
Featured
Book

owls do cry

Janet Frame
Virago Press, London, 2015
—
English FRA

Owls Do Cry chronicles the lives of the Withers siblings – a family 
torn apart, then put together again by a daughter’s struggle 
with mental illness. First published in New Zealand in 1957, the 
vividness of Janet Frame’s narrative imagery comes to the fore 
with the advent of modern medicine’s research into mental health.

SUMMARY

Recommended
Reads

small things
Mel Tregonning
Allen & Unwin, Australia, 2016
Young Adult English TRE
—
A boy, lonely in his life, is slowly chipped away by 
strange shapes. There are no words, just a simple and 
breathtaking story by, and of Mel Tregonning. After 
working doggedly on this picture book for eight years, 
she took her life with only a few drawings to go.

hyde: a novel                                                    
Daniel Levine
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, Boston, 2014
English LEV
—
Hyde is hiding, and in his final moments before 
capture, recounts his brief and marvellous life. Jekyll 
and Hyde take turns in dizzying episodes struggling to 
keep their dual identity secret. Levine reimagines the 
classic tale from the monster’s perspective.

being mortal:                                       
medicine and what matters in the end 
Atul Gawande
Metropolitan Books/Henry Holt and Company, 
New York, 2014
English 362.175 GAW –[HEA]
Also available as an eBook
—
Caught in the dilemma of whether to carry out 
procedures that may in the end extend suffering. 
Dr. Gawande demonstrates how a person’s last days 
can be rich and dignified, asserting how medicine can 
provide a good life and also a good end.

eBooks listed are available on nlb.overdrive.com
Copyright belongs to respective publishers.
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Arts Times is a bi-monthly series of curated 
programmes, editorial content and on-site 
displays, focused on encouraging arts 
literacy amongst library communities. 
Each issue shines the spotlight on local 
practitioners and explores topics where art 
and lifestyle intersect.

We would love to know how you are enjoying 
Art Times. Write to arts@nlb.gov.sg.
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It has been said that great art 
comes from pain. If so, we can 
begin to see how art can be 
a form of medicine. The 19th 
Century painter Vincent Van 
Gogh created some of his 
best-known works, including 
The Starry Night, while seeking 
respite in an asylum after a 
mental breakdown. In a letter 
to his brother, Van Gogh once 
explained how painting offered 
him a respite from despair: 

introduction:
arts x medicine

This work is accompanied by an aural installation 

of two sounds, one corresponding to the sound 

produced by the blood passing through the main 

arteries, and the other sound a mechanical watch, 

with its volume at the threshold of audibility.

The Bohr effect and the continuous conversion 

of Haemoglobin, which carries oxygen and carbon 

dioxide into and out of the body, become both 

reason and comment on the competitive harmony                                             

of opposites and the passage from one state to another 

— a perpetual motion within the body where time 

resides, its reverberation implying both the rhythm 

of becoming and the light invading the darkness.

from le� to right, 2016
by Thalia Gatzouli
Installation, metal structure, neon, sound, dimensions variable
www.thaliagatzouli.com
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—
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Featured Artwork

In the work, Dr. Nicolaes 

Tulp is painted explaining 

the musculature of the arm 

to doctors. The painting is 

regarded as one of Rembrandt's 

early masterpieces.

ABOUTThe Anatomy 
Lesson of 
Dr. Nicolaes Tulp
Rembrandt van Rijn (1606 – 1669)
1632, Oil on canvas



While Van Gogh’s experience has contributed to the 

unhealthy myth of artists as tortured souls, it has also 

encouraged the medical community to look more closely     

at how art can be a balm for the soul. 

In recent times, art therapy has become an increasingly 

recognised medical practice. Art therapists can identify and 

address patients’ underlying psychological and behavioural 

issues because the process of art-making helps them 

better express thoughts and feelings that are difficult to 

convey verbally. Another emerging practice is using sound 

and music therapy to relax and improve one’s wellbeing. 

This is based on the ancient Asian tradition of using tonal 

instruments such as Himalayan singing bowls and gongs for 

prayer and meditation. Today, many hospitals in Singapore 

offer both practices as part of art programmes designed to 

benefit their patients’ health. 

The exposure to art has not just helped patients but 

also practitioners. In Austin, Texas, medical students go to 

see fine art to develop empathy and observational skills. As 

73

“This is my ambition, 

which is founded 

less on anger than on 

love, founded more 

on serenity than on 

passion. It is true that I 

am often in the greatest 

misery, but still there is 

within me a calm, pure 

harmony and music. 

In the poorest huts, in 

the dirtiest corner, I see 

drawings and pictures.”



8

they look at paintings like Claude Vignon’s David With the 

Head of Goliath, the students are asked to imagine the mood 

and psyche of the characters. This helps them see through 

the eyes of others.

