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More than a decade passed and Zhao's practice continues

to exhibit a similar streak of provocation. The artist—whose work

s freely across painting, sculpture, installation, performance
raphy—was born in Shihezi in Xinjiang in 1982 and grew

rang:

and photc

1to public nudity.

up in the remote Uighur Autonomous Region in nor ;

His family, wealthy landowners of Han Chinese descen ’
; > s . o the anti-rig

exiled there in 1952 for political reeducation during the a

campaigns of the 1950s, which were designed by the governme st
to purge the Communist Party of capitalists and those who ‘
collectivization. There in Xinjiang, the indigenous U x;hm' \1}»‘ ;
resented the influx of Han Chinese, not only for the latter’s s y
sanctioned displays of racial discrimination, which curbed '.flh
former’s religious and cultural expression, but also because ;.w
Uighurs have always believed that their land was unfairly ta shan
them. “I always felt like an outsider there,” Zhao tells me I[l" H:\ | d
Interpreter. Being Han among the largely Uighur population H! \‘t
inZhao a sense of separateness and the feeling that he was E:\(va:n
unjust colonial system, he said in a 2012 interview published y
by Next Media Hong Kong. His family stayed in Xinjiang dmil\ ;\ :
the 1960s and *70s and moved to Beijing in the early ‘805, 5 Joping
authoritarianism slowly dissolved during the reign of Deng \1“, n'.;
Zhao confesses to having had a nonconformist naturé \\]th.
Was young. It could easily have led him to become a hoodlun: ng
says, if it were not for an elderly martial arts instructor ”].'\”m
an exiled visual artist who, having seen examples of Zha0's - 7hao
pushed him toward art. This, along with a chance encounter
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s the milieu Zhao found upon his return to Beijing in 2004

1ating with a BFA from the Xinji

xchange program run by the Institute, to which he

1

applied , in his words, “I wanted to learn to be a

[ had se cumentary and it interested me.” He spent
months studying film before being invited by artist Ai Weiwei to

come his assistant.

Prior to their meeting, there were already links betw

families. Ai had also grown up in Xinjiang with his exiled father, the

poet Ai Qing, who had also been accused of being a rightist. “My
uncle was Weiwei's teacher at primary school. This is why he and I
have a special bond. He invited me to come and work with him at
FAKE Design,” Zhao says, referring to Ai’s architecture studio.

The young artist stayed with Ai Weiwei for seven formative
years, working as the cameraman on many of the senior artist’s film
projects. Chang'an Boulevard (2004) was the first film Zhao shot for
Ai: over the course of one month, Zhao walked the 45-Kilometer-
long road that divides Beijing on an east-west axis and runs past
Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City. Every S0 meters, Zhao
filmed whatever was in front of the camera for one minute. More
than ten hours long, the film is composed of 608 such one-minute

Institute of Arts a yea

was able to take up a position at the Beijing Film Academy
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segments and presents a collage of a city changing under th,
of rapid development. Other more politically sensitjye Proje
followed, such as Ai's Disturbing the Peace (2009). The m""' i
chronicles Ai’s support for Chinese activist Tan Zuoren, who
imprisoned for highlighting the link between shoddy govern
approved school construction and the deaths of stude
the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Zhao was also the camerama;,
Fairytale (2007), a documentary about Ai's performance Dise
Documenta 12, in which the elder artist invited and tra;
Chinese people to Kassel, Germany.

Ai mentored the young artist and the two established 4 rap
that exists to this day. But Zhao points out he is no longer Ajc
acolyte, but rather a friend. "Ai thinks of me as a little brothe,
he says.

Working with Ai underscored Zhao's own sense of iconoclas,
and the experience was productive in many other ways too, Aj
encouraged him to accumulate his own body of work through
repurposing found objects as art. Conceptually outrageous, o
mischievous, Zhao’s response was to swipe fragments from o
artists’ work and to refashion them into his own. For example
a piece of Qing dynasty wood from Ai's 2005 work Fragmenis w
repurposed into 32 toothpicks. A 2007 trip to Europe resulted
nicking a piece of lead from German painter and sculptor Ansel
Kiefer's massive installation at the Hamburger Bahnhof Museu;
in Berlin titled Volkszdhlung (Census) (1991), a bookshelf filled witl
volumes made with lead. Zhao refashioned the lead into several £\
coins. In an ironic twist, Euro (2008) was subsequently acquired
by the same museum as the first piece of Asian art in its collection
He repeated this subversion with Necklace (2007), created from a
piece of basalt broken from one of the columns in 7000 Oaks, the
land art project German artist Joseph Beuys began in 1982 in Kassel
Germany. At the time, Zhao's actions were less a deliberate act of
vandalism and more of a naive young man besotted with the idea
of claiming a part of a seminal artist’s work as his own.
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Against the Grain

