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Have you wondered what attracted us to read a book or website containing thousands of words? Usually, we 
would reflect on the power of the written word – a text – but is it always the case? Have we ever considered 
the type another major factor that attracts us to read? It is through writing that one writes, usually applying 
letters or characters that serve as visible signs of ideas, words, or symbols. It is a tool to communicate 
thoughts and ideas in a readable form. Writing renders language visible, and it is concrete in nature.

If we look back at the history of typography, it is pervasive. Humans from every part of the world have used 
glyphs, calligraphy, symbols, and more since ancient times. Each of the glyphs, calligraphy, and symbols 
formulate language and meaning. The advancement and popularization of photographic technologies have 
brought images to the forefront of visual culture and semiotic language. Nowadays, the vast portion of 
knowledge sharing happens through producing and circulating visual images, photographs, and videos 
through popular outlets such as Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok. 

The Shift to Text in/as Art

In the mid of 1960s – 1970s, the rise of text-based art in the art world. During the same period, the art 
world also sees the popularization of conceptual arts. Does it relate, or is it just a big coincidence? During 
this period, too, the art world shifted from the notion of art as an object toward the notion of art as an 
idea1. There were experiments on conceptually implementing this notion through language rather than 
through visuals. This experiment was to view how audiences look at artworks – from passive consumption, 
by ‘just’ looking at existing artworks to audiences actively engaging2 with the physical or conceptual creation 
of artworks. These experiments were first started in literature and poetry. Poets such as Dan Graham and 
Vito Acconci were among the few poets. While in Malaysia, we have a few poets such as Abdul Ghafar 
Ibrahim (AGI), Puzi Hadi, T Alias Taib, Jack Malik, and Aliff Awan. 

While for the visual arts camp, in the same decade, with the rise of conceptual art, text-based art to 
becomes prominent. Many conceptual artists such as Joseph Kosuth, Lawrence Weiner, Ed Ruscha, Sol 
Lewitt, John Baldessari, and more used language in place of brushes and canvas. Words became the leading 
role in emphasizing ideas over visual forms.

Text-based art intrigues many conceptual artists as it engages audiences to encounter artworks through ‘the 
active process of reading.’  In Malaysia, several artists use text-based art as their go-to method of art 
making. Among them are Fuad Arif3, Tan Zi Hao4, and Suhaimi Fadzir5. Many utilize commercial materials 
such as solvent ink, vinyl, neon, and lightbox. While some still prefer to use painting techniques such as 
Husin Hourmain6 and Fazreen Sukri. 

Ahmad Fazreen Bin Mohd Sukri or, as he is commonly known in the Malaysian art industry as Fazreen Sukri. 
He is an emerging young artist who graduated with a Master in Fine Art Technology from Universiti Teknologi 
MARA (UiTM). He brings his interest in the dialect of Kelantanese into his artworks. This contextual 
displacement of the dialect becomes his motive within his creative process as he put himself playfully 
displaces his own self towards the language through abstraction in an intense repetitive and layering of text. 
Fazreen will be sharing eight text-based artworks for his inaugural solo exhibition titled More Than Words. 
More Than Words brings the audience to view his writing-as-scribbling-as-painting. 

Writing-As-Scribbling-As-Painting

What is writing-as-scribbling-as-painting? To better understand it, first, let’s define the definition for each 
verb. Writing is an act or process, usually involving letters or characters that are visible signs of ideas, 
words, or symbols. It is a tool to communicate thoughts and ideas in a readable form. Writing renders 
language visible, and it is concrete.

What is scribbling? The root word is scribble; to write or draw hastily and carelessly. Often, scribbling is 
associated with negative habits. It is messy, out of control, sloppy, wasteful, and childish. But people often 
overlook the fun and exciting part of scribbling. It is fun, and above all, it is one of the best ways to improve 
your drawing skills. Artists practise one type of scribbling, which is gestural drawing. Willem de Kooning, 
Jean-Michel Basquiat, and Cy Twombly are some artists using gestural drawing.

What is painting? Many view painting as a difficult form of art to describe7, but according to Pat Steir, 
dealing with paint can be defined as painting. In general terms, painting is a practice of applying paint, 
pigment, or other media to a surface. The mediums are usually applied using brushes, palette knives, 
sponges, and airbrushes. In yesteryear, a painting could be wet paint applications on a flat surface. Still, it 
is not as simple as that is today. Painting has turned itself into something different because it has absorbed 
the high and low culture; it has become something that comprises both organic and synthetic materials. 

Writing-as-scribbling-as-painting is how Fazreen engages with his artworks. It is emphasized by how 
Fazreen’s artistic practice is. He started to paint the canvas; then, he began to write a word or sentence 
repeatedly. At first, the process was very controlled, but eventually, his form started to diminish. From a 
controlled gesture, it becomes more hastily and carelessly written. Suppose one views the artwork at a 
glance. In that case, there is a fat chance the audience will notice that the painting is just an abstract 
painting with scribble on top, but the best way is to take a closer look and ‘read’ the artwork. 