The closer scrutiny of the medical profession has 

also brought new perspectives to art. Through the eyes of 

Professor Michael Baum, the National Gallery in the United 

Kingdom is transformed into a “doctor’s waiting room”.       

He regularly takes students into this art institution to teach 

them the art of diagnosis. While art historians once thought 

that painter Quinten Massys was mocking old women 

when he painted the seemingly grotesque An Old Woman 

(The Ugly Duchess), Professor Baum’s assessment of her 

features—sunken eyes, deformed hands, amongst others  

—suggests she had the bone ailment Paget’s disease. 

That art and medicine share much in common perhaps 

come as no surprise as both are keen observers of the 

human condition. Through their respective practices and 

knowledge, they offer us insights that help us get better in 

both body and mind.

9



GRAPHENE 
TATTOOS

Researchers from the 
University of Texas have 
created graphene-based tempo-
rary ta�oos that could help monitor 
the wearer’s health. Graphene has 
properties that allow the ta�oos to function 
as wearable electronic devices, enabling 
biometric uses, such as monitoring the electrical 
activity of the brain, heart, and muscles. 

SOBA ALLERGY TEMPORARY TATTOOS

To promote awareness of soba (buckwheat noodle) allergy 
to foreigners visiting Japan, advertising agency J. Walter 
Thomson created a set of temporary ta�oos which can be 
applied onto the skin with soba water — wearers who are 
allergic to soba will see part of their ta�oo designs change 
colour. The designs also feature Japanese Ukiyo-e motifs, 
which adds a fun cultural element to the ta�oos.

Without allergyWith allergy

byu design

Size
 comparis

on:

current design

ORIGAMI MEDICAL DEVICES

At Brigham Young University, mechanical engineers have 
developed a series of medical devices inspired by the art of 
origami. By replacing bulky components with foldable 
parts, the size of the devices has slimmed down consider-
ably to fit into incisions that can heal without sutures. This 
results in a less invasive surgical procedure for patients.

Orig
ami C

homper

a rt in medicine: 11
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Art offers different 
perspectives of 
our world, and 
for some artists, 
this is a shaped by 
medical conditions.

1. YAYOI KUSAMA   

2. REMBRANDT VAN RIJN

3. SEE TOH SHENG JIE 

4. PHARRELL WILLIAMS 

seeing the wor ld
in a nother light:

Her striking polka dots and net motifs have brought joy to 
audiences around the world. They are also how the Japanese 
artist deals with the nervous disorders and hallucinations that 
she has experienced since the age of 10. Since 1977, Yayoi has 
lived by choice in a mental hospital in Tokyo while continuing 
to paint and create in her artist studio across the street. 

yayoi kusama

—

13



The teenager with autism can hardly sit still and does not 
communicate much. But his one obsession is sketching and 
sculpting dinosaurs. This has led to hundreds of detailed drawings 
of these ancient creatures. One of them even ended up on a pouch 
that was made famous when Mdm Ho Ching, CEO of Temasek 
Holdings, carried it to the White House on diplomatic business.  

Regarded as one of the greatest visual artists in the history of art, 
the 17th century Dutch artist is famed for his lifelike and accurate 
portraits. Neuroscientists have discovered Rembrandt may have 
benefited from poorer stereovision which meant he struggled to 
see depth. This allowed him to replicate the three-dimensional 
world onto a flat medium with greater accuracy.

see toh sheng jie

——

rembrandt van rijn

1514



“First of all, let's dispel the connotation behind the 

phrase ‘medical condition.’ Most artists have it. It's 

no big deal. And there's a lot of people who are 

not necessarily — they're undiscovered artists, 

and they have it, too.”

                                              — Pharrell Williams on having synaesthesia

The American rapper can “see sounds”. Specifically, the colour 
of what different notes sounds like. Like many musicians who 
have synaesthesia — including Kayne West and Lady Gaga — 
Pharrell’s senses are interconnected such that stimulating one 
leads to an automatic, involuntary experience in another. 

—

pharrell williams

1716
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Dr. Darryl Whetter is a novelist, poet, 

essayist, scholar, short-story writer 

and critic from Canada. His first book, 

the story collection A Sharp Tooth in 

the Fur, was named a Globe and Mail 

Top 100 Book of 2003. His novels include 

the multi-generational smuggling epic 

Keeping Things Whole and the bicycle 

odyssey The Push & the Pull. His first 

book of poems, Origins, concerns 

evolution, energy and extinction. 

He has published or presented literary 

essays in France, Germany, Sweden, 

USA, Canada, England, India and Iceland. 

