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From Inches to Miles

Cui Cancan, Curator

Sometime in the ninth century, Islamic forces entered into Western
China and Central Asia, and engaged in a bitter struggle with local
Buddhist traditions. A century later, the Uyghur Khaganate had
fallen, and the Uyghur people began converting to Islam. Several
decades of struggle later, the Buddhist culture of the region had
been completely wiped out, and Islam had become the sole religion
of the Tarim Basin. Though the religion had changed, the joyful
spirit of Buddhism has survived to this day in the lives of the people

of Xinjiang, most visible in their spirited dancing.

Xinjiang has been a crossroads of peoples, cultures and economies
since ancient times. Through the rise and fall of civilizations and
clashes between kingdoms, there have emerged some 47 ethnic
groups, some of them pastoralists, some farmers, scattered along

the edge of the desert and in the oases at the base of the Tianshan
Mountain Range. The poetry here is about journeys, separation and
reunion. The philosophy here is about intimacy with the land and
reverence for the spirit. Yengisar means “new town” in the Uyghur
language. Situated on the western edge of the Tarim basin, to the
north of the Kunlun Mountain Range, it was an ancient stop on the

Silk Road. This is home to the Yengisar knife, an important tool in
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Uyghur culture. It first emerged in the 16th century. It is said that
Allah, seeing the lack of water, marginal land and difficult lives of’
the people in Yengisar, gave guidance to a local blacksmith, resulting

the Yengisar knife, which promptly spread across the land.

Virtually every Uyghur man possesses a Yengisar knife, and it goes
with him everywhere. It is carried for safety and self-defense, and

is also connected to the pastoral and agrarian life. It is used to cut
meat and melons, to fix saddles and clothing. Over time, different
designs emerged, each bearing fine craftsmanship, the handles

inlaid with pieces of colored glass or jewels that sparkle in the light,
making them a men’s decorative accessory, a show of wealth, a
symbol of masculinity. Shifts in the political winds never diminished
the significance of the Yengisar knife among the Uyghur people.
Even today, the knife continues to satisfy the needs of these people,

and to change their prospects.

In 2009, Zhao Zhao began collecting used Yengisar knives from
around the Tarim Basin and the two sides of the Tianshan Range,
passing through Urumgqi, Aksu, Hotan and Kashgar along the way.
By asking local Uyghurs if they had knives, he entered into the

lives of strangers. After seven years, Zhao Zhao had collected a
thousand blades, each with decades of history, coming from different
individuals and families, and possessing different personalities and
meanings. These personalities and meanings encompassed their use,
both real and imagined, as well as the emotions and morals they

came to represent, and were deeply cherished by their owners.

One thousand knives of black steel, each with a blade measuring
15-20 centimeters, each of them unique. Before their entry into
the exhibition hall, they had powerful certainty and individual
connections. They are presented together in their original form,
showing an unadorned view of their properties as carriers of
memory and their ability to awaken it. Their great numbers and
monumental scale bestow them with a new form, turning them
into Zhao Zhao’s new artwork Knife, an artwork placed under
the public eye. Knife has become a carrier for memory and a
path back to history, while decoupling the objects from their
original practical function. By rearranging a visual experience
that no one has experienced before, it has blurred the boundary
between real life and conceptual art to create distantly familiar,

abstract spiritual tones.

To understand the existence of Knife, we must view it as art

and action with two possibilities. The first is the preservation of
historical memory, becoming part of the chain of evidence. The
second is the emphasis on its new social relationships, which bestow
an object with an entirely new form, so that it touches oft new
relationships with the life and aesthetics of modern people, while

seeking out its position among Zhao Zhao’s other creations.

A person’s recognition of a thing comes from its connection to
other things. No matter how much the Yengisar knife reflects the
philosophy, political ideas and aesthetics of an era, it is merely

a cross section of a vast history. Once it becomes a work of

art, the past becomes nothing more than the material for the
present, and its implications are reduced to the level of a limited
reference. As for how to view history and how to turn reality
into a material, we perhaps must consult Zhao Zhao’s other

works for a complete answer.

Fragments (2007) stems from a car accident Zhao Zhao experienced.

He often draws artistic inspiration from life, documenting and
reproducing individual life experiences. In July 2012, Beijing was
hit by sustained heavy rains. The area under Guangqumen Overpass
was flooded to a depth of four meters. Zhao Zhao played in the
floodwater, perched on an inflatable mattress, transforming the
documentation of reality into darkly humorous satire. In August
2015, a massive explosion hit the city of Tianjin. Zhao Zhao
reproduced the broken glass panels at the explosion site in bronze
plates, drawing memory towards the wreckage of a public disaster,
and bestowing it with the timeless connotations of ancient Chinese
bronzes. Zhao Zhao returns to themes in history and memory
through diverse forms. He constantly provides evidence of memory
or echoes of history, while also overturning past perspectives and
critical approaches. It is like a CD that is endlessly being added to.
It plays fragmented melodies from reality, while repeating bits and

pieces from the dream realm.

This complete answer must be made together from every artwork
and every piece of memory. In Zhao Zhao’s experience, they have

a set position and moment, each unpredictable, each unrepeatable,
none possessing the final meaning or destination. Several ancient
Buddha statues, various fragments, dozens of pieces of Ming
furniture, a thousand Yengisar knives, each corresponding to a single
photograph, a single voice, a single gaze, or a single awareness. Or
perhaps they are silent, wholly unrelated to any occurrence in reality.
They are like the stone statue under the riverbed, the pebble that
Zhao Zhao affixed to the ground at Tiananmen Square, or Officer

(2011), which is still being held today in an unknown location.

II

Zhao Zhao was born in Shihezi, Xinjiang, in 1982, a place utterly
different from China’s interior cities. That June, the Xinjiang
Production and Construction Corps (known as bingtuan for short),
originally founded in early 1960, was restored after a brief period as
the Agricultural Reclamation Bureau. The directive Decision on the
Restoration of the Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps
(1981) states, “The Production Corps is essential to the population
of wastelands, the garrisoning of borders, the development of

agriculture, the development of the economy and culture of the
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autonomous region, the defense against hegemonic intrusions, and

the protection of the motherland.”

Six years before Zhao Zhao was born, Ai Weiweli left the Shihezi
Eighth Agricultural Division with his father, where they had lived
for eighteen vyears, before eventually moving to the United States
in 1981.This connection would lead to a longstanding relationship.
Having travelled similar paths, the two would eventually find
themselves in the same predicament: provocation, struggle and

confinement.

The agricultural reclamation policy under the People’s Republic
solved the issue of the rule of Xinjiang, and brought advanced
agriculture to the region. Deserted mountain slopes became fertile
fields, and land became a source of wealth. Meaning in people’s
lives came to revolve around production and contribution, and the
collectivist life became the only space for one to establish stability
and security. Zhao Zhao’s grandfather was originally from Wuwet,
Gansu Province. Land reforms began there in 1951, and in 1952,
because he met certain definitions of a landlord, Zhao Zhao’s
grandfather was sent from the impoverished Hexi Corridor to the
Eighth Agricultural Division at Shihezi for reeducation through
labor. Beginning in the 1950s, military transplants were sent

over from all over the country. These people had no preparation
for this new life, and knew no meaning in life beyond bringing
development to Xinjiang. Their fates were determined by the state’s
needs and policies. As time passed, these people began to build
families and raise children. As they died and were buried there, a

once distant land became their home.

Zhao Zhao’s father Zhao Fei was born in the Shihezi Xincheng
(new town) in 1954. He was given the nickname “Xinyuan,” which
implied that Xinjiang was his homeland. China, then just starting
its planned economy, was facing multiple political movements and

sustained material shortages. The bingtuan had to realize grain self-

sufficiency, and to this end, they toiled under the slogans of “battling
against nature” and “contributing to the nation.” One can imagine
what a difficult task it was to bring agriculture to the edge of the
Taklamakan Desert. Zhao Fei wore hand-me-down clothing from
his elder brother and sister throughout his childhood, the clothes
taken in and mended to fit him, limited materials utilized to the
very fullest. Adversity, simplicity and struggle to support the family

were the defining markers of this generation’s lives.

Having been born into one of the “five black categories,” Zhao
Fei proactively participated in the collective life in his youth, and
was proud of all honors it bestowed on him, being as they were
symbols of organizational trust. On the eve of his induction into
the Communist Youth League, Zhao Fei was too excited to sleep.
A new hope had come into his life, a chance to become a good,
proper person. Zhao Fei eventually joined the Communist Party
and worked for years as a teacher, winning many awards in his
career before retiring with honors in 2013. Life provides people
with encouragement, and can shape a person’s values and the way
they understand themselves. This understanding is in essence the
worldview of a single person, and will be revealed in the end by

that person’s actions.

Zhao Zhao, who was slated to graduate university in 2003, was not
as “lucky” with the system as his father. Due to the controversy of a
planned artistic performance, police placed him under surveillance,
and his college admission was delayed for a year. It was at that point
that the lot of the father and the son began to diverge. Zhao Zhao
moved to Beijing in 2004, and worked for Ai Weiwei for several
years, taking part in many provocative and critical artistic activities.

During this time, Zhao Zhao and his father rarely spoke.

The two men’s trajectories stretched further apart. Zhao Zhao
says that his father loves helping people write their membership

applications for the Communist Party. Almost every one he writes

(1) The “five black categories” were five types of people, including landlords, rich farmers, counter-revolutionaries, bad influencers and rightists, identified by Mao Zedong as enemies

of the revolution during the Cultural Revolution.
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is admitted. During the Olympics in 2008, Zhao Zhao’s father
came to Beijing to see him, and was quite satisfied. Zhao Fei later
wrote in an essay, “My wife and I went to Beijing and stayed with
our little son for a few days. He has his own place, and wouldn’t
let us stay at a hotel. That put our hearts at ease.” What Zhao Fei
didn’t know was that his son was wrapping a swatch from Christo
and Jean-Claude in semen, soliciting naked chat invitations online,
pretending to be blind for a one day tour in Shanghai, or standing
guard at Tiananmen Square for two hours in a fake People’s Armed

Police uniform.

In late 2014, Zhao Zhao went to New York to prepare his solo
exhibition "Constellations. " While there, he called his father,
thousands of miles away. Zhao Zhao said something about
American superiority, and his father burst out in anger, cursing the
country. The conversation ended with both sides angry. At Spring
Festival, the family of three that had been separated for a decade
were reunited in Beijing, and Zhao’s parents decided to stay. A few
months later, Zhao Zhao invited his parents to attend the opening
receptions with him in New York and Los Angeles. At first, his father
was quite proud. For someone who had lived his life closed off in
the production corps, travelling abroad was a major affair. When
this “honor” was bestowed on his son, his deeply indoctrinated bias

against America was eclipsed by his joy.

But his deeply rooted ideology eventually reared its head. This is
not a notion that can simply be changed. It is accumulated over
a lifetime of experience. The next January, Zhao Zhao and his
parents went to Lane Crawford in Beijing to pick out clothes for

the opening ceremony. The three of them all noticed a Dolce &

Gabbana suit. Zhao Zhao’s parents thought it was made just for him.

They were all drawn to it.

Zhao Zhao asked his father to guess the price.

His father looked at the suit with metal inlaid in the collar and
careful craftsmanship, and said it was probably pretty expensive, at
least a few thousand yuan.

Zhao Zhao snorted and informed him it was ninety nine thousand,
nine hundred ninety nine yuan.

Zhao Fei found this answer completely unfathomable.

Even before his father was able to recover from the shock, Zhao

Zhao continued his interrogation: What do you think? How is it?
‘Would you buy it?

His father replied, this suit really is quite nice, but I wouldn’t buy it.
That’s just too crazy. I've never heard such a thing in all my life!
Zhao Zhao asked, why, is it because it’s too expensive?

His father said, of course. No matter how nice it is, it’s just clothing.
Zhao Zhao continued, you don’t think it’s worth it?

His father held his ground: No, I don’t!

Undaunted, Zhao Zhao told the clerk to wrap up the suit for him.
His father was dazed, then angry, blurting out, “What is wrong with
you?” before storming out of the store and going home alone. He
looked across the streaming crowds on the street, and could barely

make out his son’s profile.

His mother’s admonitions were of no use, either. She figured she
could make an identical suit for as little as three thousand yuan.
This confidence came from her years of experience working at the
Xinjiang Shihezi Quilt and Clothing Factory. This was not the end
of it. Zhao Zhao decided to give his mother three thousand yuan
and have her reproduce the suit. He also invited his father to write
an essay about the whole affair. After all, writing essays and party

applications was his favorite pastime.

This essay, titled Starting with a Suit, outlined a philosophy of

life shared by many common Chinese people, from Zhao Fei’s
perspective. For decades, frequently shifting circumstances, material
poverty and a constant barrage of challenges fostered a fear of
change. People sought a stable life above all. They took ancient
values of thriftiness and conservatism to heart. They hoped that
through individual effort and moral behavior, they could gain
recognition within the collective, and attain illusory security and
stability. With the passage of time and the changing order, these
experiences grew increasingly powerless and impractical in the new
social system, this generation fell into solitude and dissatisfaction.
They would rather return to the past, to a time when they could

really shine.
In his essay, Zhao’s father asks, “Where is the value of our labor?

How is it balanced? How is it manifest?” His mother tried as hard

as she could to find scattered materials that approached the original
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suit. She wanted to challenge the values that had crystallized in

the modern commercial system over the centuries in the West.

His mother’s persistence was a way to convey the value of the

old ways. The resulting suit had an unfamiliar identity of being
neither here nor there. This essay reminded me of the discussion of
security mechanisms in earlier works by Zhao Zhao on the topic of
“security,” perhaps the secrets concealed deep within the Safes, the
solidification of danger in Uncertainty (2014), or the chaos revealed
in Confusion (2015).

Thus, the artwork Suit (2016) was born of a clash of views between
father and son.The artwork includes the two similar suits and an
essay of a few thousand words. Within the real relationship between
these objects and individuals, the viewer can find their essence. This
is the allure of the chance event: every artwork becomes a “stand-
in” for a person. Here it outlines three individuals in a truthful and

multifaceted manner.

Suit is like an unadorned work of autobiographical literature,
rooting a family incident and three vivid lives within the
continuation and conflict between generations. We follow the
artist’s perspective through time to see that the present is full of the
unknown, while past and future are inevitable. We all try to look
back at ourselves. Where are we? In a few generations, what will
we long for? What will we grow weary of? In this way, three simple
objects, through symbolic interaction, are able to pass on historical
information.Values and principles are reexamined, and social

relations are reaffirmed.

Let us return to that toppled, missing artwork, Officer. When
another version of the work was exhibited in the former socialist
country of Ukraine, what implications did it have there?” Officer
was created in 2011, a watershed year for Zhao Zhao’s career. The
works he created before 2011 include the slanted golden statue in
Slanting (2006), Necklace (2007), which used classic historical works,
as well as the works Toothpick (2007) and Euro (2008). In How (2014),

created after 2011, Zhao Zhao carried out a series of actions on a
damaged Buddha statue, cutting, polishing, packaging, presenting
and auctioning it. Then there were the other transformations of
ancient objects in Again (2012-13), Waterfall (2013) and Countless
(2014).These different approaches, styles, goals and actions together
opened up the viewer’s thinking about the possibility of imagining
history and present occurrences in a comprehensive manner: Where
does our knowledge come from? What is the relationship between
“value”, “true and false,” and “right and wrong”? When does
thinking change, what led to that change, and what happens because

of that change? How should this change the way we see it?
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If you head south from Lunnan Township and follow the desert
highway about a hundred kilometers past the poplar forest, you have
roughly reached the center of the Taklamakan Desert. The great
pyramid-shaped sand dunes here stand some 300 meters above the
plain. When hit by strong gales, the dunes can stand three times as
tall. This is the second largest dune desert in the world, receiving no
more than 100 millimeters of rain every year, and sometimes as little
as 4-5 millimeters. The high temperatures and the dangers of the
constantly-shifting dunes have turned this place into a vast no-man’s
land. No matter how the world changes outside, the desert follows

its own ways, breathing peacefully on this vast stretch of land.

It is widely held that the word “Taklamakan” is Uyghur for “no
escape.” People often call it the “sea of death.” Out of reverence
for nature and faith in the cosmic principles of the creator, the
pastoralists of this region have for millennia accepted the “fairness”
of god’s plans. They spread out across the rivers and oases at the
edges of the desert, using their kantumans® to plant crops. The
deserts, rivers, winds and people have coexisted peacefully for
generations. Their dances, songs and poetry convey metaphors for

the wisdom of the creator and express their unique logic of life. It

(2) “China China," PinchukArtCenter, Kiev, Ukraine, 2013

(38) The kantuman is an iron farming tool used by various ethnic groups in the region for both ploughing and digging.
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stands in stark contrast to the fierce appetites of the West in the late
15th century when they encountered a “new world,” expressing
no sadness for the creator’s patience and restraint. It was not until
the emergence of the concept of the “modern state” that countless

cracks began to appear in the sky over this rootless land.

The production corps can be found wherever there is cotton. New
cities climb towards the sky all around the Taklamakan Desert.
Before, these cities had no cornerstones, no foundations, only a
sweeping desert landscape covered in sand. In a few short decades,
the new social structure tipped the balance between agriculture

and pastoralism, and the oil and jade brought forth by the ground
became the veins of this new economy. As interaction and exchange
grew increasingly convenient, locals flooded the Chinese interior.
The sounds of Muqam' rang out in Beijing, Shanghai and other
cities along the seaboard, where people enjoyed the crafts and
cuisine of Xinjiang. This was exchanged for the products of modern
industry. The tractor replaced the kantuman, and television culture
replaced frenzied dancing. The people, who had passed down their
jewel-encrusted Yengisar knives for generations, now wanted to

share in the fruits of the new era.

In 2015, Zhao Zhao, who had left Xinjiang years before, decided
to return there to complete one of his most important artworks

to date, Project Taklamakan (2016). In a decade living in Beijing,
Zhao Zhao experienced the give and take of a city, wandered
about between multiple states of existence and ways of life, and
generally took a resistant, provocative stance in his own life. After
nearly a hundred artworks of varying styles and the accumulation of’
experience and resources, Zhao Zhao had become a representative
of the young generation of artists. On the other hand, an artist’s
way of life and attitude determines the constraints and attacks with
which the world responds.The initial search always goes hand in
hand with the eventual concealment. Whenever Zhao Zhao felt
that the problem had vanished, in order to avoid following his own

tastes and inertia, his aversion to repetition led him to resistance and

evasion. He needed to force himself to face himself, as he had when

he left Xinjiang a decade before.

In October 2015, rushing to beat the Xinjiang snows, Zhao Zhao
brought his ten years of new experience and his new “accent” back
to the Taklamakan Desert some 3,000 kilometers away. With 100
kilometers of electrical cable, dozens of transformers, a two door
refrigerator and a few dozen workers packed into four trucks, they
travelled for five days to reach Lunnan, a small town on the desert’s
northern edge. Zhao Zhao negotiated with a large Uyghur family
in town to pay for electricity. His plan was to follow the edge of
the desert highway, through the poplar forest, and south towards
Qiemo County, laying 100 kilometers of electrical cable to the
center of the Taklamakan Desert. He needed the electrical cable to
plug in a refrigerator, fill it with Xinjiang Beer, and run it for 24

hours.

This idea, which in Beijing would seem so easy and meaningless,
required proper planning of every facet of the project, and turned
out to be much more difficult than he imagined. First, Zhao Zhao
had to bring together all of his resources and determine the final
proposal. Tang Contemporary Art provided over two million

CNY in funding, and the author carried out liaison work as the
curator of the project. Once the initial problems were solved, the
challenges of implementation were handed over to Zhao Zhao,
who had to deal with a massive pile of specific tasks. Where would
the electricity come from? How would the route be determined?
How would the cable be laid? How long would it take? All of the
experience he accumulated in completing the 2013 artwork Crush
came back into play—after Zhao Zhao sent out the invitations,
and found volunteers willing to be stabbed, Zhao Zhao had to set
conditions and limitations, such as what knife to use, where to stab,
and for how long. Now he had to figure out how many workers it
would take to lay 100 kilometers of cable so that he could keep the
electricity flowing for 24 hours. This incomprehensible project was

particularly challenging given the dangerous environment. Zhao

(4) Mugam is a Xinjiang musical form often referred to as the encyclopedia of Uyghur knowledge.
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Zhao and his team had to constantly shift their identities, at times
pretending to be a film crew or oil workers. It was like On Guard
in 2008, when he dressed up as a member of the People’s Armed
Police, or One Day in Shanghai, when he pretended to be blind.
Even so, as they passed through a heavily monitored region with
frequent checkpoints, what would they do if their cover was blown?
Then the experiences from when Officer was confiscated would

become valuable indeed.

In the face of countless difficulties and limitations, a whole array of
data points had to be precisely calculated and neatly tied together.
One hundred kilometers of cable, 27 workers, 23 days, 24 hours

of continuous electricity. Project Taklamakan was like a test of what
Zhao Zhao had learned over the past decade, a one-time synthesis
of his past, a discussion with his past selves from each time and place,
and a challenge to stand up to all possibilities. Zhao Zhao would
have to draw on everything he had gained since leaving Xinjiang,
his working experience and social awareness from the past decade,
as well as his distant memories from his life in Xinjiang. Zhao Zhao
has said that it was difficult to return after having left, even though

he wanted others to see it as all being so simple.

Even after the refrigerator was powered, it only marked a partial
completion of the project. The cable was laid for a hundred
kilometers across the Taklamakan Desert, with clouds passing over
its head, and unknown treasures buried deep below. It is said that
some plants do manage to survive in this desert. They have highly
developed root systems, sometimes stretching tens, even hundreds
of times as far as what grows above ground, in order to reach the
water below. The animals here hibernate in the summer. It took
seven days to ship the hundred kilometers of cable back to Beijing.
It is like the old Uyghur saying; it is easy to enter, but difticult to
get out. After it arrived in Beijing, this cable, which had contended
with the ancient desert for a short time, would now be stored in
the modern metropolis for several months, awaiting its final cut. Its
final dimensions were 1.86 meters, cut to fit the dimensions of the
refrigerator, which had been determined by Western engineers, after
exacting processes, to be the most practical and useful height for

this appliance. Exactly 1.86 meters, not a millimeter more or less.

One experience provides inspiration for another. One period in
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history arises from a completely different reality, and goes on to
continue life. When a new reality emerges, it may be changed in
certain ways, some ways more practical, others more idealistic, but
most everything continues to exist in this new reality. When Zhao
Zhao made his decision to carry out Project Taklamakan, it called

to mind the desperation faced by the first Western colonists in the
15th century, the experiences of his father’s generation through a
lifetime in the Xinjiang Production Corps, and the Uyghurs with
their Yengisar knives, showing a bit of an animal side and quite a
lot of intuition, yearning to share in the fruits of the new era.These
different groups and histories are like the ambitions of One Hundred
Years of Solitude in confronting the world: “The world was so new
that many things lacked names.” But there was never any final
outcome or judgment for all of this. It reminds me of a story told
by Kazakh writer Ye’erkexi in Eternal Lamb. As a child, she grew
up together with a lamb named Sarbasi, which was always falling
behind the flock. When the lamb was eventually slaughtered, she
was full of sadness, but her father told her it was bad luck to cry
for a lamb. If her luck was good, she would live a long time, and
get to see many lambs die for her. When Kazakhs slaughter a lamb,
they say, “You did not die for sins, just as people do not live for

starvation.”

At the moment that Zhao Zhao opened the refrigerator in the center
of the Taklamakan Desert, an aerial camera drone rose up in the sky,
documenting this magical point of light from above, a witness to the
life and death, and the vast flows of passions behind this period of

drastic historic change, before disappearing into the night sky.

