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Shanghai is challenging Beijing’s
position as China’s art capital

Art, it seems, is a good business. Certainly

that’s the case in China, where galleries are
going up at an estimated pace of 100 per year. In
12011 alone, nearly 400 new display spaces came into
being. If building museum infrastructure is right
up China’s alley, filling those buildings and displays
with quality content isn’t quite so easy. So intense
is the search for pieces to exhibit that a Hebei
museum’s collection, made up of more than 40,000
artifacts spread across 12 large halls, was found to
consist almost exclusively of fakes.

Museums and galleries are far from
commonplace in China. In fact, as recently as 30
years ago, there were no museums to speak of. As
China gradually opened up to the rest of the world,
the state quickly moved to fill the void. Even shorter
is the history of private museums here.

The recent surge in the number of new
museums and galleries in Shanghai is changing
the cultural landscape, and positioning the city as
a player comparable to Beijing in the increasingly
competitive Chinese art market.

Rockbund Art Museum opened in 2010 with
a much-acclaimed show called “Peasant da
Vincis”, which was curated by Cai Guo Qian. This
unconventional exhibition set an avant-garde tone
for Rockbund, even though, as deputy director Liu
Yingjiu admits, “the direction of the museum was
not clear from day one. It’s an evolving process.”
Liu, who has been with the museum since before
it was built, adds that the concept of a contemporary
art gallery, especially in the private sector, is in
what he calls a “post-planning phase”. “It’s a word I
borrow from urban planners. Cities sometimes build
stunning architecture first and then think of the
urban planning that should go with it,” he says. “The
same happens with lots of the newly built museums.”
The reason is obvious to anyone who has spent
any time in this country. “In China, everything
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Liu Yingjiu, deputy director,
Rockbund Art Museum
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® Contemporary
Chinese art is a

hot property with
international art
investors. In February
this year, artist Zhang
Xiaogang broke records
when his “Three
Comrades” from the
“Bloodline - Big Family”
series was sold for
US$2.1 million (TWD6.3
million).

FEH

e EMMBERMCBLIC
EOT HEDIRKT—H
I$BRIHE, SE2ARIC
I$Z=HTZR Zhang Xiaogang
(RBER)) DM Mk
(TZvRz4) v1)—
ZADI3 NDHRELE (Three
Comrades) 11Z 211 7K
RV 631 BBZERI)
DENDE EBHFEHEY
25N,

[ tis]

THA EIREIR K EFTRYSSTEEANEEE -

AL =EF R B AL AR S

The recent surge in new museums and galleries is
changing the cultural landscape, and positioning
Shanghai as a player comparable to Beijing
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happens very fast. ‘Do it first, fix the problems later’.”
Liu says. “We were a somewhat unique case, since we
spent two years before the opening defining what we
wanted to do and even that wasn’t enough.”

There’s a key element separating many
international private museums from their Chinese
counterparts. “They were mostly built around big
private collections,” Liu says. “Even though some
museum owners here have their own collections,
they’re not usually assembled systematically.”

The result, in his view, is museums that are more
architecture- than content-driven.

The owners of the Rockbund — a Hong Kong-
based real estate group called Sinolink — are
passionate about art and there’s no question that the
museum has brought prestige to the fast-developing
neighborhood it calls home, on the north Bund.

The gallery is housed in a beautiful, century-
old building with innumerable art deco details,
once home to the Royal Asiatic Society. “Private
museums are always interwoven with business.

It’s not something we want to hide. Without that
force behind us, the museum would never have
happened,” Liu says.

Like Rockbund, Shanghai’s Power Station of
Art boasts a time-honored address. China’s first
government-sponsored contemporary art institution
is located in Nanshi’s former coal-fired power plant,
a century-old city fixture. Li Xu, deputy curator in
charge of exhibition planning and public education,
and a veteran of more than 17 years as a curator
at the Shanghai Art Museum and Z-art Center,
attributes the ongoing museum boom to backing
from the political sphere. “The government is
introducing more policies to support private and
non-profit art institutions,” he says. “So museums in
Shanghai enjoy a relatively prosperous atmosphere.”

