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1

Entering the Maze

The photograph on this book’s cover illustrates an artwork made by Bashir 
Makhoul, a Palestinian artist based in England, exhibited at the Yang Gallery in 
Beijing’s “798” art district in the People’s Republic of China in 2012. One of the 
two parts of this installation work called Enter Ghost, Exit Ghost was made 
from large‐scale lenticular photographic panels showing images of “old” and 
“new” Jerusalem joined together into a maze‐like structure of paths erected in 
the gallery’s converted factory space. Lenticular images, when seen from dif-
ferent angles, project alternative views apparently simultaneously present on a 
single surface. (This illusionistic device has been used in postcard design since 
the late nineteenth century.) “Lenticular” means both “shaped like a lentil” and 
“of the lens of the eye.” In this manner, a structure of 2.4‐meter‐high photo-
graphic “walls” depicting Jerusalem during and after British Mandate rule 
(subsequently occupied by Israel since 1967) confronted viewers as they 
made their way through the maze. The second part of the work consisted of a 
cardboard box “city,” built up almost to the ceiling of the gallery.

Enter Ghost, Exit Ghost, covering a floor space of more than 400 square 
meters, invited visitors to find and follow the right path through the maze to 
what looked like a makeshift model of a refugee camp. This was of the kind that 
millions have had to live in since the creation of the State of Israel in 1948, 
following what its protagonists called the “War of Independence” that forcibly 
displaced the Palestinian population and whose calamitous implications for 
local, regional and world history continue down to the present day.1

It would be hard to find a more appropriate example of an artwork that 
encapsulates my motivations and objectives in writing this book—the inter-
connected primary questions and concerns of which require that equal stress 
is placed on all the nouns and adjectives in its title: The Global 
Contemporary Art World. The last two decades have seen an extraordinary 
rise in the public visibility of contemporary art and of what have come to be 
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recognized as its characteristic forms, museum buildings and producers. These 
first two categories remain relatively straightforward to exemplify. The instal-
lation form—instanced here by Enter Ghost, Exit Ghost—is typically made 
from combined or “mixed materials” and constructed on a site either inside an 
already existing building (though this is by no means always an art gallery) or 
outside, in a wide range of settings. The Yang Gallery, which opened in 2010, is 
an example of a recent contemporary art exhibition space hewn from a derelict 
industrial building. This renovation trend developed in the 1990s and so far 
has been most spectacularly embodied in Tate Modern, which opened in 
London in 2000.2

The category of producer, however, presents more complexity. The figure of 
the artist, understood either as the actual lone physical maker or at least direc-
tor of a work’s fabrication, certainly remains at the apex of the art world. Both 
the ideal of the artist and actual artists are essential to contemporary narratives 
of art’s authenticity and quality, as well as to calculations of its financial value. 
Think here, for example, of the global status of Jeff Koons and Damien Hirst. 
But other kinds of producers in the art world have risen to almost equal public 
significance in the last two decades. For instance, in 2014 it was Sir Nicholas 
Serota, Director of the Tate galleries in London—not an artist—who was 
named the most influential player in the global contemporary art world by 
US‐based Art Review magazine in its annual “Power 100 List.”3 Serota’s greatest 
achievement was the opening of Tate Modern in a converted electricity power 
station on the south bank of the Thames in Southwark. The gallery’s cavernous 

Figure 1  Bashir Makhoul Enter Ghost, Exit Ghost (2012, mixed media installation; detail). 
Source: © Bashir Makhoul.
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“Turbine Hall” space then became the venue for the annual creation of spec-
tacular large‐scale installation works co‐conceived and commissioned by Tate 
and supported financially by the multinational Unilever Corporation.4

In addition, then, to the indispensable agency of artists, the vitality and 
expansion of the contemporary art world has come to depend upon such pro-
ductive and creative intervention by influential museum and gallery directors. 
These “facilitating agents” are also sometimes high‐profile collectors of 
contemporary art, although they do not themselves necessarily own the works 
they purchase or the institutional spaces in which they exhibit them. This is 
true of others, however, such as the former advertising tycoon Charles Saatchi, 
who was able to use his own considerable financial wealth to buy artworks to 
show in his own gallery in central London. Serota, in contrast, has bought art-
works with Tate’s public money for its public art collections maintained by, and 
on behalf of, the British nation. However, a fundamental blurring of such dis-
tinctions between the spheres of state (meaning “publicly owned”) and private 
(meaning commercial but also sometimes “non‐profit”) has emphatically 
shaped the development of the global contemporary art world and visual arts 
funding—along with all other kinds of “public provision”—in Western societies, 
especially since the 1980s.This was the decade when capitalism in the demo-
cratic countries entered its globalizing “neoliberal” era under two of its chief 
political representatives, President Ronald Reagan in the USA and Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom.5

