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Prologue
Aaron Gan

10 years come; 10 years gone. Many challenges, occasional successes.
In 2017, UOB conducted a a series of art-sharing sessions called “Artists’ Conversations”
in which it brought established Singapore artists to meet students enrolled in the
Art Elective Programme in schools around Singapore.
I found it meaningful to share my experiences with the students as I came to realize
that the path I had chosen was not one that that was commonly trodden.
That was when the idea of writing this book came about. To share my experiences
with the next generation so that they may avoid the mistakes I have made and
avoid the pitfalls.
I hope that in sharing the journey of my life and career, you may find encouragement
in your own. Whatever you’re doing now, or whatever you want to do in the future,
may you dream big, work hard and find your way.
The road less travelled may not be the easiest one. But it is decidedly your own,
and that is all the assurance you’ll ever need.
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Chapter 1

The Early Years

Growing up in the 80s, life was simple. I loved drawing and was always scribbling
in my textbooks. Outside of school, my childhood was spent on HDB playgrounds
and at local libraries.
I remember fondly my love for a Giant Spider-man colouring book that my parents
bought for me from Toys”R”Us and a how-to-draw Looney Tunes book that I spent
hours on. Looking back so many years later, these childhood experiences played
an important role in my approach to and love for art.
Singapore during the early years was quite pragmatic in its outlook. When I was
growing up, art was perceived by society as a hobby, not a career. Something to
indulge in during non-working hours or once I retired, not rely on for my livelihood.
This perception led me towards business, which was the focus of my studies and
early career.
As in so much of life, we must reap before we can sow. Having decided that I
wanted to go into business, I began planning out a course of action that would
help me excel. In junior college I studied economics and at university I chose
accounting, investment finance and business law. To supplement these subjects,
I also began reading widely on subjects such as marketing, human resources and
management. If I was going to be an entrepreneur, I knew I had to cultivate as
many hard and soft skills as possible.
This meant studying was important. But I also knew it wasn’t everything. Other
avenues of experience were necessary and I purposefully took jobs that exposed
my weaknesses and helped me round out my skillsets. I viewed work not as a way
to earn, but rather as a way to learn.
I believe a diverse skill set is essential to long-term growth and success. While it
is easy to assume a meaningful career in art is dependent upon artistic talent
alone, business disciplines - such as accounting, sales and marketing as well as
emotional and interpersonal intelligence - are necessary supports to carry one
forward.
If a diversity of exposure is important for the art itself, a diversity of skillsets is necessary for making it a sustainable livelihood.
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Chapter 2

Inroads Into Art

Fast forward a few years. I’ve left my corporate career and am transitioning into
art full-time. Although daunting, my experience to date had given me a solid
foundation of knowledge for gaining traction as a professional artist.
However, my entrance onto the art scene raised many more questions than it
answered. How do I navigate this new environment? Who defined the rules of
success and should I follow them? Who can I turn to for guidance (after all, I
didn’t have connections with any galleries, museums, collectors or mentors at
the time)?
Recognising the odds, I knew I had to take a leap of faith forward. As the saying
goes: Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the conviction to proceed in
spite of it.
“If not me, who? If not now, when?”
I told myself that perception would eventually become reality - “If I believed I
could make it, I would make it.”
How we think thus translates to how we act. And how we act determines our destiny.
In art, as in most forms of entrepreneurship, the first five years are treacherous.
Perseverance and resilience are key to surviving this period.
If I had entertained my doubts, or indulged the various temptations to give up, I
wouldn’t have experienced the joy of being an artist. Nor would I be here writing
to you.
So I had to maintain a positive mindset, one that took the difficulties in stride and
kept searching for opportunities to progress. An important part of this process was
seeking out advice, which can be invaluable to an artist just starting out. Having a
good mentor to share experience with and ask guidance from can help in defining
our voice as well as making decisions about the practical aspects of earning a
living.

DESTINY
76 x 28 cm
Watercolour on paper, 2022

Looking back on those early years, I’ve come to believe that the most rewarding
experiences in life are not instant, nor easy, and often come through long periods
of toil and trial. My career in art has only solidified this view.
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Chapter 3

