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Batik,his canvas

Born in 1939 and raised in Terengganu, Seah Kim Joo was exposed 
to the process of traditional batik-making very early in his career as an 
artist. It was the environment of his hometown that first introduced him 
to the notion of batik. Subsequently, in the 1950s, when the Penang-
based artist Chuah Thean Teng first pioneered painting using the batik 
medium, Seah was drawn more into batik painting. It also resulted in 
Seah being an ardent follower of the late Chuah and his works, since 
the manifestation of contemporary themes in a traditional medium 
was regarded as a direct expression of Nanyang regionalism. This is 
evident in Seah’s works, where he mimicked the pictorial characteristics 
of Chuah’s batik painting back to the oil medium in the 1960’s.

This artist had spent his youth studying at the Nanyang Academy of 
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Fine Arts, Singapore in 1959 before returning to Malaysia to further 
enhance his batik skills through his travels back to the East Coast in 
1965. Seah gained major recognition for his batik paintings when he 
won the first prize at the Malayan Federation Open Art Competition 
two years in a row. Since then, he was already popularly known 
for his use of the dye-and-resist technique in batik. His murals have 
adorned the Singapore Pavilion, and one of his paintings was selected 
for Singapore’s commemorative stamp series.

One would say that the common thread surrounding Seah’s works is 
nature and people, such as, his ‘Stilt Houses’, a 1960’s piece and 
the ‘Buffalo Tender’ (undated). Apart from occasional abstract pieces, 

the subject of his artworks focuses mostly on people. Perhaps it 
was the cultural background of his hometown in Terengganu that 
influenced his choice of subject matters. Albeit Seah predominantly 
dabbled in batik, he does have artworks that applies the medium of 
watercolour, such as, ‘Fishing Net’ (1963) and ‘Floating Market’, 
(1963) that were featured in KL Lifestyle Art Space’s auction, Edition 
VI. 

Seah ’s biggest and most prominent artwork, ‘Untitled (Malayan 
Life)’, 1968 proudly resides in the National Gallery of Singapore. 
The ‘Untitled’ is a batik piece comprising five panels showcased 
together to form a larger image. This magnificent mural depicts the 
daily lives of the Malayan people (thus its namesake) back then and 
their antics. This mural was initially commissioned for the lobby of 
Hotel Malaysia (later renamed Omni Marco Polo Hotel) for its grand 
opening in 1968. The mural was placed in the lobby of the hotel to 
greet its guests upon their arrival, the Malaysian way. His works are 
clearly a departure from traditional batik for functional purposes. It 
demonstrates Seah’s skills in adapting the techniques of a traditional 
craft to display a modern work of art and his rendition of art.

Singapore River
Batik 51.5 x 79.5 cm
SOLD RM 19,726.00 
KLAS Art Auction 24 April 2016
Edition XX

Grooming 1970s 
Batik 60 x 44cm 
RM 6,000 - RM 9,000
KLAS Art Auction 30 July 2017
Edition XXVIII

Chinatown Singapore, 1970s
Batik 89 x 50 cm
SOLD RM 20,289.60
KLAS Art Auction 31 January 2016
Edition XIX

Farmers and Cockerels, 1970s 
Batik 73 x 98 cm
SOLD RM 16,344.40
KLAS Art Auction 24 April 2016
Edition XX

Two Women with Dove, 1970s 
Batik 60 x 47 cm 
SOLD RM 8,454.00
KLAS Art Auction 14 May 2017
Edition XXVII

 




