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Ai Weiwei: ‘Nothing scares me

anymore—being terrified does not
help’

The Beijing-born artist and activist has recently spent time near the
front line in Ukraine and is unveiling a major new commission in Kyiv
—a large-scale installation responding to armed conflict—as well as a
site-specific intervention made from Lego on a Ukrainian train



The Art Newspaper: How long have you been in Portugal?

Ai Weiwei: In a five-year period I've spent a year and a half here, maybe a
year in Berlin, maybe a year in Cambridge [UK]. The rest of the time I'm in
between. Obviously I've been forced out of my rooted land [China], but I don’t
feel sad about it because if you are on this road, you are not on that [other]
road. I always accept my situation because my father [the poet Ai Qing| was
exiled for 20 years and he’s a perfect example of how a man can accept a
situation. Together we lived in this black hole [an underground dugout in

Xinjiang province where Ai and his father lived in forced exile in the 1960s].
Is your mother still alive?

My mother’s still alive, she’s 92. I haven’t seen her for ten years, but I'm
planning to go back to China. I still have a Chinese passport. I never changed
it. I travelled over 300 times across different nations with a Chinese

passport, which is very difficult.



But won't you be arrested?

I don’t see the next step very often. I make some big decisions but cannot say

what will come after. I enjoy just making one move—a solid move.

Tell us about your experiences in Ukraine.

I went to Ukraine to see the [battle] fields and the drones. It’s just shocking.
Standing in the middle of the wheat fields I saw all those strange, strange
objects. You see the bomb just landed in the fields in a suburb of Kyiv. You see
[the field] is burnt. That’s a Russian bomb. I tried to do everything to
understand this nation—what are they fighting for, who they’re fighting
with, and how they maintain this idea of dignity and protect their national
pride. It is so harsh. I went to the front—the most dangerous front line. Now
over 90% of casualties in war are carried out by drones; this is modern

warfare.

[Ai shows an image of an ancient artefact with a piece of shrapnel]. So this is
part of a bomb or a missile. I put it together with a piece of jade, which is
from the Han Dynasty. I want to carry this artefact from 2,000 years ago to

witness what happens to human society today.






Inside there’s a [reproduction of a] famous social realism painting by a
[Ukrainian-born] Russian painter [Reply of the Zaporozhian Cossacks by Ilya
Repin]. I saw this painting when I was ten years old, my father showed it to
me. That’s why I deeply love the painting. It relates to the war, art history
and my personal experience. [The train will travel to all main stations in

Ukraine, except for those in occupied areas].



Is your show in Ukraine a political statement?

It is a highly political statement about war and peace, rationality and
irrationality. We need to have peace to guarantee the integrity of the people.
Because otherwise it’s not peace. Peace is not slavery. I don’t know when [the
war] is going to finish. It is a long tunnel. I want the war to end because so
many lives have been wasted. Eventually they [Russia and Ukraine] have to

sit down to talk. Nobody wants to give up.

Two years ago you posted a tweet about the Israel-Hamas war that was

controversial [he was accused of antisemitism and deleted the tweet].

What do you feel about that situation now?

I did what I should. And that sacrifice is very little compared to all of the
lives lost and compared to those children who cannot talk about the future.
They don’t even exist. What I did is nothing. I feel I'm a little bit ahead of
time. Everybody would say whatever I said was very conservative. It’s not

controversial at all.



Freedom of speech is an essential element for human beings; we have
something in our mind and we express it. It’s not about right or wrong but
really about how sincere an individual can be and also how much we can
trust our environment. So of course, in many places people have learned that

freedom of speech brings disaster. My father proved that.
Are you sad about the increasingly authoritarian regime in Hong Kong?

At the moment I feel a sense of loss. The people we interviewed in Hong
Kong, when we made the film [Cockroach, 2020], they have all ended up in jail.
I think it’s the best film about Hong Kong but no film festival wants to show
it. We made films about the pandemic. No film festival wants to show it
because China is the biggest film market. China has a long-term strategy, it’s

playing the long game.

When The Art Newspaper interviewed you in 2020, you were asked about
the presence of European museums in China. You said that Western
museums are in China purely for self-development reasons. There are
still reportedly a million Uyghurs held in camps there—do you find that

imbalance distressing?

I never have high expectations about [such] museums. The culture sector in
the West is pretty corrupt. If you don’t fight for truth, how can you show

moral justice—this is crazy.

* Ai Weiwei: Three Perfectly Proportioned Spheres and Camouflage Uniforms

Painted White, Pavilion 13, Expo Center of Ukraine, Kyiv, until 30 November
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Ai Weiwei's cat-mouflage takeover of
New York City park

Artist’s cat silhouettes in Four Freedoms Park work reinterprets
camouflage pattern used by the military



Art X Freedom

Camouflage marks the launch of Art X Freedom, the Four Freedoms Park
Conservancy's new annual commissioning programme of public art intended
to inspire conversation around issues of social justice. “Let’s try to add the
power of public art at a park, close to the UN, that’s dedicated to government
for the good,” says Howard Axel, the conservancy's chief executive, who is
interested in compelling more people to make the short pilgrimage to the 3.5-
acre park.



Like many New Yorkers, the acclaimed 68-year-old Chinese artist and
activist, who now lives in Portugal, had never been to the park before touring
it last November with Axel. On the triangular tip of the island, dramatically
sited between Manhattan and Queens, Kahn designed two long alleys of
Linden trees converging at a colossal bronze head of Roosevelt, poised within
a granite niche. Carved on its backside is an excerpt from his Four Freedoms
speech. This presides before a square open-air plaza, what Kahn called “the
room”, defined on facing sides by a series of 6ft by 6ft by 12ft-high granite

blocks spaced one inch apart.

“Kahn was very aware of the fact that Roosevelt is considered the architect of
the UN,” says Gina Pollara, the executive director of the park who oversaw its
building from the schematic plans Khan produced a year before his death.
She describes this “room” as Kahn's interpretation of a Greek temple as well
as of the UN as an organisation of individual member states that compose
something larger. “Roosevelt used to say that all the problems of the world

could be solved sitting around a dining room table talking.”
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The Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei will unveil a major new commission in Kyiv in
Ukraine this autumn. The new piece, entitled Three Perfectly Proportioned Spheres and Camouflage
Uniforms Painted White, is “a site-specific response to the escalating armed conflicts threatening
the world of today”, says a statement from RIBBON International, the non-profit cultural

platform that commissioned it.

The work will be housed in Pavilion 13 (14 September-30 November), a former Soviet-era
exposition hall in Kyiv that has been renovated by @OPMA (FORMA) architecture studio and
RIBBON International. Pavilion of Culture, a Kyiv-based institution founded by a community of

curators and researchers, is also supporting the project. The space will be free to enter.

“At its core, this exhibition is a dialogue about war and peace, rationality and irrationality,” Ai
says in a statement, adding: “I think art is the only way to save humanity from authoritarian

and other [kinds] of technical bureaucracy.”



Ai tells The Art Newspaper that the piece consists of three spheres, originally entitled Divina
Proportione, which are inspired by Leonardo da Vinci’s illustrations for a book on mathematics

of the same name.

“I have been crafting such spheres for over 15 years [initially 2004-12],” he says. “Each sphere is
covered in camouflage uniforms, fastened together with buttons and assembled into five-sided
or six-sided shapes. The spheres vary in size, ranging from more than six metres to three

metres, and are interconnected by camouflage trousers.”

“The camouflage uniforms enveloping the spheres are painted white, creating the image of
three interconnected white spheres resembling a large white bone,” Ai continues. “Beneath this
surface lies a deeper meaning, reflecting the history of civilisation’s development, our
collective memories, and the tragic reality that has become widely accepted and continues to
unfold in the world today.”
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Ai Weiwei Will Unveil a Major
installation in Ukraine Amid Ongoing
Conflict

The new installation harkens back to earlier work by
the Chinese artist as well as drawings by Leonardo da
Vinci.

Wars in Iran and Gaza may have distracted some of the attention from
the ongoing Russian war in Ukraine, but that conflict rages on, with
Russia sending deadly drones into the country and U.S. president
Donald Trump criticizing the Group of 7 nations, recently convened in
Canada, for expelling Russia after the country annexed Crimea in 2014.

Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei certainly hasn’t forgotten, and this
fall he will debut a major new installation at a Soviet-era, glass house-
style exposition hall in the Ukrainian capital, newly reopened as a

cultural venue.



camouflage pattern, a system of concealment based in animals’ ability
to hide themselves, which Ai has explored in his work for years. The
camouflage will, in this case, be thinly covered in white paint, which he
thinks of as another layer of camouflage.



“Art is something related to humans’ most primitive reactions or
emotions, fear or even fantasies or dreams,” said the artist. “Those are
always deeply rooted, and it's more profound than we can ever even
understand. | think art is the only way to save humanity from
authoritarian and other forms of technical bureaucracy and technical
authoritarian push.”



The opening program at Pavilion 13 currently features a site-responsive
intervention by Berlin-based artist Sam Lewitt titled Shubin and
featuring a film, a neon sign on the building’s facade, and sculptural
reconstructions of the pavilion’s original display furniture.

Three Perfectly Proportioned Spheres and Camouflage Uniforms
Painted White will be on view at Pavilion 13, 1 Akademika Glushkova
Avenue, Kyiv, Ukraine, September 14—November 30, 2025.
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Ensemble
The Perimeter
Until 4 April
The Perimeter is a non-profit exhibition space for contemporary art in Bloomsbury, with an emphasis
on showcasing British and international contemporary artists at pivotal moments in their careers.

Their latest show is Ensemble, a group exhibition that brings together 11 artists exploring staging as a
methodology for examining history through its incompleteness.
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The Top Exhibitions To See In London: February
2025

Blooming Brilliant: Orchids at Kew Gardens
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“We have a lot of this kind of language right now. There’s a polarisation and
a disdain in modern dialogue.”

More than usual?

“I think so. The word is used so often to reflect so many meanings -
surprise, happiness, anger, or in a completely senseless way - it’s become
abstract. So it’s a perfect readymade.”

That’s an interesting choice of word. Equating his use of the most
provocative syllable in the English language with the anti-art gestures of
early 20th century modernists such as Marcel Duchamp, who famously
exhibited a “readymade” urinal as a work of art, shows that Ai has lost none
of his readiness to provoke. And it’s an indication that he’s none too happy
with the state of the world, as I discover within minutes of my arrival.

“We’ve never been so deeply challenged by information and technology,
with the comfort and protection of globalised capitalism on the one hand,
and unthinkable horrors on the other,” he says. “There’s the hidden crisis of
racism, wars in Europe and the Middle East. The power of our rationality in
this so-called civilised world is so fragile it doesn’t protect anybody, and
democracy is a failed joke.”


















ARTnews
5 March 2025

The 100 Best Artworks of
the 21st Century









The New York Times Style Magazine
10 March 2025

ARTIST’S QUESTIONNAIRE

Inside the Former
‘Underworld’ Where Ai
Weiwei Makes Art

Ahead of his largest-ever exhibition in the U.S., the
dissident artist reflects on collecting jade and living
below ground.

By Zoey Poll
March 10, 2025



For part of the year, the artist and activist Ai Weiwei works in a
cavernous 30,000-square-foot studio on the underground levels of a
former 19th-century brewery in Berlin. Its triple-height vaulted
cellars, which Ai, a self-taught architect, renovated himself after
leaving his native China in 2015, are now pristine and well-lit, but
when he first visited the long-abandoned subterranean space, it
was “completely dark,” he says, “like an underworld.” In that way, it
recalls the underground home where the artist lived for five years
as a child, a place he calls “the black hole”: a bare shelter on the
edge of the Gurbantiinggiit Desert in the remote Xinjiang region,
one of the sites where Ai’s father, the renowned poet Ai Qing, was
exiled following China’s Anti-Rightist Campaign in the late 1950s.
In that half-buried home, Al first encountered the authoritarianism
and censorship that he has now spent four decades resisting,
ridiculing and at times enduring again, as a defender of human
rights and self-proclaimed political “troublemaker.” Today, he
travels frequently, stopping in Berlin; Cambridge, England, where
his sixteen-year-old son, Lao, his only child, attends school; and
Montemor-0-Novo, a town in the countryside of southern Portugal
whose sunny climate reminds him of his childhood in the desert.
That approximately 20-acre property hosts a few assistants, as
well as many cats, dogs, birds and fish and a reconstruction of his
wooden Shanghai studio that was demolished by local authorities
in 2011. Ai is used to constant movement, and to the possibility of
displacement. “The concept of a home has never been truly
established for me,” he says.



On a recent visit to his Berlin studio, I followed Ai, 67, down a
narrow staircase into an austere, windowless alcove. Its concrete
floor was scattered with twisted steel rods from the installation
work “Rebar,” which Ai made in China between 2008 and 2012,
sourcing the metal from school buildings flattened by the
devastating Sichuan earthquake. “Rebar” and similar works made
in response to the earthquake critique the government’s corrupt
construction regulations and lack of transparency in the tragedy’s
aftermath. This is one of the projects that, in addition to his prolific
online writings, helped turn Ai into one of the most famous
dissident artists of the past few decades. The resulting surveillance
and a government-ordered detention eventually drove him to leave
Beijing for Berlin, a city he says appealed to him for its mix of
“ruin” and “new life.” In Ai’s archival room, a large world map that
helped him plan his documentary on refugees, “Human Flow”
(2017), leaned against a wall beside an overgrown fiddle-leaf fig
tree. On display elsewhere were dozens of antique Qing dynasty
wooden chairs, from the participatory project “Fairytale” (2007),
for which Ai conveyed 1,001 volunteers from China to the
Documenta art exhibition in Kassel, Germany.















What’s your day like? How much do you sleep, and what’s your
work schedule?

I’ve always been a morning person. When I was young, I'd hear my
father cutting his beard with scissors — ch, ch, ch, ch — before
dawn. He had no tools, just those scissors. He went to sleep at 9
p.m. and woke at 4 a.m. to write.

Before getting dressed, I get online. Too many things are going on
these days, and every day has a surprise. I mostly look at political
news, not art. There aren’t any arguments happening in art today.
Art is basically dead. I look at what’s really affecting our society:
technical developments, craziness about geopolitics.

Coming to the studio is a daily matter. My team and I manage
about 10 exhibitions a year — five ongoing, five ahead. I’'m not just
an artist; I also often curate my own shows. There are too many
materials, back stories and ideas for someone else to handle alone.

I don’t engage in any social life — no art openings, no circles. I try
to keep a few close friends, who feel more like relatives. I usually
have dinner with a friend and discuss ideas. I go to sleep around 10
or 11, when my battery runs out. I sleep about six hours a night,
which I think is good for someone who’s almost 70.

I asked my studio how many times I traveled during the past
nearly 10 years since I was forced out of China. They gave me a
number I would not believe: 318 times across an international
border. I have jet lag very often.



How many hours of creative work do you think you do in a day?

My worKk is trying to break the boundary of what is normally called
“creative.” I avoid trying to be creative. I try to push myself into
normal life and bring the integrity of a normal life into the so-called
art world. That makes me very busy. So I should say I'm working
all the time, as long as I’'m awake.

What’s the first piece of art you ever made?

I was 10. We were living underground. There was no window, only
a hole in the roof. Pigs ran outside and you’d see their legs from
below. We didn’t have a light. So I made a lamp from the metal cap
of a medicine bottle. I drilled a hole, used a [shoelace as the wick]
and lit it with oil. This kind of thing deeply influenced me to say you
can always make a change.

Finding a good solution for an idea, developing a form and the skill
to achieve it — that should be called art. My practice started early,
when I was trying to survive.



What’s the worst studio you ever had?

The worst studio was the one that was torn down after I built it —
not even used for one day. The regional government asked me to
build a studio [in the Jiading district of Shanghai] and I did. The
minute I finished and furnished it [in 2011], they tore it down.

What’s the first work you ever sold? For how much?

A portrait of Marcel Duchamp made from a wire coat hanger
[“Hanging Man” (1985)]. I had a show in SoHo [in 1988] in a
friend’s gallery. After the show, of course, nobody bought the work,
except the gallery owner, who bought three pieces for $300.

When you start a new piece, where do you begin?

The first step is to seduce myself into curiosity. If I can’t establish a
strong curiosity, I won’t feel any interest. The work will be too dry.

How do you know when you’re done?

It’s very much like a love affair. You have to be attracted to the
work for a reason you can’t even figure out. And if you totally figure
it out, that means you’ve already lost the attraction. And there’s
always a new attraction.



How many assistants do you have?

I have a core team that has been with me for the past 10 to 20
years. There are also always newcomers, in and out depending on
the project. For a project like “Sunflower Seeds,” we had to hire
1,600 women to work together. [In 2010, Ai covered the floor of Tate
Modern’s Turbine Hall with 100 million handcrafted porcelain
sunflower seeds.] But sometimes I just do it myself. By myself is
fine.



What music do you listen to when you’re making art?

I have a distant relationship with music, because when I was
growing up, there was no music besides birds or insects singing. I
think an appreciation for music needs to be built up in a particular
kind of environment.

So you work in silence?
For me, silence is music.

When did you first feel comfortable saying you’re a professional
artist?

I would never consider myself a professional artist.

Is there a meal you eat on repeat when you’re working?

I used to like eating candies. But now I shouldn’t eat them, so I
don’t anymore.

Are you watching any shows right now?
I haven’t had a TV for the past thirty years.
What’s the weirdest object in your studio?

Me.



How often do you talk to other artists?
I don’t. Almost no need.
What about Olafur Eliasson, whose studio is upstairs?

We don’t talk about art. He often invites me for dinner. But
sometimes he invites me for this Kkind of society-people event. I'm a
little bit scared, so I don’t go that often. I love him, he’s my little
brother, but I don’t like social life.

What do you do when you’re procrastinating?

My hobby is playing in the casino. It’s not easy to survive because
the casinos are designed to rob you. I like the game blackjack,
which is almost impossible. I sit at the table, any table near the
door, and I just start to play.

What’s the last thing that made you cry?

The last time I remember crying was when I was detained [by
Chinese authorities in 2011]. The interrogator told me, “With your
crime, you have to be sentenced to over 10 years. When you come
out, your son will never recognize you.”

Do you usually wear all black when you work?

But what else? It’s part of the city in New York or Berlin. Then
when I’m in the studio in Portugal, I wear all white. Or sometimes I
don’t wear anything at all, because it’s my land. There are no
neighbors. I wear sunshine.

What do you pay for rent?

I think I paid very little to buy this Berlin studio because it had
been abandoned for decades. Nobody wanted a space like this. I
paid just over a million euros. The renovation costs were about
triple.



Very soon, I'll pass away. My family doesn’t need the jade
collection. Maybe nobody needs it. That’s the sad thing about it.
Only a few people care. I don’t know where to put it. Maybe I
should cast it into a huge concrete block, buried underground.



What’s your worst habit?

My worst habit is that I'm too clean. I don’t smoke. I don’t drink
alcohol.

What embarrasses you?

I don’t speak German. I don’t speak Portuguese. I don’t speak
many, many beautiful languages in the world.

Do you exercise?

I walk more than 10,000 steps every day. Even during my
detention, the doctor told me, Weiwei, you have to walk at least
5,000 steps a day in this room to keep your heart working. I walked
back and forth on six tiles, each fifty centimeters long, for five
hours a day. That kept me healthy. Otherwise it would’ve crushed
me.

A version of this article appears in print on March 20, 2025, Section D, Page 3 of the National edition with the
headline: People Places Things. Order Reprints | Today's Paper | Subscribe
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It’s a powerful, thought-provoking exhibition, grounded in works of art that
are beautiful, cleverly funny and heart-wrenching, sometimes all at once.
Foong Ping, SAM’s curator of Chinese art, organized the exhibition with the
perspective of a historian and an eye for dramatic installation, resulting in
visually arresting thematic clusters that allow rich readings of this legendary
artist’s work.

You'll also be greeted by a big neon sign of the f-word, a phonetic play on the
name of Ai’s company, FAKE Design Studio. When pronounced in Mandarin
(“fah-kuh”), it sounds like that expletive, which appears in some of the
artist’s early work. This kind of playful double or triple entendre is classic Ai
Weiwei.

“Humor is crucial,” Ai said at SAM on March 7. “It’s in every part of my work,
which always has a double language or heightened meaning. Humor also
questions what is questioned and who asks the questions.”









Which brings us back to tomatoes. Ai believes that we should always ask
what we’re truly experiencing, what we’re truly talking about. Are things
what they appear to be? What they should be?

“When we eat tomatoes, we can say, ‘Does that have a tomato taste or a
potato taste? What is this, really?’ ” he said. “This always remains our first
question. And our last question.”

In addition to “Ai, Rebel,” Seattle Asian Art Museum will host “Ai Weiwei:
Water Lilies” from March 19 of this year through March 15, 2026, featuring Ai’s
Lego take on Monet’s lilies, while Olympic Sculpture Park welcomes “Ai
Weiwei: Circle of Animals/Zodiac Heads (Bronze)” from May 17, 2025, through
May 17, 2027. It’s the first time SAM has presented the work of a single artist at
all three of its locations at the same time.
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Two other pieces in this area of the show, Snake Ceiling (2008) and 81 (2013), refer to Ai’s
investigation and the fallout that led to his imprisonment. In any other context, Snake Ceiling,
comprised of dozens of small backpacks, could be a visually arresting tribute to the Year of the
Snake—not the tens of thousands of students who died in the earthquake. Visitors can walk
through 81, a life-size recreation of the padded cell Ai was held in for as many days following his
efforts to expose the corruption behind the shoddy, so-called “tofu-dreg” school construction
that caused the deaths. (After his arrest, Ai collaborated with this magazine on a cover shoot
referencing his detention.)
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‘Their resolve is incredibly strong”: Ai
Weiwei visits soldiers on Ukrainian
front lines

As Ukraine’s president prepared for a high-stakes visit to Washington,
DC, the Chinese artist and activist visited Eastern Ukraine

Ai Weiwei, the Chinese artist and activist, has travelled to the front lines of
Ukraine’s war against Russia’s full-scale invasion just weeks before unveiling
a new commission in Kyiv. In eastern Ukraine, near Kharkiv, Ai met with
Ukrainian fighters and cultural figures as well as Pyotr Verzilov, a member of

Pussy Riot who is fighting against Russia for Ukraine.



In some posts, Ai is shown wearing a black shirt with the Ukrainian word
Khartiia in white, denoting a volunteer unit that has become the 13th Brigade
of the National Guard of Ukraine. Khartiia’s fighters include Serhiy Zhadan, a
well-known Ukrainian poet and musician from Kharkiv, and Verzilov, the
Pussy Riot member who has joined the Ukrainian military and been declared

a terrorist and charged with state treason by Russia.

“I went to Kharkiv and spent a few days with Ukrainian soldiers on the front
lines,” Ai tells The Art Newspaper. “I saw how extremely difficult their lives are
from my interactions with them, but their resolve is also incredibly strong. I
met many Ukrainians, from high-ranking military leaders to drone operators
and ordinary soldiers. Their attitudes and understanding of their situation
were consistent: they cannot accept their country and culture falling under
the control of an invading military power. My impression is that they will
never accept this. At the same time, they believe that regardless of the
outcome of negotiations, no country or state leader can sway the will or

decide the fate of the Ukrainian people.”
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ray he Chinese artist and activist Al Weiwe is headed to the Desgn
Museum in London this spring with a major new show unveiling
works drawing on the Covid-19 pandemic. Three toilet paper

sculptures will go on show — Iincluding two lifa-size rolis, one in marble and

one in glass — demonstrating the demand for basic disposable products

during the coronavirus crigis.

The exhibibon — described as the first to frame Ai's work through the lens of

architecture and design — aiso focuses on the 2008 Sichuan earthquake and
the changing urban face of Beljing over the past three decades,



“(The show includes) things we think of as worthless in ordinary times,
something as worthless as a toilet roll, which during the pandemic suddenty
became precious... that for him was a real signal of how objects can gain and
lose value depending on the context of our times.” said Justin McGuirk, the
chief curator at the Design Museum and the exhibition curator, at an online
press launch.

Crucially, he added., "we are not presenting Al Weiwel as a designer and
architect... (but) using his work and his thinking to reflect on design and
architecture.”



A number of site-specific installations, comprising hundreds of thousands of
objects arranged on the gallery's floor in sections known as "fieids,” form the
centerpiece of the show, These consist of works collected by Al in recent
years, encompassing items such as Stone Age tools and Lego bricks. The
show will also include Al's largest work ever made out of Lego,

“This is a show about values; it is a meditation on cultural values and how
they shift over time, It presents a history of making over thousands of years,"
McGuirk said.

"When you coliect so much... It tells you about human society,” Ai sald at the
faunch.

One of the "fields,” entitled "Left Right Studio Material." inciudes fragments
from Ai's porcelain sculptures that were destroyed when his Left Right studio
complex in Belling was demolished by the Chinese state in 2018 "They (the
pieces) have a moral value," Al said. The Lego *field” will dispiay bricks
donated to the artist after the company briefly refused to supply him with
material for a politically-charged artwork in the wake of a 2014 exhibition
featuring Lego portraits of political prisoners,

Anocther *field* includes 1,600 neglected neolithic stone tools which Al started
coliecting In the 1990s at places such as flea markets. "Nobody paid attention
to them... they (market vendors) were really surprised | wanted them," Ai said.



Between the 200,000 porcelain spouts from teapots and wine ewers and the
100,000 porcelain displayed balls alongsioe them, other fiekds shine a light on
anclent handcrafted works. "We often say modern people do not know how
to wash a dish," Al said. *In some senses, we are less understanding... about
the touch, texture and shape of forms made by human hands.” The field
sections in the exhibition will not be cordoned off to visitors, who will be able
10 walk freely between them.

The tension between handmade and industrially produced items underpins
the show, added McGuirk, highlighting the period of turbulence and transition
that China has gone through in the past 30 years. Ai charts the changing face
of Beijing following “the tremendous scale of urbanization and development
which brought a lot of gestruction, a devaluing of history, a wiping away of
streetscapes and architecture,” McGuirk added.

Meanwhile the coffin-like *Rebar and Case’, references the earthgquake that
devastated Sichuan province in 2008, claiming almeost 90,000 lives. More
than 5,000 students were crushed under the rubble of their collapsed school
buildings. Ai's new work "Nian Nian® consists of 26 prints representing more
than 1,000 names hand-carved in a jade seal using calligraphy, creating a
graphic memorial to the children who died.



Some works will be shown outside the exhibition space, including *Cotoured
House," the timber frame of a house that once belonged 1o a family in
Zhejiang province in eastern China during the early Qing dynasty.

‘The loss of cultural memory is very much one of the themes of this show... Ai
is bringing ancient and modem together,” McGuirk said.

"6l Weiwel: Making Sense" is showing at the Design Museum in London, UK,
from April 7 to July 30,
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Ai Weiwei's largest-ever Lego artwork revealed at
London’s Design Museum

At London's Design Museum, Al Wetwel has unveiled Water Lilles #1, &
new Lego recreation of Claude Monet's iconic painting, We explore the vast
new work ahead of the Chinese artist’s major show at the museum,
opening on 7 April 2023

BY HARRIET LLOYD-8MITH

PLUBUSHED 12 DAYS AGOD

Ahead of his major show at London’s Design Museum, Chinese artist Ai
Weiwei has unveiled a homage to Impressionist painter, Claude Monet,

constructed entirely of Lego.

The piece, titled Water Lilies 1, is Ai's largest Lego artwork to date,
spanning 15m in length and comprising 650,000 studs of Lego bricks in 22

colours.

The new work will be on view as part of the Design Museum’s much-
anticipated exhibition ‘Ai Weiwei: Making Sense’, which opens on Friday 7
April, and will be the artist’s first exhibition to focus on design and

architecture, as well as his largest solo show in eight years.



In Water Lilies #1, Ai probes notions of reality and artifice. Although
Monet's word-famous painting represents the epitome of natural beauty,
the pond and gardens he depicts were in fact a man-made construct,
designed and created by Monet himself at the turn of the 20th century. In
Ai’s work, the Lego bricks eliminate the humanistic gesture of Monet’s
brushstrokes in favour of a simplified, depersonalised language of pixel-
like parts and colours, Through this, Ai comments on contemporary modes
of digital image consumption, and all that might be lost in the process.

As Ai Weiwei commented, ‘Our world is complex and collapsing towards
an unpredictable future. It's crucial for individuals to find a personalised
language to express their experience of these challenging conditions.
Personalised expression arises from identifying with history and memories
while creating a new language and narrative. Without a personal narrative,
artistic narration loses its quality. In Wafer Lilies #1 I integrate Monet's
Impressionist painting, reminiscent of Zenism in the East, and concrete
experiences of my father and me into a digitised and pixelated language.
Toy bricks as the material, with their qualities of solidity and potential for
deconstruction, reflect the attributes of language in our rapidly developing
era where human consciousness is constantly dividing.’



Ai Weiwei first deployed Lego bricks as an art medium in 2014 when he
used them to create portraits of political prisoners. Now a key element of
his practice, Lego will also feature heavily in the Design Museum show,
most notably in Untitled (Lego Incident) which will see thousands of Lego
blocks fill the gallery floor. Ai sourced the materials for the work (seen fully
assembled for the first time at the Design Museum) via public donations
from around the world, in response to Lego briefly refusing to sell their
products to him in 2014,



Justin McGuirk, Chief Curator at the Design Museum and curator of *Ai
Weiwei: Making Sense’ said: ‘Several of the works in this exhibition
capture the destruction of urban development in China over the last two
decades. With Water Lilies #1, Ai Weiwei presents us with an alternate
vision - a garden paradise.” McGuirk also describes how Ai has embedded
a more poignant narrative into the piece: a dark portal on the right-hand
side, representing the door to the underground dugout in Xinjiang
province where Ai and his father, the acclaimed poet Ai Qing, lived in
forced exile in the 1960s. ‘On the one hand, he has personalised it by
inserting the door of his desert childhood home, and on the other, he has
depersonalised it by using an industrial language of modular Lego blocks,
This is a monumental, complex and powerful work and we are proud to be
the first museum to show it.’

"Ai Weiwei: Making Sense’ runs at the Design Museum from 7 April-30 July
2023. designmuseum.org ¥
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“Honestly, | think it's a useless building,” says Ai Weiwei in mid-
October, talking outside his new studio, an imposing wood-framed
structure nearing completion on a barren stretch of scrubbrush in
the Portuguese countryside. The activist-artist has two studios
already, in Beijing and Berlin. “l don't need another studio,” he says.
Nonetheless he's erecting another one above his home here, about
an hour southeast of Lisbon in the rural Alentejo region—some
30,000 square feet of open-plan space around a central courtyard.

Beneath a construction crane, 100 solid wood pillars rise to meet a
complex lattice of wood beams overhead, each piece notched into
place without nails or adhesives, following the ancient rules of
traditional Chinese joinery. The building, designed by Ai, isn't
architecture in the contemporary sense but something more
essential. “In China nobody is called an architect; we call it 'big
cabinetry’ or ‘small cabinetry,” he says. “Big cabinetry, you build
houses; small cabinetry, you make furniture—same method. It's an
old type of language...it's puzzled together. For me it's more like a
game.”



Before moving to Portugal three years ago, Ai, 66, China's most
famous dissident artist—now unable to return to his homeland,
lest authorities decide to detain him—had been living in Berlin,
where he arrived in 2015 after he was released from house arrest
in Beijing and the Communist regime returned his confiscated
passport. Now he's traded the hustle of the big city for the idyllic
calm of this sparsely populated corner of Portugal. “l used to enjoy
the fast. Now | enjoy the slowness,” he says of the change in
scenery and lifestyle.

Even in isolation, though, as an icon of free speech and an
outspoken presence on social media whose pronouncements
sometimes rankle more than Chinese authorities, Ai's life still
moves at a ferocious pace. Last fall, as war consumed Israel and
the Gaza Strip, Ai weighed in on the conflict on X (formerly Twitter),
calling out what he saw as the influence of American Jews on U.S.
support for Israel, and igniting a controversy that quickly rippled
around the world. “Financially, culturally and in terms of media
influence, the Jewish community has had a significant presence in
the United States,” Ai wrote, in part, in a post he later deleted. “The
annual $3 billion aid package to Israel has, for decades, been
touted as one of the most valuable investments the United States
has ever made. This partnership is often described as one of
shared destiny.” In response, Ai's London gallery, Lisson,
indefinitely postponed a new exhibition of his work that had been
set to open in November.

Over the years Ai has been a critic of Israeli government policy
toward Palestinians, of the U.S.-Mexico border wall, of the United
Kingdom's Brexit vote, of Vladimir Putin and Donald Trump. His
criticism of German society after he left Berlin—describing a
pervasive “authoritarian mindset” and a distaste for foreigners, and
going so far as to tell the Guardian “Nazism perfectly exists in
German daily life today"—Iled to a fierce backlash in the German
press. “When | start to criticize German society, they have a sense
of loss or betrayal: ‘We saved this guy's life, there's no gratitude,”
says Ai, of his comments about a country that gave him asylum.
Still, he insists, he has “no regrets.”
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There's a tennis court Ai never uses and a pool he never swims in—
though he enjoys watching the sunlight reflecting off its surface.
“You need some water for good feng shui,” he says. He brought one
cat from Berlin and adopted another, added potted plants and a
decorative tub filled with koi fish to the courtyard and a big
birdcage with a pair of turacos (exotic birds from Africa) to the
veranda out back. “We needed some life here,” he says.



With almost no art at all in the house, there's not much to indicate
one of the world's highest-profile artists lives here. A single
recognizable Ai creation hangs in a hallway, a rendition in Lego—a
favored medium these days—of an iconic early work, Dropping a
Han Dynasty Urn. The original, a triptych of photographs capturing
Ai smashing a 2,000-year-old Chinese relic, referenced the
destruction of Chinese heritage during Mao's Cultural Revolution.
(Some observers pointed out that in creating the work Ai himself
was destroying—some said desecrating—that same cultural
heritage.) He hung the Lego version, he told me, so TV crews who
come to visit him in Portugal will have something to shoot. “l don't
like to look at my artwork."

Ai began mapping out plans for his Portugal studio a few months
after he arrived, with no clear idea of how he might use the space.
Eventually, he says, he might shift some of the fabrication that now
happens in Berlin and Beijing to Portugal. But the new building is
also an end unto itself. “I said, ‘Maybe | should do something here
to make me feel some sense of belonging.”

Ai is a polymath and an autodidact, a conceptual artist,
documentary filmmaker and architect—he helped design the Bird's
Nest stadium for the 2008 Beijing Olympics despite having no
formal design training. “My work you cannot really define as
architecture, sculpture or design,” he says. “l work in between, in
everything.” He creates beautiful things that double as big activist
statements, often overcoming huge logistical hurdles along the
way.

“He’s a tireless figure, has got extraordinary energy, extraordinary
ability to work on many different levels,” says Greg Hilty, partner
and curatorial director at Lisson. “I think he can do that because he
approaches everything in a rational, intuitive way.”



In 2010, Ai filled the Turbine Hall at London’s Tate Modern museum
with 100 million porcelain sunflower seeds, hand-crafted by 1,600
Chinese artisans—a commentary on global trade and the ubiquity
of “made in China" exports. He tackled the global refugee crisis with
his 2019 piece Life Vest Snake, weaving an enormous serpent from
life vests recovered from the Greek isle of Lesbos.

In 2021, he presented an outdoor sculpture, cast in iron from a
mold made from a 100-foot-tall tree in the Brazilian rainforest, as



part of an exhibition focused on deforestation shown at the
Serralves Museum. Its director, Vergne, had originally approached
Ai about organizing a show on his architectural work. “I liked the
way he turned my question around,” says Vergne. “When | said, 'l
want to do something about your architecture.’ He sent me a
picture of this tree and he told me, ‘This is architecture, this is a
temple.”

Ai transforms ready-made objects from the ancient and modern
worlds into complex works of art, carpeting museum floors with
thousands of Stone Age tools or porcelain teapot spouts, and
welding together bicycle frames to create towering sculptures. A
few years ago, he acquired a huge trove of buttons destined for a
landfill from a defunct British factory—"30 tons of buttons,” he
says, “covering the whole history of buttons.” For the longest time
he had no idea how he'd use them. Now he's considering a new
body of work, focused on the Industrial Revolution. “I cannot just
casually make something,” he says. “It has to stay with me.
Sometimes for years | don't know what to do.”



In 2014, he unveiled some of his first Lego works, portraits of 176
prisoners of conscience and human-rights advocates from around
the world, among them heroic figures like Nelson Mandela and
Martin Luther King Jr. and more controversial ones such as Edward
Snowden and Chelsea Manning. The portraits, based on blown-up
photographs, matched each pixel to a color in the regular Lego
spectrum. “It's only 40 colors,” Ai says. “Can you believe it makes a
very sophisticated image?”

First shown on Alcatraz, the former prison in San Francisco Bay,
the works are now in the permanent collection of the Hirshhorn
Museum in Washington, D.C. “When you see the works, the
portraits, they appear to be pixelated, so it is referring, | think, to
this moment we live in, where everything is rendered through this
digital format,” says Hirshhorn director Melissa Chiu.

Ai has since gone on to produce large Lego versions of many
masterworks of Western art. His take on Monet's Water Lilies,
shown at the Design Museum in London last spring, is constructed
from 650,000 Lego bricks. In other new pieces, he's been adding
his own mischievous touch to iconic works. He inserted the Bird's
Nest stadium into a new Lego version of Washington Crossing the
Delaware and popped his new studio in Portugal into a Lego
rendition of Christina’s World by Andrew Wyeth. “For me it's the
best media to have my funny attitude toward art,” he says of his
Lego fixation.

Ai has always been meticulous about documenting on film and
video both his works in progress and the world around him. That
led, eventually, to a thriving sideline making documentaries. Human
Flow, a 2017 feature on the global refugee crisis, took a year to
shoot in 23 countries. During the pandemic, he oversaw three
more searing documentaries, dispatching crews to cover the
coronavirus outbreak in Wuhan, China; the pro-democracy
movement in Hong Kong; and the plight of Rohingya refugees who



fled Myanmar for Bangladesh. He's in post-production, now, on a
new globe-spanning film, Animality, produced in collaboration with
an animal-welfare nonprofit called Four Paws International, which
features footage of animal abuse. “Not a pleasant film to watch,” he
says. “But | think necessary."”



Ai Qing became a literary hero during the Communist revolution
following World War Il, embraced by Mao Zedong and his followers
as they fought to take over the country. His fortunes changed
dramatically during the Cultural Revolution, the great purge of
intellectuals in the 1960s that began a few years after Ai Weiwei's
birth. Denounced as a rightist, the poet was exiled with his family
to a remote corner of China on the edge of the Gobi Desert, where
they lived as social pariahs. For many years their home was a literal
hole in the ground. “l was growing up in silence—we didn't even
have birds where we were,” says Ai Weiwei. “Music? We didn't even
have electricity. We didn't even have water...| can’t even imagine

how we survived.”

Ai Qing’s public rehabilitation followed Mao's death in 1976. Today
he is considered a literary giant, a sort of Chinese Walt Whitman,
required reading in public school curriculums. Nobody talks about
the long period when his family's life was a living hell. “They just
skip that 20 years like it didn't happen.”

Though his father, who died in 1996, had been an accomplished
painter as well as a poet, Ai says he never once considered the
possibility of an art career as a child. “When we grew up, we called
artists ‘art workers,’ purely belonging to the propaganda
department. There were no independent artists, nothing
independent,” he says. “There is no individual.”

When Ai finished high school, the academics and intellectuals who
had been considered enemies of the state were beginning to get
their lives back. The country’s universities, which had been
shuttered for years, were starting to reopen. Ai was offered a
coveted spot at the Beijing Film Academy, alongside other children
of leading cultural figures. He didn't stick around long, dropping
out after two years.

“I felt like | didn't fit in. They were a little privileged,” Ai says of his
classmates, many of whom went on to become celebrated
filmmakers. “I didn't feel that way."”



In 1981, when he was 23, Ai followed a girlfriend to Pennsylvania,
and then across the country to Berkeley, California, where he spent
a year studying English. He arrived in New York in 1983, moving
into a tiny apartment in the East Village. He took on odd jobs to
survive, working in a framing shop, sketching portraits on the
street. And he discovered blackjack, an enduring obsession,
making frequent trips to Atlantic City. “Probably until now Atlantic
City is the city | visited most in the world,” he says.

He took art classes at Parsons and the Art Students League and
was introduced to the work of Andy Warhol and Marcel Duchamp,
two important influences. In the mid-1980s he made his own off-
kilter portraits of Mao, among his last canvases before he
abandoned painting entirely in favor of conceptual art. He also had
an active social life, immersed in the bohemian milieu of the East
Village—his circle of friends included the Beat poet Allen Ginsberg
—capturing everything with the camera that was often slung
around his neck. “I had this idea that my life was almost
meaningless at that time, but the photos have some meaning,” he
says.



After learning his father was gravely ill, in 1993 Ai returned to
China for the first time in more than a decade, moving back in with
his parents in Beijing. “I felt strange at home. | became a foreigner
again.” He kept himself busy visiting flea markets and antique
stores, amassing the beginning of what would eventually grow into
a vast collection of dusty relics. “l didnt know anything about our
past, so that was a period of intensive learning about the material
life in China—2,000 years ago, 3,000, 5,000 years ago,” he says of
his early flea market excursions.

The original photos of Ai dropping a Han dynasty urn were shot on
a whim by his younger brother in that period—it was 1995—and
not printed until years later. “Now it's become some kind of iconic
anti-establishment image,” Ai says, “but nothing was planned.”

When his mother lost patience with him hanging around the
house, he rented a piece of fallow farmland near the airport,
where he began planning his first live-in studio. “She said, ‘You
should move out. I've had enough of you,” he says.

The Beijing studio, Ai's first major building design—modeled
partially on a New York loft—was completed in just a few months
in 1999. With its clean lines, high ceilings and ample skylights, it
became a sensation in the Chinese press. “My building appeared in
the most sophisticated architecture magazines,” he says. “They
invited me to Japan and Germany as a new star of architecture.
Nobody knew I'm an artist.”

The area around his studio came to be known as Beijing East
Village, embodying the spirit of the New York neighborhood where
Ai had first come into contact with activist artists. “He brought a lot
of those ideas back to China for a slightly younger generation of
impressionable artists,” says Chiu, of the Hirshhorn, who met Ai
when she was a graduate student visiting Beijing in that period.



As a new art scene rose up around him, he launched his own not-
for-profit gallery space and, eventually, his own restaurant. “We
had to close because so many friends came and, very often, we
would not let them pay,” he says.

And he began testing the limits of free speech, putting out some of
China’s first underground art publications (the first, a black book
with no title, was his veiled response to Red Flag, an official
Communist Party magazine) and organizing some of its edgiest art
exhibitions. “When | decided to go back to China, | asked myself
one question: ‘Am | afraid to be arrested? And the answer was no,"
he says.

In the fall of 2000 Ai rented a warehouse space in Shanghai for an
exhibition showcasing other envelope-pushing Chinese artists,
coinciding with the city’s third official art biennial. “They were trying
to promote the city, and | had this show,” he says of the local
authorities. “They were so mad. The head of the Communist Party
held [the catalog] up to the Central Committee: ‘Look at what art
has become.”

Though he had never used a computer before, in 2005, at the
invitation of one of China’s biggest internet portals, Ai began
publishing his own daily blog. His first post, a single sentence, was
published online that November: “To express yourself needs a
reason; expressing yourself is the reason.” Sharing his unbridled
thoughts, the blog soon attracted millions of readers. For a few
years, writing became a compulsion. “l spent 95 percent of my
time, energy on the blog, less than 5 percent on art,” Ai says. “I
wrote a few million words.”

Though many of his peers in the art scene in Beijing were
eventually arrested for producing subversive work, for a while Ai
seemed to be untouchable. “| was always laughing about it,
because | thought it's very real, super real, and at the same time
surreal. You want to test how far you can go.”



By 2008 Ai's relatively privileged position in China as a critical voice
with a public platform was looking increasingly tenuous. That
spring, as work was nearing completion on the Bird's Nest, which
he designed in collaboration with the Swiss firm Herzog & de
Meuron, a devastating 7.9 magnitude earthquake shook Sichuan
province in southwestern China. With little information about
casualties coming out of the region, Ai set up a “citizen
investigation team” online to gather the names of children who
had gone missing after their schools collapsed, in the process
calling attention to shoddy school construction. Though authorities
quickly mobilized to shut him down, he would eventually publish
5,219 names—a small fraction of the more than 80,000 people
estimated to have died in the quake.

In the summer of 2009, a few months after the birth of his son, Ai
Lao, with filmmaker Wang Fen, Ai's blog went dark, officially taken
offline by Chinese authorities. “For four years | had talked openly
about anything on the internet,” he says. “Those four years were
the peak of my life, because | had a platform to organize actions

online.”

Things got worse that August, when Ai was assaulted by police
while visiting Sichuan province, suffering a cerebral hemorrhage
after being struck in the head. He was treated for his injuries at a
hospital in Germany a few weeks later, while visiting Munich to
install a museum show. The crackdowns followed him into 2011.
By the start of that year the authorities were tearing down a new
studio he'd just finished building in Shanghai. (Another of Ai's
studios, the second of two in Beijing, was also later destroyed.)
Then, on April 3, 2011, he was arrested at the airport in Beijing
while preparing to board a flight to Hong Kong, and his passport
was confiscated.



