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Abstract

The aim of this research is to analyze the subjectivity of
local artists in Hong Kong and Tokyo by first examining the
forming of the local art scenes, including the mechanism
in the art market and how such mechanism has shaped
the contemporary art market as it is today. The second part
of the research is specific interviews and documentary of
local artists | have worked with previously from the two
cities. | strived to break the binary position of interviewer
and interviewee and put myself in their shoes in order to
understand their thoughts, as | strongly believe that it is
important to acknowledge their individuality as a human
being before trying to examine the subjectivity in their
works.

Introduction

Under the influence of capitalism and globalization,
the contemporary art world has slowly grown into a
gigantic market that is reportedly worth over 51 billion
dollars according to the market report conducted by the
European Fine Art Foundation in 2014. Artworks fetch
millions of dollars; the most valuable artists with their
artworks making record-breaking sales became stars on
top of the pyramid of fame.

While numbers, records and newspaper headlines
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constantly highlight the success of the global art market,
the difficulties and constraints young artists are facing
seems to speak another story. As the globalized world of
contemporary art is majorly ran by the capital, being able
to fetch skyrocket prices and achieving international fame
has become the definition of an accomplished artist who
can come home with reputation and fame.

What | found interesting is that such a phenomenon
seems to be particularly common in Asia. When | started
working part-time at a relatively new local gallery in
Hong Kong during my university years, | had a chance
to participate in a project that helps promote young
emerging local artists by providing them a free exhibiting
space for one-month duration. The intention was to not
only provide them a platform to showcase their ideas
and innovations, but also to show local gallery support
to local young artists as we deeply acknowledged the
imbalance between the number of galleries and art-
related institutions and the number of ready-to-be-
artists graduating every year, not to mention many of
the galleries in Hong Kong would rather promote well-
established foreign artists to cut down the risk. As a result,
many of these young artists do not even know how to
deal with galleries and curators, nor do they have the
awareness that nowadays, being a professional artist
might require a lot more than just making the artwork.
Though there are artist-orientated exhibition spaces like
Para/Site and the Fotanian Artist Studios, the supply and
demand of exhibition platforms for local artists is clearly
in an imbalanced position. The art scene in Hong Kong
seems to be grabbing international attention and hitting
remarkable numbers on paper, yet ironically, not a lot of
local artists are benefiting from it.

By comparing Hong Kong'’s local art scene with other’s

in the Asia-Pacific region, | believe that it allows me to
have a better understanding of the big picture of Asia’s
art scene, which also helps identifying the characteristics
and uniqueness that differentiate it from the western art
world. Therefore, | laid my eyes on Tokyo, Japan’s capital, a
metropolitan with more than 400 galleries and more than
90 public and private art-related museums. According to
the event calendar on the popular art-specified website
Tokyo Art Beat, hundreds of exhibitions are on-going
every week. As opposed to Hong Kong's emphasis on the
international attention, Tokyo's contemporary art scene
seems to stretch more on locality. Such similarities and
differences between the art scenes in the two cities provide
us a more systematic understanding of Asia’s contemporary
art scene as a social and economical phenomenon.
Only by truly understanding the whole system of which
contemporary art is created and evaluated can we then
narrow it down to a more micro perspective, to put our
spotlight on the artists, who are supposed to be the ones
creating the “arts”, yet the artworks and artists themselves
are being branded and evaluated as commodities and are
often put in a passive position. Art and artists are defined
by their relationship to money as never before.

My purpose is to find their voices and their subjectivity
within the contemporary art world. What they are facing
is a system that has never been as complicated and
challenging as it is at the moment, yet their voices are
often neglected. By conducting this research, | aim to not
only have an in-depth look at the local contemporary
art world of Hong Kong and Tokyo, but also focus on
how the mechanism and the intertwining relationships
within it influence local artists” ways of thinking, and most
importantly, how it is shown in their artistic creations.

Chapter One: The formation of the local contemporary
art scenes

Contemporary art is a field that is relatively difficult to
analyze, as art itself cannot be massively produced and the
way of evaluating art as a “product” is still controversial. Yet
it is undeniable that the power of capital has an enormous
effect on the contemporary art world. Whether we like
it or not, the art world has never been as systematic and
market-orientated as it is today. It is now a market worth
of €51 billion worldwide ' (TEFAF 2015); its industrial chain
consists of a close network of artists, galleries, auction
houses, art critics and art fairs, each plays an essential role
in the forming and running of the market.

In this chapter, we will first look at the development of
the contemporary art market in Hong Kong and Tokyo in a
macro-level perspective, and try to analyze its mechanism
to allow for a more critical understanding of the marketing
in the contemporary art field, followed by a micro-level
perspective of being one of the actors in the field which
will be mainly from first-hand experiences and comments
from other related actors including artists and art
magazine editors. In doing so, we are able to understand
the dynamic of the field in a critical and practical manner,
which also provides insights for the following chapter, a
micro-perspective observation on the local artists.

