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Abstract 
This study examines how Malaysian photographers integrate traditional cultural elements with modern digital technologies to shape contemporary 
photographic expression. Through comparative and qualitative analysis of selected visual works, the research identifies thematic patterns that reflect 
evolving identities and storytelling techniques. The findings highlight how digital tools and social media expand creative possibilities while raising 
questions about cultural authenticity. By exploring the intersection of heritage and innovation, this study contributes to understanding the role of 
photography in Malaysia’s visual culture and proposes future directions for education, collaboration, and cultural preservation.  
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1.0 Introduction 
Modern Malaysian photography is growing rapidly due to technology advances and increased acknowledgement of numerous styles of 

photography. According to Samsuri et al. (2021), Malaysia's diverse cultural legacy, which blends Malay, Chinese, and Indian traditions, 

has shaped contemporary Malaysian photography's artistic expression. Digital cameras and smartphones allow people of various skill 

levels to easily take and share images. Instagram and Facebook have changed how photographers showcase their work, giving them 

global exposure and creating a vibrant online community. Malaysian street, portrait, landscape, and conceptual photographers have 

expanded their creative expression thanks to digital technology. Nadirah Zakariya and Yaman Ibrahim, two famous modern 

photographers, are known for their unique artistic techniques and abilities to tell stories. Workshops and degree programs have helped 

develop talent. Photography collectives and exhibits foster collaboration and innovation. Malaysian photographers combine modern and 

traditional elements despite strong market competition. They expertly capture the nation's rich culture and contribute to the global 

photographic conversation. Since its invention 195 years ago, photography has advanced technologically, according to Adobe 

Communications Team (2021). Everyone may now effortlessly shoot and share high-quality photos thanks to better lenses and more 

portable and durable camera devices. Small (2024) added that technology has revolutionised photography, changing how photographers 
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take, manipulate, and share images. This study examines whether rapid technological innovation might cause access and skill 

discrepancies and how it affects previous and present photo creation. 

 

2.0 Literature Review 
This study explores how traditional photographic practices, and contemporary digital techniques intersect to shape modern photographic 
expression in Malaysia. While classical methods rooted in cultural identity and colonial history continue to influence local photography, 
current scholarships often overlook how these elements merge with digital innovation in practice. This gap includes limited discussion 
on the tension between cultural preservation and technological advancement, as WhiteWall (2024) quotes photography is an undeniably 
powerful medium for shaping and presenting identity. To address this, the literature review will examine five key areas: the historical 
context of photography in Malaysia, the role of early pioneers, the impact of technology on photographic methods, photography’s role 
in cultural development, and the creativity of visual storytelling. Together, these themes aim to provide a more integrated understanding 
of how Malaysian photographers balance heritage and innovation in their work 

 
2.1 Historical Context 
The nation's historical background and cultural variety firmly establish the development of photography in Malaysia. The colonial era in 

the latter half of the 19th century first introduced photography. Western photographers had a major role in the early development of 

photography, focusing on capturing images of the colonial scenery, architecture, and local communities. The earliest comprehensive 

photographic documentation likely occurred in 1862, as pointed by Luminous-Lint (2024), when K. Feilberg (Fig. 1) and his associate 

established a photographic firm located in Penang. Munusamy (2020) cited the Malaysian photography movement, which began with 

salon photography with the establishment of the Perak Amateur Photographic Society in 1897 by Leonard Wray (Fig. 2) and grew rapidly 

in the 1950s. Photography gradually gained popularity among Malaysians as a means of expressing their own stories, individualities, 

and cultural legacy. 

 

 
Fig. 1: K. Feilberg's The Jetty, Penang, circa 1863-1869. Albumen print. 

(Source: Luminous-Lint, 2024) 
 

 
Fig. 2: Leonard Wray was a Superintendent of Government Hill (Maxwell Hills or Larut Hills) at Larut around 1883-1903. 

(Source: Chung, 2018) 
 

 



Azman, M.F., et.al., KICSS2024: IC2reDIT: International Conference on Creative Design, Innovation & Technology, Virtual Conference, 23 & 24 October 2024, E-BPJ 10(SI29), pp.21-29. 

