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editorial
CREATIVITY IN CHINA
Late last year, China promoted itself to the world with a 30-second ad campaign 
called “Made in China, Made with the World” that featured examples of products 
made in China, in a bid to highlight Chinese companies’ involvement in producing 
high quality goods. The ad of course prompted the usual discussions about the state 
of creativity in China. We think creativity is alive and well in China. The country 
abounds with entrepreneurs and enterprises large and small who are striving to 
innovate. There are also the Chinese artists, whose work continues to command 
attention, and record breaking bids, from collectors around the world. 

In this issue, we highlight just a few of the many examples of Chinese creativity. In 
FACE TO FACE we talk to Shenan Chuang, CEO of Ogilvy & Mather Greater China, 
about how she practices creative leadership. Among her many accomplishments, 
Chuang created O-Gallery, an exhibition space for young Chinese artists within the 
company’s Beijing office reception area. 

Ogilvy is not the only company in China expressing its brand through art. In FOCUS 
we look at the growing number of companies in China who have been assembling 
first-rate art collections to showcase in their offices – often featuring Chinese artists 
both well-known and up-and-coming. In UPSTARTS we look at artist Li Xiaofeng 
who was invited by Lacoste to design a limited edition polo shirt for their Holiday 
Collector’s Series. And in BUSINESS we look at Beijing-based Opera Audio, whose 
tube amplifiers are beloved by audiophiles around the world.

And in VIEWPOINT this month, Andy Xie warns us of the emergence of a possible 
new bubble in China – French fine wine. 

To subscribe, please email: subscription@cibmagazine.com.cn or call: +86 (10) 8404 1150 x139
To contact the editors, please email: editor@cibmagazine.com.cn, or call: +86 (10) 8404 1150 x216
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Art can improve 
both image and 
the bottom line 

FOCUS  CORPORATE ART 
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A
s corporate assets go, art most definitely falls 
into the well-performing category. Businesses 
have been surprised to discover that during 
the financial mayhem of the past few years — 
crashing markets, bumpy currency rides, red-
tinged balance sheets — their in-house art 

collections have actually gone up in value.
Not that making a dollar is necessarily the raison d’être 

for building a corporate art collection in China, or elsewhere. 
Displaying paintings and sculptures in lobbies, offices and 
boardrooms is meant to demonstrate that corporations do have 
beating aesthetic hearts; even people indifferent to art can 
appreciate that a colorful and imaginative display livens up 
dull and bland corporate décor.

Hanging adventurous modern work in a company’s 
public space is something of a new phenomenon in China, 
p a r t l y  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  b y  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  n u m b e r s  o f 
international companies setting up shop, some of which 
are energetic promoters of art. In the past, if a company in 
China did have an art collection it was probably because the 
chairperson had a taste for a particular genre and wanted to 
show off his or her taste — and wealth — to underlings and 
visitors. 

Independent curators played no role in that selection: 
the pieces were picked by the boss alone. But, increasingly, 
international companies with strong presences in China are 

making art a major part of the office-scape, either by buying 
art locally, or borrowing pieces from the extensive existing 

collections at their head offices in New York, London, or Paris.
Deutsche Bank has already road-tested the concept by 

displaying an exhibition of cutting-edge art at the Beijing 
headquarters of Zhong De Securities (中德证券),  a joint 
venture between the German company and Shanxi Securities 
(山西证券). The works on display, by young artists based largely 
in Songzhuang, the artistic community on the edge of the 
city, are provocative, edgy and distinctive; there isn’t a scrap of 
traditional calligraphy, or a misty mountain scene, in sight.

“This is an innovative venture between the financial 
community and the arts community, and is aimed at having a 
platform for the exchange of views,” says chief executive officer 
Charles Wang. “It will be helpful for inspiring a sense of 
innovation in the financial community and providing a tasteful 
working environment by creating an artistic atmosphere.”

Wang does not explain exactly how the paintings will 

More and more companies in China are assembling top-notch art collections by Mark GrahaM

“This is an innovative venture 
between the financial community 
and the arts community.” 
– Zhong De Securities CEO Charles Wang.

