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The two most influential people in nurturing my love for art are my late father, who was a visionary educator, 
and uncle Khoo Sui Hoe, the preeminent artist of our nation. 

My late father, Mr. Lee Chek Kong, and my mother, Madam Lim Shyang, got to know Sui Hoe when they were at 
the Senior Normal Teachers College in Penang in 1954-1955. Sui Hoe was only a teenager then, studying at a 
neighbouring high school. Sui Hoe would later pursue his art studies at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) 
in Singapore. Uncle Sui Hoe knew me from birth and stayed a close family friend. I grew up surrounded by his 
paintings. My parents gifted me Sui Hoe’s Girl in Red, 1961, the earliest of his paintings known to be in existence.

Sui Hoe got to know Lim Chong Keat (now Dato’ Seri) when the latter was residing in Singapore. He used to paint 
at Chong Keat’s beach front cottage in Singapore. With Chong Keat’s encouragement, Sui Hoe set up the Alpha 
Gallery in Singapore in 1970, which remained in operation for 17 years. 

In 1974, Sui Hoe received a grant from the John D. Rockefeller 3rd Fund to study the development of contemporary 
art in New York. The grant provided him with the opportunity to study at the Pratt Graphics Center and be in the 
thick of the action where contemporary art was burgeoning. Even then, contemporary art was globally influenced, 
culturally diverse, and thrived in the increasingly technologically advanced world. Being diverse and eclectic, 
contemporary art provided a cultural dialogue befitting the art motif Sui Hoe was exploring. In this respect, Sui 
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Hoe’s art is most contemporary. Before he left for New York, Sui Hoe 
was already influenced by the celestial nymphs of the cave paintings 
of Dunhuang and Marc Chagall’s floating figures; he had begun 
painting levitating characters, often over waters or rooftops.

Before he left for New York, he held three solo exhibitions: one at 
Alpha Gallery in Singapore, one at the Samat Art Gallery in Kuala 
Lumpur and one at the Penang State Art Gallery. En route to the US 
he visited many artists, many cities and as many art museums. Taking 
this opportunity to globe-trot, Sui Hoe travelled through Southeast 
Asia, Hawaii, coast to coast in the US, continental Europe, the Middle 
East, before returning to Penang. 

One cannot underestimate the effects of travel on an artist. This 
adventure, which lasted over a year, greatly influenced Sui Hoe’s art 
and world view. When Sui Hoe graduated from NAFA in 1961, the 
figures in his paintings then were distinctly ethnic, while retaining a 
universality about them, in that one cannot really pinpoint whether 
they are Asian, African or Native American. By the 70’s, his figures 
had become truly universal, representing mankind as a whole. His 
unique stylization of figures is iconic and has spawned many imitators. Close-up of “A Diver”
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From 1975 to 1981 Chong Keat provided Sui Hoe with a home and studio space at his mansion on Macalister 
Road in Penang. I spent many of my childhood days there, where I had the privilege of seeing Sui Hoe at work up 
close. Sui Hoe, his wife and their children, Bino and Bina, would commute between Penang and a kampong house 
surrounded by vegetable farms in Cameron Highlands. Our two families spent many memorable days together up 
in the Highlands.

In 1977 Sui Hoe gathered a few artists and started the Utara Group. They showcased their works almost annually 
for a number of years. It was an art show I looked forward to each year.

Sui Hoe and his young family emigrated to the US in 1982. Nevertheless, he would return to Penang year after 
year, never losing touch with the art pulse of Malaysia. 

Sui Hoe started the Alpha Utara Gallery on China Street in 2004. I had the opportunity to work with Sui Hoe and 
to get involved in the running of the gallery, as well as a free hand in curating a number of exhibitions there.

