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INTRODUCTION

A scaffolding structure that betrays in scope its bird-trapping origins[i]; an erected rectangular
red brick wall built to then be demolished following a seventeen day period[2]; a fully foliated
panda house that one can peer into but not access[3]. These are but worded examples of the
immersive installations created by the Beijing-based artist Wang Wei (b. 1972). Conceived not
so much as artworks but rather vehicles for situating artifice in the context of life, Wang Wei
actively appropriates existing spaces and visual elements, which he then enlarges and adapts toa
gallery setting. Through this intrinsic process of attack, engagement and decontextualisation, he
questions the veracity of natural forms before fresh eyes and constructs windows for investigating
new layers of meaning.

Agraduate fromthe Fresco Painting Department of the Central Academy of Fine Artsin 1996, Wang
Wei was already concerned with the principle tenets of space, viewer interaction and sensory
perception. It was being a part of the artistic and curatorial ‘Post-Sense Sensibility’ movement
in the late 1990s early 2000s, however, that unleashed the further essential ingredient: an ad
hoc spirit[4]. The group’s tendency to organise underground exhibitions, at times unrehearsed,
sometimes shocking, solicited not only charged reactions but also brought Wang Wei's work into
the realm of performance, carved out of an autonomous space.

An important initial example is his work Temporary Space (2003); over the course of seventeen
days the piece was built by ten migrant workers or ‘brickmongers’, enlisted by Wang Wei, whose
livelihood consisted (and still does) of collecting bricks from demolished sites and reselling them
to new constructions spaces. Using 20,000 bricks, they erected a square room measuring 100
sgm and 4 min height inside the gallery space. A few days after completion, the walls were torn
down and the bricks taken away to be sold, thus fulfilling the cycle and activating a rhythm of
construction and dismantling.

Over the course of his career Wang Wei has continued to create installation works that behold
a performative element, which increasingly tend to the investigation of artifice. Since 2007, for
example, Wang Wei has created a series inspired by the Beijing Zoo; upon a visit he was struck

by the wall designs of the animal enclosures - were they intended for the humans or the animals?
These evident fictions or “natural” habitats have since inspired multiple installations including A
Zoo, No Animals 2 (2007) where he created a complete panda house off-site to visitors at the
Kunsthalle Project Space, Vienna as well as the installation Natural History 6(2013) at Observation
Society in Guangzhou, where against a curved mural wall, Wang Wei confronted the viewer with
the backdrop of the African Tortoise Cage; a mountainous Saharan background fronted by an
incongruously replete and vivid blue lake.

Ultimately, Wang Wei's works persist and thrive upon the challenges of immersion. On the one
hand, by bringing these fractions of every day life and inserting them within the white cube, he
decontextualises the original and - by nature of the supposed neutral surroundings - highlights the
double fictions and absurd realities that reside within our daily surroundings. On the other hand,
by altering the space of the white cube, he challenges the original spaces’ superiority, and breaks
its supposed neutrality. Although no longer underground, Wang Wei has arguably set himself
a greater challenge - that of facing a space with charged impressions of commercialism and
exclusivity — and altering its meaning not through changing its architecture but rather immersing it
in a constructed narrative sequence, replete with visual and bodily impressions.

Wang Wei's work has been exhibited in series of important exhibitions, including: 2023 Taipei
Biennial, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taipei (2023); By Art Matters, Hang Zhou (2023); UCCA,
Beijing (2023); Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai (2019); Thailand Biennale, Krabi, Thailand
(2018); Yinchuan Biennale, MOCA Yinchuan, Ningxia, China (2018);12th International Architecture
Exhibition-La Biennale di Venezia, Venice, Italy (2010); “The Real Thing: Contemporary Art from
China”, Tate Liverpool, Liverpool, UK (2007); “Foreign Objects”, Kunsthalle Wien Project Space,
Vienna, Austria (2007); Guangzhou Triennial, Guangdong Museum of Art, Guangzhou, China
(2005, 2002); “A Second Sight: International Biennale of Contemporary Art”, National Gallery in
Prague, Prague, Czech Republic (2005); “Between Past and Future: New Photography and Video
from China”, International Center of Photography, New York, USA (2004); “Post-sense Sensibility:
Bodies and Delusion”, Beijing, China (1999).

[1] Trap, Installation, Beijing, (2005)

[2] Temporary Space, Installation, Beijing, (2003)

[3] A Zoo, No Animals 2, Installation, Kunsthalle Project Space, Vienna, Austria, (2007)
[4] Wang Wei: Borrowing from Reality, by Pauline J. Yao, June, (2012) p. 2
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Co-produced by the Institute for Photography and the UCCA Centre for Contemporary
Art (Beijing), where it was shown in 2023, *Slide/Show. Projections and Contemporary
Art in China is making a stop at the Frac Grand Large (Dunkirk) for its first European
presentation.

In China, from the 1980s onwards, against a backdrop of transformation and greater
openness to international exchange, art-historical texts and images from the rest of the
worldbegantocirculate. Atthe sametime, the reopening of art schoolsand the emergence
ofindependent art groups spurred a shift characterised by experimentation, the assertion
of the individual and new conceptual practices. Easily transportable and reproducible, the
slide thus played a central role: initially a medium for transmission and exchange, it also
became a strategic tool for shaping the discourse of the artistic avant-garde.

Bringing together leading figures in Chinese contemporary art, this exhibition — co-
produced with the UCCA Centre for Contemporary Art (Beijing) and presented for the
first time in Europe — highlights the fundamental role of photographic projection in the
development of contemporary art in China, from the Cultural Revolution to the 2010s.

- Text by Frac Grand Large

Slide/Show: Film screenings and contemporary art in China
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Frac Grand Large — Hauts-de-France, Dunkirk, France
Frac Grand Large — Hauts-de-France’ 3 ZIf 7 72
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Exhibition views Slide/Show. Projections et art contemporain en Chine, presented by the Institut
pour la photographie at the Frac Grand Large (Dunkirk), 2026. Photo: © Claire-Marie Régent




“Starry Sky” Installation
Asphalt waterproof coating, Acrylic paint

A starry sky mural was painted on the rooftop terrace of BRC Studio at Rome Lake in
Shunyi, Beijing, inspired by the nocturnal house at the Beijing Zoo.

Erected at the group exhibition “Regarding the Artist” , BRC Studio, Beijing, September
of 2025.
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Installation view
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Unidentified Object
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Nat#ral History 4 (Street Corner)

(BSR4 (HA))

2024

Temporary.wall, mosaic tiles; dimensions to be determined by space
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Installation view
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Courtesy of Song Art Museum

R EASETEE R




A1 R BN Installation view
B RERS .
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“Untitled” Installation
4 Solar-powerd LED light strings, each 20 meters long

On farmland that has been abandoned for many years, using the leftover steel frame of a
greenhouse, several LED light strings are hung to greet any nighttime passersby.

Erected at the group exhibition “Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio” ,B.R.C Studio,
Beijing, October of 2023.
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“Nearby” Installation
Tin sheeting and solar-powered LED light string

“It will be outside if the weather is good.” A text message taken from the entrance of the
Elephant Pavilion at Beijing Zoo is slightly altered and mounted on the roof of ahouse near

the BRC studio of Luoma Lake.