The repetition of the writing created a multi-layered version of the words, and the mixture of various 
mediums and treatments makes an overall sense of abstraction and ambiguity that is part of his artistic 
expression. The repetitive writing may initially seem arbitrary, but on the contrary, it is a deliberate act by 
Fazreen. The act of laying words repeatedly will make it unrecognizable. Each layer will make the word 
smudgy, inversed, vague, and in the end, make it more challenging to read at first glance8. 
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Reference
1 During this time, the conceptual movement favored defining artworks as ideas rather than objects, thus the era championed ‘a 
dematerialization of the art object.’
2 Artworks are anchored together by the text, granting the audiences an additional clue with which to interpret the works.
3 Among Fuad’s text-based art was Bismillah, 2015 for Four Corners.
4 Tan Zi Hao is a multi-disciplinary artist who works predominantly in installation and performance art, Tan’s works often explore language, 
multilingualism, and linguistic ideologies in text-based installations.
5 Suhaimi Fadzir has been incorporating text in his art for a while. One of his notable works is Red Marilyn (JFK & Marilyn), 2013 which used 
neon and assemblage.
6 Based on a conversation with Husin, he identifies himself as an artist that uses typography (Jawi calligraphy) and text.
7 Many view paintings especially abstract paintings are difficult to describe. Some argue whether art should be enjoyed or understood.
8 ‘Debasement’ is an action or process of reducing the quality or value of something, in this context the paintings.
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Amir Amin (AA): Can you share more about your solo exhibition? Is it your first solo?

Fazreen Sukri (FS): Yes, More Than Words is my first solo exhibition. The artworks I am exhibiting 
for my first solo are an extension of my current practice. I recently graduated from Universiti 
Teknologi MARA (UiTM) with a Master in Fine Art Technology; throughout the three semesters, I 
started to explore text-based art as my preferred genre. I used language, in particular, the 
Kelantanese dialect, as my subject. I played with identity for that body of work. In contrast to my 
exploration years during my Master’s, for this exhibition, I would like to use my artworks as a tool 
to spread positive messages by using positive and encouraging words. When people read the 
words repetitively; it acts like zikir, which is a form of Islamic meditation; that usually praises the 
Almighty.

AA: Where do you find your inspiration?

FS: I thought I would like to tackle something basic, banal, or mundane during the research 
process. Something that most of us take for granted. I thought and thought, what is that thing? I 
ran through my old sketches, and one old sketchbook caught my eyes: the school exercise book. 
The school exercise book pages consist of lines that keep the writing in order – in line. There was 
an incident when I was a kid; one of the punishments given by my teacher was to write a sentence 
repeatedly. If we look at it from an Islamic perspective, is the act of repeating the line of a sentence 
somehow liking the act of reciting zikir. So, I tried to write repetitively, and I noticed something 
which the first few lines that I did, I was very much aware of what I was writing. Still, after a while, 
I just wrote it spontaneously – it was like the sentence had been engraved into my head and it was 
like second nature to me. 

Another thing I was aware of when I did this exercise was writing, scribbling, and painting; all 
three happened simultaneously. Thus, a form of isochronous writing-as-scribbling-as-painting 
emerges blending into the neutral background of the painting. The term is used to tell my process 
of art making, which in turn makes me rethink that the text comes in second while the act of 
scribbling-as-writing-as-painting is the first.  

AA: What makes you choose text as your main idea, and why are words your subject matter?

FS: I have always found that text is more than just verbal communication we use daily. Text is much 
more than that. I’m looking at the text as a form of a tool in delivering a message through the form 
of words themselves which then evoke a sense of perspective towards the audience.  

The question of words being my subject matter is that everything serves its meaning. Words serve 
the purpose in a culture that gives meaning to it. If we withdraw culture from the world, we see 
objects without names. I want to serve a sense of meaning as much as my work. Hence, the use of 
text as my subject matter.

Conversation with Fazreen Sukri

AA: I am interested in writing-as-scribbling-as-painting. Can you share how the term came to 
be?

FS: The term ‘writing-as-scribbling-as-painting’ was inspired while researching for my Master’s 
thesis. I try to develop my technique by continuing to practice painting; I write a word repeatedly, 
layer by layer, and it eventually forms a scribbling. I just let loose and write carelessly using several 
mediums. The result was paintings that were chaotic, messy, and sloppy. 

The work is based on my research during my Master’s study, where I decided to call my art-making 
a form of writing-as-scribbling-as-painting. I write a specific word over and over, layer by layer, 
that eventually forms scribblings through painting practice. The practice plays as I believe a 
suitable approach to delivering my artistic expression. 

AA: Thank you for spending time to talk about your first solo exhibition. Again, congratulations. 

FS: Thank you. 
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Everything will be alright
122 x 183 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022
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Keep it positive
152.5 x 152.5 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022

In the state of mind
152.5 x 152.5 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022
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Always be grateful
122 x 183 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022

Always Blossom
122 x 122 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022
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Be Courageous
122 x 122 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022

One step at a time
122 x 122 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022
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Tomorrow is a fresh start
122 x 122 cm  |  Mixed Media on Canvas  |  2022
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ABOUT G13 GALLERY:

G13 Gallery identifies and collaborates with the artists that show potential, 

relevance, and depth in their works. The gallery aspires to develop synergy 

between artists domestically and internationally, and it achieves this through 

cross-border collaborations, residences, and exhibitions. G13 Gallery aims 

to realize a greater appreciation for Asian art, has been actively participating 

in multiple regional art fairs over the past few years. 
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