Initial Challenges

Once I was on the art scene, it was time to get to work. And work I did. Day in
day out I was painting, often for hours on end. And when I wasn’t painting, I was
reading – for there was much to learn.
To me, success is a matter of knocking on the doors of opportunity until one
opens. It simply came down to whether I would stop knocking first, or whether the
door would open first.
While there was certainly the early excitement that comes with embarking on a
new journey, most of my motivation came from how I perceive success, which
revolves around three pillars: discipline, hard work and consistency.
Discipline, because if I was too given to distraction or laziness I wouldn’t have
made the progress I needed to each day. Hard work, because cutting corners
and looking for shortcuts wouldn’t have gotten me very far – I had to put in the
hours, there was no avoiding it. Finally, consistency, because occasional painting
wouldn’t yield the exposure nor build the foundation necessary to launch a thriving
art career.
Being realistic I knew failure was a possibility. Inevitability is not a feature of success,
especially in art. But even if I didn’t make it, I wanted to be able to tell myself that
it wasn’t for lack of effort - it didn’t matter if I failed or succeeded. It mattered that
I tried my hardest.
This was my fundamental motivation and it has stayed with me since.
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Chapter 4

My Point of View Series

“Those who do not stand for something, will fall for anything.”

My first series I titled Point of View, reflecting how I thought about art as well as
underscoring my commitment to remaining true to myself in producing it.
The essence of this series is to follow my heart, avoiding the allure of painting to
please instead of painting out of love – for art is an honest medium and integrity is
invaluable over the long run. Point of View exemplified how I felt about this.
It also symbolised experiencing the ups and downs of an artistic career on my
own terms – it didn’t matter if I failed or succeeded. It mattered that I tried it my
way.   
In art, as in life, we are so often wrong until we are right. Which is to say we are
uncertain of how things will turn out until we see them through and experience
them fully. Then, and only then, will we know. Then, and only then, will becoming
become being.
Similarly, I couldn’t be an artist until I became one. Which is to say I couldn’t
manufacture the appearance of an artist. I just had to paint and let the identity
shape itself organically over time.
Life is too short to be inauthentic. Dream big enough to become yourself.
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Chapter 5

My Pivot to Chinese Ink: Life as Art Series

“To be a good artist, we must first understand art; to understand art,
we must first understand life.
Once we understand life, we no longer need to understand art.
Then we can start painting.”

When I started painting , my chosen method was watercolour, which attracted
me because of its fluidity and unpredictability. The more we try to control it, the
less control of it we have; to advance we should first take a step back.
Watercolour reminds us to focus on the journey rather than the destination. By
learning to trust instead of force, only then can a sincere painting be arrived at.
When I pivoted to Chinese ink, I was attracted to its beauty and honesty. While
Western art tends to emphasise design and technique, Chinese ink leans towards
the cultivation of the spirit.
Imagine how a painting comes to life. A brushstroke – which is an extension of
the brush, which is a further extension of the hand, the arm, the body, and finally,
an extension of the soul – touches the canvas, bringing with it the entirety of the
person making it.
Life as Art brings together my love for watercolour, my respect for Chinese ink and
my search for life’s questions .
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Chapter 6

Art as Joy: Joy Series

“We are always looking for happiness. Maybe we can find it,
if only we know when to stop looking.”

My Joy series is an extension of my Life as Art series. I think of it this way because I
believe our lives should be filled with joy.
One of the happiest days of my life occurred when I was 15. After eating a simple
meal prepared by my mom and reading a favourite comic book, I was on my
way to play basketball when it hit me: Life is so simple. It takes so little to be happy.
That moment is forever etched in my mind because it was then that I realised
simple, everyday things, not big, grandiose ones, are what make up the joy of life.
Treasuring life’s simple moments is the secret to happiness.
When we appreciate what we have, we are well disposed to gratitude and
remembering those who helped us to where we are. The bird throughout the JOY
series is always glancing in a backward direction to symbolise this experience of
gratitude.
If advancing with watercolour first requires stepping back, then progressing in life
similarly entails looking back – gratitude being what we’ll see and carry with us
going forward, in our work, our relations, our lives.
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Chapter 7 In Search of Meaning: Calligraphy Series

笔是心， 心是笔。
心有法， 笔无为。

Art benefits from childlike dispositions. I once asked my daughter why she chose
yellow for a unicorn she was painting. She replied, “It’s only a painting, Daddy.”
Which is similar to saying, “There is no need for a reason, Daddy.”
And indeed no reason was needed, because she followed her heart in that
moment. Such is the essence of great art. Such is the honesty that makes great
artists. She taught me that I still have much to learn.
Calligraphy was originally a private undertaking, envisioned as an artistic reprieve
for meditating on ideas and teachings from the books I was reading. The paintings
are raw, personal. I might say they reveal something of myself as I am. I might
also say they reveal something of myself as I want to be.
The words of each painting are often illegible, a reminder that the real meaning
of a teaching is not in the words but in the experience – like how a finger points
beyond itself to the moon.
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知之者不如好之者，
好之者不如乐之者。
-论语
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Chapter 8

Upward and Inward: Starry Night Series

“To light a candle is to cast a shadow.”

