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Charles Saatchi joins the
swell of collectors beating
apath to the east

Jonathan Watts Bei]ing

‘The naked Chinese migrant workers
were dangling on hooks and ropes from
aceiling in north-east Beijing until a few
s ago, when they were bundled
up in bubble wrap, crammed intoa
containerand shipped off to London.

‘They are not desperate Chinese
peasants seeking illegal entry into the
‘UK. Far from it. Their arrival in Britain
is part of a cultural invasion, paid for by
the UK’s most famous art collector, and
signalling a surge of interest in Chinese
sculpture, painting and photography.

The life-sized resin figures are the
‘work of Zhang Dali, one of China’s
leading artists. To highlight the role
played by countryside labourers in his
country’s rapid urbanisation, Zhang
took casts 0f 100 of them, substituted
‘numbers for their names, signed the
figures and offered them for sale like
pieces of meat hung in a window.

ept, of course, they are a lot more

expensive, Thanks to the booming
‘market in Chinese art, the price fora
single figure has doubled in the past two
yeaxsmno,aoo That value s likely to

rther if they are shown at the
opemng of Charles Saatchi’s new gallery
in the King’s Road this year.

Saatchi snapped up 15 of Zhang’s
Chinese Offspring in a shopping spree
that hasalso seen him spend more lhan
amillion dollars each on two huge
ings by Zhang Xiaogang, the hottest
property in the Chinese contemporary
art scene, as well as works from at least
18 of |ns compatriots.

UK buyer, whose pationage
helped to establish the careers of Dam-
n Hirst and Tracey Emin in the 1990s,

isnow paymg increasing attention to the
‘This year he launched a Mandarin
version of his website, which gets more
than 4m hits a day.
“Ihave been looking at lots of con-
temporary Chinese art in the past few
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Charles Saatchi has bought 15
of Zhang Dali’s Chinese Offspring

‘banned, exhibitions were shut down
and, for most, the sales of their work

and
inLondon, along with work by
about 20 other Chinese artists

years and find thata
itis world class and as good as the best
contemporary art anywhere else,” he
told the Guardian. “There is a huge gulf,
though, between the small amount that
i world class and the majority, which is
derivative and kitsch.”

Saatchi is a late but influential arrival.
‘Thanks to a near eightfold increase in
the market in only two years, Sotheby’s
in Hong Kong recorded Chinese
contemporary art sales of $21.9m (£11m)
in 2006. It is a similar story at auction
houses from London to New York, many
of which started only recently to offer
‘modern Chinese work but now find it
their biggest driver of growth.

It has bordered on a frenzy. During
the first auction of Chinese contempo-
rary art in New York last April, so many
bidders were calling in that Sotheby’s
Tan out of telephones.

Among the most sought- aﬁer works
‘was Lions, the roaring, guffawing mul-
tiple self-portrait by Yue Mmjun, ‘which
eventually sold for more than ha].f a
‘million dollars. Yt iintings an
sculptures ofgarlshly coloured laug}ung
‘men are seen as symbols of China’s con-
sumer culture. This is one of the central
themes for contemporary artists, along
‘with reflections on materialism, the loss
of traditional values, environmental
destruction and the political legacy of
Mao Zedong and Tiananmen Square.

Most of the headlines have been
‘made by Zhang Xiaogang, whose giant
family portraits and split-focus images
from the Cultural Revolution era have
generated the biggest interest among
buyers. Last April, his Bloodline Series:
Comrade No 120 sold for $979,200,

i high

y

estimate. It was a record for Chinese
contemporary art, but one that lasted
only until October, when Saatchi paid
£769,600 for another work by Zhang
Xiaogang at a London auction.

With auction sales of $23.6m last year,
Zhang Xiaogang was narrowly second
to Jean-Michel Basquiat in the ArtPrice

y enough to make ends meet.
Today however, rowing number

of artis s, foreign cars and
apanmems “Cynical realist” Fang Lijun

‘Among the newcomers to the top-
seller list is Su Xinping, an artist from
Inner Mongolia. Su said the price of his
‘work had tripled in the past three years.
“My life has changed a lttle. T still eat
simple food and lead a simple life, but
have amore convenient house and

ranking of the 100
But he was far from alone on the chart.
‘There were 24 Chinese names last year,
up from almost none five years ago.

ot and Iboughta studioin the city
last year.

Suis one of many ars
in the

attitudes and lifestyles. Ten years ago,
avant-garde artists were on the fringe of
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todothe
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work he wants to do, and to get pald
for what it is worth.

investors to consider art. But many

from New York recently to say sevelal
of his works had just sold for almost
$400,000. “I won't get any of that
money,” he grinned. “I sold those pieces.
years ago.” But he will benefit from now
on. “The price for Chinese art was too
low before. Even now some fine pieces.
‘have not reached their true value.”
Zhang Dali agrees. “I expect the price
will keep rising for at least five years
because more and more people want to
buy Chinese art, but there are not that
‘many Chinese artists. The demand is

motivated bya
desire to g(ab 2 plece of history.

“I think the rise of theart market is
highly related to the rising interest in
China,” said Jonathan Wong of Sothe-
by’s in Hong Kong. “We observe money
comes from all over the world and new
buyers keep emerging in every auction.”

Amid concerns about a speculative
bubble, insiders say the boom is a mixed
blessing. “For big-name artists, the price
of works has gone up dramatically —by
10 to 20 times in some cases,” said Brian
Wallace, whose Red Gate Gallery was

increasing, but the supply i limited
the price will keep rising.”

‘The reasons for the boom are
manifold. The establishment of the
Dashanzi art district in Beijing three
years ago attracted many foreign buyers,
who account for about 80% of sales. A
government crackdown on property
speculation and unease about stock
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the first works in
Beijing. “If you were in it for the money
10 years ago, you would be very well off
today. But it is not easy. With all the new
entrants into the market, more galleries
are taking up more artists. So the overall
quality is not as high as before. There
are many good artists out there, buta lot
of them are now painting for the market
— even some of the big names.”