The following chapters illustrate how the global contemporary art world is 
not separate from this wider world. In fact, its character has been formed 
through the particular ways—economically, socially, politically—in which the 
world has become globalized. This “world order” as a whole is steered now 
through immensely powerful, though shifting, alliances of state and private 
corporate organizations, forces and resources. “Steered,” I stress, rather than 
“planned” and “governed.” Our globalized world certainly still includes pano-
plies of national and international state governance agencies (such as the 
United Nations and the European Union) based on moral objectives and legal 
principles derived, in large part, from formal commitments to the ideals of 
democracy and human rights. But, especially since the 1990s, the most globally 
powerful states, acting in concert with large commercial and technology 
corporations, have increasingly operated transnationally, and sometimes with 
imperious disregard for the known wishes or interests of their own peoples and 
in opposition to democratically elected governments around the world.6

This global socioeconomic and political system is one wherein autonomous 
might, as much if not more than public mandate, now compete in the building 
and ruination of whole regions, societies, states, markets, cultures and com-
munities. This is true throughout the world, but perhaps most evidently, as the 
global media shows daily, in the Middle East and Asia. Partly in response to 
this inveterate developmental turmoil militantly theocratic “proto‐state” Islamic 
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organizations proclaiming their “Jihadism” (Holy War) emerged in these and 
other regions to challenge the many embattled, corrupt or “failed states” and 
their Western backers in the new world order. The “War on Terror,” declared by 
President George W. Bush following the September 11, 2001, bombings, US‐
led Western punitive military retaliation in Afghanistan in 2002, and the inva-
sion and occupation of Iraq in 2003–2004 are the most salient recent events in 
this history. A full explanation, however, of these disasters constituting our 
own era—one as much, surely, of global disorder as order—requires analysis 
tracked back at least to the mid‐twentieth century Cold War between the US 
and Soviet superpowers, a confrontation played out over a half‐century in 
violent regional conflicts around the world.7

If our global world order/disorder does constitute a “system”—that is, a func-
tioning totality that is organizing and productive, though manifestly also 
chaotic and destructive, as the 2008 Global Financial Crisis demonstrated—
then the contemporary art world comprises a part of this wider world. This is 
my central contention and I set out to demonstrate here the contemporary art 
world’s own systemic yet volatile character, understood as a sector of the glo-
balized world as a whole. But this global art world also has its own distinct and 
relatively autonomous connecting parts, functions, agents and products. Each 
chapter here will examine some of these elements and their interrelations. 
These include, as I’ve noted, its typical art forms and exhibiting institutions, 
along with a wider cast of significant “producers” besides its artists—agents 
who, individually and collectively, are active and necessary to the art world’s 
making and remaking.8 The purpose of my book is to elucidate through a series 
of complementary case studies what I shall argue are the key facets in the 
working of the global contemporary art world.

Focus in these case studies will be on five Asian centers, three of which are 
nation‐states. I shall explain why and how in the next few pages. But it is their 
imbrication and significance within a globalized system as part of the global 
contemporary art world that concerns me. The rise of Asia economically, 
within neoliberal global capitalism, has certainly been a condition of the emer-
gence of these centers as places where contemporary art, and local contempo-
rary art worlds, have flourished. But definitions of Asia are complex and 
contested, and the specificities of these five locations—whatever features they 
may have in common—must be recognized. The chapters concern territories 
in the region of “greater Asia”: Hong Kong, South Korea, India, the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) and the State of Palestine.9 These places, vastly differ-
ent from each other in many ways but with a shared postcolonial past, have all 
become incorporated quite rapidly and recently—in differing ways and to dif-
fering degrees—into the global contemporary art world dominated by Western 
(predominantly Western European and North American) institutions, networks 
and discourses historically created for art’s production, sale, collection, curation, 
exhibition and validation.
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The intertwined concepts of “contemporary” and “contemporary art” are 
particularly significant within this account. They will feature in terms of under-
standing, firstly, how the global world order/disorder operates now in any and 
all spheres of human activity, and, secondly, in differentiating art made since 
the 1990s (usually called “contemporary art”) from the preceding era of 
modern art within which the key Western art museums and galleries, such as 
the Museum of Modern Art and the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, both 
in New York, were created.10 It will become clear that the terms “historical art,” 
“modern art” and “contemporary art” all pull into their orbits of habitual use 
critically important related senses of local, national, regional and global devel-
opments that have helped to shape the present world. It should also be or 
become obvious that these sets of terms name evaluative and ideologically 
freighted ideas that are both indispensable to the following analyses and yet in 
some ways also impede insightful movement beyond the conceptual frame-
works of received disciplinary practice in art‐historical and theoretical discourse. 
In this sense the global art world profoundly challenges existing explanatory 
paradigms formed in the era of the rise of nation‐states in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries.11

