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September 6, 2024 - An interview with Pierre Sernet about Guerrilla Tea ceremony, business,
starting Artnet, and the creative fields,

Could you share a bit about your background and what led you to where you are today?

I was bornin 1951, raised, and educated in Paris, and brought up to appreciate all sorts of art
forms; as a boy of ten | collected art posters that stores, in those days, would place on their doors
to advertise museum and gallery shows.

As an eight-year-old, | studied drawing and pastel in a studio. | had to draw still lives but was much
more interested in the nude models, adults were drawing.
| later started working in photography to make pocket money.

| went to business school then, in 1973, decided to visit America for a couple of months to better
understand how you do business there.

By accident, | ended up working for a large commercial bank for five years.
Then, left and set up a computer hardware company and always kept going as an entrepreneur. |
ended up staying 43 years in New York.

| started getting interested in Japanese culture in my late twenties and eventually studied Tea
ceremony for 16 years in NY, where the Urasenke School of Tea has an amazing set of Tearooms in
what was Mark Rothko’s studio.

| moved to Japan full time in 2019.

Your career spans photography and business before you ventured into your current role. How
did your experiences in these fields shape your transition to what you are doing now?

As an entrepreneur, you experience success and failures but hopefully always keep learning.
In 1985, | collected IXX century Japanese photography; at that time in the artworld, there was no

way to find art easily, nor see what art was being offered for sale, nor what real values were.
| believed there was an opportunity.



In 1989 | started what was later renamed Artnet, to show images of what was coming up for sale at
177 leading auction houses worldwide.

We were the firstimage database in the world and a showcase for Intel and IBM technologies.

At the time | asked auction houses to give me a 49-year exclusivity for their electronic images.
Over one hundred did and the others gave us between 2 and 35 years. No one had ever seen digital
images at the time.

Artnet was a major disruption in an industry used to photographic transparencies and directories,
listing art values without any images of works,

| always believed that if there is a need, there is an opportunity, and never to take no as an answer.

Itis often easier for people to say no, or it will not work, oritis impossible to do.
If you believe it, it can happen.

| went on to set up more than ten different ventures in fields as wide ranging as computer
hardware, software, manufacturing, distribution, databases, internet polling and real estate among
others. Many were first in their fields. Some succeeded, many did not.

Business is a form of creativity. One should never be afraid of trying.

The tearoom concept you have developed is intriguing and culturally rich. Could you elaborate
on its origins and how it reflects your broader vision?

Tea ceremony is based on four concepts: harmony, purity, tranquility, and respect.

As an artform it requires knowledge of every single Japanese art except one, Music.

One must know about garden design, architecture, history, poetry, religion, painting, calligraphy,
incense, flower arrangement, lacquer, ceramics, food, all in addition to knowing the different
procedures to make Tea.

While learning these procedures is difficult, being knowledgeable in all the other artforms is
exceedingly difficult, but most difficult is “living” with the spirit of Tea.

After 16 years of studying Tea and twenty-five years of making Tea, and having a Tea name, | know |
will never be able to master Tea.

Having said that, it has strengthened my belief in “respect”. It is what | think our contemporary
world has lost most. | live in Japan as | feel “Respect” is the basis of its society.

At the start of the millennium, | already perceived a growing polarization through the spreading of
anonymous postings on the Internet and after 9/11 Twin Towers bombing, | saw the US trying to
impose its single-minded views, even more, on the rest of the world.

Both, I felt, were a total lack of respect for other people, cultures, and lifestyles.
| decided to use art to express just that through my pictures.



Tea culture is indeed widespread, but Japanese tea culture is particularly unique. What drew
you specifically to Japanese tea traditions and how has this choice influenced your work?

Because Tea ceremony is unique and unknown, | felt people would stop and pay attention when
shown in artworks.

| created a portable structure that replicated a Japanese Tea room, that | could use to invite guests
from all around the world, in their own environments.

The idea was to play on the juxtaposition of out of context and apparently incompatible cultures or
environments.

With the cube being used as a conceptual space, | wanted to invite viewers to place their own set of
cultural, spiritual, religious, or philosophical values within it.

The purpose is to have viewers see each of these spaces in a new and different way, showing that
these seemingly incompatible worlds are in fact based on similar universal values that can cohabit
together.

The idea was to show through the resulting photographic works, the communality of Mankind
throughout place and time.

I went on to do five other series about, Faces, Love, Death, Nationality and Sex to show how
humankind throughout the world treats these issues in the same way.

If you were to explore another culture besides Japanese, which one would you choose and
what aspects of it resonate with you?

While I live in Japan, | strongly believe that countries with a long history, long established culture
and an appreciation of their culture are interesting.

France among the old European cultures is a place where all sorts of cultural expressions are
accepted. | believe it will remain a culturally interesting place and thrive as a result.