Several months later, when thinking back to the project, Zhao Zhao
said, “It was like it never happened, like science fiction, some big

budget film, but also very crude, very tiny, very gray.”

v

In 1915, Marcel Duchamp arrived in New York, and began creating
the groundbreaking artwork The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors,
Even (a.k.a The Large Glass, 1915-23), a microcosm of his various

aesthetic leanings and intellectual activities over the years, which he

applied in various ways to this extremely complex artwork. People

came to understand it as an individualized, self-referential work, an
allegory for the limitlessness of the individual, and the possibility for

anything to become art.

In 1946, at a certain point just before Duchamp returned to the
United States, he decided to retreat from the influence of the
outside world, and become an “underground” artist. He began
Etant donnés: 1° la chute d’eau, 2° le gaz d’éclairage (1946-66), an
artwork which would take twenty years to complete An antique
door has two small holes in it, the only portal for viewers to see an
eternally flowing waterfall and a nude woman holding a gas lamp.
Water and gas both make faint appearances in The Large Glass, only
clearly emerging in this work. In China, the work goes by the title
geiyu (giving), alluding to the giving of limitations; everything is an

obstruction, everything has measure and rules.

Duchamp once said that a Rembrandt painting could be used as

an ironing board. Jasper Johns once elongated and flipped a portrait
of Duchamp, and combined it with another work of his saluting
Duchamp, titled According to What (1964). In 1985, Ai Weiwei
created Hanging Man in New York, in which he folded a coat hanger
into a portrait of Duchamp, echoing the creative ideas of Duchamp
and Johns. In 2007, Zhao Zhao broke off a piece of wood from Ai
Weiwei’s Fragments (2006) and ground it down into 32 toothpicks.
Several years later, Zhao Zhao created a work entitled Untitled
(Duchamp), in which he combined Duchamp’s landmark works
Etant donnés and The Large Glass. He enlisted painters in Dafen
Village to reproduce the part of Etant donnés that had been strictly
constrained by the pinholes, and this new painting could only be
seen through a fragment of glass resembling The Large Glass. Unlike
the accidental fracturing in Large Glass, Zhao Zhao intentionally

shattered his glass with a precise gunshot, the bullet hole facing the

woman’s exposed vagina.

Coincidentally, in a decade of creations that do not follow any single
standard or thread, we can see in Zhao Zhao’s works many traces

of art history, some overt, some less visible. These include Joseph
Beuys, Christo and Jean-Claude, Anselm Kiefer, stone Buddhas from
China’s Northern and Southern Dynasties period, Han dynasty
stone coffins, Tang dynasty stupas, Emperor Kangxi’s Dragon
Throne from the Qing dynasty, and safes from the Republican Era.
Meanwhile, as the present gradually turns into history, we often see
Zhao Zhao translating between social events and private life, as with
the August 12 explosion in Tianjin, the great rainstorm of July 21

in Beijing, the Bo Xilai affair, Zhao Zhao’s car accident, romances
and violent encounters. These double entendres of past and present

form a baftling decade of murkiness, multiplicity, frenzy and silence.

In September 2016, when Knife, Suit and Project Taklamakan are
presented in the exhibition space as essential parts of a unified
whole, they appear at once as carriers of the obstacles and struggles
Zhao Zhao has faced in the past decade, his self~turmoil and quests
for truth, industry interference and constant departures. In this time,
he has released a record album, compiled catalogues, made an art
space and filmed documentaries. This exhibition has control and
indulgence, fortune and gravity. At the age of thirty, the perfect time,
Zhao Zhao has erected a new structure for countless moments in
the past. He says, “This exhibition is a true proclamation, as well as
an assessment of what I am really doing in this system, about what

kind of person I really am, but it must be concrete and visible.”

July 27,2016
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In October 2015, Zhao Zhao began working on Project Taklamakan in Xinjiang.
He and a thirty-strong team traveled the 4,000 kilometers from Beijing with an
100 kilometer 4-core cable and a refrigerator. After arriving in the northern part
of the Taklamakan Desert, they transported these materials into the desert on a
refitted Pathfinder. In order to pass strict inspection system, Zhao Zhao played
the roles of a contractor and an advertisement director when he interacted with
people. After arriving in Lunnan they connected the electricity to a household
in the Uyghur community, then trailed the cable out toward the center of the desert.
The journey took 23 days and used 10 transformers, in order to prevent any
losses in power transmission. The end of the cable successfully powered a
double-door refrigerator full of Sinkiang (Xinjiang) Beer for 24 hours in
an expansive, uninhabited desert. The 100 kilometer cable, the transformers, and
the refrigerator were later sent back to Beijing, where the cable was
cut into precise 1.86-meter sections, a measurement strictly based on the
height of the refrigerator. The implementation of the project required
immense human, material, and financial resources. For him, installing
that long cable, interacting with the Uyghur family, finding funding for
the project, and passing the strict government inspections became ways for him

to actively participate and intervene in society.

(ERRIBFITLI) , 2016, 8L, KIE. TEH; HESERR, AF, 120504
Project Taklamakan, 2016, electrical cable, transformers, refrigerator; HD color video, with

sound, 120 mins.
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pp.28-33  (ERAIGFITHI) EMEISRR  Project Taklamakan in progress
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(BRETFITR) , 2016, BEIG, UREAERPL, X

Project Taklamakan, 2016, exhibition view, Tang Contemporary art, Beijing
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Yengisar knives are named after their place of origin: Yengisar County in the
west of the Tarim Basin. The practice related to their production are 400 years

old. For nomads, these knives are important tools and ornamental objects;

they are also symbols of the ability to resist threat as well as an instrument
of self-protection. Now, these traditional knives are gradually becoming lost
in history and memory. Since 2009, Zhao Zhao has collected the
Yengisar knives that have been used by the people of Xinjiang. In the last seven
years, he has collected 1,000 knives from individuals and families. Zhao Zhao also
shot a documentary that records the people he met and the events that took place
as he collected these objects. In this exhibition, he brings together these once-
private objects and presents them publicly in Knife.

(73) , 20092016, E&HWTJ, 1000 iE; ¥KESEXR, G4
Knife, 2009-2016, Yengisar knife, 1000 blades; HD color video, with sound
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pp. 38 -41 BXMUERMZETEDT]  The Yengisar knives Zhao Zhao collected
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(71) FH#EAE  Video stills from Knife
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BRFEDHIH Dolce & Gabbana Fi%% A copy of the Dolce & Gabbana suit, made by Zhao Zhao's mother
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Starting with a Suit

In early January, our son planned to go to New York to attend the opening ceremony for his solo exhibition there.

Before travelling to America, my wife, my son and I went into the city to visit the Lane Crawford clothing store.
There were only a few customers inside. We looked at the various items of clothing for sale before coming across an
exquisitely made shawl collar suit with metal strips inlaid in the collar. It was quite striking. My son noticed the suit as
well, and took it down to try it on. It fit quite well, almost as if it was made just for him. Everyone was looking at him.
He swiveled around in front of the mirror, and then walked up to me, saying, “Guess how much this costs?”

I said, “It must be quite expensive.”

“Guess,” he said.

I said, “I don’t know, at least a few thousand?”

He snorted and said, “Ninety nine thousand, nine hundred ninety nine yuan.”

My goodness! Could a single item of clothing be worth so much? It was simply too crazy. I have never heard such
a thing in my life.

My wife interjected, “That’s too expensive. Give me three thousand yuan and I can make one just like it.”

My son turned to me, “What do you think? Would you buy it?” He was peppering me with questions.

Still in shock, I muttered, “It really is a nice suit, but I wouldn't buy it.”

“Why not? Because it’s too expensive?”

“Of course! No matter how nice it is, it’s just clothing,” I shot back.

“You don’t think it’s worth it?”

“No, I don’t!”

“Hmm...” He hummed as he gazed at me.

He turned to the salesgirl and said, “Wrap this suit up, I'll take it.”

I looked at him, too stunned to speak as my blood boiled. I blurted out, “What is wrong with you?”’ I had lost my
senses, and I turned to storm out. My wife grabbed my sleeve, “What are you doing? Can’t we just talk it out?” I went
out the door and stepped into the flood of people on the street, lost in thought as I walked. I caught only glimpses of
my somn.

My thoughts wandered back to when he was in school...

Back then, it was the three of us. I was a schoolteacher and my wite worked in a store. The two of us were able to
pay for his schooling. We always tried to satisfy his needs, particularly his education, but we never spoiled him. He never
cultivated a habit of reckless spending. He ate whatever food his mother made for him, and wore whatever clothes she
bought for him. He was never picky. I remember, when he was in primary school, his mother was working all the time,
and had to travel for business every few days, while I was busy teaching. As a result, he was independent and used to
being on his own from a young age. I don’t know why, but he also cultivated a very wide range of interests. He could
spend the whole day on his own at the post office stamp collecting counter, or playing football with the neighbor’s
kid, and was always spending time with people much older than him. He signed up for after school classes in Chinese

painting, where he painted flowers and the like. In middle school, he got interested in roller skating and taekwondo,
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both of which he excelled at. In tackwondo, he took part in the Xinjiang Autonomous Region Championship,
winning first place in the 59 kilogram weight class. The Xi'an Physical Education University wanted to take him in that
year, but I didn’t let him go. I weighed all the choices, and decided it would be better for him to go to an art academy.
‘When he was learning tackwondo, he randomly encountered his mentor Li Qiyu. The two ran into each other at the
taeckwondo school, and the old man (Li Qiyu) struck up a conversation with my son, offering to read his palm. Zhao
Zhao let him read it, and Li asked him if he was a painter. My son replied that he was, and Li asked to see his paintings,
telling him his studio was nearby. My son brought his paintings over to the studio, and Li told him that whenever he
got out of school early, he could come over to paint. When my son came home and told his mother about this, she
was frightened. She said to me, “This old man is strange, teaching our son to paint for no good reason. He doesn’t even
want money.” She told me to ask around about this man. I spoke to the school where he worked, and found out he had
graduated from the Shandong Academy of Fine Arts. He had been branded a rightist in the anti-rightist campaign and
sent to Xinjiang for reeducation through labor. After he was rehabilitated, he was assigned to the Shihezi Technology
and Industry School as a teacher. The school administrators told me that Mr. Li is very good, and does not take on just
any student. He must have seen potential in my son. Many parents had sought him out to teach their children, and he
had refused. During those days, my son often went to his studio to paint. Sometimes, when he came home, I would ask
him what Mr. Li had taught him to paint. He would reply, “Nothing, he just told me to do whatever I wanted. I could
watch him paint, or I could paint something of my own.” Perhaps Mr. Li gave him free space, allowing him to perceive
the world around him in an unfettered manner. He was a true mentor, with deep aftection for the child, helping him
to grow strong on his own, rather than pushing him and stifling his nature. They built a lasting friendship. When my
son went to college, Mr. Li would visit him in Urumgqji, where they would talk long into the night.

Most art academy students have a difficult time, because the costs are so high. This is particularly the case with
oil painting students, who have to pay for all the materials. It is especially trying for students who come from less
prosperous families. Fortunately, my wife and I both earned salaries. We did everything we could to provide for
his needs. The little bit of money we gave him each month was all we could spare, and he was very careful about
spending it. On Sundays he would go to the secondhand market to buy wood, which he would use to make his
own canvas frames. He could never bring himself to buy premade ones, and on the rare occasion he did, he would
bargain with the shopkeeper until he caved in. He was never indulgent. He only had a few sets of clothes, and on
the occasion he bought new clothes, he would generally buy factory overruns. He never wanted to spend money on
clothes. By his third year in college, he tutored other students for side income. At night, he would paint murals in the
underground shopping arcades. He would paint all night, and go straight to class in the morning. It was a difficult life.
These challenges tempered his will, giving him determination and courage. During this time, he took part in many
exhibitions in Xinjiang. Before he graduated, the Xinjiang Arts Institute held a solo exhibition of his work, the first
time they had done so for a student. As parents, we were quite proud. We at least saw some achievement and some
return on our efforts. The path forward would be a long one, and he would have to start everything again from the
beginning. Upon graduation, he chose to make his way to Beijing.

After moving to Beijing, he rarely came home. As I remember it, he only came back once or twice. He rarely

wrote or called. How was he getting along? We had no idea. Beijing hosted the Olympics in 2008, and it happened
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to coincide with the summer holiday, so my wife and I went to Beijing and stayed with our little son for a few days.
He has his own place, and wouldn’t let us stay at a hotel. That put our hearts at ease. Now, several years later, we were
returning to Beijing because he was preparing to hold a solo exhibition in New York. We were so proud! He had made
it, proven himself! A child from western China was able to go abroad and take the stage at one of the most influential
cities in the world to present his artistic talent. It is just as they say: the young calf has no fear of the tiger, and when you
reach adulthood, where there’s a will, there’s a way. My son came of age in an open era where you can make yourself. It
is nothing like our own time.

My understanding of New York is that it is America’s largest city. She drives global movie trends, and is the
economic, cultural and artistic center of the United States. My impressions of America come from the news and my
own education. I do not have a direct impression.Of course, one should pay attention to their clothes when they make
a formal appearance, but there’s no need to be too fussy, too extravagant. You're just going to Americal Why put on such
airs? Who do you think you are? You may have a lot of money, but you shouldn’t waste it like this!

I couldn’t stop thinking about this incident.

I retired early this year. Time really flies, and before I knew it, it was 2015. Sixty years had gone by just like that,
with no time to think. The time just passes from one day to the next, until one day, you are saying goodbye to everyone
at work. For today’s common folk, it means you have finally escaped the yoke, that you are now free! We all look
forward to retiring. My colleagues were very jealous. They all wanted to retire as soon as they could. This reflects a
universal mindset among the common people in China today. Work is not in the least bit relaxing. They work to support
their families. There is too much pressure, and no sense of security. Stress, anxiety, conflicts, tensions. No one, whether
they have power, money or neither, has any true happiness to speak of. They all yearn for freedom, for retirement, for
escape.

I would describe myself through the old saying, “Not pleased by objects, not sorry for oneself.” Perhaps it is due
to my experience. I have never had choices in my life. Through different phases, as society fluctuated and shifted, I
came to place less importance on the mortal trappings of fame and fortune, seeing them as just a series of distractions.
Each of us is a continuation of our parents’ lives. We come into this world with nothing, and when we leave it, we have
nothing more than the clothes used to cover our bodies. Retirement is a process in one’s life. If we divide life into three
stages, then I have already gone through the first two thirds, with one third remaining. I look back over the paths I have
taken—early childhood: carefree; youth: study, innocence; young adulthood: school, sent to the countryside; adulthood:
moving around, work. I examine my conscience and find that I have done right by society and my parents. I have
followed customs and laws in affairs private and public. I held an ordinary job. I have no shadows on my conscience
regarding myself or my family. I can say with confidence that when I leave here, I will not be ostracized. I am a good
person, and that is good enough.

We who were born in the 1950s were educated differently. We always harbor a hero mentality. How the Steel
was Tempered, by Soviet writer Nikolai Ostrovsky, was favorite reading material in our time. The protagonist Pavel
Korchagin was my idol. One celebrated passage in that book has influenced the course of my life: “Man's dearest
possession is life. It is given to him but once, and he must live it so as to feel no torturing regrets for wasted years,

never know the burning shame of a mean and petty past; so live that, dying, he might say: all my life, all my strength
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were given to the finest cause in all the world—the fight for the Liberation of Mankind.” It sounds silly today. Looking
at society, everything is aimed at power, at money. Who selflessly devotes themselves to the common good? It seems
insane today. But I have no regrets. It is precisely because of this education that we have been upright in our deeds and
stood on solid ground, striving to be good people and to do things well. Of course, we are far from being on Pavel
Korchagin’s level. We have done what we should in our environments, only tiny “screws” in the chain of society, but
at least we have not done wrong by our nation, our people, or our families, or done bad deeds. We may not have great
glory, but our consciences are clear.

When it comes to clothes, I have so many memories from growing up. Thinking back to my childhood, almost
all of my clothes were handed down from my brother and sister, the sleeves taken in, the holes mended. I had a lot
of siblings, and as the youngest, I had no issue wearing their old clothes. I ate mostly simple grains. We drank strong
tea and ate lightly. I knew how to be frugal. Those days were what we now call the “early stage of socialism.” It was a
planned economy, productivity was low, and resources were scarce. My impression was that everyone dressed roughly
the same. Yellow and blue were the main colors, with no distinction between men and women. It was a lot like North
Korea is today. Everything was purchased with ration coupons, supplies were lacking, and there was no competition. We
were actually quite happy. The children looked forward to the New Year, when they could wear new clothes and eat
good food...

As we sipped tea after meals, I would often hear my parents’ generation talking about the old society. Our ancestral
home in the Hexi Corridor in Gansu Province was very poor. They relied on nature to provide their food, and had no
money to buy textiles for clothes. Poor families would gather around the hearth. They had no clothes, only putting on
some tattered old clothes when they went outside. The children went naked. Now things were much better. We had
clothes to wear, food to eat, and schools to attend. Things were great!

I spent my childhood in Shihezi. According to my parents, Shihezi was once covered in reeds and sparsely
populated. There were only a few hundred families living along the road by a caravan stop. It was surrounded on
all sides by gravel desert. The name, which means “stone river,” came from a nearby dry riverbed covered in stones.
According to Xie Bins 1917 Account of Travels in Xinjiang, “Shihezi consists of roughly twenty homes and shops, the
largest settlement in Suilai Township.” The area was once home to a branch of the Manasi River, but it is now dry and
bare. It is the town’s namesake.

Xinjiang was peacefully liberated in September 1949. In February 1950, heeding Chairman Mao’s call, General
Tao Zhiyue led the “Former KMT 22nd Corps” of the People’s Liberation Army into Shihezi, writing the first chapter
in the effort to cultivate the wastelands and garrison the frontier. This was history. It was the first and largest army
cultivation settlement to arise on the ancient wastelands of Xinjiang aftter its liberation.

I was born in February 1954 in Shihezi New Town. I was given the childhood nickname “Xinyuan,” which my
father said was meant to imply that I belonged in Xinjiang. I was born and raised there, and experienced all of the
changes from its past to its present.

I entered the Shihezi Production Corps School in September 1960, and studied there until the Cultural
Revolution. I remember that before the Cultural Revolution began, we were educated according to the Soviet model.

It was a twelve-year system: six years of primary school and six years of secondary school. The education was aimed at
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fully developing all aspects—morals, knowledge, physical fitness, arts and labor—so that we could take up the banner
of socialism. The school used a rationing system, with each student issued a navy uniform. Students lived in a collective
dormitory, sleeping on long, shared beds. There was an old aunty in charge of cleaning and managing the dormitory.
We ate our meals in the school cafeteria, ten people to a table. The older students were responsible for making sure the
younger students ate and didn’t waste anything. I remember one time we were eating red-braised pork. My older sister
came over and gave me a piece of pork, telling me to eat it. I took one look and said I didn’t want it (it was a nipple).
She said, “Do what you’re told!” and ran off. These days didn’t last long. Sino-Soviet relations quickly deteriorated,
and we entered a time of economic difficulty. Natural and human disasters came in quick succession, but we were still
lucky—we still had naptime at school. Sometimes several of us boys would sneak out at naptime to go for a swim, and
then sneak back to the classrooms when we figured it was time for class. Thinking back to my childhood, I have many
happy memories. It is not like today, where you see primary school students carrying their heavy backpacks on their
plump little bodies along the road. They only know studying. It seems they don’t have all the rich outdoor activities we
did—top spinning, mule riding, peach picking, sports, painting, writing, recreational events, bonfires, all those beautiful
things from my childhood memories...

A grand Cultural Revolution brought an end to my childhood. Classes were halted so we could carry out the
revolution, with Red Guard link-ups, street demonstrations, struggle sessions against capitalist roaders and big character
posters. Before the liberation, my father had worked as secretary to General Tao Zhiyue at the Xinjiang Garrison
Headquarters in Urumgqi (then known as Dihua), and was attacked for working in the KMT army. He was confined to
the “corral,” and paraded on the streets in a dunce cap. Not long after, I was also cast into the “five black categories” and
was forced out of school. I had nothing to do all summer but swim, play basketball and table tennis. I experienced the
entire process of a raid on our home by a rebel faction. The rebel faction turned our house upside down. My mother
was terrified that something would happen to us. We luckily managed to get through those extraordinary times by the
skin of our teeth.

Classes were restored in September 1969. I attended middle school and high school at the Shihezi Middle School
(now known as the No. 2 Middle School). Now they were restoring classes so we could continue the revolution there.
Most of our time was taken up by industrial and agricultural studies, with little attention paid to the humanities, but I
did read some books at the time, such as The Sorrows of Young Werther, The Gadfly, War and Peace, The Family, Spring,
Autumn, Anna Karenina and Dream of the Red Chamber. Some of the books were from home, while others were
from the school, covered in dust from years of neglect. I just went in and grabbed whatever I wanted, and read them at
random, not really understanding them or knowing which ones were famous.

I graduated from high school in July 1974, and heeded the nation’s call to “go up to the mountains and down
to the countryside” to be reeducated by impoverished farmers. Against the backdrop of the momentous events in
China, I was assigned to one of the companies of the Production Corps—Camp Nine of the Shihezi Independent
Corps Company Three (a collective built from the Nanjing Antiaircraft Brigade)—for reeducation. The Cultural
Revolution was still going on. My father had been deposed and sent for labor reform. I was tossed into a melting pot of
decommissioned soldiers, communist party members and impoverished farmers for reeducation, but I was part of the “five

black categories.” Is that not dramatic? I had no choice but to face up to this “reform.” Before I left, my father urged me
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to exercise myself and use any free time to study. At the camp, I ate and worked alongside the comrades and old ladies
of the company. We called it “blending together.” I gradually grew accustomed to the farm work. In the summer, we
cleared weeds and planted seedlings. In the fall, we harvested our crops. In the winter, we collected manure, cleaned the
pig sties and dug irrigation channels. In the spring, we stood on baskets dragged behind the tractors to smooth the soil.
The dust would fly everywhere, and by the end of a shift, it was like Lu Xun wrote: “Only the rings around the eyes
gave any sign of life.”” Our bodies were completely covered in dust, only our eyes moving. I spent my young adulthood
there. Our slogan at the time was “On this great land, we do great things” I did not gain entry into the corps while in
school, but I did join while I was at the camp. In those extreme leftist times when class and revolutionary background
were everything, it was incredible that the corps would accept someone from the “five black categories” into their
organization. I was so excited I didn’t sleep all night. Thinking back, these simple grassroots workers were kind and
able to distinguish between love and hate, which taught me how to be a kind, upright person. Soon after, I was sent to
the company office to work in the warehouse. I performed well, and was soon transferred to the factory to work as a
cashier, and then was eventually sent to the No.2 Middle School to work as a teacher. I went on to study at the Chinese
department of the Shihezi Normal School, and after graduation, became a teacher at the No. 1 Middle School. I was
young and full of energy. I had a lot of passion for my work, and didn’t want to fall behind. My class was always in the
top three in the Shihezi standardized tests. While at the school, I had the honor of joining the Communist Party of
China. I was a party member. People are not interested in joining the party today. In the eyes of the common people,
party members often have poor self-esteem and bring shame to themselves. It is easier to get into the party today, and
there are many other factors, but for me, in that particular environment, it was very difficult to get into the party, and
it was a major life event.You had to work harder than everyone else, in everything from your thoughts and attitudes to
your work, striving to move forward. You would suffer first and enjoy things later. You had to constantly manitest your
enlightened mindset. It was nothing like it is now.

