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The Eye Travels
Malaysian artist rafiee Ghani talks about his life of 

travel that colours his canvases. BY Sarah Nh Vogeler

Rafiee Ghani (b. 1962) is a semi-
abstract Malaysian artist who 
paints captivating, imaginative 
landscapes in vivid colours based on 
his frequent travels. In recent years, 
‘Perfumed Garden’ was inspired by 
a sojourn to India in 2011 and 2012, 
and ‘Desert Rose’ was precipitated 
by a regular trip to Tunisia, Algeria 
and Morocco in 2014. 

Ahead of the opening of his solo 
show ‘Adventures in Wonderland’ 
in mid-May at Vallette Gallery in 
Kuala Lumpur, he shared with Art 
Republik readers his lifestyle and 
work processes, and how one should 
approach abstract art. 

Share with us your background, 
including what made you pursue 
art, and in particular, Abstract 
Expressionism.
I was exposed to modern European 
paintings by numerous postcards 
sent by my father who travelled 
frequently for work. We come from 
a family where almost everyone 
has a background in science. I 
chose art as it gave me pleasure 
and a sense of freedom. I didn’t 
realise then that being an artist was 
actually gruelling work. Abstract 
Expressionism came naturally as I 
love figurative paintings.
Tell us about your recent travels 
and the inspiration behind your 
latest works. 
Most of my recent travels were 
concentrated in Central Asia, 
although I have spent quite some 
time in Morocco, Tunisia and 
Algeria. These regions are rather 
arid and monotonous but the people 
are very colourful, especially the 
costumes.
Your works have been described 
as vivid, compelling and a visual 
marvel. How do you see them on a 
personal level? 
I like them to be perceived as a 
personal and intimate visual diary. 
It is not about me personally, but 
how I relate to certain issues that we 
are confronted with, such as love, 
loss, longing, tragedy and hope. My 
travels helped me see these things 
in people and I attempt to express 
them in my paintings.
Does work dominate your life? 
I paint only in the mornings, 
Mondays to Thursdays. Weekends 
are for friends, family and sometimes 
guests. I love photography and wish I 
had my early travels in photographs. 
I used to sketch every time I travel, 
but now I can take pictures for hours 

on end. I keep returning to the same places and taking more pictures, but 
must admit the frustration of being unable to capture what I want people to 
see. Photography is hard business.
Share with us your painting processes. 
I sketch a lot. I have numerous sketchbooks. Nothing much is done in the 
sketches but it keeps me busy mentally. I never transfer any sketches to 
a canvas. My watercolour paintings are entirely different from my oils. I 
always treat these paintings as a continuation from previous works, and 
preparation for the next. 
What are your interests?
I love photography. I wish we had someone in Malaysia like Ara Güler in 
Turkey. I like literary works, writings that inspire readers to, in turn, write 
and express themselves. My roots are in Islam but in my travels, I meet a lot 
of people of different faiths. Throughout my travels, one thing I treasure is 
that there are good people everywhere.
What are your settings for working?
I only work in the mornings, 8 a.m. to 1 p.m. I work mostly standing up and 
facing the walls where my pieces are hung. I get too exhausted to work in 
the afternoon and don’t see any point in sleep deprivation. I used to listen 
to music but not anymore. Sometimes I listen to audiobooks on travel, 
motivational themes or even how to better one’s grammar. 
Abstraction is a difficult language to understand and explain. Is it pivotal 
that viewers see and understand what you wish them to? 
People always tell me that they don’t understand abstract art. I tell them 
that understanding or deciphering is not important. They need to know 
what they are looking at. What do they like about it? The colours? The 
lines? The shapes? If so, why? Then I explain why I made those marks on 
the canvas. I let their eyes move around the paintings. It is like listening 
to classical music. There are no lyrics. There is no meaning that you can 
understand. But it can still make you sit and listen for hours. 
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More information at vallettegallery.com


