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“To live with my collection of exquisite antiques, 
precious and rare objets d’art – things I look at and 
admire every day – in the company of a beautiful 
and loving companion; and to enjoy the company 
of a few good friends; and to occasionally create 
beautiful paintings. What more could I wish for?”                                                             

                                            
                                                                                Jolly Koh                                
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MESSAGE 

To mark the master artist’s 80th birthday, G13 is holding a solo exhibition 
titled ‘Jolly @ 80’. Who else could be the subject other than Dr Jolly 
Koh – Malaysia’s preeminent painter of a pioneering generation. There 
will be more than 40 paintings on display, each wrought in his own 
inimitable style. 

As productive as ever, in his 80th year, the exhibition highlights the 
creativity and sheer physical energy that continues to characterise 
Jolly Koh’s artistry. This exhibition is, without doubt, the most fulfilling 
and memorable for G13 Gallery. To be able to collaborate with such 
a widely admired, respected and enduring artist is an honour for us. 

We would like to convey our deeply felt gratitude to the artist, wishing 
him a long life filled with success, love and happiness. Happy 80th 
birthday Dr Jolly!

Kenny Teng and Wendy Chang, 

G13 Gallery
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FOREWORD 

13th March 2020, Whitney Museum, NY

Visiting New York City in the spring of 2020, Jolly Koh was the 
perfect guest, an old and dear friend with whom I might share my 
favorite city landmarks. There was the Museum of Modern Art, 
recently refurbished; the Whitney Museum, newly transformed 
on the banks of the Hudson River, where Jolly poured tea for me, 
an ancient Chinese gesture of respect for the elderly. I was deeply 
honored. 

I first met the prodigal Jolly Koh in 1963, at an exhibition open-
ing at Gallery 11, one of Kuala Lumpur’s very few art galleries 
then.  He was enjoying a welcome return to the local arts scene 
after nearly 5 years in London, now burnished with graduate 
degrees from Hornsey College of Art and the London Universi-
ty Institute of Education. I found Jolly Koh to be sociably acute, 
memorably articulate – and brimming with self-confidence and                
self-assurance. His newly earned European pedigrees gave him 
an assured voice among his peers. 

The ensuing years would see Koh honored with numerous solo                           
exhibitions, along with his recognition in group shows in En-
gland, Australia, and the U.S. He would also contribute widely to 
theoretical publications, while adding to his C.V. a doctorate in 
Philosophy of Education from Indiana University. 

In New York nearly six decades later, we had not anticipated that 
a pandemic engulfing the world would upend our earnest plans as 
the city’s cultural landmarks, so precious to us, were compelled to 
shut their doors. In the midst of it all, one gallery owner responded 
with an invitation to view his contemporary group of artists. Upon 
entering the private offices - filled with canvases - a profoundly 
dramatic painting, strong in graphic expression caught Jolly’s eye. 
He promptly rose to his feet and courteously asked to be excused. 

The visit continued with studious conversation as we viewed the 
copiously filled galleries. Afterward, I found Jolly and asked about 
his departure. He was typically forthright. 

“I cannot tolerate ugliness,” he said, his face centimeters from 
mine. “Beauty is all-important to me. Less than beauty upsets me.” 
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13th March 2020, Whitney Museum, NY

13th March 2020, Whitney Museum, NY

Jolly Koh is not one to mince words in defining beauty. He likes to 
quote the eminent art historian Ernst Gombrich: “It is a great work 
of art not because it has so many meanings, but because it is beau-
tiful.” Such beauty, in Koh’s mind, needs no articulation; it merely, 
imperiously is. 

Where paint and brush meet the canvas, Jolly Koh creates sensuous, 
luxurious movement -- vibrant in color and urgent with drama -- a 
vitality that springs from the artist’s passion for a visual experience 
that mines elements and impressions from an eclectic, cosmopolitan 
life yet is innately, unmistakably his own. 

This latest catalogue/book captures the multiple riches of Jolly’s 
world, inducing us to share in his many enthusiasms. That irresistible 
enthusiasm prevails. “Jolly @ 80” is his most recent gift of beauty. 

Dolores Wharton 
Contemporary Artists of Malaysia; A Biographic Survey 
(Asia Society, January 1, 1971) 

March 2021 New York 



16Detail from “...many a flower is born to unsee...”, II, page 152
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INTRODUCTION

                                                           I 

Jolly Koh has outlived and certainly outworked most of his contemporaries. In the 
tale of the hare and the tortoise, he would be the snail: a hard crust hiding plenty 
of stamina and extreme self-containment. There is only one person this artist tries 
to please, and that is himself. His well-known criticism of others falls well short of 
his self-criticism. Seeking perfection is his mission and he has by no means given 
up the quest.

His latest exhibition title, Jolly @ 80, says it all. He is 80 years old this year and if not 
riotously ‘jolly’, he remains an optimistic realist with a wry sense of humour. The 
works on display are mostly new. For the sake of comparison there is also a decade-
by-decade overview of his oeuvre. It is, however, his recent paintings that reveal 
how age is irrelevant to creativity. There is a popular belief that the imagination 
goes into irreversible decline from middle age onwards. Anyone who has read the 
definitive French book for adults that masquerades as a tale for children – Antoine 
de Saint-Exupéry´s Little Prince – might believe that human creativity dies much 
earlier than middle age. Early childhood is his starting point for the stultification of 
our impulse for originality. 

It’s just as well that the Little Prince was not part of Jolly’s education. His upbringing 
was entirely different from the French writer and aviator. Instead of being a rootless 
drifter who disappeared in a plane at the age of 44, Jolly Koh is a true son of Malacca. 
He no longer lives there, but he is of eighth-generation Baba descent. There is little 
of Malacca in his work, which is just as well given his pursuit of perfection.

When he looks back, there was nothing specific to Malacca that drove him on. The 
entire peninsula was hardly the lodestone of visual art. Malacca had no galleries. 
Although Jolly was born in the nearby Straits Settlement of Singapore, his childhood 
was immersed in Malacca, where the closest thing to a magnet of creativity that 
existed during the 1950s was an art-supply shop owned by P. C. Lai. As a child 

First In, Last Out: The remarkable longevity of Jolly Koh and his art
or 
Beauty is in the Eye of the Brushholder 
or 
Jolly Koh: A Perfect Four Score
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prodigy he met other artists there and thought nothing of going out on painting 
expeditions with habitués such as Tan Cheng Hoe and Majid. For serious art supplies 
the destination was Singapore, to which Jolly’s ever-loving grandparents transported 
him every holiday.

There’s no denying Jolly’s childhood precociousness. Having won awards at a 
youthful age he felt comfortable among Malacca’s very small pantheon of painters. 
Not that being among these more seasoned artists was an inspiration; it was 
company. Inspiration is a word used sparingly by an artist who has always had his 
own vision. He developed those inner resources during his childhood, and they 
have been the undimmable light that has guided him over the next seven decades.

The event that provided a highpoint in his Malaccan art upbringing was a group 
exhibition in 1956. There have perhaps been none since. This show was held in the 
largest public hall that the town had to offer, the Meng Seng building. Jolly played 
his part among the creative community by guarding the venue against early arrivals. 
There must have been some local enthusiasm, for these services to be required, 
although he can’t remember how the sales went. It seems that the scale of the event 
has never been surpassed there. 

Another of Jolly’s most vivid teenage memories is a visit to Malacca by a prominent 
American watercolourist. Dong Kingman was the most famous Chinese-American 
artist of the time; his work is still highly regarded, albeit impossible to find in 
Malaysia. The short trip that he made in 1955 was sponsored by the US government 
and entailed Jolly joining him on a painting excursion. Dong was staying at the 
city’s grandest hotel, The Majestic, where he showed the young Malaccan a 
watercolour of Wyoming before they proceeded to the more tropical surroundings 
of Saint Francis’ Church. Great honour though it was to accompany this creative 
superstar from America, Jolly remembers his principal duty being – once again – 
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crowd control. As curious onlookers kept blocking Dong’s view of the scenery 
while he sat painting next to a roundabout, the 14-year-old Jolly was entrusted with 
restraining them. Everything about this scenario is impossible to imagine in the 
Malacca, or Malaysia, of the 21st century.