My father was rehabilitated in 1978, and he returned to work in Shihezi. The work unit gave him a house, but
before we could move in, my mother had a stroke. As her health deteriorated, we rushed her to the No. 2 Hospital of
the Shihezi Medical School, but she never woke up. She didn’t even leave parting words! She left peacefully, as if going
to sleep. My mother was a generous, kind and compassionate traditional Chinese woman. She worked hard her whole
life, endured criticism, and strove to assist her husband and raise her children. When she was a child, her father studied
abroad in Japan. After she married my father, he wandered the country seeking work. It wasn’t until after the liberation
of Xinjiang that she brought the children to join him. She had few good days in her whole life. She had been terrorized
by the Cultural Revolution, and when things finally started to settle down, she was gone. It is so painful to think
about. She finally put down her great familial and social burdens, and left with nothing to hold her back, only my deep
longing for her. “Giving” was the core value of that generation. So much of what we achieved is thanks to our parents,
and we have no way of paying them back. It is just as Tang Poet Meng Jiao wrote in Song of a Traveling Son: “How can
the one-inch heart of the grass return the love of the spring sun?”

When I was at the Normal School, my father was a great help. This was especially the case with ancient Chinese.
For the things I couldn’t figure out at school, when I went home, my father would walk me through them. When I got

back to school the next day, I would be at the top of the class. My classmates were jealous, and I would just laugh to
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myself. I was proud to have such a cultured father. My parents have now passed away, but their smiles live on in me.

I was sent down to the countryside for reeducation in 1974, and ended up being reeducated for the next 18 years.
In 1992, I was transferred from the Shihezi Independent Corps Middle School to the Shihezi Vegetable Research
Center, where I eventually became head of the disciplinary team. Then, in 1994, I was transferred to work at the
Shihezi Radio and Television University, where I again became part of an educational work unit. I then moved from
the education department to the administration, where I became deputy director.

In 2000, I joined the Production Corps Radio and Television University. While I was at this provincial-level
institution, I experienced the Ministry of Education’s “Talent Cultivation Model and Open Education Pilot Project,”
and took part in the assessment work. I watched as the school went from small to large, weak to strong, as it underwent
a transformation and rapidly developed, expanding its scope and eftectiveness as it joined the ranks of open universities.
Objectively speaking, the Radio and Television University was a product of the times. The imported educational model
played a critical role. The people who came out of the Cultural Revolution yearned for education. They praised those
who sought it, and brought hope. Education played a major role in China’s reform and opening. For this, we must
thank Deng Xiaoping for transplanting this educational model from England. If we look at the numbers, the various
broadcast universities across the nation have produced a million graduates, a number that once seemed unattainable.
But the quality is worrying. The quality of the education has fallen dramatically. This is a fact. Graduates are growing
younger, and many of them are only in it for the degree. If we continue to educate in this way, what will it amount to?
This is something that educators of conscience worry about. If the overall situation for education does not change, it
will be difficult to extricate ourselves from these awkward straits.

During that time, I was head of the Secretarial Department of the University Party Council Administrative Office,
and later served as the deputy director and secretary of the Party Council and Office of the Dean. My job entailed
much interaction with the other broadcast universities, including many banquets and other social engagements. In
2004, I experienced bleeding in the fundus of my eye, and I had eye surgery at the Xinjiang Military District Air Force
Hospital. It came entirely unexpected, this reminder of the fragility of life. I applied to the party council to adjust
my job for health considerations. In 2005, I was appointed general secretary of the school. After I left that position, I
became the vice chairman of the school’s union. During that time, I edited the journal Production Corps Remote
Education, and worked in the Council for Care of the Next Generation, which named me an Outstanding Worker. I
stepped down from my position at the labor union at the end of my term in 2013, and was named a department-level
researcher by the Party Council, an affirmation of my work.

Looking back over the path behind us, our generation did whatever the party wanted for us. Wherever the party
told us to go, that is where we went. We took orders from organizations above and our parents below, making a habit
of following orders. This is unnecessary for contemporary society. Young people live for themselves and express their
personalities. They care about themselves, and they have their own attitudes. Times change. This is beyond what we
could have hoped, but also something we regret. But all of the trials and tribulations we faced, all of the joy and sorrow,
it tempered us. This is our wealth. It is as the ancients said: we must not be tempted by wealth, nor dispirited by our
poverty.

We moved to Beijing in 2015. Since then, we have travelled to Sanya,Vietnam, Shenzhen, Hong Kong and Macao.
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Many people and things we encountered along the way have left a deep impression, but nothing as much as the aftair
with the suit. T have worked hard all my life, but I have no savings. I remember, when T first started working, my
monthly salary was 22 yuan. It was gradually raised to 30.3 yuan, then 44 yuan. It wasn’t until I got to the school that
my salary increased to over 60 yuan a month. By 1993, it was just over 300 yuan a month. When I joined the university,
I finally got a large raise, but the cost of living increased in step. In recent years, one year of my income would be about
the same as that suit. Now that I'm retired, I get paid about 5,000 a month. I could save up the money for that 99,999
yuan suit it I didn’t spend any money at all for two years. It is an astronomical figure to me. A year or two of tireless
effort. It is unthinkable and unnecessary.

Is that sad?

I don't feel sad that I can’t afford it. The problem is, where is the value of our labor? How is it balanced? How is it
manifest?

In Hong Kong and Macao, you can see our compatriots everywhere, coming and going from famous, expensive
addresses. They seem to buy jewelry and watches without even looking at the price. At the casinos, the betting tables
are filled with our compatriots, their money piled up like manure. It is as if our compatriots are the ones with no
conception of “value.” They roam the streets with their bags large and small, shouting like they are something special.

I know my limitations and do not dare give in to vanity. I have taken my life one step at a time, slow and steady.
One day, I finally made it to department level cadre, a clean one at that, living just the same as any common person.
These days, however, the common people detest party cadres the most, as if there isn’t a good person among the lot of
them. But I lived oft my salary alone, and would say that I have been mildly prosperous.

As a party cadre, I have been deeply influenced by my family. I heeded my father’s warnings, and have not dared be
greedy. I am that quixotic, uncorrupted figure. I know I don’t compare with those above me, and have a bit more than
those below, but I have no regrets, and can sleep soundly at night. There is a saying that those who set out to be officials
are in it for the money and finery. When you look at life, you see that we come crashing into this earth with nothing.
No one, rich or poor, famous or anonymous, can transcend the laws of nature. In the end, it is all ashes to ashes, dust to
dust.

Society is only stable when the common people have enough shelter and food, and feel safe at night. No dynasty
in history has risen or fell independent of the sustenance of the common people. The old saying is that water can carry
a boat or sink it. The stability of the government has always depended on the support of the common people. How
can a tyrant who plunders the people bring stability to the land? Such a land can only be luxuriant on the surface and
rotten within, beset by internal strife.

In thirty years of reform and opening, our nation has restored order from chaos. Society has changed drastically,
and the people have seen great improvement in their livelihoods, enjoying perhaps unprecedented levels of happiness.
We see the spectacle of prosperity everywhere. Little did we know that the good days would not last for long. Social
contradictions have grown more acute—housing issues, environmental issues, food safety, schooling, medicine, inequality,
the contradictions grow increasingly tangled, and complaints are heard at every turn. Society has lost its direction.
The people have no faith. Confusion, stress and fatigue have led to enmity between officials and the people. All of

the officials are corrupt, and all of the people want to be as well. Money rules all. People’s values are out of balance.

They hold out no hope for themselves, have lost hope for the country, and have no happiness to speak of. Everyone is
hopeless. China is facing grave issues. The future path of the nation is a daunting one.

Today, the nation has begun to attack the problem at its source, fixing gaps in the system, rooting out bureaucratic
corruption, strictly governing the party, and sternly punishing corruption. It has begun to benefit the people, and
society has taken a turn for the better. Though great problems have emerged in the nation’s administrative system, and
the party’s credibility has come under fire, I share the view of most of the common people that we may be weak and
timid, but we firmly hold that the nation must fall into chaos. Chaos brings suftering to the people, and there can be no
peace in the country. Among the many spectacles of disorder in the world, the one sight we do not want to see is that
of those who suffer in war and are left drifting in foreign lands.

My experiences and values took shape in that period. I have always seen it as my duty to run a frugal household. In
my eyes, luxury is for the capital class. As for clothing, it is enough for them to simply be clean and orderly. This was the
first time in my life I encountered such precious clothing, and I cannot accept it, though I was also at a loss, wondering
why I could not afford to wear such a thing.

I am aware that behind every product there are the efforts of a team of professionals, and price is just added value.
We should have respect for them, not just the price. But my worldview cannot encompass “class” or the “times,” and
thus I am unable to face such things in a reasonable manner. It can be a sad thing, or a question of luxury, but either
way, I cannot accept it. This is where I differ from my son. Perhaps it is the gulf between us, the difference from one
generation to the next, the difference in worldviews. As a result, we see this matter in different ways.

The only reason is that this is a world flooded with desire...

People’s demand for and enjoyment of material things can never be satisfied, just as the avarice of today’s fallen
officials was never satisfied. As people create wealth, they are also wantonly plundering and hoarding resources,
damaging the environment and destroying the world on which humanity depends for survival. Those sanctimonious,
immaculately dressed “people of honor” will one day be nailed to history’s wall of shame. The true path is the return to

nature, the return to origin and essence, the control of greed and desire, and the reliance on morality.

Zhao Fei, June 12,2015, Beijing
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Suit stemmed from a trip to Lane Crawford in Beijing to buy a Dolce & Gabbana
suit priced at nearly 100,000 RMB, just before Zhao Zhao’s family traveled to the
United States. This luxury garment sparked a difference of opinion between him
and his parents. On seeing the suit, Zhao Zhao’s father was surprised that an item
of clothing could have such a hefty price tag, and Zhao Zhao’s mother thought
that she could make an identical suit for 3,000 RMB. Zhao Zhao realized that
this suit had inspired three different viewpoints, and was interested to see how
the situation would develop. He bought the suit, which angered his father
to the point of storming off. After Zhao Zhao returned home, he had his
father write an essay about his views; his father wrote a near 10,000 word piece
titled Starting with a Suit. Zhao Zhao also gave his mother 3,000 RMB to
buy the materials to copy a new suit. Through this essay and these two
suits, the opinions of three family members are vividly represented—
revealing the reasons behind their differences of opinion, their standards for

measuring value, and their relationships to the rest of society.

Dolce & Gabbana #h%

Dolce & Gabbana suit
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A History of Violence

Barbara Pollack

Not many Chinese artists have a criminal record, but Zhao Zhao
has had his share of encounters with the law. Ever since his days

as a high school student, when he proposed a nude performance
piece on a main street in Xinjiang (fig.2), he has been brought in
for questioning and put under surveillance. In that instance, he

was under the equivalent of house arrest for a year, postponing

his entrance into the Xinjiang Institute of Arts while getting a
thorough education in the power of the state. The year was 1999, a

good seven years before he would launch his career as an artist.

But it would be safe to say that Zhao Zhao inherited an attitude

of opposition to authority which lead to his family winding up in
the city of Shihezi in the remote region of Xinjiang Province to
begin with. His grandfather, a wealthy landlord and supporter of
the Kuomintang, was relocated from Gansu to Xinjiang in 1952
for reeducation during the anti-rightist campaign of the 1950s.

His father duly noted this turn of events and devoted his life as a
professor to promulgating Communist rhetoric in a local university.
His son, Zhao Zhao, born in 1982, seemed rebellious from birth. As
I said from the start, there are not many Chinese artists with such a
history, especially among his peers, those born post-1980, who have
little recall of political upheavals and who seem entirely comfortable
with the wealth and opportunities afforded them in the China of

the reform and opening.

Zhao Zhao, on the other hand, seems to never forget a revolution
that took place years before his birth and never ignores the
corruption endemic in present day Chinese society. Much has been
made of his association with another dissident artist, Ai Weiwei,
with whom he worked from 2004 until 2011, when that artist was
arrested and held in detention for 81 days. Zhao Zhao’s uncle was
Al Weiwei’s elementary school teacher and both families knew

each other well, back in Xinjiang, where the elder artist’s father

was exiled in the 1950s. After graduating from the art academy
and participating in a six month exchange program at the Beijing
Film Academy in 2004, Zhao Zhao sought out Ai Weiwei, who
encouraged him to put painting aside and devote himself to
documentary filmmaking. They made films together for the next
seven years, social documentaries that focused on wrongful arrests
and civilian protests, culminating in recording the impact of the
Sichuan earthquake in 2008 and the cover-up of its causes and

aftermath.

This is a history in brief of the artist’s life, prior to his breaking out
on his own and establishing himself as an artist in his own right. It
is an entirely unique account for a young Chinese artist. So many
of Zhao Zhao’s peers eschew rebellion of any kind and spent

their formative years devoted to learning drawing and painting,
mimicking the tropes of realism, required for entrance into one of
China’s leading art academies. These young artists knew the risks of
veering off this path too well, the risk of not getting into a good art
school and the risk of a head-on collision with the authorities. They
are a generation that has totally subsumed the rules of censorship
and have become masters at self-censorship, encoding their
criticisms, when they even had any critical thoughts, in metaphors
that could not be easily spotted or discerned. Zhao Zhao is not the
only artist of his generation that addresses social issues. But he is the
rare example who has stuck his neck out so many times that even

his more innocuous works carry a resonance of controversy.

Certainly, Zhao Zhao’s association with Ai Weiwei would seem
like an auspicious beginning for such a career. But their first films
together were mind-numbing examples of cinéma vérité, such as
Chang’an Boulevard (2004), for which Zhao Zhao spent three months
recording each block of the famous avenue that runs the width of

Beijing, at one point abutting Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden
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City, in a series of over 600 one minute episodes that were strung
together into a film that runs more than10 hours long. When he was
done with this lengthy project, Zhao Zhao was rewarded by having to
do the same for the Second Ring Road, then the Third Ring Road. At
nearly the same time, Zhao Zhao made his own project, Walk (2007),
in which he traversed the length of the narrowest hutong in Beijing,
back and forth 52 times, until he reached the distance of 3312.4 meters.
The work records this banal event with a pair of photographs, depicting
the artist at each end of the alley. Projects like these combined a

sense of performance with a redolent nostalgia for a Beijing, rapidly
undergoing development and eliminating many of the sights captured

for the moment on film.

But, already Zhao Zhao took aim at remnants of Communist
power found in his local Caochangdi Village, where he lived with
AiWeiwei and continues to live today. In Slogan (2006), he covered
over Communist slogans painted on walls with wide banners of
red cloth, then photographed his activities. The resulting images
are striking because even with the absence of any words, the bright
red banners bespeak a Communist presence, underscoring the

individual artist’s inability to counterpose authority.

Zhao Zhao continued to work with Ai Weiwei, filming Fairytale
(2007), a project in which 1,001 Chinese citizens were transported
to Kassel, Germany on the occasion of Documenta 12.The
following year, with the occurrence of the Sichuan earthquake,

the duo were led into much more political territory, resulting in a
project documenting the deaths of over 5,000 school children as
the result of shoddy construction. In 2009, Zhao Zhao assisted in
the filming of Disturbing the Peace, the story of Chinese dissident
Tan Zuoren who was imprisoned for protesting just these
conditions. Ai Weiweil was beaten by local police when he came
to Sichuan to attend Tan’s trial. Similarly, Zhao Zhao was beaten
up, by a local hood, when out filming one night for Ai Weiwei in

Beijing.

All along the younger artist was making work with a subversive
appeal of its own. Encouraged by Ai Weiwei to think of the world
as packed with “ready-mades,” Marcel Duchamp’s invention of using
found objects to make art statements, Zhao Zhao turned other

artists” artworks into source material for his own inventions. First,
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he used wood chips fallen from Ai Weiwei’s monumental sculpture,
Fragments (2006), to fashion a set of 32 toothpicks in Toothpick (2007).
Then he went further by making a string of beads from stones

he chipped off of Joseph Beuys’ famous 7,000 Oaks installation in
Kassel, in Necklace (2007). Finally, in his most audacious move, he
stole a bit of lead from Anselm Kiefer’s massive artwork Volkzahlung
1991 when it was exhibited in Berlin’s Hamburger Bahnhof to
make a set of coins, in Euro (2008). These acts of vandalism imbue
the resulting artworks with a frisson of anti-authoritarianism, as

if no cow is sacred, no master untouchable, for this younger artist.
Much like Ai Weiwei’s own signature work, Dropping a Han Dynasty
Urn (1995), in which he announced the onset of his art career
through an act of destruction, Zhao Zhao declares his presence as an
artist by literally breaking off a piece of the past and incorporating

it into his new creations.

Two other works from this period underscore the artist’s growing
political consciousness, but in subtle, almost repressed ways. In
Cobblestone (2007), Zhao Zhao affixed a random piece of stone to
the plaza of Tiananmen Square using powerful epoxy glue. The
protruding stone is an anomalous counterpoint to the vast
expanse of Tiananmen, like a lone protestor standing out from
the crowds. In 2008, on the day of the opening of the Beijing
Summer Olympics, Zhao Zhao returned to Tiananmen Square,
dressed as a police officer, and stood there silently, waiting to

be discovered. He goes undetected for two hours, a performer
without an audience, in the midst of a massive amount of
people. Of course, by then, his mentor had totally disavowed his
support for the Olympic festivities, even though he was the chief

designer of the landmark Bird’s Nest stadium.

Zhao Zhao is an artist who cannot be pigeon-holed even as the
conceptualist he revealed himself to be in these early works. Trained
in oil painting in Xinjiang, he elected to create several surreal
canvases for an early show at Alexander Ochs Gallerie in Berlin in
2010. Even innocuous pictures here carried a punch, often revealed
by their titles, as in one view of two harmless kittens, viciously
inscribed Restaurant forYoung Fat Cat Meat (2010). He also showed a
pair of paintings of female body builders, gender-bending portraits
that made fun of the Chinese propensity for heroic icons in their

art works. These were humorously titled, Thank You Brother-in-Law

I'and II. He titled the show, “Walking Naked,” a reference back to
his first performance, the one that caused him so much trouble. But
perhaps he also meant that to expose himself as an oil painter was
the ultimate act of intimacy with potential for public humiliation,
though he has since revealed himself to be a masterful craftsman in

this medium.

2011 proved a turning point for Zhao Zhao, most notably due to
the arrest of Ai Weiwei as he was about to board an airplane in early
April. Several studio assistants were also rounded up and Zhao Zhao
was told in no uncertain terms that his time working for the FAKE
studio was over. As a young artist with few options, he had little
choice but to set up his own studio and devote himself to his own
practice. He was already engaged in creating the series “Ping Pong,”
large scale pictures of ping pong paddles and balls, in bold primary
colors. The series was not intended as a celebration of the national
pastime so much as an examination of the various rules governing
the game. His canvases enacted those rules, by depicting the paddles
in a variety of relationships, offering viewers an opportunity to
think about such questions as who makes the rules and why we
obey those rules. It was a light-hearted project for an inveterate

rule-breaker.

But, the arrest of Ai Weiwei warranted a bigger statement, one
that could encompass the range of emotions that Zhao Zhao
was feeling at the time. In response, he created Officer (2011),

a monumental statue of a policeman, seemingly toppled and
shattered across the gallery floor. Zhao Zhao knew something
about making sculptures from his early days in Xinjiang, even
before he attended the art academy. To make this work, he hired
a craftsman to fashion a life-size replica of himself in a police
uniform. He scaled the model up to 8 meters tall, rendered in
plaster, which he then crashed to the floor. The final sculpture
was then carved in limestone, carefully replicating the look of a
fallen hero. There was one detail that betrayed the true meaning
of the work. On the lapel of the officer’s uniform was the

number 4-3-11, the date of Ai Weiwei’s arrest.

Soon after Ai Weiwei’s release, Zhao Zhao showed Officer, along
with a selection of “Ping Pong” paintings at Chambers Fine Art in

Beijing. The exhibition went off without incident. But subsequently,

Zhao Zhao found that he could no longer show in Beijing. In one
instance, the gallery director where he was participating in a group
show was called in for questioning and was told quite directly,
“Zhao Zhao is not an artist.” A second show was also cancelled due
to his participation. A year later, when Chambers Fine Art tried to
ship the works from his solo show to New York for what would
have been his American debut, the crates were confiscated in the
port of Tianjin. Zhao Zhao was fined 300,000 RMB, a price he
could not pay and even if he could, the works were still going to be
destroyed. To this day, he has no idea what happened to his precious

artworks.

Throughout the 20th century, artists have engaged in acts of
destruction to create works of art and Zhao Zhao’s Officer fits right
into their legacy. Just as Gustav Metzger splashed acid on mylar

or Lucio Fontana cut gashes in canvases, Zhao Zhao’s toppled
police officer uses a violent gesture to make a statement. It is an
act of aggression that far outstrips the minor acts of vandalism
present in his earlier works. It might even be interpreted as an
emotional, anger-filled response to the power of the state, with the
artist literally overthrowing an authority figure. But Zhao Zhao
complicates such a simplistic interpretation by having the final
statue constructed in limestone. By doing so, he concretizes the
moment of destruction with an indestructible material, making
the gesture perpetually in the present-tense, never able to recede
into the past. (fig.4) In this way, the actions of the Chinese customs
officials in Tianjin only underscores his point. Their destruction

of his art works ironically completes the art work by fulfilling its

intention.

There is also an obvious parallel between Zhao Zhao’s fallen
policeman and the scores of toppled statues found throughout

the globe, often due to changing regimes and deposed dictators.
Even if the artist was unaware of the elimination of heroic statues
throughout Eastern Europe with the fall of the Soviet Union, for
example, he would be entirely knowledgeable about the widespread
destruction of Buddhist figures that took place in China during the
Cultural Revolution. Zhao Zhao is a collector of such statues; they
punctuate the corners of his studio and have been incorporated into
several of his artworks. For the sculpture Again, 2012, he gathered

a selection of Buddhist statues that he found in antique markets
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and cut them into featureless bricks. He then assembled them into
a single cube, measuring 150 centimeters, looking very much like

a minimalist sculpture with no trace of a glorious past. In order to
create this and other works in the series, he in fact had to destroy
what was left of the damaged sculptures, sheering off any remnants
of Buddha’s face or torso, completely eradicating its spiritual
presence. In this way, he takes the impulse of destruction inflicted
during the Cultural Revolution one step further.Yet, by assembling
all these fragments into a single cube, he reinvests them with an
aesthetic power, an encapsulation of so much that has happened in
present-day China where the past has been eliminated to make way

for modernization and globalization.

Similarly, to create his more recent work, How (2014), Zhao Zhao
bought a 200-year-old wooden Buddha from Shanxi Province and
cut it into 258 blocks which were then covered in gold leaf. In an
ironic twist on value, he placed the work for auction at Sotheby’s
Hong Kong in 2014, where it failed to find a buyer. But his
documentation of the process turned the piece into a performative
work, raising questions about the nature of creativity, the persistence
of influence, the commercialization of the Chinese art market and

the destruction of the past. (fig.5)

In many ways, these are most violent works, viciously cutting apart
fragile figures to make way for a product of contemporary art.
Violence and destruction are never far from Zhao Zhao’s process
and appeared in his work as early as his Fragments series, which he
began in 2007 and continues to this day. These works stem from

a car accident in 2005. Zhao Zhao smashed his head against the
windshield, cracking the glass into a spider web of lines without
thoroughly breaking it into pieces. He kept the windshield and
saved it for two years, finally rendering its pattern of shards in steel
on a modest scale. He has since recreated this pattern in gold and
bronze, at various scales and sizes. The final works are complicated
and sophisticated, transforming a momentary brush with death
into a permanent, obdurate form. While we can admire these
sculptures for their strange and terrible beauty, the fact that they
originated in such a violent moment infuses them with a radical
power, ever reminding us that violence is never far from our present
circumstances, much as we like to believe that we are safely distant

from its impact.
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Zhao Zhao brought the strain of violence in his work to the
forefront when he picked up a gun to create the series later
known as “Constellations” (2013). Guns are not widely available

in China where personal gun ownership is illegal. But Zhao Zhao
discovered that he could purchase a weapon with relative ease
on the internet and he bought a rifle regularly used for military
exercises. He had been examining photographs of the aftermath
of the Tiananmen Square attracted to the spray of bullet holes on
cars and on walls captured in the images.With his rifle, he went
about recreating the pattern of destruction, firing bullets into
mirrors and glass panels, creating a fascinating pointillism that

was reminiscent of stars in the sky.

