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SCMP Article
Give local artists more space to be seen
If you're a fan of local cinema you have probably seen the gangster film Election 2. You might also have seen Jet Li in the martial arts hit Fearless and Aaron Kwok Fu-shing in the award-winning After This Our Exile. If you follow independent movies, maybe you saw the 2005 film b420. 

All these films have one thing in common: City University's School of Creative Media. Faculty members and graduates were involved in all four, composing the music, writing the screenplays, or directing and editing. 

The school also trains students to work in such areas as animation, TV commercials, sound production and computer graphics. These are big businesses. The rapid growth of electronic media and the rising Asian influence in global culture mean that graduates of the school are in big demand. 

Now, spare a thought for some other students at Chinese University and Baptist University. These students are studying fine art in schools that have a record of bringing out innovative approaches to combining western and Asian styles. 

However, out of just a few dozen art school graduates every year, only around a quarter can hope to make a living from their subject. And they do not have an easy time. The international market craze in recent years has been for mainland artists, some of whose works fetch millions of dollars at auction. While good for Hong Kong, which has become an important dealing centre, this doesn't help our own artists much. After galleries' commissions, they might be lucky to earn HK$30,000 a month, however talented they are. 

Many of them simply follow the commercial route. Maybe they do illustration work in fields such as advertising, where they might find themselves working alongside graduates of City University's creative media school. Others might go into teaching or a completely unrelated career. (This art graduate ended up in insurance, but I never planned a life as a painter!) 

This, of course, is all to do with market forces. Millions of people around the world like watching films, but far smaller numbers like collecting works of art - even if they can afford it. Mass media is where the money is, and students wondering what degree to take should know their prospects will be uncertain if they take fine art. 

Nonetheless, our local artists deserve a better deal. Many more people would enjoy their work if they got the chance to see it, but how often does that happen? No one can blame the Hollywood Road galleries for focusing on the trendy contemporary mainland artists. But maybe other local institutions could give a bit more space to our home-grown artists. 

Many American state and local governments have an "art in public places" programme. A tiny percentage of the construction costs for airports, hospitals, civic centres and other places is set aside to buy and display local artists' work. Our economic and trade affairs people in the United States told me they would love some Hong Kong art that visitors to their offices could see. 

Some organisations in Hong Kong, like the MTR Corporation and the airport, do display works by local artists from time to time. But that leaves a lot of office and hotel lobbies with space that could be used to showcase some very interesting local work. 

In the years ahead, as the cultural complex at West Kowloon starts to take shape, we will hear a lot of debate about what sort of artwork to feature in galleries and museums. Many, indeed most, of these facilities will serve as venues for overseas artists. There is nothing at all wrong with that: the whole point is to have an international standard of exhibits and activities. 

But let us make sure that we give our local talent a chance, too, and encourage others to join them and produce the best work they can. And why not start now in the buildings we work in?

