamel coat, 115 x 125 cm. Selected for Of Shadows & Images group exhibition in
Sweden and Spain, organized by National Art Gallery, Malaysia.

By Gina Fairley

Metal, a material synonymous with
industrial development and “the new
world,” is used by sculptors everywhere
and allows contemporary expression
through new techniques such as laser,
plasma, and water-cutting. Musa finds in
metal the precision of architectural design
and a direct transition from his computer
to the three-dimensional object. Yet, his

laser-cut mild steel with clear

metal sculptures also embrace the random-
ness of an organic form; the chance play
of surface and the anomalies that arise in
fabrication—like clay thrown on a potters
wheel—the random is accountable phys-
ics. What has developed is a personal style
that is a classic marriage of art and archi-
tecture. The two cannot be divided in
Musa’s work.

Studying architecture
in Australia in the mid-1990s,
Musa returned to Kuala
Lumpur in 1998, a city rap-
idly shaped during the 1980s
and 1990s by a tsunami of
development and the fervor
for nationalism.! His is a
deeply conscious oscillation
between these two places: an
aesthetic emerging from a
zone benign of borders.

Architecture writer
Sabiha Foster says: “Architec-
ture addresses our metaphysi-
cal, philosophical, and cul-
tural identities within a mate-
rial context... An evaluation of
architecture must essentially
be an evaluation of ourselves.
And an evaluation of our-
selves demands that we situ-
ate ourselves within the evolv-
ing meanings of our histories
and traditions.”?

Musa has taken the
self-referential verbiage that is
the tenant of contemporary
architecture and translated it
into a sculptural dialogue. His
sculptural forms give a physi-
cal presence to the phenom-
enology of geometry, neutral-
izing cultural associations and
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placing them somewhere between East-
ern and Western art and architecture. He
has taken design pedagogy and instilled
back into it a sense of the hand—the ar-
tistic process—converging Musa the archi-
tect and Muse the sculptor. The resulting
sculptures take on the vernacular of inter-
national abstraction.

This brings me to the conundrum
that is the contemporary sculpture of Abdul
Multhalib Musa. Technology has allowed
us to embrace a ‘global’ style. Yet consid-
erations such as feng shui in Asian cul-
ture; religious constraints in the Islamic
world; the eroding nature of consumer-
ism in the developing world, and a retro-
modernism sweeping across contemporary
design are mindful cultural markers that
an artist must overlay—an extra set of
parameters that define the work. Musa is
astutely aware of such cultural codes liv-
ing in the tri-cultural nation Malaysia,
where ‘protocols’ are so entrenched in the
fabric of thought that a non-offensive neu-
trality permeates everything.

“The demands of globalization
have formalized my work. It lacks iden-
tity, but only because it is developed ex-
tensively through technology ... and tech-
nology is universal.” “For me ideas, es-
pecially ideas that have no direct refer-
ence to culture or history, are universal
and lack a sense of place.™

usa challenges these ideas in
his sculptures, attempting to
draw a parallel equation of In-
ternational = Modern = Islamic
= Asian, render-
ing them neutral, existing in
none, and each, simulta-
neously. If we look at
Musa’s sculptures from 2001
through to 2003, and his
commission for the Westin
Hotel The Better Half(2003),
he presents a bold confron-
tation of these cultural pro-
tocols through their sharp
linear points and open skel-
etal forms. In a society
where the practice of feng
shuiis a keen player in the
commercial gallery arena it
was a decisive move by a
young artist. Sadly, the
Westin piece was eventually
removed for “feng shui rea-
sons,” and Musa's recent
series Swirls leaves little
room for such irreverent
considerations. However, 1
must say these early works
have a definition to them
that is exciting.
The early forms are
constructed through the
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Abdul Multhalib Musa, Intertwined, 2004, laser cut mild steel with clear enamel coat, 200 x 120 x 20 cm.