Nothing in these minimalist works—originally shown as 30 panels
of glass leaning close to the wall affixed by metal braces—Dbetrays
their origins in the Tiananmen Square event. But they are totally
confrontational with an explosive power that is impossible to escape.
The sense of tragedy is heightened even more so in the mirrored
works. Here, the viewer looks directly at himself, riddled with
bullet holes, as if his own gunshots have ricocheted back on himself.
Zhao Zhao’s mastery with a gun becomes a form of expressive
craftsmanship that evokes both authoritarian and revolutionary
capacities. He is both the protestor and the soldier in these works,
and in turn, viewers are placed in dual roles, both perpetrator and

victim of violence.

Like with “Fragments,” Zhao Zhao has experimented with
rendering the “Constellations” series in other mediums, most
recently with a series of paintings, in indigo blue, brown and white.
The delicate cracks and punctuation of bullet holes are flawlessly
captured in these hyperrealist canvases, which obviously take far
longer to paint than the original gunshots took to fire. By slowing
down the process of violence, the artist has time to ruminate on its
implications, such as the power it has to terrify and control through
brutality, that even the threat of bloodshed can eradicate opposition
to authority. He is also interrogating our tendency to aestheticize
horrific occurrences, with paintings of ravishing beauty rooted in

explosive aggression.

Filmmaker, conceptual artist, sculptor and painter—Zhao Zhao

combines all these roles, switching mediums as his project

determines. In his recent exhibitions, he has proven that he is not a
one trick pony, but an ambidextrous master of materials, converting
difficult challenges into resolved artistic statements. In 2015, he
unveiled a new series of paintings, “Sky,” moody ruminations

in deep blues that barely left room for sunlight. On first glance,
these works would be the least political of all of his projects, near
abstractions with sensuous strokes of paint. But according to the
artist, even the topic of the sky can raise social issues, especially
when taking on this subject matter in a city as polluted as Beijing.
Zhao Zhao’s skies are the chemical encrusted clouds of his city,
where a sparkling clear day is a rare occurrence. These are somber
meditations on the lack of clean air, the stifling stench and the end
of visibility that are specific to China, even as this subject matter

might seem impossibly universal and apolitical.

At the same time, Zhao Zhao has further explored his use of
ready-mades, appropriating antique furniture as well as Buddhist
figures. In his “Untitled” series, he situated Ming and Qing
dynasty tables, couches, cabinets and chairs within open crates,
strapping the objects in place with wide metal bars. Looking like
just so many goods ready for shipment, the furniture was drained
of their power and turned into commodities by Zhao Zhao’s
strategic arrangement. It is questionable whether the bars used
to restrain the items reinforced their strength, or deliberately
rendered them useless. Again, while these works may look like
mere sculptures, they raise issues that have social implications.
Are the tools we use to ensure our safety, restraining us or
empowering us? Are the mechanisms of commodification, adding
or detracting from art’s value? Zhao Zhao is acutely aware of
these issues when he fabricates these works, even as he presents

them as puzzles that need to be unpacked and explicated.

In the past three years, Zhao Zhao has engaged in something
of a homecoming, returning repeatedly to his birthplace in
Xinjiang. Xinjiang is an autonomous region in northwest China
that is home to the Uyghurs, a Muslim ethnic minority. Growing
up here, Zhao Zhao’s family as Han Chinese were in the minority
and he often felt like an outsider. But, more recently, he has become
fascinated by the vitality and rawness of this way of life which he
views as a welcome antidote to the more regulated and sedentary

artists’ community in Beijing.

For this exhibition, the culmination of ten years of artistic practice,
Zhao Zhao has created three projects from his research in Xinjiang.
The first is the result of an experiment he conducted a year

ago in the Taklamakan Desert, a vast and barren region that is
encircled by the ancient Silk Road. The artist ran a thick wire, 4
centimeters in diameter, from a city at the edge of the desert to
100 kilometers into its abyss and hooked up a refrigerator to it. The
running refrigerator in the midst of the dry, vacant desert was an
incongruous site, offering little explanation for its existence.Yet, it
is the perfect metaphor for the expansion of the Han Chinese into

this region, bringing with them an imperative of modernization.

In the gallery, Zhao Zhao will exhibit the artifacts remaining from
this expedition: an empty refrigerator matched by the length of
wire, cut into short bits and stacked as high as the fridge itself. A
video will also be on view, tracing the development of the project
over one and half months and proving that the artist succeeded in
this quixotic adventure. This installation, titled Project Taklamakan
(2016), demonstrates the artist’s persistence and tenacity in the face

of challenges, even those of his own making.

Knife (2016) is the second installation to come out of Zhao Zhao’s
research in Xinjiang. Here he engaged with the Uyghur population,
gathering knives from over 1000 individuals and interviewing them
about their lives. The knives, archaic and baroque, hold a fascination
for Zhao Zhao not only in their potential for violence, but also

in their inherent idiosyncratic beauty. They reflect the history of
the Uyghur people as well as encapsulating the current eruption

of violence in the region. As artifacts used in daily life, each knife

becomes a portrait of an individual.

The final installation is about family. It features two suits—one
made by Dolce & Gabbana and the other, a near perfect copy made
by the artist’s mother—accompanied by a letter from his father. It
is perhaps the most personal work ever made by Zhao Zhao which

came about from a shopping trip with his parents the previous year.

According to Zhao Zhao, his parents expressed an interest in
traveling after they retired, something they had not been allowed to
do during their working lives. So he offered to bring them to New

York for his solo exhibition at Chambers Fine Art in Chelsea in
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2015. Before departing on the journey, Zhao Zhao took his parents
shopping for clothes appropriate for the trip. He brought them to

a trendy shopping mall in Beijing, which only intimidated them
and they bought nothing. But he spotted a formal suit at Dolce

& Gabbana which cost 99,999 RMB. He asked them what they
thought of the suit and his mother said it was beautiful while his
father said it was gauche.Then he asked them to guess the price and
his father, who grew up wearing hand-me-downs from his brothers
and never spent any money on himself, offered 3,000 to 4,000 RMB,
the amount of his salary. So Zhao Zhao showed him the price tag and
his father was astonished but soon recovered himself by falling back

on Marxist rhetoric and declaring that this was part of a bourgeois

conspiracy. In a flash of rebellion, Zhao Zhao bought the suit.

Zhao Zhao’s mother confronted him, asking why he spent so much
money just to anger his father. She offered that she could make such
a suit if he gave her 3,000 RMB. To him, the exemplified everything
that is corrupted in Chinese thinking, that knock-offs are better
than originals, that Weibo and WeChat are effective replacements for
Facebook and Twitter. So he gave his mother the sum she requested
and though it took her nearly a year, she made the suit. (fig.8) He
also asked his father to write an essay critiquing his purchase and his

father delivered 10,000 characters on the subject.

The resulting installation brings viewers directly into this family conflict.

The two suits are displayed side-by-side, allowing for a comparison
between the original and the copy. The letter from his father is also on
view, laying out a classic Communist critique of rampant consumerism.

This work totally encapsulates the generation gap experienced by Zhao
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Zhao and his family. Between parent and child, it is as if they grew up
in two different countries in two different centuries, unable to find the
language to bridge their differences. A gesture that began as a show of
appreciation—namely, the invitation to visit New York—deteriorates
into an argument between father and son. That the father has devoted
his life to the lessons of Communism and the son is an inveterate
renegade only sharpens their political differences. But this story of

the suit demonstrates that their differences can also be attributed to
the changing times in China where the elder generation lived with
little access to foreign goods while their children grew up savvy about

international trends.

Zhao Zhao has emerged as a global artist in recent years, frequently
participating in exhibitions in the United States and Europe. This is
his method of revenge, that is, by demonstrating that he can have a
career as an artist even when the odds are against him in China. But
even as he has expanded the scope of his audience and the reach
of his art projects, he has remained rooted in China, ever attuned
to the social issues and political currents that plague his homeland.
Repeatedly, he brings this strain of aggression out of the shadows,
placing it at the forefront of his work. Sometimes, this is the direct
result of personal experience, such as his near-fatal car crash or a
random street attack. But other times, he is tapping into political
history and mass consciousness, knowing that significant events

cannot be erased or forgotten.
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(FTKHL) , 2016, FIEE, 2.2 x 1 X 7.7cm  Lighter, 2016, nephrite, 2.2 X 1 X 7.7 cm

‘ ‘ DA16080412-3-p46-79-cc2014.indd 64-65 @P 16-8-27 J:¢F4:12‘ ‘



- -
-
i
- ‘1&
L] - I
= = L
I -—
= oy ;
i A o’ = !
RZ—RBANRT , 2014, BES, AURER, JEX  "Uncertianty — Zhao Zhao Solo Exhibition," 2014, exhibition view, Chambers Fine Art, Beijing
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(), 2014, B (B, B) . Ak, Rk W 20 WA, 73 X 73 x 214cm  Uncertainty, 2014, stupa (Ming, Qing dynasty), stone, wood, steel, rope, re-bar, 73 X 73 X 214 cm
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Security is an emotion, a psychological feeling so integral to social structure
as an experience of trust and reliability; it is also a physical and psychological
premonition of threat and risk, when an individual must discern between
the power and the powerless. Between 2013 and 2016, Zhao Zhao collected
a number of colonial-era safes from Tianjin and Shanghai. He was intensely
interested in their production. Why were they needed? What caused such
insecurity? Zhao Zhao recreated these safes in solid marble of similar size and
scale. He had stripped the safes of their functionality, retaining only their solemn
and dignified appearance. In this way, he detached the spirit from the object, thus
elevating it to a new dimension beyond its practical, basic purpose. From that
point on, everything it represented entered into a new realm.

(REGHE) , 2015, % DiSsERAERGE, RIYTE

Safe, 2015, steel safes from the colonial period of Shanghai, dimensions variable
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(1REEHE) , 2016, KIEA, RTTE  Safe, 2016, marble, dimensions variable
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pp. 75-77 “HEESE" RF, 2014, HEIME, 0827 X 35cm  "Preserved Duck Eggs" series, 2014, oil on canvas, 27 X 35 cm each
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(BA) , 2014, MEGHE, 180 X 220 cm  Branches, 2014, oil on canvas, 180 X 220 cm
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(—%) , 2015, 4K LS4, 20824 X 32cm  One Second, 2015, pencil on paper, 24 X 32 cm each
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(—F) , 2015, 4 %, 24 X 32cm

One Second, 2015, pencil on paper, 24 X 32 cm

(—®) , 2015, &K F5H%E, 24 x 32cm  One Second, 2015, pencil on paper, 24 X 32 cm
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pp. 88-89
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DA16080412-4-p80-119-cc2014.indd

2016, EMHE, 200 X 300 cm  One Second, 2016, oil on canvas, 200 X 300 cm
(—%) (BIB), 2016, MEME, 200 X 300 cm  One Second (detail), 2016, oil on canvas, 200 X 300 cm
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(Ff) , 2014, B, BERA. AR, W&, 133 x 173 X 383 cm  Untitled, 2014, installation, Ming and Qing dynasty furniture, wooden board, steel bars, 133 x 173 x 383 cm
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(Ff) , 2014, B, BERA. AR, W&, 201 x 306 X 398 cm  Untitled, 2014, installation, Ming and Qing dynasty furniture, wooden board, steel bars, 201 x 306 x 398 cm
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Discussion between Zhao Zhao and Abbot Song
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Zhao Zhao (Zhao): Can you consecrate these nine copper plates?
Abbot Song (Abbot):Yes.

Zhao:What is consecration?

Abbot: Consecration is when a person of a certain level of cultivation uses
incantations and spiritual power to dispel bad energy and bestow an object with
special spiritual power, turning an ordinary thing into a charm that can regulate
fengshui or protect the bearer.

Zhao: What kinds of things do you usually consecrate?
Abbot: Statues, Buddha niches, and mostly amulets.

Zhao: Have you ever consecrated copper plates before?
Abbot: Never.

Zhao:Why do you think these copper plates can be consecrated?
Abbot: Anything can be consecrated. Everything has a spirit.

Zhao:What do you like about them?
Abbot: It is good that there are nine of them. Nine represents an eternal, repeating

cycle, the way of heaven and earth.

Zhao: So how is it done?
Abbot: There is nothing inauspicious about these nine copper plates, so there
is nothing special needed. I give each one an incantation, and they will be

auspicious.

Zhao:What kind of incantation?

Abbot: I will draw them for you, and teach you how to place them. The
hexagrams two and four are the shoulders, six and eight are the feet, three to the
left, seven to the right, a good nine over the one. North, northeast, east, southeast,
south, southwest, west, northwest, center. There are numbers for each section of

the nine-square grid. Remember it well. Do not share it.

Zhao:What do you think about these now-consecrated copper plates?
Abbot: These nine copper plates are like the shapelessness of the great form. Now
that they are consecrated, they can ward off disaster. No matter where you place

them, they will add to the splendor. They are a treasure.

Zhao: Are they complete now?
Abbot: Of course, they are full and complete, not lacking in anything.

Zhao:When shall we meet again?
Abbot: When we are so destined.

(k) , 2015, %H (48) , 9, ©1# 200 X 100cm  Confusion, 2015, installation (copper), 9 plates, 200 x 100 cm each
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B ABAIERITLATERF I Incantations drawn by a Daoist priest to consecrate Zhao Zhao's artwork
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As part of the project, Zhao Zhao invited a Daoist priest to consecrate his work Confusion.
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(FK) , 2015, A#F. 48R, RTTE  Building Blocks, 2015, wood, aluminum, dimensions variable
pp. 100-101 (L&) (BEF), 2014, AREBK. SH. NaE, RITE

Countless (detail), 2014, damaged Buddhist statues from various dynasties, limestone, while marble, dimensions variable
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(XBEE) (BH), 2015, £& (XAFE), RITE
White Marble Eggs (detail), 2015, installation (white marble), dimensions variable
pp. 104-106  “##” , 2015, BRI, Carl Kostyadl H&<, HESF/RE, Wi

"Zhao Zhao," 2015, exhibition view, Carl Kostyél Stockholm, Sweden
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Zhao Zhao installs White Marble Eggs at Carl Kostyél Stockholm and on the streets of Stockholm.
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fig1 (%) (/BE), 2011, H4A, 860 x 180 x 180 cm  Officer (detail), 2011, limestone, 860 X 180 X 180 cm
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fig.2 2000 FAHTEEARFBH N RRRATESHHNE B

Statement from Xinjiang Academy of Fine Art concerning Zhao Zhao's attempt of naked walk in 2000
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fig.3 “EEE" RFIEIEZSRE  "Constellations" series in progress ( % left )
fig4 (IRE%E) , 2016, KA, RTTE  Safe, 2016, marble, dimensions variable ( % right )
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fig.b 2014 &, HFHHAEZARATHEHBH LN
T, BB ECHER () EREERELL,
BRI, ERTNEF M IBXHEMRE
AT —HERRIE R
In 2014, out of a concern about the
commercialization of the Chinese art market,
Zhao Zhao placed his work How for auction at
Sotheby's Hong Kong, where it failed to find a
buyer. But his documentation of the process

turned the piece into a performative work.
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fig.6 “K=" R3FI, HEHE

"Sky" series, oil on canvas
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Project Taklamakan, 2016, exhibition view, Tang Contemporary art, Beijing
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# Dolce & Gabbana fI7a %,

In Suit, Zhao Zhao gave his mother 3000
RMB to make a copy of the Dolce &

Gabbana suit he bought a year ago.
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“RZ" RF, 2016, MESHE, 400 X 400 cm  "Sky" series, oil on canvas, 2016, 400 X 400 cm
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(XR=) el¥ES®E  Skyin progress
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100 X 100 cm  "Sky" series, 2015, oil on canvas, 100 * 5, 2015, 73] ies, 2015, oil on canvas, 100 X 100 cm
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100 X 100 cm  "Sky" series, 2015, oil on canvas ) 5 , TEHE, 250 15, oil on canvas, 250 x 250 cm
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"TRAE—RBNR" , 2014, REILH, Roberts & Tilton BB, &A%, £E

"Omipresent — Zhao Zhao Solo Exhibition," 2014, exhibition view, Roberts & Tilton Gallery, Los Angeles, United States
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Zhao Zhao’s Constellations

& Bl / Dr.John Tancock
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In less than ten years Zhao Zhao has progressed from being an artist to
be watched to one who is thoroughly accustomed to it. Not one to be
pigeonholed, he has done performances documented in photographs,
has produced paintings, a series of small, controversial objects, and a
monumental sculpture—Officer —that was last seen being put into a crate
at Chambers Fine Art in Beijing three years ago. Due to be shipped to New
York, it was held up by Chinese customs and may or may not still exist.
Very possibly it has suffered the fate of ancient sculptures recently destroyed
by fanatics in Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq. Evidence of a strong interest in
China’s past, he has produced three-dimensional works utilizing Buddhist
sculptures and stupas at the same time as he slapped a man’s face (Shap,
2013) and plunged a knife in volunteer Sun Yuan’s back (Crush, 2014).
Themes he has investigated in his paintings include mouse-droppings, salted

duck eggs and ping pong.

There would appear to be little consistency in his activities but even
although determined to keep the viewer oft balance by constantly springing
surprises Zhao Zhao returns to certain motifs that manifest themselves
in different guises each time they appear. Like a criminal returning to the
scene of the crime, he seems not to be able to escape from the memory
of an event in his life that might have curtailed it. Seven years ago he was
involved in a serious motor accident in which his head hit the windshield
of the car in which he was traveling. Saving it, he used the pattern of
cracks caused by the violent impact of his head on the shatter-proof glass as
inspiration for Fragments (2007), a slab of steel measuring 5 X 26 X 27cm
assembled from numerous irregular fragments radiating from the center.
Small and unassuming in appearance, this object may be seen as the first

announcement of Zhao Zhao’s ongoing investigation of the effects of
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violent intervention on pre-existing forms, whether caused by the impact
of a head (his own) on a sheet of glass or by the political forces that may be
presumed to have led to the decision to push the monumental Officer (2011)
off his pedestal, resulting in an imposing array of scattered fragmentary

forms.

Another clear pattern to have emerged in the last seven or eight years is
the steady narrowing of the range of colors he favors in his paintings, the
murky palette of the duck eggs and the unabashed gaudiness of the ping
pong paintings retreating as blue takes over. Now, everything is blue, not
only his paintings but the indigo fabrics he favors in the decoration of his
studio, a collection of blue Ming and Qing dynasty temple offering bowls
and even his dress which is stylish but subdued. This first became apparent
in 2010 when Zhao Zhao began a series of paintings on the theme of
the sky, an apparently unlikely choice of subject for this subversive young
artist whose previous work was frequently marked by iconoclastic gestures
and outright political provocation. What could this possibly mean, one
wondered, when these seemingly inoffensive canvases began appearing
with some degree of regularity? Once these freely brushed canvases are
seen in context, however, they are not as anodyne as they appear to be at

first glance.

The context is Beijing, where “blue sky days” are exceedingly rare, only
accomplished at tremendous cost when clean air is needed for such events
as the 2008 Beijing Olympics and the 2014 APEC meetings. Zhao Zhao’s
sky paintings are the work of someone who seldom if ever sees a truly blue
sky in his day to day existence in Beijing. To a considerable degree, the

choice of sky as theme is scathing commentary on the dangerous level of

pollution that aftects the lives of countless millions of Chinese citizens every
moment of their life. In the development of Western art the sky played an
increasingly important role in painting, particularly as landscape became a
distinct genre in seventeenth century Holland. Romantic appreciation of
the sky and clouds at the end of the eighteenth century culminated in the
cloud studies of the great English painter John Constable. Emphatically,
Zhao Zhao’s skies are not belated footnotes to this long tradition since
upon examination it becomes apparent that they do not resemble actual
skies at all. They are essentially abstract compositions, each one exploring
different rhythmic patterns in the application of the pigment, as suggestive

of the ocean as they are of the sky.

The fascination with powerful forces and violent impacts announced in
2007 with Fragments resurfaced in 2013 when he decided to conduct
an experiment involving gun-shots and glass, a difficult undertaking in
China where with very few exceptions private ownership of guns is illegal.
Initially, it seems, he was primarily interested in the technical challenges
presented by this activity and it was only after Chris Mao and I visited
his studio that these glass panels acquired the generic title Constellations.
Astronomy was far from his mind when he first went to the rifle-range
but as soon as we saw a pane of glass scattered with holes and radiating
cracks that appeared to have been caused by stones or bullets, we were
immediately reminded of constellations, additions to the currently
recognized 88. Constellations they became, the 30 glass panels being

exhibited for the first time at Art Basel/Hong Kong in 2013.

Placed on top of each other the 30 panels were photographed for the

cover of the catalog, the explosive energy radiating from each bullet hole

becoming vastly magnified in the process. Zhao Zhao’s prowess at the
shooting range resulted in an image of unimaginable power, suggestive
of events that occurred at the beginning of the universe. Furthermore,
different configurations could be achieved by changing the sequence in
which the panels were stacked. This simple procedure is the origin of
the “Constellation” paintings, the series of works in which Zhao Zhao
successfully melds his passion for painting and his inclination to reject it in

conceptually oriented objects and activities.

Limiting his palette to Prussian blue and white and using brushes that
range in scale from the largest available to the smallest consisting only of
two or three hairs from a wild wolf, Zhao Zhao creates startlingly beautiful
canvases that owe their mysterious allure to the paradoxical nature of the
entire undertaking. In contrast to the glass panels in which the holes and
cracks are the residue of a series of one-oft events at the shooting range,
the paintings are painstaking reconstructions of what occurred when bullet
penetrated glass. From many thousands of delicate brushstrokes there
emerge constellations of pulsating forms that startle with their energy.
Cracks double as lines of energy, uniting the scattered forms that emerge
from backgrounds of deepest Prussian blue. Other associations are equally
apposite. There is a parallel, perhaps, with the movements of primitive life-
forms in the depths of the ocean or a colony of spiders spinning networks
of webs of incredible complexity and strength. Van Gogh’s Starry Night
hovers in the background and so do his sunflowers, deprived of color but

retaining the energy of his sun-seeking blooms.

Destruction and reconstruction, violence and the desire to compensate

for the damage it causes, also characterize works in other media, notably
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Untitled (2013) and a monumental version of Fragments (2013). In the
former, Zhao Zhao was asked to contribute a work to the exhibition
“Duchamp and/or/in China” at the Ullens Center for Contemporary
Art in Beijing. Reflecting on the relationship between Marcel Duchamp’s
two major works in the collection of the Philadelphia Museum of Art,
he conflated the image of the spread-eagled nude seen through the peep-
holes in the door that separates the spectator from the three-dimensional
installation of Etant donnés with a cracked sheet of glass reminiscent of
the accidental cracks in The Large Glass. Unlike these, however, Zhao
Zhao’s cracks appear to have been caused by a bullet, the hole in the center
focusing on the pubic area of the nude. In the latter, he returned to the
diminutive memento of his 2007 motor accident for inspiration but vastly
increased the scale of the work and the thickness of the steel plate. As with
the “Constellation” paintings there is a paradoxical relationship between
the thematic material and the means by which it is represented, in this case
the use of laser beams to replicate the shapes of the multiple fragments into

which the original sheet of glass was shattered.

