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In The Promised Garden, Najib Bamadhaj reflects upon the enduring pursuit 
of beauty and the resilience required to bring it into being. The series draws 
inspiration from the artist’s visit to Claude Monet’s celebrated garden in 
Giverny, a place that has become synonymous with artistic devotion and 
perseverance. During our visit there in the spring of this year, Najib and I 
were both struck by how the garden itself embodied the very essence of an 
artist’s struggle: a vision patiently cultivated over time, shaped by both 
nature’s rhythm and human persistence.

Monet’s garden was not conceived merely as a subject for painting; it was an 
evolving artwork in its own right, constructed through decades of 
experimentation, resistance, and care. Similarly, Najib’s interpretation of 
The Promised Garden explores how beauty emerges through process, through 
layers of intent, hesitation, and transformation. The artist employs acrylic, 
bitumen, and metallic leaf on jute to build a complex visual field where 
light, texture, and colour interweave. These materials evoke both fragility 
and endurance, capturing the tension between the natural and the artificial, 
between what is cultivated and what is uncontrollable.

While Monet sought to capture fleeting moments of light, Najib extends that 
inquiry to the notion of time itself, not as an instant but as an accumulation. 
His garden is not a reproduction of Giverny; it is a meditation on the idea of 
becoming, where every mark and surface suggests persistence, failure, 
renewal, and faith. The butterflies that traverse his compositions become 
metaphors for transience and grace, emblems of transformation that echo 
the artist’s own journey.

The Promised Garden reminds us that beauty is never spontaneous. It is an 
outcome of resistance, discipline, and vision, qualities that Monet once 
embodied and Najib continues to explore in his own practice. This body of 
work stands as both a tribute and a parallel, an acknowledgement of a lineage 
of artists who turn their surroundings into living testaments of creation, and 
a personal reflection on what it means to nurture an inner landscape amidst 
doubt and perseverance.      

Kenny Teng
G13 Gallery

FOREWORD
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Claude Monet’s garden at Giverny is often cited 
as an emblem of Impressionist beauty. Yet along 
with the aesthetics, deep significance lies in the 
act of the garden’s making. Over twenty-three 
years Monet transformed tracts of countryside 
acquired over time into a constructed environment 
that blurred distinctions between painting, 
gardening and curating. He purchased adjoining 
parcels from villagers, created the pond that 
would sustain his water-lilies and designed the 
now-iconic bridge in dialogue with Japanese 
architecture and prints that fill his Giverny home. 
The garden was, in his words, his “greatest 
masterpiece,” a tribute we can presume was not 
just because of its appearance but because it 
embodied the sustained labour of vision. It is 
from this understanding that Najib Bamadhaj 
builds ‘The Promised Garden’, a series that 
engages the site of Monet’s garden at Giverny less 
as a motif than as a philosophical model for what 
it means to produce, maintain and justify an 
artistic practice.

Najib’s lingering interest in Monet’s garden was 
furthered after a visit to Giverny following his 
successful solo presentation at Art Zurich 2025. 
Having long desired the chance to experience the 
garden in person he encountered an expansive, 
curated landscape akin to what he describes as 

the earliest example of an installation in the 
Western Modernist canon. Wandering through 
the gardens prompted Najib to reconsider the 
relationship between process and presentation. 
His mind went to the role the term ‘masterpiece’ 
occupies in the art canon as a shorthand for 
excellence. Using the garden as a point of 
instigation he interrogates the temporal and 
conceptual structures that enable mastery to 
emerge and asks what differentiates an artwork 
that endures through time from one that merely 
pleases in the moment? By using the garden as 
metaphor, he redirects attention from the visible 
to the procedural, as he encourages us to move 
beyond simply rewarding aesthetic results to 
appreciating the incremental construction of 
meaning through hard work that underpins 
creative endeavours.

This conceptual orientation informs both the form 
and methodology of ‘The Promised Garden’ which 
is composed of large-scale paintings depicting 
Monet’s garden across the four seasons: spring, 
summer, autumn, and winter. On his visit he 
photographed the site extensively, which became 
the basis for the spring and summer paintings. 
During autumn and winter the garden is closed 
and Najib was suddenly required to translate a 
European climatic cycle foreign to his own 

The Promised Garden
by Zena Khan

experience of equatorial foliage and light. This 
led him to employ artificial-intelligence tools to 
simulate seasonal transitions for which he lacked 
a firsthand visual record. The use of AI here is not 
a novelty but an analytic device. It exposes the 
limits of machine vision inherent in the software’s 
inability to imagine the decay and dormancy of 
natural change, which became especially apparent 
to Najib when it returned the autumn and winter 
images with trees filled with leaves just in 
autumnal or wintery palettes rather than the bare 
branches that would be expected. This in fact 
highlights the value that the human dimension of 
imagination holds even today in the advent of 
technology. For Najib, technology becomes a 
proxy for cultural translation, revealing what is 
lost when perception is mechanised and the 
critical role the artist can play in mediating all of 
this for audiences. 