Looking beyond the horizons of Malaysia’s oldest metropolis required more-external 
input. His lifeline was The Artist magazine. It’s still going today, albeit now one of 
countless such publications. Seventy years ago it was the frontrunner as well as 
being the only journal that the young Jolly had access to. Through it, other worlds 
were opened up, way beyond the prosperous backwater of Malacca. 

Nobody could ever have called Jolly Koh a sentimentalist. The light he shines on 
his hometown is affectionate rather than admiring. Nostalgia flickers across those 
timeless features when he thinks of the old Perankan lifestyle, quickly rectified by 
a recollection of its cultural deficiencies. One of the benefits of reaching 80 is the 
historical perspective it offers. Jolly can remember the living Malacca that has since 
been repackaged as an urban museum for modern tourists. Heeren Street was once 
a residential haven, not a commercial zone brimming with boutique hotels. He 
was bred to be at ease in the Baba-Nyonya heritage that is now the stuff of legend. 

In his childhood there were other families like his own, residing on Heeren Street 
before it acquired the new name and accompanying kitsch of Jalan Tun Tan Cheng 
Lock. They were affluent in the way of England’s Victorian leisured class. Preferring 
not to sully their hands with trade, they lived with quiet opulence on their rents 
from property and plantations. Similarly redolent of the Victorian era were some 
of the transport arrangements as Jolly was growing up. His great-uncle had a 
horse and carriage. It’s hard to think of anyone now who has such a conveyance, 
apart from Queen Elizabeth II. Back in the 1950s these were used for purposes 
as varied as a trip to the market or holidays at the nearby beachside bungalow. 
Jolly’s recollections of the beach also bring to life half-forgotten memories of that 
other world in which he grew up. The festival of ‘Mandi Safar’ was still a cause for 
jubilation in those days, when Malays would perform ablutions in the sea following 
a precedent that stretched back into distant history. It was a colourful occasion, a 
vibrant echo of bathing in the Ganges, long before Islam reached the peninsula. 
Jolly mourns the loss of an event that brought good-natured vigour to the habitual 
sleepiness of Malacca. 

On dry land, there were greater differences between the surroundings that nurtured 
the young Jolly and the reality of the rebranded Melaka. The 1950s was still the era 
of bullock carts trundling up and down Heeren Street as they delivered firewood 
to kitchens that were larger than most, and cared as deeply as any about food. 
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For the fortunate few who enjoyed pottering around to share some kuih with their 
neighbours, Heeren must have rhymed with heaven. Comfortable and privileged, it 
was hardly the environment for a young man of artistic temperament. Since then it 
has become so tawdry, it is a place to which he will never return. 

Going back a few decades, his judgment is only a little kinder: “Malacca was 
artistically barren. There were no collectors or art lovers.” At a time when America was 
becoming the global capital of ‘cool’ – and of modern art – Malacca’s contribution 
to the zeitgeist was importing some of Detroit’s showier cars. Jolly’s uncle owned a 
Chevrolet Impala, while a neighbour had proudly purchased a Hudson. “It looked 
like a bullet,” he reminisces, apparently impressed by the dynamic aesthetics and 
outrageous proportions of American design from the 1950s. 

His grandparents were doting, lenient and hardly a creative inspiration. They were 
of a class that had money but no interest in Jolly’s idea of culture. Their preference 
was for the special Peranakan porcelain that is now considered to be a benchmark 
of Malaysia’s historical identity. His opinion has changed over the years. “The 
worst of Chinese porcelain,” he winces. At one time he had acquired a sizeable 
assortment of the aesthetically compromised wares that were despatched to the 
Straits communities in the 19th century.  Nowadays, these brash products of Fujian 
potters are fashionable among a wide range of collectors. Not with Jolly, though. 
He got rid of his collection when he experienced the beauties of Chinese porcelain 
from the 17th and 18th centuries. 

In Jolly’s youth those brazen Peranakan wares were actually used. Not utilitarian 
enough for daily use, the specially imported ceramics were brought out for festivals 
and birthdays. This profusion of pieces would then be put away for the next occasion 
that required a cavalcade of colour. 

There are many memories that are neither painful nor solid platinum. Looking back 
to those days in which he was cocooned with everything but visual relief, he can 
only conclude that talent is inborn rather than inculcated. Away from the riotous 
palette of the ancestral porcelain, the only visual succour was the traditional 
Chinese paintings that hung as an interior-design prerequisite in some affluent 
Peranakan homes. None of this should have added up to a burgeoning powerhouse 
of painterly skill, and yet it did. He was surrounded by people whose indifference 
to art was no barrier to their indulging the young prodigy. 

There is only a scattering of his early paintings left. The very earliest have vanished 
forever. His first memory of a completed work was a pencil drawing based on a 
photo of George VI on the occasion of the king’s death. Jolly chuckles at the memory 
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of it being “very good but not my most original work.” Other prototypes showed 
signs of modernism, which cannot be a legacy of the company he was keeping in 
Malacca. Apart from The Artist magazine, the only exposure to a world beyond 
the watercolours of Yong Mun Sen and other pioneer artists came through visits to 
Singapore. There, he could gaze upon the seemingly radical work of Cheong Soo 
Peng and Chen Wen Hsi. 

The Malay Peninsula was a very different place in the 1950s. Independence didn’t 
arrive until 1957, barely noticed by the young Jolly. He wanted to be an artist when 
such a career path barely existed. One of the few times his grandparents’ non-
judgmental generosity slipped slightly was when they realised that his future could 
be the same as the only artist they knew. “Oh, you might end up like Low Koay 
Song,” gasped his grandmother. “Our family friend can’t make a living from art, so 
why do you want to be an artist?

Even a talent as assertive as Jolly’s would have wilted in such an environment if it 
had not been for some encouragement. This came in the form of a most unusual 
Englishman. The priorities of the rapidly expiring British Empire had always tended 
to put art at the bottom of every list. French colonisers, on the other hand, were free 
with their bestowal of ‘ecoles des beaux arts’. The best the British could provide was 
Peter Harris. It has to be said this one individual made up for many of Perfidious 
Albion’s shortcomings. Jolly wouldn’t go so far as to call the Art Superintendant an 
inspiration, but he definitely provided support. 

Harris’s official role was even less impressive than his formative position within 
Malaysian art history would suggest. Jolly’s far-reaching memory is all there is to 
clarify that the Art Superintendant’s day job was to develop art in primary schools. 
He was meant to observe and then conduct weekend classes for teachers of younger 
pupils. Secondary schools and anything senior to that were outside his purview. 
This by no means held Harris back from working with anyone who showed an 
interest in the subject. 

They first met when Harris was the judge of a competition that the very young Jolly 
Koh happened to win. The prize-winner was considered gifted enough to attend the 
classes held for primary-school teachers. He also spent time sketching with Harris 
and staying occasionally in KL at his colonial-style bungalow. Jolly soon joined 
that nursery of Malaysian art in the 1950s, the Wednesday Art Group. Perhaps the 
greatest encouragement offered by the energetic Englishman was the use of the 
word ‘genius’ about Jolly that made its way into an autograph book. 
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“Peter Harris accompanied me on my artistic journey,” Jolly is happy to admit. “He 
inspired me to be an art educator who painted on the side.” That was as far as it 
went. 

“All art teaching has been bad, throughout my life,” is Jolly’s judgment on this field 
of education. Nothing has shaken his belief in the supremacy of natural talent. 
Regardless of an art school’s reputation, he has no doubts that it is the ability of the 
alumni that makes them shine; the teaching is barely relevant. Not even the most 
extravagant praise of his seniors had much effect on an artist with self-assurance to 
spare. He remembers an occasion on which one of the UK art world’s best-known 
figures joined him for a sketching trip in Malacca. Theyre Lee-Elliot turned to Jolly 
after glimpsing his work and uttered the words, “You’re better than me.” It meant 
nothing to the youngster at the time. Nor did it put him off the vocation that he had 
already decided on. 