WWF exhibition, Rimbun Dahan, Malaysia, 2004.

repetition of ‘fabricated’ individual lines.
Each line permitted to float in space; the
shadows binary to completing the work.
Faltered Wings (2003) is a delightful piece
that captures Musa's sensitivities to form,
caught between something organic, skel-
etal, machine fabricated, science fiction,
or even living—its shadows breathing life
into the work as you move around it. His
ability to animate technology, to transform
a static weighty material such as steel into
an object full of light and movement, dem-
onstrates an intuitive understanding of the
material and his adroit skills as a designer

Abdul Multhalib Musa, Muhammad (Khat Islamic Calligraphy Series 11),
2003, stainless steel, 46 cm square. Collection of the Islamic Art Museum, Kuala Lumpur.

and artist. Just as a child is overwhelmed
by imposing dinosaur skeletons in the
natural history museum, Musa's metal
sculptures have a presence that invites us
to unleash fantasy.

Similarly, animation can be ap-
proached from a spiritual consideration.
A correlation can be drawn between Is-
lamic teachings, geometry expressed as
decoration, and simple mathematical equa-
tions that explain natural forms. Musa’s
work moves coherently across both ver-
naculars, on a sub-conscious and con-
scious level, as he explains, “... a simple
formula is able to explain
the orbit of planets, the ar-
rangement of sunflower
seeds, the formation of sea-
shells, the ordering of col-
ors in the rainbow... all of
these events can be consid-
ered as random, but there
is an ordering, a system that
gives an explanation how
they came about, and how
they can be ‘reproduced.’ In
a4 way I am looking into a
‘formula’ to produce a cer-
tain type of work.™

Take Musa's series,
Kbat Islamic Calligraphy
(2003), as a case in point.
How dissimilar really are
these works to his Swirls
and Faltered Wings? Callig-
raphy replaced by line?
Each line in Islamic callig-
raphy is a careful math-
ematical calculation, just as
the centrifugal spiral of
Musa’s Swirls follow a for-
mula. These sculptures
have many layers informing
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them, and it is this depth that gives them
an inherent presence, a ‘sublime’ quality.

ridget Riley was quoted as say-

ing, in reference to her ‘optical’

paintings, that she draws from

nature in her work... that nature

is not landscape, but the dyna-
mism of natural forces.® There is a con-
nection between Musa’s sculptures and
Riley’s dizzying pictures. The vibration or
shimmer in such works, just as the rarking
in Australian Aboriginal barks, points to a
spirituality or a closeness to the fundamen-
tals of our biology. Riley refers to it as the
forces of nature or the ‘sublime.” Now,
what happens when the realistic represen-
tation of nature is replaced by an abstrac-
tion that embraces natural forces—in
Riley’s case shimmer, in Musa’s repetition
and the purity of formula? Does this allow
art to transcend the abstract to embody a
deeper sublime force? Could then interna-
tional abstraction parallel Islamic decora-
tion at this level? Are the two so different?

For the atheists amongst us, maybe
the consideration remains. Could not the
shimmer in Musa’s optical sculptures be a
celebration of technology at its apparent
pinnacle? The computer allows infinite rep-
etition, drawn lines, and laser-cut elements
that create visual aberrations through per-
fection. Disorder through order?

Musa positions entropy within the
work: “While computer aided designs [are]
good for repetition... the form is only vir-
tual and lacks the inherent property of the
finished material to create a spatial-tem-
poral relationship between viewer and the
work... I see them as a schematic trapped
in the midst of their produc-
tion.””

Identity enters back
into the sculpture through the
hand. Musa’s most recent se-
ries, Swirls (2005), embraces
a marriage of controlled fab-
rication and spontaneity in the
finishing process. These
works resonate with the pol-
ish and weight of technology.
Their concentric compositions
embody the perfection of a
machine aesthetic. Yet the
seemingly random placement
of the layers and variegated
rusting surfaces, have the vi-
brancy of an organic object.
They are random. They are or-
dered. Viewing them, one is
sent eddying off in an unbal-
anced spiral. Is Musa trying to
animate physics or expose,
through variation and repeti-
tion, a mathematical process?

“It's a controlled ani-
mation of the intellectual pro-
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Abdul Multhalib Musa, Centrifugal Coaxal 5, 2005, mild steel with clear 2K coat, 120 x 120 x 8 cm.
Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, Swirls, 2005.

cess that appears random due to the infi-
nite variants... like the formation of
clouds,” says Musa. “Some computers to-
day can anticipate cloud forms... this in-
trigues me how someone can program this
sort of complex algorithm... and ‘recreate’

Abdul Multhalib Musa, Centrifugal 10°, 2005, mild steel with clear 2K coat, 120
% 120 x 8 cm. Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, Swirls, 2005.

such a seemingly random event. Perhaps
I want my work, like nature, to look ran-
dom but you can almost tell that there isa
certain ordering to it.”®

In the end it is intuition and for-
mula. The Involute pieces, in fabrication,
become alive through their
suspended movement. The
works take on a random spa-
tial dialogue.