Left: The Dreaming Pigs by Xu Tan, at SOHO China head office lobby in 
Chaowai Soho.  Below: Touch Point Series by Jin Yu, at The Opposite 
House lobby
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help with the stock-picking process, but clearly the art displays 
mark out Zhong De Securities as a pioneering company, 
prepared to try something radically different.

In addition, Deutsche Bank is bringing works from its 
head-office art collection for display in China. The first venue 
to host the art was, perhaps surprisingly, the second-tier city of 
Tianjin, with the Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen offices set 
to receive a consignment from the curators in Germany later 
in the year.

COrPOraTE CULTUrE
I t  i s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  c o m m o n  p r a c t i c e  f o r  m a j o r 

organizations to circulate their centrally-stored art around the 
world in this way. But HSBC, which recently opened its China 
headquarters office in Shanghai, took a different approach, 
commissioning work by young Chinese painters for the public 
areas, meeting rooms and offices of the Pudong building. In 
particular, the bank bought work by recent graduates from art 
schools in China, together with works by established artists 
who are beginning to have some impact in China itself and 
overseas. 

That work is, by definition, innovative. HSBC also has 
a superb collection of classical-style paintings by George 
Chinnery, whose scenes of Hong Kong and Macau in the early 
to mid-19th century are considered a vital historical record 
of the era, as well as demonstrating masterly technique. 
Chinnery, a rather louche individual, followed the British 
colonial-commission money trail to India, later landing in 
Hong Kong which he made his home.

As well as painting the great and good of those times, 
Chinnery also captured city scenes in Hong Kong, showing 
bewhiskered gents clad in three-piece suits and pith helmets 
in the midst of sweltering summer heat, bare-footed Chinese 
rickshaw pullers straining to pull their human cargo up steep 
hills and the majestic harbor, with flotillas of junks under full 
sail.

In many ways, Chinnery was not so different from 
today’s Chinese artists, who are trying to vividly capture 
society in their own individualistic way, delivering often-
acerbic comment through powerful, sometimes shocking, 
imagery. And, of course, unless they want to starve for their 
art, every painter and sculptor has to flog his wares, whether it 

is to wealthy individuals or check-wielding corporations. It was 
ever thus, throughout history, from Da Vinci to Rembrandt to 
Picasso to Chen Yifei to Yue Minjun.

Having said that, no nation, or era, has ever witnessed 
anything as fast or frenzied as the contemporary Chinese art 
phenomenon. Two decades ago, there were a mere handful of 
boundary-pushing painters, known only to a few aficionados; 
the genre is now well known in the world at large and 
produces hundreds of new faces every year, each aspiring to 
fame and fortune.

CUraTING a VISION
There has also been an exponential rise in galleries 

opening to show the art. Over the past decade, individual 
collectors have been enthusiastic patrons of this thrilling new 
form and — rather more recently — curators of corporate 
collections, armed with ample budgets. Beijing is the national 
center for art — as it is for most things cultural, creative or 
political — and now has hundreds of galleries, from tiny 
boutique operations selling poor quality knock-offs to classy, 

 “They wanted to show the best 
of asia to their clients, and look 
knowledgeable in their local 
environment.”  
– Meg Maggio of Pekin Fine Arts

Reception area, HSBC Building, Shanghai
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spacious and airy venues such as Pekin Fine Arts, run by 
former lawyer Meg Maggio.

The American came to the art  scene initial ly as a 
collector, buying her first painting back in 1985. An interest 
evolved into a passion, so much so that Maggio quit the legal 
profession to open her own gallery, plowing her savings into 
the project.

It is clearly a decision Maggio has not regretted for a 
moment; she chats about art with the animated enthusiasm of 
a genuine aficionado, rather than a hard-nosed saleswoman. 
As well as individual clients, the company has a blue-chip 
roster of corporate clients, who tap into Maggio’s vast store 
of China art knowledge, acquired over two decades, when 
deciding on purchases.

