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How Genuine FeelinG 
Builds Great ColleCtions

V eteran art dealer and collector 
Michael Findlay iterates in the first 
sentence of his book, The Value 

of Art: “A collector has one of three 
motives for collecting: a genuine love 
of art, the investment possibilities, or 
it’s social promise.” In the machine of 
the art business, the collector is a key 
feature. The creator or artist cannot exist 
without the support of collectors who 
have, for centuries, been commissioning 
artists. Art collecting has a long history, 
and most of the world’s art museums 
grew out of great private collections 
formed by royalty, the aristocracy, or 
the wealthy. 

I recently questioned several collectors 
of Asian art, wanting to understand 
better what makes them tick. Passion 
for art is the clear link among them all. 
Whether Asian or Western, it is their 
appetite to get works or better works by 
their adored artists that separates them 
from the general public. They all have  
a driving curiosity, and an almost drug-
like addiction for art that sustains  
their search. 

JR Through the Eye of Liu Bolin (2012), 
from the Sylvain Levy collection

 Aung Ko’s Village (2011), in a 
Singapore-based private collection 

Jon Kessler, Random Acts of Senseless Violence Part 2 (2008), 
from the Burger Collection, exhibiting at the Cattle Depot 
Artist Village this month 

Passionate collectors of Asian art – (from left) Sir David Tang, Monique Burger and Sylvain Levy
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initial triGGer
All seem to have been triggered by one 
moment in time, when confronted by a certain 
artwork that genuinely moved them. “The 
extraordinary socially-engaged contemporary 
art of Thailand, first encountered in the 1990s, 
inspired us to begin collecting Southeast 
Asian art,” says one prominent Western 
couple. Their collection maps social change 
in Southeast Asian art at the end of the 20th 
century, which has now gained international 
acclaim. For Monique Burger of the Burger 
Collection which holds 1,100 works by 200 
artists, it was simply a poster: “My first ‘piece’ 
was actually ephemera, a David Hockney 
poster that I got in 1979,” she says.

relentless passion
Curiously, many collectors of importance 
did not necessarily start out with the aim 
of becoming a major collector, but through 
their fervour and relentless pursuit great 
collections have amassed. And as a result 
their collections are alive with public 
exhibitions and donations, such as Uli Sigg’s 
recent donation to M+ and this month’s 
exhibition, I Think it Rains, by the Burger 
Collection at the Cattle Depot Artist Village 
in Tokwawan. 

Sylvain Levy of the DSL collection of 
Chinese art attempts to limit the number 
of works in his collection to some 160 

pieces in order to keep it fresh and alive. 
He searches for artists in China constantly 
and keeps to a stringent schedule, 
working on the collection every morning 
between 6am-10am before going to work. 
His eyes light up when he starts to speak 
of his collection and the artists that have 
moved him.  

personal cHoice
Sir David Tang has an eclectic collection, 
with valuable works as well as admittedly 
some junk; he buys what he likes rather than 
on the principle of importance. This concept 
is key to collections with any degree of 
depth. And it is fine to make mistakes that 
you perhaps love. Michael Findlay states 
in his book that one should really look at 
art and buy it for its aesthetic pleasure, 
not as an investment. Tang was inspired to 
collect by a show he saw in the early 1970s 
of Zhang Daqian’s works and says this is 
still the artist who has most inspired him. 
Collecting should indeed be approached 
with appreciation and zeal rather than 
preconceived notions of what one is told to 
like or collect.  

Inspiration from artists is infectious, 
as Burger confirms: “Art of my time 
was always something magical to me, 
impelling me to reconsider who I am and 
what I want. It is not a question of picking 

winners; it is a question of paying attention 
to those artists who are making interesting 
contributions, because what you get is not 
only what you see but also what you learn. 
When my husband, Max, and I started 
buying art in the mid-90s, our choices 
were mostly based on intuition. We did not 
follow specific themes, motifs or media, 
but we were always inspired by artists who 
had a powerful point of view on political, 
mythological or philosophical topics.”

MakinG tHe world wHole
The late famed art critic Robert Hughes 
stated: “Art’s purpose is to make the world 
whole and comprehensible and to restore 
it to us in all its glory and occasional 
nastiness not through argument but 
through feeling. To close the gap between 
you and everything that is not you, and in 
this way to pass from feeling to meaning. 
It’s not something that committees can do, 
it is not a task that groups can do or by 
movements. It’s done by individuals, each 
person mediating in some way between a 
sense of history and an experience of the 
world. This task is endless, so although we 
don’t have an avant garde any more we are 
always going to have art.” 

And this is thanks to the collectors that 
continue to be inspired by art that perhaps is 
not even recognised yet. 

Jiang Pengyi, Everything Illuminated No. 9 (2012), 
from the Sylvain Levy collection

Julian Opie 
Monique, 
Businesswoman-
housewife  
No. 2 (2004), 
from the Burger 
Collection, 
exhibiting at 
the Cattle Depot 
Artist Village  
this month