Jolly’s family had other plans, of course. His grandparents still hoped that he would 
tread the secure path of law or medicine. They tried not to look disappointed when 
the eldest son of their eldest son insisted on art school in England. “They were 
always indulgent,” he beams. 

                                                    
                                                   II

Jolly’s grandparents, the facilitators of his future, died long ago. In some respects, so 
did Malacca. His birthplace failed to develop a creative direction. “No matter how 
delightful it was as a backdrop, Malacca never became a place for modern art.” 
In the meantime, the rest of Malaysia has changed. The Klang Valley, especially, is 
now a cultural watering hole if not an oasis. There are galleries, museums, auction 
houses, seminars, workshops, travelling exhibitions and all the accoutrements of a 
contemporary art capital. 

Malacca is terminally tainted while KL thrives. This would never have been expected 
in 1959, when Jolly left to further his education in England. His first awareness that 
he could have an identity other than Malayan was when he applied for his passport 
en route to London. The immigration authorities asked whether he would prefer the 
passport to be Malayan or British. There was no hesitation from Jolly, only surprise 
that he might be considered anything but a son of Malaya. Independence from 
Britain had taken place two years previously, and yet there was still the option of 
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having a British passport. This was an opportunity offered only to those born in 
the Straits Settlements. Although Malacca had been a Straits Settlement, he always 
knew that it was part of his Malayan homeland. There was no thought of absenting 
himself for any reason other than to further his education. To make matter more 
complicated, the name of his homeland changed while he was away: it went from 
Malaya to Malaysia.

The young artist’s low opinion of formal teaching was certainly not changed by his 
experience overseas. “It didn’t matter whether it was Hornsey, Chelsea, Camberwell, 
the Slade or the Royal College of Art; they were all bad.” At least they existed. 
Malaysia at this stage still had no art schools at all, and the UK institutions did 
have some benefits. Instead of developing his skills as an artist, Hornsey College 
of Art initiated him into the art world – still a rarefied environment 60 years later. 
In particular, Jolly was initiated into the world of modernist art – an environment 
that would have been denied to him if he had not travelled to London. There were 
other Malaysian artists who made the same journey but failed to fall under that 
modernist spell. Unswayed, they continued to work within the well-worn rut of 
realist painting. 

The other benefit of Jolly’s time in London was the acquisition of paper qualifications 
and what he calls the “artistic status” that comes with them. These were handy to 
have, even then, and are more valuable today.  Most essential of all was the teaching 
qualification that required an additional year of study at London University. Without 
this, there would have been no possibility of pursuing an art-lecturing career when 
he returned to Malaysia.

Back in the 1950s, it was rare enough for an artist to be accepted – let alone to 
teach in that field – without having an art-school background. The main exception 
was Francis Bacon. This persistent breaker of conventions was not at all interested 
in teaching but did become the most highly priced artist of his era, with no formal 
education in painting. 

The ‘London School’ at the time is now considered the most influential Britain has 
ever had. Bacon, Lucian Freud and Frank Auerbach are huge names today, but 
during Jolly’s sojourn they were by no means a stylistic inspiration. Most weekends 
would be spent touring galleries and exhibitions. He saw Bacon’s work displayed 
often at the Marlborough Gallery. At the Beaux-Arts Gallery, run by the legendary 
Helen Lessore, he was exposed to the paintings of Auerbach; Jolly shakes his head, 
“thick, thick paint,” I would never work like that. As for Bacon, there is one point 
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at which the two methods converge: “Randomness is the key. Chance, chance, 
chance,” asserts Jolly, whose paintings always start with an absence of planning and 
plenty of intervention from the muses of possibility.

There were two encounters that did make a lasting impression on the youthful 
Malaccan. Travelling to distant Cornwall, in the southwest of England, he visited 
Peter Lanyon. The hour he spent with this leading figure of post-war British art was 
significant, although Jolly thinks he was too young to receive the full benefit of the 
opportunity. When in Cornwall he also cornered Bernard Leach in his studio. The 
most revered British ceramicist of the 20th century broke new ground with the East 
Asian influences in his work but did not sway Jolly from his chosen path of paint 
on canvas.

Jolly has known his own mind and stylistic preferences for a very long time. “Looking 
back on my student days in London, it was not the expressionistic paintings that 
influenced my own work. My heart was more with the lyricism of Peter Lanyon, 
Ivon Hitchens and my painting teacher, Morley Bury, at Hornsey College of Art.” 

Before he went to London, Jolly had assured his grandparents that he would “support 
himself. Live in a garret.” The aspiration of working his way through art school 
had come to him through George Orwell’s Down and out in Paris and London, 
supplemented by the picaresque life of the artist Bernard Buffet. “Fortunately for 
me,” chuckles Jolly, “my grandparents had a firmer grasp on reality than I.” None 
of this happened to a man addicted to life’s sensual pleasures. He was never the 
sort of romantic who relished deprivation. He confesses that his memory of the 
past is “very, very bad.” He can recall remarkably little of the most exciting time in 
recent British art history. As the old saying goes: if you can remember the 1960s, 
you weren’t there.

All that does come back to him, with some fervour, is the disagreements he had 
with authority figures in London – and elsewhere. This will please the audience that 
has always regarded him as a strong-willed individual, outspoken to the point of 
disdain. This is not how he sees himself. A ‘gentleman’ is the word that comes up 
most often. I see him this way, too, but not in the tweed-suited way of the English 
leisured class of the early 20th century, nor really as the immaculately attired elite 
of Malacca either. No, a long-time observer such as myself conjures an image of 
Jolly among the old Chinese literati class that ended even before the arrival of 
communism. This is what he is now. During his London years he found himself in 
a quite different milieu from a Ming-dynasty salon of connoisseurs. It was an era 
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of political agitation and change, contrasted with an establishment that couldn’t 
be bothered with the questing mind of a young Malaysian artist on the lookout for 
lucid intellectual engagement.

These days he can’t always pinpoint the cause of his tempestuous disagreements, 
although he can easily remember the victims of his wrath. Being a young student 
at Hornsey made him no less obdurate than when he was at secondary school in 
Malacca. In the earlier case it was a teacher of English; later it was one of the most 
famous figures in the 20th world of art teaching. Maurice de Sausmarez went on 
to become head of the Byam Shaw School of Art, but at the time he was head of 
fine art at Hornsey. “A minor intellect” is Jolly’s assessment of a figure who cut a 
considerable dash in the art world of the 1960s. Hyped though he was at the time, 
de Sausmarez’s definitive work Basic Design is hardly used at UK universities today.

Jolly’s impression of him remains entirely different from Britain’s current most 
successful industrial designer: James Dyson considers de Sausmarez to be the 
greatest influence on his life. Jolly Koh, instead, picked a fight over an issue that 
eludes him now. The young student was not put off his vocation by being told that 
he would, “never be more than a two-bit painter.”  What truly rankles is the senior 
educator’s inability to provide a counter-argument. When challenged, this revered 
teacher defended himself with abuse rather than reason. Jolly has not forgotten 
his disappointment at finding a lack of logical thought among those who were 
supposed to propagate it. 

Jolly had not mellowed when he went to the University of Indiana to do a masters in 
art education, followed by an Ed.D. in philosophy of education. Refusing to follow 
the misguided instructions of his director of dissertation, he won the argument but 
almost lost the doctorate when she resigned from her role. On this occasion he can at 
least remember the cause of his dissent with authority. It was, as usual, not a protest 
against the establishment; rather it was opposition to feeble-minded reasoning. He 
took particular exception to this supervisor’s insistence on ‘corrective moves’ as 
a necessary condition to the definition of teaching. This might not fire up every 
young doctoral candidate, but for Jolly it was a cause of irrevocable breakdown of 
relations. He was very fortunate to find a replacement director for his dissertation.

Jolly’s time as a founding lecturer in charge of fine art at MARA was only slightly 
less stormy. He was known to be a hard taskmaster and has no regrets about having 
spent so much time as an educator, although he is now thoroughly enjoying the 
liberty of being a full-time artist. 