The Global Contemporary Art World is the final book in my trilogy exploring 
the character, history and meaning of art made in the 20th and 21st centuries’ 
“core” or “developed” Western countries, principally Western Europe and 
North America, and in the “peripheral” or “emergent” regions of greater Asia, 
as well as in South America and Africa (sometimes called the “global South”). 
It is my view that there is no decisive single point—historically, societally or 
aesthetically—at which “modern art” became or gave way to “contemporary 
art.” The distinction remains, however factual and firm it may seem, the prod-
uct and purpose of contrasting perceptions, emphases and interests. Critics 
and theorists have variously asserted, for example, that contemporary art 
“began” after 1945, or after 1960, or after 1989, in arguments linking these cho-
sen points of genesis to a wide range of sociocultural conditions, events and 
historical processes. All these accounts have both strengths and weaknesses.12 
The second book in my series, The Utopian Globalists: Artists of Worldwide 
Revolution, 1919–2009 (2013), traced the development of installation art made 
in the recent past—since 2000, and therefore “contemporary” according to vir-
tually all definitions—back to the 1917 Russian Revolution and the huge tower 
that the Bolshevik artist Vladimir Tatlin planned to erect to commemorate it, 
known as the Monument to the Third International. Though never built, 
Tatlin’s 1919 scale model in iron and glass became an inspiration for a consid-
erable lineage of artists whose diverse artworks carried Tatlin’s utopian‐Left 
modernist radicalism down to the present day.

The Utopian Globalists concluded with a discussion of the large installations 
commissioned for Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall, works paid for in part with 
funding from the Unilever Corporation. The book closed with a skeptical 
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questioning of the radicalism possible under such corporate‐patronal circum-
stances—for several of the artists who received these commissions had drawn, 
directly or indirectly, on Tatlin’s political and aesthetic avant‐garde legacy. The 
Utopian Globalists offers an historical (or “diachronic”) context for The Global 
Contemporary Art World. My chief motivation in writing the earlier book had 
been to provide such an interpretative grounding, robust though certainly to a 
degree speculative, for those trying to understand the sometimes mystifying 
forms of contemporary art—part “sculpture,” part “architecture,” as many 
installations are—made since the 1990s.13 My argument remains that in art and 
broad sociocultural terms the contemporary, and the contemporary in art, 
necessarily contains the historical, and that contemporary art itself emerged 
historically—from and out of the historical process—however profoundly its 
forms may appear alien to the historical and modern pasts of art, and even to 
disown or reject them.14

Books are always selective and can only offer partial perspectives. In studies 
dealing with all aspects of “the global” in contemporary art, acknowledgement 
of this necessity is particularly required. No single author could “master” this 
terrain of inquiry, and these two metaphors indicate the geopolitical as well as 
intellectual stakes in attempting to make sense of culture and social change in 
an increasingly integrated but increasingly unequal world. The first text in my 
trilogy recognized this reality by offering a substantial collection of mostly 
newly commissioned essays on contemporary art written by thirty different 
authors. Within the main and section introductions to Globalization and 
Contemporary Art (2011) I set out a theoretical framework based on seven 
thematic parts through which to make sense of the art world and its products 
seen as a systemic whole—and to understand it, systematically, through a series 
of interlinked concepts and analytic modes. Though various narratives and 
theoretical positions are traceable across the essays in the anthology, including 
the one I presented in the book’s introductory discussions, the totality was 
heterogeneous and even at times contradictory. Most of these essays dealt with 
art and the art world created since the 1990s. The critical framework they com-
prised, in contrast with The Utopian Globalists, was largely “synchronic”—that 
is, a kind of analytic slice through the recent contemporary art world looked at 
from different though interrelated perspectives.15 The chief focus was on artists, 
art forms and organizations outside of the Western countries, but understood 
in relation to the control or influence of Western global “gatekeeper” art insti-
tutions. By this term I mean the main art auction companies (i.e., Sotheby’s and 
Christie’s), leading art fair businesses (e.g., Art Basel and Frieze) and powerful 
museums and galleries (e.g., the Tate, the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York, the Guggenheim Museum, White Cube, Gagosian, etc.).

