
 

 

 

Faculty of Applied and Creative Arts 

Formalistic Art Practice in Visual Ethnography: 
Songket Rajang as A Case Study  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yu Wei Chow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Master of Arts 
2021 



 

 

Formalistic Art Practice in Visual Ethnography: 
Songket Rajang as A Case Study 

 

 

 

 

Yu Wei Chow 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted 

In fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts 

(Fine Arts) 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty of Applied and Creative Arts 

UNIVERSITI MALAYSIA SARAWAK 
2021 



 i 

DECLARATION 

I declare that the work in this thesis was carried out in accordance with the regulations 

of Universiti Malaysia Sarawak. Except where due acknowledgements have been made, the 

work is that of the author alone. The thesis has not been accepted for any degree and is not 

concurrently submitted in candidature of any other degree. 

 

…………………………… 

Signature 

 

Name: Yu Wei Chow 

Matric No.: 18020081 

Faculty of Applied and Creative Arts 

Universiti Malaysia Sarawak 

Date : 

 



 ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

My mum always reminds me to believe in every events and incidents that we faced in our 

lives, for there will always be a gift in disguised waiting for us at the end of the journey; 

always believe in God, and be faithful and trustful on the path He gave.  

I want to give my deepest gratitude to the cosmic, the universe that brought everything 

together for allowing me to finish my thesis smoothly. I want to thank all the people who 

have contributed in any matter for this journey. To my dearest teachers who have taught we 

more than I could asked for, Assoc. Prof. Dr Yakup Mohd Rafee, Mr Awangko’ Hamdan 

Awang Arshad, Mr Sylvester Wielding Jussem, Mr Mohammad Zamhari Abol Hassan, and 

Mr Hishammudin Siri. There are many knowledges that one could not possess in classrooms, 

but to learn from others and to feel it, see it, experience it yourself. Thank you to the muddy 

path that I tripped into; thank you to the leeches that sucked my blood; and thank you to the 

12 hours of jungle trekking when I need to go to the bathroom for number two since the very 

first hour. Thank you so much for this wonderful journey that I will always remember till 

the very last day. 

Of course, I would not have survived through all these first experiences without my 

comrades, my fellow research mates. Thank you for accepting my flaws and being patient 

with my ignorant; and giving me joy and happiness throughout this journey. Thank you Jue 

and Anyshya, my annoying sisters. Thank you to Doris and Sarah for the guidance and their 

advices for allowing me to execute my study smoothly. I would also like to give thanks to 

my friends who had been worrying about my progress more than I did, which I am guilty of; 



 iii 

and I want to specially say thank you to the two neighbourly friends. The day for us to meet 

will definitely be close.  

Last but not least, I want to thank myself for keeping your own promise. It is hard and 

difficult to do something you might not enjoy, but thank you for pushing hard, and thank 

you for being able to find happiness in this journey. No one knows you better than I do. So, 

let us work harder in the future that we will face together.  

Finally, I would like to thank you for your time reading my humble thesis. I sincerely hope 

you would benefit from it, and I wish you the best of luck.  

 

 



 iv 

ABSTRACT 

Visual had played an important role in our daily lives and it was the matter of time before 

the social science researcher decided to apply visuals in their cultural studies. Hence, the 

introduction of a new method known as visual ethnography. Visual ethnography 

accommodates visuals such as photography and videography in enhancing their research 

documentation. However, the visual approach adapted by the ethnographers has yet to 

achieve their full potential with the lack of visual aspect presented in the visual data 

collected; indicating that the researchers did not focus on the image making process. This 

was due to the conventional method practiced by the social science researchers where they 

treat visual data as supportive evidence for the written texts; hence neglecting the importance 

of documenting visual aspect in the visual data. In contradict, the visual approach practiced 

by the visual arts researchers were able to produce visual data that exhibit visual aspect and 

interacts with the audience by applying visual arts disciplines and practices. The integration 

of art practice in ethnographic researches had shown significant outcome; and one of the 

practices applied was formalistic art practice. Thus, a visual ethnography research with 

Songket Rajang as case study was conducted through the implementation of formalistic art 

practice reflexively. With the application of formalistic art practice, the researcher was able 

to produce aesthetic expressive ethnographic visual representation of Songket Rajang. This 

research has proven that with the involvement of visual arts practices not only gave a new 

purpose for the visual data collected, but also introduced a new approach in visual research; 

proving the contribution of visual arts in research field.  