Erected at the group exhibition “Brain Fog,” BRC Studio, Beijing, April of 2023.
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Trained in fresco painting at the Central Academy of Fine arts in Beijing in the 1990s,
Wang Wei belongs to the generation of artists who gained the technical training of realist
art while consciously departing from its doctrinaire methodology. He and his cohort were
less interested in simply imitating images from the Western canon, than in contemplating
how the impulse toward realism had evolved and taken expanded forms over time. Wang
seeks to foreground the essence of objects and their social and political resonances. By
altering spatial configurations and the position of viewing, Wang's work can challenge
viewers awareness of a place.

Inthe Taipei Biennial 2023, Wang has placed a free-standing wallin the center of a corridor
to divide the space in half. Both sides of the wall feature animage composed of hundreds
of mosaic tiles. The composition mirrors the view that the audience would see from the
large window in the museum corridor.

These tiles are manufactured in Fosan, Guangdong, and were used frequently in the
1970s and '80s on the facades of buildings in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and coastal regions of
southern China. The inexpensive tiles provide a level of protection from the wet and humid
weather in these areas while also serving as decoration for the exteriors and interiors of
buildings. The aesthetics of such public decor is grounded in a combination of practicality
and popularity, and it has become a unique part of the region’s built environment. Wang
chose amundane areain the museum, one that is often overlooked, as the basis for Mirror,
anod to the quotidian nature of the tiles.

The work reflects Wang’s mastery of realist image-making techniques while also
foregrounding abstract qualities of the materials. The tiles evoke a shared memory of
domestic living spaces held by people divided by borders and ideologies. The extraction
and displacement of the tiles from their original context highlights Wang's fundamental
provokation: that what we see depends on how we see.

- Text by Taipei Biennial

Small World- 2023 Taipei Biennial
V52023 FE KL EFERE

Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taipei, Taiwan
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The Rearview Landscape, or a Trip of Ownership
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UCCA Dune, Aranya Gold Coast, Beidaihe
UCCAW &, It &AL & &8 F

0412.21-12.06.22



Wang Wei returns to his previous “Natural History” works,
borrowing the form of an irregularly shaped, grass-green
platformin the primate habitat at the Shanghai Zoo to expose

the multiple relationships between viewers and those being
viewed.
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Installation view
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Utopia
1248

B.R.C. Space, Luoma Lake, Shunyi, Beijing
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“Two resembling, overlapping, folded into reality, corners of
corners”

The video Corner (taken in March 2019) was originally a
record of the remnants of an artwork, located on the streets
of the Zhusigang neighborhood, an old city of Guangzhou.
The walls of a common street corner underwent a repeated
process of covering, peeling, and re-covering.

InDecember 2021, Cornerwasre-presentedasaninstallation
at a village in suburban Beijing. The installation, in the form
of a lightbox, was displayed on the facade of a building that
stood on the street.
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St Saviour’s, Aberdeen Park, N5 2AR, London, UK
HEF fgEAberdeen Park, BIEE R FE 2= (St Saviour’s), N5 2AR

26.0919-031119

(® Exhibition Documentation


https://edouardmalingue.com/video/wang-wei-listen-solo-exhibition/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/wang-wei-listen-solo-exhibition/

Edouard Malingue Gallery (Hong Kong/Shanghai) is thrilled to announce the opening of a
temporary project space in London that aims to create thoughtful dialogue across geographies
and mediums.

Situated in a grade 1 listed building in Islington, the space will open with the performative
installation ‘Listen’ by conceptual artist Wang Wei (b. 1972, China). First staged in Beijingin 2006
at Marella Gallery, the project addresses moments of quiet exchange, the act of seeing and
listening, and how this can extend to voyeurism rather than connection. Nestled in St Saviour’s
Studios, which has a 30-year history of providing studio spaces for artists, the project space
sits as a complementary area for mutual exchange and will be accompanied by an active public
programme bringing together curators, academics and audiences.

Building a connection with the environment and context, ‘Listen’ is emblematic of Wang Wei's
concern with the principle tenets of space, viewer interaction and sensory perception. Part of
theartisticand curatorial ‘Post-Sense Sensibility’ movementinthelate 1990s early 2000s, Wang
Weiand the group had atendency of organising underground exhibitions, at times unrehearsed,
which brought his work into the realm of performance. ‘Listen’, in particular, involves a large
frosted rectangular glass box in which a person stands, eavesdropping at regular intervals on
the visitors. Lit from within, the person’s silhouette outlines through the glass, making them, in
turn and instead, the subject of attention.

Ultimately, ‘Listen’ is not so much conceived as an artwork but rather a vehicle for identifying
artifice in the context of everyday life. Through the focus on exchange, interaction and visibility,
the viewer is prompted to reflect on effective communication and connection. Furthermore,
it encourages a quiet yet sensitive sense of awareness - a mode that extends beyond this
installation to the rest of the project series and more widely our daily ongoings.

With thanks to Steven Albutt, Andy Wicks, Benjamin Allen, Ying Tan, Dr. Wenny Teo, Dr. Nixi
Cura and Dr. Kate McMillan and all performers and team. Space design Benjamin Allen, EBBA
Architects. Accompanying curatorial text Ying Tan.

/s
About St Saviour’s

Completed in 1866 to a design by William White, St Saviour’s Church echoes the contemporary
Oxford movement and Pre-Raphaelites. Its proportions, brick adornment and tile motifs are
reminiscent of Keble College, Oxford. John Betjeman, the poet, has recalled how he worshipped
at the church as a boy with his family, who lived in nearby Highbury New Park. In 1988 it became
the home of the Florence Trust, a charity established by the English artist Patrick Hamilton to
provide a peaceful space for artists to develop their work. Today, it is home to St. Saviour’s and
holds ten artists studios.
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H551IPE 34 : Steven Albutt, Andy Wicks, Benjamin Allen, s%58 iR BB+ B|IFI5E 1t Kate
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That is a Layer of Gauze that Mimics the Texture of the Wall
AVE B AL M —EBEAEmEmaIANE

Edouard Malingue Gallery, Shanghai, China
BIZEZR, LiE, PE

07.0919-201019

@ Exhibition Documentary


https://edouardmalingue.com/video/wang-wei-solo-exhibition-edouard-malingue-gallery-shanghai/
https://edouardmalingue.com/video/wang-wei-solo-exhibition-edouard-malingue-gallery-shanghai/

Edouard Malingue Gallery (Shanghai) is pleased to present Wang Wei's solo exhibition “That
is a Layer of Gauze that Mimics the Texture of the Wall” on 7th September. Wang Wei's earlier
works explore artistic experiences that are extemporaneous, procedural, site-specific and
de-constructivist. For instance, works such as Temporary Space (2003), Ever Widening Ever
Narrowing (2005), and Trap (2005) focus on the individual's awareness of place and status in
relationship to spatial planning and an individual's sensibility. In recent years, his practice has seen
transplanting found visual elements and existing structures into the exhibition space. By altering
the mode and position of viewing, Wang Wei explores the essence of the object and its implied
social and political significance. Among the most frequently adopted resources and materials he
uses include murals of the Beijing Zoo and the mosaic tiles manufactured in Guangdong, China.
“That is a Layer of Gauze that Mimics the Texture of the Wall” presents Wang Wei's three most
recent works.