Musa'’s sculptures acti-
vate the neutral space of the
gallery. Their sharp spines,
such as those of Faltered
Wings, intrude aggressively
into the viewer's space, yet re-
main resolved within their
own form, in their own space.
Similarly, Musa's wall pieces
from the Entwined series
(2004), engage the environ-
ment by using the voids of the
sculpture to speak with the
gallery wall—the physical pal-
pability of their shadows as
weighty as the steel structures
themselves.

Intertwined (2004)
playfully engages the viewer.
As you move along the piece
and across the pregnant swell
of its belly, the positive and
negative lines create a rhyth-
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mic play of light. There is
a kind of metronomic in-
sistence to move back and
forward along the piece in
a tempo of engagement,
curiosity and visual stimu-
lation. The repetitious
steel lines are aggregates
that, like notes on a sheet
of music, are a careful cal-
culation of balance,
rhythm, light, movement.
This same form—a kind
of tectonic swell that
causes this steel armature
to rise up and out of the
gallery wall—Musa has
constructed as large-scale
public works in Oita, Ja-
pan, 2002, and at Sculp-
ture by the Sea, Sydney,
Australia, 2003, Interest-
ingly, as this form comes
off the wall and into the
environment, the voids
work in a different way;
the wind moving through
them and along the piece
creates a spontaneous
sound element.

Just as sound is
considered, but random,
50, too, is the way Musa addresses sur-
face in his sculptures. It is not the primary
consideration for him, which is surprising
given their tactile quality. Material and sur-
face are intrinsically linked. Musa feels:
“for me the finishing is just superficial
it doesn’t affect the form of the work...
there’s a lot of room for me to tolerate if
the surface is altered, whether it’s affected
tby the weather and surrounding atmo-
sphere... for me the form is more impor-
tant... the strength is in the actual design...
it's like whether you paint a building
you've designed blue or yellow—it is just
a paint job—it is not the actual building...””

These elements—rhythm, spatial
engagement, and surface—are sculptural
considerations. They illustrate the move
in Musa’s work from design to the object.

So in the end the architect re-
turns to the object. His sculptures are
domestic-scaled architectural modules.
“The primary consideration in the work
is design, form, and composition. The
other considerations are its scale, pro-
portion, structural stability, relationship
1o the viewer, especially for works that
have an optical illusion, and opportu-
nity for shadow effect.”"”

s this the voice of an architect or
a sculptor? Musa’s working pro-
cess is one of an architect. His
creative process, and the result-
ing work, is one emerging from a
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sculptural consideration. These works are
from the studio of a sensitive and intui-
tive artist. They are more than just consid-
ered calculations or architectural folly.
When asked whether he saw his
sculptures sitting within a language of ar-
chitecture or within contemporary Malay-
sian art, Musa answered with a laugh: “I
shall consider myself as an unemployed
visionary doing sculptural work in an ar-
chitectural manner,” but on a more seri-
ous note, “It is my intention to highlight
in my work some of the issues related to
space and temporality, the integration of
technology and inspiration, truth and illu-
sion affecting everything that we perceive
as tangible or implied, in a complex rela-
tionship between art and architecture.”!!
Abdul Multhalib Musa’s work suc-

Abdul Multhalib Musa photographed by Tony Twig at
Rimbun Dahan, Malaysia, 2005.

Abdul Multhalib Musa, Involute 10.0°, 2005, laser-cut stainless steel, diameter 88 cm.
Installation view at Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, Swirls, 2005.

2

cessfully moves between
design, art, complex cul-
tural environments, and
international style. His
work has been exhibited
in Japan, Sweden, Singa-
pore, Spain, Indonesia,
China, and Australia. It
exists within an interna-
tional framework. This
framework allows his
sculptures to float without
being tethered to rigid
‘definitions.” The sculp-
tures become a balanced
equation. As Musa con-
cludes, “...sometimes the
mathematical is too accu-
rate,”!? A
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Gina Fairley is an Australian writer
travelling slowly through Asia.
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