Keywords: Formalistic art practice, visual ethnography, elements of art, principles of art, 

reflexivity 
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Kaedah Seni Formalistik dalam Kajian Etnografi Seni Visual: Songket Rajang sebagai 
Kajian Kes  

ABSTRAK 

Visual telah memainkan peranan yang penting dalam kehidupan seharian kita dan lazimnya 

telah diadaptasi dalam etnograf, maka wujudnya kaedah baharu iaitu etnografi visual. 

Etnografi visual menggunakan fotografi dan videografi dalam meningkatkan prestasi proses 

pendokumentasian. Namun begitu, pendekatan visual yang diaplikasikan oleh penyelidik 

sains sosial telah menghasilkann hasil dapatan yang kurang efektif dalam penyampaian 

aspek visual; hal ini menunjukkan bahawa proses penghasilan imej tidak dititikberatkan. 

Pendekatan konvensional yang dipraktikkan oleh penyelidik telah meletakkan penekanan 

dalam data lisan dan menggunakan visual sebagai sumber sampingan bagi mengesahkan 

data yang diperolehi; ia merupakan faktor utama dalam masalah kekurangan aspek visual. 

Di sebaliknya, pendekatan visual yang dipraktikkan oleh penyelidik seni visual telah berjaya 

menampilkan data visual yang memaparkan aspek visual dan dapat berinteraksi dengan 

audien melalui penggunaan ilmu seni visual; dan salah satunya adalah kaedah seni 

formalistik. Oleh itu, satu kajian etnografi yang menggunakan kaedah seni formalistik 

secara refleksif bagi mengkaji Songket Rajang telah dijalankan. Melalui pengaplikasian 

kaedah seni formalistik, penyelidik telah berjaya menghasilkan data visual ekspresif yang 

estetik dalam penggambaran Songket Rajang. Kajian ini bukan sahaja telah membuktikan 

bahawa penggunaan ilmu seni visual telah memberi nilai baharu bagi data visual dan 

secara langsung telah memperkenalkan pendekatan baharu dalam etnografi visual.   

Kata kunci: Kaedah seni formalistik, etnografi visual, unsur seni visual, prinsip seni 

visual, refleksiviti  
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CHAPTER 1  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Background 

Just as images inspire conversations, conversation may invoke images; conversation 

visualizes and draws absent printed or electronic images into its narrative through 

verbal descriptions and references to them. (Pink, 2007. p. 21) 

As ethnography path their own way in the social science since the 1920s, 

continuously evolving to grasp the beauty of cultures and ethnics around the world; it had 

also evolved along with the technologies. As a new technology were introduced during the 

1960s known as ‘photography’, ethnographers acknowledged the potential of this new 

technology in supporting them in their ethnography research. Since then, the practice of 

engaging photography as a method in documenting had gradually increased and this new 

method was given the name ‘visual ethnography’.  Visual ethnographer uses visual in 

presenting the truth about the studied ethnics or cultures, giving other scholars and audience 

a ‘sight’ to see and to understand about the studied subject. The two types of visuals used 

for documenting in visual ethnography are photography and videography. The social science 

researchers may have adapted a new method in supporting their research, however, the visual 

method applied had yet to exhibit its full potential.  

The visuals documented in visual ethnography research are known as a form of data 

in ‘showing’ the audiences what is what; its sole purpose is to show what is on the image. 

