CULTURE '

BUILDING
A VISION

A new art studio in Wan Chai is a rare and

very welcome example of culture trumping

commiercialism, writes Mary Agnew.

“THIS IS not a historical archive or a
visual arts archive,” says Alvin Yip, cu-
rator of the Wan Chai Visual Archive.
"The closest thing | can think of is that
it's like a Wan Chai Facebook page.”
Thisis aunigue way of looking atthe
aluminium-clad rooms that occupy the
first floor of a large Wan Chai block of
flats. The building is labelled for rede-
velopment, but is currently filled with
the work of various community-fo-
cused exhibitions. According to Cart
Gouw, property developer and director
of the Wan Chai Visual Archive, there
are a lot of unused buildings in Hong
Kong. Commercial property develop-
ers regularly buy up buildings with the
intention of building themin the future,
but inthe interim they remain empty.
This is the very state that he found
the building which now houses the re-
cently opened archive. His company,
Goldig Investment Group, purchased
the building and proposed to develop it
into a boutique hotel within two to
three years. But Gouw saw the oppor-
tunity tocreate a project that would not
only give a purpose to the building, but
enrichthe culturalintegrity of the com-
munity at large. He decided to join
forces with Yip, who'is also an assistant
professor at Hong Kong Poly Univer-
sity's School of Design, and engage in
community-focused art projects.
Onesuch project, Urban Narratives,
involved asking 35 postgraduate stu-
dents from Moscow to create iPhone
apps with Wan Chai as their point of ori-
gin. One app identified all the outdoor
spots that one could best fly a kite,
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Main image: Alvin Yip
and Car! Gouw outside
the Wan Chai Visual
Archive building and
some of the projects
on display including
Mute Works (top).
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while another looked at the rhythms of
the area and created a dance map app.

A second project, Mute Works,
brought together members of the deaf
community and attached LED lights to
their hands; they were then asked to
"“talk” about Wan Chaithrough sign lan-
guage, resulting in beautiful images.

However, both Gouw and Yip agree
that the purpose of the archiveis not to
create commercial or even visually im-
pressive works. While they are engag-
ing artists to participate and create
works, there is a joint authorship with
the community that negates tradition-
al artistic values. The goal is the cre-
ative process itself and the involve-
ment of the participants.

"I look at it as a recreation of the
family room in anyone's home, but for
the community,” says Yip. "Arecreation
of the roomwhere you store your mem-
ories, so each workshop is about the
moment that we engage the commu-
nity. That is the most important part.”

Thelife span of the archive is uncer-
tain, but that is something they have
known from the start. It's a shame to
think that something non-profit and
community focused is inevitably un-
sustainable in one location, but there is
also the benefit of complete autonomy

from government funding. For now,
rent from the flats above finance the
project, but when the bulldozers and
jack-hammers movein, the tenants and
archive will have to move out.

When asked if they have plans to
continue with this or similar projects
after the final development of the site
goes underway, Gouw admits that's
something they are considering.

"We want to carry on,” he says.
"This always was going to be our dilem-
ma. From our side, we will explore more
ways of being a business but at the
same time try to interface with art, cul-
ture and community.”

Of course, the project can't be seen
as a completely altruistic venture.
Thereis acurrency for the developerin
the creation of such a project. Its cre-
ation ups the area's cool factor, raising
the credentials of the final develop-
ment of the site and attracting a higher
socio-economic client.

Achicbar hasopened next door. But
with hundreds of buildings lying fallow
in a city where space is at an all-time
premium, a project such as this bridges
the gap between faceless commercial
developers and local businesses and
communities that are so often ignored
in the name of progress.
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Film posters by
British illustrator
Olly Moss are
becoming
collector’s items.
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POSTER
BOY WONDER

Pop culture artist Olly Moss is making waves
with his retro film posters, writes Ben Marks.

THE DESIGNER and illustrator Olly
Moss likes to keep things simple. Sort
of. His newest project for Mondo - the
limited-edition art print arm of the Ala-
mo Drafthouse theater chainin Austin,
Texas - is a pair of posters for the film
Captain America, which opened in
Hong Kong yesterday. Resembling
propaganda fliers from World War I,
each poster is 18 by 24 inches and
screen-printedin arunof 375. They are
expected to sell out within minutes of
going on sale.

"{'ve liked Captain America since |
read Mark Millar and Bryan Hitch's The
Ultimates [graphic novel], " Moss says.
“I'm also a massive fan 0f 1940s propa-
ganda posters, soit was a fun challenge
to try and capture the style and atti-
tude of thatera.”

One of the prints is dark and heroic,
obviously the work of Allied propagan-
dists. "AIs for Victory," it playfully pro-
claims. This is Moss at his finest - bold
graphics, serious inspiration and a wry
sense of humor. But this poster’s evil
twin is the appareqt handiwork of an
Axis artist, who has turned the cap-
tain's mighty shield into an arrow-
pierced target. As for its Nazi-style let-
tering,in Germanno less, it'sdownright
creepy.

Moss's “Captain America” prints
leave the hipster-cool of his Mondo
“Star Wars" posters very far behind.
Released in late 2010, each three-color
screen print in that trilogy was domi-
nated by a waist-up outline of C-3PQ,
Boba Fett and Darth Vader, respec-
tively. The coral, gold and teal voids cre-
ated by their outlines were crammed
with information, encapsulating, if not
summarizing, Stars Wars, The Empire
Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi.
The twin suns of Tatooine doubled as
C-3P0’s eyes; Bespin's Cloud City mir-
rored the bounty hunter’s mask; the
forests of Endor endedin branches that
drew in details of Vader's helmet.

“Itendtoprefer things withastrong
idea,” Moss says, "things that are con-
cept-focused. | kind of like the work to
be functional, so it needs to be as sim-
ple as possible.” Moss has employed
this hard-working-minimalist ap-
proach throughout his brief career; the
24-year-old graduated in 2008 from
the University of Birmingham in Eng-
land, where he studied literature. "De-
sign was a hobby that took off.”

Take his spring 201 show at Gallery
1988 in Los Angeles. There he assem-
bled 200 pairs, trios and larger group-
ings of black-on-white paper silhou-
ettes. Most of these cutouts appeared
traditional at first glance, but Moss had
tweaked this stuffy staple of Victorian
portraiture by choosing approximately
300 pop-culture icons as his subjects,
such as Bill Cosby, the Simpsons and
Solid Snake, the stealthy hero of the
Metal Gear video games.

"When you work in a series,” Moss
says, "therestrictions you setup create
an expectation of what people think
they are about to see. Then you can
play around, turning the expectation
onits head.” Thus, while Cosby’s profile
is jet black, his sweater is as obnoxious-
ly colored as the sweaters the comedi-
an famously woreon TV.

Although Moss has riffed on Romek
Marber's work for Penguin Books, cre-
ating witty what-if covers for Call of
Duty, Grand Theft Auto and other video
games, the artist he's most closely as-
sociated with is Saul Bass, whose movie
posters from the 1950s and '60s for
Alfred Hitchcock and Otto Preminger
are classics of the genre.

Typically, Moss is sanguine about
such comparisons. “It's obvious when
I'm paying homage to Saul Bass and
when I'm not," he says. But Justin Ish-
mael, Mondo's creative director, is frus-
trated by the Bass connection. “People
compare him with Saul Bass, but he has
more range. Only Moss does Moss.”
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