Globalization and Contemporary Art also offered some sets of essays on 
“regional” or “area” themes. These included contemporary artworks made by 
indigenous peoples in Australia, new formations of artists and publics in Latin 
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America and the development of art movements and styles in Japan and China. 
The anthology demonstrated that, if there is a global contemporary art world 
and that if this constitutes a system, then it centrally pivots around the funda-
mentally asymmetrical (unequal) though dynamic relationship between the 
“core” Western nation‐states—still in the most potent ways the effective owners 
of modern and historical Art, a Western concept and practice that emerged dur-
ing the Enlightenment—and all the other, “peripheral,” parts of the world. This 
contemporary art world, part of the world order/disorder, is the product of a 
historical process inseparably bound up with the Western imperial and colonial 
system that dominated most of the world until the end of the Second World 
War in 1945, when the concluding phases of formal decolonization began.16

Globalization and Contemporary Art’s synchronic, theoretical framework 
comprised complementary analyses based on a series of interconnected con-
cepts. These were: institutions, formations, means and forces of production, 
identifications, forms, reproduction and organization. While it is not the pur-
pose of The Global Contemporary Art World to regurgitate the detail of either 
of the two earlier studies, it does draw on materials and ideas from both. It is 
already clear, for example, that examinations of “forms” and “institutions” will 
feature strongly here, and therefore that these two sections of related essays in 
Globalization and Contemporary Art await the reader wishing to find out 
more. (Its “formations” section also includes related discussion of collective 
production in contemporary art, an idea closely related to the complexities of 
the term “producer” introduced earlier.)

The resources of intellectual and political radicalism that I drew on in these 
earlier texts—those based on the writings and activisms of, for instance, 
Raymond Williams, Edward Said, Tariq Ali, David Harvey and Mike Davis—
continue to provide inspiration for this book. If the most compelling studies in 
global contemporary art and culture do have strong if complex genealogical 
connections to the Marxist, feminist and “Third World” art‐historical and art‐
theoretical writings from the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, then it is one based on 
recognition of the ever more pressing mutual necessity for critical understand-
ing and progressive societal transformation on a global scale.17 The following 
sections in this Introduction set out further explanation of the aims, structure, 
content and context of this continuing project as I have pursued it through the 
case‐studies that constitute The Global Contemporary Art World.

Modernity, Contemporary Art and Globalization

All the following chapters explore different facets of the character of contem-
porary visual art. However, as the title of the book emphasizes, it situates these 
analyses within a broader account of the systemic cultural forms, materials, 
practices, networks and contexts (economic, social, political and ideological) 
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within which this art has been made and as a component of which it is mean-
ingful. While “contemporary art” understood as a descriptive category of 
modes and products now includes much that would not have been recognized 
as visual art at all before the 1960s—for example, those classes of objects and 
events deemed “performance” and “conceptual” works—its relations to archi-
tecture, graphic and environmental design; to folk, popular and mass culture; 
and to advertising and digital culture have become ever more integral to the 
circuits of its production, dissemination and consumption.

This is true in both simple and complex ways, as my case studies show. The 
empirically heterogeneous category of contemporary art now includes, for 
example, a DVD video—such as Sun Yuan and Peng Yu’s 2010 I Do Not Sleep 
Tonight, exhibited at the Hayward Gallery, London in “Art of Change: New 
Directions from China” (2012); an installation temporarily erected at the 
Reichstag Parliament building in Berlin—Christo’s and Jeanne‐Claude’s 
Wrapped Reichstag (1971–1995)—and a graffiti drawing by Banksy of a donkey 
and an Israeli soldier stenciled onto the “Separation Wall” erected near 
Ramallah in Palestinian territory across the border from the State of Israel. 
Contemporary art, it seems, can literally be, as one recent commentator suggests, 
anything, anywhere.18