Materially, Najib’s practice is anchored in the 
discipline of painting, his major at UiTM Shah 
Alam, with strong threads from mixed media 
practices. This can be connected to Najib’s 
grounding in art history as both an artist and an 
art collector, and the position mixed media holds 
in Malaysian contemporary art history. 
Structurely, repetition and layering prevail in 
these paintings as each piece is carefully 
constructed through sequential layers of acrylic, 
bitumen, lacquer, aerosol and metallic leaf on 
canvas. The result is a surface where every 
aesthetic element has a function too. Bitumen 
provides depth and density. Lacquer controls 
reflection and shifts the temperature of colour. 
Gold, silver and blue leaf operate as optical 
conductors, catching light and distributing it 
across the pictorial plane. These works 
demonstrate the delicate balance skill (which is 
the innate gift) finds with technical mastery 
(which is cultivated through discipline and 
practice). His canvases manifest this by 
juxtaposing the mechanical against the expressive.

Najib in the Monet’s Garden, Giverny, Spring 2025



6 7

In this regard ‘The Promised Garden’ nods to 
broader trajectories in Malaysian contemporary 
art where the technical act is very much encased 
within the conceptual particularly as first 
generation Malaysian artists of the Golden Period 
have interrogated how process itself can serve as 
content, especially through the genres of Mixed 
Media and Post Formalism. In the hands of early 
Malaysian contemporary artists the technical 
often held conceptual depth. Look at ‘The Great 
Malaysia Cityscape’ (2005) where Hamir Soib 
paints an expansive and complex perspective of 
the city skyline to raise discourse on how our 
view of life resides within our perspective of it. 
Najib, a generation younger, extends that inquiry 
by situating his process within an art-historical 
frame through his dialogue with European 
Impressionist Master Monet. His examination of 
Monet’s construction of his garden leads Najib to 
the revelation that the production of masterpieces 
that resonate have several layers embedded 
within them. 

Each painting in ‘The Promised Garden’ stages a 
meditation on temporality. The works on display 
depict spring, summer, autumn and winter, with 
the four seasons providing a structural metaphor 
for cycles of artistic growth: emergence, 
flourishing, decline and renewal. Spring’s 
chromatic abundance yields to the saturated 
density of summer, the crisp amber shades of 
autumn and, finally, the frigidity of winter. The 
sequence proposes that achievement is neither 
linear nor permanent. It must be maintained much 
like a garden that demands pruning, watering 
and care. In Najib’s interpretation, the maintenance 
of the garden parallels the maintenance of an 
artistic career. Success, he suggests through this 
series, is not an event. It is a practice.

The recurrent motif of the butterfly extends this 
meditation. Flitting across the canvases in gold 
and silver leaf, with one blue butterfly anchoring 
each composition, the insect operates as both a 

structural sign as well as an ornament. The choice 
of metallic leaf links symbol to material economy 
as gold and silver stand for the human attraction 
to wealth and recognition, the superficial 
correlates of success that humans chase. The 
solitary blue butterfly derives from a personal 
encounter on a visit to senior Malaysian artist 
Ahmad Zakii Anwar’s countryside home/studio. 
Sitting in the garden at dusk a single blue butterfly 
appeared unexpectedly, flying around as the pair 
of artists conversed. For Najib this rare and 
luminous sighting became a parable of hope that 
delighted him and he repeats within these 
paintings, that isolated blue figure signaling the 
persistence of creative aspiration that he seeks.

Such layering of personal experience through 
symbolism and art-historical reference typifies 
Najib’s mode of critique. His commentary on life 
or the Malaysian art ecosystem might be sharp in 
insight but softens itself by being embedded in 
metaphor. The garden’s beauty masks the toil of 
its making. Likewise, Najib’s sustained efforts for 
the Malaysian contemporary art scene through 
his concerns in education, mentorship, dialogue 
and economic activity furthers his position from 
artist to a conservator of an emerging art ecology, 
a necessity along with corporate activity, private 
patronage and activities such as art fairs that are 
present today in Malaysia. ‘The Promised Garden’ 
therefore functions as both aesthetic project and 
institutional critique by asking us to consider 
how artistic value is cultivated, who maintains it 
and the necessity of collective stewardship for 
continued buoyancy.

The technical precision of Najib’s work amplifies 
this commentary. The reflective surfaces of 
lacquer and metallic leaf invite subtle reflections 
of the viewer’s own image into the composition, 
implicating a sense of collective responsibility 
within the economy of desire that the paintings 
question. The viewer becomes part of the spectacle 
of surface, compelled by the same fascination 

with sheen that the artist identifies as symptomatic 
of a culture of appearance and desire to be lauded. 
Yet the more one looks, the more the work 
discloses its construction through the layering of 
pigment or the subtle shifts where colour meets 
light. In this sense Najib’s paintings operate 
pedagogically as they teach slow looking that 
encourages viewers to consider and analyse what 
is in front of them.