Most surprising in the paintings is the delicacy of touch with which Zhao
Zhao reconstitutes the visual evidence of the after-effects of glass shattering.
Prior to this series of paintings he was more inclined to use a deceptively
simple realistic language to clothe his subversive musings. Now as he
contemplates the meaning of a significant moment in his life and invests
it with a wide range of metaphorical associations, he paints canvases of
considerable scale by using a technique appropriate for a miniaturist. As

always with Zhao Zhao, the irony of the situation cannot be escaped!
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Making a Topic of History
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Relatively speaking, I perhaps prefer traditional Chinese objects. This is
an aesthetic affirmation. Our era has regressed in terms of the aesthetics
of objects. When facing an object from the present, and comparing its
crafting to things from the past, I can only accept its concept, as these
days that’s really all it has to offer. Today’s “playthings” are for people with
nothing to do. I care about antiques, and that leads people to think I am
an antique enthusiast, but I have no love for objects. I am prone to taking
them into the workshop to grind them down at any moment. The artwork
Again, which I exhibited at the Ullens Centre for Contemporary Art, was not
destruction: the ancient Buddha statues I cut into pieces were already damaged.
You could say they were valuable, but you could also say they weren’t. What
I care about is that they have been deemed valuable or even objects of faith.
I merely used my limited labors in exchange for this value. I cannot argue
that the Buddha statues do not have value, because I paid money for them.
I am not saying I have a right to destroy them just because I bought them. I
merely changed them, changed their original appearance or form. I merely
manipulated them conceptually. I have no special skill; what I did was more
primitive than the original skill. Based on the tools used—I cut them with an

electric saw and 220 volt electricity—my skill is a modern one.

When we look at an ancient Buddha statue, we may be able to see who
its patrons were, but we cannot know who carved it. A Buddha statue is
not an artwork, it is a testament to faith. Many of the grottoes from the
Northern Wei period in Shanxi Province were made to serve politics.
As transition moved to politics, many of the statues came to bear the
faces of the authorities. The reason Buddhism recedes in times of war is
that Buddhism does not advocate killing, and that is in conflict with the
times. The emperor needs people to fight, he needs money, personnel and
material. If; at this time, a Daoist priest emerges and says, we will go to war,
we will go with you, then from a political perspective, Daoism is useful. For
political reasons, Buddhism has historically been destroyed many times, only
to be rebuilt. Actually, most of the damaged Buddha statues I bought were
damaged in the Cultural Revolution. They were destroyed in great number,
smashed, burned and buried. These ones were shallowly buried, and the
easiest to dig up, with very fresh marks on them. As to why such behavior

would arise, this period in history is much murkier than the times before

it. Today we have the market economy, and people are selling these broken
Buddhas as artifacts. They have become something you can buy on the
antique market. If you think I destroyed them, then who destroyed them
before me? This is a topic for discussion. I am seeking out a thread that can
be developed. I grind the Buddha statues down, bringing them back to a
time before anything happened. But there is historical content in this topic

that cannot be avoided.

Then there is Kangxi’s throne from my Waterfall project in Berlin. The
throne was shipped to Germany in the late 19th century by a German
collector. Before that, it had sat in the Mukden Palace in Shenyang. When
the collector died, he bequeathed it to the Museum of Asian Art in Berlin.
This was a great acquisition for the museum. The throne is very valuable
now, though it probably wasn’t originally sold for very much. Today, this
throne would be a great find anywhere, but there are just so many great
things like this. It is not all that unique in the world. So the museum wanted
to create a spectacle. The Museum of Asian Art’s greatest challenge right
now is attracting visitors. This is one of the biggest art museums in Berlin,
housing over three hundred thousand specimens from Asia, including the
largest collection of Kizil cave murals. It is right next to the university
district, but aside from a few scholars, there are usually very few visitors.
The museum has a large collection, and is always holding thematic
exhibitions, but a new exhibition will only attract a few hundred
people. It doesn’t get crowded like the Met in the United States. How
does a museum dedicated to ancient Asian art get visitors to approach these
“specimens” with the same excitement they have for a fashion show? This is
a challenge. The museum feels that it needs contemporary art as a catalyst,
to create new artworks that engage with early culture, done by someone
connected to this culture. My proposal was to make the throne invisible. I
feel that the imperial authority of the Qing dynasty was bathed in blood.
I covered the throne with red wax. After the exhibition, the throne could
be restored to its original form. Waterfall was a great collaboration between
the Museum of Asian Art and contemporary art. For me, it was a job, and
I finished it. In the realm of contemporary art, there’s not much to say for

skill. The concept is enough.
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The thematic, formal, and media variety of Zhao Zhao’s artistic work is an

expression of the artist’s critical stance toward Chinese politics. To question
the construction of established meanings, he challenges social reality and its KUNET

. . . . 1
ideological conventions no less than cultural stereotypes and the dominance of I III | 1 h i I'It "h
»1CI1 1aSS€e MICh NiCt Zanmen

various, mainly European, art-historical categories. In Zhao Zhao’s installation
Deer chinesische Kinstler Zhao Zhao Giber Drangsalierungen

Watertall the imperial throne was immersed in a torrent of red wax that ik dlesi Bt el s ol abs StBranlesid

hardened into picturesque shapes. By concealing the assumedly artistic form of
@ the throne in a gesture suggesting physical violence, the artist simultaneously
renders transparent his own and his artistic context’s critique of this relic of the

WX FEARAR I S AR TE R B B B EE (8 O LA AT o

Chinese monarchy. The artist’s thoughts on the subject, along with reactions ) ‘ ‘
Zhao Zhao in front of Emperor Kangxi's Dragon Throne from the Qing dynasty, Museum

and commentaries from members of the public in China, were available in the . .
of Asian Art, Berlin.

exhibition as string of blog entries, to be read on a monitor. The artist’s blog,

partly in English translation, enabled Berlin museum visitors to participate in the

lively and controversial debate around the museum artifact and its treatment. The

dynamics of this democratic exchange contrasted markedly with the seemingly

frozen motion of the red wax, which gestured, on the one hand, at the imperial

past and its structures of violence, on the other, at the stagnation besetting the

current Chinese regime’s democratic efforts. ( Angela Rosenberg, Curator )

(FF) , 2013, Ak, 8, RFTZE  Waterfall, 2013, wood, wax, dimensions variable
RAETHL” , 2013, BEIE, WMEARE, #4K  "Game of Thrones," 2013, exhibition view, Museum of Asian Art, Berlin
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Zhao Zhao: Again

PNEAE / Sun Dongdong

RGP E A ORI PO TR A 2 i A
FPEWORCEAT . B0, ASUCCHET S A o /NI
T 2 S JRCRE A A R AR M B v [ ) L AR ——
T & T SO A AFIT R v T il 2 ) pk s
— T CHRIERT AR SRS BESS I T — AR T
bR (N2 NN S S LR 7k STIHREY/HISS S/SE -2 N o PN
RELR A e S B AR Bk e AR IR T AT A )
It M B RN A R LR s BA Y B AR —A
TR TS MEME, 170, B, U ABOAFESETS
T IORIE” e - BedRzs, (W) ) o

XEFRORE TR, TR EIA — M B SIRRE Sy, ARAE
P s R AR R T A SRR, RSB <4
BIAR—IB%, D5 LR A2 S — R ACIRUR | — ol s ] 8 R ——n
RITLAERT 27, SUREA—-FH BTN SHAS, 2
IR AG I 1) 5525 () 7R R AR, BRIt 4%
LTI, AT E e AR, fE—Rh A T (—AE
PR ZR ) Frog s H B AGINIE], A5k T 2 6] A 2R
FEA, HRESRANRN SCRE D" | RS B A R,
HOARAMESS T AR B T3, 2 R T RN R Rl 1 3.
Weds” BEHCRES, LR E FRE G AR R BT B ) 2 AUk
W —HEIABY, FA TR B A QA SR I R

RO (AL ) W — P R, LR S AR,
TR X AR ah, 72 T A& A SRS ——E i A L
R AR T R B, ORI, RO R A
B BLE BSE TR BR TR/ B 2R 280, fikhZ
(AU T 5 DA B Al ) 200, — 400 TP B LA R =2 P9 SR
T o i LR ) FRAE AR — TP BRI SR . WA AT LA il
BB AR B D e IR b TR R, A BT B R e — 2T
FRu g E AR, EATROR B | AR R AL A

140

‘ ‘ DA16080412-5-p120-159-cc2014.indd  140-141

ORI N, ARIGTEUTEINLEIPUR b, — Bt ACm i S5 ik
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Yy, SfEmah, BAOME (CEE) PRET “FH07 ARz,
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BHAATAN A SRR B A IS, Tt s 1A A i85k
K FE—— P — AR AR 2 B, FRATE 1 3652 558 5 LAt
FURINE (HrA% ), EAEARSEsRER A AR . BT, X TR AN
. (EE) EAATR P RREE, ATREFFARIR TROBXT “3Cfk” BImE
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The “golden age of collecting” is the term the media likes to use to
describe the current trend of widespread collecting in China. To be sure,
not only are antique and curio markets opening up in every city and town
across the country, but programs on collecting and appraisal are popping up
on Chinese television as a form of entertainment. The legend of prosperity
and the story of a cultural renaissance have gotten wrapped up in this
fetish for “ancient things,” as “thousands of years of cultural tradition” are
transformed into a consumable “object.” Each artifact embodies the most
fundamental themes of fetishism: “irreducible materiality; a fixed power to
repeat an original event of singular synthesis or ordering; the institutional
construction of consciousness of the social value of things; and the material
fetish as an object established in an intense relation to and with power over
the desires, actions, health, and self-identity of individuals” (William Pietz,
The Problem of the Fetish).

Collectors yearn for a uniquely wise vision, and are dedicated to
discovering, within the rivers of history, that ancient object that belongs
to them. At the moment their gaze falls on the “object,” history becomes
condensed into an era style, a flavor of time. If history is synonymous
with “oldness,” or serves as an aesthetic reference system, does that imply
a certain rift in time and space within the individual consciousness?
The interest in the artifact trumps history, using a certain temporal taste
to complete, within a lifestyle (a closed system), self-aftirmation, while
evading the continuous narrative of space. Thus, it contains the individual’s
spontaneous response to “cultural identity” and “tradition,” but it is difficult
to bestow it with conceptual momentum. Instead, it serves as a foil to the
negative state of “‘self-contraction,” as well as the selt-construction of that
sense of security without a setting. Yet as soon as the setting is drawn in, we

discover that we still live under a certain shadow of history.

Zhao Zhao’s Again is a projection of the obliteration of history,

silent and yet unsettling. How this work is understood depends on
the standpoint of the viewer—the main body of the work appears
in a minimalist form: a 1.5 meter cube comprising dozens of stone
blocks of different sizes. Aside from differences in size, material and
color, there are no other clear differences between these blocks, all
confined within a single set of dimensions. But this constrained,
rational appearance is actually the result of violence. From the
artwork explanation or documentary photographs on the wall, the
viewer learns that each stone block was in a previous incarnation
a damaged ancient Chinese Buddha sculpture. The artist purchased
them and brought them together at a stone carver’s shop in Hebei
Province where, on the machine bed, after bright sparks and specks
of flying dust, their original markers of status, era styles and traces
of time were cut away by a spinning blade. It is as if the stones have
gone through a cycle, becoming once again “new” materials waiting

to be carved.

Zhao Zhao, however, decided to halt this expectation. In his eyes, the
surfaces of these stones have been bestowed with a new ideology by
modern machinery, leaving behind the traces of industrial civilization. We
could of course call this artistic sophistry. But Zhao Zhao’s use of the term
“new” actually serves to endorse the “old.”” Again is not an installation
combining Futurist ideas with Minimalist style. It is more of a work of
project art, opening up a temporary public setting through a “radical”
act. In this setting, Zhao Zhao uses his own “destruction of the old” to
place China’s dynastic politics and modern politics together within this
new square meter cube. These Buddha statues were already damaged
before the cutting in one of China’s many historic campaigns to destroy
Buddhism, perhaps long ago in the “three disasters of Wu,” or more
recently in the “destroy the four olds” campaign during the early days of

the Cultural Revolution. Whether it was in the former, being replaced as
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the state religion, or the latter, being treated as a symbol of the feudalist
superstitions of old ideas and culture, they were all the objects of
violence under the “renewal” engaged by the system of authority. The
place-markers of civilization and barbarism, new and old, are constantly
shifting, but political violence plays out again and again in history.
Another thing that constantly repeats is the authority system’s top-down
rehabilitation of the so called “old.” Just as those tattered Buddha statues
have been bestowed with new power, and returned to social life, Zhao
Zhao’s individual violence in Again is his rejection and mockery of this
benevolence—*"this is what you really want.” Here, Zhao Zhao is not
rejecting the object but openly resisting that taming of the individual

will to freedom transmitted by the mythos of history.

For the object, or perhaps the product, we see in Again the fate of “faith”
to constantly descend, and sometimes to pace about in the valley of primal
desire. In this day, “utopia” no longer has the power to ignite passion for
the future, and every social ideology has lost the dignity it once enjoyed in
the past. When the people come to feel that all they can hope for is their
own everyday lives, then things become their most faithful companions.
Consumption is a new path to redemption. We use sales and trades to judge
the values (prices) in the world, including those broken ancient Buddha
statues. Thus, for many people, the radicalism of Again lies not in Zhao
Zhao’s destruction of “culture,” but in his cutting away of their basis for

appraising the world.

(E8), 2013, MRZEMHBE. XAE. FA%, 150 x 150 X 150 cm  Again, 2013, damaged Buddhist statues from various dynasties, white marble, limestone and other materials, 150 X 150 X 150 cm
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(EE) #WEd#E  Again in progress
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(EE) %1378 Again in progress
pp. 148 - 149 A HIE (FE ) WEMNEB MR  The damaged Buddhist statues Zhao Zhao collected for Again
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(%) MEBBIEL R P RIZ A% Clay model used in the pre-production of Officer
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() (BE), 2011, Ef, 860 x 180 x 180cm  Officer (detail), 2011, limestone, 860 % 180 x 180 cm
pp. 166-167  “IEfE—RBANR" , 2011, BEIH, sUKER, £57  "New Works — Zhao Zhao Solo Exhibition," 2011, exhibition view, Chambers Fine Art, Beijing
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According to Zhao Zhao: New Works

& Bl / Dr.John Tancock
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(1) PFEIKRER - &Z1E/2 (Dario Gamboni ) B (ZARMBR K. ZEEGENBIMBREXFIERBIR) ( The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution, 2007,
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REZAMHT ORA (FREEHL) ).
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Even as a student and probably long before Zhao Zhao seems to
have had a rebellious streak. In fact, “streaking” as the act of running
nude through a public place is known in the West is exactly what he
proposed doing. While attending the Xinjiang Academy of Fine Arts,
Zhao Zhao developed an interest in performance art. What he wanted
to do was to run naked along Erdaoqiao Street where the residents
were mostly Uighur ethnic and Muslim. For several reasons this was
probably not such a good idea since displays of public nudity were
frowned upon by the authorities and the explanation that public nudity
was “art” would have fallen on deaf ears. As it turned out, he did not
have the opportunity to strip since he was arrested before it happened
and had to explain to the agents who were interrogating him that he

was an artist and not an activist.

As inconsequential as Zhao Zhao’s non-performance might seem, this
youthful display of high spirits displays in embryonic form the range
of concerns that henceforth were to characterize his diverse body
of work. There is generally an element of bravado and risk-taking in
what he chooses to do and a willingness to face the consequences if
he is deemed to have overstepped the mark. The question of authority
is another over-riding concern—who makes the rules, who enforces

them?—not only in the field of art but in society at large.

In 2004 Zhao Zhao moved to Beijing from Urumgqi. He grew up in
Shihezi, a small town outside Urumgqi, where his family had been sent
for re-education during the Cultural Revolution. Ai Weiwei had also
lived there for eighteen years so it was no surprise that he gave a warm
welcome to this talented but unfocused young man, almost immediately

employing him as his assistant for the video Chang’an Boulevard (2004)

and subsequently two more videos, The Second Ring Road (2005) and
The Third Ring Road (2005). In a way, Zhao Zhao became the older
artist’s apprentice and right-hand man, assisting him in many projects
and traveling with him in connection with exhibitions to Austria and

Germany, Switzerland, the United States and England.

After five years of provocative actions and mostly object-based art,
Zhao Zhao has returned to painting in the “Ping Pong” series and
monumental figurative sculpture in Officer. Why this return to painting
in a colorful, decorative style and to the techniques of academic
sculpture? What is going on? Has he suddenly decided that the time has
come to pay homage to ping pong, China’s national sport, in paintings
that nobody could object to? Likewise, has he reached the conclusion
that his bad-boy activities of recent years such as breaking off parts of
sculptures by Joseph Beuys and Anselm Kieffer to make new works are
not going anywhere and that he should compensate for these youthful
indiscretions by returning to an academic sculptural practice on a

Chinese theme? Well, not exactly.

Naturally inclined to a healthy disrespect for authority, Zhao Zhao
absorbed from his proximity to Ai Weiwei an awareness of the finer
gradations of iconoclastic behavior. At its most obvious this could
consist of giving the finger to symbols of power as he did in the “Study
of Perspective” series of photographs (1995-2003). An attitude is
expressed but nothing is damaged. Ai Weiwei’s engagement with cultural
values is far more complex. On one hand in works such as Dropping a
Han Dynasty Urn (1995) there appears to be a complete disregard for
cultural heritage, a willingness to sacrifice an object that has survived

for thousands of years to prove a point. Shocking as this might seem, the
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ceramics that were used in his works were distinguished largely by their
age, and were readily available as the excavations necessitated by China’s
construction binge in the 1990s and thereafter unearthed countless
thousands of utilitarian vessels. On the other hand, he has created many
new works from furniture and structural elements destroyed during
the Cultural Revolution, rescuing the detritus of these wanton acts
from permanent oblivion. He also has enormous respect for traditional
craftsmanship as can be seen from ongoing collaborations with cabinet-

makers, craftsmen in porcelain among others.

A deep fascination with iconoclasm also underlies much of Zhao
Zhao’s work, and not only from a theoretical point of view.' In 2007 for
example, he made a necklace from stone he had broken off from Joseph
Beuys’s project 7000 Oaks in Kassel, Germany. The following year he
made a set of eight “Euro coins” from lead sheath he surreptitiously
removed from Anselm Kiefer’s monumental work Volkzahlung 1991
in the Hamburger Bahnhof Museum, Berlin. At first glance this seems
to be a sequel to notorious acts of vandalism in museums that have

focused on artists ranging from Velasquez to Barnett Newman.” When

asked to account for his seeming disregard for the integrity of the
works he utilized, Zhao Zhao remarked in a recent conversation that
iconoclasm had nothing to do with it, vandalism even less so. Beuys
and Kiefter are two of the artists he admires most and when he saw
their works in person for the first time, he could not resist the kind of
hands-on response that museums discourage. “If you are really hungry,”
he remarked, “and you see freshly baked-bread in a shop window, you

2 3

break into the shop to eat.” * Ironically, the work by Kieffer that Zhao
Zhao coveted so much that he broke oft a piece refers to the burning
of books ordered by Hitler in Berlin in 1933, an attack on a sculpture

that memorializes the most infamous period in the history of Germany.

It is what Zhao Zhao decided to do with the lead fragment that is most
surprising. Rather than treasuring it as a relic and hiding it away, he
used it to make eight euro coins, the symbol of European unity that
emerged so painfully in the wake of World War II. And the greatest
irony of all—the Hamburger Bahnhot has just purchased this work for
its collection, demonstrating remarkable sang-froid and a willingness to

accept the inevitable by embracing it!

(1) See Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution, London, 2007, for a detailed account of this wide-ranging topic. Distinguishing
between iconoclasm and vandalism, he notes that “‘lconoclasm’ grew from the destruction of religious images to, literally, the destruction of , and opposition to, any images or works of
art and, metaphorically, the ‘attacking or overthrow of venerated institutions and cherished beliefs, regarded as fallacious or superstitious ," (The Oxford English Dictionary, vii, p. 609)
while “'Vandalism' went from meaning the destruction of works of art and monuments to any objects whatever, insofar as the effect could be denounced as a ‘barbarous, ignorant, or

inartistic treatment’ devoid of meaning,” ( Ibid., xix, p. 425), p.18

(2) Among the celebrated works to have been attacked are Diego Veldsquez, The Rokeby Venus (c. 1640-48), National Gallery, London; Pablo Picasso, Guernica (1937), Museum of
Modern Art, New York; Barnett Newman, Who's Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue Il (1967-8), Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.

(3) Interview with the artist, August 4, 2011.
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With the “Ping Pong” paintings and Officer Zhao Zhao expands his
range to comment in different ways on the question of authority, the
rules and regulations of international table tennis that have enabled
China to reign supreme for several decades in the paintings and the
police officer as a symbol of the state’s maintenance of law and order
in the sculpture.' The two bodies of work differ from each other in all
respects, offering a nuanced view of Zhao Zhao’s attitude to different

ways in which rules are enforced.

The paintings are large and heraldic, reducing the high speed
excitement of a game of ping pong to the careful placement of paddles
and ball on unmodulated green backgrounds. On each canvas different
combinations of the three primary colors—red, blue and yellow—
are used to represent the paddle. Occasional glimpses of the white
of the raw canvas serve to delineate the contours of the paddles or
define the shape of the ball. Here Zhao Zhao has established his own
set of rules, echoing in their even-handed application the rules that
define not only table tennis but games and athletic pursuits in general.
Zhao Zhao views these paintings not as a patriotic gesture honoring
ping pong but as recognition of an activity in which China excels by
following international rules, creating new techniques when necessary
such as Liu Guoliang’s development of the penholder technique that
propelled it to even greater heights. The standardized format and

execution of the paintings follows what Zhao Zhao identifies as the

outstanding characteristic of China’ s national game, the willingness of

all participants to follow the rules which apply to everybody.

Contrasting with the bracing simplicity of the paintings with their
encoded message are the sculptural fragments scattered randomly
over the floor of the gallery that are initially difficult to identify.
Clearly, a catastrophe has happened but when and where? It does
not take too long to put two and two together and note that if these
broken parts were to be re-assembled, the figure of an officer would
re-emerge. An officer? From what we already know of Zhao Zhao’s
background, it is clear that he does have what we might politely call
“issues” with authority figures, dating back to the time in 1999 when

he first tried to streak through the streets of Urumqji.

What happens to a person, an average man in the street, when
he dons a uniform? Much has been written on this subject and
while in certain societies the uniformed policeman, the amiable
English “bobby,” the friendly US neighborhood cop or the helpful
Japanese policeman in his koban (police box) can win the aftection
and respect of the general public, this is mostly not the case and
is now the exception rather than the rule. In China, policemen are
everywhere and for a couple of hours on August 8, 2008 at the
opening of the Olympics in Beijing, there was one more seemingly

on duty, Officer Zhao Zhao. In a performance piece he bought a

(4) Table tennis was introduced to China over 100 years ago by westerners but it was not until 1953 that China entered the World Championship for the first time. In 1959 Rong
Guotuan became the first Chinese athlete to win a World Championship in any sport, leading to the world domination that has continued almost without interruption until the present
day. The “table-tennis diplomacy “of 1971 when an American team received a surprise invitation from the Chinese People's Republic to play in China, led shortly after to Richard Nixon's

historic visit to China, the first American president to do so.
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police uniform and stood at attention in Tian’anmen Square for
two hours, nobody noticing that he was an impostor. This was a
performance that nobody really noticed, not even the thousands
of policemen on duty who might well have arrested him if they had

known what he was up to.

Emerging from recent experiences with the police, Zhao Zhao’s
view of authority has darkened. Donning a uniform for the second
time and using his own features, he has become the subject of a
life-size sculpture that nobody except the artist himself and his
assistants ever saw since it was partially demolished as soon as it
was completed. Observing political events in China at first hand
and reflecting on history, he has created not a “Monument to an
Unknown Officer” but a critique of certain aspects of Chinese
society and a commentary on the way in which throughout
much of recorded history public sculptures nearly always outlive
their relevance. For every Gattemalata by Donatello that has
stood in the Piazza del Santo in Padua, Italy since 1453, there
are countless thousands of monuments that for as many reasons
have been sacrificed to the changing currents of history. On
another level, Zhao Zhao’s sculpture may be seen as an acerbic
statement on the current state of academic sculpture and the
role of public sculpture in the twenty-first century. Who deserves

to be memorialized today and how?