One of the gallery owner’s largest corporate gigs was 
to source art for decking out UBS’ private banking offices, 
initially in Singapore, and then later the branches in Beijing, 
Shanghai and Shenzhen.

“Singapore was their regional training center, so I said 
they need regional art on the wall that everyone in the region 
can respond to,” recalls Maggio. They wanted to support young 
artists, so we did abstract Asian art; it was wonderful, every-
where from the Philippines to Japan. 

“They wanted to show the best of Asia to their clients, 
and look knowledgeable in their local environment, and they 
don’t want to hang anything that is potentially culturally 
offensive. Most clients like this take it very seriously. They 
want artist biographies and publish in-house mini catalogues; 
they make it an important part of their corporate identity.

“A lot of these companies tend to gravitate to abstract 

ADVERTISEMENT

Pekin Fine Arts’ Meg Maggio
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work, they are not particularly keen on figurative work; they 
like work that is more neutral. They want to be seen as very 
democratic, to appeal to the widest spectrum.

“We have never had a bidding war but it is funny that 
they do tend to like similar things. I don’t want to name 
artists’ names but I do have clients who have asked for the 
same artists for their offices. In China and Asia there is always 
this attempt to bridge, and make the connection between the 
traditional and the modern. A lot of clients want to pay respect 
to those two worlds, to engage in some kind of conversation 
with tradition.”

Companies come to Pekin Fine Arts with budgets that 
range from USD 5,000 up to USD 50,000 and beyond. The 
larger international companies often have curators to catalogue 
and manage collections, and arrange for works to be displayed 
at offices around the world on a rotating schedule.

 According to Maggio, whose clients have included 
Siemens, Deutsche Bank, Barclays, JP Morgan Chase and 
Rolls Royce, curators who made wise purchases of Chinese art 
five years ago would have seen the value more than double. 
“I think a lot of them are surprised to find that they have 
increased in value,” she says. “Some have done very well.” 

Around a third of Pekin Fine Arts business comes from 
corporate sales, the rest from regular exhibitions such as the 
forthcoming History Lessons  which starts on September 4. 
Another recent trend has been for organizations to borrow 

pieces, effectively giving the gallery free exhibition space in 
buildings such as the Yin Tai Center or the new Aman at 
Summer Palace resort.

COMMISSIONING aMBIaNCE
One Beijing hotel, The Opposite House, features art 

as a major part of its ambiance. The lobby area, traditionally 
used for check-in facilities, has been given over to displays of 
art, some permanent, some revolving. As well as supporting 
local painters, sculptors and installation artists, The Opposite 
House also commissions work by musicians and film-makers.

“We are very small, we are niche, and we definitely 
make an impact on people who are attracted to the unusual 
and different,” says Anthony Ross, the hotel’s genial general 
manager. “I have always liked art and this is an opportunity 
to meet some fantastic people working in the art scene. I am 
not naturally a tremendously creative person myself, but I do 
appreciate people who are. We are always looking at ways to 
involve the art scene.”

The hotel’s owners, the giant Swire Properties, regularly 
hold exhibitions at their mega-malls spread throughout 
their home base of Hong Kong. New work is also frequently 

commissioned: Beijing-based Australian artist Jayne Dyer was 
hired to create decorative steel butterflies for public areas in 
East, the group’s new, cutting-edge hotel.

For the wall-mounted butterflies, Dyer reinterpreted an 
earlier corporate commission in Taiwan, where the Fubon 
bank arts foundation was the sponsor. The Butterfly Project 
saw the installation of 8,000 black butterflies, made in card, in 
three different sizes, in an abandoned Taipei house. 

 “I do commissions in australia 
but there are more commissions 
offered here on the Chinese 
mainland and hong kong and 
Taipei.”  
– Artist Jane DyerLobby exhibit at Beijing’s The Opposite House
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Dyer’s specialty is installation art. For another Hong 
Kong project she arranged a pile of books in a new shopping 
mall, all 3,000 of them sourced from Panjiayuan antiques 
market in Beijing. Like a growing number of overseas artists, 
Dyer chooses to work in the capital city, citing the cheap 
living costs, particularly when it comes to having installation-
art models made, and the ready availability of corporate 
commissions as major reasons.