Ai would spend the next 81 days in a secret detention site,
interrogated constantly, watched 24/7—even while he slept. After
his release, he described the experience as a “kind of mental
torture.” Thinking of his son, he began writing his memoir right
after his release. “Because it alarms me that | may disappear again
and may never have the chance to tell the story to my son,” he



says. (Lao, who is now 14, lives with his mother in Cambridge,
England.)

And he began to make art referencing his months in captivity. He
raged against the state in a Chinese-language rock album, The
Divine Comedy, produced with a musician friend, Zuoxiao Zuzhou. A
music video for the lead single, “Dumbass,” showcases the
claustrophobic conditions of his incarceration. “People kept asking
me, ‘What was it like?" he says. “l said, I'll make a video.” He built six
hyper-realistic half-scale dioramas of the windowless space he was
held in, including replicas of the guards who stood watch while he
ate. Together, the lifelike scenes, encased in steel boxes, formed
an installation, S.A.C.R.E.D., which debuted in Venice during the
2013 art Biennale. “That’s a point where his lived experience
translated quite directly into a moving art project,” says Hilty, his
London gallerist, who has worked with Ai since 2010. “It had this
almost timeless sense of suffering and existential dread.”

Unable to leave China, Ai oversaw the Venice installation remotely.
He wouldn't get his passport back until two years later. When he
did, he left—possibly for good.

Last fall, in the wake of his London gallery's postponement of his
show, Ai released a broad statement in defense of unpopular
speech. “If free expression is limited to the same kind of opinions,
it becomes an imprisonment of expression,” the statement read, in
part. “Freedom of speech is about different voices, voices different
from ours.”

Ai's new studio in Portugal is an homage of sorts to a less divisive
and perhaps more hopeful time in his life. The design mimics his
destroyed Shanghai studio—before he fell decisively out of favor
with the Chinese authorities, before the head injury, before exile.
While the basic form and proportions are identical, he swapped in
wood for concrete and made the new building much larger.



The old-fashioned timber construction is a nod to another Ai
creation, an installation first shown in Beijing shortly before he left
China in 2015. From near his father's hometown in southern China,
he had purchased the ruins of the 400-year-old Wang Family
Ancestral Hall, built in the Ming dynasty as a place for ancestor
worship. After transporting the wooden structure, piece by piece,
to Beijing, he rebuilt it inside two connected art galleries within an
industrial space—one, Tang Contemporary Art, Chinese-owned;
the other, Galleria Continua, Italian. “They both wanted to give me
a show,” says Ai. “l said it would be the best situation to put one
work in two galleries.” Showing half of the building in each gallery,
he repurposed the historic site into a conceptual work of art,
adding his own interventions in and around it.

The traditional building techniques behind the Wang Family
Ancestral Hall and Ai's studio in Portugal are described in
excruciating detail in a historic manual, of sorts—the title loosely
translates as The Way to Build—originally published during the Song
dynasty a millennium ago. A hand-printed 1925 edition of the book
in Ai's personal collection features the sorts of visual diagrams that
might be included in an lkea furniture kit. “The interesting thing is
everything has a name, every piece defined, what should be,
proportionally,” Ai says, leafing through the book. “You can build
the perfect house. Of course, my design is much simpler, not so
complicated.”



To the studio plans in Portugal, though, he added an extra hurdle
to overcome—"| think | have to create problems to enjoy it,” he
says—jogging the roof off its usual axis to create new angles, new
shadows, new building challenges. “| did just one movement,
shifting the roof 32 degrees,” he says. “That made it very
subversive. There’s no reason to do that. By doing that it destroys
the logic of the interior and the outside...and it creates a lot, a lot, a
lot of problems.”



With the land zoned for agriculture, the building permit describes
the site as a storage warehouse. “They asked, ‘What are you going
to put in there?' | told them, ‘Sunflower seeds,"” Ai says, with a
laugh. With a small team of Portuguese carpenters handling
construction, work has moved slowly. Ai's nearly 700,000 Instagram
followers have been able to track the progress online.

Even with the building approaching the finish line—he's hoping to
complete construction this February—the compound still doesn't



quite feel like home. For Ai, who hasn't been back to China since
2015, life in European exile has been a disconnecting experience,
as he's retreated into an increasingly monastic existence. “I'm
either in China or outside China. Berlin, Portugal—it's the same
thing: outside China,” he says. “That's the Chinese psychology.”
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Ai Weiwei Shows His
Largest-Ever Lego Artwork
At Design Museum London



“Water Lilies,” the main focus of Monet’s artistic work in the
final decades of his life, captures nature’s serene beauty. Yet the
lily pond and the garden depicted are artificial creations,
designed by Monet for the gardens of his home in Giverny in
Normandy when he had the nearby river Epte partially diverted

for this idealized landscape.



Al recreates the scene, replacing Monet’s delicate brush strokes
and complex palette with single-unit hard plastic parts and
industrial shades. To add to our disorientation, a dark space on
the right appears amid this colorful, jolly scene. It represents the
door to the underground dugout in Xinjiang province where the
young artist and his father (Ai Qing, one of China’s most

renowned poets) were forced to live in exile in the 1960s.



He explains: “In ‘Water Lilies #1, I integrate Monet’s
Impressionist painting, reminiscent of Zenism in the East, and
concrete experiences of my father and me into a digitized and
pixelated language. Toy bricks as the material, with their
qualities of solidity and potential for deconstruction, reflect the
attributes of language in our rapidly developing era where

human consciousness is constantly dividing.”



Ai has been experimenting with Lego since 2014, when he first
worked with a material associated with playfulness, childhood,
and innocence to produce portraits of political prisoners. “Water
Lilies #1” is shown alongside another significant new Lego piece,
“Untitled (Lego Incident),” also making its international debut

at the Design Museum.

It's a seemingly simple artwork comprising hundreds of Lego
blocks. What adds depth is that the public donated much of the
plastic toy parts in response to Lego’s refusal in 2015 to sell its
products in bulk to the artist on the grounds of corporate
political neutrality — a decision that the vice-chairman later

reversed.

This latter artwork forms a series of five expansive so-called
“fields” where hundreds of thousands of objects — some crafted,
some found — are laid on the gallery floor to read like a
conversation, a reflection on our humanity and how we relate to

our time.
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Claude Monet's delicate brushstrokes depicting his love of his garden and its
water lilies have been recreated by the artist Ai Weiwel in 650,000 Lego bricks.

Monet's Water Lilies panels, painted between 1914 and 1926, took inspiration
from the artist's gardens in Giverny, France, and are credited as impressionist
masterpieces, The originals hang in the Musée de I'Orangerie in Panis, in rooms
designed by Monel.

Now the Chinese dissident has reinterpreted the work, employing Lego bricks in
22 different colours to create a 15m-long piece that will form part of his biggest
British show in eight vears, It opens at the Design Museum in Kensington in
April.



On the right-hand side and “brutally puncturing the watery paradise” is a dark
portal, the curator added. According to Ai, this is the door to the underground
dugout in Xinjiang where he and his poet father, Ai Qing, lived in forced exile in
the 1960s.

Al said: "Our world is complex and collapsing towards an unpredictable future,
It’s crucial for individuals to find a personalised language to express their
experience of these challenging conditions. Personalised expression arises from
identifying with history and memories while creating a new language and
narrative,
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“Without a personal narrative, artistic narration loses its quality. In Water Lilies
#1, | integrate Monet's impressionist painting, reminiscent of Zenism in the east,
and concrete experiences of my father and me into a digitised and pixelated
language.

“Toy bricks as the matenal, with their qualities of solidity and potential for
deconstruction, reflect the attributes of language in our rapidly developing era

where human consciousness is constantly dividing.”

McGuirk added: “On the one hand he has personalised it by inserting the door of
his desert childhood home, but on the other he has used an industrial language
of modular Lego blocks. This is a monumental, complex and powerful work and

we are proud to be the first museum to show it.”

The artist left China in 2015 and has lived in Cambridge for four years, He
developed a close relationship with Downing College and has exhibited at the

institution’s Heong Gallery.

Al Weiwei: Making Sense runs at the Design Museum from April 7 to July 30.

Tickets are available to pre-book now.
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Ai Weiwei's largest-ever Lego artwork revealed at
London’s Design Museum

At London’s Design Museum, A Weiwed has unveiled Water Lilles #1, a2
new Lego recreation of Claude Monet's iconic painting. We explore the vast
new work ahead of the Chinese artist’s major show at the museam,
opening on 7 April 2023

Ahead of his major show at London’s Design Museum, Chinese artist Ai
Weiwei has unveiled a homage to Impressionist painter, Claude Monet,
constructed entirely of Lego.

The piece, titled Water Lilies ¥ 1, is Ai’s largest Lego artwork to date,
spanning 15m in length and comprising 650,000 studs of Lego bricks in 22

colours.

The new work will be on view as part of the Design Museum’s much-
anticipated exhibition ‘Ai Weiwei: Making Sense’, which opens on Friday 7
April, and will be the artist’s first exhibition to focus on design and

architecture, as well as his largest solo show in eight years.



Dedal from Water Lines #1, 2022, by Al Wewel. Lego bncks

(Image credit Fhoto & Ea Bialkowska/OKNO studio. © imags ccurtesy of the artist and Gallena
Contnua)

In Water Lilies #1, Ai probes notions of reality and artifice. Although
Monet's word-famous painting represents the epitome of natural beauty,
the pond and gardens he depicts were in fact a man-made construct,
designed and created by Monet himself at the turn of the 20th century. In
Ai's work, the Lego bricks eliminate the humanistic gesture of Monet's
brushstrokes in favour of a simplified, depersonalised language of pixel-
like parts and colours. Through this, Ai comments on contemporary modes

of digital image consumption, and all that might be lost in the process.

As Ai Weiwei commented, ‘Our world is complex and collapsing towards
an unpredictable future, It's crucial for individuals to find a personalised
language to express their experience of these challenging conditions.
Personalised expression arises from identifying with history and memories
while creating a new language and narrative, Without a personal narrative,
artistic narration loses its quality. In Waier Lilies £1 l integrate Monet's
Impressionist painting, reminiscent of Zenism in the East, and concrete
experiences of my father and me into a digitised and pixelated language.
Toy bricks as the material, with their qualities of solidity and potential for
deconstruction, reflect the attributes of language in our rapidly developing

era where human consciousness is constantly dividing,”



Ai Weiwei first deployed Lego bricks as an art medium in 2014 when he
used them to create portraits of political prisoners. Now a key element of
his practice, Lego will also feature heavily in the Design Museum show,
most notably in Untitled (Lego Incident) which will see thousands of Lego
blacks fill the gallery floor. Ai sourced the materials for the work (seen fully
assembled for the first time at the Design Museum) via public donations
from around the world, in response to Lego briefly refusing to sell their
products to him in 2014,



Justin McGuirk, Chief Curator at the Design Museum and curator of *Ai
Weiwei: Making Sense’ said: ‘Several of the works in this exhibition
capture the destruction of urban development in China over the last two
decades. With Water Lilies #1, Ai Weiwei presents us with an alternate
vision — a garden paradise.” McGuirk also describes how Ai has embedded
a more poignant narrative into the piece: a dark portal on the nght-hand
side, representing the door to the underground dugout in Xinjiang
province where Ai and his father, the acclaimed poet Ai Qing, lived in
forced exile in the 1960s. ‘On the one hand, he has persenalised it by
inserting the door of his desert childhood home, and on the other, he has
depersonalised it by using an industrial language of modular Lego blocks.
This is a monumental, complex and powerful work and we are proud to be
the first museum to show it.!
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One work, Glass Big Brotherby conceptual artist Song Dong, was acquired
for the museum’s permanent collection. It is a monumental chandelier with
candlesticks pointing to the floor instead of the ceiling, and attached to
surveillance cameras—a twist on an object that should illuminate our
vision, but instead seems to be eerily watching us.

The exhibition is the museum'’s second collaboration with the Berengo
Studio’s Glasstress programme, “As it morphs from molten liquid to defined
solid shapes, glass reinvents itself," writes Adriano Berengo, the studio’s
founder, in the exhibition catalogue. This fluid reinvention also applies to
Berengo's hope that contemporary artists adopr glass as a medium, and
continue using it after leaving Venice.

“It was a challenging year to plan an international exhibition, but the effort
serves as a tribute to the resilience of Venice,” says [rvin Lippman, the
museum'’s executive director. After these ambitious works were created,
they were transported—very carefully—from Murano by boat and then
Milan by truck, on a plane to Miami, and then through customs and on to
Boca Raton. "A reassurance that art is an essential and enduring part of
humanity.”
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Great Big Art Exhibition invites locked-
down Brits to put creativity on show

People encouraged to make art on themes chosen by famous
names and display it in their windows






“The doors to our collections and galleries might be shut but our
imaginations are forever open. Making, showing and experiencing art has
created so much joy, connection and solace for many thousands of people,”
she said.
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The Great Big Art Exhibition: Ai
Weiwei and Anthony Gormley leading
UK’s largest-ever art exhibition held
in people’s front windows

ditfere theme w

be chosen zach fortnight by a famouy artist, with membiers of the pubic encouraged to



They can create art as individuals or as a community by joining up
“virtually” with their street. school, temple, church, shopping centre or
football team.

Other artists who will choose
themes each fortnight include Ai
Werwei. Sir Anish Kapoor and
Jeremy Deller.

The next theme of The Great Big
Art Exhibition will be portraits,
chosen by Sonia Bovee, and the
artworks can be made of
anything.

*Making, showing and experiencing art has created so much joy,
connection and solace for many thousands of people,” said Sally Shaw,
director of Colchester venue Firstsite, which first came up with the idea.
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Ai Weiwei's Covid-19 Documentary

Dissedent artist Al Weiwel's Covid-19 documentary, *“CoroNation” datads China's handling of the
pandemic. He discusses the fim, art and censorship. {Source: Quicktake)

February 3rd, 2021, 6:06 AM GMT+0000
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Ceramic artists: top trail-glazers
breaking the mould

Contemporary ceramic artists are firing up the canon into a new age

eramics and art have a companionship longer than most. In a story thar
began in the Palacolithic period, this potent fusion of water, earth and
creativity has evolved through many modes. 215¢-century artists are proving
thar ceramics has as much porential for concepr as function, lured o the

medium for its versatility, sensuality and potential as a platform for provocation,

From arrists upholding age-old rechniques with a ewise, to those unearthing radical
witys 1o push materials vo their limirs, these are the trail-glazers, the mould-breakers

and future-shapers on the cutting edge of ceramic art



Ai Weiwei

Al Weiwes, Coga Cove Vase, 200 Han Dynasty vases (206BC- 2204100 and mdustrial paint. © A Wetwel Couclésy

Lissent Callery

Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei is just as famed for breaking ceramic art as
making it. In 1995, in one of the most memorable and controversial moments of art-
world thearre, he intentionally dropped an alleged 2,c00-year-old Han Dynasty Urn,
which shatrered at his feet. A year before, Ai painted over another with the red
Coca-Colalogo. This erasure of artefacts - and ergo cultural history - is a recurring
theme in Ai's work, with ancient ceramic vessels often his rools of choice to question
who or whar ascribes cultural value. In a different, but no less striking ceramic
mode, Ai dominated Tate’s turbine hall with oo million individually hand-crafred
life-sized sunflower seeds sculpred and painted by specialists in Jingdezhen, China. It
was an invitation to reflect on the 'Made in China’ phenomenon, and more broadly,
contemporary cultural exchange. Ai confronts the vast history of ceramic ar,
smashes it open and pieces it back together to astonishing, and explosive effect.



LISSON GALLERY

The New York Times
13 February 2021

Che New AJork Eimes






LISSON GALLERY

Los Angeles Times
18 February 2021

Los Angeles Times

17 culture picks: A modern dance take on ‘Romeo
and Juliet’ and more

Matthew Bourne, Ai Weiwel, Patton Oswalt, Los Angeles Opera and
Japanese woodblock printing all make our weekly streaming list this
weekend. Here’s the rundown of online concerts, theater, art and

other culture for your viewing consideration, all times Pacific.
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Ai Weiwei: My cats think they are so important. They always want
to sleep in the center of my bed or get on my shoulder, and I really
have to negotiate with them. But they bring me so much joy. A
neighbor found Shadow nearby, abandoned in some trash. She's
very small, but full of curiosity. Half is 6, and more sophisticated —
I brought him with me to Portugal from my studio in Berlin, where
I lived between 2015 and 2020 — and Yellow was a local street cat [
took in. He’s very attached to humans. If I go on a walk, he follows
me, almost like a dog. But of course, all cats are independent, and
our house here is in the middle of a field, so they can run around all
day. In Berlin, we were on an upper floor of an apartment building,
and Half and another cat I had then jumped out of a window.
Fortunately, they weren't hurt. Cats are so capable. It's amazing.
Any other animal would be dead.

When | was growing up in Shihezi, China, in the 1960s, you didn’t
see families with pets, because of course communism is against
private property, and any kind of compassion back then was
deemed questionable. Animals were only valued as tools for
productivity, as was the case with donkeys and horses, or for their
meat. My mom’s generation also tends to think that animals are
dirty. Communism is very concerned with cleanliness — you have
to be spiritually clean, physically clean — and so even a little bit of
animal hair somewhere is unacceptable. When [ built my own
studio in Beijing in 2000, though, the first thing I wanted was to
have some life in there. [ bought one cat — the first cat — and took
care of him for 20 years,



At one point, I had more than 30 cats in my Beijing compound.
They were all rescues. In some cities in southern China, like
Guangzhou, there is a famous dish called Dragon and Phoenix that
often contains cat and snake meats. It’s a mad local custom, and
there are people who capture neighborhood cats in other cities and
send them south. In 2009, I was working with an N.G.O. called
China Small Animal Protection Association — really just a group of
kids, because even that kind of nonprofit can't really exist in China
— and we seized a truck filled with 400 cats in tiny cages. I couldn’t
take all of them, so I took 40. And they were all different. It doesn't
matter how many cats you have — each has its own character.

I was under horrible stress in China. Every day, when I walked
outside, I was being surveilled. The secret police would follow me
or watch me — when [ was in parks, in restaurants. But the cats
were another world. They are indifferent to the human struggle.



And yet they always find a way to inspire happiness. I did a lot of
video interviews from Beijing, and every time, this one cat would
jump onto my table and lie right in front of the computer. I always
joked that he was a secret agent because he knew everything about
my conversations. I left Beijing in 2015, but I still have my studio
there, and my assistants send me photos of the cats. They tell me if
one dies, and how they buried it.

I've learned so much from animals. It's important to be around
another species that has a completely different set of instincts and
intuitions. Humans are so rational. We are defined by our
knowledge, and that blocks our emotions and understanding of
ourselves. But anyone who opens their mind or heart to cats can
experience something that can't be found in human society. They
teach you that you can have a happy life without knowing anything
at all. They take care of themselves, and they make their own fun.
To be an individual, to be self-content — those are nice qualities for
a life.
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Op-Ed

The Organizers of a Major U.K. Exhibition Used
My Name to Promote Their Show. But They
Were Too Afraid to Embrace My ldeas

‘The Great Big Art Exhibition” rejected an artwork | made that focused on

pelitical prisaners. What was the real reason?
A Weiwei. June 22021

Al Weilwel, Phaoto Carl Court/Getty Images

What is art and what is its purpeose? What is its relevance to our
post-industrialist and consumption-oriented world? These questions
may seem banal, but they are especially pertinent if we look at “The
Great Big Art Exhibition,” organised by the U.K. visual arts
organisation Firstsite this year. | am very honored to share that my
2021 project Postcard for Political Prisoners was not accepted—and
that their rejection gave a real meaning to my artwork.

Erica Bolton, a public relations specialist who worked for Firstsite on
the exhibition, contacted us earlier this year, on January 18, through



Greg Hilty, the curatorial director of Lisson Gallery, and invited me
to take part in the nationwide show—which claims to be the U.K.'s
largest-ever art exhibition and a celebration of creativity to counter
the gloom of the pandemic. In collaboration with Art U.K., The Big
Draw, Voluntary Arts, and supported by the Plus Tate network of 35
museums and galleries across the U.K., the idea is that Britain's
leading artists would choose a different theme every two weeks and
that people could join up virtually to produce artworks together. In
the initial information I received from Bolton, we were told that
“artworks can be made of anything,” and that key works from across
the U.K. would be made available for download.

Their slogan goes: “The doors to our collections and galleries might
be shut but art and expression will be unleashed as never before
across the U.K."

On January 22, Sally Shaw, the director of Firstsite who was leading
the project, had a phone meeting with my studio’s press and
publications manager at that time. Between January and April, there
was a constant flow of WhatsApp communications between the
studio and Stuart Tulloch, Firstsite’s head of program, about the
specifics of my contribution.

On April 22, my artwork titled Postcard for Political Prisoners was
delivered to the Firstsite team. The idea of a postcard stems from
my 2014 exhibition at the former Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary in San
Francisco, where | made postcards that were each printed with an
address of a political prisoner. Visitors could write on them and the
postcards were subsequently mailed by the exhibition's organisers
to that jailed individual.

This time, for the design of the postcard | included a sketch from my
2015 work All Fingers Must Point Down on the reverse side. On the
front is an image of Wikileaks founder Julian Assange’s treadmill,



which was given to me in October 2016 as a present some months
after | interviewed him in summer 2016 while he was seeking asylum
at the Embassy of Ecuador in London, before he was detained by the
British authorities in April 2019. | am a strong supporter of Assange
because | firmly believe in the importance of investigative journalism
in a civil society. As | felt that | did not have the chance to do justice
to Assange’s story, the combination between my encounter with him
and my ongoing interest in sending letters to political prisoners was
crystallised into Postcard for Political Prisoners. it is a project which
not only shows care to political prisoners, but it also encourages
participants to reflect upon the relationship between the freedom
that they enjoy and the price these fighters pay for that freedom.

As we submitted the work, we informed Firstsite that we were
waiting for Amnesty International's list of political prisoners who
would be able and willing to receive mail from the public.
Immediately afterwards, we received an enthusiastic WhatsApp
message from Stuart Tulloch: “I'll get back to you with any questions
tomorrow. Thanks for all you've done to get this to us.”

On April 25, we informed Firstsite that Amnesty International would
take longer, due to the fact that there are so many people in prison
at the moment, they have less information on where people are held.
We enquired with Firstsite about posting the details of my project on
their platform.

No response.
We followed up again on May 13 and May 17.
No response.

On May 17, we asked Lisson director Hilty to follow up on our behalf.
That's how we finally received a response, on May 20, after
Firstsite's silence for 27 days. The response came from the director
of Firstsite, Sally Shaw: “We have given the idea a great deal of
consideration and unfortunately, we are unable to take it forward for
two reasons. Sadly, due to the timing of when the idea came through
from the studio, it has made it difficult for us to include it in The
Great Big Art Exhibition. Also, the concept of the project is to
encourage people across the nation to make artworks and display
them in their windows. The sending of a postcard takes us away
from this intention. | must assure you, sincerely, that this is in no
way a reflection of our appreciation of the idea itself, which is
remarkable and profound, and equally our esteem for Weiwei and his
work." [Shaw reiterated this to Artnet News when reached for
comment, adding that “it was our greatest dream to work with Ai
Weiwei. He is the most extra-ordinary artist for whom everyone at
Firstsite has the deepest respect.”]



Shaw’s response carries exactly the same tone as a rejection letter
sent to job applicants. The only difference is the reversal of our
roles because she was the one who courted my participation in the
exhibition. What makes even less sense is the reasons that she gave
for not having included my postcard: timing and art form. In fact, no
deadline was ever given for my contribution, and, according to
official information, the last theme, “Performance,” spanned from
April 26 to May 9—my work could have fit nicely, thematically and
temporally.

Now, for the second reason: In an exhibition where Anish Kapoor's
abstract painting could potentially encourage people to make
artworks and Antony Gormiey's instructions could teach people how
to make a dog figurine with a ball of clay, why wouldn't my
conceptual artwork Postcard for Political Prisoners inspire people to
make artworks in the form of a postcard and engage in art-activism?
What could stop participants from sending the postcard to
themselves and pasting it on the window? Who is judging whether
one artwork is more worthwhile for the purpose of “encouraging
people across the nation to make artworks and display them in their
windows"” than another? What is the criteria? Whom has my postcard
with Julian Assange’s treadmiil offended?

The inherent self-contradiction in Shaw's stated reasons, or rather,
excuses demonstrated an inability to make her case—she seemed
too afraid to give us a straight answer and too maladroit to round it
off. I think the reason is related to Assange who has been
incarcerated in HM Prison Belmarsh in London since his arrest on
April 11, 2019, and that they don't want to touch on a topic like
Assange. Everyone is avoiding it—not just in the mainstream media,
but in the circles of art and culture in general. By writing down the
events that occurred, | hope to provoke everyone reading to think
about the role that contemporary art plays in daily life.



In my opinion, contemporary art should be related to people’s lives
and concerned with humanitarian ideas; art is, first and foremost,
about human beings. What | do as an artist is always related to my
personal experiences and the world around me—as such, my
postcard design references my personal contact with Assange.

Everywhere in the contemporary world, art exhibitions enjoy
flaunting famous artists’' work, while, at the same time, Western art
has become completely cut off from society. “The Great Big Art
Exhibition” used my name to promote the so-called “biggest
exhibition” in the U.K. while also deciding against the core values of
art, freedom of expression. What this incident unravels is the art
world's hypocrisy and corruption to reveal a world that considers art
as a decoration and a sedative within our capitalist and consumerist
society, a world where cultural activities concern culture alone and
nothing more. Art has become a tool to numb ourselves so that we
may avoid introspection. Any reflections through art are undesirable
because they evoke pain and suffering and, if we delve into it, we
would all be found guilty—and artists are guiltier than others
because we have far more opportunities for free expression.

My rejection also demonstrates that this art project, which involves
more than 21 museums as well as other cultural venues based in this
so-called democratic society, are quintessentially hypocritical. Let’s
read “The Great Big Art Exhibition” slogans once again: “artworks
can be made of anything at all” and “art and expression will be
unleashed as never before across the U.K." It is truly ironic to
observe the corrupt practices of cultural circles in a place at the
pinnacle of Western civilization, which advocates for and takes pride
in its freedom of expression. In reality, freedom of expression is
nothing more than empty talk and it has become a product that only
serves the purpose of flattering the vanity of those who are powerful



and wealthy—which is even worse.

| feel ashamed that nowadays all art does is whitewash. My artwork
has once again proven how the art world is corrupt. So, | would like
to thank Firstsite and the experience that they offered: Their
rejection made Postcard for Political Prisoners a truly worthwhile
project.

In response to this article, Sally Shaw, director of Firstsite, sent
Artnet News the following comment: “It was our greatest dream to
work with Ai Weiwei. He is the most extra-ordinary artist for whom
everyone at Firstsite has the deepest respect. We gave his idea a
great deal of consideration and unfortunately and very sadly we were
unable to take it forward for two reasons. Due to the timing of when
the idea came through from the studio, it has made it difficult for us
to include it in The Great Big Art Exhibition. Also, the concept of the
project is to encourage people across the nation to make artworks
and display them in their windows. The sending of a postcard takes
us away from this intention. | must assure you, sincerely, that this is
in no way a reflection of our appreciation of the idea itself, which is
remarkable and profound, and equally our esteem for Weiwei and his
work.”
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Ai Weiwei accuses curators of rejecting
artwork over Julian Assange content

Artist claims piece was rejected from exhibition for addressing
imprisonment of the WikiLeaks founder
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At home with Ai Weiwei

In our ongoing interview profile series, we hear ahout what artists are making,
what's making them tick, and the moments that made them. Al Weiwer speaks to us
via Zoom from his new Portugal home ahead of the biggest show of his career so far,

and the unveiling of his Gilded Cage sculpture ar Blenheim Palace

Portrait of Chinese artist Ai Weiwei. Photography: Ai Weiwei Studic

xperiencing the art of Al Weiwei is like biting into a scorpion. Plenty of sting,
searingly sharp, and hard to swallow, And so it should be, The divisive
Chinese arrist has dedicared his life, career and freedom to exploring some of
the most pertinent issues facing humaniry. From his bold and unwavering
criticism of censorship and authoritarianism in his native country to documenting

the escalating migrant crisis, cultural stereotypes, and the darker caverns of history.



Experiencing the art of Ai Weiwei is also cathartic. He is an artist of resilience,
vision, optimism and undeniable wit. His art dares to dream of a world where speech
has freedom, equality reigns, power is held to account and satire can roam free,

Through film, installation, sculpture, performance, photography, and almost any
other medium are has in its oolbox, Al has invited those who see his work to walk, if

for a moment, in another’s shoes.

The stately rural haven of Blenheim Palace might feel like a far cry from the subjects
Ai has often turned his attention to, but his relationship with the palace runs deep.

In 2014, he became the first contemporary artist in Blenheim's 300-year history to
make the palace his canvas. The show was a courageous move from its host, and as
one might imagine, convenrions were kept ro a minimum. Ai placed handcuffs on
the bed in Winston Churchill’s Birth Room, introduced the Long Library to 40
phorographs of him ‘giving the finger’ to global instirutions, and let loose a plague of
porcelain crabs in the Red Drawing Room. Less conventional still was the fact that
the show was organised remorely while Ai was barred from leaving China by

authorities,



Now, Gilded Cage - Ai's imposing interactive sculpture exploring the physical and
ideological constraints of refugees - has been installed on long-term view in the
palace’s grounds. We rook the opportunity to speak to the artist, via Zoom, about his

extraordinary life and work.
Wallpaper®: Where are you as we speak?

Al Weiwei: In Portugal, This is one day before my largest exhibition ever ['Rapture’
at Cordoaria Nacional, Lisbon]. It’s about 40,000 sq m.

I bought a property in Portugal and [ now consider Portugal to be a place | will settle
in. I've been pushed out of China for six years, [ spent five years in Berlin, and some
time in the UK in Cambridge, where my son still scudies. Now, since the pandemic,

I've been in Portugal for a simple reason: plenty of sunshine,

W*: How are you finding your new home?

AW: I'm kind of a political refugee. Once you've left your home, either you're home,
or you're a foreigner outside of your home. So | choose a place simply by instinct. |
like a place to have sunshine. You open the door and see the sun, you open the



window and see the sun, and you don’t feel depressed, you feel something you can
trust in: nature. The sun given to us is so gencrous, bur living in the city, we forger.

This is a natural life, ic’s not a city struggle. It's very peaceful, and ar my age, 64, you
need a moment o be alone.

W Gilded Cage (2017), which has just been installed at Blenheim
Palace confronts che international migranc crisis and lots of your
previous work has centred on identity, displacement and inequality.
Why are you so passionace abouc these issues?

AW: It’s like che Yin and Yang; there are the fortunate oncs, and the not so
fortunate. | have had a lot of unfortunate experiences, I grew up with my father in
exile for 20 years, so I know what it’s like. As humanity, we always have to think as
‘one’, so there’s always ‘forrunate ones' and ‘unfortunate ones” Bur we're basically the
same,

If we go ro the refugee camps, we see the little girls and boys, and they're so smart,
Their lives have the same meaning, but if we don't provide very simple opportunities
~ like education and nutrition - it just becomes a waste, Their whole lives, millions,
maybe hundreds of millions of people, living under those kinds of conditions, given
no hope.

[For me] it’s become a responsibility. [t's not mercy or some Kind of compassion, it's
become, ‘do you really think you're a good person’ or ‘do you really not care ar all?”
It's a challenge. As an artist, [ cannot avoid a conscience, so | ask myself the same
question. | make films, and exhibitions to introduce the institutions to the so-called
liberal world, to say ‘we're responsible’ and ‘we're not as free as we think’,



W*: Were chere any specific enclosures or cages it was inspired by?

AW: Yes, when [ made the film Human Flow (2017), | based it on 4o [refugee] camps
from the Syrian border to the Egypt border, the Turkish border, Lebanon, Jordan,
and Myanmar.

[The film asked| ‘what’s it like being someone forced away from their home?, ‘How
do they live?’, "What kind of future do they have?’

So 1 got all these not-very-beautiful images. Whae I remember most vividly are
several locations; one is the US border with Mexico. You can see one side is so rich
and plentiful, and the other side is so desperate, you always question ‘why is it like
that?’, And also in Israel on the West Bank, people have to go through these jail-like
fences, They're very narrow and very long. The Palestinian people have to get jobs,
and they have to wait in there for hours, I don’t know why they make the fences so
narrow; people are compressed like sardines. | think abour the psychological warfare
thar makes people feel unimportant: ‘I'm the master of you', ‘I decide your life” So
that’s not fantasy, 1t’s reality, so [ made a little fence, a cage, that you can ge in and
out of; it could only take 20 or jo seconds, It's a sculpture, an installation, a lictle
modern instrument [to show] how humans treat others.

W*: The work was previously on view in New York's Central Park.

AW: Yes, it was in Central Park, near soth Street, a few blocks away from Trump
Plaza,



W*: Was that intentional placement?

AW: | liked that placement because New York is a city for rich and powerful people.
And of course, today if you're powerful, somehow you will understand the cage.
Either you cage others, or you can be caged.

W*: Inscalling Gilded Cage ac Blenheim is a bic of a homecoming for
your work. You were the first contemporary artist to ever exhibit
there, but you were detained in China ac che time. What was che
experience like?

AW: With every opportunity that comes, | say to myself, “this will be my last show’,
So | always make maximum effort, because, who knows, | could be locked up in jail
for the nexr ten years. Whether it’s a large project, or a small project, it’s the same

fecling. Life is shore.

W*: The history of Blenheim is complex. It provided a refuge for 400
cvacuated children during WWa. It also symbolises a certain British
clicism and exclusion, yet it also stages radical contemporary art.
What does Blenheim mean to you, both as a place and what ic
represents?

AW: Blenheim has a very historical figure in [Winston] Churchill and also represents
Britain’s struggle in modern times. Some were intelligent moves, some are maybe
questionable, but the struggle is real. And that kind of struggle, we cannot replace it,
History only reaches us how difficule [a place] freedom has come from.



W*: That's inceresting. I suppose what Blenheim has done by
exhibiting contemporary art, is open itself up to analysis, and
perhaps criticism, of its history.

AW: | think rhey are brave. My show was their first, and they're always a lictle bit
controversial. | asked them to place handcuffs on the bed inside Churchill’s bedroom
and they accepted. 1 can see the grandchildren of Churchill are so open-minded;
they have grear humour.

When [ tried to hang Study of Perspective - 40 photographs in which I held my
middle finger up at 4o different famous locations - in Churchill’s library, the phocos
were larger than the library bookcases, so we wondered how to hang them because
nothing seemed possible. So they said 'why don't you hang them this way
[landscape]'? So all of the fingers now pointed like this [horizontal]. I love thar kind
of response - to truse the artist and just let something happen in this ‘historical
readymade’. They [have] respect, and also see the possibility 1o integrate
contemporary culcure. | think that takes some courage and it made the show very
meaningful for me.

Normally with heritage and history, we think we shouldn't touch it, but we should
touch ir, otherwise we are not existing,



W*: Whart was the first picce of art you remember secing, and how
did it make you feel?

AW: The first piece of art | can memorise was by my father, He was an artist chat
studied in Paris, and was exiled for 20 years since the year I was born. We were in
Xinjiang, the province of the Uyghur people and the Gobi Desert where he was
doing hard labour. There was a black hole in the landscape, and we lived in chis
home for five years.

W*: You've gor a picture of that home as your phone screensaver,

that’s quite powerful.

AW: That was my palace. This home was like the moment, if you remember, when
the US Army pulled out the Iraq leader Saddam Hussein [who was in hiding] from
the ground. It's an awful image, but we lived in a hole like that with my father. Now
vou understand that the palace means something very different co me.

But the first piece of art | remember. My father was cleaning public toilets for 200
farmers. It was very dirty, there was no warter, no roof, and awful flies, This was a
punishment to insult him. My facher was a poet. You can see what kind of struggle
he'd been through because he was a wrirer.

He was the most important writer in China but he was forbidden to write for 20
vears. For a writer, this was the best time, from [the age of] 47 to 67, and he was not



allowed to touch a pen. So once, he grabbed a pencil and drew a Hower in front of
me. | saw the magic happen. At that time, he was an old man who was supposed 1o
clean the toilets. | never knew he could draw, and he just drew and che lines were so
beautiful. That makes me feel like art is about real life, it's about the reality, 1t
belongs to our hearrt,

W*: What's the most challenging art project you've ever worked on?

AW: My most challenging project also relates to my father [the Chinese poet, Ai
Qingl. In 201, | was detained [by the Chinese authorities]. In detention, 1 realised |1
knew him very little because I'd never really asked him a question. There were so
many questions in my mind, but when he was alive, somehow | didn't ask them, |
was stupid, | was not conscious, and now [ will never get a solid answer.

The police rold me I could face ten years of imprisonment. So suddenly, 1 felr sad
because my son was only just over two years old. The prison guard said to me, “after
certain years, you come out of jail and your son won't recognise you' That is very
hard. One day, | [decided] to write a book about what was happening, so my son
knew his grandfather and his father, from their own words, because there could be a
lot of publicarions using their own words.

So that project has taken the Jast ten years, and the memoir will be published on 2
November (2021), it’s called 1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows, published by Random
House, It’s taken s lot of effort to write this book. %









LISSON GALLERY

The New York Times
30 June 2021






LISSON GALLERY

Aesthetica
1 July 2021

Al Weiwei's (b. 1957) new installation, Gided Cage, encourages audiences to reflect an the nature and
extent of the frendoms they enjoy within different social structures. The work, commissioned by Blenheim
Art Fourdation and on long-term view in the grounds of Blenheim Palace since early June, corsistsof a
large, golden-barred structure, over seven metres in height, reminiscent of a cage for exotic birds or
animals. It allows visitors in via a series of turnsties, rendering them both an element of the visual
spectacie and wanderers in a cramped maze, The sculpture, previcusly on display in New York and Venice,
is now placed in the grounds of an opulent baroque mansion in the English countryside. It invites
vansideration on the ways in which mass cuftural discourse, distraction and pleasure might blind us to the
real(poiitik of the worlds we inhabét.

Al Weiwei is well placed to make comments an the covert [and not so covert) curtai ment of persanal
freedonms bry state farces. A ng-time oritic of the government of his native China - notably through his
internet blogging and sodial media activity - he was tamously arrested In 2011 and detaned for several
manths on spurious grounds, The global art world raflied around his cause and he was releasad later that
year, gong on to give a series of candid interviews abaut the psychologically intrusive conditions in which
hewas kept. This new sculpture may partly reflect on the terms of the artist’s own imprisonment. But more
than that. it offers commentary on the Mow of refugees across the world. In this sense, an importamt
coroflary work to Gided Cage is Al Weiwei's 2017 documentary film Huaman Flow, which follaws the
progress of migrants escapng cimate change, conflict, and hunger across 23 different countries, from lrag
and Afghanistan to Western Europe and beyond,



Al Weiwel has remarked that Gilded Cage “is 3 commentary on fences and borders. As we can see, the world
today encounters new possibilities, while being challenged by unthinkable crisis at the same time. To
rethink our humanity is or i 3 to human development” Inferences about pandemic-era lockdowns might
be drawn from this comment. but the crises to wivich Welwet refers are ones of conflict and natural
disaster: from fleeing bomb-damaged cities and flooded farmiand to negotiating inhumane asylum
systems. Examples include Manus Island in Papua New Guinea - where seaborne refugees to Australia
were detained for years on end - to Napier Barracks in Kent, subject of a recent scandal when it emerged
that asylum seekers were being kept in filthy and unsafe conditions, Ai Waiwei's installation ponts
towards the way ecanomical ly developed countries impose hostile environments on newomers; a system
which stands in stark contrast to the ideals of equality for which many democracies stand.

Find out more here.

Wards: Greg Thomas.

Image Credits: GILDED CAGE BY Al WEIWEL, IN-SITU IN THE GROUNDS OF BLENHEIM PALACE, 2021,
PETE SEAWARD / COURTESY OF BLENHEIM ART FOUNDATION

Posted on 1July 2021
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Yorkshire Sculpture Park:
100 Spectacular Artworks In
500 Acres Of Gardens,
Woods, Lakes



The museum doesn't have a permanent collection so there are
always new artworks from long and short term loans and special
commissions, to see hoth outside across 500 acres and in the six
indoaor galleries. All the best known artists are here, from Elisabeth
Frink and Phyllida Barlow to Damien Hirst and Ai Weiwei, plus
many other major and emerging international artists. And some of
the pieces have been there since the opening in 1977, including
works by Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore, the first patron of
Yorkshire Sculpture Park.



The exhibition's focus is female identity and also includes vibrant
seulptures using fabrie, needlework and crochet plus other items
assoviated with domestic work and craft. Joana Vasconcelos’
striking 12-metre-long “Valkyrie Marina Rinaldi” is a tribute to the
great-grandmother of the founder of Max Mara fashion brand.






In a discreet area of the woods, visitors can go inside a thoughtful
new commission Silence - Alone in a World of Wounds by artists
Heather Peak and Tvan Maorison from Studio Morison, at YSP.
Responding to the question “Can art save us from extinction?”, the
artists developed a sculptural space made of natural materials that
acts as an extended open pavilion and a quiet place set within
nature. The circular structure is made from materials sourced from
the park and sustainably sourced timber from the artists’ own
woodland. The roof, made from heather from the Yorkshire Moors,
has already become a home for birds. Over the next ten years or so,
the work will decompose and become part of the natural
landscape. For now, as YSP director Clare Lilley says, Silence holds
“light, space and stillness™ as “a place of peace, an oasis of calm in
which people will be inspired, moved and rejuvenated.” And in fact
it’s no exaggeration to say that any visit to the glorious rolling
landscape of the Yorkshire Sculpture Park with all its wonders, is a
guarantee of rejuvenation.
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The artist's memoir reveals a rebellious spirit, inherited from his
persecuted poet father, which sustained him through
detention by Chinese authorities

“The whirlpool that swallowed up my father upended my life too, leaving a
mark on me that I carry with me to this day,” Ai writes in the opening chapter
of this ambitious memoir, in which his father’s story gives way to, and often
echoes, his own. In 1967, his father’s life was upended once again, when he
was transported to a desert region known as Little Siberia to undergo
political “remoulding™.



His wife, exhausted and demoralised, returned to Beijing with their youngest
son, but Ai, not yet 10, chose to go with his father. For almost a decade, they
existed in “a square hole dug into the ground, with a crude roof formed of
tamarisk branches and rice stalks, sealed with several layers of grassy mud”.
His father was assigned to trim trees on a nearby farm and, after a long day’s
labour, was forced to attend a public gathering of his fellow exiles, during
which he would often be singled out and denounced as a “bourgeois
novelist”.

His creative life, which began in 1978 when he enrolled on an animation
course at the Beijing Film Academy, had taken time to find its footing. That
same year, he also became one of the founders of the mostly self-taught
avant garde art group Stars, who were pioneers for today’s thriving art scene
in China.



In 1981, during a period of tentative reform by the
Chinese government, Ai was among the first group of
students to be granted a visa to study in America. He
remained there for 12 years, mostly living in New York,
where he won a scholarship to Parsons School of Design,
only to forfeit it with an impetuous decision: leaving an
art history exam paper blank save for his signature. As
protests go, it was oddly self-defeating in its vagueness.
“I was simply ambivalent,” he writes. “I didn’t know
what I liked”

He survived in New York by doing part-time jobs and
becoming a street artist sketching tourists in Times
Square. He had few friends and, at one point, his sense of
isolation was so acute that he refused to answer the door
to callers at his grotty apartment on the Lower East Side.
For inspiration, he lingered long in downtown galleries
and secondhand bookstores. He met, and briefly
befriended, Allen Ginsberg, a champion of his father’s
poetry, and for a time shared a loft with the performance
artist Tehching Hsieh who happened to be spending a
year tied to fellow artist Linda Montano with an 8ft rope.
They were, writes Ai, “models for me in terms of their
unflinching commitment to an artistic vision”.

It was in New York that Ai held his first solo show, the intriguingly titled Old
Shoes, Safe Sex, at a small SoHo gallery. It received a single, short,
affirmative review in Artspeak, which described it as “a neo-dadaist
knockout”. On 4 June 1989, and for several days afterwards, he compulsively
watched CNN reports of the massacre of pro-democracy protesters in
Tiananmen Square, It precipitated a long bout of soul-searching that,
alongside anxiety over his ageing father's increasing ill health, culminated in
his return to Beijing in 1993. “Freedom with no restraints and no concerns
had lost its novelty.”



Five hours of each day were taken up
with enforced exercise, which
consisted of walking seven steps,
back and forth, within an allotted
space in the middle of the room, all
the time flanked by his two
attendants. “They’re here to protect
you,” his investigator informed him.
“If you walk fast or walk slow, they
have to do exactly the same. The
regulations make things clear and
easy.”

Since his release from detention in June 2011 and the subsequent return of
his passport in 2015, Ai has lived in Berlin, Cambridge and, since last year,
rural Portugal. His art and activism, and the price he has paid for both, have
made him the most emblematic artist of our turbulent times, with the New
York Times describing him as “an eloquent and unsilenceable voice of
freedom”. 1,000 Years of Joys and Sorrows touches on the inevitable
contradictions of being an activist and an art superstar, but it is above all a
story of inherited resilience, strength of character and self-determination.
“Like a star in the sky or a tree in a field, he was always there as a compass
point,” Ai writes, reflecting on his father’s death in 1996, “And in a quiet and
mysterious way he helped me navigate in a direction all my own. By the very
absence of explicit guidance, a spiritual connection was forged between us;
Father, in his own way, protected me.”
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og, sandstorm and smog: these were three words [ learned during my decades living in

Bediing, Everywhere you went, you could hear that short, rapid dry cough, emerging from
the depths of the chest cavity, the lungs and trachea, as if these body parts were resisting a
profound quictness - a visceral rejection of human depravity.