His book reviews appear in numerous 

papers, including The Globe and Mail, 

The Toronto Star, The National Post, 

The Montreal Gazette and The Detroit 

Times, as well as on national CBC Radio.

spotlight:

A R T S  X  M E D I C I N E  W I T H  D R .  D A R R Y L  W H E T T E R

Dr. Darryl Whetter will be at Central Public Library on 21 
Oct 2018 (Sunday 1.30pm — 3.00pm) to perform readings 
from his past and current work, and provide an interesting              
examination of fact vs. fiction in fiction and non-fiction.

19



in part Strayed’s genre shift away from fiction and into the 

personal memoir. As with so much good literature, the illness 

narratives that succeed (or deserve to) will find the universal 

in the particular. Interestingly, I have found fiction, poetry 

and drama to all be extremely vibrant here in Singapore, while 

other English-speaking countries are currently more interested 

in creative or literary non-fiction.

What was the most challenging part of the writing process 

for The Push & the Pull?

The novel has a triangular structure, cycling between three 

major plot lines. Writing it, I also had three major challenges. 

One, it was my first novel, and I had to discover how to manage 

the long narrative arc of a novel primarily by writing one. 

Also, I was transposing part of my life and that of my father 

into fictional father and son characters where the father 

shares the extremely rare neurological disease that in many 

ways curtailed and shortened my own father’s life. Judging 

how much to share was a constant challenge. Lastly, I worked 

on the novel for so long, off and on for 13 years, that I kept 

resolving some of those fundamental challenges in different 

ways as I matured. There were moving targets for a long time, 

and a good novel has to eventually hit several moving targets. 

In an age where medical information is so prevalent online, why 

is it important for medicine and literature to come together?

Increasingly, cognitive science is confirming what literature 

lovers have long understood: literature provides one of 

humanity’s greatest exercises in empathy. We’ve all met 

those medical practitioners who act as if they’re only treating 

symptoms or cells versus those who genuinely seem like they 

are treating a human patient. Some med schools now even 

assign literature courses and/or writing exercises to help 

doctors develop better empathy. A merger of medicine and 

literature can also remind readers that, like literature, much 

of science still involves big stories and, frankly, wonder.

What are some of the trends you foresee with medical fiction?

Actually, they’ll be in non-fiction, specifically My Cancer 

Story followed, to be blunt, by My Conscious Death memoirs. 

The Baby Boomers are now dying, and they’ve done so while 

much of English-language literature has become increasingly 

interested in creative non-fiction [CNF]. If you look at a superb 

book of CNF like Cheryl Strayed’s memoir Wild, you’ll see her 

confessing outright how long she tried to write fiction. The 

significant gap between its real-life trip and the memoir 

about it, which includes her mother’s death to cancer, was 

2120



I’m now revisiting some of that same story in the form of non-

fiction, in a memoir-in-progress I’ll read at the NLB alongside 

the novel. 

What are your Top 3 medical fiction books and why?

The play Wit by Margaret Edson, because it so perfectly 

captures one of the paradoxes of illness: serious illness both 

does and does not care who you are. On the one hand, you risk 

suffering as just the disease, just the body. Equally, however, 

a serious disease attacks you personally, threatening all you 

specifically hold dear. This is the sort of story that makes those 

who lose loved ones to cancer think of them as ‘heroes.’ 

Big, courageous heart here.

The novel Barney’s Version, by Mordecai Richler. I can’t give 

away just how brilliantly the structure and plot of the novel 

add to the intimate, sustained portrait of one man’s suffering. 

Fewer than 10 books have made me cry. I tear up even thinking 

about this one. I re-read it every five years or so, and I start 

crying earlier and earlier in the book.

The novel White Noise, by Don DeLillo, because the novel 

tackles the timeless human fear of death while simultaneously 

embedding that examination in the accelerating techno-verse 

of the late twentieth century (including pollution). For my 

money, White Noise is the best English-language novel post 

WWII; it is so in part because the ‘white noise’ of its title is 

our background fear of death. DeLillo is probably the greatest 

prose stylist in the English language; his later novels don’t 

always match that style with engaging content, but White 

Noise is quite literally a perfect novel.

As a Creative Writing educator in Singapore, what is one piece 

of advice you would give to young local writers?

Study your craft! Of course that makes me sound biased, 

but I don’t understand how so many people think dentists, 

accountants and electricians need to study their craft and 

trade but writers don’t. Anyone who has ever learned to drive 

a car knows (a) it’s harder than it looks and (b) you are best off 

being trained by a qualified professional. I didn’t learn to drive 

or scuba dive without qualified instructors and international 

certification; why would I try to learn something as complex as 

writing a novel without them?

2322



This work is accompanied by an aural installation 

of two sounds, one corresponding to the sound 

produced by the blood passing through the main 

arteries, and the other sound a mechanical watch, 

with its volume at the threshold of audibility.

The Bohr effect and the continuous conversion 

of Haemoglobin, which carries oxygen and carbon 

dioxide into and out of the body, become both 
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