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“Memories are the key not to the past, but to the future”.

Chok Yue Zan’s solo exhibition, titled Retrospect of Paradiso, evocatively tells the story of a lost 
paradise, and emphasises the importance of familial ties through 13 mixed media paintings that 
are grouped into four separate series. 

Following the passing of his grandparents in 2013, Zan’s family was broken 
and the paradise which he holds dear to his heart started to disappear. In this 
exhibition, the artist pays homage to his family ties and the environment he lived in.  
The artist works primarily with the media of charcoal, acrylic and oil paints, and he explores 
different materials throughout his paintings to articulate his complex emotions: joyous memories 
of the times spent in the forest; the cherished moments he shared with his family; a sense of 
yearning for things to return how they once were. Zan also creatively utilises woodcutting and 
printmaking techniques in his paintings to illustrate the disappearance of his paradise. This unique 
application allows the artist to form his own distinct visual language to express with precision, 
deep personal emotions that invite the viewers to partake in his joyful nostalgia of paradise.

The quote “Memories are the key not to the past, but to the future” resonates with Zan: the artist’s 
intention is not to dwell on and mourn the loss of his paradise. Instead, his memories enable 
him to reflect and celebrate the present. The paintings reveal the sincerity and maturation of 
the artist, and the appreciative outlook he has developed over the years as a young adult towards 
those memories. With this exhibition, Zan shows that he is ready to fully experience life with a 
developed sense of appreciation. 
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The immortalised reminiscence of Zan’s family ____



“In Zan, and his works 
I find an irresistible youthful charm
it's as if he painted with his smile”

Guillaume Levy-Lambert
Co-founder of The MaGMA Collection  

and Art Porters Gallery, Singapore 
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TO U G H  L I K E  STO N E S ,  I  T H O U G H T In this series, the artist explores the strength and fragility of familial ties. He references old family photographs, 
and recreates four mixed media portraits of his family comprising acrylic, charcoal and oil on canvas. 
The portraits document and immortalise cherished moments of the artist and his family, juxtaposed against 
the scenic backdrop of his paradise. 

Drawn using charcoal, images of stones fill the silhouette figures in the portraits. While the stones symbolise 
the solid and strong ties shared between the artist and his family, the concept of charcoal illustrates the 
weakening of his family ties over time. Wood transforms into charcoal through high temperatures, signifying 
change. On the other hand, the brittleness of the charcoal connotes a quality of impermanence and 
vulnerability.

In all series except  Sleeping in the Ground, the artist showcases his creative and unique methodology of 
carving paint using traditional woodcutting techniques on layered acrylic and oil paints. By the gesture 
of meticulously chipping away paint in shapes of leaves and vines on the surface of the canvas, the artist 
personifies the disappearing of his paradise. The carved-out areas reveals the acrylic paint layered beneath, 
originally painted in white and pastel colours to represent the peace and happiness he once felt. 

Importantly, the light colours flling the negative spaces affirms the artist’s intention to not mourn over the loss 
of his paradise in these works, but to show a developed appreciation of his past, to celebrate his present, and 
to live life forward with mature understanding and a smile.
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We Used To Be Together, Strong like Stones
 
Acrylic, Charcoal and Oil on canvas
140 x 120cm
2018

“This is my older brother and I. My mother captured this 
moment of us in front of our house’s main entrance, on  
my first day back from primary school.”
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We Used To Be Together, Strong like Stones 3 

Acrylic, Charcoal and Oil on canvas 
120 x 130cm 
2018

“I was with my mother, father and older brother. I 
remember we were at home, celebrating my brother’s 
second birthday. We had this really antiquated refrigerator 
and sofa that we are still using till this day.”
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We Used To Be Together, Strong like Stones 4 

Acrylic, Charcoal and Oil on canvas
125 x 150cm
2018

“I was together with my mother, older brother, uncle 
and grandmother. We were at my grandparents’ place. 
It was a memorable moment when my uncle came to 
visit us. He was then working at another city that’s 
far away and it was rare for him to visit.” 
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We Used To Be Together, Strong like Stones 5 

Acrylic, Charcoal and Oil on canvas
125 x 175cm
2018

“I was with my mum, older brother, aunt and 
grandparents at my grandparent’s home - a really 
old chalet. Similar to my uncle, my aunt was 
then also living at another city far away, and she 
travelled a long way to visit us.”