Over the last two decades, Hong Kong's local art scene
has gradually developed into a more dynamic system.
Its multicultural background, geographic location and
political position made it one of the busiest trading centers
and also the world’s entrance to the golden ticket—
Mainland China. Such a saying is also applicable in the
context of art trading. Compared to China's complicated
trading policies and 34% tax rate, it is much more
convenient to trade art in Hong Kong with its tax-free
policy, “the current Chinese tax regime for the importation
and sale of art is onerous and complex,” says Kevin Ching,
president of Sotheby’s Asia.2 (Chow 2013) It was also
why Sotheby’s had never held an auction event in China
until 2013, decades after the establishment of its Hong
Kong branch. Its potentials and market condition also
attracted foreign galleries to open their branches in Hong
Kong: Gagosian Gallery opened their branch gallery in
early 2011 with a 5,200-square-foot space at the Pedding
Building, the heart of Central Hong Kong, followed by
the footsteps of other big-name galleries such as Simon
Lee Gallery, Galerie Perrotin, Lehmann Maupin, etc. These
foreign galleries brought about global vibes to the local
art scene by introducing artists from all around the world.
Along with the increasing number of local galleries, the
formation of Hong Kong's gallery network had progressed
rapidly in the last twenty years. Soon in 2012, The Hong
Kong Art Gallery Association was formed with members of
over 50 galleries.3

While the development of Hong Kong's art scene
continues to grow rapidly in commercial terms and its
future potential being greatly anticipated, there are also
different voices concerning the contextualizing of the
art scene, many of them question about whether or not
the development of its infrastructure matches up to the
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momentum of the commercial. Arianna Gellini, co-director
of Gallery EXIT points out that “There are definitely more
people interested in acquiring contemporary art,” yet
she also speaks out her point of view about the critical
and cultural aspects not being able to catch up with its
commercial success, “ What is missing still is a legitimized
critical infrastructure that could help to develop art in a
very organic and fluid way.”4

The falling behind of the critical aspect in contrast
with the commercial growth leads to further concerns
surrounding the lack of a supporting system for artists
and those who work in the local art field. One of the
major problems that local artists and galleries are facing
is the scarcity of land and the sky-high rent for proper
exhibition spaces. In recent years, a noticeable number of
local galleries have moved from Central, the heart of Hong
Kong, to industrial districts for cheaper rents. Though
Central has always been the most vibrant art district of the
city, many local galleries could not afford the skyrocketing
of rents over the past few years with the booming of
tourism.

Such phenomenon demonstrated the consequences of
having strong market potential but weak infrastructures.
Without further intellectual development and support
system for artists and people in the field, the current
success of the market can be harmful to the local art
scene, making it a globalized cultural hegemony instead
of a contextualized, dynamic art hub.

The development of the infrastructure of Hong Kong's art
scene certainly has a long way to go. In order to make
critical progress, careful planning, research and references
are required for better results. Instead of looking at
the prototypical model of the western art scene, other
developing art scenes in the Asia-Pacific region, which
share similar cultural discourse and social context, might
provide better references.

Similar to Hong Kong, Tokyo is also one of the major
global business centers. After the end of the Cold War, the
drastically growing economics made Japan the second
largest economy after the United Sates. At the same time,
the local art scene also began to develop in its unique way.
If we take a look at the history of Japanese contemporary
art, we can see that Japan'’s art world continuously reflects
and reevaluates its system in order to find its own voice
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and expression in the global scene.

Over the last few decades, Japanese contemporary
art went through a long process of evolution as well
as revolution. Along with Japanese artists’ artistic
achievement, the facilitation of the system also serves as
a core factor to the formation of the local art scene. The
cultural policy of Tokyo acknowledges the crucial role of
utilizing cultural resources in its urban development and
it certainly played an important role in the facilitation of
cultural heritages and museums. According to the archive
of Tokyo Art Beat, the largest art-related website in Japan,
there are up to 90 public and private museums and over
300 gallery spaces in Tokyo, injecting a unique cultural
vibe to the city. In recent years, non-profit spaces like
Arts Initiative Tokyo, University sponsored galleries and
artist-run spaces also added a sense of edginess to the
vibrant art scene by producing experimental, cutting-edge
exhibitions. By frequently holding various kinds of cultural
activities, the general public becomes more interested in
art, which again encourages further facilitation.

Although the general atmosphere of the city’s cultural
scene is vibrant with the support of the infrastructure, the
local contemporary art market of Tokyo seems to speak a
different story. If we look back to the history and cultural
roots of Japanese contemporary art and the city’s effort of
promoting art, the art market, which exists within it, should
be flourishing as well. Yet the reality shows elsewise. In
recent years, the market has been demonstrating an
obvious sense of dreariness. While there are hundreds
of new exhibitions going on every month, it is still quite
difficult for most of the young domestic artists to be able
to survive and feed themselves as full-time artists.

