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Hong Kong artist

Ban Zhang Zhe says
he prefers to work in a
collective environment
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Three artists talk about the spaces that
help - or hinder - their creative urge
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Photos. Portrait: Timothy O'Rourke. Big Hangar collection: Ban Zhang Zhe

Ban Zhang Zhe

Ban Zhang Zhe became interested in sculpture dur-
ing his early years in Hong Kong while working as a
photographer, before a grant from the Taiwanese gov-
ernment took him to Kaohsiung’s Pier 2 Art District to
be part of a community programme. There he found a
new, surprising level of inspiration and support. “They
provided enough space and money for basic living so
that I could reflect on my identity as an artist without
pressure — and express the differences between myself
as a Hong Kong artist and a Chinese artist in Taiwan,”
Zhang says. He credits the government’s progressive
attitude to art development for the cosmopolitan, com-
munal vibe he found in the repurposed art complex that
hosted regular international exhibitions and undertook
projects with local college students.

Although Zhang, 47, has worked in solitary studio
spaces since, he still prefers the collective environment
and can now be found among a host of artists at the
Jockey Club Creative Arts Centre (JCCAC) in Hong
Kong’s Shek Kip Mei. Here he creates vast metal instal-
lations, incorporating graphics and photography, and
most recently participated in an exhibition with five
other Hong Kong artists called Primitive Craftsmanship,
Contemporary Sculpture, in the C&G Art Garden C&G
in Yuen Long, using materials found on the site. While
Zhang likes to explore themes of economic and social
change in the city around him, he provokes emotional
responses through the surprising use of materials. As
part of the opening exhibition at the JCCAC, which
celebrated its transformation from a factory estate into
an emerging art hub, Zhang manipulated an abandoned
tangle of plastic hangers to explore the relationship be-
tween substance and space, art and industry.

Zhang’s requirements of a decent art space are relatively
modest, and he points to Beijing’s 798 Art Zone as a com-
fortable combination of community elements, space and
convenience. Nevertheless, he feels that the Taiwanese
continue to raise the bar for artists. “Taiwan, Hong Kong
and Mainland China each have different art ecologies,
and if Thad to choose which place was most comfortable
for me, I prefer Taiwan. A government that supports arts
development is of paramount importance.”

Zhang focuses on vast
metal installations, such

as his Big Hanger collection
(above right, and below)
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Kacey Wong

Since he left the formal design industry 12 years ago,
Kacey Wong has curated and participated in exhibitions
that explore the social implications of the spaces people
inhabit, particularly in cities. His Drift City photo series,
embarked upon in 2000, involved the artist dressing up
as a lonely skyscraper and visiting different spots around
the world “in search of utopia”. Another project, Famiglia
Grande, saw him design stylish capsule-like abodes for
people who had lost their homes in the Asian economic
crisis. “Although I try to approach different concerns and
cover different themes, I guess the common ground is
space, the city and its relationship to the people who live
init,” he says. “Particularly, how surreal different places
can be, and a sense of loneliness and belonging.”

Following years of juggling part-time jobs and sharing
a studio with another artist, Wong, 41, found the space
and solitude he craved in his Object Factory - a converted
industrial space in Hong Kong’s Ap Lei Chau. Located
between a large gallery space, a small workshop, a cosy
loft space and a concealed storage unit, it gives him the
room and functionality to have a number of large instal-
lations on-the-go. Although many of his projects start
with a sketch on A4 paper, often completed at home, much
of the experimentation takes place during his building
phase. “I do this deliberately to leave more room for
the project to develop and leave space for problems and
mistakes to emerge,” he says. “I call this method ‘fix it
while you are running’, which often produces amazing
results outside of my expectation.”

Yet Wong realises the difficulty finding spaces poses
to most young artists, and he points to both unscrupu-
lous developers and the lack of government support as
key challenges to artistic development in Hong Kong.
“Some artists at the moment have to create out of their
flats,” he says. “The government definitely needs to think
about ‘software’ for the city and start to view the creative
world as an asset.”
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Wong's Drift City photo
series took him to places
such as Cairo (below) and
London (bottom) dressed
as a lonely skyscraper
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Kacey Wong, with
Memory of the Forest
that he constructed
with students, says
young artists face a
tough challenge to
find creative spaces
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Photos. Portrait: Timothy O'Rourke. Drift City: Kacey Wong
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As the founder of two non-profit art spaces, Montcada5
in Barcelona and island6 Arts Center in Shanghai, it
comes as little surprise that Thomas Charvériat is keen
to promote artistic interaction. The exhibitions he directs
in Shanghai tend to draw in their viewers with multi-
sensory elements, often using humour or surprise — while
in his own art he has experimented with sound, video,
GPS-controlled animatronics and instant messaging.

The 37-year-old French-born artist has long been tuned
in to the impact of the environment on artists’ work, and
atisland6 on Shanghai’s Moganshan Road, set up in 2006,
he and his team - the Liu Dao art collective — have worked
hard to craft a space that is inspiring and functional but,
most importantly, conducive to collective work, pursued
without individual ego. The international group of young
artists and engineers that makes up the collective, and
runs the space, experiments in different media and styles
and, he believes, with fewer inhibitions.

Having relocated and shape-shifted a number of times,
the studio’s office was most recently sculpted into a split-
level transparent cube-shape, surrounded by the main
space, with Zen-like white walls and rough factory-
style concrete floors. This allows 360-degree vision for
artists at work and for visitors to observe the activity.
The shape, strength and versatility of the design has al-
lowed greater collaboration and the use of heavier and
more complicated technology. Charvériat gives a recent
example: “In Bodice Freedom, we liked the sensuality
of the bodice stand... we shot it against a chroma-key
backdrop. This permitted us to digitalise the picture and
cut it with our laser-cutting machine. We also shot the
video animation of the pole dancer in our studio.”

The team of artists then used a variety of technolo-
gies, some old, such as Chinese rice paper soaked in tea,
and some new, like digital animation, which ultimately
produced a most unusual LED-animated installation.
“During this process, technology becomes organic, digital
reality comes alive, begins to speak, dream, conspire,
and seduce,” Charvériat says.

64 SILKROAD NOVEMBER 201

The artwork 517 517, part of
the island6 Arts Center's
underwater life forms
series, is a comment on
China's fast-food industry
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Mao Suit is a combination
of LED display, papercut
and paper collage, in a
teak frame
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Photos. Portrait: Steven Harris. Artworks: Liu Dao art collective, islandé Arts Center

Thomas Charvériat says
space at the island6é Arts
Center in Shanghai allows
360-degree vision for
artists to work in and
for visitors to observe
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