Figure 2  Banksy Graffitti image of donkey and Israeli soldier on Separation Wall near 
Ramallah, Palestine (2012). Source: © epa european pressphoto agency b.v./Alamy 
Stock Photo.
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But in this book artworks have not been singled out as the primary, most 
significant objects of study against which everything else within the global 
contemporary art world is to be set as mere “background” or “context.” My 
contention is that the contemporary art world—understood as a subsection of 
the globalized world order/disorder—is a system of interrelated and interde-
pendent objects, producers, groups, networks, organizations and socioeco-
nomic relationships, materials and means of production and reproduction, 
legal, critical and advertising discourses (and much else besides). This system 
as a whole is my object of study however much I may focus in on specific bits 
of it in these chapters. Further, the broader globalized world will remain as 
much my object of explanatory concern as the contemporary art world nesting 
within it. This perspective and objective certainly raises important questions, 
problems and dilemmas. Surely, for instance, one might reasonably ask, doesn’t 
the extraordinary rise in the financial value of contemporary artworks since 
2000 (especially those from Asia) indicate that these objects do actually have 
an overriding importance? Or, in another direction, one might plausibly argue 
that a focus on the contemporary art world in Asia necessarily implies that the 
globalized world around it must recede into at least an analytic “background,” 
in the way that a photograph presents layers of more or less visible and 
highlighted detail depending on where the camera has been pointed?

While the latter may turn out to be at least partially true in terms of the sense 
these chapters actually make, the reader should nevertheless recognize that the 
foreground/background distinction remains an analytic effect generated 
within the process of written composition. With an effort, the reader should be 
able to shift focus back and forth without necessarily affirming or conceding 
the primacy, of any particular layer of detail within the overall interpretative 
“image” that my text creates. (Readers, of course, may also choose to keep their 
own pre‐established priorities.) It is also worth stating that this book is in no 
way offered as a “survey,” though it presents what is at least the outline of a 
comprehensive systemic analysis. The comparatively tiny number of artworks 
discussed or referred to here are, inevitably, made to bear the burden of a range 
of explanatory tasks—including that of representing, or typifying, an idea of 
“global art” and the global contemporary art world system. But their signifi-
cance as such is heuristic. I am “trying out” how they might be interpreted 
within the logic of the account as a whole. Other, very different accounts of the 
same artworks are possible, and defensible in other terms. This dilemma, partly 
one of the relations between quantitative and qualitative analyses in cultural 
studies, has plagued the discipline of art history since its origins, and recurs 
frequently in the chapters ahead.19

Another objection might be that the deeper intellectual problems actually 
lie  with the innocuous‐looking prepositions, such as “in” and “from,” that 
often characterize discussion of global contemporary art (in phrases such as 
“contemporary art from Africa,” a usage discussed later in this Introduction). 
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I discarded an earlier title for this book because it seemed to me implicitly to 
prejudge the analysis: that wording was “Contemporary Art in a Globalized 
World.” There are two sets of significant and still open questions raised by this 
formulation. Firstly, is, or in what ways is, contemporary art formed and mean-
ingful before it is brought into contact with the public world of sales, exhibition 
and critical review? Secondly, is the globalized world itself to be conceived as 
formatively without contemporary art in some basic ways—to which it is then 
added, like sugar or salt?

Many different responses attend the negotiation of these important—though 
perhaps in some ways ineffable—questions in the chapters that follow here. My 
considered view, however, is that in the same way that we still do need to say, 
for example, that an artist is “from” Hong Kong or India, the prepositional for-
mulation “in a” performs a necessary holding operation. That is, the lower‐case 
“in a” links but also separates all the heavy‐lifting capitalized nouns—
“Contemporary Art”/“Globalized World.” It facilitates recognition of both the 
difference between and interrelation of its two balancing sides. The chapters 
here are based on empirical studies where analytic focuses highlight, respec-
tively, the role of art fairs (Hong Kong), new technologies (South Korea), bien-
nials (India), visual arts higher education (PRC) and neoliberal sociopolitical 
intervention (Palestine). Each chapter, however, is also concerned with many 
other elements to do with the specific way that contemporary art, and the 
contemporary art world, has developed in that place, within and as part of 
the globalized world order/disorder as a whole. This order/disorder is—as that 
schismatic slash is intended to indicate—systemic, dynamic and disruptively 
volatile: the order/disorder is global (globalized) and globalizing still to ends 
we do not and may not fully understand.20

It has become commonplace for commentators to claim, for example, that 
installation and video works in particular are inherently and typically the 
globalized media of contemporary art. This is because, as innovative modes, 
they have ostensibly become available for appropriation and transformation 
equally by anyone from anywhere, compared, say, to the culturally loaded use 
of traditional “Western” art media such as oil painting or sculpting in bronze.21 
Part of this argument is based on the relative historical recentness—the “new-
ness”—of both installation and video. (I’ll come to the issue of irritating scare 
quotes in a while.) These were modes effectively created in the 1960s and only 
subsequently, and quite slowly, critically validated by museums and related 
institutional–critical discourse in the 1970s and since. Though I have some 
sympathy with this view, which is usually articulated as part of an affirmation of 
these practices, the grounds often given for it raise a set of troubling questions.