When I was young, I used to gaze at the stars from atop my neighbour’s car. Yes,
they were beautiful, mesmerising. But they were also revealing.
For one, our environment matters. A bright earth makes for a dim star. If we want
to contemplate the starscape above, we have to immerse ourselves in darkness
below. This, I felt, was an excellent metaphor for life.
Starry Night is thus an acknowledgement of hope, for the brightest star can only
be seen on the darkest night. It is also an affirmation of courage, for strength rises
from adversity.
Starry Night consoles our souls: everything will be alright.
Life is not about travelling on the straightest road, but of making the most of our
inevitable detours.
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Chapter 9

A Goal Achieved: UOB Painting of the Year

Goals give focus and direction to our careers. When I began painting professionally
in 2012, winning the UOB Painting of the Year award was a natural aspiration. The
competition is open and fair and acts as an excellent platform for artists to grow.
When I won the Gold Award in 2015, I was glad. It was a culmination of my work
to date, and a recognition of how I had developed as an artist. But I also knew it
was only another step on my professional journey – it was not the destination.
For this reason, I guarded against letting this achievement divide me from my
work. Success has a way of seducing us away from further success. It may be due
to presumption, or complacency, or entitlement. But regardless of the reason, the
risk is real.
The fulfilment of an artist is in his or her art, not in the accolades or attention that
may accompany it.
Reflecting on this milestone in my career, I’ve come to various conclusions that I
keep close to my heart:
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•

Our foundation – of skills, habits, commitment, vision, and so on – will determine
how high we can climb.

•

As we climb, we mustn’t mistake lookouts for summits. How we see our
achievements matters.

•

Awards are affirmations of a single point in time. We cannot hold on to these
moments; we can only continue moving forward.

•

Competition is not with others. It is with ourselves, with the artists we were
yesterday.

•

Success shouldn’t change us. We are the same people after our milestones as
before them.

•

We should remain focused on our art. If we achieve success, it’ll be for the
right reasons.

•

Success is not an excuse to stop. May we always be growing, as artists, and as
people.

Success is a fleeting sweetness. It can’t be experienced perpetually. To the extent
we know this is the extent to which we’ll see success for what it is – and nothing
more.

Chapter 10 Learning From Others
We can learn something from everyone. This truth reflects a saying of Confucius:
三人行,必有我师焉；择其善者而从之，其不善者而改之. / Walking among
three people, I find my teacher among them. I choose that which is good in them
and follow it, and that which is bad and change it.
Which is to say learning can be understood in both a positive and a negative
sense. Positive, in that we can learn what to do from a person’s virtues; negative,
in that we can learn what not to do from a person’s vices.
On my art journey I have made many wonderful acquaintances and built
relationships with collectors from around the world. Each one has introduced
me to something I didn’t know, be it about myself, my work, the art industry,
or life more generally. I cherish these encounters, and in many cases, ongoing
friendships.
From collectors, many of whom come from well-established professional backgrounds,
I’ve received a consistent piece of advice: don’t discount your dreams, you are
always more than you think you are. I’ve regularly come back to this over the
years, and am confident it made me a better artist. I hope it also made me a
better person.
I believe that everyone we meet brings out a unique side of ourselves, which is
both an opportunity to grow in self-awareness as well as learn about the diversity
of experiences and ideas across the human family.
I also believe that we rarely get anywhere remarkable without the help of others.
This is certainly the case for me. Whatever successes I’ve achieved, it has come
through the support, encouragement and wisdom of those I’ve met. To them all I
am deeply grateful.
In our careers, as in life, help is often in a passive state. It is our responsibility to
attract it, to give it a reason for action. Take the analogy of a broke down car. If
we sit inside the front seat, waiting for others to push our vehicle to where it can
be fixed, we very well may sit there forever. But if we get out and start pushing, it
won’t be long until someone offers a helping hand.
On my journey, I’ve realised that it doesn’t take much to want to do right by others.
Just a recognition that we are all in this together.
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Chapter 11 Continuing a Tradition
When I started painting, the why was more important than the how. I wanted to
love what I did, and for that I needed to understand what I was doing.
So, I asked: what exactly is art? How do I define it? How can I reflect myself in it?
The answers to these questions, I believe, are in the paintings themselves. Which
is to say art is not so much explained, as experienced. Such is its beauty and the
way it resonates in the heart.
That said, the how is still important. By shouldering and respecting the long tradition
of watercolor, I want to carve out a new path for this medium and expand the
boundaries further for the next generation.
Unbridled by conventions and expectations, by bringing together the inwards
with the outwardly, I believe we can bring watercolors to a new level of transcension.
The path of an artist is often uncertain, financially, emotionally, comparatively.
But it is a path worth walking, because it has been embarked on by many a great
artist before us. Journeying in their spirit, stewarding their tradition, and building
upon their shoulders, is a meaningful responsibility.
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Chapter 12 Guidance for young artists
Part of growing up is giving back. And what we share are the lessons of experience.
When I was young, my dad believed that results were the measure of effort. If the
results were good, the effort was sufficient. If not, it wasn’t.
Although a simple rule, it was effective. For it taught me that the truly great and
rewarding things in life come through good, old fashioned hard work. He knew
this because of his life experience, and it helped me find my way.
I believe that in life the only direction of travel is forward. With this in mind, here
are a few parting thoughts for the artists’ journey:
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•