 

23 

2.2 Early Pioneers 
The initial indigenous practitioners witnessed the emergence of Malaysian photography throughout the mid-20th century. Ismail Hashim 
(Fig. 3), a prominent figure known for his monochromatic photography that beautifully captures the essence of ordinary Malaysian life 
(Fig. 4), played a pivotal role in establishing photography as a legitimate art form. Cheng 2020) commented on Ismail's art, specifically 
his photography, "Although it’s frequently mentioned that Ismail Hashim’s photographs look ‘unstaged’, it does not mean that he had not 
put great care into the composition of each image”. These initial trailblazers established the foundation for subsequent generations, with 
a particular emphasis on topics of personal and collective identity, cultural matters, and socio-political concerns. Tajuddin and Hamzah 
(2023) proclaimed that picture portrayals not only visually depict a culture after colonization but also offer a means to reject the 
fundamental ideas of ethnicity and imagine a more comprehensive national identity. 

 

 

Fig. 3: Ismail Hasyim (1940-2013). 
(Source: Puah Chin Kok, Invisible Photographer Asia, 2018) 

 

 
Fig. 4: Even if the Bomb Explodes, I Can Sleep Through. Ismail Hasyim (1983). Hand-printed photograph. 

(Source: Ilham Gallery,2022) 

 

2.3 The Impact of Technology 
The digital revolution's recent development has had a significant and far-reaching effect on Malaysian photography. The shift from film 
to digital cameras has made the field more accessible to a broader audience, democratizing it. The advent of digital cameras, 
smartphones, and editing software has provided photographers with the ability to explore many techniques, leading to a greater range 
of diverse and innovative photographic creations. Fig. 5 show the comparison of technology impact in making photographs between 
1867 (handprint technique) and 2009 (digital technique). 

Social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok have transformed how photographers share their work. Chlanda (2024) 
describes it as a necessity for one marginalized group to interact with another and exchange photographs. These platforms offer rapid 
recognition and a global audience, allowing Malaysian photographers to present their work across territorial limits. Social media's virality 
potential enables the rapid distribution of compelling pictures capable of influencing public opinion and cultural trends. DiJiFi (2020) 
claimed that advanced digital cameras and smartphones produced better photographs. Digital photography allows for simpler photo 
editing and instantaneous image quality assessment, resulting in a great photo every time. The progression of camera technology, 
including the digitalization of photos, the incorporation of high-resolution sensors, sophisticated autofocus systems, and the utilization 
of drone photography, has significantly broadened the range of creative opportunities available to photographers. These technical tools 
enable the exploration of novel viewpoints and methods, expanding the boundaries of conventional photography and capturing more 
detailed and vibrant photographs. 
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(a)                                                                                                                       (b) 

 Fig. 5. (a) The Great Waterfall, Penang. 1867. ANM Collection; (b) The Great Waterfall, Penang, 2009. 
 (Source: Moore, 2013 & Lye, 2009) 

 

2.4 Cultural Development 
The rich cultural diversity of Malaysia is a result of the country's many ethnic groupings, which include indigenous peoples, Malays, 
Chinese, and Indians. This multicultural atmosphere presents photographers with an abundance of subjects and themes to explore. 
Contemporary photographers often incorporate aspects of various cultures, traditions, and festivals into their distinctive visual narratives, 
reflecting Malaysia's diverse society. The fast urbanization and industrialization of Malaysia's cities have significantly impacted 
contemporary photography. Urban environments, tall buildings, and contemporary architectural designs have emerged as major topics. 
Photographers document the contrast between traditional and modern aspects, emphasizing the country's process of change and 
progress. Photographers in Malaysia are currently placing more emphasis on social topics, including inequality, migration, and 
environmental concerns. Using their cameras, they capture and highlight urgent societal issues, frequently igniting conversations and 
advocating for social transformation. As supported by Siri et al. (2022), some strive to demonstrate diversity within a single country, 
shedding emphasis on aspects of life that often go unnoticed by many of us. 
 
2.5 The Creativity of Visual Storytelling 
Modern Malaysian photographers capture the dynamic between the two eras in their unique visual storytelling, which  
frequently combines traditional methods with digital additions. Dulis (2024) highlights that visual storytelling enables us to understand 
and establish connections with others by immersing us in their worlds. Photography conveys emotion and tells a story beyond 
composition. This integration permits the maintenance and reinterpretation of cultural artifacts within a contemporary setting, 
guaranteeing that age-old themes continue to resonate. The incorporation of digital tools also opens new avenues for artistic expression 
and narrative, broadening the potential of photography in Malaysia. 
 