I was invited to join the Penang State Art Gallery (PSAG) Committee in 2007 
by Dato Tang Hon Yin, the then chairman of PSAG. Hon Yin was also a 
member of the Utara Group and a close friend of Sui Hoe. Hon Yin mooted 
the idea of PSAG annually honouring an artist with a retrospective exhibition 
and publication; Sui Hoe was nominated to be the first artist to be so 
honoured. I was given the privilege of being the guest curator of the 
retrospective exhibition and also the editor of the accompanying publication. 
That marked another milestone in my involvement with art. Since then, 
PSAG’s retrospectives have become a major event on Penang’s art calendar. 

Sui Hoe has the uncanny ability to extract the essence of things, be they 
tree, river, rock, mountain, cloud or the human form. This is epitomised in 
his painted self-portraits. Anyone who knows Sui Hoe will immediately be 
struck by the resemblance, not only of his physical appearance but also of 
the essence of his being and his humour. Sui Hoe is also a master colourist, 
using the entire spectrum of colour with variations of tints, shades and 
tones, creating an unlimited variety of moods and expressions.

Sui Hoe often draws inspiration from his childhood experiences. The times he dipped in the river with cool 
flowing water under a blue sky with white clouds, surrounded by floating plants, reeds and rushes, plants in 
blossom, birds and the distant hills. Perhaps, we can appreciate Sui Hoe’s art with a similar mindset, like that of 
a boy in a fantasy world of his own, where elements of his surroundings would be accentuated and be the focus 
of his attention. Sui Hoe’s art invites us into his fantasy world, a realm in which many of us would feel comfortable 
in or even long for. 

Sui Hoe also often deploys one of his favorite devices in his paintings - curtains. He uses curtains to suggest the 
existence of windows, subtly drawing the viewers into his painted world.

In a glowing article, Ten Years - An appreciation of Sui Hoe’s works in 1974, Austin Coates, a fellow of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, London, commented that “The domain of Khoo Sui Hoe’s art lies amid some of mankind’s innermost 
urges or desires - the urge to rise up into the sky, and go on rising forever, the urge not to just fly with the wind, 
but actually become the wind, the urge of man and woman to float on air as one being, the urge to enfold 
another person entirely within oneself, the urge to be a mind unencumbered by a body. These urges being 
universal, and the artist having evolved a discipline and a convention of his own, enabling him to give them valid 
expression, his pictures have a universal quality, rare in 20th century art. They speak a universal language.”

In his recent works, the colours are more vibrant and the forms are more childlike. Picasso famously said, “It took 
me four years to paint like Rafael, but a lifetime to paint like a child.” I think that is also true of Sui Hoe. 
Notwithstanding the changes in form and palette, we see him retaining the motifs we are familiar with. Each 
painting is closely linked to each other in such a way that, although they exist as unique entities in their own 
right, they also form part of a cohesive group, rather similar to separate movements in a symphony.

Modern primitivism; ethnic; ethereal; dream-like; escapism; expressionist, universal through the provincial; 
haunting; idyllic; mysterious; enchanting; wistful; surrealistic; vaguely Gauguinesque; a poet in paint; having a 
universal quality rare in twentieth-century art -these are words various writers have used to describe Sui Hoe or 
his works. They may give us an idea of Sui Hoe’s art but do feast your eyes on his works, spanning over two 
decades presented to you by G13 Gallery. Enjoy them as they are. I trust you will find it a most enriching 
experience.  

2 July 2022
Lee Khai
Chairman, Penang State Art Gallery

Close-up of “Wading Across River”
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Divers at the Water Festival
175 x 244 cm  |  Acrylic on Canvas  |  2014

Flying over Colourful Sky
175 x 244 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2014
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Lake Cinta
100 x 120 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2002

Lake Sayang
90 x 120 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2003
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Lake Selatan
90 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2002

Lake Toya
90 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2003
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Lake Bawa
80 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2002

Fleeting Glance
90 x 114 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2013
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Playground II
98.5 x 98.5 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2004

Sui Hoe also often deploys one of his favorite devices in his 
paintings - curtains. He uses curtains to suggest the existence of 
windows, subtly drawing the viewers into his painted world.
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Hiding Game
90 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  1996

Morning Glory
90 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2015
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Home Journey
80 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2016

Wading Across River
80 x 110 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2019
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Journey Home
80 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2019

