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Living The
Artistic Dream

Contemporary art and design finds a new home in Shanghai’s
Swatch Art Peace Hotel. Catherine Shaw speaks to photographic
artist Jenny Krasner, one of the hotel’s visiting artists.
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Sometimes art imitates life: when New Yorkborn photographic artist Jenny Krasner first
travelled to Shanghai in 2008 and stood
on the iconic Bund, gazing transfixed at a
dusty, dilapidated building that had caught
her eye, she never would have believed
that she would one day return to stay –
for a unique six-month artist’s residency
programme – in the very same, but now
beautifully-renovated, building. “It’s just like
living in Harry Winston’s (the renowned
luxury jewellers) on New York’s 5th Avenue,”
she says. “It really is a dream. I still can’t
believe it is real!”
Happily for Krasner and a host of other
talented artists, this is one dream that has
come true: the Swatch Art Peace Hotel
opened its art décor doors on 1 November
last year and immediately caused a stir in
cultural circles by welcoming artists to a
one-of-a-kind inspirational art programme
– before a single hotel guest had checked
in. Eighteen rooms on the second and
third floors have been transformed into
modern, well-equipped workshop-studio
apartments for visiting artists to use as a
‘home-from-home’ for three to six months.
There are also state-of-the-art meeting and
exhibition spaces. The rest of the stunning
art deco building has been renovated to
provide for some of Shanghai’s most
elegant watch and jewellery boutiques and
seven stunning individually-designed suites
for guests.
The three-year renovation was led by the
Swatch Group, with project leadership
by Hayek Engineering, who painstakingly
restored the original red brick structure to its
1909 heyday, protecting the building’s most
valuable features like the striking wood- and
marble-panelled lobby. Swatch has long
been associated with the art world and this

new venture proved a perfect blend of its
design ethos and one of Shanghai’s most
important cultural landmarks.
The bold hotel-boutique-art hub concept
was the brainchild of visionary Swatch
Group Chief Executive Officer Nick Hayek,
who noticed the hotel had a special
“soul” while he was looking for the perfect
locations for the Group’s luxury boutiques in
Shanghai. The Swatch Art Peace Hotel has
been open less than a year but has already
set a new benchmark in contemporary art
and culture, not to mention the concept of
modern hospitality.
The launch of the experiment seems welltimed: Shanghai may have once been one
of the leading finance and business centres
of China but, today, it is increasingly taking
on the mantle of the country’s artistic hub.
The Chinese art market is growing rapidly,
generating interest in distinctive talented
local and international artists alike.
At the heart of the Swatch Art Peace Hotel
is the idea of providing a unique cultural
environment to help an ever-changing
group of talented artists from around the
world create contemporary art works.
The ‘community’ of up to 18 people is
deliberately drawn from a range of artistic
fields, styles, media and nationalities to help
establish a creative exchange.
“For more than 25 years, Swatch, the
brand that revolutionised the Swiss watch
industry, has been working closely with
some of the world’s most talented artists.
Today, one of the most ambitious goals of
the Swatch Art Peace Hotel is to ensure
that there is an exchange of artistic and
cultural ideas among artists from around
the world,” explains Hayek.
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“Swatch itself blends state-of-the-art
watchmaking with art that exists for the sole
purpose of making the world a more beautiful
place. By treating Swatch as ‘a canvas
on the wrist’, the artists help art escape
from museums and jump to the streets
and on the wrists of ordinary people. Art,
and the emotion, joy of life, innovation and
positive provocation of Swatch, are at the
very heart of the Swatch Art Peace Hotel.”

THE SWATCH ART PEACE
HOTEL: A SHORT HISTORY
Originally known as the Palace Hotel
and later on, as the South Building of
the Peace Hotel, the building is one
the city’s oldest and most venerated
hotels fronting Shanghai’s Bund,
a mile-long embanked riverfront
lined with grand stone-fronted neoclassical and Beaux-Arts buildings.
The renamed Swatch Art Peace
Hotel reinforces the link between
Swatch and contemporary art. The
artist’s studios have been open
since November of 2011, while
the hotel rooms – seven modern
art-inspired guest suites influenced
by traditional and modern Chinese
culture - will open mid-2012.
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Artists are encouraged to engage in
collaborative work and discussion, and to
interact as a dynamic artistic community so
as to enrich the creativity of the group as
well as each other’s work. Communication,
confrontation, observation and discovery
challenge the artists and enable them, in
this vibrant artistic and cultural environment,
to build upon their existing skills and
extend the boundaries of their art. Krasner
believes the collaborative environment is
the key to the programme’s success: “It
is inspirational. I love that we are all doing
something different. During the day, we
do our work and then we get together at
breakfast or for dinner for a chat. No one
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is competing on the work front; everyone
is helpful and there is a lot of camaraderie.”
“To be in a hotel like this for an extended
period is like winning the lottery – although
one of my friends says it is even better than
that!” says Krasner. “The Swatch support
team is just incredible: anything we need,
they somehow manage to fix.” The artist
recalls the slight trepidation she experienced
as she first arrived to find an immaculately
tidy room that was to be her studio. “It
was disconcerting at first, because the
place is so new, designed in a high-end
contemporary style, and clean. I thought
it was beautiful but felt I couldn’t work
there unless it was messy. Another artist
recommended I explain what I really need
and, the next thing, seven people were in
the studio and it was done. Walls moved,
shelves went up and things just happened.”
Krasner’s creative style is typical of the sort
of interesting innovative work being done
at the hotel. Her passion is to work with an
intriguing blend of photography and mixed
media. “I’ve travelled to countries like India,

Cambodia and Laos to take thousands of
photographs of the areas,” she explains.
“Then, I make collages out of them,
using found and bought materials that I
glue on. I consider myself an artist, not
a photographer.”
Other artists who have already completed a
residency at the hotel include award-winning
Japanese acrylic artist Ayako Rokkaku, who
paints using her fingers as a brush, Swissborn photographer Tom De Peyret, French
sound artist Alexandre Joly and Americanborn mixed-media abstract artist Kathryn
Gohmert. The artistic field is wide and will
include artists such as dancers, musicians,
film-makers and writers.
Artists are free to work on individual or
joint projects according to their own
schedules. The only condition, says the
Swatch Group, is that the artists leave “a
trace of their passage.” Again, the artists
are free to choose whatever form that
takes. All traces will become part of the
Swatch Art Peace Hotel's collection and

will be exhibited for the public to enjoy. A
virtual online museum will also help artists
to display their work to a wider audience.
Krasner decided to come with a clear
mind and see what inspiration she would
find in Shanghai to create her particular
trace. “I have amassed a couple of
thousand photos and am loaded with
lists of where to buy art supplies and
where to have photos printed. I’ve also
bought some amazing magazines from
the Cultural Revolution and little objects,
so, when I get going, I know I will find
whatever ‘it’ is.”
“I’ll never forget the first time I saw the hotel
on my first visit,” she says. “It was virtually
empty, and it and the Fairmont Peace
Hotel were both being renovated. They
were astounding – they were like looking
into the past. It took my breath away and
I just wanted to stand there and take
photographs. Of all the places in China,
this was the one place I wanted to come
back to.” Thanks to art and the inspired
support of Swatch, she has.
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