For decades, Jolly has liked to look further back, sometimes much further. One 
of the great revelations of his London years was the abundance of old masters on 
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free, public display, along with the modernism that had taken the number-one spot 
around the world. These paintings still pull him back to Europe twice a year. Who 
could be surprised? Both the modernists and the old masters remain compelling 
for aesthetes in the 21st century, at a time when the art establishment adulates the 
contemporary. It’s a passion that even now cannot be satisfied in Southeast Asia. 
None of the national galleries in the ASEAN vicinity has walls hung with the names 
that take up the most pages in the history of art. It’s beyond the means of China, 
too. With all its money and enthusiasm for the finest, that country has made little 
impression in a field where most of the good stuff was bought centuries ago and 
will never be deacquisitioned. Whether modern or classic, if you want to feel the 
fullness of art, you have to head West. 

Jolly’s first love is certainly not his contemporaries. He becomes more misty eyed 
over the masters of modernism or the distant past, such as Titian. He missed the 
recent, definitive exhibition of the Venetian virtuoso at London’s National Gallery. 
Covid-19 didn’t put a stop to the show but it made everyone more aware of how 
important access to art is. The UK has been a pillager of countless cultures, but at 
least it displays these wares. I asked Jolly what he thought of a less well-known artist 
who had a landmark exhibition at the National Gallery in London at the same time 
as Titian. Artemisia Gentileschi was one of the Renaissance’s few female superstars. 
Jolly’s response to this woman who had many ‘#MeToo’ moments – including rape 
and torture – was as forthright as always: “I don’t believe any women artists were 
outstanding until the 19th century. None to rival Titian or Tintoretto.”

Hearing about the past 150 years, his listeners can let out a sigh of relief. The first 
division of female artists was able to emerge in the Victorian era. By the 20th century 
they were in a hallowed league above that, led by the likes of Georgia O’Keefe 
and Frida Kahlo. “Better than most men,” he declares. Always disliking an excess 
of received wisdom, he favours Joan Mitchell over the more publicised Lee Krasner 
and Helen Frankenthaler. Like Jolly, Mitchell was influenced by early 20th- century 
modernists. Unlike him and the rest of the American prime movers, she spent most 
of her life in France. There won’t be any of her works hanging in his packed Klang 
Valley apartment so long as the market shares his enthusiasm. Mitchell’s paintings 
have sold for more than US$10 million.

While at art school in London, Jolly enjoyed exploring the wider world. New York 
was less on his radar than the Continent. Holidays were spent in Europe absorbing 
more old masters, plus the other defining influence on his life – modernism. It existed 
in England, too, but the names that ruled there at time now seem rather parochial, 
i.e. Spencer and Hitchens. It was Continental artists such as Braque and Soutine 
who transformed his thinking.  A true appreciation of the earlier centuries came 
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only in 2007, when Jolly started making his biannual pilgrimage to the museums of 
London and the wider Europe that have become shrines to the old masters.

Jolly feels this more than ever since being confined to home by Covid-19. “I realise 
now that those journeys to Europe from 2007 to 2020 have contributed enormously 
to my artistic development and my artistic understanding.” He does a quick 
calculation and concludes that the total is 26 visits and countless exhibitions. Those 
masterpieces scattered throughout Europe, and especially the ones at National 
Gallery in London, have given him more profound insights into quality. High artistic 
quality is what separates the greats from the mediocrities.

“After experiencing and enjoying the greats, much of Modern painting pales; the 
Frankenthalers, Motherwells et al look sad.  In my small way I now try to emulate 
the greats with respect to their quality. I hope I have succeeded a little, albeit in the 
Modern idiom.”

Perhaps it is one of the rewards of old age that artists can cast an objective eye on 
the past. In recent years there has been a re-evaluation of those painters whose 
reputations are highest among tourists doing their own mini grand tours of Europe. 
Art schools have tended to put aside the greats of art history in favour of the bubbling 
cauldron of the contemporary. With growing attention given to the names that are 
almost cliches, we might be seeing a return to the painterly values espoused by 
Jolly Koh. In the past two decades he has tried to apply their spirit to his work. It 
brings out the poet in a man who loves the multi-dimensional magic of the English 
language as much as he loves the many layers that lie within classical music. He 
starts reciting Stephen Spender:

                   “I think continually of those who were truly great.
                   Who, from the womb, remembered the soul’s history…”

Jolly also thinks of the greats. He can lose himself in contemplating every square 
inch of those often massive canvases. “Every part of their paintings is highly worked, 
thought out, organised. As I aim for perfection, these are my influences.” Not that 
anyone should expect him to start embracing obscure Christian saints or the classical 
mythology and history paintings that came after them. It is not the subject matter 
that impresses this adherent to the painters of centuries past. “My style and content 
matter haven’t really changed. It’s the quality that has.”

Quality is an attribute perceptible mainly to Jolly himself. It’s a personal mission 
he is on, remote from the expectations of his followers. “I’ve never been ambitious 
for fame or money,” he insists. He has little tolerance of other artists who moan 
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about not making it into the top tier of renown and remuneration. That literati spirit 
never fails him. When his contemporary Lee Joo For complained 40 years ago about 
having failed to make the big time, Jolly’s response was characteristically direct 
and well considered: “I think we are lucky. There were so few of us at that time, 
inevitably we all became famous. There was no one else!” Joo For did not appreciate 
the observation. His response was a simmering silence.

How different things are in China, Jolly has found on his regular biennial trips to 
Shanghai. There he has found none of the apathy towards art that exists in so many 
locations. Instead there is seemingly unanimous admiration for artists, regardless 
of their status. Millennia of aesthetic cultivation have not been obliterated by 
the misfortunes of the Cultural Revolution or by the crassness of untrammelled 
materialism. This residual respect always takes Jolly by surprise. It is living proof that 
China’s soul is still nourished by literati ideals. Members of the Chinese diaspora 
have rarely carried this baggage with them as they roamed the globe. “I can’t think of 
anywhere but China that I’m held such high esteem, just by stating my occupation.           
                                                       

                                                     III

Among Jolly’s few regrets as he enters his ninth decade with a probing eye on 
humanity is that he hasn’t always observed the compassionate kindness he learnt 
about as a teenage visitor to the chief priest of the Cheng Hoon Teng Temple in 
Malacca. It took him about 35 years to make the truth of Buddhism and the German 
philosopher Schopenaur part of his life. “When I was young, like most people in 
their youth, I was too self-centred. Feeling for the suffering of other people and 
animals makes one a moral being. Without this compassion there is no morality.”

Much as he admires a commentator on our planet such as David Attenborough, 
he can’t bear to watch wildlife documentaries about animals eating each other 
alive. Life in the wild is unequivocally hard. “If there was a God he would make 
every living being a vegetarian. Nature is very cruel.” As he constantly ponders 
these horrors, Jolly is as mystified as ever by artists who claim to be inspired by 
nature: “nature’s true meaning is typhoons, earthquakes and cancer.” With typical 
precision, Jolly analyses other artists’ sentimental attachment to nature. “Perhaps 
what they mean is that they are inspired by the picturesque,” he suggests. “It’s not 
the same thing as nature. Artists from Claude Lorrain to Caspar Friedrich, Constable 
and Turner were enthralled by the picturesque, not by nature ‘red in tooth and claw’.”
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As artists go, Jolly is more philosophically inclined than most. He reads endlessly, 
thinks deeply and is frequently agitated by what he finds. This isn’t reflected in his 
work, though. No matter how firmly held his opinions on some big issues may be, 
he is no purveyor of preachiness. Political statements are absent from his paintings. 
More than that, he harbours doubts about why such statements exist at all on canvas. 
“Being an artist who creates beauty is not enough for some. They want something 
else. If socio-political issues are so important for them, why don’t they become 
politicians?”

