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greatescapes

the Shanghai Museum is at 
the vanguard of an extraordinary 
transformation of China’s approach to 
its public galleries. Its upper floor hosts a 
comprehensive display of the costumes 
of the minority tribes of China. Escalators 
glide you down to the next level, and 
an international temporary exhibition, 
perhaps on Monet or Picasso. On the 
ground floor, among low lighting and 
soft, carpeted floors, you can wander 
through hushed galleries where backlit 
cabinets show artefacts from a range of 
dynasties. You could be in the Great Hall 
of the British Museum or of the Asian Art 
Museum in San Francisco.
The $100m (£50m) museum is generally 
recognised as China’s first world-class 
museum in terms of standards of display 
and preservation, and it is now regarded 
as something of a standard bearer for 
change. The phrase “Cultural Revolution” 
cannot be used lightly in regard to China 
but there is no doubt that the country’s 
museum sector is undergoing a radical 
upheaval, the beneficiaries of which 
include the foreign tourist.
Despite China’s unsurpassed cultural 
richness, the vast majority of visitors 
still only ever visit the Forbidden City in 
Beijing and the Terracotta Army in Xian. 
This is partly because that’s how most tour 
groups are processed, but until recently 
more independent-minded visitors have 
struggled with the low profile given to 
China’s museums.
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China has traditionally placed little 
emphasis on museums: other areas 
have had priority for funding; staff are 
poorly trained and, curiously, there is no 
real cultural tradition of strolling around 
a museum on a Sunday afternoon, 
though this is slowly changing with the 
emergence of a Chinese middle class.
The impetus for the change in the 
fortunes of China’s museum sector is the 
Cultural Olympiad. The 2008 Beijing 
Olympic Games is in sight, and the 
Olympiad is a four-year cycle of events 
that each Olympic City is required to 
embrace ahead of the Games as a way 
of showcasing its culture. (Accordingly, 
london’s own Cultural Olympiad begins 
in 2008.) China appears to have 
embraced this mission with the same 
enthusiasm it has for capitalism and 
high-rise shiny buildings, and is throwing 
huge amounts of money at its museums 
and galleries. It is nothing less than a 

great leap forward: 100 new museums 
will open in China before the Olympics, 
and, in a move that recalls Chairman 
Mao’s five-year plans, the authorities have 
announced that an incredible 1,000 new 
museums will be opened by 2015, by 
which time every significant city in China 
is expected to have a modern museum. 
Beijing already has 118 museums and 
plans to open and build a further 30 in 
time for the Olympics; Shanghai aims to 
open 100 new museums over the next 
four years.
By 2008, the Beijing Municipal Bureau 
of Cultural Relics will have received 
$72m from the municipal government to 
maintain and renovate places of historic 
interest across the city. last year Beijing 
witnessed the opening of the new Capital 
Museum, the largest cultural building 
constructed in the city since 1949. Other 
museums being built include a national 
Art Gallery and museums on a range of 

20th-century phenomena, including films 
and cars. The Beijing Planetarium is being 
expanded, along with China’s Agriculture 
Museum. Meanwhile, the China national 
Museum on Tiananmen Square represents 
the largest museum renovation work in 
the city. The project will almost double 
the museum’s floor space to more than a 
million square feet - and carries a price 
tag of $217m.
Shanghai, Beijing’s thrusting little brother, 
is seeking not just to emulate but surpass 
the capital. The city already has a new 
museum of antiquities, and a $200m 
science museum, while construction has 
begun on the largest contemporary art 
museum in Asia. The space, located 
among the Hong kong skyline of 
Shanghai’s Pudong district, will feature a 
range of modern arts, from contemporary 
art to experimental music, drama and film 
and is scheduled to open in 2009.
new museums and projects are opening 

right across the county. In Xian, the 
Terracotta Army museum is to be 
augmented after the Chinese government 
pledged $55m towards the construction 
of three additional museums to house 
the statues of acrobats, civil servants 
and warriors found close to the tomb of 
Emperor Qin, a mile away from the main 
museum.
The city already has another world-
class and thoroughly modernised 
museum, the Shaanxi History Museum. 
located in a graceful Tang-style 
building and home to 373,000 cultural 
relics, the collection ranges from burial 
items from the early Shang and Zhou 
dynasties to unicorns from the 4th 
century BC and pottery honour guards 
from the Ming era. All are displayed 
with English and Chinese captions. 
The city is also home to China’s first 
underground museum, the Han Yang 
ling museum, featuring a world-class 