The “Beljing cough® condemns the city's transport system, power supply, industrial production
and expansion. China now produces half the world's steed, and the demand for raw materials has
been a catalyst for the country's crazy growth.

In the w708 Befing was like other cities in China. There were no private cars, Bicycles formed a
matrix in the streets, advancing slowly forward. On rainy days, no vehicles or bicycles were to be
seen - just a few pedestnians, and occasionally a bus or tram, The city was so quict that only
bike bells were audible. Today there are more than five million vehicles running on poor-quality
fuel.

Ome visible result of the pollution is the lengthening queves to see doctors. Cancer, septicaemia
and other once alien diseases are common. We now have “cancer villages™ and “pulmonary
disease villages®, where the rates of these illnesses are very high, as well as a generation of
children dubbed "big head dolls”, a reference to babies whose heads are thought to have grown
abnormally after being fed melamine-laced formula milk in 2008,

The environmental change is a sign of moral corruption, like an apple beginning to rot from its
core, Our new vocabulary also includes clenbuterol, gutter oil (illegally recycled waste cooking
oil), toxic milk, waste materials and carbon emissions. Our mountains are no longer green; our

rivers run dry. Alr and water pollution are facts that we lve with.

This autumn China announced a strategic deployment of power cutages as a way of curbing
shortages and overproduction. These are irvegular and intermittent in many provinces and
cities, threatening both industrial production and people’s daily lives. Individuals have finally
become trapped in a prison of thelr own making, environmental refugees within their own
homes,

It was poverty that prompted China to embark on its 40-year journey towards today’s
globalisation strategy (and the Belt and Road Indtiative, launched in 2013) under the slogans
“Adversity leads to prosperity” and “Reshaping nature and Earth, man can conquer nature” (the
latrer was widely used during the construction of the Three Gorges Dam, which began in 1994).
This was a transformation from dialectical materialism to consumer materialism - but those
who have “lost their chains®, to paraphrase the Communist Manifesto, still dream of acquiring the
cntire world.

| fled from the suffocating and life-threatening political environment of Beijing. burt leaving was
not just an aesthetic and political choice. It was also a longing for fresh air, clean water and
green plants, and a desire for freedom and safety. |, too, have become an environmental refugee,

The environmental costs of authoritarianism, capitalism, nationalism and corporatocracy have
put the world's health at risk, challenged our confidence In sustainable human development and
cast a shadow over our imagined future, The pandemic has shown us that humans cannot
dominate the world, and that our excessive claims on it are to be repaid. We have moved from a
refigious cconomy to onc based on empire, war and the pandemic, but wealth has overridden all
disasters. Now we are discovering that the idea that "hardships may awaken a nation, and from
crisis comes an opportunity”, as one Chinese saying goes, is a fantasy.

Al Welwel's memair 1,000 Years of Joys and Sorrows™ will be published by Bodley Head on 2 November
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For His Father and His Son, Ai

Weiwei Is Determined to Leave

a

-

race

By Nayang Fan



1000 YEARS OF JOYS AND SORROWS
A Memoir

By Ai Weiwei

Translated by Allan H. Barr

“You're just a pawn in the game, you know,” a public security
officer summarily informs Ai Weiwei, China’s most controversial —
and to the Chinese Communist Party, its most dangerous — artist.
It is 2011 and Ai, suspected of “inciting the subversion of state
power,” has recently been held captive for 81 days; soon after his
release, he is slapped with a tax bill equivalent to $2.4 million.
According to the officer, Ai’s high profile has made him an
expedient tool for Westerners to attack China, but “pawns sooner
or later all get sacrificed.” Of course, it's obvious that Ai also
regards the officer as a pawn, one who, in serving an oppressive
regime, has sacrificed his freedom to speak for himself.

In his first memoir, “1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows,” Ai recounts
this and other showdowns with the state — confrontations that,
alongside his iconoclastic art, have both forged his status as an
international icon and forced him to work in political exile. The
book takes its title from verses that his father, the famed poet Ai
Qing, wrote while visiting the ruins of an ancient city on the Silk
Road: “Of a thousand years of joys and sorrows / Not a trace can
be found.” During his months in detention, Ai became determined
to leave a trace; regret about the unbridgeable gap between
himself and his late father, and the fear that his young son might
never know who his father really is, gave rise to the idea of a book.

Ai's story begins with his childhood, years of which were spent
living with his father in the remote hinterlands of China, where Ai
Qing was exiled in 1967 to do reform labor during Mao’s murderous
purge of intellectuals, While his father was cleaning latrines,
scraping feces that had frozen “into icy pillars,” 10-year-old Ai built
the stove, fetched water from the well and endured a life that
resembled “an open-ended course in wilderness survival training,
if we were lucky enough to survive." During countless
“denunciation meetings” of which Ai Qing was a primary target,
the author bore intimate witness to his father's ritualized
humiliation. “The estrangement and hostility that we encountered
from the people around us instilled in me a clear awareness of who
I was,” Al writes, “and it shaped my judgment about how social
positions are defined” — and the necessity of enemies in the
rhetoric of revolution.



Interspersed throughout this narrative are flashbacks to the senior
Ai's birth, his childhood as the eldest son of prosperous landowners
who often abandoned him to the care of his nursemaid, a loving
peasant woman named Big-Leaf Lotus. The collapse of the Qing
dynasty in 1911 mired the country in turmoil, but it also stirred in
its youths new possibilities for the future. At 19 Ai Qing traveled to
France, where exposure to Apollinaire and Breton reshaped his
aesthetic sensibility and honed an appreciation for the relationship
between art and politics. Upon his return to China in 1932, he was
arrested in Shanghai’s French Concession for “causing a public
disturbance through Communist Party activities,” an offense for
which he served almost three years in prison. It was from behind
bars that Ai Qing composed his first masterpiece, “Dayanhe, My
Wet Nurse,” a tender tribute to Big-Leaf Lotus and her countless
Chinese countrywomen who toil and perish in obscurity.

An illuminating through-line emerges in the many parallels Ai
traces between his life and his father’s. The charge of “damaging
the republic” for which Ai Qing was incarcerated is not unlike the
political crime of “inciting subversion" his son is jailed for 80 years
later. Similarly, a Western metropolis — New York — would
become for Ai Weiwei what Paris was for his father: a
kaleidoscopic swirl of influences that catalyzes new ways of seeing.



If Ai Qing was tentatively searching for a new vernacular to
democratize the subject and scope of poetry, Al Weiwei found in the
technology of communication a way to democratize his audience.
In 2005, Ai discovered the blogosphere, where he accrued a large
following with his singular, irreverent voice: “I was like a jellyfish,
and the internet had become my ocean.” Like his blog entries, Ai’s
art — whether it’s a 1995 photograph that captures him flipping the
bird to Tiananmen Square, or an architectural installation made up
of rebar mangled in the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, or the numerous
documentaries that expose the negligence and corruption of
Chinese authorities — is forged “in a state of flux,” always
operating within and reacting to the constraints of an evolving
reality.

Al claims that unlike his father, "I lacked that ability to harness the
power of words”; but this isn’t true. He is most eloquent when he
stops pontificating on art and surrenders, almost despite himself,
to the act of remembering. Ai writes evocatively of the nights spent
in his detention cell when “all I could do was use memories to fill
the time, looking back at people and events, like gazing at a kite on
a long string flying farther and farther, until it cannot be seen at
all.” Most poignant are his midnight conversations with the young,
rural-born men employed to guard his door, their cracking joints
reminding Ai of “a crisp snapping sound like a turnip being broken
into two pieces.” The guards “gradually became fully, noisily human
to me,” Ai writes. “They were like me, in a way, confined and
constricted, their present ruptured from the past, and lacking
anticipation of their future." Recalling Ai Qing'’s affection for Big-
Leafl Lotus, this moment catches Ai freed from his self-appointed
role as provocateur, and permits him the artist’s most mundane
liberty: to observe the world dispassionately and recognize in
himself and others that most human capacity to be simultaneously
both prisoner and guard, player and pawn.



In the final pages of the book, Ai writes that “advocacy of freedom
is inseparable from an effort to attain it, for freedom is not a goal
but a direction, and it comes into being through the very act of
resistance.” Remembering, t0o, is a form of resistance. In
documenting the past, he is also repudiating the country's
generations of imposed amnesia. “After all the convulsions that
China had experienced, genuine emotions and personal memory
were reduced to tiny scraps and easily replaced by the discourse of
struggle and continuous revolution,” Ai writes. In “1000 Years of
Joys and Sorrows," Ai does not allow his own scraps to remain
buried. To unearth them is an act of unburdening, an open letter to
progeny, a suturing of past and present. It is the refusal to be a
pawn — and the most potent assertion of a self.

Jayang Fan is a staff writer at The New Yorker.

1000 YEARS OF JOYS AND SORROWS
A Memoir

By Ai Welwei

Translated by Allan H, Barr

[Hustrated. 380 pp. Crown. $32.

A verson of this article appeses in print on Dec, 5, 2021, Page 22 of the Sunday Bock Review with the headiine:
Remembering as Resistance. Order Hoorints | Today's Peper | Subscrbe
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Ai Weiwei Traces a Century of Making

Authorities Squirm

Chinese artist writes about his family’s history of political commentary in a new memoir

A Weiwei photographed earlier this week at the Kimpton Fitzroy hotel in London



AWl ook part i & demoestraion satlier TS week in Londan with supparters of Julan Assange
to protect US efforts to axtradite the WikiLeaks foundar,
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"To be frank with you, he is not my taste,” China’s then-ambassador to the UK., Liu
Xisoming, told a television interviewer in 2015 when asked about a blockbuster exhibit by
Mr. Ai in London,

“Al Welwel, the so-called ‘artist’ you mentioned, is under investigation for suspected
economic crimes, including making false accounts and deliberately destroying accounting
vouchers," the spokesperson office of China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs said in response to
questions about the book. "What I want to emphasize is that gaining attention by
criticizing the Chinese government and concocting false lies is despicable.”

In his book, Mr. Ai calls the charges “cooked up.”

Prison runs through Mr. Ai's memoir, which opens with a poem his father wrote in 1932
during & six-year sentence for “leftist” activities alleged to have threatened the republic,
then run by Chiang Kai-shek's Nationalists. When Mr. Al was nearly 10 and the Communists
were in charge, he tagged along when his father was banished to a remote province for
producing “rightist” poetry and assigned to scrub latrines, the two of them living five yvears
in a lice-infested hovel.

Fast forward to 2011, when Mr, Ai himself disappeared into a secretive Chinese detention
system. [t followed a string of encounters with law enforcement and provocations by Mr.
Aj, such as uploading to the internet an audio recording of police storming into his hotel
room and a photo of himself in police custody wearing a torn shirt, actions he described in
the interview as his “ruthlessly making trouble”—and as "so much fun.”

His activism marked an escalation of early art pranks, like smashing a Han dynasty urn, He
criticized the 2008 Olympics and memorialized the earthquake deaths the same year of
schoolchildren in a display of 9,000 backpacks, all the while pushing boundaries on China's
internet.

Mr. Al has depicted his Kafkaesque detention in artwork and expands on it in the book: Twe
guards moved in sync with Mr. A at all times inside the tiny lockup, including pacing
alongside him as he went back and forth on the six floor tiles available for exercise, “What
one would take for granted outside had here become absurd,” he writes.

A B Petedlatnn by Chinese contemporary artst Al Werwel depicts rem with guortdy wie in getention in Chng
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His disappearance only boosted Mr. Al's global fame, For a time, he might have been the
world's most prominent political prisoner. Western government officials and museum
directors blasted Beijing to release Mr. Al Authorities ultimately let him go and leveled a
fine for taxes of $2.4 million, prompting My, Ai’s fans to donate money over the internet and
sometimes hurl it into his Beijing compound folded as paper airplanes.

The takeaway of his incarceration, Mr. Ai writes, was that "as a public enemy, I could stand
as an equal with my father. After an B0-year gap, In this same land, similar offenses enabled
us to meet”

In Mr. A¥’s telling, it’s a family tradition to poke at authority. His reformist grandfather
dissed Qing dynasty tradition by cutting off his braided queue and allowing the women in
his household to unbind their feet,

Even his surname represents a protest. The memoir says it derives from a moniker his poet
father adopted, Ai Qing, to replace his given name, Jiang Haicheng, as repudiation of the
Nationalist leader he despised, Chiang Kai-shek, Jiang and Chiang are the same character
inwritten Chinese,

His father was a contemporary of Communist leaders like Zhou Enlai, who brought him to
their revolutionary camp Yan'an in 15941, where he met Mao Zedong, He knew the father of
President Xi, party stalwart Xi Zhongxun, whose word got him a slightly improved
condition in exile. In the earliest days of Communist rule, the party tapped Ai Qing to chair
the committee that chose the national flag and anthem, and he later headed what became
the Central Academy of Fine Arts,

The younger Mr. Al used the privileges of being from a well-known family as a springboard.
He leveraged a spot at the Beijing Film Academy into an exit route toward the US. A
penniless art student in New York, he worked in a printing company and sketched tourists
in Greenwich Village,



Inspired by Mark Twain, Andy Warhol and Marcel Duchamp, he fell in with New York
artists, sharing a Tribeca apartment with one who, for a yvear as a project, roped himself to
another person. Mr. Al worked as an extra at the Metropolitan Opera House and bonded
over poetry with Allen Ginsberg,

Before his father’s death, Mr. Ai returned to Beijing. At Tiananmen Square in 1395, he
extended a middle finger of his left hand toward Mao's portrait, a signature pose that the
artist would later repeat in front of the White House, the Rome Colosseum and Trump
Tower. "T had no other resources-all that I could deploy was an attitude,” he writes.

A Werwels memoirn, “5000 Years of Joys snd Sorrowa” 18 beng pubifished in over 20 countries, though
rot Ching
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1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows, Ai Weiwei (Nov. 2)



LISSON GALLERY

Esquire

2 November 2021

itting across from me in a corner table of a London hotel restaurant,

with his grey-flecked beard and somewhat crumpled navy shirt, Ai

Weiwel's appearance is both unassuming and iconic. His is a face
instantly recognisable from the posters and artworks that appeared in streets
and museums around the world when, in 2011, the artist and outspoken
critic of the Chinese government was detained at Beijing airport for
unspecified “economic crimes”. He was kept in solitary confinement in a tiny
cell for 81 days before being released without charge.



Al recounts, in jaw-dropping detail, the episode for which he is most famous
in his new memoir, 1000 Years of Joys and Soerrows. The idea for the book
came to him when he was taken into police custody; in isolation, he found
himself reflecting on the experiences of his own father, the renowned poet Al
Qing, who, during the Cultural Revolution that began in 1966, was branded
an “anti-Rightist” and banished to a re-education camp in Xinjiang known as
Little Siberia. There, he was made 1o clean the latrines. For five years,
between the ages of 10 and 15, Al Weiwei lived in Xinjiang with his father in
a rudimentary shelter dug out of the earth. “I resolved to write an account of
his life and mine, and to share this memoir with my son, Ai Lao, who at the
time of my arrest had just turned two,” he writes in his book's
acknowledgements.



Why did 1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows take you 10 years to write?

You want to make it as truthful as possible, so every detail of the political
struggle requires a lot of study. It may come out as one sentence, but [ have
to understand what 1 am saying, you know? [ cannot automatically put what
has been given by historians. Especially in China. Many facts cannot be
revealed and vou cannot trust anything. I wrote for twao hours daily, and this
is the fifth version. They reduced it from 800,000 words. It's really a heavy

project for me.

The book is about your family’s history, but it is also about the last 100
years of China's. Would it have been possible to write about one without
the other?

Well is there a way to separate a fish from water? Maybe, but not in my case.
I survived that scream, but I also cannot live withour it. It's impossible.

Living in exile with your father, what did you understand about what
was happening politically?

As I child T did not understand that much, but still now I will not say I
understand so much about China. It’s like a group of blind men trying to
figure cut what an elephant is like. One would touch his tail and say, “Oh, an
elephant is like a sweep!” Another touches the trunk and says, “An elephant is
like this...” They touch an area which relates to a larger picture, but they
don't have a clear scope. My knowledge is simply not good enough to have a
concreie idea, though [ can imagine.



You write that your parents would often say that your birth marked the
start of their misfortunes. Why did they say that?

When [ was born [in 1957], that was the year that the word “anti-Righrtist”
came along. My father was under heavy political criticism, so if he opened
the newspaper the headline would be him. My mum was running in the
street before the postman came to get the paper and tear out that page; in
China, the newspaper is more important than a trial, Of course it was a
metaphor, and it wasn't fair to offer that conclusion, but what is fair? What
happened to them was not fair, When I was born their life completely
changed. But they are not blaming me. That's the facts.

Later, when you left Beijing for New York, did you really tell your mother
that you were going to be “the second Picasso™?

| did say that, and 1 was very confident. 1 never knew [ would be better than
Picasso. Haha! And my mum was very, very disappointed when | came back
empty-handed. No money, no American passport. I don’t even have a
university diploma because I never recognised that it's important untl very
lare. Still, when [ have to write a resumé, | think, “God, 1 don't have anything
1o write!”



What was it like arriving to New York in the 1980s?

I liked 10 be alone, 1 liked to act on my own. I didn't care about success -1
really don't care about success, Just leave me alone. And in that sense |
enjoyed being in New York, as the most lonely and unromantic city, a
dangerous and harsh society. I like the harshness., It's so cold. You realise
you're just like a wild wolf walking on every street,



You got some encouraging words from Allen Ginsberg while you were
there - can he take some credit for this book happening?

Yeah he cared about talking about my past. I had a litde chat and he said,
“You really should write down what you have.” [ thought, “Write down what
1 have? 1 think that's the most ridiculous suggestion. Who cares anyway? |
don't even care myself.” He was a kind person, and he was always an
inspiration, but | followed the literature tradition long before he told me that.
I respect my father and a whole generation of poets and writers. Putting ink
on paper is such an admirable act of the human being. Only humans do that.
To record your thoughts with these marks.

Did that mark a key turning point in your relationship with the state?

I think the true turning point is 2008 before the Olympics opened, when
there was an earthquake in Sichuan. In that carthquake, 80,000 people
disappeared, and among them were 5,000 students. I kept asking, “How does
a school built by the state collapse, but the building next to it not collapse?”
We started an investigation, as a kind of civil act. We said, “Who is dead, and
what are their names?” They said, “It’s a national secret.” We said, “It's not a
national secret, it is a public event, you're responsible to tell us the truth.”
The confrontation became so direct and they realised [ had so much power
on the internet that they shut down my blog. They said, “This guy’s
uncontroliable.”



When did you realise they were watching you more closely?

The surveillance started in 2009. 1 saw people following me everywhere. If I
was walking my son in the park, pushing the pushchair, there were people
behind bushes taking photos. Cars followed us everywhere, there were
people sitting by my front door to record whoever comes. It was normal. 1
told them, “You know [ don’t have any secrets? You're the ones that have
secrets.”

When they arrested you at Beijing airport, the police put a bag over your
head and drove you to a secret location. What did you think was going
to happen?

When | was taken away, | think | knew it was deadly serious because why
they have to do it in that way? At home they could have said, “Weiwei, come
with us.,” Why did they have to kidnap me from the airport and take me to
some unknown place? | asked them, “Can I call my mum to say I'm safe?” Or
“Can [ have a lawyer?” They said no. | was prepared in a way, because | knew
my actions would have consequences. If they'd said, “You will be sentenced
for 13 years,” 1 would not have been surprised. Because I did more than
anybody in thart society, openly, against what they do. Nobody did that.

The descriptions of the routines imposed on you when you were in
confinement are so vivid, each activity scheduled down to the minute.

They were so precise. The guards would have to look at their watches and
the second they would tell me what to do. It was so sharp. If I took a shower
a little bit faster, then I would have to stand next to the bed, nude, my whole
bedy streaming. They'd look at me, standing there, then they'd say, “Go." [
would get into the bed, two soldiers standing right in front of my bed, and
after thart second the surveillance monitors would not see any movement in
the room.



You draw a few parallels in the book between things that have happened
in China and things in the West, such as the “big character posters” used
to denounce intellectuals, which you compare to Facebook. Is that to
make it clear such things happen everywhere?

You're right, The book ends in 2015, when I was released. I have a lot more
to say about democratic society, “freedom” society, or international politics.
There’ll be another book.

The title comes from a poem by your father about the futility of human
endeavour. Why did you choose that?

We have 1o put ourselves on a larger scale. We're so sophisticated, such
intelligent creatures, but at the same time we're so suicidal. Daily, species are
disappearing because humans are present. And we create situations we can
never even cope with, like climate change. I don't think there's a simple
answer to the refugee situation, or climate change, or China-Western
relations. Burt at the same time, my father writes that all of human joy and
sorrow won't even leave one trace. We have to face daily marcters, but also
have perspective about what we're doing.

Did writing the book help vou feel more of a connection to him?

We had a casual, friendly relationship. Not like father and son. | remember
his integrity as a writer, I'd read a few really famous poems that everybody
knew at school, but 1o tell the truth 1 never completed reading his writings. |
never thought about his Iife until writing this book. But it is so colourful, so
dramatic. Since he was born, he went through so much. It's just one episode
after another. Like dropping into a heavy stream, it pushes you. I realised I'm
part of that, Because he’s my father it brings all those consequences o me.



You include some poetry by yvour son, who is now 12. Do you think he
has taken after you or your father?

No I don't think so, I never tried to influence him. The day before vesterday
we got the book for the first time. The publisher said, "Whart do you think?”
So many people worked on it, and also 1 worked on it for 10 years. So 1did a
little act with my son. We burned it.

Why?
Why not?
Did your son like the book?

He also liked the fire, Today he is visiting this stupid museum about wax.

Madame Tussaud’s?!

I said, “Why do you go to this kind of thing?” | was thinking it must be
horrible, but 1 can't stop him. He told his mum he wants to be a designer. He
said his grandfather is a poet, his father is an artist, if he is a designer, “My
son might be a street graphic artist.” So he's a very funny guy. It’s a different
world.

1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows by Ai Weiwei (The Bodiey Head) is out on 2
November
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BY Al WEIWEL: ARTIST AND
ACTIVIST



It is characterised by capitalism’s fervent advocacy of individual freedom, its
encouragement of so-called “creativity” and the idealisation of unfettered
personal development. Its symptoms can be observed in the overwhelming
tendency to consider art from a purely commercial perspective, neglecting
spiritual concerns in favour of wealth accumulation. At the same time, societal
injustices, regional inequalities, exploitation of the weak and unsustainable use
of natural resources are ignored. By dodging these questions, contemporary art
has become just a form of entertainment, detached from spiritual life. Art's
power to shape self-awareness and assist in the understanding of identity has
been compromised. The outlook is dim.



This article appeared in the Culture section of the print edition of The World Ahead
2022 under the headline “Reclaiming art from capitalism”
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Ai Weiwei on his early years in America:
‘New York destroyed all my illusions’
Ai Weiwei remembers the vears he spent as a sidewalk portrait artist

By Lucy Davies

12 November 2021 - 5:00am

I can’t remember who took this picture, I was supporting myself as a
sidewalk portrait artist, and sometimes I'd just give my camera to anvbody
passing, to take a photograph.

I mainly set up near Christopher Street in Greenwich Village, or in Times
Square, where this shot was taken. It's 1987 - about halfway through my
time in New York. I was 30. What am I thinking? Nothing. I'm just waiting,
watching people surge out of the subway. I had no interest in who they
were, All that mattered was whether they would spare 15 minutes to have
me sketch them.



Once | got going, a line would form. I wouldn't have a moment to grab a
bite 1o eat or go to the totlet. No great powers of imagination were required.
I knew that I was never going to be another Picasso, but this way, at least, I
could take care of next month’s rent.

I spent from the age of 24 to 36 in New York, basically wasting every
second. It was probably the most difficult time in my life. I'd come from a
communist society, seeking personal freedom and to become an artist, but
New York destroved all of my illusions. I'look at this picture and I think,
‘I'm not functioning’” It doesn’t make me so sad. It was just my reality.

I hadn’t come to America because I hankered for a Western lifestyle - it was
more that I couldn’t stand living in Beijing any more. When I gazed at the
hallucinatory metropolis for the first time as my plane came into JFK, all
my motherland’s teachings, earnestly imparted over so many years, had
drifted away like smoke.



I registered at the Art Students League. It was shabby, but my teacher was
[the ahstract expressionist] Richard Pousette-Dart. He encouraged me, but
I knew I didnt have it in me to make a career out of painting.

In time, I was kicked out again, losing my student status. I became
undocumented. I soon accepted my predicament and so long as there was
milk in the refrigerator, I felt secure. When you are forgotten by the world,
it's easy to adopt a devil-may-care attitude.

In the 1980s the East Village was swept up in a contemporary art craze, Not
far from where I was living, a trio of fish tanks was put on display with
basketballs floating inside. Meanwhile, a tall, thin artist huddled in a wool
overcoat, selling the snowballs laid out at his feet. As I saw it, everything
was just beginning, and [ had no plan to leave,

I was increasingly weary of my situation. Freedom with no restraints had
lost its novelty. People said I would be the last person to go back to China,
and I thought the same. But we were all wrong.



On my return, Istill felt there was nothing for me to do. I wandered around,
I did some architecture, and I was pretty successful at it, but I didn’t like it.
The internet finally offered me the possibility to express mysell. Was New
York essential to my journey? It was, but it was not a happy part of that
journey.

Interview by Lucy Davies. courtesy of Ai Weiwei

1000 Years qf Joys and Sorrows, by Ai Weiwei (Bodley Head, £25), is out now
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Ai Weiwei on ‘The Daily Show’: ‘The Fear Is
That | Don’t Speak Out’

Al Weiwel, the internationally acclaimed artist who has been harassed and imprisoned by the
Chinese government, appeared on Trevor Noah's The Daily Show on Wednesday. While the upbeat
host usually cracks jokes and does impressions during the interview portion of the show, his
conversation with Weiwei was somber as the two discussed the artist’s new memoir 1,000 Years of
Joys and Sorrows, which recounts hie time in prison as well as at that of his father. The host
started off by heaping praise upon Ai: “You are, without exaggeration, one of the coolest human
beings I've ever spoken to,” Noah said, “and you've also lived one of the hardest lives I've ever come
across.”

When asked why his memoir recounts so much of his father’s life, Ai responded, “I'm often asked,
‘How did you become you?” and when 1 was in detention I asked myself the same question: How did
I become an enemy of the state?” Al went on to talk about the threads that have connected him to
his father in the context of the Chinese government’s changing political landscape. Noah asked Ai if
be has been able to challenge the government because he has no fear, but Ai said that’s not the case.
"There is fear,” he said. “The fear is that T don’t speak out.”

Noah turned the conversation to the Uighurs, an ethnic and Muslim minority in China who have
been put into reeducation camps. International human-rights groups have called the Chinese
treatment of Uighurs a genocide. When asked what he thought, Ai said that China has a history of
treating certain people, particularly Tibetans and Inner Mongolians, in a similar manner, “They do
this to their own people,” he said.
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artnet news

One of the best parts of a holiday vacation is finally getting to curl
up with a good book (perhaps that one that’s been waiting patiently
on your nightstand for months!).

Below, we've selected 20 novels, memoirs, biographies and other
books all themed around art or the art world. Happy reading!
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Year in review: Wallpaper™ arts
editor Harriet Lloyd-Smith picks
top 10 art stories of 2021

Wallpaper's Harriet Lioyd-Smith selects her top 1o art stories of 2021, from pmﬁlus

on Ai Weiwei and Theaster Gartes ro photos of Apple packaging

hat exactly would a normal year in the art world look like? New-normal,

paranormal and business as (ab)normal - this year had it all

There was a tentative transition from URL to IRL. Exhibitions got
physical again, and art fairs - along with the rest of us - were freed from the

pixelated confines of OVRs {online viewing rooms).



Artists dissected recorded histories and rediscovered those overlooked, They
sparked socio-political debates, squared up to social injustices and shed a stark and
critical light on the furure of our planet.

The Turner Prize 2021 brought more firsts, ‘immersive art” reached new depths, and
we all, at least once, took to Google and typed: ‘what is an NFT?'

Here's a snapshot of 2021 in ten art stories:

In a show of new work in Stockholm, Linder plunged viewers into a world of Greco-
Roman mythology, aurceroticism, and sexual raboos. We were smitten, Disparate
clippings rubbed up against each other in an orgy of desire in its many guises as
Linder discussed the almost undiscussable. There was a lot to digest between the
creases of these photomontages, but perhaps the overriding myth here is not that of
taboo classical exploits, but a myth of heteronormativity,



Ahcad of a multi-faceted cultural takeover in London, Wallpaper® editor TF Chan
spoke to Theaster Gates about the history of clay, art as a social force, and nurturing
the next generation. As part of Wallpaper’s 25th-anniversary project ‘sxs', Gates also
put forward five of his creative leaders of the future - all of them crearors of elegant,
distincrive forms who are advancing a social message with equal confidence.



Emerging from the industrial brutalist labyrinth that is London's 180 The Strand, it’s
customary to feel like your senses have been through the wash a few times. But after
Japanese artist Ryoji [keda's solo show, your eyes could hear, and your nose could see.
Ikeda didn't politely request our attention, he got inside our heads and played our

cardrums like snares. This did not feel like an exhibition, it fele like a sensory assaulc

course that one does not view, one survives.

At the age of 82, and after 60 years of spearheading feminist art, Judy Chicago
received her first retrospective in 2021. Puzzling, perhaps, that it took so long, but in
understanding Chicago's relarively recent institurional acclaim, one must first
appreciate whar it took to arrive there, We spoke to the art icon about an epic
career, filled with parriarchal battles, fierce self-belief... and a lot of smoke,



Mark Bradford excavates the past through art. His works, larger than mere wall
maps, vibrate with crisscrossed gestures thar simulare the energy and urgency of
global matters. In 2021, Bradford inaugurated Hauser & Wirth Menorca with ‘Masses
and Movements” The artist was profiled by Hunter Drohojowska-Philp in the July
issue, for which he also designed the limited-edition cover: ‘With everything that |
was experiencing and especially with the protests and the much-needed
conversations around race in this country, I chose a map that said for the first rime,
“America,"” he said. ‘"Whart does the word America mean for an African American? It
is all there.






Experiencing the art of Ai Weiwei is like biting into a scorpion. Plenty of sting,
searingly sharp, and hard to swallow. And so it should be. The Chinese artist has
dedicated his life, career and freedom to some of the most pertinent issues facing
humanity. From his bold and unwavering criticism of censorship and
authoritarianism in China to documenring the escalaring migrant crisis, cultural
stereorypes, and the darker caverns of history. For our ongoing ‘At home with’
profile series, we interviewed rhe artist abour his life, work and blending the two in
his much-anricipated memoir.

During Frieze London 2021, Marina Abramovi¢ staged a dramatic operatic takeover.
The artist opened a duet of solo exhibitions across Lisson Gallery’s spaces, focusing
on her lifclong preoccupation with Greek American opera singer Maria Callas.
Writer Jessica Klingelfuss interviewed the artist ahead of her London moment,
which offered a tantalising prelude to her 2023 survey opening at the Royal
Academy, where she will be the first female artist to have a solo show across the
entire Main Galleries.



In July, Danish artist Jakob Kudsk Steensen took over the hallowed halls of Berlin's
Berghain (yes, that one) with his immersive VR installation Berl-Berl, a vast virtual
swampland. Drawing from meticulous ficldwork in Germany's Spreewald, archival
research and collaborations with biologists, linguists, sound artists and creative
technologists, Berl-Berl encouraged viewers to contemplate the forgotten
complexity and beauty of wetlands, As Kudsk Steensen told Wallpaper's TF Chan, 'l
want to direct the eyes at the world beyond our human domain, to bring a sense of
mystery, imagination and fascination.



2021 has demanded reflection, and no artist has used this motif in more variety, or
notoriety, than Jeff Koons. The artist has a knack for reflecting the idealism in
human history; reflecting contemporary times, in all their mass-consumerisr,
superficial and voyeuristic banality; and making work that literally reflects,
consumes and warps its surroundings, and all those who observe. We Zoomed the
artist ahead of his major show at Florence's Palazzo Strozzi titled ‘Shine’
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The artist and human rights activist discusses the power of writing, the
poetry of his father, and the artworld's self-serving ideologies

Contemporary artist and human-rights activist Ai Weiwei came to international
prominence for his open criticism of the Chinese government’s autocratic rule
and its human rights policies, a position that resulted in the state’s efforts to
silence his condemnations via sustained intimidation, a 2009 attack by the police
that left him with a brain haemorrhage and a three-month imprisonment in zon.
Following the unannounced demolition of his Beijing studio in 2018 by local
authorities, Ai relocated to Berlin, His memoir 1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows (2021)
tells the story of China’s political and social history over the last century through
the intertwined experiences of Ai and his father, the renowned modernist poet Ai
Qing, who was exiled for two decades, including a period of hard labour in
Xinjiang,



ArtReview How did you approach writing 1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows?

Al Weiwei 1 always need to be balanced: to not get too emotionally involved and
to be a little bit cool in tone. Otherwise the emotions are often overwhelming. On
the one hand because the book spans 100 years of China’s history (and that’sa
large period to cover)—burt on the other because it reflects the history of two
people: me and my father. I wanted it to be balanced so that it wasn't too much
about us, but rather sets our stories within a historical context.

AR How do you see the relationship between writing and making art?

AWW Idcally they should be one. As someone who has always been interested in
conceptual art, I have always thought the form and concept should be undivided.
It would be too arrogant or misleading to just give a form without a clear
conceptual interpretation of the work. Ifit’s just about the words, it can be too
obvious and dry: it doesn’t have charm. It needs to be balanced. Artworks can
have specific meanings but can be vague and abstracr at the same time. For me,
writing is like a clear measurement of how far you can go with an idea: it’s black
words on white paper; there’s a clear definition.

AR You've previously said that you hate ‘hidden meanings’ But your artwork
does have a lot of hidden meanings...

AWW That’s the nature of art. It has to be able to be interpreted by itself and often
it has multiple meanings. But that’s why I need to write. For me, writing is part
of the art practice because it sets a clear meaning. However, it doesn’t have the
same emotion as the artwork. That's why I have to have both.



AR Your father, Ai Qing, was a renowned modernist poet, and in your book
you mention these handwritten messages that were placed in public known
as Big-character Posters, some examples of which were used by the state to
denounce your father, but also one written anonymously by someone called
Mechanic No. 0538, who used this format to criticise Mao Zedong - did
language play a role in your becoming an artist and the process behind your
practice?

AWW I think language has had a very profound impact on my work. When my
father wrote poetry he was very careful in selecting his vocabulary, as are all poets.
So that method of using a limited number of words to carry a powerful idea has
always been very attractive to me - to see how language functions. I think, with
any form of art practice, control is a crucial skill. So choosing words, form,
materials carefully is the best means of expression. And expression itselfis a
selection of emotions and concepts. That process reflects the uniqueness of any
individual work. It’s not about fitting all your ideas into one thing, but about
reducing it and in fact excluding certain emotions and concepts.

AR Is that opposite to the way you grew up absorbing words and phrases
used in Communist propaganda that were taught to you at school? Because
there was an expectation that you would accept these ideas given by the
state without question?

AWW Yes. I think it’s about trying to limit yourself from becoming another kind
of propagandist. It's about saying semething carcfully but also acting on it. And
to act on the ideas is crucial, otherwise they just become antiwords. They function
with no meaning.



AR How do you act on your ldeas?

AWW [ try to use different media: writing for social media, making videos, films
and images, installations or even using pieces of Lego. Firstly, there is a challenge
in understanding a particular medium; it rakes a grear efforr to learn to control
materials - whether it's porcelain-making or Chinese carpentry —as well as
knowledge of how these materials have been used throughout history. Secondly,
you have w find the right material for the right concepr. For example T used Lego
for Trace(zo14), a series of portraits of political prisoners, because it was necessary
to give all the images the same kind of quality; at the same time, it was important
to show they are distinct from one another - and Lego felt like the perfect
medium for this. Similarly, with Sunflower Seeds (2010), porcelain has a huge
tradition in Jingdezhen |where the work was fabricated by 1,600 artisans over a
period of two-and-a-half years|: every woman knows how to make porcelain,
which involves a very sophisticated process, but they make them just like they
make dumplings. That’s the beauty of it. You have one hundred million porcelain
sunflower sceds, but at the same time, it’s just like how every Chinese houschold
would purdumplings in their wok and boil it. I still think of it as a miracle. Butin
every artwork, cach different medium takes the same kind of effort to make sure
that the aesthetic and moral work together to communicate an idea. To acton an
idea is to make are, because the fight for freedom is part of freedom.









AR And how does that impact the artworld?

AWW I think the artworld is basically dominated by certain ideologies that are
self-serving, and capital-oriented. Artworks have to be recognised by important
dealers and galleries, and have to be bought by collectors, which might then be
donated to muscums. It means sacrificing a huge amount of education and effort
and creativity to fit into that system, in which it seems impossible to achieve
success. In the West, education is fixared on telling people how to become
successful - those ideas are taught in school education and through mainstream

value judgements. That is the problem. It’s a pollutant, and opposite to the idea
of the individual.

From the December 2ozt issue of ArtReview
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The lop 10 arl exhibitions to book this year

From Francis Bacon in London 1o Barbara Hepworth In St ives, here's our guide to the must-see ort exhibitiors
opening orcund the UK this yeor,

et ready for a year of brilliant art. And a pleasingly diverse one, too. You'll see

blockbuster names like Francis Bacon and Raphael in London (both eagerly

awaited shows were postponed due to the pandemic) and the captivating work
of a little-known female photographer revealed in Milton Keynes.

The V&A in London stages Fashioning Masculinities: The Art of Menswear, a show
celebrating the power, artistry and diversity of men’s fashion; while the Dundee outpost
presents an exhibition exploring the past, present and future of plastic.

To help you navigate 2022’s jam-packed exhibition calendar, we've rounded up 10 of the
very best shows to plan ahead for. Get those diaries out!






LISSON GALLERY

The Daily Telegraph
29 January 2022
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Al Weiwel helped design Beijing's
Olympic stadium. But he regrets
how it's being used today

Updated 4th February 2022
heen
Qats underway, arvst Al Werwel 8
JROt Palinha [ rticlzing Ch n-..g Communist Party — and the
Chnstisne Amuspour, CNN
Incgenational Oty rea ICC), 1 ha said = ignoring”
tha safety af tha 5 by pricenizing bus 5 and "stancing next
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The open-roofed structure, wrapped In intarwoven steel structs, functioned as
one of the main venues for the Summer Olympics in 2008. A collaboration
with Swiss architecture firm Herzog & de Meuron, the stadium took five years
10 build and was designed to represent a new, modern China,

But the artist distanced himself from the project and criticized China's hosting
of the Olympics ahead of the opening ceremony, believing itto be a
propaganda tool at odds with what he felt were the oppressive reaiities of life
in the country.

"Unfortunately, as an architect, you cannot control how the building is being
used," Al told Amanpour in the Interview, which airs Friday. "For me it's a big
disappointment, not only in how it's being used but also in the directions
China (has taken) in past decades."

In his recently published book "1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows,” Al wrote
about the stadium's design, which was inspired by the art of Chinese
ceramics. It “aimed 10 convey the message that freedom was possibie,” he
wrote, and "encapsulated something essential about gemaocracy,
transparency and equity,”



"We have to defend everybody who has been
mistreated. and only by doing that. can we
build a better future.”

A Weiwel

When asked If he really believed, back then, that China would become
democratic, free and transparent, Ai responded, “Well, by that time, of course
| believed so. But at this moment, | doubt (it)," adding that that the country
has, In many ways, gone "backwards.”

In the lead up to this year's Winter aames. which Ai has also been openly
critical of, China has been subjectad to increased international scrutiny, from
its alleged human rights abuses In Xinjiang to its stringent Covid-12 policies 10
the global concern for the well-being of Chinese tennis player and three-time
Olympian, Peng Shuai. Peng disappeared from public view for over two weeks
after she accused a former top Communist Party official of sexual assault.

Beijing denies allegations of human rights abuses and has dismissed fears for
Peng's safety as "malicicus speculation.” The 10C, meanwhile, did not
respond directly to Al's accusations, but said in a statement to CNN that it
"recognizes and upholds human rights," which are "enshrined” in both the
Olympic Charter and the organization's code of ethics. "Given the diverse
participation in the Olympic Games." read the statemaent, "the IOC must
remain neutral on giobal political issues."

But Ai argued that the I0C has "never" been neutral. "They're always standing
next to the authoritarians or business," he told Amanpour. "Since the 2008
Olympics, they have been working with the government's propaganda, and
this time they are (doing so) even more. They are ignoring the top (Chinese)
athletes' safety and well-being."

While the dissident artist has not called 1or athletes to boycott the games, he
appealed to their "sense of justice and fairness,” adding: "The Games is about
fairness, the competition is about fairness. And so, athletes representing
human spirit (should) of course defend those very important issues, such as
human rights and freedom of speech.



A'citizen of nowhere'

Ai said he wrote "1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows,” his first memoir, to show
young people what he called the "absurd" reality of living in China.

"I have to write (for) my son's generation to understand what really happened
to his father and his grandfather," he told Amanpour. Al's father, a poet who
was also accused of subverting state power, spent time in jail and was sent to
a labor camp in Xinjiang when Ai was a child. Ai later joined him in the far
northwestem region where, today, China has been accused of genocide by
the United States against Uyghurs and other Musiim minorities

Ai said he uitimately left China in 2015 because he lacked a "sense of safety”
as an artist. His conceptual works, many of which were considerad
controversial in China, often contend with the country's past and present
using found objects. He has created sculptures from the remains of
demolished Ming and Qing dynasty houses, as well as from steel rods
salvaged from schools that collapsed during the deadly 2008 Sichuan
earthquake. One of his most famous works, a photo triptych from 1995,
shows him smashing a Han dynasty um,



"China is totally under the control of one party, and the party can do
anything." he said of his reasons for living in self-exile. "It can make you
disappear. It can make you (go on) trial without lawyers. And also, they can
put you (for) a long time behind bars. Nobody can (argue with authorities) --
that's the reality. So, if | want to have a sense of safety, a normal life, | have to
escape.”

Al has been critical of other countries too, particularly when it comes to the
West's treatment of refugees.

"I'm a citizen of the worid, if | can call it that. Actually, I'm a citizen of
nowhere." he told Amanpour. "So, wheraver | see injustice, | always think
that's connected. Whatever happens in Afghanistan, in Syria, is connected to
China (and) also connected to the United States, We have 1o understand
humanity as one, human nghts as one, We have to defend everybody who has
been mistreated, and only by doing that, can we bulld a better future,”
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As his new show opens in Cambridge, the artist reflects on his
interest in fakes, why he’d love to go home, and the fate of the
Chinese tennis star Peng Shuai



There is a 2020 work in the show of a

toilet roll made out of marble (2020).

Do you like using valuable materials

ironically?

Playfulness is so important - I think I

am like a cat. Cats are always

wondering. If you throw a paper ball

to a cat, it can play for a whole day....

Life is a serious matter, but also

ironic. When marble was used in the

past, it had a monumental or

memorialising status. Toilet paper disappeared from the shelves during the
pandemic. This is a society in which we can send a shuttle into outer space
yet cannot solve a humble problem - the moment deserved to be
remembered,



In your autobiography, you write of your “wilful tendency to let the dice fall
where they may” - does that streak of gambling and opportunism
contribute to your art?

The first intention of life itself is to grab something. It is like a drunk person
having to grab something to hold on to... grabbing reflects my mind: as an
artist, if I don’t grab something, I might as well be dead. It is my inner need to
do that.

To what extent have the years spent living in the dugout
influenced your life? What did they teach you about survival?
And what did being dirt-poor teach you about riches?

My Father was a poet, and the word “money” never came out of
his mouth. He was such a pure man. What mattered was
imagination and the spiritual and the daily practice of
language. This time was a training in understanding that
nothing belongs to you except your mind and your health. The

rest is illusion. If I look back, it was an extremely difficult time. If you look at
my iPhone, I have this image of the dugout... it was in a vast, vast desert - the
Gobi desert - with no sign of life, But we survived. We survived the lack of
material things, We also had to protect our dignity from total insult and
discrimination - but [ didn’t really pay much very attention until much later.
That time taught me how low humanity can go.

And at what point in your life did you start to feel a spirit of resistance in
yourself?

When I started to research the students who died in the Sichuan earthquake
in 2008, right before the Olympics opened [the Chinese government
censored and controlled all information about the earthquake]. Piece by
piece, we found them - the names, schools and universities of 5,219
students. I felt desperate at that time. I felt I could collapse at any moment
and I knew the authorities could make me disappear easily.

What would your father have made of your success had he lived to see it?

He died in 1996. I went back [to China] from New York in 1993. I was trying to
stay calmly in China - doing nothing, sometimes playing poker with my
brother, just to be there as his son. I knew the time was getting closer and
one night we came to the hospital and he had passed away. We didn’t have
very close relations, we were together all the time but didn’t have that much
communication. He had been tragic in his life, His mind was always
somewhere else. He never wanted me to become an artist. He was tolerant
that I did art, but knew what art was like in China, that it could bring all kinds
of trouble. He had been punished by doing poetry - so he did not encourage
nor try to stop me, He would never have imagined that [ would become a
well-known artist.



Do you think your son, Ai Lao, has the artistic or poetic gene?

He is 13, and I think my son has better potential than me - I was very late in
recognising I could do some art but he, | can see, is very creative and with a
strong mind and good skill. But Iam not sure he would want to become an
artist. And I don’t give him any advice.