These concern the broader and persisting problem of sociocultural moder-
nity, which exists at once as an objective, factual matter and as a subjective idea 
and ideal. It is bound up with definitions of modern and what is modern in art 
and culture, to processes of “modernization,” and hence is a key to debate over 
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the claimed transition from modern art to contemporary art, and from mod-
ern to contemporary societies. These now very longstanding arguments over 
the shift have been couched partly and necessarily in discussion of proposed 
world‐historical transition moments and processes. They centrally include, to 
reiterate: “after 1945,” meaning decolonization in greater Asia and Africa; “the 
1960s,” meaning the rise of the New Left, Anti‐Stalinism, Third World move-
ments, Environmentalism; and “after 1989”/”1991,” meaning the reunification 
of Germany, the end of the Soviet Union and supposed triumph of global capi-
talism. But the combined factual and value‐laden (ideological) uses of the 
terms “modern” and “modernity” pose particularly pressing and contentious 
issues for cultural analysis in our era of globalization. Given the power and 
predominance of the modernizing economies, societies and globally coloniz-
ing states of Europe and the United States—on both side of the Cold War—in 
the twentieth century, did all peoples, societies and cultures in the world really 
manage to become equally modern and then, since the 1990s, equally contem-
porary? This was a critical question in 1945, during the 1960s, in 1991, and still 
is in 2016. The answer remains “No.”

The recent era of globalization in economic and financial terms has been 
driven by industries, corporations, state institutions, international networks, 
agreements and protocols established by US and Western European states 
mostly since the Second World War. These primarily included the creation of 
the Bank of International Settlements (founded 1919), the World Bank (1944), 
the International Monetary Fund (1945), the European Economic Community 
and European Union (1958, 1993), the North American Free Trade Association 
(1994), and the World Trade Organization (1995). But the rise of south Asian 
and East Asian economies since the 1980s has brought into question assumptions 
of the continuing dominance of Western power within globalization, especially 
as the PRC’s economy grew to become the second biggest in the world by 2009 
and its robustness seems to be a necessary condition for continuing global 
economic stability.22

In the contemporary art world, however, although the volume and value of 
sales of Asian art rocketed after 2000, the historically dominant institutions 
profiting from these markets remained Western, based in New York and 
London. Hong Kong has now become the third most important art‐trading 
city—although the US/UK auctioneers Sotheby’s and Christie’s compete to 
run most of the high‐value auction sales there, both having decided to use the 
territory to centralize their entire Asian operations. In 2012 MCH, the com-
pany that owns Art Basel, the most successful art fair business in the world, 
based in Switzerland (established in 1970), purchased a majority of shares in 
the ownership of the Hong Kong Art Fair and rebranded the annual event 
from 2013 as Art Basel Hong Kong. This was another sign, then, of the grow-
ing global significance of the contemporary art world in the PRC and Asia 
broadly.23
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Sociocultural modernity and contemporaneity—the state of “being contem-
porary”—are centrally implicated in the development of the global contempo-
rary art world. This process was driven in the 2000s by a lucrative and rapidly 
expanding world market dominated by Western auction houses and commer-
cial galleries—whether the sales actually take place, as they have done and do, 
in New York, London, Hong Kong and other Asian centers. Given this pre-
dominance and the interrelated ability of powerful Western museums to vali-
date contemporary art through purchase and exhibition of works by its global 
producers—many “from Asia,” if not resident there—it remains the case that 
the global contemporary art world is fundamentally asymmetrical in its power 
relations.

This situation might be posed polemically in terms of the grip that Western 
interests continue to have over the economic exploitation of contemporary art 
produced in Asia and all other parts of the decolonized or postcolonial world. 
It might be dramatized in a statement such as “global contemporary art is 
essentially a Western construct,” even if it is true that installation and video art 
modes have fundamentally superseded use of traditional Western media and 
materials. The latter remain bound up with philosophical definitions of Art 
elaborated in Europe in the Enlightenment and since: the epoch and episteme 
of Western modernity. From this perspective the global contemporary art 
world is a system that is being played and a game whose top players use some 
distinctly loaded dice.24