collection of relics from the western 
Han dynasty.
Yet this burst of museum building has 
been accompanied by a clear sense 
of the importance of cultural history, 
and the authorities do seem to know 
when to apply the handbrake. In Xian, 
the authorities are resisting pressure 
to excavate the tomb of Emperor Qin, 
who ordered the huge site to be built to 
accompany him to the afterlife.
According to historians, it contains a vast 
array of treasures, including a map of 
the earth with rivers made from mercury, 
eternal lamps and booby traps with 
crossbows to attack the unwary. Foreign 
archaeologists are itching to see what 
lies inside this Indiana Jones-style tomb 
but it will not be opened until the requisite 
technology is available. “If we open the 
tomb and the treasures are lost, they stay 
lost,” said Jin Tai, a senior member of the 
Terracotta Army museum staff.
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auStralian artiSt Belinda Fox was 
commissioned to produce works of art for the Crown 
Casino that opened in Macau this month. Carol 
Archer interviewed Belinda for Macau Closer.

Carol arCher: Belinda, the new Crown Casino has 
just opened. Crowds of people have descended on 
the place, anxious to have a first look. I’m sure they’ll 
be interested to learn that you were commissioned 
to produce the works of art that feature in the VIP 
Gaming rooms and elsewhere in the Casino. Can 
you tell me a little about these works?
BelInda Fox: The works I made for the Casino 
comprise a series of triptychs similar in style to 
traditional Chinese and Japanese scroll painting. 
My focus was to accentuate the tranquil design 
and architecture of the space and the water garden 
theme that runs throughout the interior. So I used 
images of lotus flowers, mountain landscapes and 
bodhi trees. In the works on the 37th level, the very 
auspicious phoenix has also been used to provide 
good energy to the space. 

Good idea! I’m wondering, were you also thinking 
specifically about the effects of these works on the 
patrons of the Casino while you were making them?
Absolutely. VIP rooms are often used for business 
as well as pleasure so I tried to make my work 
strong but subtle to mirror the patrons’ use of the 
rooms. I hope the images from a distance are 
strong iconic statements but if the patron chooses 
to look closer they will see many layers of subtle 
details. In general, I try to make my art work this 
way. The Casino project was no exception.  

one thing that strikes me about your work is the way 
it combines bold elements, for example the figure of 
the lotus, with layers of intricate pattern. I can read the 
works from a distance, but their delicate and subtle 
aspects also make me want to move in very close. I 
notice there’s a tension between regular patterns and 
looser, more incidental-looking marks — paint drips, 
and so on. I’m interested to know more about the 
techniques and materials that you use, and your work 
processes. You usually work on paper, right?
Yes. My background is in the printmaking medium. 
However, the recent work usually combines mixed 
media on paper. For example, in the work for 
the Casino commission I have used watercolour, 

contemplative offerings: 
the art of Belinda fox

ink and pigments, drawing with pens, cutout 
elements and also linocut printing. I like my work to 
have an organic feel — natural pigments and those 
incidental marks you mentioned are important to 
me, so the work feels part of the natural world. 
using the very synthetic silver pens over the top 
creates a great contrast and is symbolic of man’s 
influence. There is a tension between the two 
media. So you can see there’s also a conceptual 
underpinning to the media I use.

There are always some decisions an artist makes 
before starting a work, and other things that evolve 
along the way. What kinds of things do you usually 
work out before you begin a new work? do you 
work from drawings and a rough plan of the 
processes and materials you’ll use? When you 
begin a piece, how clear is your idea of how it 
will look in the end?
The creative process is always a strange beast. I 
seem to go through periods where I will do a lot 
of research and planning — many sleepless nights 
and writing in my journal. Then something amazing 
happens and an image will come to me and from 
there a new series of work is usually on the horizon. 
At this point things are fairly basic — it isn’t until I 
start trying to make the idea come to life that the real 
work begins. I like to work with my hands so it is in 
the studio that the idea becomes real. So for me it 
is a combination of research beforehand and then 
trial and error and intuition that really makes the 
work look the way it does. I often have an idea or a 
feeling I want to convey and from there I plan the size 
I want to work with and a basic composition. From 
this point intuition takes over and the work usually 
evolves from that initial spark. That’s what makes 
being an artist so enjoyable and challenging. It is 
always a great journey! For the Crown commission 
the ideas and basic designs were more structured 
than usual to reflect the designers’ criteria. So for 
this job I did mock up images and worked around 
existing colour charts for the areas in which my work 
was to be displayed. So it was a different way for 
me to work — but I enjoyed working within these 
parameters.

You’ve travelled widely in asia, and just last year 
you visited Tibet and undertook a residency in 
Singapore. Could you tell me a little about those 
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Belinda Fox at work, 2007. 
Photo courtesy of the artist.

Belindafox

Belinda Fox, 2007, Mountain View, 
mixed media on paper, 

120 x 120 cm, commissioned for the 
Macau’s Crown Casino. 