Good reasons are sure supports. Know your why.

•

Different people, different paths. Find your way.

•

The definition of success is broad. Discover what matters to you.

•

We are born untitled, not entitled. Don’t expect from the world what it won’t give.

•

We don’t choose where we start. But we do choose where we finish. Keep going.

•

It doesn’t matter that you fall. It matters whether you get up. Keep trying.

•

Life doesn’t take sides, and neither should we. Accept yourself.

•

Life doesn’t deceive itself, and neither should we ourselves. Know yourself.

•

Blame and excuses get you nowhere. Take responsibility.

•

Options are many, but choices are few. Embrace your decisions.

•

Don’t let work come at the expense of life. Be mindful of those you love.

Looking back, I’ve finally come to understand that art is the most important thing
in the world and the most unimportant thing in the world.

Photo gallery
Over the years

In 2016, Gan was commissioned by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to do
a painting of Balestier Road. The painting was gifted to the President of
the United States, Mr Barack Obama during Prime Minister Mr Lee Hsien
Long’s official state visit.
Balestier Road was named after Joseph Balestier who was the first consul
to Singapore for the United States of America.

Collaborating with Nespresso on a regional campaign spanning Singapore,
Malaysia, China, Hong Kong and Taiwan in 2017.

In 2018, the Starry starry night
series was used as inspiration
for the President’s Volunteerism
& Philanthropy Awards (PVPA)
trophy.

Winning the 2015 UOB Painting of the Year, Gold Award, Established Artist
Category.

The painting “Compassion” was gifted to Singapore President Ms Halimah Yacob.

Painting presentation to Minister Dr Maliki Osman during ARC Children’s Centre
Charity Gala in 2016.

Painting presentation to Minister Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam during ACI
Singapore’s Charity Gala in 2019.

Painting presentation to Minister Mr Heng Swee Keat during Champions of Good
award ceremony in 2018.

The collaboration was well-received
and worn by various Ministers
during National Day 2018. They
included Minister Ms Josephine Teo,
Minister Ms Indranee Rajah and
Minister Mr Ong Ye Kung.
At the exhibition opening at the National Library with Minister Ms Sim Ann, Founder
of Ying the Label Ms Phuay Li Ying, and NLB CEO Ms Elaine Ng.

Art meets Fashion in a
collaboration with Ying
the Label in 2018.

Working with Singapore
Business Federation to
promote sustainable
employment in 2019.

Gan was appointed the Art Ambassador for Faber-Castell, Singapore in 2018.

UOB Group Commercial Banking 2019 Annual Fundraising Gala
UOB deputy chairman and CEO Wee Ee Cheong adding the finishing touches to
the artwork, with Mr Eric Tham, Head of Group Commercial Banking. The specially
commissioned artwork was won by Mr Karsono Kwee of Trans Eurokars, who made
the winning bid of $100,000.

Collaborating with UOB on their 2021 CNY Campaign, the “Charging Bull” was
chosen to express the passion and perseverance needed to forge ahead.

Right: With Mr Massimo
Ferragmo, Chairman of
Salvatore Ferragamo
and owner of Castliglion
del Bosco

Below: On stage with Mr
Massimo Ferragmo and
Mr Godfrey Gao

Working with Castiglion Del Bosco on their exclusive Zodiac
wine label in 2020.
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About the artist
Aaron still can’t believe he is the proud owner of Amazing Fantasy 15, the first
comic book featuring Spider-Man. When he is not painting, he spends his nights
watching the US stock market and his weekends playing basketball with the local
Filipino community.
He dreams of making the world a happier and kinder place, one painting at a
time.
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