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Wishes in Sepia

The world is flat. Not literally, but the time is. In this new age of technology, we could go wherever we want, 
update what we do, and the world would know it instantaneously. Grab any food, and go to work without 
leaving home; we can do basically anything in no time. Hence, the world is flat. But as we are exposed to so 
many things in life now, we also lose substantial fondness for things. As everything is easily accessible now, 
fewer things are deemed exclusive or unique. 

Which is why we somewhat turn towards something meaningful in life that is exclusively for us. Something 
that only we possess at the moment and is very dear to us. Finding these things is not strenuous, we just 
need to look around us. Might be a gift, a peaceful dwelling, our loved ones, or even a set of old photographs 
taken by your father. And this aspect of exclusivity in little things is what Faiz ZA is trying to discern to 
appreciate life’s meaning in general.

Wishes in Sepia conveys Faiz ZA’s interest in exploring old memoirs of treasured photographs that belong 
to his father during his younger age. This exhibition is almost like a homage from Faiz – where these 
photographs of momentous events deemed significant to his father were construed and re-painted into his 
elaborate artistic exertion. 

Faiz ZA is an artist who is very industrious in 
depicting his subject matter. Majoring in painting 
in his former education, he was trained in a 
school that stresses formalistic aspects of art and 
progresses the gained knowledge towards a 
pretty unconventional approach. Over the years, 
he has been perfecting his distinctive reverse 
painting technique, or we could describe it as the 
counter technique – where his subject is painted 
not by capturing the shadows but by heightening 
the value of lights. 

Starting with an all-black painted canvas, he 
studies the source of the lights and conversely 
paints the lights in tints of pearl-white. The 
glazing technique is achieved not by using a regular paintbrush but by a palette knife, which unintentionally 
creates this gritty effect that intensifies the grandeur of the subject in his paintings. Coincidence or not, 
this technique somehow emulates the olden days’ photography process or analogue film where a film is 
coated with a thin layer of light-sensitive chemicals. When one takes a picture, the lens reflects some light 
onto this light-sensitive film, leaving the image taken. 

Except in Faiz’s art-making, he is the ‘lens’, and 
the black-filled canvas is like the sensitised film 
where the image on the canvas depends on how 
Faiz re-interprets or ‘reflects’ his father’s 
photographs. Although he admitted that he has 
less to no connection to the people or the events 
that were captured, taking time to repaint them 
brings him into reliving those days in the 
photographs. The aspect of time in making these 
artworks inadvertently brought Faiz in-depth 
contemplation on his encounter with those 
photographs, hence giving them a new breath of 
interpretation on the canvas.

Some aspects found in Faiz’s paintings also 
provide a nostalgic impact for the audience who 

sees his work. More often than not, old photographs are nostalgic enough with their colours and subdued 
light, but the resulting paintings that Faiz has made add more aesthetic ambiances due to the effect of the 
gritty surface of the canvas, the Sepia colour, and also the artist’s unique lighting technique. It is a 
complementary body of works between the photographs and the artworks – giving these photographs a 
new light while still doing justice in trying to preserve the emotional affection when one witness the 
artworks.

Nazrul Hamzah

Detail  of  Wish I  Series (Best Friend) ,  2022

Detail  of  2 Pria ,  2022

4 5



Conversation with Faiz ZA
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Naz (N): Can you enlighten us on the sources of the 
photo you refer to in your works? Where did you 
find it, and what is your connection with the 
images? 

Faiz (F): It was my father’s treasured photo album. I 
found it in my parent’s wardrobe. There are few other 
albums like this, but I was moved by this particular 
album and thus decided to make paintings out of it. It 
is always my wish to produce such a body of work. 
There was a strong tendency for me to absorb these 
photographs, explore, and share them in the form of 
artworks.

N: Could you walk us through briefly some of your 
artworks? 

