Aura of Disappearance

Recent Works by Zhang Huan

by Robert C. Morgan

Over the past two decades, Zhang Huan has become a global phenomenon. Through his
impeccable momentum, he has offered a renewed energy to contemporary art based on traditional
Chinese values. Upon returning to China in 2005 after an eight-year residency in New York, Zhang
became a Buddhist convert. In the process, he began developing an unprecedented amount of
work, ranging from his carved Memory Doors to the copper appendages of Buddha, from his Ash
Paintings and Heads to the cowhide imprints of Buddha's face. Some would argue that Zhang never
left Buddhism, that he was born in the modest cradle of Shakyamuni, while awaiting the moment to
rediscover his untapped potential. Others take his claim to Buddhism as a form of ironic
displacement as if to dissuade audiences by reading his earlier performance works as replications
that mirror the quest for fame in the Western world. Yet to mistake his choreographies, such as To
Raise the Water Level in a Fishpond (1997) and My America -- Hard to Acclimatize (1999), or his
endurance pieces, My New York (1992) and Seeds of Hamburg (2002) as Ego-driven, severely
misses the point. In each of these works, Zhang Huan has revealed symbolic forms of personal
acculturation while confronting the vicissitudes of errant communication in the Western
hemisphere. If Zhang has appropriated the concept of Ego -- an essential Western concept -- then
he has done so on the basis of artistic merit while striving to make a powerful series of performances
that communicate his isolation and sense of difference in a foreign culture. In effect, he spends his

time asking: What does it mean to exist as a human being alive in the twenty-first century?

In moving his vision of art into the future, Zhang's work has paradoxically returned to a cultural
past, suspended from reach for many artists who were suppressed during the years of the Cultural
Revolution. In doing so, he has shown that the future can only emerge when we account for the
past, and that memory is inextricably bound to history. Born in Henan Province in 1965 (the year
before the Cultural Revolution), after years or family hardship and deprivation, Zhang eventually
found a way to become an artist by paying attention to the aspects of life that did not require a
rarified medium or extensive art school training. This included his early, often controversial
performance works in Beijing's "East Village," such as two major early works by Zhang, both in

1994. In 72 Square Meters, the artist sat naked on an outdoor public toilet for an hour covered with



fish oil and honey, which attracted a hoard of flies, while in 65 Kilograms he had himself chained
and strapped to the roof beams of his studio, again naked, while emitting drops of blood through a
puncture wound into a pan on the floor below. In pushing the artist's body beyond the limits of
conventional aesthetic expectation, Zhang was interested in moving his concept of art beyond the
all-too-predictable academic standards of what constituted a legitimate practice. Although
performances in the early seventies by such figures as Vito Acconci, Gina Pane, and Chris Burden
can be cited in the West, one cannot easily dismiss the cultural isolation and sustained
impoverishment that served as the instigation (if not sublimation) for the intrepid works of Chinese
artists, such as Zhang, in the early nineties. This point is often underrated, denied, or misunderstood
for the following reason. Since the arrival of "postmodernity"-- concurrent with the global marketing
of advanced information communications in the final quarter of the previous century-- some
theorists proposed that more attention should be given to the political, economic, and cultural
contexts as contributing to the meaning of significant works of art. This further implied the necessity
of a re-definition of criteria on an activist level in dealing with works of art, which offered further
aesthetic challenges that as yet have not been meant. For artists in New York and Milan in the early
seventies, China was for the most part inaccessible and therefore not relevant to the art world at the
time. Generally, the East was locked-out, so to speak, meaning that the West was strangely oblivious
to the possibility of a potential avant-garde in China that might prove as significant at the end of the

twentieth century as Dada was at the beginning.

In a manner that reveals elegance without pretention, energy without force, and reflection without
quotation, Zhang has emerged as one of the three or four major figures who has rearranged the
criteria for making art and brought it to a new level of understanding and inadvertently revived the
notion of connoisseurship. (Having said this, one might consider that qualitative distinctions in the
East cannot be measured with the exact same terms applied in the West. There are several concepts
involving "immaterial" properties in Chinese landscape or ink brush painting that simply do not
translate easily into Western criteria, the latter being more concerned with "materiality" or "visuality"
in a work of art. However, there is evidence that the history of connoisseurship in China as a
method of qualitative appraisal in ink brush painting reaches back to the Han Dynasty, centuries

before it flourished in the courts of the Tang Dynasty from the sixth to the early tenth centuries.)

