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Dazzling new 

private museums 

and galleries are 

making Shanghai 

the new hotbed 

of contemporary 

art in China – and 

the West Bund 

is where it’s all 

happening

B
ronze-hued railway tracks branch out in 
two directions, one set heading to a line 
of old coal-loading hoppers and the other 
directly into the museum itself. Few art 
galleries surely can boast such a 
connection but for the stunning Long 

Museum in Shanghai’s West Bund area, this is enduring 
evidence of the site’s former industrial roots. 

But despite its grungy-chic exterior, the building is 
actually newly built, designed deliberately to complement 
the 110m-long concrete coal hopper unloading bridge 
dating from the 1950s that it envelops. Opened by 
collectors Liu Yiqian and his wife Wang Wei, the museum 
is one of the biggest private museums in China. The West 
Bund branch focuses on international contemporary art 
and modern and traditional Chinese art like ink paintings, 
calligraphy and ceramics. Individual exhibitions are 
usually decided by a curatorial team led by Wang Wei and 
currently have an East-meets-West theme. 

The banks of the Huangpu River in this part of Shanghai 
once comprised the city’s industrial core, home to shipping 
wharves, Longhua Airport and vast hangars for China’s 
fl edgling commercial aircraft programme. Today the only 
high fl yers you are likely to see are from the art world. 

Following the World Expo-led deindustrialisation of 
the city in 2010, the area has in recent years transformed 
into an art hub. It also embodies the culmination of a long 
process resulting in Shanghai becoming a serious cultural 
contender, not just in China but on the world stage.

“Shanghai was not famous for contemporary art. When 
we started at the Portman Hotel in 1996 nobody would 
walk to see anything. You had to be where the people 
were,” says Lorenz Helbling, owner of the ShanghART 
galleries. Later, as the scene developed, he opened 
branches elsewhere in the city and now has galleries both 
on the West Bund and on Moganshan Road. 
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CLOCKWISE FROM 

ABOVE: LONG MUSEUM 

WAS BUILT TO 

COMPLEMENT THIS 

COAL HOPPER 

UNLOADING BRIDGE 

FROM THE 1950S; 

AN ARTWORK FROM 

“ASIAN IMPRESSION”, 

THE CURRENT 

EXHIBITION AT LONG 

MUSEUM; AN ARTWORK 

FROM LONG MUSEUM’S 

UPCOMING 

“L’ÉTRANGER 

MÉLANCOLIE” 

EXHIBITION; 

A SHOWCASE AT 

SHANGHART GALLERY; 

CATHERINE FERGUSON, 

GM OF INSIDERS 

EXPERIENCE 

For a long time, Moganshan Road was the centre of the 
Shanghai art scene. Former factories and warehouses 
had found new use as a home for artists and galleries. 
The Shanghai municipality created a new arts hub, M50, 
similar to 798 in Beijing, here in the early part of the new 
millennium. But M50 did not take off  in the same way.

“Instead, private galleries started to open in historical 
areas of Shanghai such as the Former French Concession 
and the Bund,” says Catherine Ferguson, general 
manager of Insiders Experience, which started a vintage 
motorcycle-sidecar tour of such galleries, where guests 
are led by gallery owners or directors who speak about the 
exhibition and background of the artist. “There used to be 
more galleries in M50, but now they get fewer visitors,” 
she adds. Helbling speculates that this is because M50 
attracted a mixed bag, including galleries peddling copies 
and fakes.  

One gallery to eschew M50 is AroundSpace, situated a 
stone’s throw from the Bund. “We always choose historical 
architecture for our gallery space,” says owner Chen 
Mingming, adding that presentation is very important with 

contemporary art. Founded in 2006 the gallery is now on 
its third location. “It is not easy for real art to survive in 
Shanghai. Real estate prices keep rising,” Chen says. The 
gallery’s current location is at the top of the historic 1930s 
Art Deco Chuang Ye Building. 

The inaugural West Bund Art and Design Fair in 
September 2014 marked the coming out of the West Bund 
as Shanghai’s new art hub. Earlier that year, both the Long 
and Yuz Museums had opened. In 2017, the now-annual 
fair, attracted work from 70 galleries from 17 countries to 
its vast halls which were once used for aircraft assembly. 
A new talent section showcased the work of emerging 
artists. The fair will be held 8-11 November this year.

“The art scene in Shanghai, and in China in general, has 
grown exponentially in the past few years,” says Misha 
Maruma, the voice behind CNCREATE, a website and 
WeChat platform looking at art in the country. British 
native Maruma, who has a background in journalism and 
PR, started the platform initially to share information 
about well-known Chinese artists in English. Growing 
alongside the contemporary scene is a growing interest 
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“Shanghai was not famous for 
contemporary art. When we started 
at the Portman Hotel in 1996 nobody 

would walk to see anything”
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