In his fascinating book The Destruction of Art: Iconoclasm and
Vandalism since the French Revolution, Dario Gamboni has written
the definitive account of a subject that until its publication had never

been accorded the attention it deserves. In his chapter on “The Fall

of the Communist Monuments,” in Central and Eastern Europe, for
example, he notes how this chapter in the history of destruction began
with the revolution of October 1917 when Lenin’s decree of April
12,1918 ‘on the monuments of the Republic’ ordered monuments to
the tsars and their servants that had no historical or artistic value to be
removed and stored or recycled. * Seventy years later with the demise
of the Soviet Union, the tables were turned and numerous monuments
to powerful political figures of the recent past were removed from
their pedestals and frequently destroyed. One of the most spectacular
demolitions to have been recorded was the removal of the 14-ton statue
of Felix Dzerzhinsky by Evgeny Vuchetich (1958) from its pedestal
outside KGB headquarters on August 22, 1991.

It was not only political figures who had fallen from favor who
suffered this ultimate indignity. In France during the nineteenth
century statues of ‘great men’ from all walks of life proliferated, most
of which have since disappeared or survive only in partial form.
Ways of dealing with monuments that have fallen out of favor range
from total destruction to relocation, modification by replacing the
textual part of the monument or preservation of only those parts of

a monument that COI’I’CSpOl’ld to current taste.

Intuitively, Zhao Zhao has recreated the sequence of events that have
befallen so many public sculptures where the decision to preserve,
modify or destroy depends on many different factors, not always
political. The first decision was to create a sculpture of a police officer,
using traditional academic methods. Working with an assistant, Zhao
Zhao participated in the modeling in clay of a life size (2.5 m) standing

figure, individualized by the use of his own distinctive features for the

(5) See Gamboni, ibid. p.55.
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face of the sculpture. From this a plaster cast was made, not to be used
in the casting of a bronze or carving of a marble but—and here Zhao
Zhao the artist/provocateur shows his colors—to be pushed down,
resulting in a number of pieces of random shape and size. Unlike the
ping pong paintings, the element of chance is here a major factor. In
this entire process Zhao Zhao was model, artist and this is where it
becomes difficult to analyze his motivation, either iconoclast or vandal.
That is to say, it is difficult to tell if he is re-enacting the reasoning
process of the iconoclast, destroying his creation for a particular reason,
or the blind range of a vandal. Perhaps the answer lies somewhere

between the two.

This was not the end of the sequence of events, however, as the next
step was to have these fragmentary forms carved in limestone, valorizing
the random plaster forms that resulted from his deliberate shove of
the standing figure. The same procedure was followed with the 6.8 m
enlargement, resulting in even more imposing sculptural fragments. No
doubt, Zhao Zhao’s Officer will lead to many difterent interpretations,
just as Maurizio Cattelan’s notorious 1999 sculpture La Nona Hora
(The Ninth Hour), a wax effigy of Pope John Paul II being struck by
a meteorite, will lead to different reactions on the part of atheists and
Roman Catholics. When I asked Zhao Zhao how he thought people
would respond to his Officer, he responded that everybody would have
his own opinion and that this would depend on personal experience.
In any society, the maintenance of law and order is of fundamental
importance. As I write, there are unprecedented riots in London with
widespread damage to property and looting and no end yet in sight.

In China with its vastly larger land mass and population, the problems

are even greater. The uneven distribution of wealth between the
coastal areas and the interior, the social problems that arise as millions
of migrant workers swell the population of major urban centers, the
injustices that occur as land is developed by speculators, to mention
just a few of the most pressing concerns at the moment, are bound to
result in conflicts between the authorities at national and local levels
and millions of disgruntled citizens. The first face encountered by
unhappy citizens is very often that of the police officer and the reaction
of members of the general public who interface with them will depend
entirely on the degree to which they feel their interests are either being

protected or trampled on.

Zhao Zhao invites us to reflect on the meaning of the uniformed figure we
see every day and yet do not see clearly. In the past sculptures representing
individuals in uniform were generally memorials to distinguished soldiers
who have made their mark on history but in this case it is an ordinary
officer who has been displaced from his plinth, leading to speculation as to
who he might have been and how he felt about his role in the maintenance

of law and order.

On a more general level, as I have indicated, Zhao Zhao’s Officer
may be seen as a reflection on iconoclasm, the passing of time and
the changing of taste. Rather than wait forty or fifty years to see this
happen, Zhao Zhao speeded up the entire process to less than a few
weeks from beginning to end. To the best of my knowledge this is the
first time this has been done, a remarkably focused accomplishment for
a young artist who first gained attention by attempting to streak along

Erdaoqiao Street—unsuccessfully!

165

16-8-27 F/F414 ‘ ‘



“EET RF), 2011, MEGHE, #08200 x 260 cm  "Ping Pong" series, 2011, oil on canvas, 200 X 260 cm each
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Rain was filmed during the flooding that occurred in Beijing on July 21, 2012,
one of the worst in living memory and one of many that occurred throughout
China during that year. There is a chronic shortage of water in Beijing but
in just a few hours, the city received six to seven inches of rain, and nearby
mountain regions experienced flash flooding and landslides, leading to mass
evacuations and numerous deaths. Wanting to be more than a bystander, Zhao
Zhao found an inflatable mattress, which he used as an improvised vessel to
float around under the Guangqumen Overpass, which saw some of the most

drastic flooding. He also documented the flooded city with a video camera.
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News reports on the flooding that occurred in Beijing on July 21, 2012

(M), 2012, *%&, 159 35% Rain, 2012, video, 15 mins. 35 sec,
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On September 9, 2013, at the trial of Bo Xilai, witness Wang Lijun testified that on
January 28,2012, Bo heard Wang’s report on his suspicions that Bo’s wife, Gu Kailai,
had committed murder. The next day, accusing Wang of framing his wife, Bo slapped
him and smashed a teacup. “Slap” became a trending media term that day, and the
starting point of Zhao Zhao’s performance series Slap, Crush, Leather Shoes and
Family. In Slap, Zhao Zhao enlisted Zhao Haixing, a volunteer from the public, to
meet him at an appointed place and time (20 seconds past 20:20 on October 20,
2013), and to slap him across the face with his right hand, first on the left side, then
on the right. In the second installment, Crush, volunteer Sun Yuan agreed to let Zhao
Zhao stab him in the back with a knife. The act was carried out at 305 Space in
Caochangdi, Beijing, at 21:00 on November 27,2014. In the third installment, Leather
Shoes, Zhao Zhao took the knife he had used to stab Sun Yuan, and gifted it to the first
volunteer who was able to provide Zhao Zhao with an acceptable reason for doing so.
Family is the fourth installment of the performance series. In this work, Zhao Zhao was
introduced to a six-person family by a volunteer, and taken in as a guest. The goal of the
visit was to delay his departure as much as possible. To this end, the artist constantly found
new topics for conversation. The artist entered the house at noon on December 5, 2014,

and stayed until he was kicked out at 2:40 the next morning.

(EJt) , 2013, 1728, #¥, 100 X 160 cm

Slap, 2013, performance, photograph, 100 X 150 cm

(BE7%) , 2014, {724, #&, 100 X 160 cm

Crush, 2014, performance, photograph, 100 X 150 cm

(52%E) , 2014, 1728, %, 100 X 150 cm

Leather Shoes, 2014, performance, photograph, 100 X 150 cm
(REE) , 2014, 74, &, 100 X 160 cm

Family, 2014, performance, photograph, 100 x 150 cm
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(R - #ti) , 2013, HESRE ., EHE. HIEIE, 25x18cm  Untitled (Duchamp), 2013, oil on canvas, frame, broken glass, 25 x 18 cm
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“EE—REANE" , 2013, BEHY, RUKER, A4 'Constellations — Zhao Zhao Solo Exhibition," 2013, exhibition view, Chambers Fine Art, New York
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pp. 179 - 181 "R RF, 2013, HE. AW, 218150 x 120cm  "Constellations” series, 2013, glass, stainless steel, 150 X 120 cm each
pp. 182-183  (2E) (&), 2013, FE. ~HEM, 150 X 120cm  Constellations (detail), 2013, glass, stainless steel, 150 X 120 cm
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(W) , 2014, FEME, 70 X 90 cm  Branches, 2014, oil on canvas, 70 X 90 cm
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(W) , 2014, HEAE, 70 X 90cm  Branches, 2014, oil on canvas, 70 X 90 cm
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(FR) , 2011, MEME, 27x35cm  Untitled, 2011, oil on canvas, 27 x 35 cm

(FER) , 2011, fMESHE, 27 x 35cm  Untitled, 2011, oil on canvas, 27 X 35 cm
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Exhibitions, the Fluke of Completion
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Over the past year, I have had a total of four exhibitions cancelled.
Within those dramas of eternal cessation, retreat and failure, the
greatest role I can play is minimal at best. I have not been negative
or slow to respond. As that call rings out from across space, the
electricity around me suddenly goes out. In the darkness, I hear a
voice of ultimate, unquestionable authority suddenly emerge just as

the curtains are about to open: stop, you are not allowed.

My most basic right as an artist is suddenly and inexplicably stripped
away from me. What is strange is that, without any background,
my works are the only ones being removed, my exhibitions are the
only ones that are being stopped. Why am I the recipient of this
special treatment? I have not done anything that others dare not do,
nothing to seal such a fate. No one is able to give me a clear answer

as to why.

The exhibition on which I had expended the most time and energy
was the solo exhibition “Officer,” slated for New York in early May. I
got a call one day from the gallery informing me that a shipment of
works by several artists, which had already been cleared by customs
for shipment to New York, had been called back and was being
held by Tianjin Customs. The shipment included my sculptures and
paintings, all of my work from this year. The gallery did not know
the reason, and could only wait for further information from the
authorities. By then it was March 7, leaving very little time until the

exhibition.

As we waited, the gallery repeatedly sent the shipping company
to ask about the whereabouts of the artworks and why they were
being held, in hopes that the authorities would provide some
form of documentation, but to no avail. In late March, the shipping
company was able to pull some strings and talk to the authorities
involved to ask on the situation. They were told verbally that the
artworks included certain banned objects belonging to the artist
Zhao Zhao, and had to be investigated. Everything else was a secret,

and they were unable to make any further comment.

The gallery directed the shipping company to make a new inquiry

each week about how much longer the artworks were to be held.
The authorities admonished them to stop calling, saying they
would be notified as soon as things were settled. They made it clear
that this was a political matter, and they would do best not to get
involved. Any further pulling of strings to look into the matter would
have an adverse effect, possibly drawing the shipping company into

the mess.

All we could do was hope that the seized artworks would be
released through ordinary channels. We were told that this would
take roughly three months. We had no choice but to cancel the

exhibition.

In late June, I was given an invoice detailing the fees for storing my
artworks. The three shipping containers that had been seized had
racked up 123,900 RMB in storage fees. Each additional day would
result in another 1,200 RMB in fees. We reached out to someone
knowledgeable on such matters, and were privately told that the
situation could be resolved with a one-time payment of 300,000 RMB.
The so called “resolution” was to have the artworks destroyed, a closed

process in which we would not be allowed to participate.

To this day, we still do not know where the artworks were being
held, who seized them, or why they were seized. I have no
documentation of the matter, and any inquiries would only serve
to make things worse. It has already been more than seven months,
and we still have no way of knowing how things have progressed.
We have been given no information on any possible outcome or

resolution. I seem to have fallen into a state of eternal waiting.

Perhaps, if I weren’t wasting my energy on this, it would be on
something else. The exhibition itself was not staggeringly significant,
but when even this little shred of my rights is stripped away, I feel

that this whole process has become a part of the artwork.
I know that future exhibitions will come under the same “inspections”

and “attention.” When things somehow go through without a hitch, I

wonder if everything I am allowed to complete is just a fluke.
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Zhao Zhao Interviews Ai Weiwei
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WA AT, AT REIEORAR B, PRI AR AT, WS P AL, SR i Sk e A
Hh S X e A 5 L R O Y B, R R B A A R

B TR FOE BB I IR 251 7

3 WRERAZ W R — A R BT, B A N R SR B
A, —AER AR, BOAR ., BARAY, —UIm ARG, BT, BT R
Wi, FEMIGRIH T2, AR a0y 2.
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B WRITE LET, REKINFRT

3 BOEREAF AL b RO B SEAE I B B ANERANEA AT PR B, SR A s
AW T TR B XA RIS . R R BB BRI IR UETRE FBRIET 1 FO AR
BABIW, Fevets bR —E RN TSR, RS A BCUE,

B 3ROk 10 AEFRATTREMLIT 42

3 HEROR 10 X HOR B E A TR E W F— 0, HSduR AFE M. Aok 10
AR E R NE BRI A, DA SCRA R 22007 A AR VT SRR, A M 53k 53k ) 5
s, —ERAWTER A, HER M ZHERLRENS 3 292 hl, it &b REGG . 2R,
AWIMERA R ATRE, AR FRAOTAT LU, FTRUKGNG, "TRASEG, —E=RIHRAY 10 4, 2t
X 10 fFEHE e AR KRR

Zhao Zhao (Zhao): What happened after you were taken by the police on April 3,2011?

Ai Weiwei (Ai): It felt like nothing happened at all. It’s like getting stuck in a door. You suddenly
realize that you are outside or inside. It is a spatial condition. In regard to this condition, another
condition will only follow if another condition happens to arise. If you are always locked away,
it’s like nothing happens in the world. Your other reality is like that. People don’t care about
you, and even if they do, it’s no use. You get used to it. It is still a society where some people

are powerful. It may have always been this way, but it is particularly evident in this society. This
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condition of autocracy and power has been fixed in place.

Zhao: How can this condition be changed?

Ai: That is up to those born in the 1980s and 1990s. If these people always have their heads
in the clouds, then of course there will be no hope. But this is impossible, because a disaster
will certainly befall them. If a rock hits them in the left foot, they will think, surely I can’t let
this happen to the right foot. They will wonder whether they should move the rock to the

side, or stay away from it.You can either kick it away or avoid it.

Zhao: You didn’t consider escaping during your 81 days of confinement?

Ai: I can’t say I didn’t think about it, but I probably only considered it for a few seconds before
realizing that escape is impossible in China. The walls are too thick. These walls are as thick
as China itself. To be honest, if I really wanted to escape, I would have done that long ago. I
don’t absolutely have to be here. It all becomes quite absurd—you’re already in a jail, and
youre going to be in this jail for a while. It’s all about the form. All authoritarian societies are
formalist: look the image and badge of the police in your work. Without these forms, there

wouldn’t be this content. It is all held up by these forms.
Zhao: Over all these years, you have always woken at seven or eight in the morning, and
gone to sleep at midnight. Why have you never tried getting up at midnight and going to

sleep at seven or eight in the morning?

Ai: That’s how it was in New York. Now, I'm working with a lot of people, and I can’t demand

that they all follow my schedule. When you’re young, you never want to sleep, and when
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you do, you can’t wake up. Now that I'm old, 'm thinking, fuck, when can I sleep like that? No

matter how bad it gets, I always wake up.

Zhao: Do you think life is futile?

Ai: No, because we do not understand our lives. The realm of things we understand is
precisely the realm of things we don’t understand. The Chinese word for “futility”” consists of
two characters, one meaning “to walk,” signifying that we have far to go, the other meaning
“labor.” I think that we should work. I don’t really like people who don’t work, regardless of
the type of work. Look at today’s society: if Western civilization had not given us all of this, if
it weren’t for all the efforts of others, we would still be living in a primitive state. We wouldn’t
even have candles. Maybe we wouldn’t have insect repellant. Disease would be rampant. For
anything beyond just coughing, runny nose and boils, all you would be able to do is light
some incense and kowtow. The Chinese people are absolutely the most shameless, most

unenlightened people in the world.

Zhao: I'm planning on climbing Mt. Everest. Do you want to go?

Ai: If Mt. Everest were a hole in the ground, I would be the first to take the slide down to
the bottom. I'm not interested in heights. I've always been afraid of heights, in politics, in
ideals—I avoid all heights. I like going downhill. I like flowing downwards to the low places,

the dark places, places everyone wants to go.

Zhao: If T climb it, will you make fun of me?

Ai: T think it’s best if you die up there on the peak, because people who don’t die on the peak
aren’t worthy of being seen again. When I see these people in real life, I think it’s hilarious. I
often run into people who are back from climbing Everest, and I think, why didn’t you just
die up there? I think that once you reach a certain height, you should never come back

down. That’s just humiliating.

Zhao:What can we do in the next ten years?

Ai: 1 think that for me, the most important work I can do in the next ten years is to corrupt the
next generation, which is actually self-corruption as well. The next ten years will definitely be
an era of cleaning out the rubbish. There’s just so much new stuff to be moved in. That delete
button will definitely be constantly in use. Whoever uses that button the most will make
the most room. It’s the same for society, for politics, and for art. It’s only possible through
deletion, then we can appropriate, we can combine, we can steal. It’s definitely going to be a

decade for messing around. This decade will bring great change to society.
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(H7T) , 2008, &, , SMATEDKRRT, #84; HERA, —FE 43K, 85100 x 150cm

Euro, 2008, installation, lead, dimensions variable, actual Euro coin sizes, set of 8; C-print, set of 4, 100 X 150 cm
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BRERE - BBOER (ARTHR 1991) ERNHEETI=3MA—F "Bon” BH, £/ . MHRNEXEREARRE, BE; £%

A set of eight "Euro coins" made of lead sheath taken from Anselm Kiefer's work Volkzahlung 1991 (Census 1991). Site: Hamburger Bahnhof Museum of Art, Berlin, Germany; Beijing
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(Tgk) , 2007, X8, 54, BK20cm, #36HskF, BMER16cm; ¥ERA, —E33K, 85K 100 x 150cm

Necklace, 2007, installation, limestone, overall length 20 cm with 35 beads of 1.5 cm diameter each; C-print, set of 3, 100 X 150 cm each
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BIEFEHER (7000 #4848 ) PEVAKBUR—3, SIS —2 36 FumTist,

35 bead string necklace made from a part of a stone taken from Joseph Beuys' project 7000 Oaks. Site: Kassel, Germany; Beijing
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(F%), 2007, %E, %hK, —E£3R2R, 8RKT7cm, BZ0.16cm; ¥FERA, —E=3K, €3 100 x 150 cm
Toothpick, 2007, installation, ironwood, set of 32, 7 X 0.15g cm each; C-print, set of 3, 100 X 150 cm
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Wt bR

BIRRAERTEERBRUMNER (Ff) PHRA—RAREIBATE, #3218, . BER,

32 toothpicks made from a broken piece of wood from Ai Weiwei's installation Fragments that was exhibited in Basel. Site: Basel, Switzerland; Beijing
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(BB RTENFMLDE - 54E) , 2008, %=F, Akl B, 5 X 5cm, 67 X 103cm SRR - BHESAARA, BREEM1119701972 £1ER (RSEF) , (BREERBITADBER - m5HE) PNRA IR EXHER TR,
Wrapping Christo and Jeanne-Claude With Semen, 2008, installation, fabric, photograph, 5 X 6 cm, 67 X 103 cm A photograph of Christo and Jeanne-Claude's Valley Curtain (1970-1972), signed by the artists. The piece of fabric in Zhao Zhao's installation was taken from Valley Curtain.
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(¥h5d) , 2008, ¥BHEE, —F& 33K, &K 100 x 150 cm  On Guard, 2008, C-print, set of 3, 100 X 150 cm each
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2008 £ 8 B 8 H, ItREGEFEIR, BRYTHMNHRE, . X215, 5

On the date of the Beijing Olympics opening ceremony on August 8, 2008, Zhao Zhao stood guard on Tiananmen Square for two hours dressed as a police officer. Site: Tiananmen Square, Beijing.
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R — RSN A AR R ER L] Mt b, thm. K2, dER
(3890A) , 2007, BB, —F 23K, 3K 100 X 150 cm  Cobblestone, 2007, C-print, set of 2, 100 X 150 cm each The artist used strong adhesive to glue a cobblestone onto the ground of Tiananmen Square. Site: Tiananmen Square, Beijing.
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SRR, L e | ST S5 Rl YOS T

Pl e bed 1)

THRTRTFTH T RTHE
R | ” = = ﬂh ik 11f

pp. 218-221  (#x&) , 2006, FEEH, §K 60 x 90 cm Slogan, 2006, photograph, 60 x 90 cm each
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BB IER AR F E SN — S BN CIRELIERRETH A" o A, Eigh, bR

The artist replaced red slogan banners with blank "red banners" in Caochangdi village along Beijing's Fifth Ring. Site: Caochangdi, Beijing
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(1) , 2006, ¥EEH, B 60 X 90cm  Happening, 2006, photograph, 60 X 90 cm each
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(f7%E) , 2006, 174, #¥,

‘ ‘ DA16080412-7-p200-239-cc2014.indd  224-225

E 235K, |3 100 X 150 cm  Walking, 2006, performance, photograph, set of 2, 100 X 150 cm each

RRTEIERRT T —

Zhao Zhao repeatedly walked along a 63.4 meter dead end alley 52 times for a total walking distance of 3312.4 meters

1< 63.4 KAWLHAREE, KEIE 62 4, HHiEH 83124 K,
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($R77F) , 2009, 174 Debit Card, 2009, performance

XRSKPERITHOEE R, PR, §PAHTUEISCRA TR R, SENR, CRABRXEBREE KA PERTERNCHREL, RCRTIEREER, WEAERNYEAE,
—FEREMHRBTUTKRIBFRR, HERER, BELHBE—F, ZRARAABETIRUK S, FERENL EATEREHM,

This is a Bank of China's debit card, the beneficiary card holder's name is Zhao Zhao. Every person can collect this artwork by transferring unlimited amount of money to this account, the
collector will receive a certificate of remittance issued from the Bank of China, the certificate receipt is the artwork itself. One year from the date of receiving the artwork, the collector may apply

for a refund and the return of the work. One year after each money transfer, the artist will withdraw the amount of expenditure by himself and announce all consumer records online .
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( F#B—R%) , 2008, 178, HEEH, E% 40 x 60cm  One Day in Shanghai, 2008, performance, photograph, 40 X 60 cm each
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BT 2008 F 12 B 20 BAIER A EIA BT — A H—RAER, 5 L AP —2 G IREHIRESEHT L BE, huRRER—LLMRE—NEAT . WK EBHE—NIR
A TS ( XRBEITHNRTE, NSEFBEGF—IEARE) , ELEEIX—X, MEX—RELRREFAZRRIMEEARY, XFRSEDITRL R FIEREER,

On December 20, 2008, Zhao Zhao set out from Beijing to Shanghai for a one-day artwork. At the moment he boarded the plane, Zhao Zhao donned a blindfold and sunglasses, making himself
blind. A travel agency was in charge of receiving him at the airport in Shanghai (the travel agency, contacted in advance, has experience with blind tourists). During his day in Shanghai, Zhao

Zhao was unable to see anything that transpired. He did not remove his blindfold until he boarded the plane back to Beijing.