We sit in Zhao's Caochangdi studio drinking tea. On one sideisa
70-year-old bonsai Banyan tree—"1 feed it tea dregs and every two
years it drops its leaves”—and on the other is a large headless stone
Buddha standing in prayer. “It is from the Ming dynasty,” he says.
“Ilike to collect statues. They have a very calming effect on me.”
Buddhist statues are one of the found, or purchased. objects h¢
has appropriated and absorbed into his work. The large freestanding
cubes from the “Again” and “Repetition” series (both 2012- ), whose
widths measure 150 and 100 centimeters respectively, involve the
repurposing of Buddhist statues that were smashed and buried
during the Cultural Revolution in the Party’s attempt to purge
the country of “feudal” and superstitious tendencies. Zhao had
the statues cut into nondescript blocks—an act that returned t]w
meditative icons to plain stone—then reassembled the blocks mz_o ]
perfect cubes. Disguising any visual reference to the blocks’ previots
incarnation, the artist seems to be suggesting that latent free \\'11>|
and stoicism will find a way to survive any amount of authoritaran
suppression. For How (2013-14), he bought a 2.00-y'ear-old twq-
meter-high wooden Sakyamuni Buddha in Jincheng in Shanx!
province and cut it into 258 geometric blocks, which were ther
covered in gold leaf and offered for auction at Sotheby's Hong ko1
in 2014. The performative work—from acquiring the statue t©0 the
prospective sale at the auction house—meditates on the nature Oll-.,m
transition, temporality and, ultimately, on the gaudy comme_rclﬂ} ;L i
that is swamping China. It failed to sell. 1 ask if he is a Buddhis L, "
unequivocal and blunt in his reply: “No. I don't believe anything
Whether through youthful exuberance and naiveté, a e
subconscious tendency to court controversy or a conscious ploﬁ .
mine disturbances for inspiration, the atheist has built the bul

artasiapacific | JULJAUG 2015 | 1S5UF 94

e






his oeuvre out of his continuous brushes—some for his provocative

work, others unintentional—with authority. Having attracted his fair
share of government scrutiny since his student days, Zhao gleans
materials, forms and ideas from these experiences for a number of
ongoing painting and sculpture series. For example, filming in 2007
on the streets of Beijing at night resulted in his being attacked by

4 group of stone-throwing thugs. Zhao fled into a deserted police
station where he helped himselfto a policeman’s hat. Documentary

photographs from the event show him with a bloodi

ed face wearing
the hat. The

incident was then recorded in the large hyperrealist self-
portrait triptych, The Happening (2012).

Two conceptually similar series are “Fragments” (2007- ) and
“Constellations” (2013~ ). The former s a series of sculptures based
on the cracking of glass that resulted from a 2005 auto accident,
in which Zhao's head smashed against the windshield of a car.

The artist kept the shattered glass and two vears later began working
on the series, which he has iterated in various sizes and materials
including gold, bronze and steel “Constellations,” meanwhile, was
Inspired by the 1989 Tiananmen Incident in Beijing. The works
were originally created by firing a rifle—in violation of China’s strict
gun-control legislation—at sheets of glass. The composition of the
bullet holes and the filigree lines radiating out from them have also
seen several iterations in different media: from panes of glass and
mirrors to, more recently, canvases painted in oil at monumental
scale. Repetition in varying media is the artist’s strategy of exploring
specific subjects as it teases out the nuances each medium can offer.
It also highlights how process for Zhao is as important as the end
result. With “Constellations” he is examining how the threat of
extreme violence can quell opposition among a population. As he
explains, “When you have a gun in your hand, you have power.”

-y

While these aforementioned works are more ruminationg
notion of violence rather than intentionally confrona o
Zhao has engaged in activities and art-making that were expli
political. In 2012, he photographed the route that bling ¢, ilrr-!\
activist Chen Guangcheng used when he escaped from house 4
in Dongshigu and fled to the US Embassy—after servi
in jail for organizing resistance to China’s one-child |
his family were eventually granted asylum to New V.
they currently reside.

In March the same year, customs police at a port in Tianiin
impounded a whole exhibition of his works as they

ng IUUI"
olicy. Che
otk City wi

re about
leave China en route to his solo show at Chambers Fine Ap in N
York. No reason or explanation was given for the confie cation. 5

was told by police that he could see the works one final time
their destruction if he paid RMB 300,000 (USD 48,220). He didn's
have the money. “I have no idea where the works are now or
if they still exist,” he says, without the slightest flicker of emotj,
The works that were seized included 12 canvases from Zhao's pr
art “Ping Pong” series (2010-11), several marble sculptures from
“House" series (2010- ) and one small iteration of his “Fragments
series. “Over 30 pieces made between 2007 and 2011, includ ing tl

ev¢

policeman work, have all gone,” he states. The “policeman” is th.
now infamous 8-meter-tall, 40-ton, deliberately smashed sculptu
of a Chinese policeman titled Officer (2011), the face of which is a
self-portrait of Zhao. Initially the piece was exhibited at Chambe
in Beijing in October 2011 without any police intervention. At the
second exhibition of the work at the same site, police ordered its
removal, because, in their words, “it was not art.” For Officer, Zhao
invited a trained sculptor to make a life-size plaster sculpture of
himself before smashing it into several pieces. Out of a 10 by 20
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