 

3.0 Methodology 
This study employs a comparative and qualitative research design to examine how Malaysian photographers integrate traditional cultural 
elements with evolving digital technologies. The methodology is structured to respond to the research aim of understanding the interplay 
between heritage and innovation in contemporary photographic practices. A comparative analysis approach is used to examine both 
historical and contemporary photographic works in Malaysia. As outlined by Burton (2012), comparative analysis begins with a formal 
visual examination of two or more subjects—such as images, photographers, or movements—followed by a critical evaluation of their 
similarities, differences, and underlying cultural or technological implications. This study selects case studies of Malaysian photographers 
active during pre-digital and post-digital periods. These are purposively sampled based on their thematic focus on cultural identity, 
tradition, and use of visual storytelling. Archival collections, exhibitions, photography books, and online portfolios serve as primary data 
sources. Each selected case is analyzed in terms of visual composition, thematic content, and cultural references, allowing the study to 
identify stylistic continuities and transformations over time. To complement this, a qualitative content analysis is applied, drawing from 
Barrett’s (2020) photographic theory, which emphasizes both formal and cultural readings of images. This process includes systematic 
coding of visual elements such as color, framing, subject matter, and symbolism. These methods allow the study to investigate not only 
what is visually depicted but also the reasons and mechanisms behind photographers' choices in portraying cultural narratives in specific 
manners. This dual-method design facilitates a nuanced comprehension of how worldwide photographic trends are adapted within 
Malaysia's distinct socio-cultural context. This analytical framework establishes a solid basis for revealing the aesthetic, symbolic, and 
philosophical transformations in Malaysian photography as it evolves from traditional to digital forms of expression. 
 
 

4.0 Findings  
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This study explores the evolution of Malaysian photography by examining how traditional cultural values intersect with technological 
advancements. The findings are organized into four thematic categories: Visual Comparison, Technological Advancement, Cultural 
Influence, and the Creativity of Visual Storytelling. This thematic framework enables a clearer analysis of how photography has evolved 
both visually and contextually within Malaysia’s socio-cultural and digital landscapes. 
 
4.1 Visual Comparison Analysis 
A comparative analysis of photographic styles across time (Table 1) highlights significant changes in technique, material, and thematic 
focus. Early 20th-century photographs, often created using albumin prints or gelatin plates, exhibit fine tonal gradation but were labor-
intensive and fragile. Mid-20th-century images from the roll film era offered enhanced mobility and greater accessibility, enabling 
widespread documentation of Malaysian life. In contrast, contemporary digital photography offers unparalleled precision, flexibility, and 
reproducibility. The transition from analog to digital reflects not only technological progress but also shifts in aesthetic priorities and 
visual narratives. Photographers now manipulate color, light, and composition more freely, embedding layers of cultural meaning while 
pushing stylistic boundaries. 

 
Table 1. A Comparison of Photographs from the Past to the Present 

Photograph Year Detail 

 

 
(Source: Hassan and Dennis, 2022) 

 

 
 

1900 

Early 19th century photography process 
 

Possible printing using: 
 -Albumin Prints 
-Silver Gelatin Prints 
-Platinum Prints 
-Gelatin Dry Plates 
 
This approach is known for its fine intricacy and ethereal look. Although 
fragile and sensitive to environmental degradation, these images are 
charming and historically significant. This method required long 
exposures and painstaking effort, but the results were detailed and 
tonally rich. 
 

 
 

 
(Source: Carousell, 2021) 

 

 
 

1980 

 
 
Roll Film 
 
Roll film, usually cellulose nitrate or acetate lets photographers snap 
several shots without changing plates. This convenience and the Kodak 
camera democratised and popularised photography. The dynamic range 
was large, especially in black-and-white film, and its later colour was 
bright and durable. Film grain can be a strength or a weakness, and 
incorrect storage can degrade film quality. 

 

 
(Source: Bernama, 2023) 

 
 

2023 

 
Digital 
 
Modern digital sensors have excellent low-light resolution, colour 
accuracy, and dynamic range. Digital photos are highly flexible and may 
be edited and reproduced infinitely without losing quality. Although 
digital lacks the physical and sentimental elements of film and early 
photographic processes, its precision and versatility make it the 
standard in modern photography. We respect 19th-century techniques 
for their history, roll film for its ageless and tactile features, and digital 
for its versatility and technology 

 
4.2 Technology Advancement 
The advancement of camera technology has directly influenced the democratization of photography in Malaysia (Table 2). From bulky 
box cameras of the 1800s to the compact, high-resolution smartphones of today, technological innovation has expanded participation 
and diversified visual output. Digital platforms and editing software have introduced new forms of creativity, allowing photographers to 
experiment with post-processing techniques and real-time sharing. These tools enhance not only the technical quality of images but 
also the immediacy of cultural documentation. Today, amateur and professional photographers alike contribute to Malaysia’s evolving 
visual culture with increasing speed and global reach. 
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Table 2. A Comparison of Camera from the Past to the Present 
Type of Camera Year 