Could you ever envisage living in China again?

I'd love to go back. My mum is almost 90 and thinks about me and my safety
but tells me: do not come back. I take her words seriously. No mum tells her
son: “do not come back”, but she is sincere because of what she experienced
when I was disappeared. In the whole nation, no one could give her one
sentence about where I was and that made her older by many years so that,
when I came out, I could see all the worry and absence of sleep marked on
her face.
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I think even that is an overreading. The gesture is - literally - throwaway. For
in this show it sometimes seems Ai Weiwei is better at throwing concepts in
the air than clarifying what he means by them, as they crash to earth.

The Lego shares a gallery with old-fashioned wood-framed display cases
containing a collection of ancient art from China that Ai Weiwei bought in
2020. It’s a mix of styles and periods, including a buckled-up image of a
crouching hare in red sandstone and a sensual broken limestone Buddha.
The artist claims at least five of these apparently time-hallowed sculptures
are modemn fakes. For the forgery business is so refined in contemporary
China it is transforming the historical record.

The gallery points out the “fakes”. For what it’s worth I think they do look
dodgy. Their surfaces are cleaner and sharper. The signs of age appear
artificial. But perhaps Ai Weiwei is playing with my mind, presenting the real
as fake, the fake as real.






[ cannot believe Ai Weiwei has put his name to a set of blue and white
porcelain plates with childish paintings of refugees on them. A helicopter
buzzing a crowd! A boat crammed with people - painted on a porcelain plate!
It’s the kind of cheap, easy “gesture” I'd expect of Grayson Perry. Though
that may be unfair - at least Perry aspires to satire. These well-meaning
platters are merely mawkish and sentimental. I feel offended to have my
distress at the treatment of refugees pandered to in this way.
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Ai Weiwei, Kettle’s Yard, review: a witty
middle-finger to the Chinese vandals-in-chief

* KKKk 4/5

In this exhibition, The Liberty of Doubt, the dissident artist blends past and present to

query the CCP's values - and those closer to home

By Alastalr Sooke, CHIEF ANT CRETIC

1 Februa Ty 2022« 12.00am

matter of “truth": these are the grand themes of Ai Weiwei's new exhibition,
The Liberty of Doubt, at Kettle’s Yard in Cambridge. If that sounds
vainglorious, don't be deterred. Because, arranged within the beautiful, Jamie Fobert-

G lobalisation, the Covid-19 pandemic, “geopolitical crises” - oh, and the tiny



designed galleries recently grafted onto the rickety cottages that the collector Jim Ede
turned into a sanctuary of modern art, this show sparkles with connections and ideas,

Born in Bejjing in 1957, and routinely described as a “dissident” thanks to his long,
traumatic tussle with the Chinese Communist Party, Ai here, in what he calls a single
installation, for the first time juxtaposes his own work with historical objects: 14
fragmentary, and mostly Buddhist, Chinese antiquities, including a tactile red-
puddingstone sculpture of a crouched hare possibly once used as a paperweight.

After settling in Cambridge in 2018, he picked them up at an auction in the city.
Doubting the authenticity of several of his purchases (apparently, Chinese craftsmen
are now so skilled it requires radiocarbon-dating to tell a copy from an original), he
decided to display all of them at Kettle's Yard within bespoke wood-and-glass display
cases, provoking a game of spot-the-difference.

Alongside the Buddhist deities and bodhisattvas, he also presents his Dragon Vase
(2017), a replica of a red-and-white Ming vessel indistinguishable from the real thing
except for one significant detail: the scaly creature snaking across its swelling form
has six claws rather than the traditional imperial five. It's unclear whether this extra
talon refers to the CCP or the individual's uncrushable power Lo resist: it's significant,
perhaps, that one of Ai's favourite motifs is showing the middle finger.

Nearby, a well-known photographic triptych, in which Af drops a Han Dynasty urn {to
fament the destruction of China's heritage during the Cultural Revolution), is
recreated, curiously, out of Lego: during my visit, someone was still labouring to
replace the monochromatic bricks that had come loose in transit. Anvone concerned
that something so cheap and mass-produced should be exhibited at Kettle's Yard will
be dismayed to learn that, elsewhere, the artist includes a jade sculpture of & sex toy. 1
suspect that Ai, who calls Lego his “favourite medium”, enjoys working with these
little plastic blocks because, like fakes, they upend our hierarchy of values. They also
reflect tensions between individuality and conformism, and, here, reminded me of the
millions of grey porcelain sunflower seeds which he scattered across Tate Modern in
2010,

Surveillance Camera with Plinth (2014) by Ai Weiwei



A second gallery mostly contains Ai’s work, much of it produced over the past decade.
A Han Dynasty urn emblazoned, in an act of seeming vandalism, with the Coca-Cola
logo appears alongside another with traces of its original decoration of swirling,
interdacing clouds: the “rhyme” with the trademark’s Howing script is remarkable -
and, surely, an indictment of the tawdriness of contemporury society,

Blue-and-white porcelain plates with imagery, like photography from a war zone, of
boats and barbed wire and bullet-ridden bodies, evoking the refugee crisis, are
somewhat voyeuristic, and smack of disaster tourism; another porcelain platter, Brain
Inflation {2012), is much stronger. Reproducing a scan of the swollen contents of the
artist’s skull, after he was beaten up by the police and suffered a cercbral
haemorrhage, it's a brutal but darkly witty object, in which Ai's brain appropniately,
given that it appears on a plate) looks edible, like a slice of carpaccio, while his eyes
resemble boiled eggs: the dissident served up as a snack for the state, Jade handcuffs
and a marble surveillance camera on a plinth also commemorate his persecution,

Elsewhere, Al bemoans our planet-damaging, throwaway consumerist habits, There's
even a Duchampian marble sculpture of a toilet roll, like the debased descendant of an
ancient Chinese “cong” (a ritual tubular object), which harks back to the panic-buying
at the start of the pandemic. Thus, surprisingly perhaps, this exhibition reveals Ai to
be something of a conservative, brimming with connoisseurial passion for the cultural
history of his homeland, as well as an artist with an impish sense of humour.

From Saturday until June 19. Information: kettlesvard.couk
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Al Weiwei on tyranny, optimism

and being a rebel at 64

Rachel Campbell-Johnston talks to the artist about his new show at
Kettle’s Yard and his move to Portugal

Al Weiwei’s exhibition will bring his artwork together with antique pieces that he purchased

ZENITH RICHARDS/BAFTA/CAMERA PRESS

Rachel Campbell-Johnston Friday February |1 2022, 12.0lam, The Times

¢ are strugghing our way oul of the pandemic's grip. We are

starting to dare to reclaim former freedams. Yel the fight is far

from over, warns Al Weiwei, the world's most famous arlistic
activist, if we want to keep that democracy and freedom of speech that he

describes as the "(rue immune system” of our sociely.

The pandemic has left us, Al believes, "even more divided, more confused” than

before, "Governments and scientists have worked hard,” he explains, “but at the



same time there has been so much serious contradiction between them, and
public argument has become so very polarised, so polluted, that people have
basically lost perspective on life itself, on how to act individually,” And many
governments, he warns, have been using these divisions as an “easy excuse to
make authoritarian control more efficient”.

These are the sorts of issues upon which Al encourages us to reflect as he stages
a new exhibition at Kettle's Yard in Cambridge. Af Weiwer: The Liberty of Doubt
will bring 13 of his artworks — some new, some already familiar — together with
anlique pieces that he bought at auction. The show's aim, he suggests, 1s to
question our notions of “truth”; to compare eastern and western ideas about
what constitutes liberty; to open up space for questions and argue for political
transparency,

Ai says that he is enjoying a slower pace of life in Portugal
RICCARDO GHILARDI/CONTOURI/GETTY IMAGES



Ai, dressed in a high-buttoned collarless black shirt and seated against a blank
background, could be anywhere when he comes up on my Zoom screen, but his
broad face, framed by close-cropped hair and a trimmed beard, is suntanned. He
is in his new house in Montemaor-o-Novo, about an hour east of Lisbon, it
emerges. Ai moved there last year, having left first Berlin, where he was offered
safe haven in 2015 (when his passport, which the Chinese authorities had
confiscated, was returned), then Cambridge, where he moved four vears later so
that his son Al Lao, now on the verge of his teens, could get an English
education.

“It's beautiful here in Portugal,” he tells me. “There is sunshine — the sun is so
generous — and green trees, | can’t see another building, This country has taken
a nap since the 15th century and still hasn’t quite woken up, so | am enjoving its
slowness and this escape from the industrial revolution.”

Although the farmhouse — which he found on his first day in Portugal and
immediately bought — is “OK and perfectly comfortable, if you are a traveller
there is no destination”. Sometimes, he admits, he tries “to set up some
obstacles" for himself. He established a studio in Berlin. He is planning to do the
same in Portugal where he has already gathered a team of five assistants, not to
mention a menagerie of eight cats, three dogs and a number of exotic birds. In
Cambridge he and his film-maker partner Wang Fen got involved with the
schoal.

Yet in the long run, Ai says, "Every house is for me only a hotel. It doesn’t matter
how good or bad it is because my home will only ever be Beijing.” And although
he confesses he would happily give up everything he has established at any
moment to return to his homeland, he remains uncertain as to whether he ever
will. Every day, he tells me, he speaks to his 90-vear-old mother in China, and at
the end of cach conversation she savs; “Son, [ love you. You are the reason that
keeps me alive — but, son, don’t come back.”

A diorama in the series S.A.C.R.E.D, showing Ai's imprisonment in China
ALAMY



Before finally leaving China, he was to suffer horrendously at the hands of the
state: put under house arrest with 24-hour surveillance, imprisoned on trumped-
up charges ol tax evasion, and beaten so badly that he suffered a brain
haemorrhage.

A Chinese white marble Buddhist deity that will be on
display at Ai Weiwei's Kettle's Yard show



In his career, there is little that Ai hasn’t done in the name of art or protest — or
indeed playfully provocative fun — to hold to account the authorities that had
tried so hard (but so hopelessly) to suppress his individualism. Even his
harrowing 2011 imprisonment was turned into an artwork. A nearly lifesized
diorama invited spectators to spy into the humiliations of his ordeal.

Art is never just for art’s sake, Ai declares. That, he asserts, is “the higgest lie of
the 20th century”. It is the “ridiculous” confection of a “corrupted west”, of “a
capitalist bourgeois who wanted something to decorate their walls". Yet "art is
part of humanity®, he says. [t is part of “our compassion, cur fear, our
imagination” — all things, he adds, that are too often overlooked by a “polluted”
educational system that treats learning as “a ladder to success”,

“Education is basically trying to teach people how to be useful; it is about tryving
to provide the right workforce for different professions rather than teaching
people to recognise their own sense of rightness or beauty or creative activity.
Art cannot be separated from its social function,” he insists. “In Chinese
tradition, the artist is evervthing, He's a scientist, a scholar, a thinker and I'm
sure some kind of activist.” Although Al resists the word “activist™ as a label,
which western culture — “the west likes its vocabulary™ — has pinned on him.

It is not that he thinks that he can see “the truth”, he stresses. In his native
culture, he explains, “there is no such thing as absolute truth or absolute fake...
The truth, in philosophy or in art, is always seen as a river: the view can change,
but still the wateris flowing.”

Han Dynasty Urn with Coca-Cola Logo, 1994



This is the idea that Ai sets out to explore in his Kettle's Yard show. During the
pandemic he bought several thousand antiques online from a Cambridge
auction house, only to later realise that several of them were what the west
would term “fake”, in the sense that "they were not made in the period to which
they refer”.

He says: “In the west the real is worth a fortune and the fake is worth nothing,
but in China that is not so. In China, art works are copied and copied down the
dynasties, each generation memorising and copying the work of the master,
providing a differing interpretation of the same subject matter”

Visitors to Kettles Yard will find, for instance, a marble replica of a surveillance
camera of the sort that Chinese authorities used to monitor him. Many will
recognise it as a familiar piece, made more than a decade ago. It alludes to the
Ming period when functional objects were crafted from luxurious materials. (Ai
took the idea to bawdy extremes in a butt plug carved from jade.) Yet now, in an
added twist, the camera is mounted on a marble base that replicates a 1,500~
year-old lamp Ai bought. [t was made to light a tomb, he explains, to show that
there will be Light, and hence life, even amid the grave’s darkness.

The two marble objects, modern and ancient, match stylistically, but by
combining them a new meaning is created, "It's about where we place value,
about monitoring power, about who is monitoring whom and who has control,”
he says,

The art 1s not prescriptive, however. At's creations, nol to mention his ardent
contributions to social media, are emphatically about throwing open debate,
about examining problems with the human empathy without which, he says,
“there is no art", He sees, for example, the "very good” and the "extremely bad™
in social media — although for him, he admits, it’s been “totally good™.

Dragon Vase, 2017



He does not veer to the side of communism or capitalism: “neither is the
solution”. Arguments about refugees, to which he has been a vocal contributor,
will only start to find resolution when we realise that “there is no fundamental
difference between them and us, There always have been refugees and there
always will be, We have to understand how to share and to help. Throwing them
out at the doorway is not the answer."

Al recognises that he might have made mistakes in his youth. “Youth is a time
full of imagination, but imagination is a very limited resource” and “when | was
voung I was completely empty-handed, though of course my mind was working
all the time™. Yet he never regrets any of his past stances or opinions. “1 still get
lost,” he says, “but I don’t get confused. And [ try to do the best that 1 can at that
moment, using my responsibilities, judgment and passion.” As to changing his
mind: “It’s like being in the boxing ring: to change vour mind is very dangerous.”

What happens to his art is of little concern to him. “It comes from me like water
from a spring and what people do with it, whether they drink it or use it to wash
the toilet, is not under my control.” Still, as the Winter Olympics take place in
Beijing, he sees the Bird’s Nest stadium, the design of which he collaborated on,
being once again put Lo the sort of propagandist purposes that he detests, In
2008 he boycotted the Beijing Games in protest at how the authonties were
using them to whip up nationalism. Now, although dismaved, he sounds more
resigned. “It’s like any other building, It will be used again and again for a long
time.

Surveillance Camera with Plinth, 2014



“Our world is pretty corrupted and going down very fast. We have never faced
such a big global problem; such challenges from the authoritarian state and such
deterioration of democracy,” Ai says. He looks at what's happening in Brazil, the
US or any number of other nations, and sees decades of demaocratisation coming
10 an end. “"We are seeing a huge setback to the idea of the liberal state. Many of
these countries are in crisis and this leaves enormous space for authoritarian
regimes.”

However, he remains optimistic “that life can serve a much higher purpose than
Just to make money or look for opportunities to win the economic battle”, His
most important creative achievement, he says, is communication, “[ have no
clear purpose except to get my voice out. This is the most important thing we
can do, and we do 1t of course with the help of art.”

As for himsell, he is happy, he declares, although he adds that *without sadness
we don’t know the meaning of happy”. He enjoys the sunshine of Portugal,
drinking tea, watching his cats and, he adds graciously, talking to me. He raises
his glass of tea to the computer screen as if in a toast, His family are not with
him, but he doesn’t get lonely “except for when I go to parties”, he says with a
laugh. He feels no urgency — "except when I need to go to the toilet”, His
proudest achievement, he states, is simply that “I can still breathe, My heart has
been functioning for 65 vears, and it's still going, just quietly pumping, [ am
really proud of that little piece of loval equipment.”

Ai may have earned the title of China's most “controversial and dangerous”
artist. He has kept on producing his work, he says, but often at great nsk. He has
cerfainly suffered for it. “But what has happened to me is a miracle. | feel that |
have a wonderful life.”

Al Weiwel: The Liberty of Doubt is at Kettle's Yard, Cambridge
(kettlesyard.co.uk) from Feb 12 to June 19
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Ai Weiwel at Kettle’s Yard — a
story of faith and fakes

The artist’s show in Cambridge combines authentic artefacts with

forgeries and his own artworks
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‘Ninety Percent of the History You Learned Is
Nonsense': Ai Weiwei on Blending Political
Reality With Counterfeit Art in His New Show

“The Liberty of Doubt” at Kettle's Yard is more than just a survey of the famed
artist's recent work.

Vivienne Chow, February 17, 2022

“Truth is a relative concept,” Al Weiwei told Artnet News recently, on
the occasion of the opening of “The Liberty of Doubt.” the solo

exhibition that has just opened at the Kettle’s Yard in Cambridge.
“What we need to keep asking is not whether certain things or
events are true or not, but whether we, ourselves, are true or not."



The Kettle’'s Yard show offers a juxtaposition of 13 of Ai's own works
from the past decade with a range of antiquities that he acquired at
a 2020 auction in Cambridge, where he spends a good part of his
time. The exhibition also features three documentary films he has
produced in recent years: Cockroach (2020), a visual record of the
2019 Hong Kong pretests, Coronation (2020), which offers a glimpse
into Wuhan, the epicenter of the early stage of the Covid-19
pandemic; and Human Flow (2017), which centars around the global
refugee crisis.

Among the 14 artifacts on display, some are believed to be authentic
antiques dating from the Northern Wei dynasty (386-534 CE) and
Tang (618-907 CE}. accerding to the artist. The rest, however, are
thought by the Ai to be counterfeits or copies that were made in
much later years.

These antigque pieces, however, have not been formally examined by
experts, and they are exhibited alongside Ai's works that also play
with ideas of authenticity: Marble Toilet Paper (2020), a sculpture in
the shape of a soft toilet roil made of the hard marble, created in
response to Covid-19 pandemic panic buying; Dragon Vase {(2017),
which is a near exact replica of a porcelain vase from Ming dynasty
(1368-1644 CE); and Handcuffs (2011), alluding to the arrest and
detention of Ai by the Chinese authorities in 2011. Ai's Blue-and-
White Porcelain Plates (2017) feature imagery that echo the scenes
from the three documentary films, being screened nearby.



“About half the works are fakes and halfl are real,” Ai expiained.
“More than 90 percent [of the exhibition-goers] cannot identify
what's real and what's fake. Hence, doubt is important, especially in
today’s political situation. There's a tendency to erase the
possibility of doubt, which is very dangerous to our development.”

But what is the truth? The artist pas said that there are vast
differences between the notions of truth in the Western world, which
adheres to a standard of absolute truth, and that found in Chinese
philosophy, which has a more fluid concept of truth. Explaining such
differences to a Western audience has always been a challenge to
him.



“What you see in front of you may not be true, and what appears to
be unreal may not be false. | want to get people to discuss this,”
said Ai, referring to his works on show. and in particular to the three
documentaries that attempt to offer a glimpse into three key
chapters of recent history.

“We only see fragments [of reality] because they are easier to grasp.
The complete truth can often be too emotional, with too many
conflicts,” he said. “The way we ook at history is even mare
fragmented. Ninety percent of the history you learned at university is
nonsense.”

That theme of challenging how we tell history permeates a number
of Ai Weiwei's recent projects, in different ways. It is present in his
online initiative to raise awareness for the case of the jailed
WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange (part of which will be featured in
his upcoming show at Vienna's Albertina Modern in March), And it Is
definitely an inspiration far his topical, political staging of the
opera JTurandot, which is set to open in Rome in March (even as he
was opening his Cambridge show, his team was bombarding him
with edited video clips connected to the production for approval).

At Kettle's Yard show and beyond, Al seems ready to embrace
whatever mediums allow him to press his case, while also staying
true to his own defiantly singular creative process. “I'm like a chef,
cooking dishes depending on what | can find in the backyard,” the
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Al WEIWEI IS
EMBRACING THE
BEAUTIFUL EMPTINESS
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In this FRONTPAGE feature, we spent time in the Berlin studio of
the legendary Ai Weiwei. Though heralded as one of the most
important contemporary artists working, he tells us why he hasn't
"accomplished anything."

Down a cold, cement staircase and through a cavernous tunnel
somewhere in Berlin, Ai Weiwei sits quietly at a long table in a brick
hall. It's early, and as the city outside begins to wake up, Ai is busy
scrolling through his phone and sipping tea. A few feet away,
sunlight streams into an open courtyard set two floors below
ground. There's a serenity and completeness to the scene because,
in a way, this former brewery turned underground art studio is a
perfect metaphor for the artist’s journey. Here, in what he calls his

“underground temple,” Ai has found peace and come full circle.

In 1967, decades before he would become known as one of the
world’s greatest living artists, Ai's childhood was spent in another
underground shelter. This one was cramped, not sprawling, and
was infested with lice and situated in the harsh desert region of
China known as Little Siberia. He shared this abode with his father,
the late poet Ai Qing, who had been a renowned artist in China for
years. But that all changed in 1957, the year of Weiwei’s birth, as the
Anti-Rightist Campaign by Chairman Mao Zedong began a ruthless
purge of intellectuals who were critical of the state. After rising to
fame for his poetry, Ai Qing became one of the 300,000
intellectuals who were forced into hard labor, For years, Weiwei
and Qing slept in a square hole dug into the ground whose roof
was a mix of tamarisk branches, rice stalks, and grassy mud.
Weiwei watched his father struggle, as Qing was forbidden from
writing and endured the daily humiliation of being forced to clean
toilets, yet this harsh environment never broke Weiwei’s spirit.

“We have to think of life as almost like a testing ground to see how
far you can go, and how it's been given to you for you to realize

yourself” he explains as he pours another cup of tea. “That's a real



opportunity. Always to think whatever the condition you are in, you
may not necessarily understand it, [but] it has a profound meaning.
So gradually you grab a few lessons” For Ai, the lessons learnt
from this period have provided a steady flame for his art. Over a
span of decades, his work has chafed roughly against the forces of
Communism in his Chinese homeland, the hostile ambivalence to
the plight of migrants, and the invisible hand of capitalism, whose
power, he says, has “sculpted our time.” But the most evident
through-line has been his constant grappling with the way
governments can so easily suppress the humanity of large swathes
of people, or erase a country’s rich history to maintain their grip on

power.



In 2017, as a record 68.5 million people became forcibly displaced
because of political unrest, Ai brought attention to the plight of
these refugees through both documentary film (Human Flow, 2017)
and by affixing over 14,000 life jackets to six columns on Berlin's
Konzerthaus that had been used by people attempting to flee to
Europe through the Greek island of Lesbos {Safe Passage, 2016). He
has used capitalism to interrogate Europe and America’s insatiable
urge for Chinese mass production with a display of 1179 frames of
the steel bikes used by Shanghai’s working class {Forever
(Bicycles), 2003).

In one of his most famous installations, “Sunflower Seeds’, which
ran from October 12, 2010 to May 2, 2011, he filled the sprawling
Turbine Hall in London’s Tate Modern museum with 100 million
hand-crafted porcelain sunflower seeds. Produced over a two year
period by 1,600 artisans in Jingdezhen, China, the seeds were a
reference both to modern “Made in China”-xenophobia but also —
and tellingly — to the brutal crackdown by Zedong that forced his
father into hard labor. In the Cultural Revolution, propaganda
posters likened Zedong to the sun and had sunflowers turning
towards him, but in Little Siberia, the exchange of sunflower seeds
among the exiles was a small act of rebellious compassion. By
filling one of the world’s most famed museums with millions of
these seeds, Ai cast a new light on this era in his country’s history
— like a sunflower rising from the darkness towards the sun.



It's this work more than any other that is key to understanding Ai
Weiwei, because by the end of the London exhibition, Chinese
authorities had locked him away in a Beijing detention center.
Officially, Ai had been arrested on charges of tax evasion, but days
turned to weeks without an appearance from the artist. His studio
was raided, eight employees were held for questioning, and his
own family were at a loss for where he'd been taken. Human rights
groups sounded alarms and the world asked “Where is Ai Weiwei?"
81 days later, the artist re-emerged profoundly changed.

It was this arrest and disappearance that capped years of mounting
escalation by the Chinese government against him that had begun
in the aftermath of 2008s Sichuan earthquake. The tragedy claimed
the lives of over 80,000, but it was the deaths of over 5,000 children
as a result of shoddy school construction that caught Ai's attention.
In an attempt to honor the victims — and fight back against
censorship that sought to cover up the tragedy — Ai began a
Citizen Investigation Group to name the children. In response, the
government arrested group members, deleted names they'd
written down, confiscated belongings, shut down the blog, and in
August 2009, Ai was beaten so severely by police in Chengdu that
he was forced to undergo emergency brain surgery.

While a brush with death could have scared off other artists, the
beating only solidified Ai’s resolve — and provided material for his
2011 documentary So Sorry, which cataloged all of the events,
including the assault, Two months after his surgery, Ai opened a
retrospective show at Munich’s Haus der Kunst, whose entrance
was adorned with 9,000 children’s backpacks spelling out the
sentence “She lived happily for seven years in this world” in
Chinese characters -~ a quote from the mother of a child who died in
the earthquake. The next year, in 2010, Ai released a two-hour video
titled Hua Hao Yue Yuan (or Blissful Harmony) that recorded the
experience of two Chinese activists who had been arrested and
abused by state officials after protesting the Chinese Communist
Party. It was not the artist’s first documentary criticizing the Chinese



government, but it became one of the most widely shared.

After years of balancing precariously on a razor's edge with a series
of works critiquing the Chinese government, the government

began forcefully pushing back in 2011. One of his art studios was
demolished by authorities in January, and the opening of a solo
show in Beijing was postponed (and subsequently canceled)
because of the "political sensitivity” of his work. The series of
events would lead him to announce plans to opén a studio in Berlin
and declare that he was “simply at a loss for how | can continue to
work [in China]” Only a week later, the artist’s nearly three month

disappearance into the detention center began.

In the years since his arrest, Ai has used his arrest as inspiration for
both documentary films (Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry, 2012) and
installation work (S A C.RE.D., 2013), but the arrest also altered the
trajectory of his life in more personal ways. As Ai sits in the same
Berlin studio he'd announced a week before his disappearance, he
recalls the threat from officials as they let him go. “We don't have
to release you," they said. "Yes, you got arrested and also you are
released, but please understand that we don't have to release you.
You can stay there forever." It was this threat that inspired 7,000
Years of Joys and Sorrows, his sprawling 2021 memoir that
covered both Weiwei’s life and the life of his father, Qing. Written
for his son, Ai Lao, to “let my son know who his father is,” it was
also a reaction to Weiwei watching so many Chinese friends be
jailed for their activism. “Their children grow up wondering. They
hear all kinds of accusations. They don’t know who their father is. |
know many children [whose| father was a political prisoner. They
get lost”

For Ai, looking forward is as essential as looking back. History and
future are intertwined, yet humanity stumbles forward as if with
permanent blinders. “We refuse to recognize our past, not only in

the US, but in the whole world, We develop so fast, we try to erase



what they have been through. The problem is not just them, or
him, or she, it's us." The importance of both preserving and
learning from history has always flowed through the artist’s oeuvre,
but in the last few years, his output has become sharper as he
looks forward, imagining what the future holds for a world so set
on forgetting the lessons of the past. In 2017's Hansel and Gretel
installation in New York, a mix of CCTV cameras, projections, facial
recognition software, and drones tracked every move that visitors
made. There was no way of knowing it at the time but, a mere three
years later, the installation would take on eerie prescience amid the
pandemic. In his 2020 film Coronation, the entirety of the Wuhan
lockdown is documented by ordinary citizens as untold levels of

surveillance and control are put in place by China’s government.

There's a cynicism flowing like a brook beneath Ai's work, but that's
to be expected after decades spent creating art like his. Since his
earliest years, he has witnessed the myriad ways a powerful
minority can maintain control of the masses. Prone to proverb, he
explains his view of this systemic rot through an apple. No matter
how fresh the apple is, time will rot it, because “no freshness can
keep forever,” and Ai always sees the rot. Even his move to Berlin in
2015 was short-lived;. During his period in the German capital, Ai
found Germany to still live in what he calls an “authoritarian
mental state”

“If you go deeper to their political situation, their cultural situation,
and even law, you realize that basically they change into a nice
jacket. Very, very flashy. Very attractive. And it's good. But as we
used to say, you have a new glass with old wine,” he says, before
noting that his criticism isn’t rooted in hatred. “I'm being critical
because | wish it [would] become better. | have no problem. | don't
hate anybody - even China | don't hate. | really wish they could be
much better” Through criticism, a system — no matter how rotten —
can begin to be fixed. "If we all say how great some things are, if
we have the same opinion, that's [when] danger comes.”



It's this principle that helps to explain his constant stream of work.
Ai isn't just an artist, he is a mirror. “I reflect the reality, | don't
make the reality,” he explains. “Even the mirror can be shattered
but, still, the pieces can have that relative reflection of reality” The
hope, of course, is that by holding up the mirror long enough,
things may change. But when asked about his hope for the future,
Weiwei is blunt. “We consumed the future already. To get to
prosperity, we consume the future. We consume the poorest.
People exploit their rights and it's really a monster. Humans are
really monsters.” The problem, as he sees it, is that greed, short-
sightedness, and selfishness are weaknesses that are deeply rooted

in everyone — not just those in power.

The rotten apple isn't just authoritarianism, it’s capitalism. “Every
fingerprint of our time has capitalism’s imprints on it,” Ai laments.
Even the industry he navigates has sped up its descent into a mire
of capitalist muck through the rise of get-rich-quick schemes like
NFTs that make art less about the message and more about the
collectability. As the work matters less and less than the resale
value, an artist like Weiwei feels like more of a rarity. His work sells,
of course, but every piece that he creates is imbued with a purpose

and a message.

While the world might crown him one of the greatest living artists,
Ai Weiwei will never embrace the accolades. He creates because he
must. “I do projects just like a cat walks the way a cat walks,” he
explains. “lIt's my nature.” For Weiwei, this natural search for
meaning and harmony will never end. “| appreciate [that] at the age
of 64, I'm still unsettled, unclear, and still feel | have not
accomplished anything,” he admits as he pours another cup of tea,
ensconced in his quiet sanctuary. “| still have this beautiful
emptiness in my mind, and that | treasure.”

Waords: Chrig Erik Thomas
Photography: Spyros Renm












Surveillance Camera with Plinth (2014) by Ai Weiwei
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Book review: Ai Weiwei's "1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows' reflects
the artist's journey in activism

The mestsols wis writhen to remmessber bis Bdher Al Qing and s a retmembenncsy for his son A Lao,

By Aireena Azni 20 February 2022 - 10:02am

[njustice and cocruption fuelied Al Welwel's desire to be the vaioe of the peaple {Photor Vioketa Santos Monura)



Al Webwes decdded 10 weite this hook $0 his sou Al Lan woukd have a trace of who e Darher wis sad the joasney he had taken
(Photo: Pamgrrin Ramdom Howew)

As a prominent poet expesed to subversive things happening in the West, Ai Qing was viewed as a
threat to the state and government of China; “he was now a young man, with an independent mind
and the confidence 1o express himself*. A huge collaction of books at his home often aitracted the
unwanted attentions of the authorities, With Al Welwai's help, Ai Qing decided to burn down his
whaole library.

In his early twenties, Al Qing was put behind bars for being a member of & revolutionary group,
before being exiled vears later during Mao's Coltural Revolution to & deserted location called Little
Siberia to underyo “thought remoiding” after being labelled a purveyor of bourgeois literature and
arts.

The family, including Al Weiwed — who was 10 at the time — und his stepbrotber Gao Jian, nested ina
dugout that “teok the form of a square hole dug into the ground, with a crade roof formed of tamarisk
branches and rice stalks, sealed with several layers of grassy mud” for a decade.

Nat nble to withstand the hardships in his homelamd after the release of his father, A Weiwes went to
New Yok to pursue self-funded study, He studied arts and started participating in exhibitions befove
finding his way into photography. After being credited in The New York Tirmes for a photo he took
during a protest, he became interested in joining other movements and demonstratians, especially
those fighting {or freedom of expression.



After 12 years, Al Weiwei flew back to Beijing to spend time with his ill father. He found his native
country had changed yet remained the same all at once. Many roads and tall bulkdings had been bail,
but the nation was still very harsh on the right 1o express one's belsefs and opinions.

Injustice and corruption fuelled his desire to be the voice of the people, even if it meant walking the
path his father had onee forcefully taken: "1 had changed, it seemed, from being an artist to belng a
social activist, 1t is not st all difficult to become a socal activist: As soon s you start expressing
concern about the nation’s future, you're already on a path that coukd take you straight to jail.”

As a designer of the National Stadium for the Beijing Olympic Games, Ai Weiwei was condemned by
architecture academicians who claimed he was trying to make China an experiment for Western
architecture, owing to the heavy use of metals in the building's structure. He had also organised a
programme, bringing 1,001 Chinese on an overseas tour to Kassel, Germany, in an attempt to
avercome the participants’ insecurity “instilled in therm by political and caltural life in China®,

From then an, he began creating offensive art in the form of photographs, painting, writing, artefacts,
architecture, films, documentaries and music to challenge the autocratic system. Obsessed with the

deconstraction of dassheal order and ethics, Al Weiwel's provocative stance paturally antagonissd the
authorities.

New York was to Al Welwed what Paris was to A Qing, Similarly, blogging 1o Ai Weiwei was what
writing poetry was to his father. 1t was not until the former actively started blogging and freely
expressed his thoughts 1o thousands of subscribers that the authorities began to keep an eve on his

every move, His blog became & public diary where he updated just about anything, including a picture
of him being treated harshly by officers.

As an internationally renowned artist, Al Weiwed was often invited to bold urt exhibitions overseas, In
2013, before boarding a flight to Taiped, be was swarmed by police at the airport and taken into
detention for 81 days, during which every movement and utterance required pecmission from the two
guards in charge. Even after being discharged, the authoritics never really gave Ai Weiwei a definite
ressan as to why he was taken away from society, as was his father.



The dreadful period made him Jook back to the person Al Qing was and it struck him that he never
truly knew his futher's story. Feeling like he could disappear forever at any moment during detention,
Ai Weiwei decided to write this book se his son Al Lao would have a trace of who his father was and
the journey he had taken,

The 400-page 1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows was not easy to finksh n one sitting, as some of the
events requited you to put it down to process the author’s words, before picking up where you had left
off. Hardship after hardship makes this book an intense read. With every chapter, it did not feel like
the story got any easier, Given the nature of A Weiwei, who is extremely vocal and provocative, his
memaoir fairly reflected his journey,



LISSON GALLERY

Londonist
24th February 2022

The 14 Biggest Exhibitions To See In London
And Beyond Right Now
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Al WEIWEIS FAKE-ART EXHIBIT

The areist and acriviss doss o final nspection of thv antiguities (somse sovmterfect] and the scan of bis brwine afier o
police deating (real] wt &is new show, wwbich mixes the phomy and the mutbentic,

By Daniel Panny
Fabeuary 27, 2022

he Chinese artist, activist, and

filmmaker Ai Weiwei slumped in a
chair at the Kettle's Yard gallery, in
Cambridge. He had a trimmed goatee and
was dressed all in black, the heels of his shoes
crushed to be worn like house slippers, He
vawned and scratched his calf “It’s so boring,”
he said. He got up and began wandering the empty galleries, inspecting a pair of

ancient-looking Chinese sculptures in glass display cabinets. The objects were pare of
his new exhibit, “The Liberty of Doubt.” Ai had overseen the installation from his

studio in Portugal, and this was the first day he had actually seen the show in person.

*Are you trying to tell which ones are real, Weiwei® Greg Hilty, the curatorial
director at the Lisson Gallery, which represents the artist, asked,

The show is based on a peculiar conceit. In 2020, one of Ai's friends tipped him off 1o
a sile of Chinese antiquities at Cheffins, an auction house in Cambridge. Ai had
recently moved to the city with his partner and his son, after four years of exile in
Berlin. He was on the road and looked at the auction house’s Web site. *Several
pieces looked charming,” he said, and the prices were “unthinkably low.” To amuse
himself, he placed a few bids, and he ended up winning about fifty items,

One of Ai's most famous works is a photographic triptych of him dropping a Han-
dynasty urn; the piece is reproduced at Kettle's Yard in gray-scale Legos, He is also an
ohsessive collector who has spent years wolling Beijing’s antiquities markers. When
the items he bought from Cheffins arrived, he found that they had been “badly

w "in newspaper. As he began examining them, "I realize some of them are not
rap pap £ £



real,” he said. “On iPhone, you don't see the patina.” He consulted an antiquities
expert back in China, who confirmed his suspicions. The expert then said, T know
who made some of them.” Ai pointed out that there’s a long tradition of copying and
one-upmanship among Chinese artists that is at odds with Western concepts of
authenticity.

As it happened, Ai had just been asked to do an exhibit at Kettle's Yard. The one
requirement, according to the gallery’s director, Andrew Nairne, was that the works
utilize “local materials.” Ai had the mischievous notion of mixing his phony (and
real) auction acquisitions with pieces of his household furniture, ceramics, and stone
reproductions of everyday objects: he had a CCTV camera and a takeout container
rendered in marble, and a pair of handcuffs and an old iPhone were carved from
hunks of jade. In the exhibit, some of the marble and jade works are arranged in an
antique mahogany case purchased from the British Museum. It once stored ancient
Chinese earthenware.

When the show opened, a critic from the Guardian wondered whether the artist was
just “phoning it in, on a jade iPhone.” Ai seemed troubled. “1 still struggle with
whether or not T am a good artist,” he said.

He perked up when a group of Cambridge students arrived for a private tour. A pair
of young men admired a plate featuring a scan of Ai's brain after he'd been beaten by
police, in 2009,

“I had a few while | was at the doctor’s, for these
tests about language-acquisition aptitude,” one of
the students said. “They would show you your
brain. I thought it was great at the time. I've since
realized thar doing that repeatedly . . ." He trailed
off.

In another corner, a trio was examining large
“That word-puzzle gloat of yosurs is

geting old fast” blue-and-white porcelain plates featuring
aisi,

contemporary scenes of political strife, rakeoffs
f v m - on the Blue Willow pattern. In the center of one
plate, masked protesters are surrounded by clouds
POy atee of swirling rear gas.
An upstairs gallery had been rurned into a sereening room and was showing the
artist's 2020 documentary about the Hong Kong protests, “Cockroach.” Muffled
screams, cheers, gunfire, and police sirens echoed through the building. “If we give up
like this, we won't be able to pay our debts we owe to the people who have left, who
have been hurt, arrested . . . or who have to live in exile,” a young protester says in the
film,



In the gallery, a student mentioned that she was from Hong Kong and had been part
of the protests. “These kinds of images bring me back,” she said.

“Wias it pretty scary?" a boy asked.
The girl paused. “It was less scary than the news reports,” she said, her tone growing
wistful, “Those were the days." ¢

Publtshed in the print edition of the March 7, 2022, issue, with the beaditne “Phonies.”

Danicl Penny, a journalist and a critic, writes about art, design, fashion, books, technology, and
calture.
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Hawai‘i Triennial's many art
exhibits are designed to make you
think and feel
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HYPERALLERGIC

In the Work of Ai Weiwei, Biography Supersedes
Art

Perhaps Al is untouchable, If that is the case, where were we left when judging his new art?






Andrew Nairne was especially pleased to be able to claim a precious part of Al
He even called him a local artist. This is true in part, of course. Ai has been in
Cambridge since 2018. Cambridge was a good place to educate his son, and so
he lives there — at least part of the time, with that son, his two cats, and his
girlfriend. But does he not also live, at least part of the time, in Portugal? And
did he not once live in Berlin, where he had a very large studio indeed? And was
he not once also in New York, for a little more than a decade, living as an
undocumented immigrant, savoring the freedom of Reagan’s America, leaming
the joys of being able to snap, quite casually and off the cuff, with a small,
handheld camera, enjoying the precious freedoms of not being snooped on?
And also learning what it might be like to work as a practicing artist, from the
likes of Duchamp, Warhol, and Jasper Johns?

In the taxi back to the station, after all the razmatazz is over and done, I throw
out a question to the publicist who is sitting behind me. Do you think he still
feels under threat? There must be paranoia, she replies. How could there not
be, given all that he has suffered?

That is the crux of the matter, of course. Ai has suffered a great deal for his art.
As did his poet-father before him, who was banished to the countryside and
forced to do meaningiess toil, and to bow his head in shame every evening, for
being nothing other than who he was. And he had been accompanied to that
godforsaken, barren place by his son, who had been a witness to all his father's
humiliations.

Years later, those years in New York came to an abrupt end. His father was ill.
He needed his son back in China. What else drew him back? The Tiananmen
Square protests and massacre of 1989, That was a turning point. He had to stay,
to register a protest. How to do it though?



The rest of his story in China, at first as an underground agitator of sorts, is
fairly well known. It does not end well, of course. He helps to design the
Wasp’s Nest stadium, and later is infuriated by how the CCP coopts it, using it
as a platform for propaganda. In 2011, as he tries to leave the country, he is
arrested. His passport is taken from him, and he spends 81 days in secret
detention. He is refused the right to travel for four years, His studio in
Shanghai is demolished. He leaves. He makes a home in Europe. And now he is
a man who seems to live both somewhere and nowhere, a kind of drifting sage,
a man known, above all things else, for his role as a conscience.



But what sort of work does he make? The fact is that his trajectory as a maker
is less clear than his persona as something of a hero of our times. And thatisa

problem. It makes it more difficult to judge his work.

Much of the show is not work by Ai Weiwet at all. It is a lesson in encouraging
his audience to think about the nature of faking and copying, and it pivots
around a group of 14 Chinese antiquities that Ai thought he had bought from
Cheffin’s, an auction house in Cambridge, relatively recently, and which are
now on display in one of the two downstairs galleries.

Thought he had bought antiquities? Yes, precisely. The difficulty is that some
were not antiquities at all; they were copies. And part of the reason Ai has
displayed them here is to remind us that the Chinese do not subscribe to the
same idea of the authentic obfect as the West. There can be bad copies made for
sale in the museum shop, and superb copies that can be regarded as equal to
the original. This can cause big problems, even in China. In the last five years,
according to a conversation reported in the show's catalogue, a museum has
opened in China every few days. At least three of them have subsequently
closed because most of the works were forgeries.



These thoughts are swirling around my head when I walk into the second of
the exhibition’s galleries. This gallery contains objects authored by Ai himself, 1
choose that word “authored” with some care because these works have not
necessarily been made by him. He has conceived them. You could say that they
are conceprual artworks, more akin to Duchampian readymades than anything
else — though these are readymades with a twist or two. Many are fabricated
from precious materials — jade, for instance — and could quite legitimately be
described as brilliant examples of the craftsman’s art.

Consider a set of jade handcuffs, for example. Did Ai Weiwei make them? No,
almost certainly not. As he remarked at the press conference, when speaking of
the talented craftsmen who work for him, “I always want to give them more
difficult work to do.” These are jade replicas of the very handcuffs that
shackled him, and they must indeed have been very difficult to make. They are
two things at once: a painful fragment of autobiography and a reminder of a
state’s repressive actions. This is the problem, though: the fact that they are so
directly related to the artist’s own backstory makes it difficult to judge them as
works of art. That familiar backstory, together with the knowledge that these
evils have been perpetrated by a one-party state whose actions much of the
world has agreed to abhor, block our path. He is too much of a hero activist; he
is too much an enemy of our favorite enemy, communist China, Is it also not a
touch vainglorious on the part of the artist to raise up these handceuffs in this

way?
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In conversation: Ai Weiwel
and Kettle’s Yard director
Andrew Nairne

‘I was born into political struggle, I didn’t jump into it’: Weiwei and
Nairne discuss Weiwei's new exhibition "The Liberty of Doubt’

by Akshata Kapoor



That's why 1 wrote my book "1000 years of Joy and Sorrow', which explains
why I get involved with political struggles. Because I was born into
political struggle, I didn’t jump into it. My works, if you look carefully,
focus on the traditional meaning of art and craft and shape... in all kind of
media and forms. And that’s part of my interest. [ don't care about
becoming an artist, but I really care to become a good craftsman, because
that means your hands can find true knowledge.



1 was thinking about one specific work- the handcuffs made out of jade.
What do you feel happens to the idea of handcuffs when they are made in
jade?

W: I'm an artist, really like using my imagination. Most things I make
because | think that would be a good idea. First, jade has the longest
history in human fascination about objects. 1.4 billion people have the
longest tradition dealing with jade from 6,000 years ago that's a tradition
that’s never stopped, not interfered by war or different kinds of religion.
This is an ordinary piece of stone, they [gave| that stone an essential power
by carving it, by relating it to their ritual or goodwill or what they're scared
about,

Because carving is a difficult [skill]. [Putting] one piece of stones into one
element which can loosely connect with others requires tremendous
[effort). Handcuffs can do that because its two pieces that can connect by a
ring, and they have to come from a very hard piece of rock. And so, | give
my craftsmen this challenge because they always want me to give them
more work for them to do, that will consume their time and they will less
come back to me to bother me with what's next.

That this is being exhibited -- For me, it's a joy, but that's a joy that comes
also because I was handcuffed by the state, I was kidnapped by the state for
my report. So mystical to think of why powerful state have to do that to
me, I'm just a stupid artist; I cannot even convince the audience that I'm
an artist so why are you worried about me...

Weiwei spoke a bit more about his sense of belonging to Kettle's Yard, the use
of porcelain in the exhibition, and the exhibit’s connection to his father. He
ended the discussion with some thoughts about beauty and creation inspired
by his father.

W: All my understanding about art has come from [my father]. [f he sees
something beautiful, he becomes so happy. Only art or poetry makes us
feel the area that the authoritarian can never touch.