A free-standing white wall diagonally divides the gallery space in half. The wall stands on an
equal area of mosaic floor, entitled Suppressed Natural History 4. Wang Wei has appropriated a
mosaic pattern found in Dongguan for this series of works, Natural History 4. The regions along
the Chinese Southwest sea board are known for their wet weather, and fagades of the buildings
are often covered in mosaic tiles, to protect and decorate the buildings with inexpensive materials.
Upon Wang Wei's first visit to Dongguan in 2012, he was amazed with this city enwrapped in
mosaics, where patterns and colors were either chaotic and random, or neat and orderly. Although
the origins of these patterns unknown, they are readily adopted and continue to evolve. This
kind of aesthetics for public décor - grounded on a combination of practicality with mainstream
popularity - has become a unique landscape, an artificial nature that gradually saturates the urban
landscape. Wang Wei's Natural History 4 series can be comprehended as abstract paintings,
rendered in mosaic tiles, where the material itself acts as the surface decor and the Dongguan-
made patternbecomesits brushwork. The extraction and displacement of the mosaic tiles’ original
context highlights what the artist refers to as “inexpensive aesthetics,” addressing the desires that
motivate such a spectacle.

The CMU bricks used in building construction are scattered around Suppressed Natural History
4 in the gallery space. Each brick is painted with the mural of a night constellation, found in the
pavilion for nocturnalanimalsin the Beijing Zoo. The CMU brickis a substance whichislight-weight
and makes large volume buildings possible. Since 2018, Wang Wei has adopted this convenient
and versatile construction material to his work. This marks his third execution of Panorama 3
(previously mounted at Parasite in Hong Kong and Rockbund Art Museum in Shanghai). The artist
considers this series an ongoing action, whose every presentation variesinits site-specificity. The
walls inside the cages of the zoo are often painted with natural scenes

of blue skies, white clouds, oceans, and forests. The zoo's curved wall surfaces and panoramic
muralsare techniquesfor creatinganimmersivevisualdeception.However, rather thanconsidering
them as a deceit to the animals, they serve as psychological compensation for zoo visitors who
are likely to comfort themselves with the idea that the animals are “living in nature.” Painting here
disguises rather than decorates a deceptive space. Wang Wei's transplanting of the murals, from
the zoo to the exhibition space, confuses the sense of space and displaces its context, urging the
viewer to wonder what they are actually looking at, and whether or not to believe what they see?

The third work, Corner, is a video that expands from Wang Wei’s previous work, Famous Last
Word. The latter was realized on the outer wall of a community kindergarten in Guangzhou at the
end of 2018. The sentence depicted on the wall comes from a private conversation in which the
artist explained one of his wall related artworks, “That is a layer of gauze that mimics the texture
of the wall.” The artist had initially hoped to peel off a layer of the wall to expose its pale-yellow
bricks underneath, as the phrase implies. However, in the course of realizing the work, a series of
unexpected events aborted the original plan. Fortunately, the alternative still resonated with the
internal logic of this work - the wall was covered, then revealed, covered up again, and revealed
again. In other words, the ambiguous qualities of text and content are constant departing from and
reshaping reality. For Corner, Wang Wei returns to the location of the work a few months later, and
points his camera lens at this quiet, intense, ambiguous street corner, where the site remains a pile
of unfinished rubble.

Hence, “That is a Layer of Gauze that Mimics the Texture of the Wall” became the title of this
exhibition. This seemingly garrulous statement is in fact the essence of his artistic exploration in
recentyears, forwhom art mimicsreality and makesit questionable, compelling its viewer toreflect
on the essence of reality. The three works in this exhibition are indeed about the walls: the entirely
exposed wall (Suppressed Natural History 4); the fully covered wall (Panorama 3); and the walls
in-between state of being covered and revealed (Corner). The formal variations of the wall exist
within the same space, where their underlying contents resonate with each other, so presence
and absence engender a contradictory yet absurd existence.
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An Opera for Animals

[EEY)::

Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai, China
EESNEENTEE (RAM), R E]

22.0619-25.0819



Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai and Para Site, Hong Kong presented ‘An Opera for Animals’
at Rockbund Art Museum Shanghai. The exhibition featured 53 artists who challenge existing
boundaries between art and other disciplines, including artisans, healers, teachers, researchers,
filmmakers, choreographers, activists and poets.

‘An Opera for Animals’ takes the history of different versions of opera as a departure point to
explore both contemporary and traditional uses of performance, fantasy, and group spectacles
in relationship to the environments that they inhabit. Intimately connected to the making of myths,
the fabrication of events, orchestration, and invention of new technologies, opera emerged
seeking to synthesize different aesthetic forms into a unified experience audiences could
immerse themselves within. Like the complex history of the museum or exhibition, it has gradually
developed into another collective kind of ritual. At the height of its development in the West, opera
increasingly became conjoined to the vision and forceful influence of colonization, and we re-
contemplate the medium as a compromised interface that precipitated struggles with indigenous
worlds and other knowledge systems.

Despite the fact that colonization has seemingly ended in many parts of the world, the struggle
to preserve indigenous forms of heterogeneity still lives itself out into the contemporary age
today. This other world outside of what is considered ‘high culture’ has always been a source of
fear and intrigue for opera, it has long been an inseparable reservoir of imagination for the medium
to replenish itself in spite of its outward ambition to reach and supplant it. Beyond the specter
of phantoms in opera, animals and cultural narratives around animals reemerge in the exhibition
as extensions to infiltrate and expand the specificity of opera as an institutionalized setting to
consider the pattern of the relationship between our modernity and the natural world. Our interest
liesinhow the mediuminadvertently mutatedinto an expanded stage for other more unpredictable
transitions between notions of animality and our humanity. The exhibition at the Rockbund Art
Museum unfolded throughout the different levels to offer a different operatic environment to
explore these inter-related themes.

The exhibition was part of a long-term collaboration between the two institutions and the
institutional exchange will see another exhibition at Para Site, Hong Kong in September 2020.

Rockbund Art Museum and Para Site are leading contemporary art institutions in Asia. Para
Site plays a central role in nurturing artistic talent whilst also fostering cross cultural dialogue
and critical understanding of local and international issues in art and society. Sharing this vision,
Rockbund Art Museum aims to bridge the local art ecology in Shanghai with Asia and the wider
international community. The collaboration between Rockbund Art Museum and Para Site
explores connections between performativity and research, considering both historical and
contemporary practices, to further the remit of each organization.

‘An Opera for Animals’ was curated by Cosmin Costinas, Hsieh Feng-Rong, Claire Shea and Billy
Tang.

/i
‘An Operafor Animals’ at Para Site, Hong Kong (Mar 23-Jun 9, 2019) was a prelude to a partnership
with Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai. Between Jun 22 - Aug 25, 2019 at Rockbund Art Museum,

and Sep - Dec 2020 at Para Site, the two institutions will develop and present together two related
exhibitions.

- Text by Rockbund Art Museum
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An Opera for Animals

[EEY)::

Para Site, Hong Kong
Para Site 21722/, A&

23.0319-02.0619



“Opera’ has been used as the name to describe various traditions of performance, social
arrangement, entertainment, and spiritual work from around the world. Many of these are ancient
and radically different from each other but are nevertheless classified as regional variants of the
(relatively young) Western model. But more than being yet another example of lingering colonial
taxonomy, this brings into discussion the status of opera as the highest art form, reflecting the
European colonial project. There is an almost perfect chronological overlap between the golden
age of Western opera and Europe’s occupation of most of the world, at the end of the 19th century
and beginning of the 20th. There are, as well, the obvious cases of operas built on exotic desire
like Turandot and Madama Butterfly or the case of Aida, commissioned for the inauguration of the
Suez Canal. But there is more to this than just chronological coincidence.