 

• Albumen prints and daguerreotypes camera 

• Large Format and Box Cameras 

 
1800s to early 1900s 

 

• Roll Film and Folding Cameras 

• Twin-Lens Reflex (TLR) and Rangefinder Cameras 

 
1930s 

 

• Single-lens reflex (SLR) cameras 
 

 
1960s 

 

• Digital Cameras 

• Smartphones 

 
1990s-present 

 
4.3 Cultural Influence 
Elevated Magazines (2024) cited that photography promotes cultural representation by offering an intersection for diverse societies. 
Photography in Malaysia plays a critical role in documenting cultural identity across time (Table 3). From colonial-era group portraits 
capturing ethnic diversity, to post-independence imagery celebrating national unity, the camera has served as both witness and 
storyteller. The 1990s saw a shift toward more candid, expressive imagery, while digital-era photographs embrace spontaneity and 
multicultural representation. Attire, settings, and social interaction within these images provide rich context for interpreting societal values 
and changes. Importantly, visual narratives contribute to preserving intangible heritage—like traditions, rituals, and community 
interactions—through a medium that resonates widely with contemporary audiences. 

 
Table 3. A Comparative Cultural Group Photography from the Past to the Present 

Photograph Year Detail 

 

 
(Source: CILISOS Branded Content, 2017) 

 

1860s  
Multiple race group photo during the colonial era 
 
The photos showed the region's rich cultural diversity, including colonial 
influences. Local village, family, and social event images were less formal 
than colonial government photos. People's lives were shaped by villages, 
markets, and residences. They displayed ethnic and socially significant 
apparel, accessories, and ceremonial costumes. These planned but 
unconventional photographs conveyed spontaneity and authenticity. 
Community poses were possible. Photos usually depicted locals' daily life, 
customs, and civilisations. Despite colonial influences, these images retain 
Malayans' identity and tradition. 
 

 

 
(Source: Lin, 2020) 

 
 

1960s 

 
The photo of diverse group of people after Malaya gained 
independence. 
 
These photographs became more carefree and happier, showing diverse 
ethnic populations merging and progressing. New landmarks, urban 
areas, and rural areas highlighted modernisation and tradition. People 
dressed traditional and modern costumes to show heritage and progress. 
 

 

 

 
1990s 

 
Multiple race group photo using roll film 
 
These photographs captured Malaysian society's enthusiasm during this 
transformative decade. Smiles, games, and poses characterised 1990s 
group photographs. Colour photography evolved during this time, capturing 
the decade in vibrant photos. Malaysian multicultural groups often 
represented themselves to promote togetherness. Malaysia's 1990s group 
photography highlights its cultural diversity, economic growth, and evolving 
society. 
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(Source: Anwar, 2018)  

 

 
(Source: Mohammed, 2020) 

 

 
 

2020 

 
Multiple race group photo during the digital era 
 
Urban streets, cultural festivals, natural environments, and digital 
workplaces should represent diverse communities. Posing and candid 
images now capture true involvement and enthusiasm.  
Digital group photos capture real emotions and experiences in a more 
relaxed setting. Participants mix cultural heritage and modern lifestyles by 
wearing traditional and modern attire. Quick image sharing and editing 
stimulate creativity and chronicle social occasions and daily life with digital 
technologies.  
Group photography now emphasises visual storytelling and engagement 
due to social media. Hashtags, filters, and geotags help digital 
communities contextualise and share photographs. Today, numerous 
groups are shown together to promote togetherness and cultural diversity. 
  

 
4.4 The Creativity of Storytelling 
Modern Malaysian photography demonstrates an evolving sense of visual storytelling. Influenced by global aesthetics yet grounded in 
local heritage, photographers now combine cultural symbolism with contemporary visual techniques. This creativity is especially 
evident in the use of digital media and platforms that encourage narrative experimentation—such as Instagram, blogs, and photo 
essays. The integration of multimedia tools enables layered stories that can convey emotion, history, and perspective in new ways. 
The strategic use of visuals, framing, and editing not only informs but also inspires, aligning Malaysian photography with broader 
global trends while maintaining its cultural distinctiveness. 
 