Imagination must be some kind of desire. It is something that we don't
have or |are| always thinking that would be a good idea if that could exist.
Doesn’t matter what happens, I want to make that happen. @
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Hawai'‘i Triennial 2022 Emphasizes
Local Culture in a Global Exhibition

Ayanna Dozier

The running theme for the 2022 Hawai'i Triennial is outreach. After
two successful iterations as a biennial in 2017 and 2019, the survey
exhibition, which is presented by Hawai'i Contemporary, returned
as a triennial in 2022 with a city-wide exhibition curated by Dr.
Melissa Chiu and associate curators Dr. Miwako Tezuka and Drew
Kahu'aina Broderick. The hiatus since the 2019 biennial afforded the
exhibition more space and time to critically consider the role of the
local and the global in cultural conversations across Hawai'i. This is
evident with the title of the exhibition, “Pacific Century - E Ho'omau



no Moananuiakea,” the first time the exhibition's title is in Hawaiian.

“Pacific Century - E Ho'omau no Moananuiakea” features two key
Hawaiian expressions merged together: ho'omau, which translates
to “perseverance,” and moananuiakea, which means “Pacific,” the
oceanic body that Hawai'i is located within. The exhibition
catalogue is bilingual, with texts in both English and Hawaiian. The
use of the Hawaiian language prioritizes the local community of
Hawai'i among the global audience who will be attending the
exhibition. This emphasis speaks to the motives of the exhibition as
a whole: to reestablish Hawai'i as a key link across intercultural,
global exchange.

Site specificity is another point of exploration, as the exhibition
takes place across seven institutions that vary in cultural practice:
Bishop Museum, Foster Botanical Garden, Hawai'i State Art
Museum, Unexpected Encounters, Honolulu Museum of Art, Royal
Hawaiian Center, and Hawaii Theater Center. Additionally, the lolani
Palace was used to open the triennial with a projection by Los

Angeles-based artist Jenpifer. Steinkamp.



The chosen sites create a beautiful tension in the triennial from the
use of state museums to the Royal Hawaiian Center, which is a
shopping mall. Chiu described this occupation of space as practice
that allows art to be everywhere. She further elaborated that it also
reminded her of exhibition work she did across Asia and Oceania
where in specific environments, shopping malls were used as
exhibition sites because there were no neighboring museums.

The show opened with a public large-scale projection by Steinkamp
at the lolani Palace, entitled Queen Lili'uokalani (2022), referencing
Hawai'i's last sovereign monarch who was forced to abdicate the
throne to U.S. forces in 1893. Steinkamp's public activation features
Queen Lili‘'uokalani's garden projected onto the Palace, redefining
the space of her imprisonment as an intervention in the history of
Hawai'i. It is a sheer marvel that the lolani Palace was not torn down
as one of the few architectural remnants of the Hawaiian Kingdom,

Interconnectedness across various cultural institutions is
emphasized by the curators’ work in the triennial and their outside
practices. This emerged in two key areas: the selection of artists
and the framing of Hawai'i to audiences. On the latter point, leading



up to the triennial, associate curator Tezuka emphasized in the
Hawai'i Contemporary Art Summit how the exhibition was allowing
her to unlearn harmful narratives of Hawai‘i as a paradise. For Chiu,
unlearning the “paradise” narrative came through the collaborative
process of working with the artists alongside Tezuka and Kahu'aina
Broderick, who is a native Hawaiian.

But unlearning paradise has a precedent in Chiu’s practice, as
evidenced by “Paradise Now?: Contemporary Art From the Pacific,”
the 2004 exhibition she curated at the Asia Society and Museum in
New York. To rethink Hawai'i beyond the prism of leisure intervenes
on what scholar Edward Said described as the Western imagination
of Asia-Pacific Oceania made possible by colonial histories.
Paraphrasing her colleague Kahu'aina Broderick, Chiu further
reiterated that “we acknowledge those who are with us and those
who have been practicing in other places in this show" across social
and climate justice.



The intricacies of these histories are further affirmed through the
artist selection, which includes Theaster Gates, Ai Weiwei, Gaye
Chan, and Momoyo Torimitsu, among others. Featuring both locally
and globally established artists was a way to complicate how we
typically view these artists and emphasize the influence of Asia-
Pacific Oceanic territories’ culture on a global audience.

Chiu elaborated on this argument by pointing to Gates’s sculpture
series of tarred vessels that he began in 2021, “Preservation
Exercise." These vessels see Gates work with Japanese ceramic
traditions —infusing them with West African and Black American
cultural and labor histories. Gates's work is staged in the Japan
gallery at the Honolulu Museum of Art. This staging not only affords
audiences a different perspective of Gates's practice that is
underexamined by institutions and art historians, but also
complicates his own practices of disrupting monolithic
interpretations of Blackness and Japanese culture. The latter is both
an exciting and necessary intervention to those representations.



The Foster Botanical Garden is used as a site to respond in real time
to the ecology of Asia-Pacific Oceania through Ai's installation A/
Three Together (2010-22), which features a series of eroding trees
made from iron and wood materials. Elsewhere, at Unexpected
Encounters, Gaye Chan's artistic practice sees her occupy sites in
order to develop anarchistic methods to redistribute food resources
to local communities, evident in her collaborative series “Eating in
Public” (2003-present). Chan's practice echoes native Hawaiians'
critiques of a tourist industry that erases their visibility and
damages their communities.

Through all these critical points of tension, Chiu recommits to the
triennial’'s openness to being aware of misrepresentation and
erasure across Hawai‘i's history, culture, and ecology. Chiu asserts
that knowing these tensions gives us a way to look at Hawai‘i that
underscores histories of colonialism and how they continue to
inform the way we see and understand Hawaiian culture. As Chiu
described, the triennial solidifies the “local as the global imprint of
the exhibition and intercultural relations.” »
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How To Be a ‘Real’ Artist

Tom Whyman

What Plato, Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Werner Herzog, Iris Murdoch,
Ai Weiwei, and Canadian comedian Nathan Fielder might teach us about
artmaking and authenticity

As we all know, the way we see art is always bound up with the notion of
authenticity. In the most obvious example: *fake’ paintings, that are known to be
fake, have next to no value; a *real’ one, or one believed to be real, might in some
cases be worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Wealthy collectors need to feel the
assurance that this object they own was touched by the hand of the master;
scholars need to know that it was really produced at the point in art history that it
purports to have been. A genius is no longer a genius if they are discovered to
have plagiarised from somebody else. The real object is one and only onc thing: a
fake, by contrast, might be infinitely replicable. Anyone can right=click on a jpeg
of an ape, but you can get hundreds of thousands of dollars for one if it was
minted on the blockchain.



There is at least some measure of cognitive dissonance here. Artinvolves making
things up. But we also long ro feel assured that its invention is not merely
fanciful: that a given object might turn some gears with social, physical, historical
reality, Imagining stuff is great: we can imagine anything we want to. | can sit
here and imagine a man whose hands are replaced by wolves: 2 woman who can
only hear the buzzing of bees. whenever she sees the letter k. T can imagine a lamp
as an overworked doctor, working in the NHS; a spoon as Director-General of the
BBC. Butrafunny story nughoonty be funny, J we believe thatic really occurred
The image of a spoon as BBC DG is merely silly - but imagine if the government
actually put a spoon in charge of the BBC. Imagine how strange that would be,
imagine what you'd think. Imagine the political fallout from such a move.
Imagine remembering that it happened, years later. You know: did they actuaily?
Does anyone remember this? Is the spoon still in charge? How did this even work?
Did the government actually make a spoon the Director-General of the BBC?

Butany casy dichotemy between the “real’ and the “fake” is likely to be shallow. Ai
Weiwei's exhibition The Liberty of Doubt, currently on at Kettle's Yard in
Cambridge, pairs authentic historical Chinese artefacts with forperics. But of
course all this ends up doing is producing a new range of ‘real fakes’ — the real
fakes that were actually produced by the master, Ai Weiwei. If I had the pottery
skills I might forge a forgery, and pass it off as an authentic Ai fake. Hence why
many of the most important philosophical aestheticians of the twentieth century
were drawn to bulk out the notion of authenticity in art with a bunch of other
different, perhaps more fundamental concepts.

Cango, the chimpanzes painter, Counesy: Mayor Gallery



Werner Herzog's notion of “costatic truth is helpful here: if the point of art is to
teach us things we don’t already know, to de-centre ourselves from ourselves and
with this to show us something fundamental about the truth of our world, then
the artist cannot be permitted, in Herzog’s words, to ‘confound fact and truth.
The facts are already known — the truch, what is “really real”: that is what is
beyond us. As [notoriously) in Herzog's own documentaries: what is wltimately
true might thus be best served by “fabrication and imagination and stylization.’

Walter Benjamin spoke of “aura’ as the power ostensibly “authentic” artworks
have over us, and which was in his time, he thought, being eroded by the
possibility of said artworks” mass reproducibility - a development which he
believed was an essentially good thing: the democrarisation of art (Benjamin
would have been dismayed by the advent of NFTs). For Theodor Adorno, all
artworks, authentic or otherwise, were enigmasic: what this enigma demands is
philosophical reflection, to solve the riddle that any particular art object poses; to
determine its ‘truth-content’. To figure out, in short, what any given work of art
is trying to tell us about the world. For Adorno, art fatls when it tells us
something untrue — ‘Great artworks are unable to lic.” This thought chimes with
one from Iris Murdoch, namely that the point of art is to take us in some sense
beyond oursclves. *Good art reveals what we arc usually too sclfish and too timid to
recognize, the minute and absolutely random detail of the world.’

In a way though, all of these ideas can be traced back to the work of the man who
was perhaps the very first thinker to be troubled about the power of art to
mislead: Plato. The famous ‘Cave Allegory’, from Republic, gives us the image of
the illusory world of mere appearances (the shadows that appear before the
prisoners, playing on the walls of the cave), which contrasts with the ‘real” world
of the forms (the world outside the cave, which one of the prisoners suddenly
finds themselves taken to by force). But the reason why the Cave Allegory has
proved so philosophically enduring is not that it presents us with this sort of
simple distinction between appearance and reality, but that it shows us just how
much of a struggle it is to make sense of it. After all: when the freed prisoner
returns to the cave, to tell his former brethren abour the wonderful world that
exists beyond their chains, the first thing that Plato thinks his audience are likely
to do is to try and kill him, The truth is not remotely easy: it is something that
both exists within, that must be validated in and through a given social context,
while also standing necessarily in tension with any society as it actually exists.

In the cave, the prisoners see things illuminated by their fire, which misleads;
outside of it, they see things illuminated by the sun, which reveals things as they
really are. But what might “the sun’ here be, for us? In Plato, it is supposed to be
the Good —but what could that actually, pessibly mean, to see things in the light
of the good? There is a risk of circularity here: things are real when they are real,
and fake when they are not.



Iris Murdoch struggled with this question hersclf. Towards the end of her most
enduring philosophical work, The Sovercignty of Good (1970), she suggests that, of
the many concepts we might fill ‘Good’ with, perhaps the best candidate we have
is Love (by which Murdoch seems to mean something more like Christian
neighbour-love, than self-assertive, erotic love). We are human, Murdoch notes -
we arc fallible. We cannot always see things right, or well; we can barely even
hope to. But we can always strive to see things Lovingly: to see ourselves, and
others, in their best light; to refuse always to be led astray, by what mighe
otherwise consume us— by murtual suspicion, our own insecurities, and petty
gricvances. Sometimes, yes, this might go wrong — and sometimes love can itsclf
distort and mislead. But it's the best thing we have to go on.

In terms of contemporary artists, however, the modern master of the appearance-
reality distinction is not Ai Weiwei. For my money, it's Nathan Fielder. I've been
thinking about the Canadian comedian recently for no better reason than thac 1
spent the past month or so watching his 2013-2017 Comedy Central serics Nathan
For You - a satirical faux-docu-reality show — all the way through.

Nathan For You started out with funny episodes in which the awkward,
incompetent Fielder (who interacts with real people, while playing a fictionalised
version of himself) *helps’ small businesses by drawing on the expertise he has
ostensibly accrued as a result of graduating from “one of Canada’s top business
schools, with really good grades” (Fielder did actually study Business at the
University of Victoria), In the first episode, for instance, Fielder convinces a
frozen yoghurt place to start serving a new yoghurt flavoured like poo.



Throughout the show’s run though, Fielder — perhaps struggling against the
difficulty of convincing any actual business owners to go along with his
ridiculous ideas - gets more and more interested in the relationship between the
pranks he is staging as part of his TV show, and the actual reality thac exists
beyond them. In early episodes, this means staging stunts, like faking a cute viral
video to promote a petting zoo, or exploiting a loophole in copyright law to open
a parody Starbucks (both these stunts end up making the actual news). In later
episodes though, Fielder’s fakes start having less and less to do with promoting
any actual businesses: in one episode, he commissions a ghostwriter to produce
an autobiography of a body-builder he wants to pass off as having gotten in shape
solely by lifting furniture, in order to convince a moving company that he can
exploit a fitness craze to supply them with free labour; in another, Fielder's
efforts to promote a restaurant by having a Michael Richards impersonator leave
an unusually generous tip there end up necessitating that he start a fake
newspaper called The Diarrhoca Times.

All of this culminates in the show’s last and best episode: the hour-and-a-half
special "Linding rances’ (2017). In ‘Finding Frances’, Fielder decides to help Bill
Heath, a 78 year-old Bill Gates impersonator who has been roped into his pranks
before, reconnect with his “long-lost love,” a woman named Frances Gaddy, who
he abandoned as a young man in his home rown of Little Rock, Arkansas, in order
to pursue his dream of becoming a Hollywood actor. On the surface at least,
Heath's story is a powerful one: of love and loss undying for some so years; of
regret and of a hope that refuses to die. But Heath is a strange presence: stiff and
evasive, vague on any of the real details about his relationship with this woman.
And early on, it becomes clear that in his dealings with Fielder at least, he has
always been a fake: he has never been a professional Bill Gates impersonator, he
just pretended to be one to get on TV. Heath himselfis a forgery of a forgery, a
fake of a fake. He does not seem to know how to be, honestly, in the world: with
him, nothing is ever quite real.



Fielder and Heath travel to Arkansas, where they struggle to uncover any
information about Frances, while Fielder finds it increasingly difficult to be sure
abour any of Heath's real motivations. At one point, he decides to hire an escort to
take Heath on a date, in order to address the doubts that are beginning to grow in
Ficlder’s mind about how Heath relates to women. On learning that the woman
he’s being set up with is a sex worker, Heath refuses to see her —and so Fielder
decides to meet her instead.

What then follows is one of the strangest sequences in recent television history, as
we see Fielder, filming an episode of his show in which he fakes things, which is
focused on a fake man’s (possibly fake) long-lost love, meeting a woman whose
job is effectively to pretend, to lonely men, that she’s their girlfriend, and going
on a date with her... and then another... and then another... and then for all
intents and purposes seeming to fall in love with her, as they meet in private in
Ficlder’s hotel room, and share a kiss, but with the cameras on, and they both
clearly know that what they’re doing is for a show. Fielder seems to shed some
layer of his usual on-screen persona, and he is seen with the escort, Maci, acting
not like the usual stiff, awkward character he portrays, but as you imagine he
might be in real life: making wry jokes, casually performing magic tricks -
honestly attempting to charm her.

And the effect of all this is utterly vertiginous. It is like looking at the televisual
equivalent of an Escher painting: from no perspective can you quite make out
what is really going on here, Is Maci actually an escort from Little Rock, Arkansas,
who Fielder has repeatedly hired for his production, presumably at her usual
rates — or is she an actress, playing one? Did Fielder actually develop feclings for
this woman, or was he just pretending to, for the purposes of his TV show? Why is
he even showing us any of this, anyway? And frankly — is any of this OK7 Is this not
horribly exploitative of everyene involved, including perhaps even Fielder
himself?



I doubt that any of this was designed with the idea of refuting Iris Murdoch in
mind, but ifit was — bravo. ‘Finding Frances’ is about Love — where Love features
throughout, almost exclusively, as a force of distortion. Heath's ‘love’ for Frances
is little more than a thin veneer of self-denial: he has never married, he has never
had children, he has never been a success — his memory of Frances is all he has
left, to prove to himself that he hasn’t completely wasted his life. Nathan's ‘Tove’
for Maci, meanwhile, is something else entirely: a relationship which seems very
real, when you watch it on the show, but which we also know, as an audience, is
never going to be allowed to have its visas stamped, as it were, by the guards who
lurk at the borders of reality.

So what are we to make of this? Do we, ultimately, have any way of making sense
of reality at all? This much, at least, seems to be right: people like Bill Heath -
people who live in denial of themselves ~ are only capable of distortion. Bill
Heath is a failed actor; and he would also be a bad artist. Maybe honest people, by
contrast, are capable of genuinely telling us things: of portraying things as they
are. But then the question is: how might we ever know, that we're really being
henest with ourselves? Nathan Fielder, for instance — does he know this? Does
any artist, that sets out to manipulate the distinction between appearance and
reality in dlever ways? (Does Werner Herzog?). How can we ever really be sure, that
we're one of the real people, and not the fake ones?
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“Waikiki is a conundrum,” my dinner companion mutters. We're sitting in
a second-floor restaurant overlooking that Honolulu neighborhood's
famous beach——the one where Duke Kahanamoku inspired generations of
surfers and where tourists and locals alike still gather to watch the sun
set. It's an interesting thing for a local who works in the arts to whisper
across a kale salad, but it's a valid point.



The conundrum, according to my new friend, is that Waikiki is one of the
world's most recognizable tourist destinations. It's crowded at all hours of
the day, built up with hotels and shops, and if it’s the only stop visitors to
the island of Oahu make, they might not walk away with much of an idea
about the land they're standing on and the people who live there. Still,
the revenue and jobs that the Honolulu neighborheod brings to the local
economy are vital, and the fact that it does attract so many visitors (a
reported 10 million people made their way to Hawaii in 2019)
hypothetically means there will be many more chances for the real story
of the island to be amplified for people from around the world.



“When I was invited to be curator of the exhibition, | was very interested
in the question of ‘Why Hawaii?" says Dr. Melissa Chiu, the curatorial
director of the 2022 Hawaii Triennial and the director of the
Smithsonian’s Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington,
D.C. “That’s what appealed to me, the idea of curating an exhibition that
was in response to a place. My own background in studying and writing
about Asian contemporary art prompted me to think, ‘What would
happen if in this century, Asian and Pacific artists were considered central
rather than peripheral?’ Instead of thinking of Hawaii as being on the
outer edges of the continental U.S., ‘What would happen if it was the
center?™

Along with a curatorial team that included Dr. Miwako Tezuka, associate
director of Reversible Destiny Foundation in New York City, and Drew
Kahu'aina Broderick, an artist, curator, educator, and native Hawaiian,
Chiu built a program that spoke to that question. The triennial spans
venues including the Royal Hawaiian Center, the Honolulu Museum of
Art, Tolani Palace, the Hawaii Theatre Center, Foster Botanical Garden,
the Hawaii State Art Museum, and the Bishop Museum, and includes
photography, sculpture, mixed-media works, and site-specific pieces that
are thought provoking and challenging.

Issues of Hawaii specifically are addressed throughout the triennial. At
the Hawaii State Art Museum, the documentary work of video production
team Joan Lander and Puhipau (known collectively as Na Maka o ka
‘Aina), which addresses topics including land rights and the Hawaiian
sovereignty movement, is screening alongside unreleased archival
footage, Nearby, the work of Hawaiian publishing outfit *Elepaio Press,
co-founded in 1976 by brothers Richard and Mark Hamasaki, is
presented in an exhibition that celebrates the beauty of printed products
and calls to mind earlier eras of struggles still being waged today.



At the Bishop, New York-based artist Michael Joo's “Fossil Bed,” made of
a 400-million-year-old slab of petrified sea lily set on a four-poster bed,
begs questions about time and land, but also references Queen
Lili'uokalani, Hawaii's last sovereign monarch, and her infamous house
arrest. In another room is Gaku Tsutaja’s “Enola’s Head,” a fabric-and-
video piece that considers the fallout of nuclear war and how both
Japanese and American citizens live with its consequences. At the
Honolulu Museum of Art, Theaster Gates is showing his film A Clay
Sermon as well as a collection of his own ceramic works. Nestled into the
groves of the Foster Botanic Garden, Ai Weiwei’s three-piece “Tree” series
looks at home among the lush foliage but is also meant to bring attention
to the social structures of China, a country the artist left after being jailed
in 2011; in the garden's orchid conservatory, the fashion label Toga,
based in Hawaii and the Philippines, presents “Extreme Sport Resort,” an
immersive installation that showcases not only their garments but a film
and native flowers-—and pieces from their line are available in the gift
shop. At the Hawaii Theater Center, Ming Wong's mixed-media piece
“Bloody Marys—Song of the South Seas™ addresses racial stereotyping in
Rodgers and Hammerstein's South Pacific. And at the Royal Hawaiian
Center—an upscale shopping destination—the collective Double A



Projects presents “Global Free Store,” a pop-up shop where visitors can
take or leave items at no cost, which on a recent visit turned heads
among the shoppers otherwise moving between the Apple store, jewelry
shops, and designer clothing boutiques.



Some ways are hard to miss, like Jennifer Steinkamp’s “Queen
Lili'uokalani,” a projection and computer animation that splashed across
the late monarch’s home for three nights in February. Images of the
flowers grown in her garden—which supporters brought to her daily
during her confinement, sometimes wrapped in the day's newspaper to
sneak news to her—were projected across the American Florentine villa,
It was a true showstopper of an exhibition, visible to anyone who
wandered by and beautiful enough to be enjoyed even without knowing
the meaning behind the blooms. Others might catch viewers by surprise.
“Cafe,” staged by the Honolulu-based publisher Tropic Editions, overtakes
a portion of the Hawaii State Art Museum’s lobby and could be mistaken
for a garden-variety museum canteen before visitors become aware that
it's also an exhibition grappling with ideas about food, art, and the ways
in which we nourish ourselves. (The grub, it must be said, is also
delicious.)

“Often times we think of Hawaii as paradise, and we have a reductive
image of the islands,” says Tezuka. “As 1 was doing research, I was able to
think about artists who might be able to bring in different historical
perspectives and take inspiration from histories, cultures, and heritages
of this place. By doing so, we're not only speaking to the communities
here who know about much of this, but we're talking to international
audiences and giving them a chance to learn about the past and the
present of this place.
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China dissident artist Ai Weiwei warns of
‘shaking foundation’ of democracy over
Russia’s war on Ukraine

v OF IS QA DOLT A8 UNOCCOPInN”, &' Eqrassod COACor R OR0UT INCrogsing QA of (s ions A ol War

by Jostinder Khera

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine bas revealed the “shaking foundation® of democracy, Chingse
dissident artist Al Weiwei said as he unveiled what he said was the biggest retrospective of

his work Lo date,



Reflecting on the war and the massive refugee crisis it has created, Ai expressed fears for
“our... so-called peaceful life since World War Two®

“Suddenly we feel the... foundation is shaking of democracy and freedom,” he told
journalists in Vienna Tuesday.

He was speaking at the Albertina Modern gallery where the show, "In Search of Humanity’,
aopens Wednesday.

While condemning Russia’s invasion of its nelghbour as “unacceptable”, Al expressed
concemn about increasing global divisions. A "Cold War psychology is not going to work”, he
sald,

The new exhibition, which he described as ‘critical and radical”, displays several works that
are responses Lo the experiences of those fleging war and persecution,

There is a striking arrangement of life jackets found on the shores of the Greek island of
Lesbos, arranged around & giant crystal ball in a lotus-like installation.



That piece is also typical of the monumental nature of much of the work on show, which
comprises more than 50 tonnes of material.

None of his pravious shows, he said, had had such broad coverage of his work, It charts the
evolution of his artistic work and political activism over several decades.

Dystopian dolls’ houses

What Ai calls the current "crisis of human rights and freedom of speech” is starkly
portrayed in & life-size replica of the cell where he was held and Interregated after his 200
arrest by the Chinese police.

A set of dioramas beside it depict scenes from his interrogation, like dystopian dolls’
houses.

Some of his mare recent works, such as the treadmill used by his friend Jullan Assange
during his stay at the Ecuadarian embassy in Londan. are perhaps not the easiest to read.
QOthers however, pack & more direct emotional punch.

A huge Installation makes use of twisted rebars salvaged from a school destroyed In the
2008 Sichuan earthquake, which killed more than 80,000 people.



The work stands as a testament to the thousands of children killed when poorly
constructed school buildings collapsed.

Irreverence and humour are also on display, such as in the series of photos of Als famous
middle finger directed at sitas such as the ceramanial gate in Beijing's Tiananmen Square.
They are arrayed beneath a four-letter word lit up in neon.

He also makes extensive use of Lego as a medium — in one case to recreate the Saudi flag.
Instead of the Islamic profession of belief, the flag is emblazoned with the reported last
words of journalist Jamal Khashoggi during his 2018 murder in Istanbuls Saudi consulate: |

can't breathe.”

The show runs until September 4.
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When my generation was growing up, these thoughts permeated the entire
country. I belong to the same generation as Xi. We were encouraged to “have
the entire motherland in mind and the whole world in view” and to start
revolutions everywhere in the world. These arrogant ideas relate to the
ideology of that era. Based on these thoughts, the belt and road initiative is a
strategic move that corresponds to the country’s rapid development. The
question is; will its goals be achieved in a world that is much more
complicated than it once was?



Monteleone’s photographs are broad in scope and encompass many stories
and strange landscapes. The Italian photographer began his project in Russia
in 2014 before visiting vast rail and road projects across Asia; container ports;
factories; casinos; and the Grand Renaissance dam in Ethiopia. The images
clearly depict China's strategic ambitions, very different from the original
Silk Road, which operated from around 130BC until the mid-15th century.
The Silk Road was a network of trade routes, whereas the belt and road
initiative embeds a political ambition beyond commerce, The issue in
question here is: who will be the centre of the world? Who will rise to world
power?



From my perspective, China refuses to waver in its policies, no matter what
setbacks it encounters. The belt and road initiative is its counterattack ina
global game of chess. The democracies of Europe and the US are very
different from China.

Under pressure to solve short-term problems during their terms of office in
order to get re-elected, western governments concentrate their efforts on
capital projects and economic competition, The corporatocratic west,
primarily measuring political success according to economic profitability, has
lost its vision of pursuing mutual benefit and the wellbeing of humankind.



This, however, is not to say that China is necessarily bringing real benefits to
the developing world. The belt and road initiative, launched to benefit China,
is tinted with colonialism.

It leads this ancient country of 1.4 billion pecple to a swamp of pragmatism
and egoism, While China is pumped up with ambition, it also sinks into
contradiction and confusion, because of its lack of self-awareness, The
ideological superstructure and economic base will be at odds with each other
for a long time,
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Home (A - Chinese dissident artist Ai Weiwei makes his directorial operatic debut in Rome on
Tuesday with a new reading of Giacomo Puccini's final, unfinished opera, “Turandot”,

The presence of rising star Lyniv — who bacame the first woman ever to conduct &t Germany's prestigious
Bayreuth festival last year ~ further ramps up the immediacy of the production in face of the outbreak of war in
Europe,

I's beyond the Imagination that we are still in the middie of these (terraorial) confices.” Al told reporters last

week

We're expenencing the beggest human struggle in Europe. Over three million Ukramian people have been pushed

ssued on 22/03/2022-1036 Modled: 22/03/2022 - 1034

And with a storybne seeping with bloodshed and despotism, a new
geopolitical foous and Usrainan conductor Oksana Lyniv in the pit,
the new production — originally meant to have peemiered in 2020, but
delayed because of the coronavinus pandermsc - comes exactly on
time.

From the aminous opesvng five notes, the sudiencs is plunged into
an urceriain, viokent world and 64-pesr-old A never Jets up the
presere

The production, which opens at the Teatro dellOpera di Roma, i 8
fting project for 30 artist known for his ingtallations, sculpture and
phatography that denounce autharity and champion human fights
and freadom of axprassion

out because of war caused by Russia’ he said, speaking in Englsh.

“We're in the middle of two crises”

- Parvadng manace «

Puccini's dark opera centres around cokd, vengeful Princess Turandot who kila her suitors if they fail 10 correctiy

answer three nddles far her hand.



Refugees, a saarificial wetim and a morally compromised chorus round cut the cast - all fodder for AL who uses
unredening videc images 10 imensify the sense of gtate-gponsored menace parvading the opaa

Hehind a se1 resembling the nans of a futuristic city, Al projects distressing images from recent news avents,
whether masked hospital workers in protective gear, refugees fording rivers, riol police confronting Hong Kong
profesters or migrants encircled by chan ink fences

"We are lost” sings the chorus in the third act, 85 mages of billy clubs, chokeholds and tear gas fill the screans

Lyniv, 44, 3aid Al's strong visual symbolism perfectly it the intentions of Puccini

‘Fram the first bars, you feel this apecalyptic character in the air, of what will happan,” said Lyniv of the opera
which was lelt unfinished with Puccing's death in 1524,

After wowing cntics and audiencea allke in Bayreuth |ast year, Lyniv made histary again in January when ghe was
named chief conductor of Bologrna's opera, the fest time an opera bouse in llaly has been led by 8 woman

- U8 your vouce -

Hallng from Ukrainian city of Brody, about 100 kilometres (62 miles) east of Lviv, Lyniv 5ald she conducted
"Turandot” for the fest time aight years ago n Odessa.

Mary members of Odessa’s orchesira, ballet cops and chorus were now defending Ukraine, she said



A said this particular moment was " gift 1o the artists like us, still alve, who 51l have 8 voice” to defend peace.

The artist sleo has his own personal connection with "Turandot” — he appeared &5 an exsculioner’s apprentos in
Franco Zeffirsll's preduction of the opera at Lincaln Center 35 years ago.

His new version 5 performed without the ending added by Puccini's contemparary, Franca Atfano, increasing the
opera's ambiguty,

Lyniv 5ai0 the ‘open-ended” finale chadenges the audence 10 decids, in obserwng the principal characters, “what
role you have i this sociely” - implacable, orued Turandot, risk-tlaking refugee Prince Calaf, or Liv who sacrifices
nharsalf for love.

The chorus was particularly relevant today, she sald, as 1t 15 seen abeyng, never questioning, the decisions of the
blood-thirsty Turandot.



LISSON GALLERY

The Financial Times
24th March 2022









LISSON GALLERY

Designboom
26th March 2022

designboom’

ai weiwei exhibits colossal glass sculpture of bones and viscera at roman national museum



‘glass is a material that continualy manifests its own mortality and | beleve this is ane of the reasons why so many
atists e now deeply attracted to it. since | founded barengo studio (n muvano, around Moty years aga, we hawe
wilnessod 8 real redicth in the workd of glass, confenporay Wiises are ne iarger Sraid of experimenting with this
matevial, and all that it can offer for scolptural avt. plass has this unigue Qualty, its wegiied symbolsm it was 3
personal ourncy for me to see the seed of 2 weiwes's ides grow.' says adriano berengo, founder of berengo studio.










project info:

name: la commedia umana

organised: by the «ations roman museur and berengo stuc o along with the foncasione bereng
m:« WO lwat

dates: from 25 march to 3 april 2002

location: baths of diecletian, national roman museum

photography and videography: daniek: peruzzi

christina petridou | designboom mar 26, 2022
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non e facile

ai weiwei brings contemporary issues to debut opera 'turandot’ in rome


https://youtu.be/U7ia3BjlRKA

Ml erages caurtesy of opera di roma



the artist decided to take on this opera in particular because, at a very young age, he nad been an extra in 2eMreli's
production of turandol at the metrapolitan in new york, Dew york @self is (ke opera, comenents weined, Bt [ nevey
cod Pave inungined, 35 yeavs later, | would became o divecior of the same opery peviarmance.. | am vy fortumate
to have the opportunity to do it

ukrainian conductar oksana yniv says, Tovandot Js for me o work of great symbolec value with Ms afest opera,
pucci, the grastest dalian composer of the twenbieth cenfury. ratfer tham giving answers, hie asks us guestions, # is
& suspended doute, (ke the realidy we ave expeniencing Hrough tovandot Jwant to be the inderpreter of e message
that pacciy wanted (o leave to posterity in the lest moments of B (ife, namealy that love in the end is whad matters
mare then anything efse’


https://youtu.be/e7FNO3A7zQM







project info:

name; turandot

direction, scenes, costumes, video: 3 weiwel
location: teatro costanal, cocon oo
dates: march 22-31, 2022
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Ai Weiwei's Memoir Tries To Tell
Chinese History Honestly

BY: HELEN RALEIGH APRIL 91, 2822

Chinese artist and dissident Ai Weiwei's new memoir, ‘A
1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows,’ is a personal history of
the tragedies wrought by Chinese communism.



In the book's foreword, Al Weiwei wrote, “Ideological indoctrination exposed us to an
intense, invasive light that made our memories vanish like shows.”™ Ai felt a sense of
urgency to provide his teenage son A Lao with a written record of the lives of himself

and his father.

Ai Werwei grew up in China and is the son of a famous Chinese poet, A Qing. The
book's first half is about Ai Qing's life, especially his sufferings between 1957 to 1976,

Mao Zedong launched the Anti-Rightist Campaign in 1957 to purge intellectuals who
criticized the CCP's policies. As a well-known cultural figure in China, Aj Qing was
forced to undergo a spiritual and ideological “reform through labor,”

The Chinese authorities first expelled Ai Qing and his family to the cold wilderness of
China's northeast region. Then they relocated the Ai family to Xinjiang, u far western
region where the CCP is committing genocide against Uyghur Muslims and
minorities today.

The Ai family suffered the most during the cultural revolution, and they were sent to

the Gurbantunggut Desert, known as "Little Siberia.” Some of the best writing of this
book occurs when Al Weiwei uses almaost poetic language to describe the humiliating
and inhuman punishment his father had to endure,

Sixty-year-old Al Qing was ordered to clean 13 communal toilets, “whose facilities
consisted mainly of a row of squatting stations above & cesspit.” The work was labor-
intensive, especiaily during the winter months "when the feces would freeze into icy
pillars.” But here's how Ai Qing took it, “Before he began to apply himself to each
latrine, Father would always light a cigarette and size up the work, as though
admiring a Rodin sculpture,” Yet Ai Qing's health, including his eyesight, quickly
deteriorated due to overwork and poor nutrition.

As difficult as Ai Qing's sufferings were, many of his contemporaries endured far
worse and some never made it out alive, Al Qing survived the Cultural Revolution,
and he and his family returned to Besjing. Later the government restored his pay and
status. Many people in Ai Qing’s generation, including Al Qing himself, chose not to
talk about their experiences because they didn't want to risk provoking the Chinese
authorities and bringing more harm to their families.

Disgust as Inspiration

The CCP has also worked overtime to revise its country’s history between 1949 to
1979, The result is that generations of Chinese born after the 1980s have no
knowledge of the real history from that period. Ai Weiwei wrote that even if today's
younger generation of Chinese knew the actual history, "They might not even care,
for they learn submission before they have developed an ability to raise doubts and
challenge assumptions.”



But Weiwei cares because he not only bore witness to his father’s suffering but also
had the front-row seat of experiencing how an authoritarian regime worked. His
carly life experience planted the sced of a rebellious attitude toward authorities,
especially the CCP. In the second half of the book, Ai Weiwei gives a detailed account
of his journey to become an artist and political activist and how the state punished
him, just like his father endured decades ago.

Ai Weiwel's artistic output spans many genres, from photos to documentary films to
large installments. Ai is known for being a provocateur, and Ai's art and his political
activism often go hand-in-hand.

One of his most famous photos was is of him giving 2 middle finger in front of the
Heavenly Peace Gate in Tiananmen Square, a place that often serves as a symbol of
Communist China. Another piece of Ai's public art was the display of 9,000
backpacks, which he used to memorialize school children who were killed in the 2008
Sichuan earthquake, as a result of the CCP failing to enforce adequate building codes.

Speaking of his art and activism, Al Weiwei wrote, "My inspiration and boldness
came from disgust and exasperation. My impatience with the timidity of my father’s
generation... [ openly declared my opposition to the status quo, reaffirming, through
the act of non-cooperation, my responsibility to take a critical stance.”

While Al earned international fame, his art and political activism eventually got him
arrested. The Chinese authorities detained him for 81 days in 2011, After releasing
him, the Chinese authorities accused him of tax invasion - Al said it was a trumped-
up charge - and demanded Ai to pay more than $§2 million as a fine. His passport was
confiscated, and he wasn't allowed to travel abroad for several years. Today, Al Weiwei
lives in the United Kingdom as an exile, He has said many times that if he returns to
China now, he would be arrested for sure.

The best quote in the book ks when Al Welwei explains why he would remain
outspoken despite the danger. He wrote, "People asked me, How do you dare say those
things on your hiog? 1f 1 don't say them, it wall put me in an even more dangerous
situation. But if I say them, change might occur. To speak is better than not to speak;
if everyone spoke, this society would have transformed itself long ago. Change
happens when every citizen says what he or she wants to say; one person's silence
exposes another to danger,”

Preserving Memories






Books such as Ai Weiwei's certainly help preserve memories for someone who may
care to know the truth in the future, including his own son.
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Chinese dissident Ai Weiwei is a world-famous artist and activist.

Krishnan speaks to him about China’s relationship with the West,

his father’s exile and whether democracy really exists.

His new exhibition, The Liberty of Doubt, is currently on display

at Kettle’s Yard gallery in Cambridge.

Produced by: Freya Pickford


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRrveCk8x9M&feature=emb_title
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artnet news

Art World

‘I'm Very Interested in These So-Called
Useless Objects’: Watch Ai Weiwei Describe
How He Chooses a Format for Pointed
Critiques

As part of a collaboration with Art21, hear news-making artists describe their
Inspirations in their own words.

Artnet News, fped 14, 2022

Al Weiwei, 2022. Photo: Helen Dickman.

On a spring morning back in 2011, then-mayor of New York City
Michael Bloomberg welcomed visitors to the Chinese artist Ai
Weiwei’s first major public sculpture project in Grand Army Plaza,
near Central Park. The momentous occasion was marred of course,
by the artist's inability to attend the opening—because he was in the
midst of an 81-day long incarceration by the Chinese government.

A staunch activist who makes no compromises, despite ongoing
threats of surveillance and censorship even after his release from
imprisonment, Weiwei’s art blends traditional Chinese imagery with
contemporary concerns for human rights and social issues. Right
now at Kettle's Yard at the University of Cambridge, an exhibition



titled “Ai Weiwei: The Liberty of Doubt" features many of the artist’s
seminal works, along with new installations.

In an exclusive interview filmed back in 2011 as part of Art21's Art in
the Twenty-First Century series, the artist discusses some of his
early sculptures, such as the security camera he produced in
marble, stripping it of its utility and power.

Al Weiwel, Surveillance Camera with Plinth {(2014), Courtesy Ai Weiwei Studio.



“I'm very interested in these so-called useless objects,” he says in

the video. As for the security camera, “surveillance has a very clear
meaning. This is to monitor, or secretly monitor, people's behavior.

But once it's become marble, it's only being watched.”

The exhibition in Kettle's Yard explores themes of authenticity and
globalization, which are on display in the artist’s juxtaposition of
historic Chinese objects purchased at auction alongside replicas
from later years, often indistinguishable from one another. In other
cases, the artist's own works, created in the manner of similar
vessels, blur the definition of original, as in the Han Dynasty Urn
with Coca Cola Logo (2014). The show's title, “The Liberty of Doubt,”
invokes Weiwei's observation that in China, “the concept of ‘truth’ is
also part of nature, and hence not an absolute.”

Watch the video, which originally appeared as part of Art21’'s Art in
the Twenty-First Century series, below. “Ai Weiwei: The Liberty of
Doubt” is on view at Kettle’s Yard at the University of Cambridge,
U.K., through June 19, 2022.



LISSON GALLERY

Forbes
26th April 2022

Venice Biennale 2022:
Highlights From The Olympics
Of The Art World

Joanne Shur






British artist Julian Opie is best known for digital artworks using LED
screens which allow the artist to convey movement in his figures through
a simple grid of alternating lights. However, the Venice government
forbade the use of such technology on the grand canal so four of Opie’s
aluminium sculptures are on show outside of the city's newest luxury
hotel. Inside is a spectacular Venetian glass chandelier by the
controversial Chinese artist Al Weiwei. Made of clear glass from the
workshops of the best of the island of Murano's master craftsmen, at
first glance the piece appears as a traditional Venetian chandelier but
contains some of Al Wei Wei's trademark surprises upon a closer

inspection.
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‘Soltando una urna de la dinastia Han',

de 1995, es uno de los manifiestos que mejor
definen al artista: destruccion y union

de la herencia, el futuro y la protesta politica

> Lalucha de China en el ultimo si-
glo es fea. El sufrimiento siempre esta aht: el
siglo pasadoy este. Esaluchainterna afecta a
lo méds basico, que esla distribucion de poder
ysulegitimidad. Y lo que queda esla oculta-
cién de informacion por parte de China para
mantener alos ciudadanos en laignorancia.
Hoy en dia, el sufrimiento de la gente de Hong
Kong o el caso Peng Shuai demuestran solo
unapequena parte de lo que esta sucediendo
(en China). La fotograffa completa esmucho
masbrutal que eso.

__Enlasmemorias salen muchos poe-
tas: supadre, Ai Qing, y Pablo Neruda eran
amigos. Cesare Pavese decia aquello de
Lavorare stanca: trabajar cansa. /Usted se
cansoéescribiendo? ;Fueliberador?
Escribir es como viajar en un tunel. Te
sientesmuy soloy esmuy cansado. Teniaque
responsabilizarme de todo lo que escribia, no
pormisinoporlageneracionde mipadreysu
historia. Eso constituia una presion enorme...
ylaverdad es que acabarlo de escribir fue un
aliviodescomunal.

__ Enunalibreria de Barcelona viun li-
bro de su padre editado en inglésy en el
que usted firmaba el prefacio. Usted hare-
lanzadolavozdesupadre. /Cree quelesha
dado esperanzaamillones de chinos?

Los intelectuales de la generacion de
mi padre atravesaron tiempos muy brutales.
Fueron sometidos a un rodillo politico ante el
que no podian hacer frente, no tenian tanta
fuerza para ello. Yo espero, con certeza, que
Occidente tengaunaoportunidad,o varias,de
entender quelasituacion de Chinaesmuy di-
ferentedelaqueveyreconocedesdeaqui.
___Sialgohalogrado esestar entodosla-
dosynosolo enlasredes... ciudades, cam-
panas, debates, exposiciones. ;Siente que
sehamultiplicado?
_Megustanlaspalabras “entodaspartes”
y “omnipresente” como una metafora, como
elvientoy elagua.l.o que quiero, simplemen-

te, es que mis pensamientos y mi trabajo ca-
len, penetren y se filtren en el mundo del hu-
manitarismo, los derechos individuales y la
libertad de pensamiento. Esos son aspectos
que emergen en todos lados, asi que me he
esforzadobastante en ese cometido.
__Sorprende elhecho que,como admi-
te,nunca escribiera ningun tipo de diario.
Sin embargo,los detalles son precisosy es-
tanahi. ;JFueabuscarlosolebuscaron?

En realidad, lo que explico en las me-
morias son detalles muy diseminados de 1o
que constituyo mirealidad desde que era ni-
no. Hay muchisimo mas. Lo que he dejado
patente se podria comparar a unas flores se-
cas.Nos podemos imaginar como llegaron a
ser, porque se han quedado sinagua, y sus co-
lores,suolor, hanmutado o desaparecido.
__ (Hay algo que anore especialmente
deChina?

_ lLacomida,lalengua.

_____Usted sigui6 a su padre por campos
de reeducacion sin tener un hogar fijo.
JUsted es quien es justo por eso? /Esla fi-
guraglobal que es por esavidanomadicay
sin echar raices ala que se vio obligado se
diriacasihastahoyendia?

__Mire, es cierto: nunca he tenido un ho-
gar propiamente dicho. Vivi con mi padre re-
presaliado en cuevas excavadas y refugios
en el noroeste de la China y con cambios que
siempre fueron muy drasticos. No me sentia
en casaporque no tenia familiaridad. Eran lu-
gares donde viviamos pero siempre se trata-
ba de casas temporales. Este afio cumplo 65
ypuedo decir que sigo siendo aquel que care-
ce de hogar. Pero no es algo que me pase solo
ami. Hay demasiada gente en el mundo que
ha dejado su lugar y su familia y se van des-
plazando de aqui para alld o que se han visto
forzadosal exilio. Ylas condiciones de vida de
esaspersonassonmuy miserables.
_Ustedy otros han sido siempre disi-
dentes y han plantado cara al poder, pero

HUMOR PROVOCATIVO
‘Urna de la dinastia Han...’, de 1993,
Ai plantea con un logo ajeno a la cultura
milenaria china los nuevos derroteros
capitalistas de un régimen autoritario

‘NUNCA TUVE
UN HOGAR;
CON MI PADRE
REPRESALIADO
VIVI EN CUEVAS
Y REFUGIOS”

siempre con humor socarron. (Es un sal-
vavidas ante toda la presiéon y represion
quehasufrido desde nino?
__Esloquedeberia ser. Desde que tengo
uso derazon, todo lo que me rodeaba se con-
tradecia con laidea del mundo que yo tenia
enla cabeza. Solo el humor tiene esa especie
de poder de subvertir esas contradicciones y
curarlasheridas.

__Elhumor parece conectarle con ar-
tistas que también fueron revolucionarios
como Duchampy Warhol.

_ TLaverdad es que esos dos sefiores que
citatienenunsentidomuy agudo delhumory
mehacenreirmucho.

_ /Quémascosaslehacenreir?

_ Cualquier cosa que larealidad nos de-
para,la politicame suele hacer reir. De hecho,
parair bien, tendriamos que estar riendonos
acarcajadascadadia.

