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2005, her book “Style & Imagination: Art in the Nanyang Academy” 

featuring highlights of the academy’s collection and its regional 

significance was published. To date, she has written books and essays on 

the work of Cultural Medallion artists, such as Chua Ek Kay, Lim Tze Peng, 

Ang Ah Tee, Chng Seok Tin, Han Sai Por, Thomas Yeo, Ng Eng Teng and  

Yip Cheong Fun as well as pioneer and master artist, Cheong Soo Pieng.  
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book that she wrote, as commissioned by the National Heritage Board. 

From 1996 to January 2004, Dr. Tan was a curator at the Singapore Art 

Museum. While at the museum she specialised in acquisitions and 

researching Second Generation Singapore artists, the art of Vietnam, 

Malaysia and India. Today, she continues her work with Southeast Asian art 

and artists, through workshops, research, publications and exhibitions.

Dr. Tan graduated with a Master of Arts, obtaining First Class Honours in Art 

History from the University of Glasgow in Scotland. She holds a Doctor of 

Philosophy from Chelsea College of Art, London, focusing on practice-led 

research as a curator and critical art historian in Southeast Asia.

Sensibility in art relates to emotions and feelings. It also relates to how we 

perceive meaning from looking at an artwork. 

There are two basic ways to appreciate an artwork, the formal and the 

contextual. The formal refers to our visual understanding of what is graphic 

and visual: such as line, colour and shape. Broadly, the contextual means using 

other information at hand such as the story behind the work, anecdotes of 

the artist’s life or the time in which the artwork was made, to add to our 

appreciation of the art object. As viewers, we take time to look at an object, 

observe its visual qualities and we make meaning from a combination of 

information and our own observations.

In Southeast Asia, we can also associate sensibility to the spiritual (something 

we cannot see, only feel). The spiritual (not necessarily religious) is prominent 

in the arts and culture of Southeast Asia. For example, the broad definition 

of ‘semangat’ in Malay means ‘keep spirit’ or ‘spirit’. From this we understand 

that souls and spirits inhabit animate and inanimate objects, and contribute 

to or participate in, the general forces of nature and of life itself.

The notion of sensibility therefore posits that we find meaning and feeling 

in both formal and contextual terms of art-making and art objects. More 

importantly, sensibility in relation to the Southeast Asian concept of 

‘semangat’ is closely aligned to that of reciprocity. As viewers of an art object, 

it matters as much, what information resides in the object as what we, as 

living beings, bring to it. 02
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Weaving a tapestry  
of memories

The artworks here draw on representations 
of familiar things that we recognise, and use a 
medley of colours and textures to stimulate our 
senses. Elements such as the quilted fabrics, the 
sepia-toned photographs, green ventilation tiles 
and worn brown stone walls are highly visual, and 
also tactile. The colours alone are also stimulating: 
such as the brilliant blues of the animal kingdom, 
while patterns such as swirls and concentric 
dotted lines create a mood of liveliness. In all, the 
density of such elements woven together invites 
us into a richness of feeling and memory.

Andrea Yap En Rui 
Animal’s Kingdom 
Acrylic on canvas 
99 x 150 cm 

2012 UOB Painting of the Year, Singapore - Highly Commended  04
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Kit Tan Juat Lee 
Endless Love 
Oil on canvas 
145.5 x 115.2 cm

1997 UOB Painting of the Year, Singapore

Anthony Chua Say Hua  
Wall of Inscriptions 
Ink and pigment on rice paper 
125 x 125 cm

2014 UOB Painting of the Year, Singapore - Silver 06
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Ang Hiong Chiok 
A Bamboo Blind 
Oil on canvas 
61.5 x 71.8 cm

Drawing meaning  
from symbolism

Sometimes, an open window or a raised blind has 
a deeper meaning for some of us. They remind 
us of a certain time and age: we will recognise 
an old wooden window or a painted bamboo 
blind as being from the past. A temple, water and 
mountains may refer to a specific place or religion, 
but also symbolise other feelings and ideas such as 
faith, power and eternity. An eagle is a bird of prey, 
but also one that symbolises freedom. Popular 
culture logos convey materialism. The manner in 
which items are presented in an image, helps us to 
see and to feel differently by stimulating our own 
thoughts and memories.
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Koeh Sia Yong 
Bali Lake 
Oil on canvas 
105 x 197 cm

Raymond Lau Poo Seng 
Window No. 2 
Oil on canvas 
133 x 100 cm 10
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Lester Lee Ngai Sing 
The Idea of Great Success 
Acrylic and charcoal 
153 x 122 cm

2012 UOB Painting of the Year, Singapore - Highly Commended

Stephen Wong 
Eagle 
Chinese ink 
86 x 86 cm 12
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Wong Shih Yaw 
Love 
Oil on canvas 
46.3 x 128.3 cm 14
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Creating optical sensations

With our eyes alone, we appreciate lines, colours, 
and shades. These three works are quite different, 
but they offer similar visual stimuli. Shades of grey 
and wavy lines suggest both space and solidity, a 
mystery almost. Horizontal and vertical surfaces 
in red markings suggest depth by overlap and 
a sensation of an exotic textile. In watercolour, 
brightness from sunlight bouncing off leaves, sand, 
sky also helps us understand the tropical feeling 
of an environment. Optical sensations invite us to 
feel and to be intrigued by the image before us.

Lim Cheng Hoe 
Kampong Lane 
Watercolour on paper 
54 x 68 cm 16
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Cristene Chang Hoei 
Weave, Unweave 
Mixed media 
130 x 80 cm

2014 UOB Painting of the Year, Singapore - Bronze  

Anthony Poon 
BG Sus Waves 
Acrylic on canvas 
122.6 x 122.6 cm
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Colouring the mood

Sometimes, a monochromatic veil over an 
image creates a sensation of a particular feeling, 
depending on what that colour is. Blue could 
create a feeling of coolness and relaxation; green 
could represent freshness and adventure; and 
orange could bring forth the energy and briskness 
of dawn for example. Like a black and white 
film from a particular decade or a sepia-toned 
photograph, these monochromatic visions invite 
us in through the feelings inspired from the actual 
colour and its spectrum of tonalities. This is 
common especially for landscapes.

Tay Bak Koi 
Waiting 
Acrylic on paper 
103 x 67 cm 20
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Cheong Soo Pieng 
Dusk 
Oil on board 
99 x 127.5 cm

Thang Kiang How 
Highland II 
Pigment on linen 
65 x 65 cm 22
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