Gone, blurring, memory. Reflecting  on these key terms, this series of two mixed media paintings offers a 
meditation upon the artist’s fading memories of his grandparents’ place (paradise) in Sabah. The paradise 
was a scenic environment surrounded by mountains, forests and the ocean. The artist relates his memories 
of the paradise to the water that flows from the mountain through the river into the forest, and eventually 
out into the ocean. Over the years, the memories diminish and dilute, like how the water disperses out 
into the ocean. Change has taken place with the passing of time. The paradise and intimate relationships 
the artist once had with his family metamorphoses into beautiful and precious recollection.

G O N E ,  B LU R R I N G ,  M E M O RY 



Memory Of The Ocean 3 
 
Acrylic and Oil on canvas
95 x 180cm
2018
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Fade Paradise 
 
Acrylic and Charcoal on canvas
100 x 130cm
2018



This series of two mixed media paintings contemplates the transformation and state of the paradise. 
The paradise used to be a happy and peaceful sanctuary, undisturbed by events. After the passing of the 
artist’s grandparents, the forest of the paradise became subjected to intrusive construction works. The 
peaceful forest was being replaced by urbanisation, and it now sleeps in the ground where it once was. 

In the paintings, a white acrylic block occupies the center of the forest. Upon closer inspection, one 
will notice that the acrylic block is intricately carved to mimic the texture of a tree bark. Acrylic is a 
popular industrial material that contrasts against nature. The artist utilises the white acrylic block to 
symbolise the fading of a pure, virgin forest that was being replaced by the urbanisation. 

S L E E P I N G  I N  T H E  G RO U N D 
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In My Place 1 

Oil on canvas and Acrylic on board
120 x 120cm
2017- 2018



In My Place 2 
 
Oil on canvas and Acrylic on board
120 x 120cm
2017 - 2018
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This series features five paintings created by the artist during his one-month residency programme in Fukuoka 
with the prestigious Fukuoka Asian Art Museum. The paintings were inspired by the changes in environment 
(particulary the trees and the sky) observed by the artist from Spring to Summer during his stay. 

In this series, the artist showcases his advanced technique of carving paint. Originally, the artist first paints 
the canvas with multiple layers of acrylic paint in a singular colour before he overwrites it with the main 
content. He then carves the surface of the painting, revealing the underlying acrylic paint (and colour) that 
was layered beneath. This reveals the singular colour that makes up the negative space which is the carved 
out area. 

In his new process, the artist similarly prepares multiple layers of acrylic paint, but with two different 
colours. By controlling the pressure in which he carves, he is able to vary the depth, texture and colour 
of the negative space, introducing new dimensions to the carved out areas. The artist’s future works will 
incorporate this advanced carving technique.  

M E M O R A B L E  SC E N E
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Untitled 1 
Acrylic on canvas
51.5 x 36.5cm
2018
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Untitled 2 
Acrylic on canvas
51.5 x 36.5cm
2018
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Untitled 3 
Acrylic on canvas
51.5 x 36.5cm
2018
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Untitled 4 
Acrylic on canvas
51.5 x 36.5cm
2018
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Untitled 5 
Acrylic on canvas
51.5 x 36.5cm
2018



About Chok Yue Zan (b. 1994, Malaysian) 

Winner of the prestigious 2017 UOB Painting of the year (Malaysia) Competition, young Kuala Lumpur 
based artist Chok Yue Zan is an emerging force in the contemporary art world. 

Born in Tawau, Sabah, Zan grew up with his grandparents, in a forested environment surrounded by lush greenery 
and breathtaking sceneries. It was his sanctuary, a space of unbridled happiness which he considers his lost 
paradise. His art is inspired heavily by the nostalgia of said paradise and the singular theme of past, present, and 
future. Zan believes that one’s memories of the past can have a tangible effect on one’s future. 

In his craft, Zan explores various media in a contemplative and conceptual approach. He constantly questions 
the origins and functions of different materials, and is a proponent of mixing and combining different materials 
and art techniques to form a unique visual language. His modus operandi of consummately balancing creativity, 
emotions and technicality makes him one of the most all-rounded and exciting young artists in our region today.

Zan works are included in prominent public and private collections including the Fukuoka Asian Art Museum and 
the UOB collections.
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