Cuando le tocar crear, ;/qué necesi-
ta? ;Un estado de concentracion o de dis-
persion? Igual no es niuna cosanila otra,o
unamezcla.Iguallapreguntano...
_Si,si,la pregunta tiene sentido porque
cuando consigues estar muy concentrado,
antes has tenido que estar disperso dando
vueltas a cuestiones mundanas, a contradic-
cionesinternas, ala banalidad que envuelve
larealidad conunaactitud humoristicay bur-
lona. Es precisamente esa actitud la que me
da una perspectiva introspectiva y critica al
mismotiempo.

Usted define el arte como “un arana-
zo enel 0jo”. ;Eslo que intenta conseguir?
JLoqueesperadeotrosartistas?

Cada obra de arte que despiertamiin-
terésrepresentauna vibracion visual y espiri-
tualque,aveces,medejaunamarcamuy pro-
funda. Analizo mis trabajos desde la misma
lente. A veces me pregunto si dejaré huella en
la historia de la Humanidad en concepto de
estética, éticayfilosofia.

__Unade sus muestras en cartel es La
libertad dela dudaen Cambridge. ;Ai Wei-
wei es cartesiano?

__ Vaya, es una manera interesante de
plantearlo y hasta ahora nolo habia pensado
demasiado,perosi:dudo,luego existo.

_ /Cudlessonsusnuevosproyectos?
Es uno que funcionard a largo plazo,
que teje todo lo que he hecho hasta aho-
ra. De hecho, no tenemos unaidea clara de
nuestro comportamiento hasta que mira-
mos atrds pararevisar nuestros procesos y
ponerlos en el contexto adecuado y con una
perspectiva correcta. En realidad todo lo
que hago es intentar descubrirme y enten-
derme amimiSMO. s
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Al LAO EN LA TATE

El hijo del artista juega con un puriado de
los millones de pepitas de girasol que Ai
instalo en la galeria londinense en el 2010

LA VOZ DE LOS REFUGIADOS

El artista, en Lesbos en el 2016, se ha
manifestado contra los abusos a todo tipo
de refugiados, de los sirios a los rohinyds

DAME UNA BICICLETA...

.Y moveré el mundo. El artista trabaja
muchas de sus esculturas con uno de los
simbolos chinos por excelencia

F*** THE POWER

La obra se llama, simplemente,

‘Plaza de Tiananmen Pekin, 1995, y es
una de las obras iconicas del artista
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A1 Weiweil: In Search of
Humanity

Jun 01, 2022 at 15:55






Dieter Buchhart stresses that in each of these works,
there is also a direct link to Ai Weiwei’s own history, the
past, or current events. He expanded Duchamp’s dictum
of “artist—artwork—beholder” to a “chain between artist
(thinker, cultural critic, concept maker)—readymade—
(exchangeable object with no inherent value)—beholder”
with objects where readymades, like pieces of clothing,
serve as artistic material but are transformed into new
objects. The artist’s old shoes, for example, form a
circular sculpture, while an umbrella jammed into a
briefcase make up a Quintessential Communist Umbrella
Briefcase, which by way of the sprayed-on Communist

symbols of a hammer and sickle refers to the Cold War.

Dieter Buchhart writes that the next event that shaped Ai
Weiwei’'s search for humanity happened when the artist
was living in New York: the violent crushing of the student-
led protests at Tiananmen Square in Beijing which led to
the death of up to 10,000 people. In 1993, the artist
returned to his ailing father in China, who died in 1996.
That was when Ai Weiwei began to stick his middle finger
at Tiananmen Square as a sign of resistance, and
subsequently at all monuments around the world that
symbolize power and domination.

After his return to CCP China, Ai Weiwei began collecting
antiquities, including furniture and ceramics, and
publishing underground texts of the Chinese avant-garde.
In 1995, he created a series of photographs in which he
deliberately dropped a Han dynasty urn so that it
smashed to pieces on the ground. In the process, he
demonstrated that the destruction of the historical is
necessary to create the new. Dieter Buchhart underlines
that it was not only the actual demolition of objects, but
also of concepts and “isms,” that made it possible to build
anew. Ai Weiwei subsequently pulverized several ceramics



from the Neolithic period for the installation Dust to Dust,
preserving the dust in glass vessels. By adding the Coca-
Cola logo to Han dynasty urns, he transformed them into
symbols of present-day consumer society and, as
contemporary reworkings, a mirror of our period and the
link between the two worlds, that of the West and the Far
East, between which Ai Weiwei moved and continues to
move today.

According to the A/ Weiwei. In Search of Humanity curator,
Ai Weiwei's intense engagement with antiquities and the
idea of cultural goods as a sign of the past opened up
new space for the artist to think about both historical
existence and our present-day global way of living. In
addition, Ai Weiwei was fascinated by the craftsmanship

behind such objects—tables, stools, vessels. He drew on
these cultural techniques as he continued his work with
readymades from the 1980s, albeit now using valuable
antiquities to create his own objects. Accordingly, he
dispensed with nails and screws when he interlinked two
tables from the Qing dynasty in Tables with Crossed
Corners. With this defamiliarization and new construction
of his objects out of selected historical pieces, the
antiquities lost their functionality and became material
for his sculptures. In this way, Ai Weiwei robbed them of
their character as objects of use, but not of their link to
the past.






For a better reading, quotations and partial quotations in
this book review are not between quotation marks.

Book review added on June 1, 2022 at 15:55 Austrian time.
Details added at 20:27.
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Ai Weiwei Gets the Big Retrospective He
Deserves, For Better and For Worse



These days, Al Is best known for his provocations dealing with the
refugee crisis, surveillance in his home country of China, and his
own struggles with censorship. You likely know the Han Dynasty
vase that Ai painted with a Coca-Cala logo, for example, or his
room-sized installations of assemblages of stools, which are
references to labor in China or Marcel Duchamp's readymades, or
both, depending on whom you ask.

Those works vary significantly in quality, but they are impossible
to avoid when surveying Al's output. But really, what makes this
retrospective special is its focus on Ai's early works, which are
much stranger-—and often much slyer in their political critique—
than what the artist is now known for.

During the "8os, while he was based in New York, Ai began to put
his own spin on Dada, the carly 20th-century movement which in
the eyes of many will forever be associated with Duchamp. In fact,
the paradigm that Duchamp began with his readymades—take an
object, do something to it, do something else to it, to quote Jasper
Johns-is quite nimbie, and can be applied to all sorts of things in
all sorts of ways. Al's intervention was to interweave his own
upbringing in Maoist China, meditating on the oppression
associated with life lived under the Communist Party.



A colleague once remarked to me that Al had become a better activist than an artist, and this
retrospective would seem to confirm that assessment. It is chock full of works with urgent political
messages that need to be heard. But Ai's protests are often shouted so loudly that they accidentally
call more attention to himself than the subjects he's seeking to bring awareness to,

It wasn't always that way. The Albertina has wisely included some of Ai's early photographs. A
shocking one from 1989 features a New York policeman dragging away a demonstrator from an
AIDS protest. Adding a Jevel of mystery to this image is a trio of three men in suits who seem both
fascinated and unperturbed by this instance of police brutality.

Just one work since then has been able to summon the same kind of impact: 81 (2013), an
installation that recreates the cell where Al was imprisoned by Chinese officials on charges that he
says were never clear to him. He committed this dour space to memory, and recreated it, mold
stains and all, in the form of this work, which viewers can walk into. Only ance they leave do
viewers realize there are three security cameras nestled inside, and that footage is being streamed
on monitors nearby.

Ai can lay claim to that cell and that A1DS protest—he was there for bath, But it’s not clear why he
thinks he can make art that deals with, say, the police killing of Eric Garner. For one 2019 painting
made out of Legos, the phrase "I can’t breathe,” which was uttered by Garner as well as by the
murdered journalist Jamal Khashoggi before his death, is situated on the Saudi Arabian flag. (The
work predates the murder of George Floyd in 2020, but the wall text erroneously draws out that
link, too.)
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Ai Weiwei: the BBC and CNN are “very
biased”

The artist and activist argwes that freedom of expression is wmder trreat in vl Ching and the west

Ai Weiwei wakes up at six every morning. If he is in
Cambridge—he splits his time between the English city,
Germany and Portugal—he will take his son to school;
otherwise, he says, he does “basically nothing,” That sounds
unlikely. In the past two years, he has produced a memoir of
his childhood, two feature-length documentaries, several
exhibitions and, this March, a debut opera production of
Turandot in Rome. Over a decade since the work that



brought him to western audiences—the millions of ceramic
sunflower seeds spread out in the Tate Modern’s Turbine
Hall—the Chinese artist remains as active, and outspoken, as
ever.

[ ask Ai, over email, how he sets out on a new project. “l am a
natural person,” he says. “I am a leaf floating in a river.
Carried downstream by the current of the river, what the leaf
sees along the shore changes all the time.” The most
important aspect is not the finished work but the process,
which “is the carrier of my expression.”

Weiwei knows what it’s like to lose one’s
freedom

As an activist, Ai is at his most passionate when defending
freedom of expression, which has led him to make some
unlikely allies. This May he surprised many of his followers
by tweeting that Elon Musk’s attempted purchase of Twitter
would make the platform “much better.”

When I ask for his thoughts on social media, Ai’s response is
somewhat gnomic. “Social media is alighthouse,” he writes.
“Itindicates our position but also points out potential
danger.” Likely alluding to Donald Trump, he says that
“when Twitter deleted some unfavoured politicians’
accounts, it was a gesture of an authoritarian society”—and
that without the “basis of free expression,” platforms like
Twitter and Facebook are no better than China’s state-
controlled WeChat. “Even though I find some thoughts
stupid and ridiculous, their existence is my most important
belief,” he says.



Ai is evidently as dissatisfied with the state of western media
as he iswith China’s: CNN and the BBC, he says, are “very
biased” and “carried away by political correctness.” He is
furious at our indifference towards the case of Wikileaks
founder Julian Assange, who faces extradition to the US over
espionage charges and a 175-year prison term. “Western
society can hardly advocate [its] principles of so-called
freedom and press independence” so long as Assange
remains in limbo, Ai says.

Ai knows what it's like to lose one’s freedom. When he wasa
boy his father, the renowned poet Ai Qing, fell foul of Mao;
the family were exiled to Xinjiang, where Ai Qing was tasked
with cleaning communal toilets. In 2011, Ai himselfwas held
in confinement for 81 days by Chinese authorities on
spurious charges of tax evasion. After his release, he created a
series of miniature dioramas showing his experience, which
included being watched by guards as he showered. Unlike
western commentators moaning about online cancel
culture, when Ai says “stopping people from speakingup is
the start of authoritarianism,” his words carry real weight.

Social media, in any case, has become personally less
important to Ai as a vehicle of free expression. Outside
China he has “other possibilities” to express himself: namely
his exhibitions, his documentaries. I ask him if there are any
artistic projects currently in the pipeline. “I have never had
any artistic projects that are currently in the pipeline,” he
replies.

“What I dois respond to the demands of society... If there are
such demands, | would actively react to them. If not, I would
try to look for things that I find fun.”
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Documentary on Ai Weiwei to Be Screened Exclusively at
Glastonbury Festival 2022
In partnership with Amnesty International, movie-goers will all be

given postcards to write messages to prisoners of conscience
around the world.
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Hrilliant Minds, which was estahlished in 2015 by Spotify founder Dansel Ek and

entrepreneur Ash Pournori, holds armual events in Stockbolm that im 1o support
creative individuals and belp them come together on “world -changing” deas.

Al wio one of the speakers at this yeur's ovent, which took place in Stoddhelm in June,

“Now more than ever, 98 the world is 2pinning at 43 fastest and most challenging we
must brasden our minds, share our experiences, and work together to creste »
brighter future,” Brilliant Minds CEO Annastasia Seebohm said
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Ai Weiwei Will Curate London Exhibition of
Works Created by Incarcerated People



Earlier this year. Koestler Arts invited people within the eriminal
justice system to submit artworks across the genres of art, writing,

design, or music for the annual Koestler Awards. Entrunts receive feedback, and a select fow will
have their work exhibited publicly.

According to the show's curators, A is spending the summer reviewing thousands of entries of
visual art. In honor of the Koestler Arts’ 60th anniversary, Al sald he wants the 2022 exhibition to
be “the most ambitious yet.”
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Encore: Artist Ai Weiwei on his father's

exile and hopes for his own son

Mgt | 2022 - 490 FM ET

© e isten G 0 © 0

1n this encore presentation, NPR's Ailsa Chang speaks to artist Al Weiwei about his
memopir, 1000 Years of Joys and Sorrows,

AILSA CHANG, HOST:

Over the decades, Al Welwed has become one of the most influential artists and
activists of our thme, which is why the Chinese government has long fixed its gaze on
him. In 2011, Chinese authorities secretly detained Ai Weiwei, And while in detention,
the artist thought often about his father, how incomplete his undesstanding of his
father was and how much be wanted to aveld that same disconnect with his own son.
S0 Al Weiwei decided to set down his thoughts and memories in his book "1,000 Years
Of Jovs And Sorrows.”

It's & story passed down through tathers, a work that ponders freedom of expression,
how art can move ideas and the beauty that can emerge from life’s ugliest struggles.
His own father, Ai Qing. was a famous poet who was branded as a so-called rightist
during the Cultural Revolution under Mao Zedong. When we spoke last fall, I began by
asking Al Weiwei why his thoughts kept wandering to his father while he was in
detention.

Al WEIWEI: 1 realize 1 don't really know him because T never really directly ask him a
single question about his past, you know, going through all thase difficulties and the
struggles. Until I was arrest, | realize 1 may have a same kind of relationship with my
son, That time, he was just over 2 vears old. And the authority told me, after 10 or 12
years, voa'll finish your sentence, and your san certalnly will not even know you are his
father,


https://www.npr.org/2022/08/01/1115001932/encore-artist-ai-weiwei-on-his-fathers-exile-and-hopes-for-his-own-son

CHANG: Well, you were eventually released. But may I ask - when you think back,
when you were a boy, did you understand at the time why your father was sent there?
Did you have a deep sense as a child that the Chinese government was basically
panishing your father for his ideas?

Al No way to understand. Nobody even understands. Al that time, we are tatally, like,
dropped into water, You got totally wet, and there's no way to have another choice or
another pessibility, The whole nation was under this very highly political class
struggle. Not only my father being punished but over a half-million other intellectuals
being punished, They're writers, translators or educators, you know?

CHANG: Between you and vour father, growing up, how would you characterize your
relationship with him? Would you have described the two of you as close back then?

Al No, I never even think we are close, Also, T never see any family have a close
relationship during that perfod. Love s never a word to be mentioned in any family.
The Jove only belongs to the party and the Chalrman Mao, the party’s leader.
Everyhody's o scared.

CHANG: Yeah.

Al: Even all those parents gave the - their children, newly born children - the name is
Jove the country or love the party.

CHANG: Names that would make the Chinese Communist Party happy.

AL Whole generation have maybe - half of the population would have same kind of
name.

CHANG: You know, there is 20 much in this book that reflects how your life later as an
artist inside the Chinese communist system - how that life echoed so much of vour
awn father's life, not just your time in detention but the constant monitoring you faced
every day when you lived in China. And [ want to ask you - how do you think that
constant surveillance by the Chinese government, that constant observation helped
vou relate to your father better?

Al Well, modern surveillance is - because technology, of course, I have been under
surveillance - 25 cameras around my studio, people following me, hiding behind
hashes, take photos to see who I meet and, you know, all those kind of ridiculous.

CHANG: Right.

Al | start to understand that generation, how difficult for them. Today, [ have
internet. [ can easily have my volee being heard. But during that time, they cannot
even whisper to their loved ones about what's in their mind.

CHANG: Well, as I listen to you talk about how much of an adversary the Chinese
government has played in your life, in your father's life, you know, it made me wonder
hecause, yes, the Chinese government has plaved a destructive role in vour life but,
also, in a way, the Chinese government has played a strangely creative role, too,



Like, I'm curious, Where do you think Ai Weiweid the artist would be without the
Chinese government being such an oppaositional force in your life, driving you to
understand what is important to you, what to fight for, what to stand up against? Do
you think you could be the same artist without the Chinese government?

Al: No way. No way. It’s not possible. Once this interrogator - he already interrogated
me for over a year. He asked me very sincevely, withour us, you can never be so
famous, I sald, yes, it take a real enemy to make a soldier, And also, I'm grateful I can
really exercise my individual struggle and freedom of speech,

CHANG: Yes,
Al So [have something to say about i
CHANG: Without that struggle, you wouldn't have the same things to say.

Al Without struggle, we don't have life, Life is about the struggle.

CHANG: Well, s we mentioned this book, itis in large part, a written record for your
son, Al Lzo, so that Af Lao can better understand who his father is. And, you know, you
write at one point of your own father. You say, quote, "although he never tried to
influence my decisions and never asked anything of me, like a star In the sky or a tree
in the field, he was always there as a compass polnt and in a quiet and mysterious way,
he helped me to navigate in a direction all my own.” Let me ask you « how much do
vou want a similar relationship with Al Lao?

Al T want he recognize he does have a father and that person have his own principle.
But I want to be there so he can see me as there.

CHANG: And when you think about your own struggles, what do you want mast for Ai
Lao's life?

Al: I want him to bave independent thinking and to a healthy life - | wounld say that's a
healthy life.

CHANG: That's exactly what my parents say they want for me.
Al Weiwet, thank you so much for sharing this time with us. (Speaking Mandarin).
Al (Speaking Mandarin).

CHANG: (Laughter, speaking Mandarin). Ai Weiwei said, "thank you,” and he
complimented me on my Mandarin, His book is called "1,000 Years Of Joys And
Sorrows.”

(SOUNDBITE OF NATHAN XKAWANISHI'S "LEISURELY TRAIN RIDE")
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The speech’s unifying principle seemed vaguely to be ethnic, linguistic
or cultural. But its main point, barely hidden, was to build fealty to the
Chinese Communist Party.
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Artist Ai Weiwei warns against hubris in 'troublesome’
times

Iviness dissident and artist Al Weiswel lsmpoons the survellancs state and social med wilh | firsl glass
sculpture, made an the Yenstionn inland af Muran

COLLIEN UARRY Assccipted Praes o v = &



But the artist savs any Chinese invasion of Talwan would be a mistake and a misunderstanding of
Taiwan's history,

“The Chinese think that Taiwan belongs to Ching, but in reality China and Taiwan have been apart
for over 70 years, They have their own social structure, which is more democratic and more
peaceful than in China,” he said, Any moves by China to claim Taiwan by force will result “in the
ultimate struggle.”

He sees the struggle in China as one for legitimacy of authorities' control, while the challenge in
the West is the continual need to defend democracy and with it freedom of speech, The West's
Achille’s heel is its economic dependency on China's cheap manufacturing, he said,

“That is why China is so confident,” Ai said, "They know the West cannot live witheut China,”

He cited instances of Western hypocrisy, including the rejection by festivals in Europe and the
United States of films he made during the pandemic depicting Wuhan's first lockdown and the
struggles in Hong Kong.



ARer praising the films, festivals ultimately give “the last words, we cannot show it, ™ out of fear of
losing access 1o the Chinese market, Al said,

His artworks travel more smoothly, he said, because his artistic language is harder to interpret.

“My work is about a new vocabulary, so it is difficult for somebady who has completely no
knowledge, It reguires study,” Ai said, "I don't make some piece to please the audience. But I
always want Lo say something that is necessary.”

Tourists wandering in from the water bus were delighted that they had stumbled into an exhibit by
the renowned dissident arrise.

“Tr is metad? When T first saw this [ thought it represented hell,” Kenneth Cheung, a Hong Kong
native now living in Toronto, Canada, said a8 he checked out the imposing glass sculpture. “Being
inachurch, it is even stronger, more powerlul.”

The main sculpture took three years to reallze with assistance from artlsts at a glass studioon
Murano emploving three techniques: traditional Murano blown glass, wax molds and injection
molds. Studio owner Adriano Berengo said he pursued Ai for years to secure a collaboration with
an artist he admires for his strong political beliefs.

“He shows his face. He doesn't hide. He is ready to risk hig life, and he did in China,”™ Berengo said.

The exhibit runs through Nov. 27 in Venice. From there, the hanging sculpture will go to the
Design Museum in London and then, hopefully & buyer, Berengo said.

“It has to be a big musenm. Otherwise, how can you keep an artwork like that?" he said.

This story has been corvected to show that the church of San Glorgio Magglore is a working church,
not deconsecrated.
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‘My Mother Tells Me Not to Go Back to China':
Ai Weiwei Gets Personal as He Accepts the
Praemium Imperiale

He won the prestigious honor alongside SANAA, Wim Wenders, and several
others.

Vivienne Chow, September 16, 2022

Al Welwel’s 90-year-old mother has repeatedly warned the Chinese
artist-activist not to return to China despite being forced to
separate from her son, who has been living in exile since 2015.

“I have a mother who's 90 years old,” the artist said recently. “She
calls me all the time, and she telis me not to go back to China.”

Ai's mother, Gao Ying, campaigned for the release of her son in 2011
when he was arrested and detained by Beijing authorities. She even



opened Al's 2013 Venice exhibition of his installation S A C.RED..
which depicted scenes of the artist under detention.

“I don't trust them,” Gao said in a 2011 interview, speaking of the
Chinese authorities, *I used to be an employee of this country, |
used to believe in this government, in this party, but they've gone
too far. They say and do whatever they want."

Al 15 the recipiant of the Praemium Imperiale sculpture prize for
2022. His comments came during a ceremony for the prize at the
Asia House in London on Thursday, The artist added that he could
end up In some "undesirable places™ should he set foot in his home
country again.

"I remember a security bureau officer clearly told me, 'you are
always asking for freedom, but you might end up in jail for years,
just because you are asking for that,'"" he recalled.



The artist was speaking with University of Oxford chancelleor Chris
Patten, one of the international advisors to the coveted annual arts
awards, which is given by the Japan Art Association.

The award was established in memory of the late Prince Takamatsu,
and has been given to global artists in various disciplines since
1989. This year's award recipients were selected by a panel of
advisors including pelitical and cultural heavyweights from around
the world: former U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton; Lamberto
Dini, a former Prime Minister of llaly; former French Prime Minister
Jean-Pierre Raffarin; Klaus-Dieter Lehmann, former president of the
Goethe-Institut; and Patten, who also served as the last governor of
Hong Kong (he held the post until June 1997, when Britain handed
the city over to Beijing and ended its 156 years of colonial ruie),

The awards handed out a total of £500,000 ($569,075) this year to
five artists in different artistic disciplines not covered by the Nobel
Prize. Other winners this year are Japanese architects SANAA; Polish
pianist Krystian Zimerman; Italian painter Guilio Paoclini; and German
filmmaker Wim Wenders.

In response to Patten's questions about Ai's politically charged
works, which range from sculptures depicting the atrocities
experienced by refugees to films such as Cockroach (2019), about
the 2019 Hong Kong protests, the Chinese artist said that being an
activist was not his original intention.

Ai said that he was only “doing his job" as an artist, “to use my
language and my vocabulary to share my concerns."

The artist is also currently curating "Koestler Arts: Freedom,” an
exhibition of work by incarcerated people in the U.K. That show,
hosted by the Southbank Centre, marks the the 60th anniversary of
the Keoestler Awards which encourages “people from the UK's
criminal justice system to change their lives through the arts.”
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SANAA and ai weiwei among recipients of 2022 praemium imperiale art award
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Ai Weiwei says mother, 90, warns him
against China return

Artist and activist tells event in London he is not clear in own mind
about whether struggles for freedom were ‘worthit’



Ai’s arrest on charges of tax evasion in April 2011 at Beijing airport where he
was due to get on a flight to Hong Kong led to an outpouring of international
condemnation. His mother, Gao Ying, was a prominent in demanding her
son’s release, at one point describing Chinese officials as “creepy, crooked,
evil” despite the risk to her own liberty.

A1, who was speaking to Lord Patten at Asia House in central London where
he was one of the five recipients of a Praemium Imperiale award, which
includes £100,000 to each winner, said he was not clear in his mind whether
his struggles for freedom were “worth it”,
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toit.”
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No, Capitalism and the Internet Will
Not Free Chinas People

By Al Weiwei
Mr. Ai Is an artist and author who was imprisoned by the Chinese government.
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PEOPLE, PLACES, THINGS

A New Range of Honey From
the Gardens of LeBron
James and Ai Weiwei

Plus: Norman Teague's culturally minded furniture and
more from T's cultural compendium.
Nov. 22, 2022






Designs That Build on the Legacies of Black Creatives

The artiat and designer Norman Teague sitting on his Africana chair In his Chicago studio, with his
Sinmi stool and other works in progress. Courtesy of 1D&, photographad by Vesia Rigou
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Link to the trailer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2AwKcy8dNCw
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Artist Ai Weiwei to launch ‘long
overdue’ first design-focused
exhibition

The exhibitsan, opening in April, will feature hundreds of theusands of abjects !
artist. from Stone Age tocls to Lego bricks






It is the artist’s biggest UK show in eight years and features dozens of
objects and artworks from throughout his career exploring tensions,
including his Han Dynasty urn emblazoned with a Coca-Cola logo which
epitomises these clashes,

Highlights also include a number of Weiwei's objects transforming
something useful into something useless. including a worker’s hard hat
cast in glass and a sculpture of an iPhone cut out of a jade axe-head.

There are also works that refer to the Covid-19 pandemic, with three toilet
paper sculptures on display shown in the context of China’s rapidly
changing urban landscape which Weiwei has documented through
photographic and film works.

Design Museum director and chief executive Tim Marlow said: “Ai
Weiwei is one of the most compelling artists and activists working today.
but his practice is profoundly pluralistic, encompassing film, architecture,
design and collecting.



“This exhibition is, therefore, long overdue and I'm proud that the Design
Museum is the first institution to frame the work of Ai Weiwei through
the lens of architecture and design and to collaborate in new ways with
one of the great creative forces of the 21st century to date”



LISSON GALLERY

designboom
3rd February 2023

'ai weiwei: making sense' marks the artist's first-ever design-centered exhibition






Theoughout the galiery, visitoes wil discover objects and artworks From Al Wietweis vast career that ‘eagiare the
tensions botween past and gresent, hand and machine, precious and wovthiess, canitnaction and destnaction
Heghvights are his ‘Han dynasty urn’ decorated with a Coca-Cola logo, as wel a5 & number of exampies of Als day-to-
doy objects thee tumed irto somuething useless but valuable, For example, a wearker's hard hat s cast in glass, gaining
hoth a stroeg and fragile dihooette, and a sculpture of an iPhone that has been out oue of 3 jade 2xe-head
Furthermonre, an dispiay will be pleces that reference the Covd-19 pandemic which exposed human dependence on
humide things. Three toilet paper sodiptures: two life-size rolls (one in maeble aod ane in ghass) as wel as a 2-meter-
long soulpbure v mirble which is being dicplayed for the first time.

Large-scale Entallations like the ‘Colored Houne' will De inmytalled outside of the mxdibiticn gallery, entidng passers-
by's attention, The tenber frame of 3 house once belonged to 3 prosperous famiy in Zhejiong province. in eastern
China, during the early Qing dynasty (1644 - 1911 CE). Utikzing industrial colors, Al Wedwe| has pairted the house
blending andient and modem toudhes and has lodged & on crystal bases giving presence and status to this unlixely
surviver’

Al Weiwel at the Design Museum, September 2022, @ Rick Pushinsky for the Design Muscum



Untitled (LEGO Incident}. © Image courtesy Al Welwei Studio
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Comwall resident Lucy Stein's explosive paintings, asgmented by her
energetic engagement with the Ramm archive, crown the multisensory
experience of this exhibition, reflecting the artist's intimation ol *lenility as
a psychic space™. In works including [T Eemiry and Miseticoed, her striking
palette evokes the colours of 2 ithium flame and speaks to Steln’s Interest In
the Nquid kayers of the Earth, the bithium nich Coenubian basin that runs
beneath the surfaces of Comwall and Devean.
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Ai Weiwei at the Design Museum: a snapshot of
design history across eight millennia

Al Weiwet digs deep into design history, gathering everything from Neolithic tools to
Lego bricks for his new show at London’s Design Museum. We vigit him at home in
Portugal for a preview

BY TF CHAN CONTRIBUTIONS FROM
PUBLISSED 21 DAYS AGD JERMAINE PRANCIS - FHOTOGHRAMY



Ai Weiwei is not known to do things in half measures. For his installation
at Documenta 12, in 2007, the artist famously brought 1,001 Chinese
citizens to Kassel, Germany, for staggered week-long stays, using his blog
to recruit volunteers between the ages of two and 70, Titled Fairyfale, the
ambitious artwork seemed to herald his homeland's arrival on the world
stage ("To explore the world is a right that you acquire when you are born,
and these travellers were exercising this right for the very first time,” he
wrote in his recent autobiography), while speaking to contemporary global
issues, such as mass migration and dramatic population growth. Three
years later, invited to take over the Turbine Hall at London’s Tate Modern,
Ai commissioned 1,600 ceramicists in the pottery town of Jingdezhen to
handcraft 100 million sunflower seeds in porcelain, which he then poured
into the cavernous exhibition space to create a seemingly infinite landscape
~ a simple motif elevated into a powerful statement on the rise of ‘made in
China’,



Though slightly more modest in scale, the centrepiece of Ai's upcoming
exhibition at London’s Design Museum, which opens in April 2023, will
similarly evoke the cumulative power of the humble object. Taking over
the main gallery are five ‘fields’, each between 44 and 72 sq m and filled
with readymades ranging from Neolithic stone tools to Lego bricks, which
collectively offer a snapshot of design history across eight millennia,

Titled ‘Making Sense’, this is Ai’s first exhibition focusing on design, which
seems surprising coming from a conceptual artist. But Ai has always been
fascinated with material culture, an interest that he credits to his life story.
The son of Ai Qing, one of modern China’s most famous poets, Weiwei was
born in Beijing in 1957, He grew up in the northwest province of Xinjiang
as a consequence of his father’s political exile. Denied proper
accommodation, the family lived in a dugout - a picture of which remains
the lock screen on the artist’s iPhone today ~ where they slept on a
platform covered with wheat stalks, had no electricity, and constantly had
to fend off rats and lice. Such squalid conditions necessitated
improvisation: Ai remembers assembling a simple shelf from a board, four
nails and a piece of string, and building a stove to offer some respite from
the bitter winters, These experiences informed his early understanding of
design, not as an aesthetic pursuit but as “people using rudimentary, found
materials to try and better their lives’, he explains on a crisp February
moming, as we speak on the back porch of his home in Montemor-o-Novo,
Portugal.



Als house was te firet property he visited In Portugst Its thed roof, aimilar to those of wacitonal
Chiness buildings, sppesled 1o tha arfist, who bought the former holiday home on the spot. | Gidn't kraw
anything about Portugal. Three years later, | think | made a good decsion. | always make big decisions
bafore | know I It gives me joy 10 gradually dscover everything'

(Image credt: Jemaine Francis)



That notion of design as a survival tool was turned on its head when Ai
moved to the US in 1981, becoming one of the first Chinese students to
study in the West during an era of reform. He wound up in New York
(where he briefly attended the Parsons School of Design), which gave him
his first experience of “extreme capitalism’. But, in 1993, when Ai returned
to Beijing to visit his ailing father, he found that China had become a
capitalist state too, and was pursuing economic growth at all cost: ‘Even
though I'd returned to my native land, I felt more foreign than ever.’

It was then that he began to frequent antique markets with his brother. ‘We
spent at least four to six hours every day, going through thousands of
pieces and trying to imagine the past. Because of the Cultural Revolution,
we never had a history education,” he explains. ‘And in the United States,
everything was new. So these markets gave me the chance to really look
into each object, I started to collect, and to understand the past through
material culture. | developed an interest in human efforts [at shaping
objects]: how they made sense, why they made sense, how they dealt with
materials. And how styles completely changed from the Han dynasty to
the Tang dynasty, or from the Tang dynasty to the Song dynasty. Then 1
understood that even a perfect language can completely disappear under
different political circumstances. There's nothing left. That gave me a lot of
perspective on the human mind.’



The final two fields are filled with contemporary materials. The blue
porcelain fragments were salvaged from destroyed artworks in the artist’s
Beijing studio, which was razed by Chinese authorities in 2018, (His
Shanghai studio had likewise been torn down in 2011. In an act of
reclamation, Ai is now rebuilding that studio on his Portuguese estate.)



Meanwhile, Lego bricks have been a favoured material for Ai since 2014,
when he created Lego portraits of activists, prisoners of conscience, and
advocates of free speech from around the world for an installation at
Alcatraz. For three months in the following year, the toymaker declined
bulk orders from the artist, citing a policy that prevents its bricks from
being used in ‘political works'. Ai responded with a crowdsourcing
campaign: ‘People supported me by sending in their sons’ and daughters’
Lego bricks. It became a little social movement,” he remembers. At the
Design Museum, the bricks ‘show my understanding of how design not
only comes out of our minds, but also exists as a product of human
struggle’.

In his use of readymades, A1 pays homage to Marcel Duchamp, whom he
calls “the engineer and designer of modern cultural activity’. He first
encountered the French conceptualist’s work at the Philadelphia Museum
of Art when he arrived in the States. Realising that "art is in our minds,
rather than in our vision’, Ai created Hanging Man (1986), a wire hanger
bent in Duchamp’s profile. This is part of the new exhibition, along with
three more recent pieces that resemble hangers, alluding to the 81 days in



2011 that Ai spent in secret police detention, for alleged ‘economic crimes’.
He petitioned for a month before the police would allow him six plastic
hangers, so he could dry his T-shirts. ‘At one point, I thought I would be
imprisoned for 13 years,’ says the artist, who has since remade his symbol
of oppression in wood, stainless steel and Venetian glass. In a similar vein,
the show includes handcuffs in hardwood and in jade, a material with
great historical and spiritual significance in China.

Within the same display case, visitors will encounter other everyday motifs
refashioned in noble materials. A Styrofoam takeout box, remade in white
marble, calls our attention to the environmental impact of disposable
objects and the dark side of China’s economic development, while a
construction helmet cast in glass suggests the fragility of labour protections
in an economy built on the backs of migrant workers. While the material
shifts prompt us to look at the objects in a new light, the choice of
mundane typologies nods to another of Ai’s artistic heroes, Andy Warhol,
who taught him that “what we do every day has profound meaning’.



The plight of the dispossessed is a recurring theme for Ai, who bemoans
that, in spite of economic and technological progress, humans ‘remain a
species with no compassion, selfish and short-sighted’. In 2008, he was
spurred to action by a magnitude 7.9 earthquake in Sichuan province. It
killed at least 69,000 people, many of them schoolchildren, whose schools
collapsed due to shoddy construction to which corrupt government
officials had turned a blind eye. Ai channelled his despair into a citizens’
investigation published on his blog, and began to use backpacks and steel
rebar as motifs for his artwork. On view at the Design Museum will be two
calls for remembrance — Snake Ceiling (2008), a 16m-long serpentine
installation made of backpacks, and Rebar and Case (2014), which sees three
pieces of mangled rebar remade in marble and entombed in wood.

A wooden cabinet, also made in 2014, was inspired by a different tragedy.
In 2012, five boys were found dead in a dumpster bin in Guizhou province.
They are believed to have lit a charcoal fire in the bin to keep warm and
been poisoned by carbon monoxide. The piece ‘is like a Ming-style classic
cabinet, made with the finest materials by the best craftspeople. There are
no nails, just hidden joints.” But by modelling its form after the dumpster
bin, Ai is also making a powerful political statement about the people who



are left behind while China becomes mare prosperous. ‘It comes from my
understanding of “it could have been my life”,” he explains. A similar logic
has inspired the more recent installations in the show, comprising life vests
collected from the Greek island of Lesbos, bringing to light the global
refugee crisis.






Free speech is likewise the theme of The Animal That Looks Like a Llama But
is Really an Alpaca 2023 (2023). Previewed on the limited-edition cover of
Wallpaper's April 2023 issue, the colourful pattern is being made into a
wallpaper that will wrap around the museum'’s atrium. Among its motifs
are surveillance cameras, handcuffs, chains, steel rebars, alpacas and
Twitter birds. The alpacas are a reference to a Chinese meme that pokes fun
at internet censorship, and a testament to humour as a tool against
authoritarianism. Meanwhile, the birds reflect Ai's unwavering faith in the
power of social media. He became a household name in China thanks to
his blog, which started in 2005 and had 17 million readers in its four-year
lifetime, and remains an avid user of Instagram and Twitter today. Though
he acknowledges social media’s deleterious effects on individual attention
spans and its potential as a vehicle of misinformation, Ai points out that
‘we don't have another choice. This is the only time in human history
which equips us to be individuals, The overflow of information means we
can make our own judgments and express ourselves independently.’



‘Al Weiwei: Making Sense” is showing from 7 April - 30 July at Design Museum,
224-238 Kensington High Street, London W8

designmuseum.org

afweioei.con Je
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Ai Weiwei’s limited-edition cover for Wallpaper”
explores surveillance, free speech, and humour as
activism

Ai Weiwei takes over the limited-edition cover of the April 2023 issue of Walipaper®
major Design Museum show on 7 April, we explore the story behind

Ahrad of the artist's
do e

BY TF CHAN
PUBLISHED 19 DAYS AGO



There is a hint of William Morris to the limited-edition cover of the
Wallpaper* April 2023 issue. But the repeating pattern of intertwining
colourful forms did not come from the hand of the 19th-century British
designer and leader of the Arts & Crafts movement, but rather from
pioneering 21st-century artist Ai Weiwei.

As explored in gur exclusive profile on the artist, Ai's cover takeover
anticipates his first museum exhibition focusing on design, “Making Sense’,
which opens at the Design Museum, London on 7 April 2023, The cover
artwork is a preview of the wallpaper that will wrap around the museum’s
soaring atrium, and bring a playful jolt of colour to a space characterised
by neutral tones.

The motifs relate to surveillance and free speech, which are Ai's
longstanding pre-occupations. Long before he went into exile in Europe in
2015, his outspoken criticism of corruption and defence of human rights
had incurred the wrath of the Chinese government. In 2018, when a
magnitude 7.9 earthquake in Sichuan province killed at least 69,000 people,
he launched a citizens’ investigation to expose the corrupt officials
responsible for the shoddy construction of school buildings that collapsed.

In retaliation, the government put him under close watch,

‘Surveillance cameras sprouted up everywhere around the perimeter of my
studio. During the day, plainclothes officers would take turns standing
watch outside, and at night they would huddle up inside an unmarked
white sedan,’ the artist wrote in his 2021 memoir, 1,000 Years of Joys and
Sorrows. ‘Having nothing to hide, | had nothing to fear [...] transparency
would work in my favour.’



The surveillance cameras in the wallpaper pattern — an instrument of
control neutralised into a decorative object — nod to this episode, as do the
steel rebars. Distraught by the sight of twisted rebar at collapsed schools,
Ai brought more than 200 tonnes of the material back to Beijing and
employed a dozen workers to hammer every one of the pieces back into
shape, as though they had just come off the manufacturing line. At his solo
show at Washington DC’s Hirshhom Museum in 2012, this rebar was laid
on the ground in an undulating pattern to form the installation Straight,
which used an act of repair to cast a bitter light on an irreversible loss.

Meanwhile, the handcuffs allude to the 81 days in 2011 that Ai spent in
secret detention, purportedly for tax evasion (he soon realised the
allegations were a pretext for political persecution — when police raided his
studio, they left his accounting books intact), and the Twitter birds refer to
the artist’s prolific use of social media, which gave him in independent
voice in a cultural landscape saturated by propaganda,



Then there’s the alpaca, which gave the wallpaper its title - The Animal That
Looks Like a Llama But is Really an Alpaca 2023 (2023). This bit requires a bit
of explanation for non-Chinese viewers. The alpaca looks ‘harmless, naive,
innocent’, says the artist during our interview in February, at his home in
Montemor-o-Novo, Portugal. But it’s in fact an allusion to an internet
meme that first appeared in January 2009, about a type of alpaca called the
‘grass mud horse’. A viral video in the style of a children’s song described
the grass mud horse from the Gobi Desert whose existence is threatened by
an evil river crab.

In fact, “grass mud horse’ in Mandarin Chinese sounds very much like a
commonly deployed pejorative about another person’s mother. ‘Everyone
in China who sees this would laugh,’ Ai says. The meme was coined to
poke fun at China’s censorship regime, which has clamped down on
humour as a form of protest (in recent years, it also removed images of
Winnie the Pooh in response to comparisons that netizens have drawn
between the cartoon character and the Chinese president).

Pausing a YouTube video of the grass mud horse that he has gleefully
played at full volume, the artist elaborates, ‘the authoritarian police [in
China] has no sense of humour, But they can’t stop our use of humour as a
means of confrontation. Humour makes them feel powerless, and so it's an
asset that can really melt down their foundation.’

In making the grass mud horse a protagonist of his wallpaper design, Ai
not only brings a chuckle to those in the know, but also reminds us of the
potency of humour as a political statement, as he does best.
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Ai Weiwei has made a giant version of
Monet’s Water Lilies out of Lego... and it’s
coming to London

The work will go on show at the Design Museum next month



“In Water Lilies #1 I integrate Monet's Impressionist painting,
reminiscent of Zenism in the East, and concrete experiences of my
father and me into a digitised and pixelated language” said Ai.
Although the Lego bricks are physical, they hint ar digitisation when
they are viewed close up, as the image of the water lilies turns into
thousands of tiny blocks that look like pixels.

The upcoming exhibition, Ai Weiwei: Making Sense, will be the
Chinese visual artist's biggest show in the UK for eight years, and will
include works made up of hundreds of thousands of objects that Ai has
collected since the Nineties, many of which will be turned into giant
‘fields’.

One of these fields will include fragments of Ai's sculptures which were
destroyed when his studio was razed by Chinese authorities in 2018 (it
was not clear whether Ai had been specifically targeted as the Chinese
government had been demolishing large areas of Beijing to create new
urban areas at the time).

Al Weiwei; Making Sense will include both recent work and specially
developed work, and will be the first exhibition where Ai’s work is
presented as a commentary on design. Bridging past and present, the
artist will explore urban development in China and the history of
demolition by playing with historical Chinese artefacts and ideas. In
the show he questions what is valuable, and why some things are
deemed precious while others are deemed worthless.



Water Lilies #1 will be the largest Lego work Ai has ever made. Monet's
Water Lilies series were painted over three decades, from the late
1890s to his death in 1926, and were inspired by the water lily pond
which he created near his property in Giverny, Normandy. While
Monet's paintings are often viewed as an example of the beauty of
nature, the garden was in fact created by Monet himself, therefore
making the exquisite water lilies a man-made, rather than natural, feat.
In Water Lilies #1, Ai explores ideas around reality, beauty,
construction and technology.

There will also be another Lego work at the upcoming show, called
Untitled (Lego Incident). The artist started using Lego in 2014, when he
created Lego portraits of 176 activists and political prisoners using
informarion pulled together by Amnesty International.

Untitled (Lego Incident) will be made up of thousands of Lego bricks
which were donated to the artist by members of the public after he was
apparently unable to buy bulk amounts of the plastic blocks from the
toy manufacturer.

Previously Ai accused Lego of “censorship” after the company allegedly
refused to send the artist a large order of the plastic bricks for an 2015
exhibition in Australia. Lego’s vice-chairman said that the company’s
refusal 1o sell the Lego was an “internal mistake".



“Several of the works in this exhibition capture the destruction of
urban development in China over the last two decades. With Water
Lilies #1 Ai Weiwei presents us with an alternate vision - a garden
paradise,” said Justin McGuirk, chief curator at the Design Museum.
“On the one hand he has personalised it by inserting the door of his
desert childhood home, and on the other he has depersonalised it by
using an industrial language of modular Lego blocks.”

“This is a monumental, complex and powerful work and we are proud
to be the first museum to show it,” McGuirk added.

At the Design Museum there will also be large-scale works by the
Chinese artist in the gallery’s non-exhibition, free-to-use, spaces.

Ai Weiwei: Making Sense, Design Museum, April 7 to July 30;
designmuseum.org
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Ai Weiwei: ‘It’s a miracle that the
Chinese let me stay alive’

The dissident artist is unveiling a new show at the Design Museum and
is looking at the world more peacefully — but he still has China, Credit
Suisse and Lego in his sights

t's the day after Mother's Day and China’s most famous artist hasn't seen

his mum for more than eight vears, “She's 90 and 1 miss her,” he says, “l call

her every day and I think, should T sk going back? But things have got
tighter and tighter, and she tells me not to. She can't bear more suffering, having

seen hoth my father then me in detention.”

Al Welwel is also China's most famous dissident — he has been in exile since
2015 after a spell in detention and his name cannot be mentioned there. Were

anyene in China to retweet this article or mention his forthcoming exhibition at



the Design Museum in London, it would, he says, be deleted. “It’s ironic to see
such a powerful state that cannot accept an individual’s expression or even just
ignore it," he says with a shrug.

That morning, before we met, he had got up, as always, at 5am and gone straight
on to Twitter, "getting involved in some silly argument and checking the news".
The Chinese president, Xi Jinping, had just arrived in Moscow and was shaking
hands with his Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, calling him “dear friend”
only days after Putin's international arrest warrant for war crimes was issued.

“They are on the same wavelength against the West,” Ai says. “The current
leader [he never uses Xi's name] thinks this is an opportunity for China to
establish a new world order. Even the US and Europe are starting to understand
this is not about ideological differences, but the game is going to be changed, and
China thinks this is the biggest opportunity in 100 years for it to be a game-
changer.”