The scale of ambition needed to imagine the absolute art form that opera was, aiming to organise
every aspect andimplication of the viewer’s experience, is intimately connected to that moment of
absolute hubris when Europe imagined that it could dominate and reorganise the entire world. But
European opera was not only a form of bourgeois entertainment, even one that was celebrating
the glory of imperial conquest. These total spectacles, held in some of the grandest buildings
erected in this time period—in the symbolic urban position previously occupied by cathedrals—
with society neatly organised by class facing the elaborate scene on the stage, were inmany ways
quasi-religious experiences, where European glory was not just a subject of the performance but
acollectively lived ecstatic apotheosis.

Thiswashappeningas Europe was pridingitself onits modernrationality, seeingitselfin opposition
to the “animist” world of the peoples it was occupying at the same time. The modern view, deeply
connected to the colonial project, also changed the physical, emotional,and symbolic relationship
between humans and animals, elevating the status of humans, in a view radically different from
many indigenous systems of knowledge and value. But European opera contained the clues
exposing this charade, for it was far fromits official claim of a secular spectacle, amusingamodern
society. The phantoms, monsters, and sacred animals of European Empires have always haunted
these opera houses, where they were sacrificed, channeled, and embodied within the great
shrines of modernity.

‘An Opera for Animals’ was nevertheless interested in how these complexities were still alive, even
after the demise of the colonial era and of Western opera as a fully living art form. As a parallel
discussion, it included less discussed connections between European classical music and other
music systems. More extensively, the exhibition looked at different acts of staging that have been
crucial to our imagination of modernity. The conflicts of staging, controlling, hiding, and repressing
that occur within the operatic space are at the very core of our contemporary reality, defined by
constructed and “alternative” truths, digital parallel worlds, self-staging of personal identities, and
the increasingly palpable promise of a new technological turnin the field of intelligence. As such,
the exhibition understands opera and related issues such as “staging” and “operatic environment”
broadly, as terms describing the synthetic landscapesimagined and generated in our world today.
Equally, the animal spirit connects the still very present ancient beliefs with a highly futuristic
fear of new forms of irrationality and intelligence colonising our future. The world of technology
continues to draw influence from the unigue characteristics of certain animal species, enforcing
this connection.

This exhibition explored the way in which the future was now projected less as the rational thinking
commonly remembered from the post-war era - advanced machinery, design, and social forms -
but once more as aplace of amorphous fear, of animals that might take over in artificial landscapes.
The future it seems, will again be an opera for animals.

‘An Operafor Animals’ was curated by Cosmin Costinas and Claire Shea.

/i

‘An Operafor Animals’ at Para Site, Hong Kong (Mar 23-Jun 9, 2019) was a prelude to a partnership
with Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai. Between Jun 22 - Aug 25, 2019 at Rockbund Art Museum,

and Sep - Dec 2020 at Para Site, the two institutions will develop and present together two related
exhibitions.

- Text by Parasite
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Art Basel Hong Hong 2019
200 BEEHEMESTERS

Booth {1l 3C07
Hong Kong & #

27.0319-31.0319



Edouard Malingue Gallery presented at Art Basel Hong Kong a booth featuring Eric Baudart (b.
1972, France), Chou Yu-Cheng (b. 1976, Taiwan), He Yida (b. 1980, China), Kwan Sheung Chi (b,
1980, Hong Kong), Phillip Lai (b. 1969, Malaysia), Su-Mei Tse (b. 1973, Luxembourg), Wang Wei (b.
1972, China), Wong Ping (b. 1984, Hong Kong), Samson Young (b. 1979, Hong Kong), Yuan Yuan (b.
1973, China) and Zheng Zhou (b. 1969, China). The works reflected the gallery’s programme that
focuses on artists who combine aesthetic appeal with conceptual enquiry.

Conceived not so much as artworks but rather vehicles for situating artifice in the context of life,
Wang Wei appropriates existing spaces and visual elements which he then adapts to a gallery
setting. On display were ‘Squared Natural History 4 (No. 4)’ (2018) and ‘Squared Natural History 4
(No.5)’ (2018), two mosaic tile surfaces illustrating a pattern intrinsic to those found in Dongguan,
Guangdong. Viewed and interacted with, Wang aims to build on his running consideration of
displacement, transposing the affordable material fromits everyday context to a state of isolation
and potential suspicion.
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Squared Natural History 4 (No.4)
IEFFRIEAE4 (No4d)
2018

Mosaic tiles on aluminum board
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Edge of the Wonderland: Thailand Biennale 2018
2018 REEF R (IR ES

Krabi, Thailand
[ FR K

021118 -28.0219



The Thailand Biennale 2018 was initiated to promote Krabi as a global art city. It was staged in the
outdoor spaces of Krabi in three different sections. ‘Edge of the Wonderland’ was a section where
chosen artworks were exhibited at several sites in Krabi that have historical, natural, and cultural
significance.

Exhibiting in ‘Edge of the Wonderland’, Wang Wei, on a beach in Krabi used mosaic tiles to build
an ‘ocean wave), creating an elevated ‘sea level'. Titled ‘Elevated Sea Level’ (2018), the work used
commonly found materials as a way to portray a natural phenomenon and acknowledge the
unstable relationship between man and nature.
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Elevated Sea Level
BIREETE
2018

Cement, brick and mosaics

K EBIRMEE
1500 x800 x 18.cm

Image courtesy of the artist and the Office of Contemporary Art and Culture, Thailand.
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Elevated Sea Level
AR ERETE
2018

Cement, brickand mosaics
HCR IR B 5T
1500.x 800 x18cm
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the artistand the Office of Contemporary Art and Culture, Thailand.
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Elevated Sea Level
BIEERETE
2018

Cement, brick and mosaics
KR ERFEE T
1500 x 800 x18cm

Image courtesy of the artist and the Office of Contemporary Art and Culture, Thailand.
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Starting from the Desert. Ecologies on the Edge
Yinchuan Biennale 2018
EOEHE —BER ENERRS
EBEIE/IINFRE

The Museum of Contemporary Art Yinchuan, China.

iR EAEMEE PE

09.0618-19.0918



Entitled ‘Starting from the Desert. Ecologies on the Edge’, the Second Yinchuan Biennale opened
on 9 June, 2018, at the MOCA Yinchuan. With the Chief Curator Marco Scotini, the Yinchuan
Biennale announced the curatorial team consisting of Andris Brinkmanis, Paolo Caffoni, Zasha
Colah,and Lu Xinghua.

Conceived with the aim of measuring itself against a determinate geo-historic context, and with
the purpose of presenting itself as a sort of minor language within the biennale system, ‘Starting
from the Desert. Ecologies on the Edge’ reacted to urgencies in the contemporary world (not only
in China) through archeological methods. The North-West of China, notoriously considered a
remote area, is also one which, since the time of the historic Silk Road, has been defined asan area
of great flows, hybridizations and exchange between people, languages, technologies, animals,
spices and goods.

With respect to the possible reduction of the Euro-Asian continent to pure geo-economics, which
current large-scale, transformative projects could imply, the Second Yinchuan Biennale seeked to
read the relationalities and modalities of ‘being together’ in the cross road of multiple components,
as essential for a new ecology aiming to emancipate forms of life. In search for eco-logics as a
new paradigm of transversal thought, the Second Yinchuan Biennale attempted to, not reduce
these elements to subject matter, but to utilize them in order to question the limits of the exhibition
format, and thus to eventually produce a new eco-model of exhibiting.