The inclusion of AI-generated references furthers 
this pedagogy. By depending on a system 
incapable of understanding the phenomenology 
of seasons, Najib exposes the insufficiency of 
purely data-driven representation. The AI’s 
failure to imagine winter without foliage becomes 
an allegory for cultural misunderstanding and a 
reminder that we can never fully synthesise 
experience. It is important to remember this is not 
a rejection of technology. Instead Najib draws it 
into his repertoire as a new tool, interrogating its 
limitations while finding his own use for it. As 
the art world becomes increasingly borderless 
this may be seen as a metaphor for cultural 
translation too, a necessity as we seek to create 
understanding between various cultures or 
tradition and contemporaneity. Moreover it 
reminds us that artists have always been at the 
forefront of finding ways to communicate cultural 
difference or find innovative uses for new 
technology that broadens our horizons. Although 
the works depict a European site, Najib’s clever 
implementation of metaphors firmly situates the 
series within distinctly Malay styles of storytelling 
where meaning is cloaked in layers, allowing it to 
resonate firmly with local audiences while 
opening up an understanding of Malaysian 
narrative traditions to the world.

Viewed within the history of Najib’s practice ‘The 
Promised Garden’ is an extension of his 
examination of human and environmental 
interdependence. Viewers will recall this from his 
series such as ‘Great Migration’ (2012) and 
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and expression that speaks to the contemporary 
condition of borderlessness. Najib’s reconstruction 
of Monet’s garden, which continues to fascinate 
artists and travellers from across the world, reminds 
us that the global condition of art is one of perpetual 
translation, and of the necessity of process.

Through this series, Najib rightfully positions 
himself as a central figure in the evolving narrative 
of Malaysian contemporary art. Over the fifteen 
years of his practice he has emerged as an artist 
whose work bridges technical discipline and 
conceptual inquiry, local resonance and global 
dialogue. As rapid production and digital visibility 
threaten to overwhelm the arts, Najib’s focus on 
making and thinking reminds audiences that 
meaning and true success accrue over time and 
dedication. The density of detail and colour 
encourages a slowed down spectatorship; for 
viewers to truly enjoy the paintings they must 
spend time with them, scanning the full surface and 
drinking in each detail for meaning to be slowly 
revealed. Najib provides his audience instruments 
here for thinking about how art is made, valued and 
our engagement with art’s intellectual and aesthetic 
components, which are gifts in a world charged 
with rapid digital scrolling and moreish visual 
consumerism. Commenting that he would like to 
revisit Monet’s gardens in Giverney and see what 
strikes him next, we are told that ‘The Promised 
Garden’ is not a destination. Rather it is a reminder 
of process, and the joy one will find within.

‘Survival’ (2015) which employed animals as 
allegories for social commentary. In shifting to 
landscape, Najib expands the field of metaphor to 
the ecological, while fulfilling a longheld personal 
desire to produce a series on landscapes in the 
vein of senior artists he has admired such as 
‘Hijau Series’ by Yusof Ghani. In thinking through 
Najib’s widespread activity in Malaysian 
contemporary art the garden becomes a fitting 
symbol as unlike animals gardens are sustained 
through continuous human intervention. His 
development from the figure to the landscape 
thus narrates his own moves and growth across 
the local art ecosystem, where his care and output 
has increasing resonance and value beyond his 
own practice.

The paintings’ scale reinforces this shift. Najib 
sought to create impact by extending the scale of 
his canvases to envelop the viewer within the 
scene. Najib describes the experience of painting 
large as one of immersion rather than oversight. 
This dimension shift transforms the act of viewing 
into participation, aligning with the immersive 
ambitions of installation while remaining 
grounded in the medium of painting. Furthermore 
this emphasises Najib’s skill for creating 
atmosphere, be it through his work as a painter or 
the settings he creates at Ruang Bamadhaj, his 
artist-studio which also functions as a space for 
conversation, artwork viewing, repository for his 
own collection and library of art literature.

Najib’s engagement with Monet also invites an 
interesting consideration of cross-cultural 
influence. Whereas the Impressionist’s fascination 
with Japanese prints personified the nineteenth-
century flow of forms from East to West, Najib’s 
return journey exemplifies the reverse movement 
characteristic of the twenty-first century. A 
Malaysian artist reinterprets a French garden 
filtered through Japanese aesthetics using digital 
technology developed in both the West and the 
East. There is a fluid circulation of both inspiration 
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ARTWORK

“Visiting Monet’s Garden reminded me that beauty does not appear instantly. 
It grows through time, struggle, and faith. 

The Promised Garden is my way of reflecting on that journey both in nature and within myself.” 

— Najib Bamadhaj
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The Promised Garden I
107 x 244 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden II
213 x 152 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden III
122 x 214 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden IV
92 x 137 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden V
108 x 244cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden VI
214 x 152 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden VII
122 x 305 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden VIII
122 x 183 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden IX
76 x 152 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden X
138 x 214 cm  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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The Promised Garden  XI
160 x 80 cm each  |  Acrylic, Bitumen, Silver & Gold Leaf on Jute |  2025
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