He also shared some satisfaction at the news of the potential bankruptey of
Credit Suisse, with which he has a long-running fight after it closed his account
on the basis that he had a "criminal record” in China. “I told them that’s a lie —
this was the suppression of a human rights defender being smeared by the state,
| was never tried or convicted, but they said, ‘No, we can't let you." (The bank
claimed it closed the account because he didn't provide the right paperwork.) Ai
retaliated by taking a selfie raising a middle finger at the bank. “What can a
stupid individual artist do?" he says, smiling. “Flip a bird and laugh about it,”



In case you are wondering what most of this has to do with art, that moming his
recreation of Monet's Water Lilies was unveiled at the Design Museum in west
London. It is more than 15m long. OK, it’s in Lego, another company he had a
fight with in 2015 when it refused a bulk order for him to create images of
political dissidents. He clearly has no shortage now — supporters sent in millions
and this is his largest Lego artwork, with 650,000 toy bricks replacing Monet’s
brushstrokes to challenge our ideas of beauty.

Many artists have used their work as social or political commentary, but Ai
seems 1o have redefined art as activism. That morning he retweeted about the
20th anniversary of the war in Iraq and Julian Assange, who he thinks should be
freed. He has made films about Covid, the Rohingya and Hong Kong, and
wrapped 14,000 discarded lifejackets around the piliars of the Berlin
Konzerthaus to highlight the plight of refugees.



Is he an artist or activist, I ask. “I never really think I'm an artist first, but a
human being,”™ he replies, “I have compassion for other human beings. If [ wish
my son to have a good education and | see hundreds of thousands of refugee
children, their lives wasted, and | don't feel conscience, | must be morally
handicapped,

“Also, as an artist 1 think I should give my voice to people who would never have
the chance 1o be heard. That's very little to give and only helps me to say 1 did
the right thing."

We are sitting in the sun on the terrace of his sprawling estate in Alentejo in
central Portugal, overlooking the pool where he never swims and drinking tea
made from goji berries. A black and white cat — one of seven — winds through
our legs. "Cats are the best animals,” he says. His slow, soft voice is often hard to
hear over the loud chirping of an African lovebird in a tallblack cage.



He moved here during lockdown and says it is his first real home, When | ask
why Portugal, he shows me the screensaver on his phone — a black-and-white
photo of a dark hole in the earth, “We lived in this black hole in the Gobi desert
for five years, with rats and lice,” he explains,

“The year | was born, 1957, my father was exiled. He was a poet and considered
an enemy of the state, and we were exiled to Xinjiang, the furthest place on the
Chinese map, in a place called Little Siberia. Growing up as the son of an enemy
of state was the hardest possible identity you could have in Chairman Mao's
China."

Al was almost 20 when Mao died and the family could return to Beijing, A few
vears later he went to New York and stayed for 12 years. “When 1 returned to
China [in 1993] it had changed so completely under Deng Xizoping, all about
getting rich and early capitalism, that I'd become a foreigner again."

He was asked to help to design the Bird's Nest stadium for the 2008 Olympics,
but then refused to attend the opening, arguing that it was being used for
propaganda, He also organised for underground books to be disseminated, held
exhibitions for local artists, got a computer and learnt to type, and started a blog,.

“Suddenly I'd found a home, which was on the internet, where | could
communicate with people and express my ideas every day. Never in the history
of China did an individual have such a tool; not even an emperor ¢an reach his
people so easily every night. Basically, I created a riot in China in the minds of
many young people till I got into all kinds of trouble.”



[n 2011, as he was about to board a flight, he was arrested at Beijing airport. He
was held for 81 days and repeatedly interrogated, then went into what he calls
“self-detention” for four years until his passport was returned and he left the
country. First he went to Berlin, where he still has a studio, but moved to
Cambridge five years later. Then, three years ago, he visited Portugal for the first
time, “I thought, ‘I'm quite old, I have to take care of the rest of my time. | need a
place where there’s sunshine and quiet.” | drove on a road and liked it, and
thought, “This is the place I should settle’ — it was that simple.”



Does he worry that the Chinese secret service might try 1o assassinate him? “l
don't think so0," he replies. “They have enough other problems. They are not like
Russians to put something in the coffee.” He laughs. “For me it's almost a
miracle they [the Chinese| let me be alive or out,” he adds. Ai shows me round
the house. Surprisingly, there is no art apart from three of his black- and-white
Lego portraits. [n his study he works at a vast wooden table from China covered
in books and facing a grand piano, which is strange because he says he does not
like music. It turns out to be for his son, Ai Lao, who has just turned 14 and is in
Cambridge with his mother, but will visit next week for Easter, “l work in
silence,” Ai says. “I have never in my life turned on music because | lived my
first 20 vears in silence under that black hole and I think music is a learnt habit,”

On the worktop of his kitchen is a tray bearing hundreds of small speckled
stones. “I think they are nice,” he says. Al has been an inveterate collector since
he returned to China in the 1990s and started frequenting antiques markets,
which at that time were flooded with artefacts because everywhere people were
digging new highways and cities, and finding things.

“I went every day for six vears to look through all the porcelain, jade and bronze,
and to try to understand our history [that the Cultural Revolution had tried to
wipe out],” he explains. “1 have different ideas of collecting, not items of value
but historical evidence to reflect conditions of the time." Ai does not do things in
moderation. Ameng his previous collections are 100 millicn handmade porcelain
sunflower seeds, which covered the floor of the Turbine Hall in Tate Modern in

2010-11,



His new exhibition at the Design Museum will include five fields of objects: one
of his contraband Lego bricks; another of 200,000 porcelain spouts from
rejected teapots and wine ewers; and one of 100,000 cannonballs from the Song
dynasty about a thousand years ago.

“Actually, I have 500,000 cannonballs,” he says. “People found them in a river
under a castle wall in an old town near Beijing where there must have been a lot
of fighting.

“They were handmade in porcelain at high temperature and all perfectly the
same shape. To do that takes about 30 procedures, just like making a vase, which
| thought fascinating, so I started collecting them.”

What does he do with all these things? “You don’t know how big a warehouse |
have,” he replies, "I have three — in Berlin, Beijing and Portugal. But the 100
million sunflower seeds from the Tate | don't know what to do with. | may give
them to an institution, if vou know anyone interested."



| wondered if he had any message for the artists of Ukraine? “I admire people
fighting for their nation and if I was Ukrainian, | would do the same, but war is

not the answer,” he says.

“We have to stop the war no matter what, stop killing the innocent, and if they
really want war, the two presidents [Putin and Zelensky] should have a duel, like
that which killed Pushkin — that would be a heroic act. But don't use young
people and national resources.”

He does not agree with Ukrainian calls to boycott Russian art, “The Met
[Metropolitan Museum of New York] just announced they will change titles of
their artworks from Russian Dancers to Dancers in Ukrainian Dress. This is not
the right answer to rename things, to destroy statues, to fire conductors or opera
singers from some state you hate. Then you're on the side of your enemy, vou
belong to exactly the same ideology as anyone trying to deny history.”



He questions whether the West can really claim to be democratic, “What is
demaocracy if it is not about social justice and individual freedom?” he asks.
“Because both are in a very questionable state, as is freedom of speech and
independent press, What about human rights, what about the refugee situation?
It is hard to argue with China if they are asking why Julian Assange is still in jail
— is it because he harmed the establishment? Or why the British have to push
those refugees to Rwanda — that’s not very graceful,”

But, that, as he says, is a long conversation and he has something he wants to
show me. We walk down to near where his land meets the road and an intriguing
wooden structure where workmen are slotting huge pine beams together like a
puzzle, with no nails.

“It's a location," he says. “I'won’t call it a studio as I'm not going to make things
there, And I won't call it a gallery as | am a private person. For now, it's a building
with no function, To stay here, to make it feel more like home, I needed to create
some problem to solve, otherwise I'm like a tourist on vacation, It's my gift to
Portugal.”

“This is my last work,” he insists, “1 don't need to do any more, "I made enough
noise and don’t think people listen, they think I'm crazy. Well, I am crazy and
have been for some time. Now | have to settle down and look at the world more
peacefully.”

For the man who says he relaxes by working, somehow [ wonder.

Ai Weiwei: Making Sense, Design Museum, London W8, Apr 7-Jul 30. A new
series of his Lego works will be on show at the Lisson Gallery, London NW1, Nov
16-Jan 2024
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Al Weiwel: Making Sense

Design Museum, London, 7 April - 30 July

Touted as Ai Weiwei's first exhibition focusing on design, Making Sense fearures a
number of works that address the artist’s interdisciplinary art activism, including
Han Dynasty Urn with Coca-<Cola Logo (2014) and Coloured House (z013). Notably,
however, the exhibition also features five ‘major’ site-specific works that are
either brand new or have never before been exhibited in the UK. Weiwei has been
collecting many of these objects since the 19905 as part of his focus on
craftsmanship. Still Life (1993~2000) lays flat 1,600 tools that date to the Stone Age;
Left Right Studio Material (2018 is the remains of Weiwei’s Betjing studio,
demolished in 2018; Spouss (2015) displays hundreds of thousands of teapot spouts
darting back to the Song dynasty (960—1279 CE}; Unritled (Porcelain Balls) {2022)
includes about a hundred thousand cannonballs made during the same historical
period; and Untitled (Lego Incident) (2014) comprises Legos donated to the artist by
the public after the company stopped selling products to him. Moo Reonn



14th Gwangju Biennale: soft and weak like water

Various locations, Gwangju, 7 April -8 July

I've never heard anyone talk about a reaporas compellingly as Bruce Lee in his
1971 interview with Pierre Berton. The way his tone of voice magnifies the
importance of the vessel, his sharply raised eyebrow, the way he leans back,
assured, relaxed... it almost makes you forget all about the water bit. Anyway, the
point is that Bruce Lee’s philosophical gem, which is often quoted during trying
times (say, when an authoritarian regime is on the make}, actually comes from
Lao Tzu's book Tao Te Ching, where he writes: ‘there is nothing softer and
weaker than water, and yet there is nothing better for attacking hard and strong
things'. And that’s the curatorial thinking behind this year's Gwangju Biennale
(titled soft and weak like water), which wants to ‘imagine our shared planet as a site
of resistance, coexistence, solidarity and care” - using water as a metaphor to look
at how art is an ‘undercurrent’ force in our everyday lives (and also during real-
world crises, apparently). Perhaps, though, the real wisdom is in choosing a
theme that is so fluid you can fit 79 artists from around the world (who will
present their works, including over 40 new and commissioned projects, across
five locations in Gwangju) into the same teapot. [t Churchman







Isaac Julien: What Freedom Is To Me

Tate Britain, London, 26 April - 20 August

Filmmaker and artist Isaac Julien is presenting his first UK survey at Tate Britain
that will span more than four decades of his career. The exhibition begins with
Julien's early films made during the 1980s as part of Sankofa Film and Video
Collective, which he cofounded with a group of London art students during a
period of racial and economic social unrest in Britain (his 1983 directorial debut
Whe Killed Colin Roach reflects on the circumstances in which the death of a young
Black man occurred at the premiscs of a police station) and follows his work
through its development towards recent largescale video art installations such as
Lessons of the Hour (2019). Arranged over 10 variously-sized screens and focusing on
the life of African American abolitionist, writer and freed-slave William Douglass
—via his influential speeches including *What to the Slave Is the 4th of July?'
(1852), ‘Lecture on Pictures' (1861) and “Lessons of the Hour' (1894). This video
installation is a reflection of Julien's longstanding investment and engagement
with social activism and the politics of image-making, one that ties back to a
black-and-white photography series of the same title made by the filmmaker in
1983. Julien’s latest film, Once Again... (Statues Never Die) (2022), examines the
relationship between US collector Albert C. Barnes and cultural critic and ‘Father
of the Harlem Renaissance’ Alain Locke. This exhibition will be its first premiere
in Europe. Not to be missed.






Evandro Teixeira: Chile 1973

IMS Paulista, Sdo Paulo, through 21 July

Earlier this year a group of scientists established the presence of bacteria
Clostriditm botultnum, a poison, in the exhumed remains of Paulo Neruda. They
couldn’t incontrovertibly confirm the left-wing Chilean poet and politician was
murdered, but it strongly supports long-held suspicions that his hospital death
in the aftermath of General Pinochet’s US-backed military coup was not natural.
A few days after the poet’s demise, Evandro Teixeira took a picture of Neruda's
widow bending over her husband’s coffin. It is not necessarily the finest
composition — it was taken hastily, with her permission, but without that of the
newly installed regime whose security apparatus circled the medical unit - burt
it's perhaps one of the most poignant and timely in IMS’s new survey of the
Brazilian photojournalist. Matilde Urrutia bends down, her arm outstretched in
grief, knowing her life and the country had irrevocably changed. Equally chilling
is Teixeira's photograph of a young man, handsome and fashionable, surrounded
by soldicrs at the Estidio Nacional, the sports stadium in Santiago that was the
site of the thousands of political detentions and assassinations. The
photographer's assignments in Chile were for Jornal do Brasil, and more images
document his own country’s slide into autocracy, as well as moments of
resistance, not least his now iconic pictures of the 1968 March of the One
Hundred Thousand. O/ Bosiane



WORLD CLASSROOM: Contemporary Art Through School Subjects

Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, 19 April - 24 September

To mark its zoth anniversary, the Mori Art Museum is approaching art through
the lens of the classroom. Through the work of 50 artists - including Al Weiwei,
Aoyama Satoru, Shilpa Gupra, Jakarta Wasted Artists, Lee Ufan and Tsai Charwei
— WORLD CLASSROOM navigates a classic school curriculum. “Language and
Literature” features Joseph Kosuth’s conceptual language-plays, while Miyagi
Futoshi explores the complexities of identity in language; the largest section,
‘Social Studies’, confronts globalisation and geopolirical (eco-jhistories through
the works of Yasumasa Morimura, Dinh Q. Lé and Gu Minja; ‘Philosophy’
considers aesthetic and ontological queries via Tatsuo Miyajima and Lee Ufan;
‘Mathmatics’ looks at the topic’s relationship to art through, for example Aki
Sasamoto’s mathematical installations; ‘Science’ explores the natural world
through works of Aiko Miyanaga and Peter Fischli & David Weiss, reminding us
thar artists were ‘some of the first to sound warnings abour the climare crisis’;
‘Music’ looks atits role conceptually and socially through the works of Manon de
Boer and Aziz Hazara; ‘Phys. Ed.” largely presents performance artsuch as that of
Klara Lidén or Christian Jankowski; lastly “Transdisciplinary’ acknowledges arts
interdisciplinary tendencies. Marv Revinte
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‘Two further, actual size sculptures of todet ralls occur inside the gallery, one of marble and another of glass,
where they form part of 2 senes of other utilitarian abjects - a builder’s hard hat moulded in glass, a jade
"iPhone"” - made useless, if precious, by being rendered as sculptures. A curious, disconcerting deviation
from the series occurs tn o vitrine tithed Remains, 2015, in which are displayed parcelain replicas of human
bones excavated from a labour camp where thousands of Chinese, incloding Al's father, Al Qing, were
interned or murdered In the 1950s.

In a varistion on this theme of transformation through materials, and at & dramatically contrasting scale, Ai
has produced his largest Lego work to dato, a recreation of ane of Momet's Water Lily paintings that extends
across an entire wall, in which Lego units represent pixels in a labosiously handerafted interpretation of the
painting as a digital image. Towards the centre, a shadowy door emerges, which represents, we are tald, the
entrance to the underground hidesway in Xinjiang peovinoe where Aj and his father lived in forced exile in

the 1960,

Soch sudden, unexpected references to brutality and murder reveal 2 deeply unsettling undercurrent to an
cxhibition underpinned by themes of excavation and destroction, in which China's industrial scale mass
production doubles as a code for human suffering and exploitation, and where modernisation and “progress”
are mostly deeply detrimental to society’s weakest.

Human misery & powerfully evoked, all the more for never being made explicit, in the exhibitlon’s
centrepéece of five fields of objects acquired by Al Wedwel since the 19905, and arranged across the gallery's
vast flcor. Here they are presented as "evidence”, and the arrangement according to size and type of more
than 40,00 Stane Age tools is suitably analytical. Next to it, a field of thousands of rejected Song dynasty teapot
spoats [ tiny, dismembered arms - testament to industrial scale production 1,000 years before
mechanisation. A further field of porcelain canon balls an cdd, dissaonant use of a materinl associated with
finery and good manners more than war and slaughter,

In the fourth fedd, Al Wedwel introduces & more personal focus, in an expanse of hroken poreelaln taken fram
his Beljing stedic, which was demolished in 2018 by the Chinese authoritics. When In 2014 be began making
Lego partraits of political prisoners, Lego briefly refused 1o supply him; the Lego pieces that make wp the fifth
field were donated by members of the public in respease to the ban. It's in these Sclds of discarded objects
that we find the values of diffierent people at diffident times.

Ai's imciusion of 4 hicgrapikical element signals accountability and continuity, in which the fields are framed
w5 & form of record-keeping that spans 4,000 years, from the Tron Age until the present day, There's a sort of
relentiess continudty too in the sound of traffic coming from a group of small video installations on the gallery
walls, films in which Ai has tracked the expansion of Beiging through by following the construction of &5 ring
roads. These, alangside photo serles documenting the rampant demadition and constrocclon in Chinese cities,
stand as another form of record keeping. If films and photographs aren't quite real encugh, the columns of a
Qing dynasty temple, and in the fayer, the brightly painted frame of 2 wooden house rescued from the
bulldoxers’ jaws offer a more visceral testimony to the coward march of moderndsation, in which labour is
cheap, dissent is violemtly suppressed, and the evidence, along with history itself, baried in concrete.
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The exhibition centres on five new site-specific installations in which
hundreds of thousands of objects are laid out in what are described as
“expansive fields” each around 6 x 10 metres. Neolithic hand tools - axe-
heads, knives, chisels - are laid out in meticulous rows in one; porcelain
cannonballs - each a thousand years old and handcrafred to kill - fill
another. A low-lving heap of Song dynasty porcelain teapot spouts -
around a quarter of a million of them - are all from vessels smashed in
12th-century attempts at quality control. Farmers finding such objects in
their ficlds apparently bring them to Ai knowing of his interest. But that is
still a lot of teapot spouts,



Most perplexing is a mass of large blue ceramic shards that look too shiny
to be old. They are in fact the wreckage of one of Ai's own pivotal works.
When his studio was demolished by the Chinese authorities at the time of
his 2011 incarceration - for “economic crimes” - a number of large
ceramic “bubble” forms, designed to test the technical capacities of
porcelain, which could not be moved, were simply smashed.

While one can imagine that finding an entire aspect of your life’s work
randomly destroyed would make anyone sceptical about attaching value
to objects - or indeed trying to create anything - Ai has doggedly
reconfigured the shattered remains into this quietly moving work.

At the end of the space, beams from a demolished temple are turned into
a steeply pitching abstract sculpture, projecting from the floor out of
some brightly coloured material that proves on close inspection to be
Lego.

The wall beyond contains a full-size, 15-metre-wide Lego recreation of
one of Claude Monet's panoramic waterlily paintings. From a distance the
swirling textures look reasonably convincing, before the 650,000 plastic
bricks come into focus. A dark rectangle not present in Monet’s painting
represents the entrance to the dug-out bunker in which Ai and his father,
the dissident poet Ai Qing, were imprisoned during the Cultural
Revolution of the 1960s in Mao’s China. Even amid transcendent beauty,
the work implies, we never quite escape the world's horrors.



There are more dark resonances in the snake-like forms writhing across
the adjacent wall. One, composed of backpacks commemorates the
thousands of children killed in the Sichuan earthquake of 2008. Ai's
claims that corruption and shoddy building methods were substantially
responsible led directly to his 2011 imprisonment. The other serpent
shape. formed from life vests, is dedicated to those drowned at sea during
the current migrant crisis.

Video footage of the new China’s busy freeways seen beside the fields of
ancient objects doesn’t deliver quite the jolt you might hope for. A Han
Dynasty urn painted with a Coca-Cola symbol feels a touch glib as the
embodiment of incompatible value systems - though as with the
notorious dropped urn you find yourself wondering how authentic the
“ancient” object actually is.

While this show reflects on the disruption and destruction wreaked by
the tides of culture and politics, its effect is oddly soothing, Ai's
installations have a timeless abstract beauty, For all their sinister
connotations, his fields of objects, whether whole or shattered fragments,
have a meditative quality that recalls the gardens seen around Chinese
temples. They invite us to contemplate the passage of time and the larger
purpose of human endeavour, There's a reassuring sense that humanity's
instincts for order and beauty will endure long beyond the existence of
mere things.

Ai Weiwei: Making Sense runs at the Design Musewm from 7 April until
30 Fuly
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I reach over and show him how to shove the tab to reveal the drinking
hole, and the renowned activist artist breathes a tiny sigh of gratitude.



We've been talking about design because this week is the opening of
his new exhibition at the Design Museum in Kensington. It’s the first to
look at Ai's art through the lens of design, but though one body of work
here refers to his co-creation of the Birds Nest stadium in Beijing with
the architects Herzog & de Meuron (a project he later distanced
himself from to avoid becoming a tool of government propaganda), it's
not as if China’s most internationally famous dissident artist has
suddenly developed a sideline in fancy chairs.

Indeed, his idea of design is very different to that in the West, "Actually
in China we don't have that word. Design can be anything as long as a
human is consciously trying to give an idea a new form or language, or
even vocabulary, which can give a new definition. That is a design.”

The show is titled Making Sense, which he calls “a very broad idea”, but
seems to be very much about making sense of the world as created by
humans, or at least exploring its many, often seemingly contradictory
layers.



Among them are a number of photo series, including his
documentation of the construction of the Bird's Nest, which highlights
the labour of tens of thousands of largely rural migrant workers.
Another, Provisional Landscapes, captures the empty spaces left by
demolition during the unprecedented wave of development that
crossed China in the 2000s. It's a meditation on the idea of progress,
which, he says, often comes with an assumption that we must destroy
the old to move forward.

One long wall carries what looks at first like the kind of cheerful thing
you'd see in a classroom - two vast wiggling snakes, but Life Vest Snake
is formed of life jackets, evoking the people who have struggled, and in
many cases perished, on the terrible journey across oceans as refugees;
the other, Backpack Snake, is a reminder of the children who died in
the 2008 Sichuan earthquake due to shoddy school construction.
Another work, Nian Nian Souvenir, is a graphic monument bearing the
names of each of those 5,197 children, each stamped in an ancient
script from a specially-carved jade seal.

This rather elegiac air is continued across the centrepieces of the show,
his Fields, created from the mass of seemingly ordinary objects that Ai
has been collecting since the 1990s. Collecting, he says, “is the act of
gathering evidence; learning and trying to hold the past accountable
for your behaviour."

Here great swathes of items neatly arranged in huge rectangles on the
floor give an insight into human ingenuity, and how it and our cultural
values mesh with our baser instincts for conflict and destruction. Still
Life is made up of more than 4,000 late-Stone Age tools (that’s
somewhere around 39,000 to 50,000 vears ago), from axe-heads to
spindle whorls. You find them in museums across the world, but Ai
found most of them cheaply in flea markets, challenging the idea of
them as 'rare finds’ For him, they're a sort of geological layer of
forgotten history, one which he finds quite moving, in that all of them
are born out of necessity.



“For thousands of years we didn't have any other tools,” he says. Bowls
weren't even a thing, “we used our hands to drink water, and that was

very beautiful” (he indicates the offending can again, and says the way
we drink water now, swinging our arms up, is “arrogant”).

“It takes so much effort to make a tool which can fit into a human hand,
because it was a rock, [and] a very hard rock because they have to use it
to protect themselves. Those things are very interesting for me, to
think about the life of our ancestors,” he says.

Then there's Untitled (Porcelain Balls), a sort of carpet of perfect
spheres which turned out to be beautifully crafted Xing ware
cannonballs made during the Song dynasty (960-1279 CE). It blows his
mind that these things, created to be shot out of a gun, were made to
“such perfection”, by hand, and on an industrial scale - there are over
200,000 of them here.

“You could pick up stones and put them in there!” he says. “War is very
different now, we have a drones, we have people killing people without
even seeing the enemy. But in ancient times, war meant something
very different.” He thinks that this perfection was tactical, to show an
enemy your power, or superiority. He imagines “surrendering to
someone who has a jade axe. That means this [person] is not a
barbarian.



Most people by now know Ai's story. His father was the poet Ai Qing,
considered an enemy of the state by the Maoist regime and exiled with
his young son to a desolate spot in north-west China to live in a literal
hole in the ground, with a roof of branches and rice stalks sealed with
mud, while he was ‘re-educated, pilloried night after night by his
neighbours (this hole appears in another of the works in the show, a
huge reimagining of a Monet Waterlilies painting, made entirely of
lego).

The younger Ai, now 65, has followed in his father’s footsteps, speaking
out against the oppressive regime and being severely punished for it -
two of his studios were summarily demolished (the remains of
porcelain sculptures destroyed in the process make up another of the
Fields), his passport was revoked and in 2011 he was imprisoned
without trial for 81 days. He eventually left China once his passport was
returned in 2015, and has moved around since, including stints in
Berlin and Cambridge, where his son, Ai Lao, is at school.

Technically, he's a refugee, though an impossibly privileged one now. 1
wonder if he's been paying attention to the ‘small boats’ debate that
has been raging here.

“T always pay attention to all the refugee situations, not because I'm a
refugee, but I'm trying to see where our humanity is going to be,” he
says. “You know, those boats carry our trust in humanity. When they
cannot find a shore, they have to stay in the middle of the ocean for



days, sometimes months. Nobody wants them, they push them away,
or they're sinking because the boat is poor.

“That gives the best definition of our time,” he continues, beadily. “We
are the generation that doesn’t care. We are neglecting those people
who are in need; that means we are not respecting life itself, and we
are neglecting our future and our children’s future, because we're not
building a system or society with care or compassion, but with greed
and selfishness, and blind."

Ai’s not the easiest interview. Reserved, not at all expansive, and at
several moments he picks up his phone and takes my picture while I'm
asking a question, which is a slightly off-putting power move, especially
when I have only 26 minutes and he's already declined to have his own
picture taken earlier in the morning.

But there is warmth. He has recently moved to Portugal with his
partner and is flexing his architecture muscles again to build a new
studio, a jointed timber structure that draws on traditional Chinese
architectre. I suggest he’s made a home, but he corrects me gently.



“A home never can be made, it is always in-the-making, it's a process,”
he says. "When 1 die, that will be my final home, in the coldness and
darkness” He chuckles slightly at this morbid image. “But before that
happens, for me, it is all about making home.”

I wonder if he still feels like an exile.

“I don't feel like exile, but I feel as a foreigner or outsider,” he says.
“That means you're handicapped, and you're not being fully
understood or you're being presented strangely. So that’s my condition.
And that's not necessarily bad. But it's challenging”

Does he think he'd feel like that in China? He smiles slightly. “From the
year I was born my family has been seen as an enemy by my
homeland,” he says. “I'm more foreign in China than here, ironically.
I'm more accepted here, by the West, than in my own country.

“They think I'm dangerous, they think I'm a troublemaker,” he
continues. “They think maybe I can subvert the state power, they give
me all these titles.”

Perhaps if they hadn’t made such a vicious fuss in the first place then
Ai might not have become the most famous Chinese artist in the
world, and his work might not have had the impact that it has. As his
period of imprisonment drew to a close, he says, he was talking to the
head of security - “he said, “‘Weiwei, I have a question, Is it because of
us that has made you so famous?' I said, ‘Sure, without you, how could I
have achieved anything’? And he really took a long pause to think
about that, I said, ‘ves. The glory belongs to the party””

His sense of China’s future isn't optimistic. “There are basic values they
have to accept, normally we call them common values, such as human
rights, freedom, speech, independent law, and to have some kind of
democracy. Now they don’t have any of them. That's really backwards.
It means being a state which has no legitimacy to control”

What about the next generation? Not much hope there either, by the
sound of it. He tells me about an interaction he heard about that took
place in China during the pandemic.



“The police came to [see] a young man who's about in his thirties to
say, hey, if you don't do this vaccination, it will terribly affect your
family and your next generation. And he answered, ‘We are the last
generation™

He shakes his head. “Shocking, right?”

Ai Weiwei: Making Sense is at the Design Museum from April 7 to July 30;
designmuseum.org/aiweiwei
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Ki Weiwei tells young people:
Struggle is good for you

The artist bemoans lazy students, out-of-touch universities and loss of manual skills

As the son of a political prisoner and a dissident in his own right, Ai Weiwei
knows more about struggles than most and would not wish true hardships on
anvone. However, the Chinese artist does think that younger generations of

today could use a bit more toil.

Ahead of his new exhibition at the Design Museum, the Chinese artist has said
that the lack of effort required in the modern world’s daily life has made us less

human,

“We were always taught by our hands but now we don't do that anymore,” Ai
said. *It's such a pity to see generations of voung people — not just one

generation probably — that are completely cut off from normal struggle.”



Al, 65, is one of the foremost artists in the world and perhaps best known for his
exhibition of 100 million handmade porcelain sunflower seeds in Tate Modern
in London 13 vears ago. He has also suffered repression from China’s communist
regime, spending much of his childhood in Xinjiang in the remote northwest,
before being arrested and exiled as an adult,

In wide-ranging comments, the artist bemoaned lazy students, out of touch
universities and our loss of the need to do things manually. "Of course, nobody
wants to have struggle,” Ai said. “But not to make effort in daily life makes the
human lose a lot of humanity: the memory, the skill, the understanding of our
material.”

Al also reserved a particular dissatisfaction for universities, where he has spent
some time, having taught at the Berlin University of Arts for three years. This
proved frustrating.



“T quit, because students . ., are lazy, and they're just dumb but also I cannot
teach someone who doesn't want to learn. It’s not possible,” he said. "I always
attacked education because they mass produce a big amount of so-called
knowledgeable products, which could structure the world or would give a new
interpretation of our time, but it's such a failure because it's so detached from
reality."
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Ai Weiwei interview: Everyday objects that reveal the truth



One of Ai's most famous pieces, a series of photographs titled Dropping 2 Han Dynasty
Umn(1995), depicts the artist seemingly destroying a 2,000-year-old artefact. The
images solidified Al as the prolific iconoclast we know today. "As part of humanity,
artists construct and deconstruct to create new definitions, constantly scrutinising and
evaluating our value system and the possibilities of our existence,” Ai tells BBC
Culture. "This is how | always approach problems, by standing on the opposite side of
the issue, or even the opposite side of myself. | believe this measure is the most
trustworthy one.”

How have your personal experiences informed your work?

To put it simply, everything | have dene in the past, what | am doing now, and what |
will do in the future is all directed towards one question: "whe am 12" It's common
knowledge that our understanding of ourselves is closely tied to our life experiences,
memories, and how we respond to everyday situations. This can be a struggle since our
self-perception is not something that can be easily detached from reality and
memories.



It was rather late when | fully realised this. For over 50 years before 2011, | was very
confused, On 3 April 2011, | was secretly detained. It was a very important moment for
me because this experience forced me to re-evaluate my situation, where | came from,
and who | truly was. After 81 days in secret detention, | was surprisingly released. It
was then that | realised | needed to understand what happened in the past, why my
father, a poet, was exiled, and how my time with him had influenced me.

Even though | cannot fully comprehend why what happened to my father came back to
me, | found that holding on to my personal experiences and expressing them was like
holding on to something that kept someone sinking in water afloat.

You have been exploring ancient artefacts for around three decades now. Has your
understanding of them changed during this time?

My interest in ancient artefacts began in 1993 when | returned to Beijing from New
York. Beljing felt very unfamiliar to me as | had grown up during Mao's Cultural
Revolution. It was very clear to me that | had a limited understanding of myself, my
country, and the land.

Luckily, | slid into a period of time when a tremendous amount of ancient artefacts
underground were discovered during China's rapid development. On the ground above,
everything had been cleansed and destroyed, but underground, layers of earth and
mud hid thousands of years of history.

Over a period of about 10 years, | dedicated myself to researching history through
excavated artefacts. | studied how people used different ideologies, measures,
materials and artistry throughout different dynasties. This was incredibly important to
me because | felt that the world unknown to me was too vast.



This period of learning gave me a deep understanding of language and craftsmanship,
Including how the trends and changes In art and style throughout different time
periods can serve as the most important basis for our understanding of the humanity
of a particular period of time.

You have had an interesting connection with Lego since 2074, What has Lego come
to symbolise for you since then?

In 2011, after my release, | was under constant surveillance and unable to leave the
country for exhibitions. It was during this time that | discovered Lego. | was preparing
for an exhibition on freedom that took place i Alcatraz, an old federal prison, which
was ironic given my own lack of freedom, | realised that Lego could belp me as it was
convenient and could be produced by others, regardless of who produced the artwork,
where, or at what time, without changing my initial creation. | came to understand that
our understanding of freedom often arises from difficult situations. Only in difficulties
can we find ways to solve problems and develop a suitable language.

Later on, | found that Lego provided unimaginable support for long-term concepts; the
meaning of an artwork is defined by its concept, and measures, language and
vocabulary are all critical components only when they support the concept. Lego gave
me this possibility, and enabled me to face the fragmented and colourful worlds of
politics and culture that were far removed from our conventional understanding.



As an artist, a new language is critical; an artist without their own language cannot
survive, Without a language, artists would become pale and weak artisans. Lego
helped me see the light at the end of the tunnel, By using this material, | could detach
myself from my personal techniques, and it could be vadely accepted by the public.

In the exhibition, you have three toilet-paper sculptures made of glass and marble,

referencing the pandemic. How do everyday objects become items that carry so
much weight?

In our everyday existence, life is experienced one day at a time. It is in the objects we
encounter in our daily lives and feel secure in that we often find the most striking
insights into our living conditions, both in terms of our understanding of them and our
ability to subvert them. These objects, dubbed "readymades” by Duchamp, challenge
the stable conceptual structures that we have come to rely on. Such subversive
language has a powerful impact on cur neural pathways and our value system, as it
has the potential to undermine our pre-existing structures,

A case in point is the ubiquitous toilet paper. This object has the potential to remind us
of the fragility of life and the instability of our understanding of social, national,
familial and personal situations. While it may be overlooked In our daily routine, It has
taken on a wider meaning and definition during the pandemic, much like the facial
masks. It can be seen as a monument of this period of time, a tangible reminder of
what truly matters in life.
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It’s fair to ask why Ai, primarily an artist, should be exhibiting in a museum
of design - of graphics and furniture and practical objects - but the question
is answered by the installation: its subject is the human significance of things
made and of use, which is definitely relevant to design. A multitude of lives
are present in the room, but most of what you see are things. And alongside
the glimpses of horror there are also playfulness and delight.

The display occupies a large single space, the partitions that usually
subdivide it having been removed, whose floor is mostly taken up with five
rectangular fields of stuff. One is made of 4,000 stone tools from the
neolithic period, the next of 250,000 spouts broken from teapots and ewers
deemed to be imperfect in the porcelain factories of the Song dynasty,
approximately a millennium ago. Next are 200,000 handmade porcelain balls
from the same period, used as ammunition in the artillery of the time.






The useful but humble are set alongside the useless but precious, and
switches are made from one to the other. There are transmutations of
matenals and forms - things are made into something they are not,
Connections are suggested and dead things animated. Ai makes a few of the
spouts into sculptures, for example, that help you notice their resemblance,
fleshy-coloured and oddly curving as they are, to body parts and bones,
which associates them with the labour camp relics.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m001kwts
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Ai Weiwei: Between Authenticity and
Appropriation

WennyTeo Review: 29June2023 ArtReview Asia

The Chinese artist gathers together artefacts from across time to interrogate
the fine line between technological advancement and political control by
design

This is Ai Weiwei's first major solo exhibition in the UK since his 2014
retrospective at the Royal Academy, which opened when Ai's passport was still
being held by Chinese authorities following his arrest and derention. While many
of Ai's previous exhibitions have been overtly political both in terms of their
content and context, the Design Muscum seems to offer 2 more neutral ground
upon which the artist has felt able to return to the formal and material building-
blocks of his practice, exploring the affordances between authenticity and
appropriation, form and function, making and meaning.



The exhibition takes place in a single room - the expansive space of the main
exhibition hall - which is divided into five discrete *fields’ of accumulated
objects, ranging from thousands of arrowheads and tools apparently dating from
the Stone Age, neatly displayed like artefacts uncarthed from an archacological
site; to a garish explosion of plastic Lego bricks, donated by members of the
public after the transnational corporation stated that it was against company
policy to supply their product for political works. The other fields arc populated
with a curious assortment of weaponry, castoffs and fragments: some 200,000
ceramic cannonballs crafted during the Song dynasty (9601279 CEf; a
concatenation of bonelike teapot spouts also fabricated during the Song period,
severed and discarded due to minute imperfections in the manufacturing
process; and a jagged sea of blue-and-white porcelain shards from one of Ai's
artworks, destroyed when his studio in Beijing was razed by Chinese authorities
in 2018 without warning. These objects prompt us to reflect on ambivalent
patterns of creative expression and suppression, standardisation and variation,
and the dignity of labour and its exploitation.

As the art historian Lothar Ledderose has argued in his book Ten Thousand Things:
Module and Mass Production in Chinese Art (2000}, some of the most remarkable
examples of Chinese art, architecture and design over the course of millennia
were made possible by the carly development of modular systems: the mass
fabrication of standardised units that could be reassembled into myriad
configurations of form and function, producing objects in large quantities and of
great variety. The most famous example of this is the Terracotta Army of the First
Emperor Qin Shi Huang (259-210 BCE) consisting of several thousand lifesize
sculprures assembled from a fixed repertoire of cast body-parts and individually
finished by hand. It’s testament to the wonders of China’s technological
advancement, artistry and innovation, but also a rigid, underlying infrastrucrure
of political and social organisation, and control by design.



The surrounding wall space has been thoughtfully utilised to provide further
context in this regard, displaying examples from a range of photographic series
{some of them never exhibited before) that centre on the remarkable urban
transformations in Ai’s native city, Beijing, to which the artist has not been able
to return following his political troubles. Beijing Photographis (1993—2003) takes us
back to the period when Ai made his famous triptych Dropping @ Han Dynasty Urn
(199s; in which the artist appears to drop the antique vessel, which smashes on
the floor), documenting the artist and his brother’s numerous visits to flea
markets filled with antiquities, some real, some fake, from which many of the
objects on display were acquired.

Provisional Landscapes (2002-08) features rubble-strewn voids in the urban fabric:
all that remains of the traditional dwellings and silenced communities swept
away by the tide of China’s rapid modernisation and development. National
Stadium (2005-07) chronicles the construction of the symbol par excellence of
China’s growing presence on the world stage in preparation for the watershed
2008 Beijing Olympic Games, which Ai designed in collaboration with Swiss
architects Herzog & de Meuron. Captured in various stages of completion, the
stadium appears like a ruin in reverse, dramatising the fate of so many of these
aspirational monuments of state power and spectacular infrastructure over the
course of human history. Elsewhere we find other remains and part-objects -
sometimes cast in different materials — that range from ordinary household items
to the steel rebar and children’s backpacks that Ai salvaged from schools that
collapsed in the wake of the 2008 Sichuan earthquake; a natural disaster that
formed the basis of Ai’s citizen investigations into government officials who had
siphoned money from building materials, resulting in the senseless death of
thousands of pcople.



Amidst the multitude of things on display, another portrait of Ai emerges — that
of the artist as collector, bricoleur or, perhaps more intriguingly, hoarder.
Nothing is discarded, and every object no marcter how small and fragmentary has
the potential to be repurposed, reframed and recombined into a new artistic
assemblage. In this, Making Senise is an exhibition that prompts us to think about
the ways in which art might intervene in and reconfigure what Jacques Ranciére
called the ‘distribution of the sensible’ — the laws, systems and structures of
power in a given community that determine who has the right to be seen and be
heard, to doand make.

Making Sense at Design Museum, London, (hrough 20 July

Wenny Teo Revews 28 June 2023 ArfRevew Asla
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Ai Weiwei: Censorship is ‘suffocating’
Chinese creativity

The Chinese artist has welcomed the publication of author Wang Xiaobo's wark in English for the firss time. By
Prudence Wade

Ai's work is all about speaking truth to power. This includes the
Remembering, an installation dedicated to those who lost their lives in
the Sichuan earthquake in 2008: and filling the Tate Modern's main hall
with millions of hand-crafted porcelain sunflower seeds in 2010 - often
interpreted as a symbol of how the people of China are able to stand up
against the ruling Communist Party.

Living abroad, Ai is free to express himself - something he knows isn’t
possible for artists in his homeland.

“Censorship certainly destroys a new voice,” Ai says.



Ai’s work addresses political and social issues in China, and he says this
approach is “important, [but] also not important when yvou have a society
where honest, frank language has been forbidden, and [there is] strong
censorship”.

He suggests censorship limits language, meaning writers are less able to
express their interior thoughts and feelings.

However, one writer who was able to do this was Wang Xiaobo, a Chinese
novelist who died in 1997 at the age of 44.

According to Ai, Wang is still the country's most popular writer - and his
work has never been taken off the shelves in China. “You can still buy it in
bookstores.” Ai reflects. “*My writing vou certainly can't - it's not online or
in stores.”

Discussing Golden Age, Ai says: “Normally you don’t read things like that.
It's a very personal narrative about erotic moments”, which was very
surprising in “a very restricted society like the Cultural Revolution”.

He continues: “It's very unique because the whole generation was being
forced to not review [their] inner feelings - that could be considered a
dangerous act.”

For Ai, Wang's strength comes from his ability to write about his inner
thoughts and emotions.

In a “society like China”, he says, “You cannot really calmly expose
vourself very often. Very often, even among writers, they don’t have this
kind of graceful style under the language Jas Wang|... His writing is so
honest.”

While you can still read Wang's work in China today, Ai suggests if he was
living and working today, he would likely be censored because his style is
still “very, very subversive™

Golden Age isn't an outright critique of the Cultural Revolution, but
darkness is lurking underneath the humour,



Ai suggests you can “sense” the reality of what is happening - Wang
himself was an educated youth for two vears, so the book can be seen as
semi-autobiographical - and he successfully shows “the mental condition
of that time™

In recent years, under the strict censorship of China, one blog writer who
caught Ai’s attention - who saw similarities with Wang's work. But this
was “only for a few years online, then suddenly his voice disappeared...
IHe was] a very popular blog writer - probably the most popular one, but
[he] suddenly disappeared [from the interneti, because | guess it became
too dangerous.”

With the new publications, Western audiences will be able to read
Wang’s work in full for the first time - and Ai wants readers “to see China
still has these very liberal and very intelligent writers, but thev're just
under this heavy political control. They cannot be introduced, or cannot
even be published.”
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”"Even daring to name anything is political”

"Every object, if it can be recognised or has a name or a definition, is a
political work,” Ai told Dezeen at the museum. “Because of our judgment
about values, even daring to name anything is a political act.”

The political energy of the object comes from the user or observer, who will
respond to it differently based on their own lived experience, Ai explained.



“We see things differently,” he said. "Someone from London may see
something in a different way to someone from Africa or from Asia.”

"We are products of given conditions - our practice, our ability, even our
knowledge or definition of ourselves. And so it’s really the reaction of a

given condition.”



Despite this political focus, Ai said that he is cautious about pigeonholing
his own artwork - or anything else - into distinct categories, including art
or design.

“The problem with categorising is [it is] trying to take a shortcut. When
people like to use fixed ideas, those concepts become emptier and emptier.
Itis truly a problem.”

He argued that categorising things in this way "is an issue of education
first”, particularly citing the limitations that can arise from a lack of
multidisciplinary learning at institutions such as schools and universities.



Considering the value of creativity, Ai argued that "we are all born with the
same ability” to create art, but that "art can never really be taught but can
only be untaught” by our education systems.

“To do art is very different to becoming an artist because artists as
professionals are selling works to support themselves. And very often,
they're all bad,” he said.



"And of course, when they [the artists| become sophisticated that's when
they have to find a new language to illustrate the complexity of their
thinking. But the ones who call themselves artists very often relate to public
assumptions. So, it’s not so pure, it's very much informed by the market.”

Despite this, Ai confirmed his faith in the communal benefits of using art as
a form of self-expression.

“I think it’s part of humanity. If anybody does not really care about that, I
think that is probably the biggest waste.”

The images are courtesy of the Design Museum unless otherwise stated.
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Ai Weiwei to Get His First US Retrospectiveina
Decade at Seattle Art Mluseum



“I'm trying to balance the important moments of his life, so his life
story, with the art itself,” Foong explained. “Why do we still look at
it? What does it do that is so impactful?”

Ai's practice has included smashing ancient Chinese vases, raising
his middle finger to cultural sites of importance as a conceptual
gesture, and arraying vast spaces with bicycles, faux sunflower
seeds, and more. In recent years, he’s also become known for
sculpting vast images out of Legos and rendering gigantic trees out
of wood.

Foong said one goal is to shine a light on Ai's art of the 1980s and
'90s, a period of his oeuvre that remains lesser-known in the US,
even though he was based in the country for much of that era.
During that time, Ai worked under the sign of Marcel Duchamp and
Andy Warhol, producing conceptual artworks that questioned
authorship and invoked a number of social issues, from his status
as a Chinese immigrant to the AIDS crisis.
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The 2024 edition of Tokyo Gendai, a New Annual Art Fair, Runs
From July 5-7

F ollowing its successful launch last year, Tokyo
Gendai has established itself as an important
new addition to the international art calendar. Next
month, the world is invited back to Japan to explore
the country’s rich and dynamic contemporary art
scene.