The current exhibition focuses to a large extent on the Ash Paintings and sculptures of Zhang Huan,
which began as a series within two years after the artist's return to China and the founding of his
new factory/studio in Shanghai in 2005. Although Zhang has used ash in a work earlier that year,

the concept of producing a series of paintings and sculptures using the remains of temple incense



began shortly after completing the hand-carved Memory Doors (2006). The ash paintings are based
on old black and white photographs mostly taken from magazines, such as the "PLA Pictorial" or the
"National Pictorial," that were published during the founding years of the Republic in 1940s and
then later during the last stage of the Cultural Revolution in the 1970s. While Zhang has been
interviewed about his use of ash at some length, the fertile ideas behind these works continue to
resonate. For Zhang, ash is a medium that functions like ink, yet transmits meaning on a different
level. The ash is gathered from incense burned in Buddhist temples around the district of Shanghai.
Eventually the artist and his helpers will go to the temples and sweep up the remains, which are
then placed in oil barrels and delivered in a truck to the studio. "To me," says Zhang "incense ash is
not just ash, nor is it just material, but a collective soul, of our collective memories and good
wishes." This suggests a certain spiritual power latent within the medium of ash that, for the artist,
must be dealt with in a moral, seemingly Confucian manner, as noted: "Incense ash can be a
person's rebirth, or their destruction! Thinking about the ash keeps me awake at night, it really gets
to me. Everyday | work together with the countless souls comprised in the ashes." Clearly Zhang
accepts the material aspect of the burning incense as being inseparable from the inevitable
immaterial ash. The two forms are irrevocably united, as is the concept of life and death in Buddhist

practice.

With Zhang, the use of temple ash in painting holds a complex reading as it relates to an aura of
disappearance that exists in the conflict between a lingering repressive history and the desire to
restore freedom of expression, whether in art, politics, religion, or everyday life. In addition, one
may see the ash paintings as a kind of mirror where the suspension of the material (incense) and
immaterial (ash) have become a reflection of the present that perpetually disappears and renews
itself. Layered within these paintings, the desires of the past have been rekindled. So how do we
unravel the complex puzzle that Zhang Huan has provided us? From a Western point of view, we
might return to the year 1968, a year that was a turning-point for both the United States and Europe
on many levels -- social and political, including a heightened awareness concerning the function of
art. With this turn of events, a phenomenon was emerging primarily in New York, called
Conceptual Art. The artists associated with this phenomenon rejected the authority of the material
object in favor of a concept or idea, which was often represented through the use of language. They
were in search of a dematerialized form of art -- a newly found freedom, an art without traditional
objects -- that would reflect the kinds of social, political, and aesthetic content they wanted to
express. For example, the French conceptual artist, Christian Boltanski, began collecting anonymous
photographs of children that he would rephotograph and hang in a darkened space with small lights

hovering in front of each face. One aspect of this work was to communicate the tragic loss of



human life that occurred in Europe during the Second World War. In some ways, this work suggests

an indirect connection with the Ash Paintings.

Today it appears variations on Conceptual Art have recently come into China, and one clear
example can be found in the ash paintings of Zhang Huan. In looking at these paintings based on
reconfigured photographic documents and portraits, we are invited to reflect on their meaning.
Why are they painted with temple ash instead of ink or pigment? What is the source of the ash in
terms of a collective consciousness that still permeates within China today? Zhang, of course, has
spoken about the feelings and the prayers that the ash represents, just as the suspension of
immaterial energy has been the basis of ink painting in China for centuries. This would suggest that
what we are seeing in these paintings -- whether or not we can readily identify the subject matter --
is nevertheless embedded in the artist's concept of personal liberation, even as the images may have
been buried under the deceit of their mediated past. As Zhang Huan makes clear, the content of his
work is about freedom. Even as it is expressed through immaterial ashes, the presiding overall
reality behind these paintings is that the fulfillment of reasonable desires, both ordinary and
intellectual within the social order, is both necessary and important in the lives of human beings. In
this context, one good reason for his art to exist is to transmit the significance of these most critical

desires.

Note: Quotations from the interview with the artist are from Elena Guena, "Reflections on Ash: A

Collective Soul: in Zhang Huan: Ashman. Milano: 24 Ore Cultura, 2010.
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