The Biennale’s framework was articulated over four, interdependent (and often overlapping)
thematic areas that, without seeking to limit or circumscribe, attempted to visualize their material
and immaterial aspects. In the same way, these areas tried to question the contradictions of the
dualistic systems that have accompanied the rise of modernity and Capital, positioning them as
limits to the realization of an ecological world.
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As aconceptual tool devised for this exhibition, “Mimeticism” differs from Realism in that, while the
latter embraces countless possible definitions and means of realisation, the former advances only
along a narrow path. Mimeticism adheres to only one technical standard: an enchanting realm of
perfection towards which one approaches ever closer.

A well-known tale from antiquity recounts how Zeuxis and Parrhasius, two outstanding Greek
artists, decided one day to stage a contest to determine who was the greater artist. Zeuxis first
unveiled his painting of grapes, the exquisite likeness of which actually fooled the birds. Thinking
the grapes were real, they one by one swooped down to peck at the painting. Zeuxis beamed
triumphantly. Next came Parrhasius, who invited everyone into his room where he had painted a
large curtain on the wall. Caught unawares, Zeuxis went in and asked, “Well, then, show me what
you drew underneath?” As Zeuxis uttered these words, the greater artist was determined. Zeuxis’
painting merely fooled the birds whereas Parrhasius managed to deceive Zeuxis. This story
informs us how the technical criterion of “mimesis” is purely biological and not preoccupied with
conceptual thought.

The exhibition proposed the following notion - that inspiration virtually always emerges on the
path towards Mimeticism and that one is fortunately allowed to stray from this path. With thisas the
point of departure, Wang Weiand Ko Sin Tung's oeuvres continually demonstrated how inspiration
is sparked by such deviations from Mimeticism. Naturally, their work also frequently revealed all
thatis lovely and good-natured with Mimeticism.

For Wang Wei and his generation of Chinese artists, Realism is certainly not unfamiliar. Wang
Wei graduated from the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, the base of Realist pedagogy in
the New China, long dominated by Soviet-inspired Academic Realism. The generation of artists
prior to Wang Wei — the Chinese artists who rose to prominence in the 1980s — had long parted
ways with “Realism” (which to a great degree was a version of Mimeticism) in order to free up
the methodology in their art and in their thinking. They engaged with new artistic forms such as
abstract art, installation, performance art, videos, texts, among others. In contrast, Wang Wei
along with his generation more consciously realise that while it was necessary to veer away from
Mimeticism, something else is now needed. Realist art pedagogy in China merely stays at the level
of technical training, without delving further into reality; meanwhile, the intoxicating powers of
Formalism (however contemporary it may be) are certainly no less than those of Mimeticism. For
Wang Wei, the most pressing task of art is to return to Reality, but he is in no rush to discover new
artistic forms. Instead, he seeks to intervene into new social realities with the various languages of
contemporary art.

Thus Wang Wei devotes himself to the observation of reality, continually probing the cracks and
edges of a commonsensical reality. He observes what is most ignored in the landscape of the
everyday and takes up the critical judgement of ordinary people — a judgement derived from
people’s most unadorned intuition in order to gradually construct the countenance of a vast and
complex world without any “centrisms” — a world which we inhabit. Such is Wang Wei's core
subject — which incidentally is also the particular characteristic of our age.



For this exhibition, Wang Wei took on two particular forms of imagery: mirrorimages and mosaics.
The mirror image is, in fact, the ideal sought by Mimeticists, and additionally is a common method
in Realist art (one can observe how Realist masters from the Central Academy of Fine Arts
would paint a Realist oil painting full of complex mirror images, just in order to vaunt their superior
mastery of technique). Yet, Wang Wei's mirror images have at least two distinctive aspects. First,
he chooses not to reflect any “interesting” scenes; instead, he often picks up on only one aspect
from what the exhibition venue looks like. Second, his mirror images are not mimetic; he merely
produces aderivative copy of a “realimage” with cheap mosaics. His aim was to have people finally
discover that what the work reflected was the very space they were in, and thereby got them to
pay attention to and reflect on the space anew.

In contrast to Wang Wei, Ko Sin Tung did not receive a Realist art education. Yet Ko Sin Tung, born
and raised in Hong Kong, is equally concerned with how art deals with reality, much like artists
from her own generation and before. Such concerns — in an environment like Hong Kong where
art is continually hemmed in by commerce and utilitarianism, and where social conditions have
fluctuated over the long term — most naturally appear especially pressing. Much like Wang Wei,
Ko Sin Tung's point of departure is to observe the world around her. The imagery she employs
comes for the most part from everyday life, while the focal point she recounts happens to be the
inspirational revelation uncovered in a wide array of everyday appearances.

In this exhibition, Ko Sin Tung produced a series of related works: she painted on the warning lights
that ordinarily remind us to be aware of road safety the same “protective colour” as on the walls,
thus conferring to theman entirely opposite role. She also presented aready-made advertisement
promoting work safety with superimposed images of safety helmets and sunflowers, while the
only thing connecting the two might be the virtually identical yellow; the colourimparts the painting
with an eerie harmony. Additionally, she documented how traditional road lighting had switched
to LED lighting. In theory, with this half-sorrowful elimination of incandescent lighting, the new
lights will illuminate the streets all the more clearly — and hence more “mimetic”. Finally, on two
high-definition TV (HDTV) screens, which are utterly commonplace today, she played two videos
about standard definition. This gesture, imbued with a sense of evolution, very directly spells out
the simple and satisfying strides onwards along the path of Mimeticism.

Edouard Malingue Gallery (Shanghai) opened the dual exhibition “Muse for a Mimeticist —
Wang Wei and Ko Sin Tung”, providing the rare chance to connect two artists with relatively
different backgrounds: while both carried along and extended their creative threads, they equally
commented on and furthered each other’s practices.
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Two Roomsfollows from this last project, involving two floor-to-ceiling panels that cover the length
and height of the gallery walls. As suggested by the title, two scenarios are cast, each depicting
a separate room at the Beijing Zoo's Baboon House. Tonally distinct, one represents Autumn/
dusk, whilst the other casts Spring/dawn. Created specifically for Edouard Malingue Gallery,
the installation plays with the gallery layout, and leads the viewer through the undulations of the
space till they are ultimately faced with the large ‘Spring/dawn’ room, which presents a florid and
mountainous landscape under a tepid red sky. Having at first been faced with the ‘Autumn/dusk’
room, the viewer notes that the painted forms are remarkably similar - the mountains, odd trees,
forms of foliage - signaling ultimately the repetitive monotony of the artificial setting; immersive,
yet nonetheless vacuous.

Ultimately, Two Rooms (2015) conveys Wang Wei's persistence upon space and immersion. On
the one hand, by inserting and recasting the backgrounds of these cages within the ‘white cube,
he decontextualises the original and highlights its fiction and absurdity. On the other hand, by
altering the space of the ‘white cube’, he challenges the spaces’ character and breaks down the
gallery’s supposed neutrality. This in itself is a great challenge, for Wang Wei is not altering the
space’s meaning through changing its architecture, but rather by immersing it in a constructed
narrative sequence, replete with visual impressions that ultimately have intellectual and bodily
repercussions.
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The Cracks in Pragmatism
- Wang Wei in conversation with Anthony Yung

Anthony Yung

Throughhis art, Wang Weihas always revealed his unique way of observing the world.
His works are insightfully concise, always relevant to reality and not at all influenced
by popular trends. His works often transplant visual elements and spatial structures
from reality to exhibition sites. By forcing them into the context of art, he alerts us
to the ways in which we perceive daily space and scenery: artificially constructed
spaces always involve people’s choices, whether conscious or unconscious, which
goonto shape the way we see the world and life in ways we may not realise.