“I can do more ambitious projects here,” she says. “If I 

want to make a photograph that is four meters high I can do 
this, to see if it works, without breaking the bank. If I want 
to make videos I can hire assistants and technical staff and 
support staff. It makes such a difference. To try out ideas like 
this, even on a small scale can be hellishly expensive. 

“I do commissions in Australia but there are more 
commissions offered here on the Chinese mainland and Hong 
Kong and Taipei. There are more and more projects which 
means more work. And it pays much more money than in 
Australia!”

ThE O-GaLLEry
The corporate world meets the art world in a most 

convivial way at the offices of Ogilvy & Mather (奥美中国) in 
Beijing. Art-loving boss Shenan Chuang decided to give over 
part of an office floor to ever-changing art displays. Instead 
of a traditional reception area, visitors step out of the elevator 
and arrive at the O-Gallery, which hosts a dazzling display of 
contemporary Chinese art. “The idea is to invite young artists 
w h o  d o n ’ t  h a v e  a 
ga l lery  to  support 
them,” says Chuang, 
C E O ,  O g i l v y  & 

Mather Greater China. “I think it is more meaningful because 
we can help the young artists. Ogilvy is a high profile company 
in China so it helps them that we use the company name to 
support the artist.

“It gets a lot of publicity and media attention, we send 
invitations to clients, the media, even our rivals, and they are 
all very happy. The artists don’t have to be famous but they 
have to have potential to become great artists. There are no 
real rules, just that the art cannot be too vulgar. Only once 
have I said ‘no’ to the curator; it was not a piece that the 
curator was comfortable with either.”

In the past five years, the company has had a dozen 
exhibitions, curated by Han Tsungwoo, with a total of some 
250 pieces displayed. All the work is for sale – Chuang has 
even bought a number of works herself and is eyeing a few 
sculptures in the current Generational Mash-up exhibition. 

Putting art to the fore, she says, helps project a funky 
and modern image to clients, and, in addition, helps make the 
company more appealing to potential employees.

“It is so cool and unprecedented it makes you feel you 
want to join the company,” says Ogilvy & Mather public rela-
tions executive Sarah Guldin. “The art made it seem to me like 
an interesting place to work, and I have heard that from other 
people as well.”

CrEaTIVE aSSETS
One of the corporate-art pioneers in China was the 

Soho group, known for its distinctive mall buildings, located 
throughout Beijing. The big European fashion brands have 
also made a point of supporting arts, notably the giant LVMH 
group, whose powerful boss, Frenchman Bernard Arnault, has 
a personal collection of Chinese art.

Two years ago, the LVMH-owned fashion house Dior 
took over the gigantic floor space of the Ullens Centre for 
Contemporary Art, showing a mixture of classic dresses from 
its archives and specially-commissioned art from the more 
radical Chinese artists. The most striking object was a truck-
sized human sculpture covered in real animal hide, a piece 
that proved to be a real showstopper.

It is not the kind of artwork that is likely to turn up in the 
lobby of, say, the Bank of China (中国银行) any time soon. But 
local companies are becoming more and more adventurous 
with their choices: Tai Kang Life Insurance (泰康人寿保险股份
有限公司) and Minsheng Bank (中国民生银行) are among the 
organizations with growing collections.

It might be argued that instead of being a luxury or 
extravagance, art is something customers now expect as part 
of a modern-day China office, an asset that is aesthetically 
pleasing and, just as importantly for the company bean 
counters at least, one that has potential to go up in value.   ■

 “The idea is to invite young 
artists who don’t have a gallery to 
support them.”  
– Shenan Chuang

Above: Han Tsungwoo, 
curator of O-Gallery at
Ogilvy & Mather’s Beijing 
office with artists Liu Zhang 
and Kuang Jun. 
Left: Artist Zhang Wei sitting 
in the O-Gallery.
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