F: My artworks this time showed pieces by pieces of 
memoirs from the past that my father and his friends 
gathered together. Each photo that I imitate seems 
normal, but this series of photographs were bound to 
my father, which entails significant memories from 
his past. The priceless moments that happened to 
him once in his lifetime. Of course, nowadays as we 
can Google anything on the internet we can see all 
sorts of photos like my father had – the black and 
white, rusty, and Sepia in colour but as I tried to 
capture as many details as I can, I was drawn into 
them and they evoke some sort of a sense of 
belonging. Yes, I too was once a student and a 
teenager who tends to record or collect memories in 
a form of a photograph but we can always learn new 
things from other people’s collections of photographs. 
Repainting them has taught me about friendship, 
mannerisms, families, past, and changes that I, as the 
future generation need to appreciate as much as I 
can in order for me to be in the right path, not 
astrayed within the rapid progress of technology.
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N: Is it just mere depictions, or is there something 
you’d like to express in portraying these subjects?

F: Each individual has a lot in common and such an 
example is an act of proving something even in the 
most simplest way. I admit that my body of work this 
time is nothing more than a mere depiction of a real 
photo. There is less effort in distorting the fact or 
reducing the details that appeared in the picture as 
each subject is perfect on its horizon. Even I as the 
artist do not possess any idea about where, when, 
and what or who the person in each photo is, other 
than my father and aunty. But that was the mystery 
or magic behind the representational in photography, 
without any alteration, narrative can be understood 
in the tiniest detail present on the surface. Everyone 
can relate to it.

N: There is always this sense of unsettling or 
mystery in your works as you picture them in a 
monotonous Sepia colour. Tell us more about your 
choice of colour. Could this also signify something? 

F: To be honest, I do not sense any magical effect or 
mystery that follows along with the choice of colour 
in the process of making this body of work. But each 
individual that views my artwork often tells me that 
there is emotional affection and connection that 
make them more fascinated by the image on the 
paintings. Perhaps the subject of humans and nature 
or characters and choice of colour in their own 
understanding is based on their own perception and 
experience that motivate them to appreciate my 
artwork more than I am. For me, black and white 
sometimes represent time, and most of the time 
represents how I restrict my material in making 
artwork which makes me more bored rather than 
excited.

N: I notice that you have a distinctive approach in 
your technique. Mind sharing?

F: Reverse technique. That was the general term that 
I can best describe for now about my technical 
practice. Physically, I feel like I was doing makeup 
practice on a blank black surface, and end of the 
touch, people often notice that I had created a pastel-
like effect on canvas. That was an accidental 
misunderstanding that I cannot afford to deny it. As a 
whole, this technique is just a normal conventional 
method but the only difference is the main tool – it 
was the palette knife that did the job.

N: Would this scraping technique with a palette 
knife be considered as drawing?

F: Drawing. I once heard from my lecturer back in the 
diploma level, “drawing is alive”. At that time I did not 
understand what’s the meaning behind it. Then, as I 
grew up as an artist I realised that drawing was the 
process of artistic development or growth. Essential 
to growing your keenness or soul to be precise – in 
the process of making an artwork. I do not deny any 
individual that says my painting is just a drawing 
because it does look like a drawing. Even I admit that 
I do not need any drawing in the process because 
what I practice on canvas was the drawing of the 
whole process. 

N: What would it be if you could give us a sentence 
or a word that sums up the theme of your body of 
works? 

F: Past and reality.
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Wish I Series (Blood Ties)
149 x 149 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Cikgu Murni Ke?
121.5 x 152 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Wish I Series (Reunion)
91 x 152 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Tiga Sekawan
91 x 152 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Andai Ku Tahu
91 x 122 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Andai Ku Kenal
152 x 122 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Wish I Series (Best Friend)
152 x 91 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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Dua Perempuan
119.5 x 90 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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2 Sekawan
46 x 76 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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2 Pria
46 x 46 cm  |  Oil on Canvas  |  2022
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 Malaysia
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 Balai Seni Lukis Melaka, Malaysia
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2011  Diploma Show at UiTM Lendu, Melaka,   
 Malaysia
 Group Show; ARTO Movement, ‘Takik’ at  
 Galeri Seni FSSR, UiTM Melaka, Malaysia
 Group Show; ARTO Movement, ‘Still Life’ at  
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INTERNATIONAL ART FAIRS
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