Jolly has spent a lot of time thinking about the meaning of art, and his ruminations 
take him far from the slippery pole of politics or social activism. Writing has been 
an essential form of expression over the years. It’s rare for a painter to be proficient 
with words. Within Malaysia, he is unique. Going beyond that, Jolly confidently 
issues a challenge: “find a 20th-century artist anywhere in the world who has had so 
many articles published in international scholarly journals. I’m the only one.” His 
writing published by The British Journal of Aesthetics stands out in particular; and 
none of his work is cursed with the floundering pretensions of most visual artists 
when put in front of a keyboard. It’s another key to Jolly Koh as a continuation of the 
Chineseliterati tradition. To be an artist with a facility for words was always among 
the Middle Kingdom’s highest creative aspirations. 

Ideas and advanced thinking have also been, inevitably, concomitant with every 
society’s most elusive being – the scholar-artist. Jolly is keen to highlight the 
responsibilities of those with hard-won doctorates. “Especially in America, it’s all 
about ‘publish or perish’.” Exceeding all the usual obligations, he produced six 
learned papers for different scholarly journals [see biodata for details]. The first of 
these was for the Annual Proceedings of the Philosophy of Education Society USA in 
1975, when his disquisition on the nature of learning was accepted as a significant 
piece of research by the panel of professors. The next year, he followed up with 
the nature of teaching. This featured his dispute with the director of dissertations at 
Indiana University; a disagreement that led to her resignation as Jolly’s supervisor 
but was still welcomed with enthusiasm  by the Philosophy of Education Society USA.

After six papers in different learned forums, his scholarship in the field was universally 
accepted. By this time, however, the peripatetic painter had decided to move on 
from academia. The next stop was Australia. “The reason that I have not done any 
more theoretical research since then is because I have left that world to earn a living 
teaching and to paint.” 
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Although his work is representative – rather than abstract or realist – the moods 
he evokes have not become darker as he ponders the human condition and its 
concomitant poverty and suffering. He helps animals by feeding stray cats and 
dogs, paying for them to be neutered. People are less easy to help. For admirers 
of his paintings, their engaging lyricism is a useful antidote to the poison that can 
overwhelm us. At the end of his many discourses on life’s pitfalls and futility, out 
comes the philosophical smile. “I’m not a depressive,” he assures us. 

Anyone who looks at his work will know this already. Despite being candid and 
sometimes adamant in his views, he values the rational above everything. “I am a 
philosopher, and philosophers are civilised debaters.” Just as high in the hierarchy 
of benevolence is the appreciation of beauty. It’s something that has to be looked 
for – often quite hard. Beauty is a life-raft for escaping from the deluge of iniquity. 
He’s a romantic guiding us in a very different way from romantics such as Géricault 
and his heir, Delacroix. 

Jolly would dispute the often-posited argument that Géricault and Delacroix were 
the progenitors of modernism. He would certainly be correct if we compared 
the compositions of those Victorian pioneers with the aesthetic earthquake of the 
early 20th century. In his very reasoned manner he addresses the style and subject 
matter of the 19th century innovators: “Both Géricault and Delacroix would find a 
true modernist incomprehensible. Their modernity has nothing in common with 
Mondrian or a Cubist.” 

For other observers, it is the spirit of these salon-based, seemingly academic painters 
that leads to the stylistic novelties of modernism in the 20th century. It is their spirit, 
not their brushwork, that seemed radically different in their day, and often shocking. 
Their beauty was often savage. Géricault launched his career with a depiction of 
a ship’s life-raft that told a true story of 19th-century French incompetence and 
cannibalism on the high seas. The details are alarming and the political message 
was clear at the time. What could be more different from the seemingly free-and-
easy lyricism of Jolly Koh? 

In their own ways they all capture the romantic spirit and the pursuit of perfection. 
“Superior sensory structure” is what Jolly says it’s all about. “Their composition 
and design are superlative.” The finish of those older masters forms a continuum 
with the commitment that Jolly shows. He has taken a different route to the same 
destination: paintings that teem with a talent that is by no means raw. They are 
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refined and, by the look of Jolly’s recent works, getting larger. He will perhaps never 
paint a canvas as large Géricault’s ‘Raft of the Medusa’ in the Louvre (more than 
seven metres wide), but the impact of his work is just as massive. Géricault was dead 
at 33 years of age. Delacroix lived twice as long, which is still some way off Jolly 
Koh’s 80 years. 

In Jolly@80 there are paintings from the many decades that Dr Koh has worked, 
so we can see a progression. Most of the output is from the past few years. It’s the 
ascent of an artist who likes to mention others who continued to perfect their oeuvre 
as they grew older. Monet, Bonnard and Braque are some of his favourites. Of the 
master artists of Asia, it is Zao Wou-ki , Zhu Dequn and Zhang Daqian for whom he 
has the highest admiration. Looking back to earlier times, it is Hokusai. Although the 
Japanese master’s output was entirely different – small woodblock prints as opposed 
to Jolly’s expansive canvases – they do share a pursuit of perfection, though. No 
detail of either artist’s output is left to chance. A sublime finish is common to both, as 
is the will to keep going and an all-encompassing passion. On Hokusai’s gravestone 
are the words “a man mad about painting”. Hokusai worked until he died at the age 
of 88, stating that by 86 he was making some real progress. He never made it to 100, 
at which point he had hoped to attain “the level of the divine and marvellous.” 

Jolly is less concerned about the divine than the marvellous. His mind is kept sharp 
by continued interest in philosophy and the complexities of art scholarship. His 
tongue is less sharp than it once was, and his hands are as adept as ever with a 
bewildering range of brushes. The legacy he aims for is simple. While Hokusai was 
concerned with “penetrating secret meanings”, Jolly wants to bring us gently into 
that world of beauty that is never far from his thoughts.

As he matures, Jolly gets closer not to the perennially militarist spirit of Japan but to 
the more pacific ideals of old China. The world’s most ancient civilisation survived 
because of the respect given to talent and to being cultivated, rather than to money 
or martial prowess. Jolly would have been ideal in a society that didn’t have to think 
about earning a living and could spend its days in contemplation of art, music and 
nature, discussing it with like-minded members of a class that has been overtaken 
by a new, crass style of collector. There was a time when emperors composed poetry 
and discussed aesthetics with any old drunk who had a reputation as a connoisseur 
or creator.

The essence of the literati class was completeness. They were all-round appreciators 
of beauty. A love of painting and poetry was accompanied by passion for music. 
These are the cornerstones of Jolly Koh’s life. Poetry was a habit acquired at high 
school. Reading Wordsworth, Yeats and Eliot – for his own pleasure – must have 
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made him an outsider. By his own admission, he never courted popularity nor 
sought leadership roles; at school there were no invitations to become a monitor or 
prefect. At no point did he become what he calls so concisely “a company man”. 

With his non-conformist approach, he continues to read a huge diversity of poetry. 
Fortunately, he doesn’t recite Eliot from the rooftops as Anthony Blanche does in 
Brideshead Revisited. Music was another yearning from his youth. As the selection 
of classical records was limited in Malacca of the 1950s, it has developed over the 
years. On his twice-yearly pilgrimages to the concert halls and opera houses of 
Europe, he is always in pursuit of Wagner, Shostakovich and Prokofiev. 

Above all there is the combined aural-visual spectacle of opera. Verdi ranks high 
in his sensibilities, although the “less substantial” music of Puccini has the power 
to excite his emotions too. At the very summit of his estimation are Mozart and 
Beethoven, with Don Giovanni and Fidelio. For passion and expressionism there 
is Richard Strauss. Elektra and Salome. He has seen both at Covent Garden and he 
remains transfixed by the experience. He has given considerable thought to music, 
refining his tastes over the decades and can now narrow his favourites to the most 
sublime song ever written: Lieberstod by Wagner. 

When not listening or reading, he is fond of discussing. Again, it is the spirit of the 
literati that leads him to debate the relative merits of 19th century Italian composers 
or the brushwork on a 16th century Xuwei Ming-dynasty bamboo painting. Outside 
these esoteric themes, his discussions have sometimes been less harmonious than 
those gentlemen aesthetes of the past. Jolly’s views have escalated to the point of 
alienation; and he’s proud of it. This is the romantic internationalist in him, the lover 
of classical music at its most passionate, not the even-tempered contemplator of the 
guzheng or erhu.  His rationalist mind does not compromise, even when it means 
an impasse with the authority that, for example, had the power to give or decline 
his doctorate. He is capable of changing his mind, but it’s a rare occurrence.