 

5.0 Discussion 
Malaysia’s photographic evolution exemplifies a compelling intersection of cultural identity and digital innovation, aligning with global 
shifts in contemporary visual storytelling. The nation’s rich multicultural heritage—comprising Malay, Chinese, Indian, and Indigenous 
traditions—provides a dynamic canvas for photographers to articulate complex narratives rooted in identity, heritage, and social 
transformation. These cultural dimensions are not only preserved but are also reimagined through the lens of modern photographic 
practices, positioning Malaysian photographers within broader discourses of postcolonial representation and global visual culture. 
Technologically, the accessibility of digital cameras, editing software, and online platforms has revolutionized photographic production 
and distribution in Malaysia. These tools have democratized image-making, enabling local practitioners to refine their craft, experiment 
with visual techniques, and disseminate their work to global audiences. Social media platforms function as digital galleries and 
networking hubs, allowing Malaysian photographers to build personal brands, engage with international communities, and contribute to 
global conversations on culture, identity, and social justice. This convergence of cultural specificity and technological accessibility 
situates Malaysian photography within a transnational framework of creative expression and socio-political relevance 

 
5.1 The Emergence of New Local Key Figures and Influences Photographers in Malaysia is Noteworthy 
The emergence of local photographic figures further illustrates the impact of this dual evolution. Nadirah Zakariya, for instance, has 
garnered international acclaim for her introspective self-portraits, which merge personal narrative with broader cultural commentary. Her 
work, which reflects influences from both Malaysian and Western sensibilities, exemplifies how photographers negotiate cross-cultural 
identities through visual media. Her mesmerizing self-portraits (Fig. 6) have garnered her international renown as a published and 
exhibited photographer (Tatler, 2024). The New York-trained photographer, according to 33.3 (2021), says she uses photography to 
absorb life events. Similarly, Yaman Ibrahim’s focus on rural life and traditional landscapes highlights the enduring relevance of 
vernacular aesthetics in the digital era. His stylistic experimentation and genre versatility—spanning documentary, portraiture, and nature 
photography—position him as a key figure in shaping Malaysia’s photographic identity while resonating with global trends in visual 
storytelling. As previously indicated by 121 Clicks (2021), he pushes photography's boundaries through experimentation to achieve 
exceptional photographic outcomes that can serve as a standard for aspiring photographers. He possesses a profound enthusiasm for 
various genres of photography, including landscape, architecture, nature, documentary, and portraits (Fig. 7). 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Fig. 6: Vitiligo. Photograph by Nadirah Zakariya. 
(Source: Zakaria, 2024) 
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Fig. 7: Gobbaik Toikot. Photograph by Yaman Ibrahim. 

(Source: Ibrahim, 2013) 

 

6.0 Conclusion& Recommendations 
This study examined the integration of traditional cultural aspects with digital tools by Malaysian photographers to construct visual tales. 
The results indicate that contemporary instruments like digital cameras and social media have broadened creative opportunities, 
enabling photographers to reinterpret cultural identity and history through current visual narratives. This research examines chosen 
works to illustrate how photographers navigate the interplay between tradition and innovation in Malaysia's dynamic visual culture. 
Constraints encompass a restricted sample range and the lack of audience or institutional viewpoints. Future research should 
encompass a wider array of case selections and interviews to evaluate public engagement and interpretation. It is advisable for 
photography education in Malaysia to incorporate cultural context in conjunction with technical abilities. Institutions and digital platforms 
ought to endorse nascent voices and community-centric narratives to safeguard and elevate Malaysia’s varied visual heritage. 
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Paper Contribution to Related Field of Study 
In conclusion, cultural legacy and technology innovation have created a dynamic Malaysian photographic landscape. Malaysia's unique 
cultural identity and quick digital technologies have allowed photographers to create new and contextually rich visual narratives that 
resonate locally and globally. Today's photographers are reinterpreting ancient motifs through modern perspectives, while digital tools 
and social media encourage creative experimentation and diversity. This convergence may dilute cultural authenticity and affect 
homogenised global tendencies. Integrating cultural preservation into modern practises is necessary to address these issues and protect 
Malaysia's visual heritage. These may include focused instructional programs, artist scholarships, and curated exhibitions of classic and 
modern photography. Cross-cultural collaborations between local and foreign photographers can boost Malaysia's photographic 
community presence and foster significant information sharing. Malaysian photography can advance dynamically and contribute 
effectively to global visual culture discourses by embracing its cultural roots and leveraging current technology. 
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