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Saft
Seiff

Bread and spread, red pepper pesto pasta and
pork knuckles, cereal and milk, water, instant
noodles and egg, cereal and milk, bread and
spread, cereal and milk, water, vanilla ice cream
and matcha pawder, ham and cheese sandwich,
cereal and milk, bread and spread. milk, egg
mayo sandwich, water, coke, cereal and milk,
water, cereal and milk. bread and spread, grapes,
Aglio Olio pasta. sushi. Milo ice cream, red pep-
per pesto pasta and pork knuckles, sov sauce
chicken and rice. pork knuckles and rice, coke,
tiramisu cake, Thai medicinal powder for stom-
achaches. spinach and mushroom pasta with
tomato sauce, coke, fried rice, coffee, soy sauce
chicken and rice, fried rice. pork knuckles and
rice, bread and spread, milk, water, tea, bread
and spread, tea
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The Art Book Fair as
temporary book space

Text by LIM Kyung yong

The art book fair is quite a strange space. In the era of digital
and internet, where everyone is looking at monitors, it is a
place where you can experience books as original objects,
and it is a place where you can try to renew the value and
possibility of books as objects. The art book fair, which
is held for three to four days every year, has its own role
and meaning, different from the bookstores where we
traditionally buy and sell books. Most art book fairs contribute
greatly to diversifying the subject, form, and content of
publication while preserving the concept of an art book
with enhanced physical properties of books as objects. As a
result, the art book fair expands art books to the realm of
small-scale publications, designer publications, and political
pamphlets centered on zine, and expands books as consumer
goods, giving them cultural and social roles. It is far from the
scale-oriented publishing market. These fairs, which seem
anachronistic, are growing rapidly in major cities around the
world.

This essay starts with the story of the art book fair in
Asia and tries to predict the situation after the pandemic. If
we think of it limited to Asia (although the concept of Asia is
very vague), the art book fair was started by small publishing
communities in Tokyo, Seoul, and Taipei in the early and mid-
2000s and has expanded over the past few years to major cities
such as Hong Kong, Singapore, Sharjah, Melbourne, Beijing,
Shanghai, and Kuala Lumpur. These art book fairs reveal
different identities according to the socio-cultural sentiment
of the city or the subject who organizes the event.

In 2019, The Book Society participated in 8 art book fairs in
Asia. They are Hong Kong, Singapore, Shanghai UNFOLD and
abC, Busan, Taipei, Seoul and Sharjah. Although discursive
activities were not as active as in pioneering art book fairs such
as NY Art book Fair, they were all very dynamic with various
programs such as exhibitions, talk programs, workshops.
They presented a new vision for art books through the socio-
cultural specificity of the city where the art book fair is held.

On the other hand, unlike international exhibitions
and projects such as the Biennale, which rely on public funds
and have to clearly reveal the identity of the country or city,
these art book fairs open up new space for more subjects to
intervene and thus, forming a new identity according to the
perspective of the art book instead of existing national ethic,
and language-based boundaries and economies. In addition,
in the art book fairs, new generations often become subjects
instead of existing experts, and it has become a space for
various subjects and communities who didn’t have voices
before.

Of course, due to the nature of the art book fair, which
requires a large budget, the networks of public institutions
and companies are also complexly intertwined within their
respective contexts. Tai Kwun, the organizer of the Hong Kong
art book fair BOOKED, is a non-profit organization run by

the Hong Kong government and Hong Kong Jockey Club, and
Focal Point, the only art book fair in the Middle East, is also
hosted by the Sharjah Art Foundation, which also organizes
Sharjah Biennale. The situation in which a public institution
becomes an important partner or host of the art book fair
makes it not merely a marketplace for buying and selling
books, but a place for producing and distributing knowledge.

‘While European art book fairs conceptualize the
contemporary publishing movement as ‘publishing as
practice’ based on their cultural legacy, Asian art book fairs
are making various efforts to develop their uniqueness based
on each cultural context. Of course, all the cities where the
art book fair is held are close to cosmopolitan in the modern
sense, but Asia is still a complex region where modern and
pre-modern elements, democracy and dictatorship are
entangled.

Therefore, the role of Asian cosmopolitans as a kind
of information city that transmits regional information and
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knowledge to the West is important, and the activation of

art book fairs in places such as Singapore, Hong Kong, and
Sharjah can also be understood in that context. The Singapore
art book fair plays an important role in understanding small-
scale publishing movements not only in Singapore but also

in Southeast Asia, such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, the
Philippines, and Thailand. In addition, Hong Kong art book
fair reproduces the repressed political tensions of Hong Kong
in the form of small-scale publications.

Hong Kong-based publishing community ZINE COOP
presented a project called Burning IXXUES at the Hong Kong
Art Book Fair in 2020 that collected zines sent by zinesters
from around the world about Hong Kong’s democratization
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protests. This project is based on resistance to Hong Kong’s
official attitude toward democratization protests held

by the Hong Kong or Chinese governments. In Western
countries, various places for citizens' political expression are
in operation, but for countries such as China, Vietnam, and
Singapore where print censorship still exists, the art book fair
is ideal and a rare place for political speech.