229

16-8-27 L/F4:15




(H/H—RIEHIE) , 2008,
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Waiting for A Naked Chat Invitation, 2008, performance
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(X&), 2007, 174, B Recording, 2007, performance, video
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pp. 235239 (KW E) , 2007, HEEE, —F 43K, S 100 x 150 cm
On Tianshan, 2007, C-print, set of 4, 100 x 150 cm each

BRAARKMT CHRARETRORER, EERGRESNR =%, RERHEGLEEHERR
L3R 4200 KALITA b, . "KW, 33

Zhao Zhao made a sculpture of his departed friend Rahmet in wood, and carried it on his
back for four days and three nights to install it on a mountain peak in Xinjiang's Tianshan

Range at an altitude of 4,200 meters. Site: Tianshan Range, Xinjiang
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pp. 241-245 (k%) , 2006, #*&, RIZE  Hair, 2006, installation, dimensions variable
BB E BT RLE, SIRYIAL 1 EXK,  Zhao Zhao cuts his own hair into segments of one centimeter each.
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(— Mt —KE9BR ) , 2006, #5875, 35 X 50 X 15cm  Shirt Washed Once, 2006, cotton, 35 X 50 X 15 cm
B—EHNHETH—R,  Abrand-new shirt that was dry-cleaned once.
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pp. 249-251  (ZRRE—75113) , 2009, ERE, RITE  Mouse Droppings-5113, 2009, mouse droppings, dimensions variable
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(ZRR—FAXMR) , 2009, HMM, 600 X 600 cm
Mouse Droppings-Sunlignt Panel, 2009, fiber-reinforced plastic, 600 X 600 cm
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(#ER ), 2007, NS4, 26 X 27 X 2cm  Fragments, 2007, gilded stainless steel, 26 X 27 X 2 cm
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(&), 2006, $E#E. Kk, 1 X2 x 4cm  Slanting, 2006, gilded copper, wood, 1 X 2 X 4 cm
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X IEFERER (ZEHE)

Zhao Zhao filming Disturbing the Peace
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A Few Things About Zhao Zhao

Al Wei Wei
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Zhao Zhao and I first met on November 27, 2004. We have now known each other for

ten years and one month.

Zhao Zhao graduated from the Xinjiang Arts Institute, one of the top eight art
academies in China. The institute is something between a teaching university and an
art academy. It is a comprehensive art school, offering classes in fine art, broadcasting,

dance and music.

Zhao Zhao began learning painting at a young age, at the Children’s Palace. The
Children’s Palace also offered sports and chess. “Why did you study painting?” I asked
him.

His response was that they didn’t have martial arts classes.

I asked if learning martial arts helped him later on in painting. Zhao Zhao said that
martial arts did help a bit. When he was learning it, he kicked trees. It taught him to
judge distance with his eyes. Hmm.

It is connected to perspective. Close objects are larger, and far objects are small. If you
kick someone in the head, you have to judge it precisely. If you miss, youre in trouble.

You have to be careful about kicking people.

Ai: As soon as you kick, you reveal all of your vulnerabilities. What
happens if you miss?

Zhao:Then I would be finished.

Ai: That feeling of missing a kick is probably something you feel in life as
well. Have you felt it recently?

Zhao: Not recently. It’s been a long time. I have no precise goals in my
life.

I started to ask him if there were a lot of Uyghur girls at the Xinjiang Arts Institute.

He said there were, but they didn’t interact with the Han Chinese. There was distance
back then. When he was there, the classes, just like at other art academies, were divided
by major. In his first year, there were some students from the ethnic minorities, but they
wouldn’t get very close to you. When eating and whatnot, they wouldn’t sit together
with the Han Chinese.

I said I figured they wouldn’t even do fake marriages to scam some money.

He said, “Right, this is about basic dignity, about basic belief. As for money...”

I said that the Han like to use money to deal with things.

Zhao Zhao believes that money is the basis of life. If you have money, you can be stable
for a while. On this point, Zhao says this idea of maintaining stability is in line with the
Chinese dream. Once we're rich, then things will go smoothly. The world will come to us,

and we’ll be great. I asked him if he’d been reading Global Times.

He thinks the instability is normal. Xinjiang is their place, and has nothing to do with
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the Han. There are policies for every little detail of their lives, including how many sheep
these pastoralists can raise per family.

“When people speak of Xinjiang, all you hear are lamb kebabs and thieves. What can a
pastoral people do? They’ll live however they want. They don’t even learn Chinese? How
are they supposed to find jobs? If you want a job, you have to enter a work unit, join the
Party, it’s all just too hard for a minority group.” He went on and on...

And I didn’t really follow.

I asked him why his father joined the Party. I was just guessing.

He said his father felt he was following the Party down the correct path.

I asked, has it influenced you?

He said it had a great influence. Now they don’t get along. It was because a while ago,
he was on the phone with his father, and the topic of America came up. His father said,
“What'’s so great about America?” and he went off on him.

I said, “How can you speak to your father like that? You know, he was the one who
introduced you here.”

Zhao Zhao said, “But he doesn’t know what you’ve been up to.”

Shit. I wasn’t doing anything back in "04.

Zhao Zhao said, “He didn’t know specifically what you were up to. Now that he does, I
think it’s a bit better.”

Ai:Then what? You just hung around in Caochangdi?

Zhao: Right. Then I brought one of my catalogues to show you. You
flipped through it, and said it was all Expressionism.

Ai:Why Expressionism?

Zhao: It was painted rather... it wasn’t abstract, it was figurative, but
really had nothing to do with realism. It’s just colors smeared around.
Then you said, there doesn’t seem to be any point in painting. You asked
what else I do, and I said I make documentaries.

I told him to show me his films, and so he burned me a disc. He filmed a Uyghur girl. The
film had an interesting focus. At least it wasn’t the kind of subject that most people would
choose, or the kind of film a student would make. It was a very headstrong film, doggedly

following that girl.

Zhao Zhao said, “She was just a vagrant. I didn’t know what to film, I just wanted to film
a documentary, to pick up the camera and point it at something. Cassettes were really
expensive back then, 38 yuan each. When I bought the camera, the guy gave me five
cassettes, which comes out to 180 yuan. One cassette can hold 63 minutes of footage.”

Five cassettes come out to over five hours.

I said that was enough.

Zhao Zhao said, “I just followed things closely. I wouldn’t start filming until something

happened. It wasn’t like later on, when I'd just keep the camera rolling. I didn’t have a
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lot of footage then.”

I asked if he thought it would be better if he filmed more.

Zhao Zhao said, “Maybe if I had filmed more... You have to edit it. I wasn’t thinking
about editing it into something you couldn’t watch. I didn’t really think about it.”

I said, “Was that edited?”

He said it was.

It seemed to me like it wasn’t.

Zhao Zhao: Right. It’s pretty dull, but that was a whole winter. After I edited it, it was like
I hadn’t edited it at all.

I asked about the girl. “You reckon she’s probably dead by now?”

Zhao Zhao: It’s hard to say. I filmed her all winter. She still had teeth at first, but they
were all gone by the end of the winter.

“She’s done for if she’s out of teeth,” I said.

Ai: Did you give her money?

Zhao: No. I didn’t have any money then.

Ai:You picked up your first pile of money here with me?
Zhao: That first pile of money? Of course.

Ai:What about the second pile? The third pile?
Zhao:Yep, all of it. Even now.

Ai: So I guess you could say you have money now?
Zhao: Right. I was lost for a long time. It wasn’t until after Kassel in "07
that I started feeling. ..

Ai:You hadn’t found your way.

Zhao: Right. I had no direction.

It was training. For a long time, mainly early on, he was filming Chang’an Avenue and
the Bird’s Nest. It was a dull time. The films were too long, and there wasn’t any so
called creativity in it. It was just a concept, with no sense of creation. All it needed was a
certain amount of precision. It was probably quite depressing.

Then there was Kassel, and the pavilion fell."

Zhao Zhao remembers the pavilion falling. That’s right. Starting in ’05, we went to a
lot of places together. We went to Austria in ’05. He remembers it well, because it was
his first time abroad. After that, we went everywhere, Austria, Germany, Australia,

Switzerland, America, Japan, Spain...

I said, “This feeling of wandering aimlessly without getting lost is probably connected
to the time you rode your bike to Tibet in the early years, right?”

Zhao Zhao never really had any friends in Xinjiang. I don’t know about others, but for
him, it was pretty lonely. He was just passing the time there, ever since he was a child.
He still remembers when they knocked down the house to build some kind of factory.

He would just play there, stacking up the bricks and just messing around. Before you

281

16-8-27 L/F416 ‘ ‘



(EEEE) HIFERLR  Behind the scenes footage of Disturing the Peace “5.12 BMEFAEE " THRIIAEIEER  Behind the scenes footage of Ai Weiwel's project '5.12 Citizens' Investigation"

282 283

‘ ‘ DA16080412-8-p240-310-cc2014.indd  282-283 @P 16-8-27 J:%—4:16‘ ‘



knew it, another day had passed.

I asked if he was building something.

Zhao Zhao said, “I would just be playing around in the rubble, and the days would just
go by. I didn’t have any friends. When I was with other people, they’d say something I'd
never heard before. I was always curious, wanting to hear what others were saying.”

I asked him when he first began to grow interested in what he was doing.

He thinks it started when he began travelling. On the road, he would go to a lot of
museums, and when he saw the works that he had once only seen in art books, it left a
deep impression.

He began to think about this, about what an artwork is, what art is. It was all a bit
fuzzy, because at the academy, he was constantly working away at painting, but after
graduation, something else intervened, be it life or whatever.

About halfway into 2005, we went to the Salzburg Summer Academy in Austria. I was
teaching some students, and we were talking about conceptual art.

We got to the issue of the origin of an artwork. I had several students at the time, just
some random students, but they were all quite good.

You can see that this act of creation is something rooted in each individual. The
conditions must be right. Most training gets those conditions wrong, so it is quite

arduous.

Ai:What do you think about Caochangdi? The studio at Caochangdi.
Zhao: It was in late November 2004, after the dinner for Liu Xiaodong’s
exhibition. We ate at Lido, and after dinner, everyone went home, and
you invited me to go to your studio. We went from Lido to the 258
Studio. It was my first time. It was really late. The yard was empty, not
like now, where it’s full of plants. The willows weren’t so tall then either.
There weren’t any artworks. You showed me the exhibition hall, the one
next to your room. There were 15 or 16 wooden logs there. Just a big
pile of wood.

Ai:Those were there for a while.

Zhao: Yes, they were there for a while. When I went, I wondered, is this
an artwork? That’s nice.

Ai:There was no way to sell it. I ended up making a map out of it.

He thought it was nice. Right, this artwork was just right. So after that night, that’s what I
was doing. The others in my studio were just drawing things, and it didn’t necessarily have

anything to do with art. Zhao Zhao felt that I didn’t have any connection to traditional art.

Ai: And then you went off shooting every day, or whenever you wanted
to shoot. We didn’t really interact much then, right?

Zhao: When I started shooting, we didn’t interact much. I would come
home very late to watch it. If you think about it, from 2005 to 2007, we
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would go out to eat every day. We did this for years, just eating dinner
every day. Fatty would drive the car in the daytime, and for dinner, I
would do the driving, taking you to dinner and coming back very late.

He thought he was getting some good shots. He hadn’t used the 4X5 camera before. It took
a long time, and a lot of wasted film, before he figured out how to use it. Just building up
that technical base was quite a chore. Zhao Zhao never thought much about the technical

stuff. He’s not the type to be interested in that.

He said it was fine as long as it wasn’t too complicated. If it was too complicated, he would
forget what he had set out to do. “When you use the 4X5 camera, by the time you've gotten
it all adjusted, you forget if you wanted to take the shot here, because now the position looks
wrong, and then you’ve got to start over. Then there was the video camera. Every time you
started filming, it would auto-focus; it was really annoying.You couldn’t control it.”

Then, after I finished with the Bird’s Nest, I got busy, and then I encountered the Yang Jia
case. Kassel was something that everyone was talking about, but this Yang Jia case was a real
incident.

He feels that I put a lot of heart into this issue. The Yang Jia incident was a special case.
When we heard about it, the two of us went over to their house to walk around. Their
windows had been broken, and it was very hot. When we drove up to the apartment

complex, it felt like there were people stationed all over the place. That’s what it felt like.

Looking back now, we were really in the zone.
Zhao Zhao:Yeah, we were really in the zone. I think that when you really get involved in

some incident, it feels a lot like that first time we went to Yang Jia’s home.

Neither of us feels that this has anything to do with art. Actually, making Fairytale had
already transcended this, ignoring the issues of the past, and now dealing with a new,
concrete issue. Interpretation is for later.

Zhao Zhao quietly watched for several years how I came up. I started out from zero. I
laid some pillars out in a room for several years, maybe two or three. I don’t know. I just
felt that I didn’t have an opportunity. Also, if I didn’t do something, what could I do?
When the opportunity came, at least I knew I could always do nothing. Actually, I didn’t
know this was feasible. I just followed my interests.

In this light, interests are very important.

Zhao Zhao agrees that interests are important, but what matters is that certain types of
people get involved in certain types of things.
What kind of person you are determines what kinds of insights you have, and you enter

into this kind of state. Other people go a long time before they can talk about it, right?
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For Zhao Zhao, 2008 marked a great turning point. Three things happened: Yang Jia,
the Olympics, the Sichuan earthquake. We went to Sichuan together. He took part in all
these things. Though he didn’t design the Bird’s Nest, he did document the construction
process in film. He also did the filming for the Yang Jia incident.

I was writing things online every day at that time, and putting up the structure. But
the earthquake was a huge deal. I can’t remember how many days it was after the

earthquake that we went to Wenchuan.

He remembers. He says we went to Sichuan four days after the earthquake. “We started
heading for Yingxiu, in the disaster zone. You were taking photographs, and I was taking
videos. When we passed the Yingxiu Middle School, we saw that the list of student
names had been torn down. We were stupefied.You almost didn’t notice it.”

He continued, “I never thought it would provoke such a reaction. I thought that now
everyone had their eyes on Sichuan, the issue would get eclevated. We went to the
Communications Office several times, and caused a scene at the Public Security Bureau.
It felt like you were always fighting with them. I didn’t know they would come after you
one day. I never imagined.”

“The system can’t take such things sitting down. Think about this. It’s not fully apparent
yet, but it was a very important preparatory phase, when you took part in all of these

surveys. Do you think it will have an impact?” I asked.

Zhao Zhao says he can only work his way up from little things. “For instance, with this
earthquake, I'm thinking that if I had gone out there on my own, I would just film a
documentary. I wouldn’t set out to find some single point to do an exposé on. Its the
same with Yang Jia. I think you can do these things in a very complete way. Actually, I
think it’s not just about the actions of a single individual, because you use the Internet
to activate the whole thing. You bring up a topic, and this topic becomes effective on
the Internet. Whether it’s the people cursing you, or the people following you, this thing

has an effect.You are able to grasp on to what makes it effective.” That’s how he sees it.

He believes it’s about interests, about where you direct your energies. “For example, if
I never met you, I wouldn’t be doing this. Maybe over these past few years, I would've
been painting in some village.”” Zhao Zhao says that if he wasn’t an artist, he’d probably
end up a thug. I think what he means is that he has this unbearable sense of repression.
‘What does it come from? From the body, the family, the society or what? He says, “All of
the above.”

I asked him which artwork made him feel, when he finished it, that this is what he
wanted to do. Which artwork made him feel he could begin, that he could get started?

He said it was probably the 2011 work Officer.

Officer is a lot like a mobster movie. The boss has been killed, and we’re watching after he’s

been shot, right? They go to the hospital and say no, this body has to be moved. This set off
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the first one. That artwork immediately met with problems. This was your starting point,

and there was a lot of conflict around it. A lot of stuff about motives and concepts.

Something he started in 2007, was to glue a pebble onto Tiananmen Square.

“You had this awareness because the Olympics were approaching, right? You were
dressing up as a member of the People’s Armed Police, and ‘standing guard’ at
Tian'anmen. It was already linked to the police state. You felt that control at this time

was inevitable.”

On August 8, 2008, he did On Guard at Tiananmen. I told him to be careful, not to make
trouble. We had breakfast together that day. We ate noodles. There’s a photograph. After
2008, he started secking. He didn’t have any clear direction.

Zhao Zhao said, “After the exhibition in 2011, I started to have a clear idea that I wanted
to do something.” There was a solo exhibition planned for April 2012, but then, all of the
artworks from 2008 to 2011, which had been packed up in three shipping containers,
got confiscated by Customs at Tianjin. They still haven’t been released. To this day, we
haven’t heard anything about them.

But for him, of course he never wanted this to happen, but there was this metaphysical
force at work, in that someone else cared about these artworks, and they cared very
much about them, because three hours before the boat was scheduled to leave
port, the State Security Bureau had the whole boat stopped, just to take these three
containers off. That kind of thing only happens for drugs or weapons, at least in most
cases. We still have no idea what was going on. They were confiscated by the State
Security Bureau. It had nothing to do with the police. Zhao Zhao says that between the

sculptures, paintings and photographs, there were over 20 artworks in total.

Zhao: I was thinking at the time that perhaps it was because of Officer.
Maybe they found the image provocative? He was wearing a police
uniform and hat. Maybe that was the problem.

Ai: The uniform and the hat, wasn'’t it all carved out of stone?

Zhao: It was carved out of stone, but it was the image of the police
officer. I was thinking maybe they would trump it up.

Ai:You never know, right? Were you nervous?

Zhao: I was pretty nervous throughout 2012.

Ai: Because of what happened in 2011.

Zhao: I started getting shut out after that. The first time was at Jing
Gallery in Caochangdi. We were doing a five person exhibition with
me, He Yunchang, Xia Xing and two sculptors. The exhibition was
set to open on Saturday. On Friday night, we finished setting up the
exhibition, and at 11:00 pm, the gallery owner and two managers were
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brought in to talk with the Cuigezhuang Police. They picked them up at
11, and talked until three in the morning.

Ai: There weren’t any ads for the exhibition, and there wasn’t any
discussion in the papers. How did they find out about the exhibition?
Zhao: There were posters, and it was announced online. They must
have sent out the announcement a week before the exhibition. The
gallery owner called me up crying. She was afraid. She apologized,
saying the police told her she couldn’t do my exhibition. The police said
that I wasn’t an artist. I was taken out of the exhibition. It was all very
confusing. What’s your take on it?

Ai: How can you not be an artist? That means maybe 'm not an artist
either. This is clearly a political issue. The state apparatus was put into
motion. How could it not be political? But it’s also clearly an aesthetic
issue, because the state has defined what beauty is, deciding who isn’t
an artist and what isn’t an artwork. Politics always seems to intervene.
Zhao: It’s that you can’t make a statement. Otherwise, you’ll possibly
face these threats. Not possibly, you must be restricted, and when the
time comes, it’ll be ruthless. They never came to see me.

Ai: This is something they do very well. When I did the Black Book, they
came after people with official work units, saying it was a political issue. I
kept waiting for them to come to me, but they never did. It got everyone
around me scared, because this was definitely a problem. They came to
other people but not to me. I didn’t know what the problem was. It has
an effect. You start thinking about it, but you can’t go find “him,” because
there is no him.

Zhao:There is no him. It’s not a person or a thing.

I asked him if he was still in the zone.

Zhao Zhao said, “I think I didn’t really want anything more from this exhibition or these
artworks. It was just something I wanted to stand for. It seems that when you have the
right to speak, you can say what you want to say.”

“Right, there is a certain amount of space here. Basically, it is a method that you are
familiar with, but the other side is certainly not. With them being so arbitrary about
it, they are clearly out of options. The advantage is clear. The predicament reveals the
source of the problem.

Zhao Zhao said, “It’s just that for me, I hadn’t held out a lot of hope. It’s fine. What can I do? If

we wanted to do something, we would go through a lot. If we didn’t, we'd be just fine.”
Ai:What’s your personality? What’s your sign?

Zhao: Cancer. 'm a homebody.
Ai:What month is cancer?
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Zhao: June to July.

Ai:What's your zodiac animal?

Zhao:Year of the dog.

Ai: And your blood type?

Zhao: Type O.

Ai:Type O.1 don’t know what cancers are known for.
Zhao:We stay home.

Ai: People who can stay put.

Zhao: Right, we stay put. If someone doesn’t come looking for me, I
won’t go looking for them.

Ai:What if they do?

Zhao:Then there’s trouble. I'll hold a grudge.

Ai: Do you tell people to steer clear of you?

Zhao: Sometimes. I'll tell them if they don’t know.
Ai:This kind of person likes to sit around at home, right?
Zhao: Right.

That year, he just stuck around the house, stuck around the village. The village had
come to a standstill. Then he was brought to the police station. It seemed like they were
doing something wrong at the police station, but not much really happened. They just
held him for a few weeks. I think it was a good thing.

Zhao Zhao felt that they were out of order, that they didn’t follow a process, and they

didn’t. They say it’s a security case, and so it is.

I think it’s like the Yang Jia case. He says killing is wrong, but there wasn’t any process.
It’s just like saying that fighting is wrong. There’s no process. It’s just a simple matter of
violence. When you talk to them about process, they respond about results, and neither

side gets through to the other. They’re not people; they’re a system. That’s how it feels.

For this exhibition in Los Angeles, he painted a series of paintings. I think they’re of the
sky.

Ai:You painted some tree forks before, right?

Zhao: Tree branches.

Ai:What's the difference between a branch and a fork?
Zhao:They were tree branches.

Ai: Is this another spot-the-difterence?

Zhao:Yes. I sat at home painting the sky under the smog.

This is a bit like the ancient painters. They always painted wind, rain and snow. They
rarely painted normal weather. Then there is the artwork made from the cut Buddha
statues. Your works seem to be becoming increasingly direct and simple. There’s this

feeling that they are becoming anti-artworks. Doesn’t this go against the teaching at
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China’s art academies? So I've noticed at the branded exhibitions of today, people like

to have a kind of academy tone in their works.

It seems that Zhao Zhao’s works in recent years possess artistic traits, or perhaps you
can’t say they have artistic interests, but instead have certain direct things, certain
actions or weighted presumptions built into them.They have been designed.

Zhao Zhao thinks that an artwork is primarily a process for him at this point in time.
It should be a dull, aimless thing. He also avoids too much involvement in issues such
as production, of how to create a work. For these statues, these Buddha statues, he
cuts away what was originally there, and this process fits with his conception of a dull,

desolate process.When completed, what emerges is basic stone material.

Culture needs a platform, a context. In recent years, he has been the subject of much
attention. I asked him about his views on the current state of photography and the art
scene in China. It is quite active. I also asked how he would compare with others in his

generation.

“I think you should instead compare me with the New Generation or the artists of
the 1980s. I'm really not familiar with the working methods or ideas of my own peers,
because, as you know, throughout the process of learning oil painting at the academy,
and in my own work experience, my interactions have mostly been with more mature

artists. I've met them all. T haven’t had much interaction with young artists, even now.

“Recently, there has been more media attention, reports in art magazines. I created a work
this year that elicited quite a bit of discussion. First, I sent out four key words on Weibo
(a Chinese microblog site): Slap and Crush, Leather Shoes and Family. It got retweeted a
lot, and ended up on the front page, with lots of clicks and commentary. Sina News had
picked up on it. If it hadn’t been retweeted around, then these four key terms wouldn’t have
amounted to much, but after it attracted so much attention, I decided that it could be used
as the title or topic of an artwork. But as I created the performance work, it ended up not

having much to do with this whole thing. It went in a different direction.

“For the artwork Slap, I found a volunteer on the internet. The volunteer agreed to let me
slap him on both sides of the face with my right hand. I set a time and a place, and he was
there waiting for me. Altogether, four people agreed over the internet to do this. Among
them, I chose someone from Hubei Province. I didn’t know him and we didn’t speak. I'm
guessing that he found out about this from Fu Xiaodong’s online call for volunteers. He
agreed. We carried out the slapping on October 27 of last year. It was an event, taking place

in an agreed place and time, where I came to slap him twice.
“Then I said I wanted to do the affair artwork. The process for Crush was that I was

looking for a volunteer who would let me use a knife to stab him in the back with

my right hand. We sent word out online, and twelve people volunteered. That’s how it
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went. It was quite simple.

This went on until September of this year. Sun Yuan came to me and said he wanted to do

it.‘T'll be your volunteer. Can I sign up?’I said that he could volunteer, but he’d have to sign

up and then I would think about it. So now we had thirteen people. I decided to

meet with them. I met with seven of the volunteers, but none of them fit.”
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A1:Why not? Was their skin too slippery?