During the bubble period in the 80s, the industry took off with
the rise of auction houses like Mainichi Auction and Est-Ouest
Auctions. Along with the growth of the nation’s economic
power, the domestic market began to make its way to
the global scene. However, the burst of the economic
bubble turned the situation around and ended the
buying frenzy. As a result, many dealers and collectors
became rather careful about investing in young artists and
would rather focus on the selling of old masters' works
between private collectors and domestic enterprises. Such
herd behavior resulting from the recession has slowly
formed a sort of pyramidal structure in the already closed
network with major collectors and critics dominating the

market predisposition and galleries trying to cater their
preferences to prevent risks and uncertainties. With the
market being so privatized and unreachable, many young
artists found themselves constantly exhibiting at rental
galleries, hoping that one day the collectors and critics on
the top will discover their works. The supply and demand
of the market remained imbalanced.

Comparison between the two domestic markets

P. J. DiMaggio and W. Powell proposed the institutional
approach as a way to analyze the cultural industry,
suggesting that the market is a field that consists of
interacting actors that may include individuals, firms or
organizations. The interaction is based on shared values,
norms and beliefs that enable and constrain the joint
activity (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).5 A fully developed
art market system provides a distribution system that
integrates artists into their society’s economy, generating
delivery platforms by bringing artists and their artworks
to the general publics that appreciate them and will
purchase enough to keep the momentum of the whole
process. The differences of how galleries operate in the
two cities greatly affect the way artworks are distributed
into the market. Through examining the similarities and
differences of the operation systems, we will also be able
to solidify the causal relationship between players in both
fields.

In Hong Kong's case, due to geographical and financial
factors, the available spaces for both artists and galleries
are very limited. Often times, mainstream commercial
galleries in Hong Kong would rather consign already
established artists, with little intention to promote an
emerging artist from step zero. Many of such galleries have
their long developed network of clients who are specified
in certain art taste, thus they would only sell works that
meets the taste of its clients. Those galleries left are the
very few that are more adventurous in discovering new
talents and curating cutting edge exhibitions. Galleries will
produce around 10 to 12 exhibitions a year for the purpose
of guaranteeing customer flow, while most of them also
participate in domestic and international art fairs several
times annually. If all of the exhibitions are solo shows that
exhibit the works of one particular artist, only twelve artists
will be given the opportunity to exhibit. In such case, the
supplies of curatorial galleries are obviously not enough to
satisfy the demands of exhibition spaces. Although there
are non-profit art spaces like Para Site and government

funded art centers, artists will often have to apply a year
ahead due to the packed schedule. As a result, local artists
are given lesser public exposure as well as opportunities
to showcase their works, which decreases the market's
demand for local artists and their works. Most artists have
to have other jobs in order to maintain basic livings and
pay for the expensive studio fees.

In Tokyo's case, as the capital of Japan, it contains the
five famous art universities and numbers of private art
schools, nurturing hundreds of fresh graduates eager
to begin their artistic careers every year. Most of the art
university graduates will choose to stay in Tokyo for their
artistic activities, as it is the heart of Japan’s contemporary
art scene. The admiration and tendency to come to Tokyo
is also very common amongst artists from other cities.
The population of artists thus creates huge demands of
delivery platforms. The emergence of the many rental/
commercial galleries in Tokyo is to satisfy such demands.
For young artists, exhibiting at rental galleries is very
much the most common way to gain public attention and
exposure. Yet different from Hong Kong, in pursuance of
satisfying artists" demands and maintaining cash flows, the
duration of such exhibitions only lasts for around a week.
Often times, artists can hardly expand their network with
collectors within such short exhibition period and many
of them will have to keep exhibiting at rental/commercial
galleries for several times before becoming more
established. However, as mentioned before, due to the
lack of promotional techniques and endorsement process,
the primary value of the artist and his works often remain
unchanged.

Through looking at the different operation system of
Hong Kong and Tokyo’s galleries, we are able to testify
DiMaggio’s theory that the cultural field is based on the
interaction of players, and different mechanisms of one
particular player can affect the entire causal relationship
of the field. The current situation of the two domestic art
scenes shows that the facilitation of cultural infrastructure
and an active industrial environment with compatibility
are just as important in generating a healthy, energetic
cultural scene with market potentials. Having examined
the forming and current challenges of both, we can also
acknowledge that throughout the interaction with others,
local artists are constantly being put in a passive situation
that hinders their creativity and subjectivity.
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Chapter Two: Voices yet to be heard: Documentary of
Local Artists

After a detailed observation on the formation of the two
domestic art scenes and challenges they are currently
facing, this chapter puts the spotlight on the six local artists
from Hong Kong and Tokyo by trying to record their voices
that are yet to be heard. The six emerging artists varied in
age, background, and languages, they are the ones who
are standing in the middle of the whirlwind phenomenon
of contemporary art. By recording their thoughts towards
themselves, their creations and their current position, we
are able to look at the domestic markets from the artists’
angle, which enables us to rediscover the individuality and
subjectivity of local artists.