His work is as elegant as that of the Chinese literati whose paintings he has never 
tried to emulate. Their style of art was not for him; delicate washes of ink on paper 
are limiting. In Jolly’s view, these works were executed so superbly in centuries 
past, there is no room for improvement. It is his approach to life that brings him 
close to the literati, not their brushwork. His admiration for them keeps getting 
stronger. “They can’t be surpassed in their medium. Even Picasso wouldn’t be able 
to exceed their expression with ink and brush.” When not attired in a singlet for the 
hard work of painting, his style of dress is equally elegant. 
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In addition to appreciating the wondrous things around us, he tries to bring them 
into his home. Like a Ming scholar’s studio, he is enveloped by ink stones (67 of 
them at the last count), brush pots and natural sculptures. The highest esteem he has 
is for  the forms crafted by nature. His apartment is crammed with rocks, roots and 
wood fashioned into all manner of shapes from which life seems to surge. There is 
also the profusion of paintings, porcelain and, of course, books. The one category 
of collectable that would not have graced the literati living space is funerary wares. 
Jolly just can’t resist these sculptures that kept guard in graves, most famously from 
the Han and Tang dynasties. They were not, however, made available by tomb 
raiders – unlike the wares of ancient Egypt or Babylon. It’s road builders and farmers 
who have dug them up. We should be glad these clay masterpieces have survived. 
They are only bad luck for the superstitious, which assuredly would not apply to 
Jolly

As Jolly contemplates what comes next, he is adamant that there are no plans for 
memorials to himself. “I have absolutely no ego. My only legacy is some beautiful 
paintings.” As for all the other marvels that surround him at home, he doesn’t spend 
much time thinking about their future. “Perhaps I’ll bury them with me,” he suggests 
with only a hint that he is joking. For collectors like myself, this is a bit too close to 
the ancient Chinese habit of burying beauty with the deceased.

While he forges ahead, imperceptibly improving his paintings, he remains above 
all a modern painter. Borders and birthplaces are insignificant in the ascent of art. 
Much of his life has been spent around the globe, imbibing the inspiration that 
drove the masters of the past. Modern art is universal and he is happy to inhabit 
that space.

More than inhabiting, he is constantly regenerating. Like a butterfly bursting 
forth from its cocoon, Jolly celebrates his 80 years with colour and vitality. He is 
completing a series called ‘Kupu-Kupu’. The title refers to butterflies that are not 
only there in spirit but also easily discernible in these recent painting. There is more 
to the colourful insects than their decorative quality. They have a significance that 
goes back all the way to the golden years of the artist’s Malacca childhood. 

The story of the Butterfly Lovers is one of the classics of Chinese tradition. The tale 
of a young couple thwarted in romance has much in common with Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet. Instead of ending with two deaths, though, the star-crossed lovers 
go on to be reunited as butterflies. As a ten-year-old this was a bedtime story for 
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Jolly, with his grandfather as the narrator. There were other adventures, such as 
Journey to the West, but it’s the Butterfly Lovers that were stirred into life by his 
paintings. 

Art can bring back distant memories. For Jolly, his work is a trigger that enables 
him to revisit times that his memory would otherwise have erased. The paintings 
themselves are a mixture of melancholy and vigour; they are a record of feelings as 
well as the exuberance of nature’s bounty. The stories told by his grandfather were 
his introduction to Chinese literature, and the ideas are as alive – and as visual – as 
they were in his childhood. 

As with the literati of yore, he never stops thinking and reading and writing; the 
three essays in this book show continuity with his decades-long commitment to 
scholarship. He also paints ceaselessly.  This isn’t how he was brought up. “I suppose 
it’s my character. It’s innate.” He was blessed with an upbringing that allowed him 
to become the type of artist that Malaysia has seldom seen. “Like everything, it’s 
luck.” Art lovers are also lucky. Jolly Koh at 80 keeps on going, and improving – and 
hardly ever complaining. 

Why would he complain? His existence and priorities are as far as can be imagined 
from the ugly, unforgiving world of Down and out in Paris and London. His gratitude 
is self-evident: “To live with my collection of exquisite antiques, precious and rare 
objets d’art – things I look at and admire every day – in the company of a beautiful 
and loving companion; and to enjoy the company of a few good friends; and to 
occasionally create beautiful paintings. What more could I wish for?” 

Lucien de Guise

May 2021 
London.
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38Working on Autumn Landscape, page 165
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When is a painting finished?

                                                                     
                                                                  
                                                                          I. 

I would like to answer the question: When is a painting finished? Let us first put aside the 
facile and fatuous response, “A painting is never finished”.  There are two answers from 
famous artists which I first wish to quote. They are from interviews by David Sylvester 
with artists Willem De Kooning and Robert Motherwell. The first is from De Kooning:

“.And what makes you feel that a painting is finished? When do you leave a picture alone? 

Well, I always have a miserable time over it. But it is getting better now.

But what is the criterion by which you know you can stop the painting?

Oh, I really … I just stop, you know.  I sometimes get rather hysterical and because of that I find sometimes 

a terrific picture.  ….”

 

And here is the interview with Motherwell:

“At what point do you feel a painting is finished – if this is a question to which one can give a verbal 

answer?

I think, when your feeling is completed. (It was a big issue with American painters ten years ago.)  I think 

it’s really a question of the completeness of the feeling. …. “

Both answers are inadequate, to say the least.

                                                                  II.

There is a prior question to “When is a painting finished?”, namely, “What is the 
artist considering during the activity of painting?”  Whatever personal or aberrant 
considerations that an artist may have, one issue that all artists must consider is the 
sensory organization of the painting.  That is to say, the artist must consider if a certain 
colour or tone is where he wants it to be or whether it is too strong or too weak. It is 
when the sensory organization or sensory structure meets with his satisfaction, that is 
the time when he regards the painting finished. In other words, the painting is finished 
when the artist considers the painting to be good, making the matter one of a value 
judgement.  In other words, the artist has made an evaluation. 
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The fundamental difference between my answer and the ones given by the two the 
previous artists is that my answer goes to the heart of the problem which is the issue of 
Value. My answer affirms that a painting qua awork of art is an object of value, in this 
case, an aesthetic value.

In the case of painting, even if the artist does not consider those sensory issues during 
the activity of painting, that I refer to, he must nevertheless look (since it is a visual 
art) at the painting before he considers it finished. His looking and his final satisfaction 
constitute, in my understanding, his value judgment. 

Let us return to the answer that a painting is finished when it looks good to the artist. 
Specifically, a painting is finished when its sensory structure looks good to the artist. 
Thus it is the aesthetic judgment of the artist that is at stake.  That is to say, if and when 
the painting is poor in quality, that simply reflects on the poor judgment of the artist.  
A good artist, in other words, produces a good painting and a poor artist produces a 
poor painting. The issue of aesthetic value is inevitable in art. My answer also assumes 
that what a good painting is can be judged independently of the judgment of the artist.  

The next inevitable question then is “What is a good painting?”

It is not possible to verbally define what a good painting is.  But what a good painting 
is can be explicated in an art appreciation situation. Or one can give an ostensive 
definition of good paintings by pointing to the many masterpieces in the great art 
galleries of the world and explaining their superior sensory structures. Implied in this 
situation is the existence of the fine sensibility of a good artist or of a connoisseur.

My answer also assumes that the judgment of a good or bad painting is objective or 
inter-subjective.  Quality is an issue in all fields. That is to say, in any field, be it, wine, 
food or architecture, one can speak of instances of good or poor examples in that area. 
The recognition of good or poor quality in any particular field belongs to those people 
who know. The alternative position is to hold the view that all aesthetic judgments are 
subjective and that any Tom’s or Harry’s judgment of a painting is as good as, say, E. 
H. Gombrich’s. 

Dr. Jolly Koh
November 2020
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Painting towards an Aesthetic End

I begin a painting by pouring various acrylic colours onto the canvas. No matter how I may plan the 
design of the painting, the result of the pouring will be totally unexpected due to the very nature of 
the pouring method.