Amongst these players are its commentators. These include critics and 
theorists, who often work in universities and write for a wide range of maga-
zines, journals and newspapers. Related to the complexities of “collective 
production” in the global contemporary art world is the development that 
some players may now occupy several roles both consecutively and simulta-
neously. An artist will curate their own and other artists’ shows; a critic will 
take up a curating role in a gallery or museum; directors and curators of 
contemporary art biennials (which have hugely expanded in number since the 
1980s) write essays and books that may both justify and auto‐critique their 
day job of selecting works and artists for these exhibitions. Hans Ulrich 
Obrist, for instance, has been hovering around the top of the list of polymath 
game‐players for several years and was named sixth most influential art world 
figure in the 2014 Art Review Power List, though he was down five places from 
2013. Some of these role combinations, of course, occurred in decades well 
before the 1990s. The French artist Gustave Courbet curated an exhibition of 
his own paintings in Paris in 1855!25 (I will use “after 1989” as shorthand for 
my own practical sense of when contemporary art “began,” or at least moved 
up a few gears.) All serious players, however, performing as many roles as they 
do or can, decide to declare or conceal their interests that are economic as 
much as anything else. They certainly “do it for the money,” that is, but not 
only for that reason.
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I work as an art historian in an art school that is part of a British university. 
As well as writing books and essays—on modernist art for twenty years and 
more recently on art made after 2000—I publish reviews and essays on artists 
and exhibitions I‘ve seen or sometimes with which I have had some personal or 
professional involvement. In 2011 I helped to establish a university research 
center concerned with global contemporary art and culture. I was lucky enough 
to begin to travel to some of the “signature” events in the contemporary art 
world calendar—especially those in Asian countries and in one case where my 
university at the time had set up a campus, with a partner institution in the 
PRC. The chapters in this book in one sense constitute an embellished, reflec-
tive record of my visits to cities hosting contemporary art events of varying 
kinds. These included fairs, biennials, conferences, museum development 
meetings, inaugural exhibitions and “private views,” parties and other “VIP” 
events. Though getting to these events often involved fairly uncomfortable 
long‐haul flights because, in the main I wasn’t able to travel as a VIP, I know 
that I’ve been very lucky to experience something of the texture and social life 
of the global contemporary art world. I can confirm that some of it is glamorous 
(though some aspects are squalid) and that this occasional immersion alters 
the way one sees and understands it.

I had thought to add a subtitle to the book: A Rough Guide. This term would 
have indicated several significant factors marking its conception, production 
and organization. The book has a picaresque dimension. As I’ve just noted, its 
choice of case studies is partly based on some of my trips involving fairly short 
if intense visits to the contemporary art world happening around me, perform-
ing itself, as it were. This world is urban, metropolitan and cosmopolitan, 
though these terms can mean quite different things in the diverse centers and 
regions I focus on.26 Though I believe the selection and sequence of case studies 
is coherent intellectually, it certainly also reflects the contingencies of my life as 
an institutionalized academic over the last seven years. The book’s first chapter 
investigates Hong Kong, where I attended the first “Art Basel Hong Kong” art 
fair in May 2013 and gave a lecture at one of the fair’s “collateral events.” The 
second chapter turns to Seoul, South Korea, where I took part in a conference 
on new media in contemporary art in November 2013 and attended various 
exhibitions. The third focuses on Kochi in southern India, when I visited the 
opening of the first biennial of contemporary art held there in December 2012. 
The fourth chapter concerns contemporary art and visual arts higher education 
in the PRC. It relates to numerous visits I’ve made to Beijing, Shanghai, and 
Dalian, where I worked for several years with one of the local universities on 
an art and design project. The final chapter concerns Palestine (and inevitably 
its relations with Israel), where I have taken part in conferences and seminars, 
in Jerusalem, Ramallah and Tel Aviv, Israel, over a longer period of years.

A Rough Guide would, however, also have signaled something about the style 
of argument and conclusions of my book.It contains occasional reference to 
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these visits and my experience of and reactions to these places. All travel guide 
series to a degree reflect the globalization process as it developed in the last 
third of the twentieth century. This was when cheaper international, relatively 
“non‐packaged,” excursions became available to millions—though again dif-
ferentially and unequally, as foreign holidays and travel came to form one of the 
linchpins of the “postindustrial” or “postmodern” Western states’ economies. 
But these guides themselves helped to produce a kind of globalization and a 
kind of globalism (by which I mean a theory or ideal of global development) in 
their style and practicality.27 These guides often identified and recommended 
cheap, or cheaper, places to stay, less known locations and aimed to give tour-
ists the confidence and knowledge to perceive the world to be a set of expand-
ing, reachable, livable and affordable destinations. I acknowledge, then, that I 
am a part of the global contemporary art world, whatever my criticisms of it 
may be. This has been true both when I’ve travelled to the art world’s locations 
and events in Asia and elsewhere, but also when I’ve sat at home writing about 
it. Subjective experience, while travelling always limited and often rooted in 
ignorance and bafflement, is not to be posed against a theoretical knowledge of 
the contemporary art world. The two forms of response and understanding 
interpenetrate, inform and complement each other.