Chapter Three: Conclusion

After having a detailed look at the formation of the local
contemporary art scene in the two cities as well as the six
local artists’ thoughts about their present and future, we
can see that the development of the art market depends
strongly upon the interaction of multiple players and
it ties strongly to the economics’ ups and downs. The
different characteristics of the markets also have positive
and negative affects on the artists, which also results in
the differences in how they interpret the contemporary art
scene as a whole.

For artists in Tokyo, despite its resources of cultural
capital and a rather strong infrastructure for contemporary
art, the financial and social resources seem to be lagging
behind. Artists seem to share a mutual complexity towards
the domestic art market and they have also mentioned
about having to participate in international art fairs, as “It
is impossible to reply only on the domestic market.” As
mentioned earlier, Japan experienced a long period of
economic recession during the 90s and its affect on the
art market’s financial and social resources. Having gone
through the outburst of the art bubble, the number of
private collectors for local contemporary art has decreased
and the ones left are more conservative in their selection
other than the works of veteran artists like Yoshimoto Nara
and Yayoi Kusama. On the other hand, very few from the
younger generation have a clear concept nor the budget
for purchasing artworks, not to mention most of them
do not have the habit of visiting galleries, which fails to
expand the network of individual collectors. As a result, in
order to maintain a living, artists have to make “sellable”
works that fit the mainstream taste of private collectors.
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Yet due to the extreme imbalance of supply and demand
in the domestic market, young emerging artists have
to look for more opportunities in the market outside of
Japan, in which under a global context, the aesthetic taste
is more diversified compared to the domestic one.

In Hong Kong's case, artists are fully aware of the fact
that Chinese contemporary art is still the boss in the
contemporary art market and Hong Kong's local art scene
still exists under its shadow. Yet they generally hold a
positive attitude towards it, remarking on the energy and
creativity of the new generation. The unique political
environment of Hong Kong might be the reason behind
it. In 2014's Umbrella Revolution, the young generation
demonstrated their energy and strong hope for the future
of their own city with thousands of students and young
adults occupied the streets of Hong Kong and fought
aggressively for their rights. Such a phenomenon is also
seen in the local art scene, where young emerging artists
hold strong belief and desire toward the future of the
city and the style of living.¢ (Lam 2011) The works of the
three local artists also share similar elements that involve
transformation, reflection and alternatives, which echoes
to the new spirit of Hong Kong. However, the biggest
challenge for local artists in Hong Kong remains the
scarcity of spaces. Interestingly enough, all three artists
have the experience of having a studio in Fotan, with
Chow Chun-fai being the chairman of the community.

With the increasing of the popularity of Fotanian Artist
Village, the voices of Hong Kong's local artists can finally be
heard by the public, yet the support from the government
such as public art institutions and cultural development
is still relatively weak compared to Tokyo. As it is a critical
stage for the local art scene’s further development, the
government plays an essential role in creating more
opportunities for the general public to understand and
enjoy arts. In such aspect, it might be an option for Hong
Kong to take reference from Tokyo.

On the other hand, as mentioned above, there are
many reasons behind Tokyo's inactive contemporary art
market, and one of them is the lack of social capital. The
continuous decrease in experienced private collectors
and the lack of new buyers is causing unsustainability
in financial resources and homogenization of artwork
prevents the market from forming a healthy environment
for the interaction between players. Therefore it is

important for the commercial galleries to work together
as well. Though there are gallery-oriented events like
the annual Statement from Galleries exhibition where
galleries are to produce exhibitions of emerging artists,
the numbers of galleries are very limited. As the key
contributors to the scene, a systematic way of connecting
galleries together is necessary. Under such circumstances,
the example of Hong Kong's Art Gallery Association can
also be a reference for the boosting of Tokyo's art market.
Also, educational institutions such as art universities should
also advise students of survival skills other than the making
of artworks as in how to adapt to the commercial market
by initiating marketing-related courses and internship
programs for students to be better equipped. Though
considering the lack of experience in the commercial
scene amongst most professors, it might be difficult to put
in practice.

Nevertheless, the contemporary art scene cannot
operate in a vacuum. While acknowledging that, we
also have to realize the fact that in today’s context, art
scene and art market work hand-in-hand with each
other, meaning a strong cultural infrastructure as well
as sustainable market potential are both the essential
conditions to a flourishing art scene. | believe that only in
such an environment can the voices of art and artists truly
be heard by the world.
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