Zhao: No.They had too many questions.

Ai:That’s not very feasible.

Zhao: Right.

Ai:What did they ask about the most?

Zhao: They would ask how long the knife was, and how deep I would
stab them.

Ai: Had you thought that through? Did you say how long it was?

Zhao: I hadn’t. I actually didn’t know what knife I was going to use. |
hadn’t chosen it yet.

Ai: So you did some quick thinking and settled on a pencil sharpener?
Zhao: I didn’t have a knife. I thought I could find someone who would
agree without any questions.

Ai: But they all asked?

Zhao: They basically all asked except for Sun Yuan. Only Sun Yuan said,
“Just tell me when.” I also thought he had the right body.

Ai: A good body for stabbing. What kind of knife did you use?

Zhao: I used a Yengisar knife.

Ai:Where did you get it?

Zhao: Xinjiang.

Ai:Where?

Zhao: I bought it at a farmer’s market.

Ai:Was it a new knife, or an old one?

Zhao: An old knife.

Ai: Good steel?

Zhao: Not bad.

Ai:Was it sharp?

Zhao:Yes. It has a single edge that tapers off to a point in a smooth line.

Ai: Did you stab him?

Zhao:Yes.

Ai:Was it satisfying?

Zhao: It was okay. I did it.

After I stabbed him, I wanted to use the knife for Leather Shoes. For this
work, I would take the knife T used to stab Sun Yuan, and give it to a
volunteer. The volunteer would have to tell me a reason to give him the
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knife. If I thought the reason was good, I would give it to him.

Ai: Did anyone want the knife?

Zhao: A lot of people have asked for it so far, but none of the reasons
have been any good. A lot of them wanted to stab themselves, to hurt
themselves. Some wanted to stab me. How could I agree to that?

Then, for Family, I sought out a volunteer, a home I could be a guest in.

Ai: Have you done Family yet?

Zhao: I have. I found a home. I was looking for a home with kids and
with old people, and I wanted to see how long I could stay there before
they kicked me out.

Ai: How long did you stay? Was it 16 hours?

Zhao: I stayed for 15 hours.

Ai: T remember it as 16 hours. That’s what the report said.

Zhao: It was 15 hours.

Ai: Did they call the police?

Zhao: They didn’t call the police. They just said, “If you don’t leave, we’ll
have to call the police. We don’t want our kid to see you again when he
gets up at six in the morning.”

Ai: Okay. Did you talk with them?

Zhao: I did.

Ai:What did you say?

Zhao: I said, “Didn’t we agree that I would leave after breakfast?” They
said if I kept this up, they would call the cops.

Ai:They couldn’t take it anymore?

Zhao:They couldn’t go to sleep.

Ai: Because you were just sitting there.

Zhao: I was on the couch.

Ai: Did you pace around?

Zhao: No, I just sat there.

Ai: Did you read?

Zhao: I didn’t read. I'd look at my phone sometimes, but I didn’t make a
sound.

Ai: How many people in the family?

Zhao:There were six of them.

Ai: Did they start talking about it?

Zhao: They all went back to their rooms and started talking about it at
midnight. Of course they did.

Ai:Who served as their representative?

Zhao: It was the son, a guy in his thirties. Around 11 or 12, he started
saying things like “Aren’t you tired?”

Ai: How did you end up there?
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participated in this project.

Zhao: I just went up and knocked on the door.

Ai:Weren't you introduced to them?

Zhao: T was.

Ai:This guy who introduced you, what did he say?

Zhao: He said I was an artist, and that I wanted to learn about a normal
family, about family life. They thought I was doing some kind of artistic
survey, looking for material for something.

Ai: It wasn't like that, though.You went there and didn’t speak.

Zhao: Right. They invited me for lunch, then dinner, and then they
watched the nightly news. At nine, they said their child was going to
bed.They meant it was about time to leave.

Ai: But did you tell them you wanted to stay until the next day?

Zhao: I never said I wanted to stay until the next day. At 11, they said,
“Are you in some kind of trouble? Don’t you have somewhere to stay?
Do you need money or some other kind of help?” I said I wasn’t in
trouble, I just wanted to stay a little longer. They asked when I was
planning on leaving, because their child went to bed at nine, and
gets up at about six or seven every morning. I said I would leave after
breakfast. They gave up and said I could stay the night, and even
brought out a blanket to use on the couch. They all went to bed at
midnight, and then, a little after two, the son came out and sat down
next to me. He said, “We didn’t know you before, and we don’t want to
know you after this. I don’t want the kid to see you when he gets up in
the morning. You say you want to stay for breakfast, but if you insist, 'm
going to call the police.” I said okay and left.

Ai: Could you find a taxi at that hour?

Zhao: I did.

Ai:Where there a lot of taxis? Did you have to wait?

Zhao: I had to walk out to the corner. There was a hospital right by their
house.

Ai:Where did you go?

Zhao: I got in a taxi and went back to Caochangdi.

When I do things, I like to stretch them out a bit.

Ai: Is this something you were consciously aware of? Did you think
about exhibiting in galleries or working in these circles? There are a lot
of limitations in this area.

Zhao: At first, I always wanted to make music. I always thought I could
find some way outside of this system.

Ai:Why don’t you?

Zhao:That takes time.

Ai: How old are you now?
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Zhao: 33.

Ai: Last year, you were busy with your own stuff, and I basically left you
alone, except for the exhibition at the Ullens Center, when I asked you to
help me take my artworks back. What did you think about that at the
time?

Zhao: I was thinking about taking your artworks back.

Ai: I think you’ve done that twice before, so you have some experience
there.

Zhao: Right. I've removed your works from two exhibitions. When you
do that, youre going to piss some people off, so you have to keep your
distance. There are only so many people in the art scene. Do you know
them all? It’s very complicated now, with all these different interests tied
together.

Ai: It’s quite interesting, don’t you think? This turned into a really big deal.
Cui Cancan showed it to me on his phone, because my phone doesn’t have
it. He said, “Take a look at this.” I saw the exhibition didn’t list me, so I said
I wanted my artworks back.

Zhao: It’s even more complicated now. There are factions.

Ai: Is this faction thing a big deal?

Zhao: Let’s look at a recent event as an example. A month ago, Xingwel
called me, but I didn’t pick up. He sent a message saying he wanted to do
an exhibition called “The Path of Life” and basically invited me to join. I
told him I couldn’t.

Ai:Why?

Zhao: I have no need to get involved in this stuff. He spent a lot of
money to collect stuft from these artists. If I took part in the exhibition,
he would collect my work. He couldn’t reach me by phone, so he called
Haitao. He asked why I didn’t answer his calls, and I said I don’t really
understand what this guy is up to, so there was no need to take his call.
He asked if [ was going to participate, and I asked why I should. He said
he could loan some of my works from the gallery, but not sell them.
I said that wouldn’t work either. He asked what he was supposed to
tell him. I said to say whatever he wanted. He called him or sent him a
message saying I wasn’t going to take part, that it wasn’t the right fit.
Xingwei responded with “got it,” and went on to do his exhibition. This
was something recent. I don’t know if you feel it, but it’s like a group of
people are trying to pull you into their clique, and I don’t know what
they’re thinking. I used to think it was nice being an artist. You could just
do your own thing. But now there are these different forces, and it’s all
getting too complicated. Shanghai’s got this “port culture,” with its own
factions, and in Beijing, people group together by who they like. They

‘ ‘ DA16080412-8-p240-310-cc2014.indd  296-297

form into factions, and then the whole game of profits and interests
emerges. It’s really complicated, really dirty.

Zhao Zhao is right. This isn’t something normal people do. But I can’t force it on them.
Under this kind of pressure, you see, I have to do this. I don’t hang out with these
people, and they don’t care. What does it matter? I'm not a part of this, but I have to take
my own stance. I can’t say that other people don’t care. It’s not about that. This system
has distorted the condition of the artist. This is a form of self-examination. People have
to care. They can’t just watch their houses get demolished and not care. Another thing
has changed now. Before, people would say that this guy’s artworks are too politicized,
but now there’s been a change. It’s not about standing together to support some cause.
There’s always a right and wrong. Our people can’t always talk about Yin and Yang
while ignoring right and wrong. This is an evil thought process. It’s about how to get by
the best. In China’s current state of eating itself from the inside and crawling off to the
outside, they go through the motions on some key issues, but that’s not right. If they
want to clearly say that we have some problem, that’s fine. But when they say that old
Ai wants to disrupt the exhibition opening, that’s poisoning the well. It’s okay if you

don’t want to put me in the exhibition.

Zhao Zhao has used his own methods to prove the possibility of another form of
existence, one not necessarily inside our secular framework. He was talking about this
whole issue of people forming into factions, and if that weren’t the case, you wouldn’t
see people acting like this. I told those artists before that it makes them look like they’re
all out of tricks, getting involved in all these shady connections. History is just a long
series of fragments. Not everything gets written down in the archives. If, as an artist, you

can’t maintain your independence, you're not going to last, and you shouldn’t bother

trying.

Today, Zhao Zhao is in a good state of mind. He still goes out looking for trouble where
there is none. He still gets bored. He still wants me to write something. Zhao Zhao has

attitude, and this attitude of his, neither too hot nor too cold, is going to take him far.

December 12,2014
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Zhao Zhao

1982 Born in Xinjiang, China

2003 Graduated from the Xinjiang
Institute of Arts, Department of Oil
Painting, BFA
Currently living and working in

Beijing, China
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2015

2014
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SOLO EXHIBITION
“A Sense of Security, " Tang Contemporary Art, Hong Kong, China
“Constellations Zhao Zhao II,” Chambers Fine Art, New York, USA
“Zhao Zhao, ” Carl Kostyal, Stockholm, Sweden
“Zhao Zhao—Omnipresent, ” Roberts & Tilton Gallery, LA, USA
“46th Art Basel in Switzerland, ” Platform China Contemporary Art Institute, Basel, Switzerland
“Untitled=Zhao Zhao, " Platform China Contemporary Art Institute, Beijing, China
“Zhao Zhao—Uncertainty, ” Chambers Fine Art, Beijing, China
“How—Zhao Zhao, ” Platform China Contemporary Art Institute, Hong Kong, China
“Constellations—Zhao Zhao, ” Chambers Fine Art, New York, USA
“Nothing inside II, ” Alexander Ochs Galleries, Berlin, Germany
“A Sense of Security: Zhao Zhao, ” Platform China Contemporary Art Institute, Beijing, China
“A Sense of Security II: China Likes Me and I Like China, ” Platform China Contemporary
Art Institute, Beijing, China
“Nothing Inside, ” Alexander Ochs Galleries, Beijing, China
“New Works, ” Chambers Fine Art, Beijing, China
“Naked Walking,”Alexadner Ochs Galleries, Berlin, Germany
“5113, 1# 51 Square meters Project, ” TaiKang Space, Beijing, China
“Da Quan Gou, ” CAAW, Beijing, China

GROUP EXHIBITIONS
“Art Basel Hong Kong Film Sector: Zhao Zhao-Project Taklamakan 2016,” Art Basel, Hong Kong,
China
“Spirit, ” Padiglione D’Arte Contemporanea, Milan, Italy
“BEYOND STUFF, ” Mizuma Art Gallery, Tokyo, Japan
“Fusion: Chinese Modern and Contemporary Art since 1930s, ” Wanlin Art Museum, Wuhan
University, Wuhan, China
“My Generation: Young Chinese Artists, ” Tampa Museum of Art, Florida, USA
“Zero Tolerance, ” MoMA PS1, New York, USA
“Time is a Saw: Established and Emerging Contemporary Chinese Artists, ” Crossman Gallery,
University of Wisconsin-Whitewater, Wisconsin, US
“Unlived by What is Seen, ” Tang Contemporary Art/Pace Gallery Beijing/Galleria Continua,
Beijing, China
“Wormhole.Geo-attraction, ” Lin & Lin Gallery, Taipei
“New York Armory Art - Focus on China, ” Chambers Fine Art, New York, United States
“You Imagine What You Desire, ” 19th Biennale of Sydney, Australia
“ART14 London, ” London, UK
“More Than Meets The Eye, ” Mizuma & One Gallery, Beijing, China
“The 14th OPEN Performance Art Festival, ” Space Station, Beijing, China
“Read, ” Leo Xu Projects, Shanghai, China
“Jungle II-A Thriving Morphology: Theory Of Relativity, ” Platform China Contemporary Art
Institute, Beijing, China

“Individual Growth—Motive Power of Contemporary Art, ” Tianjin Art Museum, Tianjin, China

2012

2011

2010

2009

2008

“Groundwork Community, ” Taikang space, Beijing, China
“FUCK OFF 2, ” Groninger Museum, Holland
“China China, ” PinchukArtCentre, Kiev, Ukraine
“Humboldt Lab Dahlem, ” Museum of Asian Art, Berlin, Germany
“Game of Thrones, ” Asian Art Museum, Berlin, Germany
“Pessimism or Resistance?, " Taikang Space, Beijing, China
“Marcel Duchamp And/Or/In China, ” Ullens Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing,
China
“ON | OFF: China’s Young Artists In Concept And Practice, ” Ullens Center for
Contemporary Art, Beijing, China
“The Worst Show, ” Gland, Beijing, China
“Detached Involvement, ” New Age Gallery, Beijing, China
“CAFAM - Future Exhibition, ” CAFA Art Museum, Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing,
China
“Catching the Moon in the Water, ”” James Cohen Gallery, New York, USA
“Image, History, Existence: Taikang Life 15th Anniversary Art Collection Exhibition, ”
National Art Museum Of China,Beijing, China
“5x5Castell62011, ” Premi Internacional d”Art Contemporani Diputacié de Castelld,
Castell6, Spain
“141: A Cross-strait-four-regions, ” Artistic Exchange Project, He Xiangning Museum,
Shenzhen/Hong Kong Arts Centre, Hong Kong/Kuandu Museum of Fine Art, Taipei
“Freestyle, ” Li Space, Beijing, China
“51 m® 16 Emerging Chinese Artist, ” Tai Kang Space, Beijing, China
“Reflection of Minds: MoCA Shanghai Envisage I1I, ” Museum of Contemporary
Art Shanghai, China
“Conception as Enzyme, ” A4 Gallery, Chengdu, China
“Get it Louder 2010: Sharism, ” Beijing/ Shanghai, China
“34+X: People and Things Around Contemporary Art Exhibition, ” CAAW, Beijing, China
“No-Name Station, ” China/Australia Contemporary Art Exhibition, Iberia Center for
Contemporary Art, Beijing, China
“Interpret Out of Context, ”T Space, Beijing, China
“Moving!, ” Li Space, Beijing, China
“The Burden of Representation, ” Osage Gallery, Hong Kong
“Also Space, ” C-Space, Beijing, China
“Archives, ” Osage Gallery, Hong Kong
“Art Economies Beyond Pattern Recognition, ” Osage Gallery, Shanghai, China
“Personal Space, ” 24 HR Art-Northern Territory Contemporary Art Centre, Darwin, Australia
“Work in Progress—How Do Artists Work, " Iberia Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing, China
“Delirious Beijing, ” PKM Gallery, Beijing, China
“Insomnia, ” BizArt Art Center, Shanghai, China
“Landscape Topology, ” Magee Art Gallery, Beijing, China
“Chinese Freedom, ” T Space. Beijing, China
“Interposition 366, ” Zendai Museum of Modern Art, Shanghai, China
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P026 (R T Titdl), 2016, &
4. ki, RE# HesERR E
7=, 12097 %h  Project Taklamakan, 2016,
electrical cable, transformers, refrigerator;

HD color video, with sound, 120 mins.

PO72 ({RIFA) , 2016, KIEA, R
T
Safe, 2016, marble, dimensions variable

P036 (7]) , 2009-2016, 271,
1000 #8; ¥emExR, A5

Knife, 2009-2016, Yengisar knife, 1000
blades; HD color video, with sound

- _J

P074 “FISE" R3, 2014, HHEMAE,

3K 27 X 35cm

"Preserved Duck Eggs" series, 2014, oil

on canvas, 27 X 35 cm each

P044 (FZ) , 2016, A%k, H15,
Rt

Suit, 2016, suits, letter, dimensions
variable

P078 (%) , 2014, FHEME

60 x 70cm

Spoiled Bird Eggs, 2014, oil on canvas
60 x 70 cm

SRR

P064 ($T:k#L) , 2016, ANEE,
22 x1xT7cm

Lighter; 2016, nephrite,

22 %X 1x77cm

P066 (%), 2014, 5 (HI. 7).
Ak, ARk WL B WH, 13X T3
x 214 cm

Uncertainty, 2014, stupa (Ming, Qing
dynasty), stone, wood, steel, rope, re-
bar, 73 X 73 X 214 cm

'|'I J|' }
P080 (#itk) , 2014, MEME P082 "—MERZ" , 2015, K LHE
180 x 220 cm 3K 24 x 32cm
Branches, 2014, oil on canvas "One Second" series, 2015, pencil on
180 x 220 cm paper, 24 x 32 cm each

PO70 (fRExf) , 2015, % LiGHEE
HEREE, RITE

Safe, 2015, steel safes from the
colonial period of Shanghai,
dimensions variable

P086 (—%) , 2016, FHHEHE
200 x 300 cm
One Second, 2016, oil on canvas
200 x 300 cm

P168 ( M), 2012, F &, 155 3%

Rain, 2012, video, 15 mins. 35 sec.

P176 "2/ R5, 2013, I, FHEN,
43K 150 x 120cm

"Constellations" series, 2013, glass,
stainless steel, 150 x 120 cm each

P210 (F5R B3 AR - 52 51E) ,
2008, # &, k. BhH, 5x5cm, 67
X 103 cm  Wrapping Christo and Jeanne-
Claude With Semen, 2008, installation, fabric,
photograph, 5 X 5cm, 67 x 103cm

P172 (E3t), 2013, 724, #¥,
100 x 160 cm

Slap, 2013, performance,
photograph, 100 X 150 cm

P172 (B&7%) , 2014, 174, B¥,
100 x 150 cm

Crush, 2014, performance,
photograph, 100 x 150 cm

P186 “#it" R5l, 2014, MHEME
70 x 90cm

P188 “FLL@" A%, 2011, FHHEHE
271 x 35¢cm
"Branches" series, 2014, oil on canvas
70 x 90 cm

"Untitled" series, 2011, oil on canvas
27 X 35¢cm

P212 (359, 2008, &R, —R 33K,
3K 100 x 160 cm  On Guard, 2008,
C-print, set of 3, 100 x 150 cm each

P216 (#8507 ) , 2007, HERA, —
£ 23, §5K 100 x 150 cm
Cobblestone, 2007, C-print, set of 2

100 % 150 cm each

P172 (Fi#E) , 2014, 178, B,
100 % 150 cm

Leather Shoes, 2014, performance,
photograph, 100 X 150 cm

P198 (BoT) , 2008, k&, i, &
MITEASRERRT, #8848 HERA,
—F 43, B3 100 X 160cm

Euro, 2008, installation, lead, dimensions
variable, actual Euro coin sizes, set of 8;
C-print, set of 4, 100 X 150 cm

P218 “4Rr1E" & %, 2006, ¥ & R
Fr, 2560 x 90 cm  "Slogan” series,
2006, photograph, 60 x 90 cm each

P172 () , 2014, 118, B,
100 x 150 cm

Family, 2014, performance,
photograph, 100 X 150 cm

P202 (Iik) , 2007, &, A, B4 20
cm, #£365 BT, §HEZ15cm; ¥
&R F, —E33K, 100 x 150 cm
Necklace, 2007, installation, limestone,
overall length 20 cm with 35 beads of
1.6 cm diameter each; C-print, set of 3,
100 x 150 cm each

P222 ( =), 2006, &R A,
£ 3% 60 X 90 cm  Happening, 2008,
photograph, 60 % 90 cm each

P090 “T i’ A”J 2014, X8,
BRE. AR, W&, RTaTE
"Untitled" series, 2014‘ installation, Ming
and Qing dynasty furniture, wooden
board, steel bars, dimensions variable

P118 " (#/H),
90 X 210cm
Fragments, 2015, copper, 90 X 210 cm

2016, 4@

DA16080412-8-p240-310-cc2014.indd  306-307

KE(4E), O,
B 200 x WOO cm

Confusion, 2015, installation (copper),
9 plates, 200 X 100 cm each

P122" 2= " &%), 2014,
FAEHE, 200 X 300 cm
"Constellations" series, 2014,
oil on canvas, 200 % 300 cm

P098 (RA), 2016, A#f. 448,
Rar&

Building Blocks, 2015, wood,
aluminum, dimensions variable

P138 (&%) , 2013, Ak, #
Rererd

Waterfall, 2013, wood, wax, dimensions
variable

P100 (&), 2014, AREBR.
BFA. XAE, RITE  Countless,
2014, damaged Buddhist statues from
various dynasties, limestone, while
marble, dimensions variable

P102 (X %% ), 2016, K E(XAE ),
Rar&

White Marble Eggs, 2015, installation
(white marble), dimensions variable

P142 (&%), 2013, HREMBE. P150 (%) , 2011, &A, RYTE
MAE. EA%, 150 x 150 x 150 cm Officer, 2011, limestone,dimensions
Again, 2013, damaged Buddhist variable

statues from various dynasties, white

marble, limestone and other materials,

160 X 150 X 150 cm

P108 “X=" R, 2006, M HE
400 x 400 cm

"Sky" series, oil on canvas, 2006

400 x 400 cm

P166 “Si&" A7, 2011, HEMAE,
3K 200 x 260 cm

"Ping Pong" series, 2011, oil on canvas,
200 x 260 cm each

P226 ($Rf7F) , 2009, 7
Debit Card, 2009, performance

P246 ( —fHiid—KIMAAR ) , 2006,
1875, 35 x 50 X 15 cm

Shirt Washed Once, 2006, cotton

36 X 50 x 15¢cm

P228 ( biE—HI#) , 2008, f7h, ¥
&R A, 8540 X 60cm
One Day in Shanghai, 2008, performance,

P230 (SH5—MRBINEIE)
2008, 174
Waiting for A Naked Chat Invitation,

photograph, 40 X 60 cm each 2008, performance

P248 (ZRRE—5113) , 2009
ERE, Ryag%
Mouse Droppings-5113, 2009, mouse

P256 (#:fr) , 2007, NENEE

26 X 27 X 2cm

Fragments, 2007, gilded stainless steel,
26 X 27 X 2cm

droppings, dimensions variable

P232 (X&), 2007, 1A, &K
Recording, 2007, performance, video

P258 () , 2006, 4@@E. Ak
1x2x4cm
Slanting, 2006, gilded copper, wood

1x2x4cm

P234 (XWiE), 2007, ¥ERE, —
E 43K, 95K 100 x 150 cm

On Tianshan, 2007, C-print, set of 4

100 x 150 cm each

P264 XX 2002 FEYLF A S (W)
WnBE

Video stills from Zhao Zhao's
documentary film Guli (2002)

P174 (CRL-Ati) , 2013, HEMAE .
BHE. I, 25 X 18cm

Untitled (Duchamp), 2013, oil on
canvas, frame, broken glass, 26 X 18cm

P206 (%), 2007, k&, kAKX,
—E 3R], BRKTem, HZ015cm; ¥
R, —&E=%, 83K 100 x 150 cm
Toothpick, 2007, installation, ironwood,
set of 32, 7 x 0.15¢ cm each; C-print,
setof 3,100 x 160 cm

P224 (f7%E) ,
E 25K, B 100 x 150cm  Walking,
2006, performance, photograph, set of
2,100 x 150 cm each

2006, 114, #BE, —

P240 (k%) , 2006, #E®, RIo%

Hair, 2006, installation, dimensions

variable
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Zhao Zhao - Zhao Zhao Solo Exhibition
2016.09.03 - 2016.10.22
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