I believe that everything in life is a matter of chance and the visual result from my throwing colours 
on the canvas is just another example of chance. Whatever pattern that is formed on the canvas 
is totally unpredictable. (See figures 1 and 2 for examples.) Not all of the accidental marks on the 
canvas are aesthetically good.  Thus I have to modify those marks, shapes, etc., until  I believe them 
to be good. The final resulting quality of the painting is, of course, a reflection of my own aesthetic 
sensibility. 

All artists, of whatever persuasion, have to deal with the sensory marks that they have put onto their 
canvases. Dealing with the marks entail deciding whether, say, the reds are in the right places or 
the shapes are to big or too small – in short they have to organize the visual data into some sort of 
an arrangement. The final organization of the sensory structure is either aesthetically good, bad or 
indifferent. The final or finished results also reflects on the sensibility of the artists.

I work for long hours, weeks and months on a painting until every tone, colour and shape all form 
together into one organic whole that I consider to be beautiful. In the beautiful words of T.S. Eliot, 
apropos, a good poem,

                  “ … And every phrase  
                  And sentence that is right (where every word is at home,
                  Taking its place to support the others,
                   ….. The complete consort dancing together)”

The final result of my struggle with the sensory structure of my painting reveals the quality of my 
aesthetic sensibility. (See pg 43 for the final result of figure 1, and figure 2.)

Thus the final result is the manifestation, for better or worse, of my aesthetic sensibility. Thus, also, 
the quality of the painting (the sensory structure) is a manifestation of my aesthetic sensibility.  

The inevitable question is, what makes for an aesthetically good sensory structure? My answer, in 
this context, is to look and analyse the many canonical paintings in the National Gallery in London, 
especially those of the 15th to the 18th century. All those paintings are of high aesthetic quality which 
is why some of them are regarded as masterpieces. In the words of E. H. Gombrich,  “It is a great 
work of art not because it has so many meanings, but because it is beautiful.” And those paintings in 
the National Gallery in London are beautiful because their sensory structures are beautiful. It is an 
enduring indictment on art educators and art critics that so little analysis of the sensory structures of 
those masterpieces have been done.

Instead of talking or writing about the sensory qualities that contribute to the beauty of paintings, 
art critics talk or write endlessly of their narrative contents or the narratives associated with the 
paintings. A recent example of such an anti-aesthetic stance towards paintings can be seen in the 
recent BBC TV series Art of America by Andrew Graham-Dixon.

Dr. Jolly Koh
June 2021
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Figure 1: Seven Sisters at the acrylic stage 

Figure 2: Sakura at the acrylic stage 

The final result of Seven Sisters (page 131) after modifications with oils 

The final result of Sakura (page159) after modifications with oils 
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Looking at Paintings

In the words of the late philosopher Hector-Neri Castenada “We exercise our thinking powers 
in learning what things are and how they relate to, and affect, one another. We postulate 
hypotheses and invent theories about what things are and how they affect one another. These 
are all instances of thinking in which one contemplates the world, its contents, and its laws. 
They are variously referred to as descriptive, or theoretical, or contemplative, or pure uses of 
reason. Here we shall call them instances of contemplative or propositional thinking.“ 

Thus when we look at or even just think about paintings we could engage in propositional 
thinking as when we formulate art theories or philosophies of art. Or, when we study the history 
of art or the biography of artists. These activities are examples of propositional thinking when 
we study paintings. 

But when I visit the National Art Gallery in London as an art lover to look at the paintings in 
it, do I engage in propositional thinking? Do I theorize or speculate on the nature of those 
paintings? Or, even ask the question whether those paintings are art, or even inquire into the 
ontological status of those paintings. The answer is, of course, an emphatic no. I visit the Gallery 
to enjoy those paintings, in a similar way that I attend a concert to enjoy music. In other words, 
my enjoyment of paintings is non-propositional. That is to say, aesthetic enjoyment is non-
propositional. I do not gain any knowledge or gain any insights from my aesthetic enjoyment.  

The obvious question is, what is the source of this enjoyment, or, alternatively, what is it about 
the painting that causes this enjoyment?  It is the good organization of the sensory structure 
that is the source of my aesthetic pleasure. One of my favorite paintings is Titian’s Bacchus and 
Ariadne in The National Gallery in London. It is a painting that I have looked at many times 
over many years and never tire from the enjoyment I derive from its complex sensory structure. 

The obvious question now is, what distinguishes a good sensory structure from a poor one? The 
answer can only be given in front of a good or poor painting. And from the good or poor sensory 
structure of a painting one could deduce or formulate certain organizing principles. But even 
from those principles, one must again return to actual paintings to discern how those principles 
apply or do not apply. David Hume, in his limpid words, put the matter in the following: 
           
            “It appears then, that amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there are 
              certain general principles of approbation or blame, whose influence a 
              careful eye may trace in all operation of the mind. Some particular forms 
              or qualities, from the original structure of the internal fabric, are   
              calculated to please, and others to displease.”
 
I venture to speculate that a certain sensory structure of a painting provides a sensual manifestation 
of the structure within the mind and that it is this correspondence that gives pleasure that I call 
the aesthetic experience. And I believe that it is this correspondence between the complex 
sensory structure and the structure of the mind that makes Kant’s claim on the universality of 
aesthetic judgment a possibility. 
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I speak always of the complex sensory structure of a painting. One may well ask: What of the all 
black paintings of Malevich?, or of the minimalist painters? My experience of such paintings is 
one of visual boredom.

One might claim that my view of paintings is too narrow since good paintings have a plurality of 
values such as historical and cultural values, ideological and narrative values. But the question is: 
which of these many values provides one with enjoyment, particularly, aesthetic enjoyment? My 
answer, of course, is that it is the good sensory structure of a painting that provides the aesthetic 
enjoyment while those other values do not since they are propositional in nature, It is also the 
aesthetic qualities of paintings that allow the art lover to enjoy paintings across centuries and 
across different cultures – to enjoy a Monet as well as a Liang Kai or a Hokusai – to enjoy them 
without understanding their propositional contents.

For many people, paintings may arouse powerful emotional responses but the basis for such a 
response is the propositional content of the paintings, the propositional contents of which are of 
social/cultural or personal in nature. While the propositional contents of paintings may contribute 
to one’s understanding and appreciation of paintings, they do not entail the aesthetic experience.

While some might claim that my enjoyment of paintings is too limiting, but for a lover of good 
paintings, aesthetic enjoyment is huge. On a related issue, E. H. Gombrich has this to say, “It is a 
great work of art not because it has so many meanings, but because it is beautiful.”

One might encapsulate the two different approaches to paintings thus:

        a.  To understand paintings (which is propositional in nature, or belonging in the area of 
             knowledge),

             and
 
        b. To enjoy paintings (which is emotional/affective in nature, or belonging in the area of 
            aesthetic pleasure).

These two approaches to paintings are radically different from one another; the first being 
propositional in nature and the other belongs in the affective/emotional domain.

I believe that Francis Bacon was the most intelligent artist of all the other artists and he has this 
to say on the matter:  “The most important thing is to look at the painting, to read the poetry or 
to listen to the music. Not in order to understand or to know it, but to feel something.” ( from in 
interview with Michel Archimbaud in 1992 soon before Bacon died.)

Dr. Jolly Koh
July 2021
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Some of Jolly’s outdoor sketching photos in Malacca, from 1955-1957.
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Some of Jolly’s outdoor sketching photos in Malacca, from 1955-1957.