Nightfall II
122 x 102 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2018
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Fly Over
120 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2014

Rise to the Rainbow
120 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2016
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Skyrise II
120 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2016

Rise through the Clouds
119 x 99.5 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2017
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Roof at Dawn
88 x 88 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2004

Sui Hoe has the uncanny ability to extract the essence of things, 
be they tree, river, rock, mountain, cloud or the human form. He 
is also a master colourist, using the entire spectrum of colour 
with variations of tints, shades and tones, creating an unlimited 
variety of moods and expressions.
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Dancing in the Cloud
100 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2015

Destination Red Sky
90 x 90 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2016
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Man and His Lover
90 x 90 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2017

Two Standing by Sunset
74 x 108 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2008
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Rhythm
76 x 101 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2008

Coo-coo Sunrise
76 x 96.5 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2013
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Dance by the Crescent Moon
100 x 75 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2017

Clouds over the Hill
80 x 90 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2014
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Bathers in Sarongs
80 x 88 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2011

Sui Hoe often draws inspiration from his childhood experiences. 
The times he dipped in the river with cool flowing water under a 
blue sky with white clouds, surrounded by floating plants, reeds 
and rushes, plants in blossom, birds and the distant hills. 
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A Diver
80 x 80 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2019

Man and His Women
80 x 80 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2019
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Swimmer
80 x 80 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2019

Siesta by the Beach
60 x 100 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2019

42 43



Wind Dance
71 x 71 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2006

Swimmer’s Call
60 x 78 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2016
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Mute Conversations
60 x 70 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2010

Khoo Sui Hoe

SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2022 Selected Works: 1996 – 2019 by Khoo Sui Hoe, G13 Gallery, Kuala Lumpur
2018 Gateway and Beyond, CINQ Gallery, Dallas TX, United States
2017 The Painted World of Khoo Sui Hoe II, Wisma Kebudayaan SGM, Kuala Lumpur
2015 NAFA Galleries, Singapore
2014 The Private Museum, Singapore
2007 The Painted World of Khoo Sui Hoe, a Retrospective, Penang State Art Gallery
2005 Shanghai Art Museum, Shanghai, China
1982 Raya Gallery, Melbourne, Australia
1997 The National Gallery, Bangkok
1981 Lynn Kottler Galleries, New York
1965 First one-man show at British Council, Kuala Lumpur

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2004 “Asian Art Now”, Las Vegas Art Museum, Las Vegas, United States
2002 Lantern of the East, Los Angeles, United States
1984 International Prints, Taipei, Taiwan
1969 X Sao Paulo Biennial, Brazil

HONOURS / AWARDS
2014 Salut 55, National Visual Art Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
2004 Certificate of Merits, Asian Art Now, Las Vegas Art Museum
2002 Certificate of Merits, Asian Art Now, Las Vegas Art Museum
1974 John D Rockefeller 3rd Fund Grant
1969 Honourable Mention, Salon Malaysia Art Competition
1965 First Prize in Oil, Malaysian Art & Craft Competition

Malaysian painter Khoo Sui Hoe was born in Baling, Kedah.  Graduated  from Nanyang 
Academy of Fine Art in Singapore 1961, he was awarded first prize in oil in Malaysian Art 
and Craft Competition and followed by first one-man show in 1965.  In 1974, he obtained 
a grant from the John D Rockefeller 3rd Fund to study development of post-war art in the 
US. Khoo has so far staging 57 one-man shows throughout Asia, Australia and America. His 
works were also selected to show in Europe and South America.

Khoo’s works have often been filled with dream like figures, based on his own thoughts and 
observations of life and the environment through his poetic distillations. 

Since 1982, he has made a home in US, but continues to shuttle between Peninsula 
Malaysia and North America, exhibiting and attending exchanges with fellow artists. On his 
sojourns he also seeks new inspirations for his art.  Evocative figures echoing the artist ’s 
subconscious as a man of two worlds, a Southeast Asian and global citizen.

Born 1939 in Kedah, Malaysia.
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