First of all,  would like discuss your understanding of the concept of an “artwork”. You
graduated from the Fresco Department of the Central Academy of Fine Arts in 1996.
Although you've told me that being a student of the Fresco Department was not that
special, as what you were learning there was not so different from other painting
majors, it is interesting to see perhaps a coincidence that your works in recent years
have been concerned a lot with concepts of publicness and functionality, which are
allimportant aspects of fresco art. You pay attention to the mostignored decorations
in real life, such as the basic mosaic patterns of outer walls of unimportant buildings,
low-cost decoration designs in restaurants, and murals in the backgrounds of
animal enclosures in zoos. When looking at the development of your practice, it's
not difficult to trace how you must have contemplated and handled the concept of
an “artwork”. The first time you gained public attention was with your performative
photography and installations, such as /30 sec. Underwater (pg. 90,1999). Not long
after this, you participated in the historically important exhibition series ‘Post-Sense
Sensibility’, whose investigations were about the art of improvisation, process and
site-specificity. And these investigations continued in your later works, the most
well-known ones being Hypocritical Room (pg. 86, 2002) and Temporary Space
(pg. 80, 2003). Most interestingly, although you use heavy architectural elements
such as walls and bricks in these works, what you represented was, on the contrary,
change and temporality and the actual ‘artwork’ of these pieces were processes and
experiences instead of any physical objects.



Wang Wei
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This is why | said that you have been continuing an exploration of ‘Post-Sense
Sensibility’, only replacing the improvisation, absurdity and sensational excitements
with a self-reflexivity that points to social realities. Since then, your ‘artworks’ have
become more concise and more methodological, similar to social anthropology.
Through your works, what you introduce is a method for observing reality. It is highly
applicable in the sense that it allows us to use it to observe different aspects of
everyday life. Canyou talk about this? How do you handle the concept of an ‘artwork’?

In August 2012, | participated in a project called ‘Pulse Reaction’ organised by the
Times Museum in Guangzhou. The project invited artists to form discussion panels
and carry out forums in the museum’s exhibition hall. We were asked to raise three
topics that were the mostimportant to our practice, and by gathering and discussing
these topics, the project attempted to thoroughly reveal the creative and intellectual
conditions in Chinese art. | mention this because the three topics | raised at that time
may respond to your questions. They were: 1) in-between abstract and figurative,
in-between chance and certainty; 2) How to begin an artwork? How to become an
artwork?; 3) the distance to reality. Indeed, the relationship between ‘artwork’ and
‘reality’ is a core question in my practice. In reality, | like to search for things that are
artificialand unintentionally resemble an ‘artwork’. In an exhibition site, | try to create a
kind of ‘reality’. By doing so, the boundary between ‘reality’ and ‘artwork’ is constantly
being blurred and things become suspicious. In some of my works, ‘ideas’ are almost
diminished. Motifs and elements are presented in the exact same conditions as they
are seen in reality. In doing so, | intend to put all my concentration into the choices |
make - what familiar or unfamiliar subjects and objects do | choose to use inawork?
And the emotional motivations behind these choices will also be slowly revealed.
| want to create such a tension: what seems to be a cold and indifferent object,
reflecting the traces and temperatures of human beings. This may be the ideal of an
‘artwork’ to me.

You were born and raised in Beijing. This city must have greatly affected your
observations and views on life and the world. For instance, your strong interest in
history, urban space and architecture must be the result of being a Beijinger. Curator
Carol Luhasrightly pointed out that temporality of architectureisarecurring themein
your works, and it is related to the experience of having lived in Beijing and witnessed
allits changes in the last 30 years[1]. You live in the inner second ring road area, the
very core of Beijing city. Here, there is a complex mixture of heritage from different
periods of China - from ancient times (as Beijing has been the capital since the late
13th century) to the country’s immediate past (one can imagine what changes have
been made since it became the capital city of Communist China and went through
such political turmoil as the Cultural Revolution). The city’s uniqueness also comes
from the fact that much of its historical architecture has been altered for today’s
practical purposes. You've told me that you are especially interested in siheyuan
(tradition courtyards) and how they were remade to become dazayuan, which refers
to old courtyards that are occupied by many households. Families living in dazayuan
are usually from the
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working class. They each have very limited private space, and thus have to invent
ways to make the best use of shared public space. Such aunique urban phenomenon
must be an important memory for artists who grew up in Beijing in the 1970s and
1980s. For instance, Song Dong made a piece that was dedicated to all the wise
inventions and the brilliant installation art from dazayuan (Wisdom of the Poor,2005-
11). Compared to Song Dong’s work, you seem to be concerned less with the novelty
of forms. You pay attention to those unconscious aesthetic decisions hidden behind
functional purposes. Would you talk about the influence of Beijing on you, and how
you make use of your passion and knowledge about history and architecture in your
artistic practice?

Elements related to urban change appear in my works: | use them as a creative
resource. In fact, most places in China are still going through the process of drastic
urbanisation. It is such an obvious issue that it cannot be ignored. Indeed, some
of my earlier works, such as Temporary Space and Trap (pg. 76, 2004-05), were
closely related to the topic of urbanisation, but | saw them more as metaphors for
discussing the finiteness of human desire. Gradually, my concerns and methods of
observation have evolved. In the more recent series Natural History (2009-present),
my methodology has been reproducing an environment and recontextualising it. In
some of my recent works, elements from the Beijing Zoo have repeatedly appeared
because itis a place | frequently visit and a place | like to research. | always find new
discoveries there. Some other resources | have used have been, for example, things
that I've seen by chance during my travels. But behind all of these, what | am really
interested in is something fundamental and universal. Perhaps it can be described
as the fundamental nature of being human. My interests in Beijing’s history and
architecture were inspired by the writings of the scholar of historical geography
Hou Renzhi, especially his essay ‘From Beijing to Washington — A Contemplation
in the Concept of Municipal Planning’, which compares and analyses how the urban
planning of Beijing and Washington represent two different political institutions. Most
interestingly, the two cities were both built with a master plan — Beijing was built
with a singular central axis, symbolising a strong imperial authority; Washington as
the capital city of the United States was designed to show the political ideal of the
separation of powers. This essay demonstrates how we can see and understand
the relationship between urban planning and political ideology, between a city’s
architectural arrangements and the nature of its ruling power. Hou Renzhi’s writings
have opened my eyes. After reading his writings | found things that | was never aware
of despite the fact that | have been living here for so many years. And looking back,
the thinking introduced by Hou Renzhi has probably influenced my works, especially
the Natural History series.