Like many of his peers, Li acknowledges that
the key challenge facing curators is sourcing
content rather than coping with a shortage of
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e Beyond promoting
Chinese art, Minsheng
Art Museum hosts
international
exhibitions such as
“007: 50 Years of Bond
Style”, which was held
earlier this year.
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"Private museums are always interwoven with
business. It’s not something we want to hide”
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infrastructure. “The most critical factor is not the
hardware but the software,” he says, “whose three
key elements are policies, capital and talent.”

In terms of the near-term construction of
museums, Shanghai is well ahead of Beijing. “In
the capital, there’s a more florid art tradition,” Li
says. “The art ecology here is more independent,
individual.”

West of Power Station of Art is the Red Town
complex, home to the Minsheng Art Museum. Li
Feng, its acting executive director, predicts both an
“uneven road and a bright future” for galleries and
museums, whose “pioneering spirit and creativity”
he greatly admires. Beyond that, he cites Shanghai’s
avant-garde outlook and history of openness as
the twin engines of the artistic boom, pointing to
a recent influx of collectors as proof. “After our
museum opened, collectors such as Wang Wei and
Liu Yigian of the Loong Museum have come here
and the Shanghai Himalayas Art Museum and a
number of private art galleries have opened.”

The Minsheng Art Museum was founded as a
non-profit arts organization by the private bank
of the same name, a method of ownership that has
its advantages. As Li quite colorfully puts it, “We
are like catfish, we stir the bottom. We encourage
creativity. On the other hand, it’s unusual within the
financial sector, at least in China, which adds some
professionalism to the field.”

Shanghai’s future as an arts hub looks rosy,
but the city’s not quite there yet; although
collectors worldwide are interested in the work
of Chinese photographers, there isn’t yet a public
photography institution. “And most of the existing
museums show little photography,” says Steven
Harris, founder and director of M97, China’s
leading photography gallery. “This is where the
importance of the gallery’s place can be seen.

We play an important role in developing fine-art
photography, as well as recording and archiving the
contemporary production.”
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THE ESSENTIALS

e Get the best views of both the
modern Pudong skyline and the
historical buildings of the Bund at the
Hyatt on the Bund’s jacuzzi-equipped
terrace.

e Shanghai’s vibrant post-sunset
scene has long been the envy of many
a capital city. Hit the Bund’s clubs

for a jet-setting atmosphere or stroll
through the tree-lined streets around
Wukang Road to find a courtyard
wine bar.

¢ Legend Travel organises tours to
Shanghai: www.legendtravel.com.tw
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SEE

e Hop on line 9
for an hour to
Sheshan — home
to one of China’s
oldest and
biggest Catholic
cathedrals and a
Jesuit astronomic
observatory.

STAY

e The PuLi Hotel
is ideally placed

at the nexus
between the
up-and-coming
Jing’an Temple
and the delights of
the former French
Concession. The
hotel charms

its guests with
beautifully
designed rooms,
high ceilings and
a Zen lobby. www.
thepuli.com

EAT

® Don’t miss
Guyi, a popular
Hunanese joint.
Try the finger-
licking-good
pork ribs and the
excellent lazy ji
(spicy chicken).

DRINK

e Some of the
best cocktails

off the Bund can
be found at 1515
West, at the newly
opened Shangri-
La Jing An Hotel.

RENAISSANCE a SEP-OCT

Bk

L% 2 ¢ SiT))
NI T 9 SR
TH 1 B, RET
HRGICLTRAR
DAY I RE
HPLIXRAED
KEBH D5,

&l

o AT URTIVIE
ELLLTHIVE
nNrEEZE 50X
HegooE—H»
EREERT T 5.

www.thepuli.com

RE
HEHIEDAR
[E =1 &R,
BHIFEETHES
fe<izBFERKL
WR—=ZUT0 ZL
TLAy—FF2E
RAMRSA!

WWW.TNA.
COM.TW

EHEmZEEH
RH—ERmI
iR LA

-k
PN

TransAsia
operates
several flights
aday to
Shanghai.
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breezes keep smog at bay.”
Agatha Tan, TNA crew,