Apart from the aforementioned Manuel Ocampo, from The
Philippines, there's not yet a grear deal of Southeast Asian
representation at Tokyo Gendai. And while there are a few
globally established galleries with branches in this region
partucipaung - iPreciation Gallery (Singapore, Hong Kong),
Mizuma Art Gallery (Tokyo, Singapore), and Over The Influence
gallery (Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Bangkok) — their artists lists have
yet to be released. Tang Contemporary (Hong Kong, Beijing,
Seoul, Bangkok), meanwhile, revealed early on they will be
presentung the Zodiac Animals in Lego bricks by renowned
Chinese contemporary artist Al Weiwei, and more recently news
came in that Thai artists Kitti Narod and Benzilla will also be
displayed.
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The Must-Sees Of Art Basel
2024

For its 2024 edition in Basel, Art Basel brings together 285 leading
international galleries showcasing the highest quality work across all

media, including painting, sculpture, photography and digital artworks.

Twenty-two first-time participants have joined the lineup of

international exhibitors returning from around the globe. For the first
time, led by Maike Cruse, Director of Art Basel in Basel, the marquee
Swiss fair is also featuring a reconceptualized Parcours sector curated
by Stefanie Hessler Director of Swiss Institute, along with a new venue
for continuous, around-the-clock artistic events and shows at a

transformed former Hotel Merian.

Here are my highlights from this vear’s fair.

Ai WeiWei’s ‘Therese Dreaming, 2024’ at
Galleria Continua



“I think we are on the same track together with writers and poets such
as Arthur Rimbaud and Walt Whitman. Once you design the language,
vou can be in command. That is how to have a better understanding of
my recent works. LEGO being used to carry personal messages, those
stories related to me, my childhood and my education are embedded in
them. Pixels, digitalization, segmentation, fragmentation and
disconnection provide the unique freedom for reproduction, allowing
for a qualitative and quantitative breakthrough in the formation of
images that is distanced from the widely used order, method, and

composition.



It is similar to the use of ancient mosaics, and the presentation of
fabrics (silk, wool) and carpets, which have a long tradition. Like the
wooden movable-type printing in Song Dynasty (ca. 1000 AD), the
methods and means of production have replaced manual control, and
this has led to a high level of accuracy and precision of the images
completed.” says Ai Weiwei about his work.
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Ai Weiwei: If you do not question
Chinese power, you are complicit with
it—that goes for art organisations too

Dissident artist says that European museums in China
are betraying their own values

CRISTINA RUIZ
1st September 2020 12:43 BST

European museums have defended their collaborations with corporations
owned by the Chinese state in the face of mounting criticism of the
country’s human rights abuses. We asked the Chinese dissident artist Ai
Weiwei about the responsibility of European art organisations partnering
with state-owned firms in China.



The Art Newspaper: Do you think that European museums should
operate in China? Should they try to exert pressure on government
officials with regards to the detention of Uyghurs and the crackdown in

Hong Kong?

Ai Weiwei: Almost none of the Western museums operating in China
support the culture they represent, not even to mention the values they
represent. Most of them are in China purely for strategies of self-
development, attempting to get away from the struggles facing institutions
in the West.

The Pompidou is the perfect example having lent their works to Shanghai, a
city under heavy communist censorship. My name cannot even appear in
museum exhibitions in Shanghai. It is a gigantic monster of a city that has
absolutely no aesthetic or moral foundation upon which art can exist.

On 3 April 2011, the same day I was arrested and placed in secret detention,
Germany and China opened the biggest so-called two-state cultural
exchange at the National Museum in Beijing. The show cost approximately
€30m and it was called “The Art of Enlightenment,” but not a single Chinese
institution was enlightened. At the same time, I was in detention and there
was not a single voice questioning the Chinese state’s behaviour toward
their own artists. The exhibition was a complete failure and a waste of

German tax-payer money, yet the German press kept silent about it.

Some galleries continue to stay open in Shanghai or Beijing without selling
a single work in the past decade. To ask them to speak out about violations
or other political issues in Hong Kong or within China sounds like a joke. In
Beijing’s 798 art district, the UCCA [Center for Contemporary Art] functions
to please the Chinese government by showing so-called safe art, to decorate
the “openness” of Chinese society. In reality, they are collaborators in this
crude censorship on ideology and free speech, and they perform their role
well.

In his final report for the China Tribunalin London, which investigated
the practice of live organ removals from Falun Gong prisoners in China,
Geoffrey Nice concluded that: “Governments and any who interact in
any substantial way with the People’s Republic of China including...
educational and arts establishments should now recognise that they are
interacting with a criminal state.”

The statement is clear. Any state or organisation, business or culture alike,
involved with a state with such an extremely poor record on human rights,
with divisive ideas about those most important values such as free speech,
becomes a part of this power. If you do not question that power you become

complicit.
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Your father was imprisoned - did you find strength through his experience
during these 81 days?

At the beginning of my detention, I was so proud of myself. I matched my
father’s experience from 80 years ago when he was imprisoned by the
Nationalist Party (Kuomintang) for political subversion. I was told my crime
was subversion against the state.

Before I was detained, I was jealous of my father for having been imprisoned.
Having grown up in this communist society, I was supposed to be a part of
the second revolutionary generation. Having learned everything from
Chairman Mao’s education, there was no chance for me to be a criminal. That



was true until I made arguments about the lawfulness of the existing party. I
became the ultimate enemy of the established power, but still without a
crime. They don’t have to like me, but I did not think they would put me in
jail. Once that was achieved, I kind of felt happy because it gave me an
opportunity to argue my reasoning with them face to face.

Before the arrest, confrontations were never direct because they did not
want to have any argument. First, they don’t think you are entitled to an
argument and, second, they are incapable of making an argument. I had tried
to initiate the argument for years on the internet. It became my own game.
No one was answering me and therefore the argument couldn’t go further. I
was fighting against an invisible enemy, which is everywhere but nowhere at
the same time. So when it did happen, I thought it was wonderful. We are
sitting face to face, two metres across, looking at each other. You ask a
question and I answer. I felt some sense of power and usefulness in being
confronted directly.

What advice do you have for artists who are struggling financially and
spiritually at this time of lockdown?

Give up art. Do something which can bring home bread and soap. Rob a bank,
but do not get caught.

There is a lengthy discussion in the play about how best to prepare Beijing
noodles. What is your preferred method?

You need to watch the noodles cook, not for too long or too short. It is really
dependent on what kind of sauce you are cooking with. It can be very basic
or have a variety of flavours. You could really write a long book about just
this topic ...
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Before Ai was an artist, he was an
architect, and it shows. The studio
now has natural light from goodness
knows where, and is clinically clean
and dry. For the most part, anyway. A
while back, he discovered water
dripping from the ceiling, so he went
to see his upstairs neighbour, the
Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur
Eliasson, about it. “Olafur is my dear
friend, but we don’t see each other
very often, maybe once every three
months,” says Ai. “So I said: ‘Olafur,


















Are the people in Hong Kong fighting a lost cause?

Anonymous, Hong Kong

I have said this before: they have already won. As soon as you start to fight -
you can be the weakest or strongest - you have won. Of course, it’s very hard
to win against a communist regime, but you never die if you keep fighting. So
it’s like me: am I winning? I think in a certain way I’'m impactful. But I’ll get
old, I will die and who cares?

Of all of your accomplishments, artistic and political, what are you
personally most proud of?

Vincent Elliott, Canada

I’m proud that I retain a clear mind with sensitivity and judgment. If there is
one honour I’d love, it’s to be known as a clear-minded man. Some of my
work is more popular, some less, but that is not so important. You make an
effort, that’s the most important thing. I think anybody who wants to make
the effort can create better work than me.

Has becoming a parent had an impact on your art?

Lorraine Pink, Australia

Oh yes, definitely it helps me. Whatever I did before is like half of the circle;
becoming a parent makes the circle full. So it’s very important for me, even if
I understand very little about doing it. But still, it’s a gift, so you accept that
gift. Also, it’s only when you become a parent you understand your own
parents. That’s important, too.



As a young man, you destroyed art and cultural artefacts. Do you still see
those acts in the same way you did then?

Amy Thompson, Mexico

My work has a solid understanding, but, at the same time, it happens
intuitively. It cannot be repeated or clearly defined by the author.



Do you enjoy cooking? What would you serve at a dinner party?

Nigel Simpson, UK

Yes, tremendously, mainly because my stomach is very sensitive,
particularly to food. Cooking is relaxing. Cooking or cutting hair or whatever
is a total break from other activities, and stops you getting burned out.

What I cook depends on what’s there when I open the refrigerator. I always
find something, but my cooking secret is that I cannot cook the same dish
twice. I automatically avoid cooking anything the same. It doesn’t matter if it
is such a good dish: “Can you redo it?” No, not possible. I see it as art. And
I’m not the kind of artist that repeats the same work for 20 years.



LISSON GALLERY

The Guardian
21 January 2020






LISSON GALLERY

The Art Newspaper, Podcast
4 October 2019

THE ART NEWSPAPER







LISSON GALLERY

PURPLE
4 Qctober 2019

PURPLE DIARY

art fashion night magazine television travel institute boutique archives






LISSON GALLERY

Elephant Magazine
3 October 2019

ELEPHANT



It feels fitting then, that Ai Weiwei's latest Roots pieces, created last year
while the artist was working in Brazil, should be on show right now at
Lisson Gallery in London. The weighty works, though created in orange
rust-coated iron, look as though they have been dragged in straight from
the forest, a chunk of sliced-up nature coming to nestle within the clean
internal and external walls of the gallery space. The works appear both wild
and tamed, powerful but cut down; a strong reminder of our human role in
the changing face of nature, and a reminder of how powerful nature is.
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In every room, and in the gallery's external spaces, sit iron sculptures dusted with an
orange patina of rust. These have been cast from the roots of the pequi vinagreiro,
sourced in the jungles of Brazil with the help of local communities. The trees are rare
and live for more than 1,000 years when left undisturbed. Ai picked through the
remains of these giants, looking for the perfect forms, piecing together new
compositions to make shapes that seem to have animal gualities, with necks and
serpentine limbs. These sculptures engage with both the fragility of the rainforest and
those who are 'uprooted' by political and environmental issues, much like Ai himself.
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A major exhibition by Ai Weiwei this autumn features a new series of monumental sculptural works in iron, cast from
giant tree roots sourced in Brazil during research and production for last year's survey exhibition, ‘Raiz, at the Oscar
Niemeyer-designed OCA Pavilion in Ibirapuera Park, Sao Paulo.

Ai worked with local artisans and communities across Brazil, visiting Trancoso in the east to locate roots and trunks from
the endangered Pequi Vinagreiro tree, typically found in the Bahian rainforest. Elements of these rare tree roots, some of
which could be over a thousand years old, were painstakingly moulded, conjoined and then cast to create striking
compositions and bold forms that reflect their Brazilian heritage. While some resemble great jungle beasts or fantastical
creatures, such as the three- and four-legged works Fly and Level, others including Party and Martin (all 2019) consist of
shattered, exploded root forms radiating outwards from a central nexus. The titles all came as suggestions from Ai
Weiwei's young son Ai Lao, based on his personal observations or connections made when visiting these tree remains
with his father, adding to the sense of surreal displacement and alien disjointedness in the exhibition. This incongruous
atmosphere speaks further of the works' depiction of the state of 'uprootedness, one that mirrors not only the artist’s
peripatetic existence after being allowed to leave China in 2015, but also the plight of the refugees he has spent the last
few years documenting, as well as the various indigenous populations that rely on the trees and forests of Brazil for their
habitats and sustenance. The deforestation and concomitant purge of peoples and resources relates to previous bodies
of work produced by Ai and to the current political realities of many countries, including his native China.



The material employed in making the Roots series — cast iron covered in a patina of orange rust — likewise responds to
ancient cultures and man's first tools for tree felling and woodworking, rather than to the recent, more polite art history
of bronze or steel sculpture. Although originally contorted by their surrounding landscapes, these roots were not born of
nature but made and crafted by human hands, using the ancient techniques of ‘lost wax' moulding and then iron casting.
These methods represent a traditional, largely bygone way of life that has been usurped and upended by
industrialisation and relentless modernisation, illustrating how progress can often come at the expense of cultural and
societal well-being.

Contrasting with these heavy, land-bound creatures is a number of floating figures, clouds and dream-like vignettes. Ai
has been producing delicate sculptures from stretched silk over bamboo armatures for the past five years, employing a
group of Chinese kite makers based in Weifang, a city in Shandong province. Purported to have been invented in China
around 500 BC by a carpenter and a philosopher, the kite has held many functions throughout history from measuring
distances or wind speed, to communication and military usage. Ai's kites refer back to a mythological encyclopaedia of
monsters and creatures known as Shan Hai Jing (the Classic of Mountains and Seas) that also pre-dated Christianity,
which depicts fantastical hybrids of chimera, gorgons, unicorns, dragons and griffins. Alongside this bestiary, Ai has
added personal and childhood symbols, as well as references back to his own works — Surveillance Camera and his one-
fingered salutes, the Study of Perspective series — and those of his influences, including Marcel Duchamp and Vladimir
Tatlin.

Finally, the show ends with a development of Ai's experimentation with LEGO bricks. These new wall-based works
feature politically-charged, pixelated renderings of the trajectory of a refugee boat refused docking at Lampedusa after
two weeks at sea, the front page of the Mueller report into Russian interference in the 2016 US Presidential election, as
well as a deconstructed symbol of the contentious protests of Tiananmen Square in 1989.
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A voir dans cette galerie, la page de couverture du rapport Mueller sur l'ingérence de la Russie dans I'élection
américaine de 2016.... Une oeuvre réalisée entiérement en briques Lego. Ai Weiwei raconte d'ailleurs gu'il a
commandé un stock de Lego pour une oeuvre sur la liberté d'expression mais la marque danoise a refusé...

L'artiste, emprisonné plusieurs fois en Chine, s'est exilé en 2015 en Allemagne puis au Royaume Uni.

Greg Hilty, de la galerie Lisson : "I est trés heureux de s'occuper de formes naturelles, de mythologie, des gens,
mais tout se résume a la politique. Il est impossible de regarder le monde aujourd'hui sans voir en quoi il a été
faconné par les forces de I'économie, par les politiciens et par les tensions et les évolutions internationales. Et
donc, d'une certaine maniére, il souhaite étre un individu créatif et imaginatif dans le monde, et il doit s'occuper
de politique."

Roots, c'est le titre de cette exposition a voir a la galerie Lisson, a Londres, jusqu'au 2 novembre.
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A significant exhibition by Ai Weiwei featuring a new series of monumental sculptural works in iron cast from large
tree roots sourced in Brazil during research and production for last year's survey exhibition, ‘Raiz| at the Oscar
Niemeyer-designed OCA Pavilion in Ibirapuera Park, Sao Paulo.

Visiting Trancoso in the east to locate roots and trunks from the endangered

Ai worked with local Pequi Vinagreiro tree, typically found in the Bahian rainforest. Elements of
artisans and communities these rare tree roots, some of which could be over a thousand years old, were
painstakingly moulded, conjoined and then cast to create striking compositions

across Brazil and bold forms that reflect their Brazilian heritage. While some resemble great

jungle beasts or fantastical creatures, such as the three- and four-legged works
Fly and Level, others including Party and Martin (all 2019) consist of shattered,
exploded root forms radiating outwards from a central nexus.






cultures and man's Mrst tools tor

tree felling and woodworking,

rather than to the recent, more

polite art history of bronze or steel sculpture. Although originally contorted by their surrounding landscapes, these roots
were not born of nature but made and crafted by human hands, using the ancient techniques of ‘lost wax' moulding and
then iron casting. These methods represent a traditional, mostly bygone way of life that has been usurped and upended
by industrialisation and constant modemisation, illustrating how progress can often come at the expense of cultural and
societal well-being.

Contrasting with these massive, land-bound creatures is several floating figures, clouds and dream-like vignettes. Ai has
been producing delicate sculptures from stretched silk over bamboo armatures for the past five years, employing a
group of Chinese kite makers based in Weifang, a city in Shandong province. Purported to have been invented in China
around 500 BC by a carpenter and a philosopher, the kite has held many functions throughout history from measuring
distances or wind speed to communication and military usage. Ai's kites refer back to a mythological encyclopaedia of
monsters and creatures known as Shan Hai Jing (The Classic of Mountains and Seas) that also pre-dated Christianity,
which depicts fantastical hybrids of chimera, gorgons, unicomns, dragons and griffins. Alongside this bestiary, Ai has
added personal and childhood symbols, as well as references back to his own works — Surveillance Camera and his one-
fingered salutes, the Study of Perspective series — and those of his influences, including Marcel Duchamp and Vladimir
Tatlin.

Finally, the show ends with the development of Ai's experimentation with LEGO bricks. These new wall-based works
feature politically-charged, pixelated renderings of the trajectory of a refugee boat refused docking at Lampedusa after
two weeks at sea, the front page of the Mueller report into Russian interference in the 2016 US Presidential election, as

Finally, the show ends with the development of Ai's experimentation with LEGO bricks. These new wall-based works
feature politically-charged, pixelated renderings of the trajectory of a refugee boat refused docking at Lampedusa after
two weeks at sea, the front page of the Mueller report into Russian interference in the 2016 US Presidential election, as
well as a deconstructed symbol of the contentious protests of Tiananmen Square in 1989.

A new book, also entitled Roots — featuring contributions from nature writer Robert Macfarlane; Distanz will publish the
curator of ‘Raiz, Marcello Dantas; the Chair of Asian Art at the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, Christina Yu Yu; Brazilian
anthropologist Lilia Moritz Schwarcz among others — on the occasion of this exhibition, which is presented in
collaboration with Ai's Berlin gallery, neugerriemschneider.

A global citizen, artist and thinker, Ai Weiwei moves between modes of production and investigation, subject to the
direction and outcome of his research, whether into the Chinese earthquake of 2008 (for works such as Straight, 2008-
12 and Remembering, 2009) or the worldwide plight of refugees and forced migrants (for Law of the Journey and his
feature-length documentaries, Human Flow and The Rest). From early iconoclastic positions in regards to authority and
history, which included Dropping a Han Dynasty Um and a series of middle-finger salutes to sites of power, Study of
Perspective (both 1995), Ai's production expanded to encompass architecture, public art and performance. Beyond
concerns of form or protest, Ai now measures our existence about economic, political, natural and social forces, uniting
the craftsmanship with conceptual creativity. Universal symbols of humanity and community, such as bicycles, flowers
and trees, as well as the perennial problems of borders and conflicts are given renewed potency through installations,
sculptures, films and photographs, while Ai continues to speak out publicly on issues he believes necessary.

Ai Weiwei: Roots 2 October —2 November 2019 Lisson Gallery London
Read More

Visit
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10 art exhibitions to see during Frieze week

By David McAllister

Published 26 September 2019

The beginning of October marks the start of Frieze week, and with it a slew of
exciting new shows, installations and more popping up across London. Read on
for our recommended list of what to see both in and beyond the fairs this

month.
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Frieze 2019

More than 160 galleries from 35 countries will descend on Regent’s Park for what is
set to be the most international edition of Frieze London (3 - 6 October) since its
launch in 2003, introducing new curators, emerging artists and sections showcasing
performance. In tandem with Frieze Sculpture, Frieze Masters and numerous
openings at galleries citywide, the fair leads the action during one of the most event-
packed weeks in London’s cultural calendar. Here, plot your route through the best
exhibitions, satellite fairs and more, that Frieze Week has to offer.



detail of iron root in production in Beijing.

‘Ai Weiwei: Roots’, 2 October - 2 November.
lissongallery.com

VIEW GOOGLE MAPS
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Top 13 London exhibitions to visit
during Frieze Week 2019

There's a lot going on in London next week but here is our choice of 13 exhibitions you have to try and

catch hopefully we will bump into you when we are cut and about.
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Frieze Art Fair 2019: A complete
guide to the highlights of London'’s

biggest art week

The return of Frieze Art Fair means things are about to get busy for the
London art world.

Here's our guide to the best shows and events for art fans to cram into the
biggest seven days of the year.
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“I have friends who graduated from British schools who are perfect gentlemen
and [ want my son to have a very classical education,” he says. Apparently, this
wasn't being provided at Lao's international school in Berlin, where Ai and his
family moved after years of intimidation from the Beijing authorities.

“It was very liberal and | was a bit worried they didn't have homework. Here, my
son already says he is feeling the pressure, but he has had six positive grades, so
he's very happy. And he loves wearing a uniform.”

He scrolls through his phone to display a photo of Lao in a purple blazer. “He
learnt to tie a tie from YouTube. On the first day, he asked me: ‘Can you help?’
But I have never tied a tie in my life.”



In return, China has no fear of the West, because capitalism couldn’t survive
without it acting as “the factory of the world. All these companies are so deeply
rooted there, so China is very arrogant.” Brexit has made Britain's status even
weaker. “If you see British people debating in parliament for three years with
nothing happening, you realise China is laughing. They are saying, ‘Oh my God,
their democracy is so paralysed’, and they take so much advantage from that.”



So could there be another Tiananmen? “We cannot be naive,"” says Ai. “China is
capable of doing it, as has been proved, and the West is incapable of stopping
it.The world is being manipulated by a state that ignores the western
establishment: human rights, human dignity and the rule of law.”

Such comments make it unlikely that Ai will return to China. “Two of my
lawyers are in jail and they did nothing wrong compared with what [ did. SoI am
sure [ would be detained again. | wouldn’t mind if I didn’t have a son, but what
would happen to him?”

Ai would like to see his 86-year-old mother again, but she leaves him daily
voicemails, entreating him not to visit. “She says, ‘You have accomplished so
much, gone through so much, why don't you just relax and pay attention to your
family?’ But I wonder: what can we really achieve in life that's not just your
personal property? We are all part of the larger humanity, we have to work
together, and if you see that effort is lacking, immediately you see our society in
spiritual collapse.”

Still, Aiis clearly heeding his mother’s request, appearing to be a paragon of
domesticity. He has been busy furnishing his new flat, negotiating with the
landlord about having a cat (he had 40 in Beijing) and gamely mastering British
cuisine. He asked a local restaurant to show him typically English produce,
before cooking roast lamb to share with his new neighbours.

“They are from Pakistan and said they had been in England for so long and had
never had such a big feast. So that’s nice.”

Ai chose Cambridge over London as a more bucolic environment for Lao to grow
up in. He ignored warnings about its bitter winters (“One good lesson I've learnt
is don't listen to anybody”) and the city’s lack of a decent casino: Ai is regarded
as a blackjack master (players all over the world protested at his arrest).

“Shamefully, I used to play for one hour a day. I liked to go to the Playboy Club in
London. Blackjack gives my thinking a reboot. But here there are no facilities
and | have to take my son to school in the morning,.

“I will deeply regret it if I don't spend enough time with my son. [ always say to
him, ‘I may be leaving you'. He says, ‘That’s ridiculous’, but it’s true. Many of my
friends have disappeared: one morning they are not there any more. So, though
it's a bit crude, I have to prepare him.



“Maybe I am getting old, | am getting more conservative,” Ai continues. “I used
to love the bright lights, big city, but now I need a moment of quiet and a
beautiful tree. The strongest impression of Britain for me is still the garden and
the flowers and the big trees. It's so special, I always think, ‘What kind of nation
lets its trees grow in that tremendous size and stand alone?’, because in China
we have 5,000 years of history but you couldn’t find a single tree which is more
than 50 years old — they have all been cut down and burnt. That shows us so
much about the history of a nation.”
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Ai has spoken of feeling “deeply connected” to the refugee experience, having
grown up in exile with his father, the poet Ai Qing, and experiencing extreme
hardship alongside him in a labour camp. The family were exiled from Beijing
when Ai was one — first to the labour camp in Beidahuang, Heilongjiang
province, in northeast China, then to the desert region of Xinjiang in the
northwest, where they remained for 16 years. They were allowed to return to
Beijing in 1976. So was such deep immersion, involving two years filming in 40
camps, emotionally difficult for him?

On the contrary, Ai, 61, says. “As Nietzsche says, ‘All too human.” As an artist, as
someone from China, someone who has been active in defending human rights,
freedom of speech, I'm very much trying to [experience] reality. How much do 1
know about the world — in the Middle East, in Afghanistan, in Bangladesh, in
Gaza, on the Mexican border? I just want to expand my knowledge and my
capacity for feeling.” Yes, he admits that it is “overwhelming”, but equally that
“i’s not my choice”.

He suggests a quite terrifying exercise in empathy. “Maybe you're a sportsman.
You can swim 100m, with all kind of styles. But if you're dropped in the ocean,
what are you gonna do with your perfect skills? All you want to do is survive. So
[imagine| those boys, never been put in the water, but suddenly the boat is
sinking — 50 people, 100 people, 700 people are just like dumplings in boiling
water.

“If they’re lucky, some will be rescued. But a lot of people refused to rescue them.
This is a war crime.”






It’s hardly surprising that Ai was chosen by a grouping of UK arts organisations
and human-rights charities to create the signature work for Fly the Flag, a
project marking the 70th anniversary of the UN’s Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. Between Monday and Sunday, June 30 people will display the
flag that Ai has designed at events around the world, reaffirming the landmark
international commitment in 1948.

Appropriately, Ai’s potent symbol — a footprint on a blue background — was
inspired by his experience filming refugees. “These unfortunate people have lost
everything,” he says. “And very often you see they are barefoot. Even at the
poorest time when [ was in China, we still had shoes. They might be totally
broken — we’d have to repair them by hand — but still you had something under
your skin. These people don't even have that. This is skin directly on earth, on
the rocks, on the seashore, on the mud, on the burning hot sand. You see babies
like that. They’re no different from animals, with no protection at all.

“So this touched me, but we never really connected it to something that could be
symbolic until I accepted the idea to design the flag. And, of course, | explained
that the footprint was the image with which the first humans recognised
themselves.”



The gesture is not a million miles from his symbolic use of lifejackels in
exhibitions in Berlin and Vienna, and his Sunflower Seeds installation at Tate
Modern in 2010, comprising millions of handmade porcelain seeds that
resonated with ideas about China’s huge population (the public were banned
from walking through the installation when Tate identified a health risk in

inhaling ceramic dust).

He points out that the UN declaration “was written only because we had been
through such a tragic time. What they wrote was very profound and impressive,
lightning through the dark sky. But time passes, Europe has been without war for
the past 70 years, and China the same, two or three generations in peace. It
seems human beings always need tragedy to be alert, otherwise we become lazy;
we don’t care any more, we don’t consciously think of those values that unite

”

us.

Having been “allowed” to leave his country four years ago, does he regard
himself as an exile or a self-exile? “Both. | think artists, if they are fortunate,
should be self-exiles. That's the general condition for the artist because you're
seeking another path, you go through your own journey.

“But I was being forced out. I was under police surveillance all the time they
followed me everywhere, they bugged my phone. Which is fine. If | could still
tweet in China, | would never have come out; it doesn’t matter how difficult it
can be. But if they secretly detain me, put me away with no voice, that hurts me

"

the most. That scares me.



“If he gets into a school, | would be here more often,” he says. “You'll see me on

”

the street.

Wang would join their son in London, while Ai would split his time between
Berlin and London. Lao has already surprised Ai with his first English sentence.
“He said, ‘No more Ai Weiwel." So I can see his attitude.” He pauses. “It’s a good
title for a book.”



Ai accepts the difficulties that his life has imposed on his family. “My life never
has any certainty. It's very hard for us to see where is home,” he says. “When |
was with my son in the park in China we had to struggle with police. It’s too
much. When | was detained, [ sent him to Berlin. I tried to call him. He’s very
philosophical. He says, ‘Daddy, | really think the people on the run’ — like me —
‘and the people trying to catch them are the same.’ | say ‘Why?’ He says, ‘Both
are running.””

As I'm leaving | ask if it’s true that he recently bought 30 tonnes of buttons from
a factory in south London that was closing down.

“Yes, | bought them,” he confirms quite gleefully. “Very crazy. | don’t know
exactly how many, thousands and thousands. Some are mother of pearl,
beautiful ones, some are plastic, some are wood.”

They are stored in his Berlin warehouse. Does he know what he’s going to do
with them? “I don’t. I don't. I really don’t. Give me ideas.”

Already his cogs are turning. “I have a little story. During the 1960s my brother
departed from Beijing to try to see my father. When the train starts to move, my
cousin runs after it and shoves something into his hand. And when my brother
opened his hand there were a few buttons.
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Charting events in 2015-16, Human Flow was a sometimes bewilderingly
ambitious production that considered migration across the globe, with Ai
throwing everything into the pot — a majestic drone shot; artfully composed
portraits; interviews with politicians alongside refugees; and a plethora of poetry
and statistics.

In contrast, The Rest focuses on the appalling human logjam that took place as
Europe closed its borders against thousands of refugees from Africa and the
Middle East. Here, Ai simply listens to the refugees, their terrible testimonies
and viscerally expressed emotions, and keeps his own charming but distracting
presence out of the frame. The result is shorter, sharper and less pretty, its
emotional uppercuts even more heart-breaking and shaming.

Among the stories are a man whose family have lost ten children at sea and who
is desperate for their bodies to be retrieved; the Greek who has created a refugee
cemetery for those dying in the attempt to reach his country; a wonderful
storyteller whose laughter gives way to tears as he recalls the Turkish
homeowners who shot at him as he asked for food and drink. “Who am I? Who
am I? As if | were a dog.” A Syrian woman says she heard no music in her
country for three years because of the bombing, another that she has forgotten
how to play the piano, “because we keep getting displaced”.

There is fear, despair, confusion and anger, the last particularly and worryingly
voiced by young men. After a tear-gassing of refugees on the Greek/Macedonian
border, two Syrians compare the brutality with the “humanity” shown to
European refugees by their country during the Second World War. Their words
resonate as Ai's images of barriers — wire fences, concrete walls — being erected
and refugee camps destroyed underline how far the European project has
slipped from its honourable foundations.

While some of the director’s shortcomings remain (structure is definitely not a
strong point), so do his empathy and nose for character. This feels like war
reporting, with a new kind of front line. Yet the principal theme is family —
people seeking to protect, reunite and, ultimately, return home.

79min
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If nothing else, BoS21 is about the art of masterful juxtapositions. In the adjacent
Turbine Hall is Icarus Container (2018), an installation by Japanese artist Yukinori
Yanagi. To say too much about it would spoil the experience, but essentially itis a
walk-through maze through a series of shipping containers that masterfully
confuses the senses. You think you’re seeing one thing when you’re seeing
another. While it fits the curatorial theme to the letter, Icarus Container seems
more than it is, the magical illusion of art producing an experience that is more
than words. It was so compelling I came back to the work twice and then rushed
on to see Yanagi’s two other installations.

The idea of duality is a rich metaphor in Marco Fusinato’s
installation/performance work Constellations (2015-18) at Carriageworks. A
gigantic white wall bisects a high ceilinged room. On one side is a baseball bat and
the audience is invited to take a swing at the wall. The resulting sound is
monumental, part gong crash, part dissonant clang, an amplified noise courtesy
of microphones and speakers hidden in the wall. On the one hand, this act could
be interpreted as a crude gesture against the gallery itself, the kind of anti-art
gesture beloved of early 20th century avant-gardists. On the other, the act of
creating sound from the environment is a generative one - positive in terms of art
making and philosophy. Could it be both? Yes.

Down at Artspace in Woolloomooloo, 1 was taken with Borremans’ installation
that included the mysterious The Bread work. Usually his work is the kind of art
one gives short shrift to after a long day of looking at art, but it rewards the time
invested looking at it: there are sculptural maquettes proposing building a
spaceship from two Gothic church towers; scale models of modernist buildings;
two vitrines featuring small paintings and research material; a video projection
with a scene like something from Twin Peaks; and The Bread, a video thatis a
painting, or maybe not. Here the superposition is ambiguity. Does it mean
something? Probably.
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The exiled dissident Chinese artist Ai Weiwei will bring an exhibition of
works about the refugee crisis to Qatar this month, for his first show in the
Gulf region. Ai had his first experience of the plight facing refugees while on
the Greek island of Lesbos in 2015 and has since focussed his work on the
scale of the global crisis. He and his studio team have travelled to 40 refugee
camps in 23 countries, producing works and actions responding to the crisis
as well as the film Human Flow (2017).

For his exhibition at Doha'’s Fire Station art space (15 March-1 June), Ai will
show the large-scale installation, Laundromat (2016), which is made from
thousands of articles of clothing that were left behind after a refugee camp
in Idomeni, a small village in northern Greece, was shut down in 2016.

Laundromat also includes the film Idomeni (2016), which shows the
everyday conditions of the refugees up to the moment when the camp was
evacuated, and a work made from wallpaper of images that Ai took on his
iPhone during the filming of Human Flow.

The Art Newspaper visited Ai at his studio in Berlin to talk about his
experience of being in exile, and what it means to put on a show about
refugees in the Gulf.

The Art Newspaper: How did this show in Qatar come about?

Ai Weiwei: T have been to the Gulf on several occasions but never to Qatar.
Then Sheikha Al Mayassa bint Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani [the chairwoman
of Qatar Museums| invited me a year ago. I visited the Fire Station, which is
a very progressive facility for contemporary art. They had a show of Picasso
and Giacometti |at the time]. But what gave me a stronger impression is
their art programme where artists have studios in the Fire Station. I visited
all of them and talked with the artists about what they’ve been doing. I got
the impression that they were very open, very liberal and, in many senses,
close to what has been practiced in other parts of the world. It's not exactly
like other places in the Gulf.

Sheikha Al Mayassa saw my show in Jeffrey Dietch’s [Wooster Street space|
in Soho in 2016 and she had a strong impression and asked me if the show
could be moved to Doha. I said it was possible and they followed up to ask to
have the show.



Will you be going to Doha for the opening?

I'd love to but I can’t. I have many engagements and my schedule doesn't
allow it.

All the works you are showing relate to refugees. Qatar—and the Gulf
region in general—has been criticised for not taking in more. How do
you think a show on refugees will be received there?

I am very impressed that |Qatar| wants to have a show like this. Sheikha Al
Mayassa showed a strong understanding and had a clear impression about
the issue. I think they are, in a way, quite supportive of the idea of human
rights and the human conditions. They have tried to generate a social
conscious about human condition globally, but especially in the Gulf states.
We all know that the Gulf states don't bear enough responsibility for this
global crisis and, because of that, are showing a very closed world view about
their own position. Of course, it’s not only them. In Europe, there are also
states that haven't accepted any refugees.

Do you think that a show like this will have a positive effect on public

and state conscience about the issue?

I can’t imagine that an art show would affect a state’s conscience or a mass
concept about something political. But I am one individual and it deeply
affects me and it makes me want to try and make this effort. I am just part of
society and there must be many people just like me who want to be involved
or want to have this kind of act. But how those can be turned into public
policy or political progress is hard to say.






You've recently had shows in Israel, Turkey and, now, Qatar, which are
all countries that have been criticised for their crackdowns on human
rights and freedom of speech. As an artist who has spent his life
campaigning against a country that denies people human rights, how do

you feel about exhibiting in such countries?

We have two kinds of societies: one society has human rights and freedom
of speech but where an individual’s voices is not taken seriously, such as in
Europe and the US. They still have strong human rights and freedom of
speech problems, just at different levels. Then you have states where these
rights cannot be protected, like in Turkey or Israel or some Gulf states. But
still, T think human rights is one quality—it belongs to everyone and
everywhere, so to defend human rights anywhere is to defend them
everywhere. We have to separate the idea of state and territory and just talk
about the issues: about the human condition and freedom of speech. Art can
avoid this cold war thinking of these original ideologies and talk about
common values and humanity in a much broader sense.

You're currently a refugee of sorts, living in Berlin because it's unsafe

for you and your son in China. Will you stay in Germany?

I have a language and so many reasons to go back but I can’t. That is not
important to the world at large but still, once you think you cannot go back,
you don'’t really know where you belong and you have no idea where you will
go next. It is very hard to think conceptually, “I am settled here”, because
everything is so uncertain. Uncertainty gave me a clear understanding about
the refugee condition. You cannot tell your children “you belong to here” and
you cannot show them anything you are familiar with or you are really
emotionally attached to—everything is just passing by. It's a new condition.
For me, it is not so new. When I was born my father was exiled. So, 1
accepted the situation. My son accepts it because he doesn’t know
otherwise. If it I tell him tomorrow we have to go then he would goand 1
think he is subconsciously prepared. We can always travel.
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Al Weiwei and Warhol, together again

PITTSBURGH

Years after paths crossed
in New York, similarities

become apparent
BY ANDREW JACOBS

One was a wildly successful artist, the
son of Slovakian immigrants, whose ala-
baster complexion and shock of white
hair made him instantly recognizable
on the streets of Manhattan.

The other was a shy film school student
from Beijing who toiled in anonymity,
sketching $20 sidewalk portraits to make
the rent on his basement apartment.

And though their paths crossed at
more than one downtown art opening in
the 1980s, it is safe to say that Ai Weiwei,
the young Chinese striver, made little
impression on Andy Warhol as he flitted
through the adoring throngs.

“I remember going to a gallery open-
ing and hearing people say ‘Andy is
here, Andy is here, and suddenly I saw
him through the crowd,”” Mr. Ai recalled
this week, walking through ‘“‘Andy War-
hol/Ai Weiwei”’ at the Warhol Museum
here. “It was incredible to be in the
same room, but I was a nobody.”

In the 25 years since he abruptly left
New York to tend to his ailing father in
China, Mr. Ai has become a somebody.
Wily provocateur, enemy of the state
and media-savvy advocate for the disen-
franchised, he is a darling of the global
contemporary art world, a bona fide
celebrity whose burly, bearded presence
invariably draws admiring crowds.

Andy Warhol and Ai Weiwei, it turns
out, have plenty in common.

Like Warhol, Mr. Ai surrounds him-
self with stray cats, has a fondness for
neon-tinted floral arrangements and
takes pleasure in subverting hallowed
cultural touchstones.

Both men have also made a mint turn-
ing everyday objects into sought-after
commodities. And Mr. Ai, like Warhol,
compulsively records his life and sur-
roundings — Warhol had his tape re-
corder; Mr. Ai always has his iPhone,

which he uses almost hourly to post a de-
luge of images to Instagram and Twitter.

But the two men are conjoined by
something more significant: They are
both unrepentant iconoclasts and glee-
ful disrupters of art world conventions.
Warhol scandalized with his soup cans
in 1962; three decades later, Mr. Ai de-
filed neolithic Chinese pottery with tutti
frutti-colored paint, and he once fam-
ously smashed a Han dynasty urn just
for the heck of it.

“The things said about Warhol are in-
triguingly similar to what was said
about Ai Weiwei today — that he desec-
rated art,’ said Eric Shiner, director of
the museum, which is staging a dia-
logue show of the two men’s works that
runs through August. ‘“Yet in reality,
both artists changed, and are changing,
how the world understands art and how
art penetrates the world.”

Such commonalities are on full dis-
play at the museum. One room juxta-
poses Warhol’s garishly tinted Mao
Zedong with Mr. Ai’s own vaguely sar-
donic portraits of the Great Helmsman;
another places the Warhol Coca-Cola
paintings alongside a centuries-old
Chinese vase that Mr. Ai scrawled with
the Coke trademark logo.

Ashe glimpsed the galleries on Thurs-
day for the first time, Mr. Ai seemed
genuinely taken aback by how Warhol
had influenced his work, often uncon-
sciously. (Mr. Ai was first exposed to the
artist after arriving in New York, when

he bought a dog-eared copy of Warhol’s
ironic quotations at The Strand.)

“It’s as if we were brothers,”’ he said,
noting the similarities of Warhol’s early
bird’s-eye ink sketches of the Manhattan
skyline to his own youthful renderings of
Shanghai’s rooftops. ‘“Who could imag-
ine that a poor Chinese kid would one day
be showing his work alongside Andy’s?”’

The past few days have been espe-
cially emotional for Mr. Ai, who has not
been here in eight years. He spent sever-
al years in internal exile after the
Chinese authorities jailed him for 81 days

on spurious charges of tax evasion and
then refused to relinquish his passport.

Last July, the police finally relented,
and Mr. Ai promptly decamped to Ber-
lin, joining his partner and their 7-year-
old son, who live there. In addition to
lecturing at Berlin’s University of the
Arts — a position he was offered just be-
fore his arrest — he has spent the past
year working at a feverish pace.

His studio, which occupies an old
brewery in what once was East Berlin,
has become a frenetic hub, staffed by an
international coterie of assistants — not
unlike Warhol’s Factory. Mr. Ai also
opened a studio on the Greek island of
Lesbos, where he plans to build a me-
morial to the thousands of refugees who
have died crossing the Mediterranean.
And every month, it seems, there is anew
exhibition of his work — in Australia,
England, Austria, and in New York.

Mr. Ai has spent much of the year im-
mersed in the migrant crisis. He has
handed out solar-powered lamps to chil-
dren in refugee camps, delivered a
white grand piano to a traumatized Syr-
ian pianist and photographed the
freshly arrived as they scrambled off
boats in Lesbos.

Last month, he traveled to the West
Bank and Gaza for a documentary film
he is making about refugees.

Mr. Ai, 58, appeared exhausted by the
travel, but said he wouldn’t have it any
other way. ‘“You have to work when the
light bulb is bright,” he said, pointing to
his head, ‘‘because over time, it will
dim.”

His work has not been without contro-
versy. In February, he was widely



skewered after he posed for a photo-
graph lying on a pebble beach — an im-
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Clockwise from
right: Ai Weiwei at
the Warhol Museum
in Pittsburgh; Andy
Warhol’s “Elvis 11
Times”’ and Mr. Ai’s
“Dropping a Han
Dynasty Urn’’;
“Neolithic Pottery
With Coca-Cola
Logo” (Ai) and
Warhol’s “Coca-
Cola.”; “Map of
China” (Ai) and a
Warhol self-portrait.
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is is not a new condition for me. When
growing up, my father, the poet Ai Qing,
in exile for almost 20 years. Our family never
ght about travelling or leaving our small unit,
it made our lives unbearable. Today is very
erent, [ still have the internet and I can still
age to organise exhibitions with established
tutions. In today’s condition, T do not think.
atanybody can stop the exchange of ideas.”
As Ai was not going to be able to fly to
ondon, Locke sent him a short film fast
at that showed the spaces in the Acadenry
which he would be working. ‘The film
d communicate the grandeur of the Main
alleries, but they were full of the Anselm
iefer paintings that were on display at the
time, says Locke. ‘Nevertheless, Ai was able
to use the footage and sorae architectural
Jans to figure out quickly and exactly where
each work would go. Some artists are insecure
about what to do and can’t make up their mind.
Al has an innate understanding of space: he
could imagine the volume of each gallery and
project a vision for each without hesitation.’
The challenge has been less geographical
distance, more the need to do justice to the
variety of work in his career, in what will be his
first major survey show in a UK public institution.
‘Ai works on such a huge range of scales, from
small pieces to spectacular works that have
employed hundreds of artisans and labourers,
continues Locke. ‘The exhibition aims to represent
his great ambition over the last 20 years, without
" losing a sense of the very fine detail of his works,
their subtleties, and his amazingly close control

of quality. Ai is misuaderstood in Britain to some
extent, because people who know his name do
not always know his art. They know him asan
activist, and rightly, of course — after his detention
he had massive exposure here: magazine

covers, newspapers, television. That coverage,
though, was more about him than about what

he makes, and this exhibition is a chance for us

to understand him as an artist.

But as our morning in Bejjing turns to
afternoon, we are given a grim reminder of Ai's
particular citcumstances as a dissident, As we
plan to head out to a restaurant, Ai is contacted
by the local police force — he has to report to the
police station. He explains that happens regularly,
perhaps once 2 week without warning, ‘a kind of
psychological torture’ that sometimes involves
going for a walk with one of the policemen,
who will use the time to try to persuade Aito
stay off politics. For the years directly after his
imprisonment, it was worse.

‘I was then under tight surveillance by the
secret police,’ he says. “They tapped my phones,
they followed my cat, they followed me even
when T went to dinner or when I took my son
to the park. One day, 1 caught a person who

-~ wwas hiding behind a bush and taking photographs

of me. I grabbed the memory card from his
camera, When I returned home and plugged the
memory card into my computer, I was shocked
by what appeared on my screen. It not only
contained images of the restaurants I was in
during the previous days, but also images of my
son’s stroller. That image has stayed in my mind
and it is indicative of how authoritarian states try

to manage their control of individuals, Even the ..

details of a chifd’s stroller are in their records.
Ai Lao, the artist’s six-year-old son, now

Tives in Berlin. In May, two months after cur

visit to Caochangdi, Lao accepted an Amnesty

International award in the city on his father’s -

behalf. Marble Stroller (2015), a replica of Lao’s .

pushchair, hand-cut from marble, travels to

the Academy.

LI I

If Marble Stroller has a connection to Ai's son,
it finds an echo in another new work, Remains
(2015), which concerns Ai’s father and, more
broadly, the context into which Ai was born
and raised.

Ai Qing was one of China's pioneers of
modern poetry, renowned for his powers of .-
description and a social copscience that led him
to the Maoist revolutionary cause; by the time
the People’s Republic of China was established -
jn 1949, he was a cadre in the government, and
consulted on literary matters by Mao. But by
1957, when his son Weiwei was born, Ai Qing had -
gone from {iterary celebrity to enemy of the state,
as Mao's early encouragement of free expression.
was replaced by a campaign against Rightists’ -
intellectuals whose work could be deemed critical
of the government. Ai Qjng and his young family
were exiled from Beijing and, in 1960, sent toa -
remote settlement in Xinjiang, in the Gobi Desert
of northwest China. .

‘Remains is a work in porcelain replicating a set
of bones,’ Ai explains, ‘A year ago, I was brought
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