However, little do they know, visuals are not just merely visuals, yet they possess something 

more than what the picture shows. Visuals in art had been implemented as a passageway for 
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the creator to convey their messages to their audience; evoking emotions and conversation 

or even aspire ideas; allowing the audience to express themselves freely in grasping the story 

behind the visuals. The visual approach applied in ethnography and art has different 

purposes; one is to provide knowledge while the latter is to engage a conversation with the 

audience. The ethnographers had treated visuals as just a mere tool in helping them in 

documenting what they ‘see’ and the images are only reflection of what they ‘see’, and the 

situation captured were explained through written texts; the visuals applied are to show what 

had been explained on the texts. They had neglected the power of visuals in conveying 

information on its own. The visuals documented turn out to be bland, and could only be 

analysed on face value; for the ethnographers did not understanding the importance of 

visuals in storytelling hence neglecting the image making process. Thus, to demonstrate a 

more effective way in integrating visual, a visual ethnography research that accommodates 

with visual arts practice had been carried out.  

For this research, the researcher accommodated visual arts practice onto visual 

ethnography research in hope to enhance the visual aspect of the visual data documented and 

giving the data more visual impact that could interact with the audience and effectively 

represent the ethnographic knowledge. The visual art practice that was chosen to be applied 

in this research was formalistic art practice. Formalistic art practice is an approach in 

applying the discipline in formalism; an art form that focuses on the portrayal of the outcome 

by applying basic art theories, elements and the principles of art without focusing on the 

content of the image. Therefore, the visual data documentation will implement formalistic 

art practice in hope to enhance the visual aspect of the data collected. This research only 

focused on the documentation of visual image (photography) in visual ethnography. 
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In order to accommodate formalistic art practice onto visual ethnography effectively, 

reflexive approach was applied in this research. The practice of reflexivity approach has been 

practiced by visual ethnographers in order to depict a more ‘realistic’ storytelling without 

being too subjugated to their personal perspective. For this research, Songket Rajang was 

chosen as the case study in showing how formalistic art practices could contribute in 

representing ethnographic knowledge. 

 

1.2 Problem Statement  

As the world had become more involved with visuals, (Ledin & Machin, 2018), it is 

no surprise that the social science field eventually adapted the contemporary method in 

conducting their researches. The implementation of visual practice had been increased over 

the years, and undoubtedly indicates a good sign; however as stated by Lucas and Wright 

(2018), taking photography is not just a neutral act but it requires assumptions, preferences 

and theoretical implications; it is more than just one click away.  

With visual researcher in the human sciences now taking up challenge of not only 

collecting visual materials as part of the research process but also making visual forms 

that become data sources, the role of the visual in research is becoming much more 

complicated. (Sullivan, 2010, p. 53) 

As mentioned by Sullivan (2010), many researchers from other fields had started to 

engage visual in their research, however, the role of ‘visual’ is not as simple as they thought. 

Sullivan doubted that the researchers had yet to fully captivate the essence of visual and 
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implemented it efficiently in aiding them in their researches; hence facing the same problem 

as the visual ethnographer faced: insufficient visual aspect in their visual data.  

The visual data documented by the social science researchers may achieved the 

purpose of ethnography by presenting what the researchers want to present: cultures and 

societies; but there is more than what the picture could portrays. As discussed by Harper 

(2003), where Harper stated that the use of photography in visual ethnography is not to claim 

‘this is what is’ but rather to create a conversation among the receiver in understanding the 

image itself. However this is not the case for the visual data collected by the social science 

researchers. According to Rafee, Arshad, Siri and Javeril (2016), where they pointed out the 

lack of acknowledgement by the researchers in the image making process; which is opposed 

to what Sullivan had mentioned where the application of visual involved the process of 

turning visuals into useful information. The ethnographers from the social science did not 

emphasised on planning the approach in framing the ethnographic subjects. This is due to 

the practice of using visuals as supportive evidence to ‘verify’ the authenticity of the written 

texts; placing more focus on  the transition of images to written text instead of the image 

making process;  hence creating photographs that lack in visual aspects. The lack of visual 

aspect in a photograph will have a bland and straightforward visual outcome where the 

audience could only analyse on face value.  