At the same time, it will be necessary to consider the
publishing culture that has developed differently regionally
since modern times. Countries in Europe and North America
have been producing and distributing knowledge through
publishing and producing modern knowledge. The same
goes for art books, the art book production and distribution
circuits are centered in Europe and North America, with art/
design schools, publishers, distributors, bookshops, art book
fairs, and art institutions. This circuit they create makes us
imagine the West as a privileged location for art publishing.
However, Asia has a relatively weak circuit, and as a result, it
is not easy to obtain information and knowledge of the region
from publications. As a result, in some cases, art book fairs
become places of experimentation and anti-authoritarianism
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as well as political statements through printed matter.
Burning IXXUES is a project that shows the solidarity of
zinesters around the world about the political situation in
Hong Kong.

If the traditional Asian concept is constructed
through national, ethnic, and linguistic “differences,” the
geographical sense we experience through art book fairs
is created by numerous (non)material exchanges such as
low-cost airlines, Instagram. In fact, the landscape created
by these networks is inevitably attractive. Asia’s art book fair
is more dynamic than any other region in the world because
Asia itself is a very complex and conflicting space.

The pandemic has reminded us that the world we live in
isn't equal for everyone. Border closures are harsher on
immigrants and people from underdeveloped countries,
and systems such as “vaccine pass” have been more
favorable to people in developed countries with sufficient
vaccines. Control and allocation of resources due to the
pandemic were likewise done in a way that favored the great
powers. Anyway, various projects, exhibitions, and fairs
through books were canceled, and in particular, many art
book fairs were canceled or conducted online.

Display Distribute, a collective in Hong Kong, is
working on a project to distribute small-scale publications
made in Asia, especially through a person-to-person
network called ‘light logistics’ when delivering them.

If someone living in San Francisco wants to buy a book
published in Hong Kong, the person going to San Francisco
voluntarily delivers the book to the destination. This
distribution method works on the fact that the economy

of small publications is built through a network between
individuals. The problem is that these economies cannot
function properly when these cross-border movements are
not possible. The pandemic situation has exposed the limits
of a more contingent relationship between individuals.

How can we imagine an art book fair after the pandemic?
As a market where many publishers and readers meet to
buy and sell books, the art book fair proves that it is a place
with vitality in itself. At the same time, we were able to
understand through the art book fair that experiments and
various attempts at books are possible. However, pandemics
have proven that such a landscape is not always possible.
Printed Matter, a bookstore and artist book organization

in New York, has curated an online art book fair under

the name of Printed Matter’s Virtual Art Book Fair, but this
may not be suitable as a landscape for an art book fair after
the pandemic. Because the art book fair has been formed
as a book space differentiated from the online space, the
demand for physical exchange will increase after the end
of the isolation between countries. So, can we go back to
the pre-pandemic situation? Will there be more art book
fairs again and more people buying and selling books will
continue?

There are a few things to think about here. Just as a
virtual space such as Zoom replaces a physical classroom,
we can assume that the sense of virtual space affects the
way we produce and consume books, and we can actively
explore it. This is, of course, based on the fact that the

network connecting individuals or communities is not
necessarily made in a physical way. In fact, what we
overlook is that our lives are still subordinate to capital and
systems led by global companies or governments.

‘We will all remember the accident at the Suez canal in

2021. As a result of this accident, most countries around

the world were not properly supplied with the necessary
resources, and the impact that one huge container ship

had on global logistics was truly remarkable. What did this
symptomatically reveal? The fact that someone's trivial
mistake could halt the logistics of a region that occupies a
large part of the globe, that what underpins a seemingly free
global capitalism is not a figure or flux on the computer, but
something that still has a solid, physical substance.

In fact, the Art Book Fair has been operating on a very
fragile and unstable foundation. After the pandemic, the art
book fair will work again, but it is necessary to think about
the economy that operates across borders and cultures. Of
course, that doesn‘'t mean we want to build a system that
is very powerful and will never break. More practically, if
there are publishers or artists selling books through art
book fairs, they will have to think about alternatives to
continue these activities locally. Also, as the Hong Kong art
book fair showed, we can think about what can replace the
art book fair as a place for a political movement. Because as
the art book fair becomes famous, more people participate,
and the media covers it, the space for resistance may
become narrower. Here, we can look at the Singapore Art
Book Fair as an alternative. From 2021, the Singapore Art
Book Fair has been creating booths together by matching
local and international publishers through the Adopt-
an-Exhibitor programme. This will connect exhibitors
with similar thoughts, and in itself plays a role in injecting
various thoughts and attitudes into the art book fair.

The sense of contingent solidarity presented by
Display Distribute through the network between individuals
is very important. That is what the art book fair has
performed so far, and it has been the driving force behind
it. Also, through this, we were able to understand that
‘Asia’ is not a physical space given to us, but a place that can
be continuously redefined through practical exchanges.
However, the pandemic has made us need to reconsider
this book space. Paradoxically, the moment the Art Book
Fair does not work properly, we can think more seriously
about this temporary book space. How can we continue
this liberating book space into our daily lives? How can the
various experiments and autonomous movements of this
space be extended to other book spaces? These are probably
the questions the Art Book Fair asks us.
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