PAINTINGS 
BEFORE
LONDON
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Interior of Cheng Hoon Teng Temple

1955
Watercolour on Paper

38cm x 43cm



51

Purple Shadows

1955
Watercolour on papar 

27cm x 38cm
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Landscape in Malacca

1956
Oil on Board
37cm x 45cm



53

Seascape

1959
Oil on Board
50cm x 40cm
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PAINTINGS IN THE 60s



56

The Blue Gift

1964
Oil on Canvas

127cm x 101cm



57

Red Landscape

1964
Oil on Canvas

122cm x 101cm



58

Maureen’s Choice

1964
Oil on Canvas

127cm x 107cm
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Maureen’s Choice, II

1964
Oil on Canvas

127cm x 107cm
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Green Landscape

1964
Oil on Canvas

122cm x 101cm
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Wanda

1969
OIl on Canvas

152cm x 135cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin
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PAINTINGS IN THE 70s



64

Green Trunk

1975
Oil on Canvas
83cm x 60cm



65

Blue Strip

circa 1977 
Oil on Board
91cm x 61cm



66

White Trunk, II

1977
Oil on Canvas
120cm x 82cm



67

River Mouth

circa1978
Oil on Board

90cm x 122cm



68



69

PAINTINGS IN THE 80s



70

Morning 

1980
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

122cm x 92cm



71

August in Adelaide

1982
Oil on Canvas
91cm x 63cm



72

Malacca Sunrise

circa1983
Oil on Canvas
91cm x 137cm



73

Road to Yankalilla

1985
Pastel & Charcoal on Paper

53cm x 71cm
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PAINTINGS IN THE 90s



76

Blue Moon, II

1995
Oil on Canvas

183cm x 136cm



77

By the River Li

1995
Oil on Canvas

181cm x 137cm



78

The Rising Sun, the Moon & an Egg

1999
Oil on Canvas

137cm x 137cm



79

Adelaide Morning

1999
Oil on Canvas

137cm x 122cm
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PAINTINGS FROM 2000-2010



82

Evening Sky

2002
Oil on Canvas

152cm x 64.5cm

Collection: Alan Cheah



83

Birth 

2006
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

244cm x 183cm



84

Wild Flowers, VIII

2009
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

76cm x 167cm



85

Terang Bulan, VI

2009
Oil on Canvas

100cm x 196cm
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Detail from Air Mata Kupu-Kupu, page 179
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Working on Whispering Friday, page 161
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RECENT PAINTINGS



90Detail from Autumn Movement on the right 
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Autumn Movement

2017
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

100cm x 172cm



92

Morning Glory

2017
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

114cm x 119cm



93

Waterfall Gully, Adelaide

2017
Oil on Canvas
122cm x 69cm



94Detail from Nocturne on the right



95

Nocturne

2017
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

62cm x 153cm

Collection: muhammad bin ibrahim



96

Night Lights

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

34cm x 122cm

Night Lights, II

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

34cm x 122cm



97

Splash

2018
Oil & Acrylic on  Canvas

142cm x 148cm
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Detail from Hill Landscape on the right

Detail from Hill Landscape,II on the right
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Hill Landscape

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

36cm x 152cm

Hill Landscape, II

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

36cm x 152cm



100

Orana

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

64cm x 214cm
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102

Orana, II

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

64cm x 214cm



103



104

Orana, III

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

64cm x 214cm
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Orana, IV

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

64cm x 214cm
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108

Salmon Days

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

89cm x 41cm



109

Moonlight Sonato

2018
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

137cm x 152cm



110

White Sun

2018
Oil & Acrylic on  Canvas

142cm x 148cm



111

Moonlight

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

183cm x 73cm



112

Ocean Bed

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

71cm x 229cm

Collection: Kelvin Loh & Goh Siu Lin
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Remembering “Tanneleon”

As I grow old memories accumulate and I think of 
relatives and friends long dead and of the past lost 
forever. In the words of the poet Charles Lamb: “I 
have had playmates, I have had companions in 
my days of childhood, in my joyful schooldays, 
all, all are gone, the old familiar faces.”

I also think of the paintings that I did about fifty 
years or so ago, and in contrast to my memories, 
the old paintings remain present and alive before 
me, and they are as fresh today as when I painted 
them around fifty years ago.

In contrast to memories, which are the phantoms 
of the mind, the paintings which I did 50 long 
years ago stand before me in all their present 
glories, as refreshing as the sunlight shining on 
my face. In other words, the old paintings bring 
my dim past into the vivid present and sensual 
moment.

Through these old paintings from my past I seek 
to relive the past by painting versions of them 
again as well as to prove my present accumulated 
artistic experience. On looking at my painting 
“Tanneleon – 1968” which is now at the Singapore 
National Gallery I decided to paint a version of it 
resulting in a painting I now call “Remembering 
Tanneleon”.

Jolly Koh,
2019.

Detail from Tanneleon on the right
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Tanneleon

2019
Oil on Canvas

183cm x 132cm
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Malacca Sunset

2019
Oil on Canvas

110cm x 165cm



117

Clair de Lune

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

143cm x 92cm



118

The Bouquet

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

152cm x 214cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin
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120

Major Mitchell

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

214cm x 152cm



121Detail from Major Mitchell on the left



122Detail from Red Movement on the right
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Red Movement

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

109cm x 165cm



124

Green Hill with Yellow Splash

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

92cm x 61cm



125

Yellow Landscape

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

92cm x 86cm



126Detail from Waterfall on the right



127

Waterfall

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

14cm x 173cm



128

Purple Lake

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 120cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin
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Tears of the Sun

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

142cm x 173cm



130Detail from Seven Sisters on the right



131

Seven Sisters

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 143cm



132

Bird Landscape

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

152cm x 214cm
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134

Morning Star

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

152cm x 214cm
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136Detail from Lilac Days on the right



137

Lilac Days

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

120cm x 173cm



138Detail from Gold Dust on the right
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Gold Dust 

2019
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

213cm x 152cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin
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Langkawi Sunrise

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

143cm x 173cm
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“...many a flower is born to blush unseen...”

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

143cm x 173cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin



142Detail from Road to Cameron on the right
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Road to Cameron

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 94cm



144Detail from Road to Cameron, II on the right
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Road to Cameron, II

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 94cm



146

Yellow Path

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

81cm x 142cm



147

Sunrise

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

81cm x 142cm



148



149

Twilight

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

71cm x 229cm



150Detail from The Road Taken on the right



151

The Road Taken

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

143cm x 173cm



152

“...many a flower is born to blush unseen...”, II

2020
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

143cm x 173cm



153

Autumn

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 142cm

Collection: Too Hing Yeap & Yoong Sin Min



154

Kupu-Kupu

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 137cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin



155

Red Path

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

112cm x 173cm



156Detail from Song Landscape on the right



157

Song Landscape

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

135cm x160cm

Collection: Tang King Hua



158Detail from Sakura on the right



159

Sakura

2021
Oil & Acrylic on canvas

137cm x 173cm

Collection: Kelvin Loh & Goh Siu Lin



160Detail from Whispering Friday on the right



161

Whispering Friday

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 214cm



162

Song Landscape, II

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

66cm x 160cm
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164Detail from Autumn Landscape on the right



165

Autumn Landscape

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

110cm x 173cm



166Detail from Tears of a Butterfly on the right



167

Tears of a Butterfly

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

137cm x 132cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin



168

Butterfly

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

71cm x 102cm



169

Butterfly,II

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

71cm x 102cm



170

Autumn Landscape, II

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

102cm x 173cm



171

Morning Falls

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

89cm x 137cm
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Detail from Pencinta Kupu-Kupu on the right



173

Pencinta Kupu-Kupu

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

152cm x 173cm

Collection: Noor Azman bin Mohd Nurdin



174

Morning Sun

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

59cm x 137cm 



175

Dragon Landscape

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

41cm x 142cm



176

Angela’s Garden

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 153cm

Private Collection



177

Bali Landscape

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

124cm x 142cm



178

Remembering 

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

64cm x 41cm 



179

Air Mata Kupu-Kupu

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

173cm x 143cm



180Detail from Sakura and Waterfall on the rihgt



181

Sakura and Waterfall

2021
Oil & Acrylic on Canvas

130cm x 173cm
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Working on Autumn Landscape, page 165
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ARTIST AT WORK 

Working on Waterfall, page 127
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Working on “...many a flower is born to unseen...”, page 141
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Working on “...many a flower is born to unseen...”, page 141 Working on Lilac Days, page 137



186Working on ‘...many a flower is born to unseen...’, II, page 152



187Working on Road to Cameron, II, page 145
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