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Film| Art Basel Hong Kong shines

spotlight on new Chinese art. By Jan Dalley

b history of contemporary

Chinese art is very short: a

few decades, no more.

Maolst prohibitions and

the Culiural Revolution
stamped out all individual creativity: it
was only in the late 1970s that sculpture,
for instance, was permitted. And then of
course there were the censors.
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Despite it all, China's contemporary
scene ok off like a rocket in the years
after Mag's death, Often working under-
ground, the artists were radical, and
when Swiss businessman Uli Sigg first
went Lo China In 1979, he hesitated to
make cantact for fear of getting the art-
ists intolrouble with the authorities.

That's one of many intriguing details
revealed in The Chimese Lives of Ull Sigg, o
film by Michael Schindheim about the
collector’s life, showing in Art Basel
Hong Bong s film section.,

Sigg was born in 1946 in Switzerland,
but his "Chinese lives” began in earnest
when in 1980 he negotiated the first
foint venture betwesn China and a west-
ern buginess. The company, Schindler
China, gives a nice metaphorical twist to
this compelling story. It makes lifts. Ele-
vators. A smart business in a country
expanging ever upwards, but in the an-
worldcontext it seems a symbol of Sigg's
special role on the Chinese scene. More
than jiast a collector, Sigg became — as
he puts it — a documentarist, and the
huge holding he has amassed over same
35 years Is effectively the canon of this
Dﬂ'{ulﬂ.ﬂhl.

Thework filled Schioss Mavensee, the
picturesque island castle in Sursee
where he lives with his wife Rita, and
spilled out into warehouses galore. At
the same time, he transformed the lives
of the artists by enabling their accessto
funds and international notice. As the
market for Chinese work grew in tan-
dem with domestic freedoms, the proc-
ess of change seemed almost dizrying.

One artist fast-tracked by Schindler’s
lift was China's best known, Al Weiwei,
Ai the start of this clever film, he says:
“However famous 1 become, he [Sigg] s
the creator.” Starry names of i
CONteMmporary scenc = Wang Guangyl,
Zang Fanzhi, Fang Lijun and others —
pay similar tribute to this exceptional
man, and the film treats their works
with a delicite skill. As China's transfor-
matlons are rﬂmﬂl‘l[ﬂdp I:I'Iﬁﬂi?'b'i" Siﬂ
himself, reminiscing about his T_t’m
first as businessman and then, {rom
1995 10 1998, a3 Swiss ;‘“md"m
Beijing, period footage 1S :
with the works, Ffmt‘dwrdh':}}r
and without captions — '-'“tmﬂd{ a.:
you get it. The art leaps into focus
. mﬁnghummmmm.mﬂ%.
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negrotintion 18 months, But once hisdip-
lomatic life began, the embassy both
provided space for his art and, accord-
ing to curator Hans Ulrich Obrist,
became a cultural "salon” for Beijing.

And the legacy? Sigg’s wish, he tells
us, has always been to place the entire
collection in a public museum in main-
land China, and to restore to the Chinese
the cultural history that many of them
don't even know. No private museum
for him: anly a public museum, he
maintains, can ensure the long-term
preservation of a cultural heritage far
beyond the lifespan of its donor.

It Is a noble alm — but apparently a
step too far even for someone of Sigg's
diplomatic nous. Most of these works,
after all, were and still are critical of the
regime. As he puts it, tactfully, there
were “complications”, So Hong Kong's
new M+ museumn was the answer — and

amagnificent collection of some 1,500
works will turn that institution, on its

T —

opening in 2019, into the world's most
substantial holder of new Chinese art.

I it was a slight compromise for Sigy,
one person who is pleased is AL Tothe
idea of locating the collection for safe-
keeping on the Chinese mainland, Al
replies acidly that Sigg might just as well
“throw them in the lake at Sursee”,

Schindheim's documentary is just one
of over 70 works by and about artists
that Art Basel Hong Kong will be show-
ing. Another focuses on Zang Fanzhi: for
arich 17 minutes of action, the artist was
filmed creating a glant work in Berlin
over 12 days, with the help of a bevy of
immaculate white-copted assistants.
His shirt is spotless; each brush he is
handed appears to be brand-new; the
reault will be worth tens of millions. It's
a far cry from his, and Sigg’s, early days
— but compelling for all that.

Showings run March 21-26
artbasel.com,hong-kong/the-show #5960

Zeng Fanzhi painting “YOU', as featured in the film YOU Art Project’ — o v