To better understand your latest project realised at Edouard Malingue Gallery, |
think we have to put it in the context of the Natural History series. You named this
project Two Rooms, and it is the reproduction of the murals in the baboon house
at the Beijing Zoo. The two paintings represent the same grassland, one during the
daytime, another in the evening. | see this project as a continuation of the themes
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and methods of Natural History: you reproduce a scene from reality without adding
anything to it, and move it into an exhibition space. Its new context highlights its
paradox - although they are paintings, they don't provide a focus; they don't invite
viewers to appreciate or even pay attention to their style, content or meaning as
paintings. The awkwardness of the situation urges us to think about the environment
from which these paintings came from, and the environment in which they are
being presented now. And this is the project’s major purpose — to destabilise our
perceptions of space and function and to challenge our well-established habits
of seeing and thinking about art. Natural History incarnates the core ideas of your
recent practice, where complexity is actually interestingly included in the series’
title: your Natural History is actually a history of artificiality. What it concerns is all the
people’s decisions. Meanwhile, we can also see these unconscious, unimportant
decisions as the ‘Nature’ of human society, as they are so generic, intuitive and non-
ideological. Can you talk about your thoughts on the Natural History series? How
did its concepts and methods evolve? How will it develop? Also, what makes Two
Rooms at Edouard Malingue Gallery special? Why did you choose to use this topic?
What considerations have you made during the execution of the exhibition?

In Natural History VI, which was realised at Observation Society, Guangzhou, | used
murals from the Beijing Zoo. That's why Two Rooms can easily be associated with
the series. But in fact, it is more a continuation of another project, which is A Zoo, No
Animals(pg.70,2007),because herelemphasise the reproduction of anenvironment
and the reconstruction of a specific space. In a way, Natural Historyfocuses more on
decorations fromdaily reality and thinks about them in a more detached manner. Two
Rooms was an appropriation of two mural paintings at the baboon rooms of Beijing
Zoo,and|foundthemespecially interesting because | saw themas what the zoomural
painter unconsciously imagined and invented as an unknown faraway place. Two
mural paintings appear in a gallery to create a multi-layered and absurd imagination
of space. The heater and banana on the ground are also important elements, as |
attempt to create an indiscernible, ambiguous spatial condition. Making this piece in
Hong Kong is also to a certain extent responding to my perplexities about the current
conflicts between Hong Kong and Mainland China. Natural History discusses the
ways we can observe. It takes cases of aesthetic judgement to highlight the things
that we tend to neglect because we take them for granted. The series continues to
develop. Recently | tried to make use of some architectural structures. For example,
in both Natural History VI (pg.46, 2013) at Observation Society and Panorama (pg.
42, 2014) done on the rooftop of the Times Museum, | made use of a ‘panorama
wall’, an element commonly used in theatrical stage design. Again, | tried to trigger a
discussion about the ways we see, and it is about the disappearance of focus. Id like
to complicate the internal logic of the works by adding new aspects, but | always like
to keep it very concise. Creating a specific atmosphere at the site is always the most
crucial element.

My last question is about how your ways of thinking and your art negotiate with

Ww

the era and society in which you live. Your art career began in the 1990s, when you
studied at the Central Academy of Fine Arts and where you started to make and
exhibit your works. At that time, the dominating mission of China’s society was to
develop economies and to improve the material life of the general public. The social
philosophy then instructed people to act according to efficiency and actual payback
instead of political principles. Making money and seeking material benefit were thus
legitimate, rational and even moral. This was when you formulated your earliest
artistic concepts — how did you respond to such a social atmosphere? In a highly
pragmatic society, art always struggles to justify its value. But your art is precisely
about people’s imaginations and aesthetic preferences, unconsciously reflected in
the most realistic daily situations, and only through these can we get to amore subtle
understanding of our humanity and society. In this sense, your art is about looking for
the cracks of pragmatism in human society. This is a broad question, but can you talk
about the background from which you formed your views and ideas about art and the
world? What specific social situations do you respond to, and why did you decide to
use art to deal with your concerns?

My generation has indeed experienced the entire process of China’s shift from a
planned economy to a market economy, although such a social transformation is still
far from ending and has many uncertainties. | was the last year of students to receive
a free education. And at the time, university education was elitist. There was a strong
intellectual idealism. But the education of the art academy was very conservative. It
was still strictly following the methods of socialist realism. Yet students were already
very aware about how they had different beliefs in art to the academic authority.
During my four years in the academy, my interests changed a lot. | was getting more
and more interested in non-traditional ways of expression. Soon after graduation, |
met artists like Liu Wei and Qiu Zhijie. We all participated in ‘Post-Sense Sensibility’
and the experience of working together as a collective then was very influential on
me. We had aradical attitude and experimented with different possibilities to expand
the boundaries of art. There was no art market. We all had to have ajob to survive. Liu
Wei and | were working at Bejjing Youth Daily. But that was a time when art activities
were radical and pure, and from today’s perspective it was stilla very interesting time.
In my works, | constantly try to create a kind of real perplexity. And such perplexity
is a symptom of our times. To face such a reality, we need a more human, artistic and
wise way to find a solution. Therefore, what | attempt to do now is to represent and
contemplate reality by an aesthetic of uncertainty and ambiguity. | think this can lead
us to get closer to the core of ‘reality’.

[1]“Inthis work (Temporary Space), the hurried urban construction process happening beyond the gallery
walls was mimicked and condensed through an art happening, a series of documentary photographs
and a video within the gallery. It addressed the contradiction between the time and spatial temporality
of “building in order to demolish” and our general imagination of architecture, projecting an absurd
connection between temporality and eternity.” See “Playing With Space - Wang Wei's Installations” by
CaorlLu Yinghua, 2005.

http://www.arrowfactory.org.cn/wangwei/articles/Playing%20With%20Space.htm
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Shadow
e s

2017

Mosaic tiles
1350 x1020cm
Instillation view at Xian Chang, West Bund Art & Design, Shanghai 2017

One concrete floor is fully covered by mosaic tiles with similar colors in front of the West Bund
Arts & Design Centre, and the design of shadows tiled by mosaics are opposite to the falling tree EERAHE
shadows. 1350 x1020 cm

K EBIRG (R AFREMREESR > L85> 2017

BAFREMPOFIF—RKEMEBUBRCHEINGEERER  MEE ST EEEE
AUEMER Image courtesy West Bund Art & Design
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Spanning the Avenue Winston Churchill,'Natural History 4 (Square)’ (2017) isamosaic
tile platform illustrating a pattern intrinsic to those found in Dongguan, Guangdong.
Viewed and interacted with, Wang Wei aims to transport a material that is oft used in
Chinato cover large surfaces of buildings onto the streets of Paris, creating a parallel
between modes of construction, decor and personal living. Indeed, Wang Wei aims
to build on his running consideration of displacement regarding time and context.
The mosaic tile, recognised as an “affordable material of very high quality” in China
takes onadifferentrole in the context of an art fair on the other side of the world. Open
to observation, Wang Wei deliberately defies the material’s original purpose and
presents a contradiction of actual reality, fleshing out a state of confusion, potential
suspicion, isolation and transmutation.

