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The ecology of emerging Chinese-run art spaces in New York

Generation One-Point-Two-Five
BY MiMi WONG

On a Sunday afternoon in June, the 
artist Chen Dongfan spoke with the aid 
of an English translator, about his solo 
exhibition, “You Know My Name, Not My 
Story,” closing that day at Fou Gallery in 
the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of 
Brooklyn. Before an intimate audience 
of art bloggers, gallery professionals and 
artists, Chen, who splits his time between 
New York and Hangzhou, discussed his 
“Half a Man” series (2017), which consists 
of brightly colored, cartoon-like animal 
portraits painted on newspaper that hung 
like drying laundry across the brownstone 
apartment. Directly inspired by the work of 
Mike Kelley, the series reveals how Chen—
like other artists in situations similar to 
his—are moving beyond certain aesthetics 
typically associated with Chinese art. But as 
with many recent transplants to New York, 
Chen finds himself somewhere between 
artists identifying as “Asian-American” and 

those whose lives and practices are centered 
in Asia. As suggested by the show’s title, 
while Chen’s name is Chinese, his backstory 
is harder to pin down. This resistance to easy 
categorization may be one reason his work 
seems especially well-suited to an equally 
nascent space such as Fou.

Fou’s founder is Echo He, whom one can 
always easily spot modeling one of the many 
whimsical fascinators and hats she designs 
herself. She diagnosed the dilemma that 
many immigrant artists increasingly grapple 
with: “It’s a challenge because maybe they 
don’t have deep roots compared to artists 
in China. So when you come to New York, 
at one point, you start to feel like you are 
not Chinese but you are still not American.” 
Hailing from Sichuan province, He herself 
first arrived in New York in 2011 as a 
graduate student to pursue a Master’s degree 
in visual arts administration. Her experience 
mirrors that of other emerging artists and art 

professionals from China who are flocking 
to the United States to earn degrees. Once 
they arrive, however, they often find it 
challenging to break into the city’s well-
established art scene. She elaborated: “We 
somehow feel disconnected with the art 
world here because as Chinese we know 
these great artists, but [the artists] can’t find 
a way to speak out or present their works.”

Over the last three decades, the 
representation and reception of 
contemporary art from China in the  
US, and in particular New York, has 
undoubtedly flourished in large museums 
and international galleries. Prior to opening 
her own space, He witnessed the growing 
Chinese contemporary art market,  
first through her work with Pace Beijing,  
and later at the gallery’s New York location.  
In spite of this increased interest, however, 
many artists who find themselves between 
the country of their birth and their new 

Installation view of CHEN DONGFAN’s “You Know My Name, Not My Story” at Fou Gallery, New York, 2017. Photo by Liu Zhangbolong. Courtesy the artist and Fou Gallery. 
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residence have gravitated toward alternative 
and community-oriented art spaces, 
following others before them who had 
forged similar paths and carved out their 
own arenas. In the wake of the Tiananmen 
Square crackdown, for instance, the Asian 
American Arts Center (AAAC), a nonprofit 
community arts organization in lower 
Manhattan, responded with a controversial 
“China: June 4, 1989” exhibition. AAAC 
executive director and curator Robert Lee 
remembered that, at the time, “no funder 
would touch it” for fear of offending the  
Chinese government and thereby 
jeopardizing their business ties. Yet, for 
an immigrant artist like Zhang Hongtu—
known for his Mao Zedong paintings that 
are pastiches of the styles of Western artists 
including Leonardo da Vinci, Vincent van 
Gogh and Andy Warhol—the show was the 
big break he needed to launch a career in  
his new home.

“He was doing artwork that had integrity 
when so many other Chinese artists 
[were] looking to the art marketplace for 
a direction,” Lee remembered of his early 
encounters with Zhang. “It was not until later 
when June 4, 1989, occurred that Hongtu 
saw how he could use his art to address the 
political situation in his homeland.”

Zhang credits Lee for introducing him 
to a community of likeminded, advocacy-
focused peers, such as Ken Chu, Bing Lee 
and Margo Machida, among others, who 
later founded the Godzilla Asian American 
Art Network in 1990. The grassroots 
collective made waves when they penned 
a public letter to the then-director of the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, David 
Ross, decrying the lack of Asian-American 
artists in the museum’s 1991 Biennial. Ross 
eventually met with Godzilla. As one of 
the original participants present at that 

Installation view of MOUNTAiN RiVER JUMP!’s Powerful God 
of Journey, 2017, digital print on fabric, 134cm x 68cm, at “Reality 
Check,” Sleepcenter, New York, 2017. Courtesy Sleepcenter. 

meeting, Eugenie Tsai recalled the director’s 
advice: if they wanted to see more diversity 
reflected in the museum, their best bet was 
for an Asian individual to join the museum’s 
board. “People tend to order what’s on the 
menu,” he told them. 