Photo courtesy of the artist. 
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been an important influence of your work? 
My first trip overseas was in 1998 and it was 
a turning point for me as an artist. The trip was 
throughout South East Asia and north India. Almost 
every year since then my husband and I have 
travelled to an Asian country. I would say Asian 
textiles, Asian cultures and religious traditions in 
general, have been the most influential aspect of my 
travels. I like how the act of ‘offering’ is integrated 
into the everyday lifestyle. It is a beautiful idea to 
make an offering for a better world. To illustrate: in 
Tibet, on a holy mountain pilgrims leave offerings, 
either prayer flags, amulets, burnt juniper or at this 
particular place someone had left a Coca Cola cap 
full of water with a tiny seed in it. To me, that was 
very precious and marks the beauty in humanity. 
Such a tiny gesture of hope! Over the years I have 
seen many examples of this, and it is usually what 
inspires my work. 
I also love the mountains — they are very symbolic and 
incredible to be around. I can’t help but be entranced 
by them. last year was an especially important trip to 
Tibet and Singapore. In Tibet, I made the arduous trip 
to Mt kailas in the far west of Tibet. This is a mountain 
that I have used symbolically for many years in my 
art work, as an ‘ideal’ place. It is said to have never 
been scaled, instead people walk around it — which 
is exactly what I did! This trip, which was funded by 
an Australian Council for the Arts Grant, gave me 
a chance to experience the mountain as a reality. It 
was a life-changing experience and new work is still 
brewing from this journey. Afterwards, I spent a month 
at the Singapore Tyler Print Institute making my first 
impressions of Tibet. It was an exhilarating environment 
to make artwork and I enjoyed myself immensely.

It sounds truly inspiring! how about other influences? 
are there other environments, experiences, art 

forms and/or artists that have had a major impact 
on your work?
I absolutely love living in Australia but it seems my 
main source of inspiration occurs when I am in a 
foreign environment, usually a space where I do 
not know the language — somewhere completely 
different to my everyday experiences of home. I 
find I see things clearer in these places. like I see 
myself without the clutter of my familiar world. It 
is revealing to have no distractions. In terms of 
artists? well, there are many I get inspiration from, 
and many have Buddhist underpinnings in their 
work too. For example: Bill Viola, Antony Gormley, 
Song Dong, Sanford Biggers and Ann Hamilton. 
Other artists I just love for their use of materials 
and emotional impact are Philip Guston, Ah Xian, 
louise Bourgeois and kiki Smith. lately I have been 
reading a lot about Anselm kiefer and Antony 
Gormley. They are amazing artists and their use 
of materials to convey meaning is what I find 
inspirational at present. not to mention excellent 
craftsmanship, honesty and conceptual depth. 

This year you won a major australian print award 
(the Burnie Print Prize), and in april you exhibited 
at Beaver Galleries in Canberra. You’ve been 
invited to undertake a residency in Tasmania in 
august, and at the end of the month, you have 
a solo exhibition at Sydney’s art house Gallery. 
and then in november, you’ll undertake another 
residency at the Fremantle arts Centre in Western 
australia. Is this a particularly satisfying period in 
your artistic career so far? If an aspiring artist were 
to ask you what it takes to achieve the productivity, 
and art world recognition that you’ve currently 
attained, what would you tell him or her?
I feel extremely privileged to be able to make my 
art work full time and lately the various successes 
have just been icing on the cake! Don’t get me 

wrong though. This year is a very busy one for 
me and I will be working very hard throughout, 
but I am excited to be this busy doing the 
thing I love most. I am particularly excited 
about the residencies I’ll be undertaking later 
in the year. The project for the Fremantle Art 
Centre is quite ambitious (a full room installation) 
and I am looking forward to the challenge. I feel 
the successes I have attained have been 90% 
hard work and total dedication, and the rest is 
luck. For a young artist I think learning to see 
your art career as a profession that needs to 
be continually developed is important. like a 
job — you need good skills, excellent discipline 
and ambition. I am very dedicated, and if you 
want to make it in anything I feel you need 
to have that drive and determination to get 
through the failures and the knock-backs. It is 
not an easy road being an artist and supporting 
yourself through art — but if you persevere, it 
is definitely the most rewarding. 

Belinda Fox’s works of art may be viewed in the new Crown Casino. 
They are on Levels 8, 9 and 37, and in the Junior Suites in the tower. 
Visit www.belindafox.com.au to learn more about Fox’s art. 

Belinda Fox, 2007, Flight, mixed 
media on paper, 3 panels each 
120 x 150 cm, commissioned 

for Macau’s Crown Casino. 
Photo courtesy of the artist. 
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