Of course, places like the United States are interested in culture, but mostly contemporary culture.
In Fine arts, you do not need a deep historical knowledge of fine arts to understand most
contemporary art, while you do need a lot of knowledge to understand antique civilization art, old
masters or even works up to the mid twentieth century.

Most people living in “new cultures” are less exposed to the historical influences that people living
in older cultures experience daily around them.

So, to answer your question, | would want to be in France, Paris most specifically. As we saw with
the Olympics, itis a beautiful city, the most beautiful large city in the world.



As we look to the future, how do you envision the relationship between art and culture
evolving over the next decade?

That is a subjective question; Art and Culture today means different things to different people.

Historically, culture has included music, fine arts, written works, theater, dance, etc., but today in
addition to those artforms there are many other avenues for artistic expression including, film,
video, electronic art, manga, etc.

For me Fine Arts and arts in general are especially important in defining a culture. Think about it,
does anybody remember the name of the US president in the early 1960’s or who was the head of
state in Germany in the 18" century, or who was president of France in the early 1920’s? Yet
everyone knows Warhol, Bach, or Picasso.

Itis likely that the Beatles or Taylor Swift will be remembered longer than prime minister McMillan
or President Biden just as Leonardo da Vinci is emblematic of the Renaissance period.

Can you share a particularly memorable experience or project from your journey whether that
is in art or your photography days?

While the photographic works are the result of my tea ceremonies the experience themselves are
sometimes most interesting

In Paris Charles De Gaulle airport, | was making Tea for an airport employee, in the middle of
Terminal 2, under the watchful eye of two well-armed CRS, French Military police officers.
Suddenly, a large number of them came rushing into the terminal and asked everyone to leave as
there was a bomb alert.

| turned to my guest and apologized that we would not be able finish sharing our bowl of tea.

The CRS officer heard me and said “No, you stay!”. We said, maybe we should leave... but he
insisted we stay; and so, my guest and | ended up being the only two people, with our guards, in
the empty terminal, sharing a bowl of Tea. A surreal experience, until after a whistle blowing and a
controlled explosion, it was deemed safe for people to return, and they all did.

Making Tea in the favellas of Rio, was also an experience. In Brazil, we needed an armed bodyguard
when moving around to take pictures, as it would be too tempting for someone to “borrow” our
camera and equipment. Our bodyguard was a bit like Dirty Harry and had, tucked away in his jeans,
the longest revolver | ever saw.

| decided | wanted to make Tea in one of the favellas. If so, | was told we would also need a “local
bodyguard” as the favelas need to feel we are introduced.....

After climbing through several homes, we reached a terrace where | could set up my Tearoom and
install the large camera to shoot.



While | have shot many guests, one has always stayed in my mind as one the most Tea like person |
ever shot anywhere in the world. He was a 14-year-old young boy | made Tea that day in the Favella.
He was more centered and focused than many of the professional Tea people | met.

Although he probably had never heard of, nor ever again will have, a Tea ceremony, he truly felt like
a chajin, a tea person. We shared similar values in that unique setting.

Of course, the opposite also happens. On the Bund in Shanghai, a large crowd had gathered while |
started making Tea. We had chosen a place we felt would be out of site of the local police, as after
all this was Guerrilla Tea, all happening without authorizations.

Shortly after we started shooting, we heard a car go up aramp leading to where we were.
It turned out to be a police car and we were on the roof of the police station. | had changed into my
kimono in the police station bathrooms.

Even though | had published a book with my work’s explanation in Chinese, we ended up spending
all afternoon trying to explain that we were trying to show the communality of mankind.

Despite explanations in Chinese, the Tourist police officer called in, to deal with foreigners like us,
did not seem to feel that our Tea values were at all compatible with his views of the enforcement of
law and order.

However, whether on gay beaches in Mikonos, with Zulu people in South Africa farmers in Mexico,
Buddhist nuns in Angkor or camel herders in India’s Thar desert, those Tea encounters, show that
despite being apparently different, in our beliefs and lifestyles, we can still share a momentin time
together, and thus a more compatible than it may appear.

What advice would you give to someone looking to start a business in the cultural or creative
space?

First, think about whether there is a large need for your proposed offer.

You may think there is, because you yourself are interested in a particular idea or solution, but that
may not be the case for a large segment of the population.

Ask people, listen to what they say, do as much market research you can.

See if there is already a lot of competition or others already entrenched in that market?

Do you bring something unique? Is it easy for others to copy you?

Most importantly do you love doing what you are about to do?

However, if people belittle your ideas or project, but you deep down believe you want to do it, then
do it! Always better to fail than do nothing and regret.



How do you stay inspired and continue to innovate in your field?

Being curious, learning, looking for holes in the market, opportunities, bringing ideas from other
industries and joining them with art market practices.

Am now working on a completely new offering in the art market. Cannot really detail it here, but if | can
make it happen in the next 5 to 7 years, it will be a first worldwide and is likely to have a notable impact
on the global art market.