In the face of overwhelmingly white and 
Western-centric institutions, the constant 
need for open spaces and for Asian and 
Asian-American artists to support each 
other became the cornerstone of Godzilla’s 
mission, paving the way for successors. Their 
self-organized exhibitions, which provided 
young artists with credentials and visibility, 
and later, prominence for themselves as 
practitioners, was a method that had already 
been tested by Guangdong-born artist Kwok 
Mang Ho, also known as “Frog King.” Kwok 
audaciously opened his own gallery on Mott 
Street in Manhattan, which from 1982 to 1984 
served as a studio, residence and exhibition 
space for his work, as well that of other 
Chinese artists based in New York. Artists 
including Ai Weiwei, Martin Wong and 
Tehching Hsieh would drop in from time to 
time, not dissimilar to how young emerging 
artists will now visit any one of the spaces 
that have recently popped up in Chinatown. 

A bastion of Chinese diasporic culture, 
lower Manhattan’s Chinatown continues 
to serve as a natural entry point for many 
new Chinese-run art spaces. These galleries 
coexist alongside community-focused art 
collectives, retailers and cultural sites such 
as the Chinatown Art Brigade, Wing on Wo 
& Co., Pearl River Mart and the Museum of 
Chinese in America. The most well-known 
in the current circle is Practice, which 
is a studio and experimental residency 
program located in an apartment building 
on Eldridge Street that’s inhabited by 
immigrants and multi-generational families. 
Climbing the five flights of stairs to reach the 
space, you might pass elderly ladies lugging 
sacks of fresh produce, while inhaling the 
wafting scents of garlic and oil from stir-fry 
being prepared in homes.

Practice welcomes migrant artists from 
all over the world. Having made their 
separate ways to New York from various 
regions in China and Hong Kong, its 
founders, Wang Xu, Cici Wu and Ho King 
Man, prefer to self-fund the residency 
and exhibition space with part-time jobs, 
rather than through artwork sales. As artists 
themselves, they understand the demands 
of their field and therefore value Practice’s 
independent ability to share a place to live, 
work and show with their friends. “We know 
there are so many artists out there struggling 
with the rent, with the studio, with residency 
applications—everything—and we want to 
help them,” Ho said.

A few blocks south of East Broadway, 
Sleepcenter rents out a backroom studio to 
offset the costs of its not-for-profit space. 
When I visited in July, the basement gallery 

had just opened its first show to feature 
artists from mainland China—“psychic” 
twin sisters from Guangzhou, Huang Shan 
and Huang He, who go by the moniker 
Mountain River Jump! Their exhibition, 
“Reality Check,” drew upon a combination 
of traditional myths and spiritual practices, 
alongside Western pop culture references 
and the ubiquity of digital tools, hinting at 
what a globalized Chinese aesthetic might 
look like. Like Practice, Sleepcenter doesn’t 
exclusively showcase Chinese artists, though 
gallery manager Peiyuan Li said that he and 
the small staff of five, including founder 
Rui Lin, hope to invite more artists of Asian 
descent in the future. They also plan to 
offer art classes to better connect with the 
Chinatown community.

So far, the DIY, multi-purpose venue 
is a promising model, as exemplified by 
places such as Fou. Just below the gallery, 
He and her boyfriend live on the bottom 
floor of the duplex. Her inspiration for the 
arrangement was part 1920s-Paris-salon, 
part Beijing-underground-of-the-1990s, 
when contemporary artists could only show 
in the residences of foreign diplomats. This 
adds to the spontaneous, casual atmosphere 
of the space, making it feel friendly and 
accessible, as opposed to a white-cube 
gallery space. Additionally, one of the many 
benefits of an apartment gallery, He pointed 
out, is that people can really see how the 
work fits in a “home-like environment,” 
which is hopefully where the art will end up 
if it is bought. 

Despite the presence of these venues, 
Chinese artists who move to New York still 
have to take into account cultural difficulties 
when presenting and practicing their craft. 
Among those attending Chen’s closing at 
Fou was Dongze Huo, an interdisciplinary 
painter from Xi’an currently living in 
Elmhurst, Queens. Huo, who has resided in 
the US for the past six years, told me he was 
initially drawn to the city’s diversity and 
freedom, yet also cited the “inadaptability 
of culture and way of thinking” to be 
an obstacle. “I don’t feel I belong to any 
community here,” he said. This may explain 
why many visiting artists eventually choose 
to return to China where, without cultural 
barriers, they have an easier time working 
and rising through the institutional ranks. 
However, those that stay abroad and 
persevere in these independent spaces 
might eventually reap greater rewards 
through expanding their practice under 
pressure, developing a complex social 
network and banding with artists who have 
similar experiences, and building alternative 
routes for others in the future. As Lee duly 
noted, “The art market and mainstream 
institutions do have a major effect on 
culture; however, when it comes to the roots 
of cultural phenomena, they may not be the 
best place to look.”