Travelling also remains a matter of actual, physical borders. Though “border” 
can be a capacious metaphor—one that I exploit a good deal in these chapters—
I am concerned to point out here the material borders dividing states, territo-
ries and peoples. Globalization processes have not, in the main, eroded the 
attempted maintenance (or principle) of national borders and have, if anything, 
helped lead to their reinforcement. Consider, for example, European Union 
attempts in 2014, later abandoned and then reinstated in 2016, to prevent refu-
gees sailing from North Africa and the Middle East to Italy and Greece; or the 
decision taken by the British government, following the dramatic referendum 
result in June 2016, to take the United Kingdom out of the European Union. 
Globalization and “internationalization” have thus occurred concurrently, 
if also asymmetrically, for decades.28

The former process has become dominant in economic and industrial terms, 
but the latter is entrenched in legal and sociopolitical spheres, especially in 
response to the threat of terrorism. Nevertheless, conglomerates of states such 
as the European Union and the conventions that now underpin the global capi-
talist economy have steadily worked to remove or erode individual states’ 
abilities to control capital transfer and domestic industrial assets, contract 
tendering, immigration and imports.29 Globalization in this way has certainly 
“opened up” Asian economies, cultures and their artists to influence from 
other nations and regions. Many of these have travelled to the “core” North 
American and Western European countries as part of their higher education, 
in order to produce and exhibit work and to experience the freedoms and 
opportunities that helped produce Western modern and contemporary art. 
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But these postcolonial societies, holding components of the “peripheral” global 
contemporary art world, remain in significant part the historical and cultural 
products of the actual borders and regimes imposed by the Western imperial, 
colonial and Cold War powers of the last century.

Five Asian Centers within the Global 
Contemporary Art World

Every chapter here is, amongst other things, a sketch of such an historic border 
zone. Hong Kong, defined by the Chinese Communist Party government as a 
“special administrative region” (SAR), had been, since the mid‐nineteenth cen-
tury, a British economic and military colony. It is now “relatively autonomous” 
from, though a part of, the PRC, a nation‐state that became finally independent 
of multiple colonizers—Asian and European—in 1949 with the victory of Mao 
Zedong’s communists. Looming within all the case studies is the active con-
temporary legacy of the dichotomous territorial system erected by the two 
chief protagonist states of the Cold War after the Second World War. This 
“iron curtain” divided Europe, but also most regions in Asia, the Middle East 
and Africa in the names of either Soviet communism or US‐Western European 
capitalist democracy.

But the Cold War actually created another kind of totality. This was effec-
tively a global system based on the volatile but symbiotic interdependence of 
two spheres of influence driven by ideological and territorial dispute that, over 
a 45‐year period, sought to contest the interests of all those other peoples and 
territories that tried to avoid cooption into either bloc. The Asia‐based Non‐
Aligned Movement, begun in Bandung, Indonesia in the mid‐1950s was one 
such attempt, though it was of course not free of power struggles amongst its 
participating states.30 My own view is that Western capitalist democracy is as 
tainted now as Soviet communism became in popular consciousness. Global 
neoliberalism’s “victory” in 1991, with the end of the USSR, rapidly became a 
hollow one in the face of serial systemic economic crises and mounting “legiti-
mation entropy” as ostensibly democratic political systems perceived to offer 
little real differences between parties became widely discredited across the 
whole world.

Hong Kong’s SAR—a key node in financial capitalism’s global network—is 
about 2,000 kilometers southwest of South Korea (the Republic of Korea). My 
second chapter touches, inevitably, on facets of South Korea’s connection to 
and dislocation from North Korea (the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea), 
after the peninsula was divided in an armistice agreement in 1953. The still‐
temporary ceasefire in this civil war begun in 1950 brought the suspension, but 
not the termination, of the early Cold War’s hot “Korean War.” This was fought 
directly by opposing US‐led Western and Chinese military forces in a conflict 