The implementation of visual practice by the visual artists is very much different 

from the visual practice applied by the social sciences; where visuals are treated as a 

competent tool in creating a conversation with the audiences. Many visual arts masters 

during the Renaissance had effectively applied the theory of art in enhancing the visual 

aspect in their artworks; creating a visually impact and aesthetic artwork that captivated the 

eyes of the audience. With the correct implementation of art theories, one is able to create a 
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rhythmic artwork that could create a guide for the audience’s view to travel across the 

artwork (Aristide, 2006), hence creating a storyline. These art theories are also applicable in 

creating photographs. The fine art photographers applied art theories in helping them to 

identify the best composition and approach to capture the moment and creating an aesthetic 

outcome. The photographs created are not just a ‘still image’, but a passageway for 

discussion and exploration. According to Cotton (2004), where she stated that contemporary 

photographs in visual arts invites the audience to be self-conscious on how the image 

presented could evoked them emotionally and creates an understanding of the world they 

depict.  

As more and more visual arts researchers had participated in the social science field, 

it was no surprise that the visual arts researchers had implemented their professional 

backgrounds onto ethnography research. The visual arts researchers had applied their 

knowledge in assisting them to achieve their objectives for their researches; and the 

integration of visual arts onto visual ethnography had shown convincing outcomes. Among 

the ethnography researches that had been conducted through the application of visual arts 

theories and disciplines; one of the art practice that had been applied is formalistic art 

practice. Formalistic art practice is an approach where the artist would focus on the 

fundamental of visual arts, which is elements and principles of art; where the artist would 

implement both elements and principles of art in creating an artwork which focus on the 

presentation of visuals instead of focusing on the content.   

Given the above, the researcher acknowledged the implementation of formalistic art 

practice onto visual ethnography research could help overcome the shortage of visual aspect 

in the visual data collected by the social science researchers. As mentioned earlier, due to 

the lack of emphasis on the image making process, the visual data collected by the social 
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science researchers had insufficient visual aspect which led to the bland visual outcome. The 

researcher believed that through the implementation of formalistic art practice, which 

focuses on the visual presentation of the outcome could enhance the visual aspect on the data 

collected efficiently; not only giving it a more visual impact and aesthetic value but also 

allowing the visual data to create conversation with the audience. Creating visual outcome 

that could be more than just a supportive tools for the written texts, but creating visual data 

that could introduce the unknown to the audiences; of course it is impossible to measure the 

ethnographicness of an image (Pink, 2007), however with the integration of formalistic art 

practices, the visual data created would be more than just what it is shown, but rather 

portraying more depth and giving the audience a new perspective of the world the 

ethnographer wanted to present.  

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

i. To analyse which formalistic art practice that can be applied specifically 

on visual ethnography research.  

ii. To implement the selected formalistic art practice onto visual 

ethnography documentation of Songket Rajang as a case study. 

iii. To integrate formalistic art practice with visual ethnography through 

critical discussion on Songket Rajang representation. 
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1.4 Research Questions 

i. What type of formalistic art practice that can be applied specifically onto 

visual ethnography? 

ii. How to implement the selected formalistic art practice via visual 

ethnography approach by using Songket Rajang documentation as a case 

study? 

iii. How to discuss critically on the integration between formalistic art 

practice with visual ethnography through the representation of Songket 

Rajang? 

 

1.5 Methodology 

As mentioned in Section 1.1, the aim of the research is to integrate formalistic art 

practice onto visual ethnography documentation and representation. The methodology 

applied is a qualitative research where the researcher will be focusing on explaining complex 

phenomena; on how formalistic art practice can be integrated onto visual ethnography 

research and displaying the significant result. In order to integrate formalistic art practice 

onto visual ethnography research, reflexivity approach was chosen. A modified reflexivity 

visual research method was implemented effectively through accommodating formalistic art 

practice in documenting visual data on Songket Rajang. A more extensive discussion on the 

methodology conducted in this research will be elaborated in Chapter 3.    

 