BERME- BEMAE (BAL4(ER)) 2017) E—AEERERTE 25
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Natural History 4 (Square)
BSAF4(ES)
2017

Mosaic Tiles

1200 x 1200 cm

Installation view at FIAC 2017, Paris
On Site

Petit Palais, Avenue Winston Churchill
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1200 x1200cm

EZ2FIAC 2017
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Natural History 4 (Square)
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2017

EZZFIAC 2017
‘iﬁ,iﬁ%,
INET S RERTE E S A




Installation view
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Natural History 4 (Square)
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2017

E%2FIAC 2017 -~
E .
INEE S RERE R S WAE

ar

£
e R

‘I%‘é\" .“".-ﬂl" 'L::. L

-



Inspired by the sea turtle enclosure at
the Beijing Zoo, this site-specific half-
circular wallused mosaic tiles to create
animage of the facing scenery.
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Panorama 2
=2

2016

Concrete, mosaic tiles
Dimensions variable
Installation view at CASS Sculpture Foundation, UK
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Panorama 2
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Panorama 2
252

2016

Installation view at CASS Sculpture Foundation, UK
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- Natural History 4
BRE 4
«~ 2016

Installation view [B &3R5

SiFang Art Museum, Nanjing, China
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BIASE 4
2016

Natural History 4
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Installation view [E 2R 15

SiFang Art Museum, Nanjing, China
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A reproduction of a public security kiosk
installed in the interior gallery space and
exterior gardenat Meta Gallery, Shanghai.
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Wang Wei's Guest
EFEHEA
2016

Installation view [R & IR 15

Meta Gallery, Shanghai, China
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Wang Wei's Guest
FEHEA
2016

Installation view & B3R 15

Meta Gallery, Shanghai, China
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Wang Wei's Guest
FEHEA
2016

Installation view [E 2 IR 15

Meta Gallery, Shanghai, China
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Inspired by a portion of the mosaic
mural contained in the Aldabra Tortoise
enclosure at the Beijing Zoo, this “surface”
was installed to appear to have slipped
upside down and partially off the wall of
exhibition hall.

RBIERHYWEZHRRBRRERS
(Aldabra Tortoise House)HE&EwBEE
BEs UEENTENAXTERERK
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Slioping Mural 1
BEHVEEE 1
2016

Installation view B E IR 15

Red Brick Art Museum, Beijing, China
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Slipping Mural 1
TBRHIEESE 1
2016

Installation View
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HYBESE 2
2017
EREREN
135x9m

Mosaic tiles
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Panorama 1
21

2014

Site-specific Installation I35 &
Times Museum, Guangzhou E MBS EMTEE

“Panorama 1is based on an architectural feature of the turtle cage at the Beijing Zoo. Installed on
the glass rooftop in Guangzhou'’s Times Museum, the fully mirrored, semicircular wall measured
3.6m high and 7m wide in diameter and contained a small doorway for visitors to pass through.”

“EmfEALRBYEEEEENZERER SV EEMNFAEMENEEKBEREREE
—EE36 K HIE 7 REFEEN RIS HE —/\Fe”




Panorama 1
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2014

Site-specific Installation I35 &
Times Museum, Guangzhou E& I EF X E T8




“The curved wall mural erected inside
Observation Society’s exhibition space is
painted with a replica of a backdrop from
the African Tortoise cage at the Beijing
Zoo.”
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Natural History 6
HAE 6
2013

Installation view R EE IR 15

Observation Society, Guangzhou
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This exhibitionis comprised of two parts, ‘Natural History 4 and ‘Natural History 5'.

‘Natural History 4’ replicates the décor from the exterior walls of various buildings in Guangdong’s
Dongguan area. ‘Natural History 5'is a facsimile of a foundation of a public security kiosk left on the
sidewalk on a busy street in Beijing.

These works replicate walls and floors, mimicking non-expressive and decorative surfaces within
agallery context. and they are ready-mades that manifest existing creative states.

Some are the results of additions, while others are what remain after subtractions. Allhave become
reality’s “decorations”.
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A Wallon the Wall, A Floor on the Floor
i RS 3 Eysth
2012

Installation view B 3715

Magician Space, Beijing
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Installation view
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Wang Wei: Borrowing from Reality
by Pauline J. Yao

* This essay was published in Issue 26 of Art Time Magazine, July 2012.

About a month ago | found myself on car trip outside Beijing with artist Wang Wei and a few other
friends. Winding through the roads north of Huairou headed to a small mountain village, we cruised
past the usual assorted scenery: recreational spots, farmland, one-story dwellings and streetside
vendors hawking everything from fruit to carved wood sculptures. Down a woodsy lane, Wang Wei
suddenly pointed out the window at a roadside vendor’s display of blue-and-white ceramics and
said, “Look, it's Ai Weiwei's artwork!” | glanced to my right and saw an assortment of blue-and-white
porcelains spread out by the side of the road and immediately recognized the resemblance—each
vessel had been placed in neat, equidistant rows with generous space in between. If the backdrop
were not a small patch of dirt and some shrubs the twenty-odd vases could easily pass as a knock-
off of Ai's Ghost Gu Coming Down The Mountain, 2005. A short while later we passed a building
with a door opening that had been sealed up with bricks to prevent access and | commented that
it resembled Wang Peng’s artwork (Wall, 1993). By this point all of us were looking out the window
with fresh eyes, noticing objects or forms in this countryside village that we had previously seenin
a gallery or museum, and what's more, even some ordinary items that looked like they could end
up in a gallery someday. | began wondering what this mindset was about—what exactly was the
difference between these “found artworks” and those self-consciously constructed ones that we
regularly encountered in the context of the art world? What was it that allowed us to see or not see
certainitems as works of art?

These questions and others are aptly addressed in the work of Beijing-based artist Wang Wei.
From zoos to historical residences, Wang’s recent installations are mindful appropriations of
existing spaces, visual elements and three-dimensional settings he finds in his own surroundings.
These already existing forms were never intended to be art but for Wang they bear particular
visual, social or aesthetic value that he deems worth borrowing and reproducing, and in enlarging
and adapting these existing forms to a gallery setting, he creates new forms of meaning and
possibility. His process annexes these objects’ aesthetic properties in ways that conjure a sense
of dislocation and, occasionally, discomfort in the viewer. Appropriation is nothing if not an active,
engaged and motivated cause that demands attention to the situational and historical, but as
Wang's work demonstrates, borrowing or taking something as one’s own use simultaneously
strips away context and invests new layers of meaning and areas for self-reflection. However,
one should be careful here to avoid seeing Wang’s practice under the simple rubric of exploring
relationships between art and life. Such views often align art with fiction and life with reality while
Wang's investigations are realignments that situate the artifice and veracity of life as art. Although
he is interested in the decontextualized space of the art gallery or “white cube” art space, his
transferal of everyday items into this exclusive space is

notaDuchampian gesture aimed at discussing the de-skilling of the artist, or the power of selection
which positions the unassisted readymade as a commercially manufactured object of everyday
life that is transformed completely via placement in a gallery or exhibition context.

Instead Wang's tend towards architectural elements rather than images or individual objects, and
are particularly concerned with forms and settings that exhibit the presence of human design,
however conscious or unconscious it may be. Like the perfectly stacked arrangement of wood
logs, or a bunch of colorful baskets cascading out of the back of a truck onto a patch of dirt—what
unites these “found artworks” is their aesthetic value that signals involvement of the human hand.
The notion of “found artworks” in itself may be seen as a misnomer, that is, if one subscribes to
the idea that objects derive their status as artworks from being framed in the context of the art
world as authored, unique, commodifiable objects intended for display and commercial exchange.
It is therefore Wang’s interest to point out that natural forms of artifice surround us every day—it
is merely a question of when we might happen upon them, and if we do, whether or not we are
trained to see them.

Wang Wei's artistic practice emerges from this set of chance occurrences and accidental
moments of inspiration. Attuned to human relationships with the built environment, his installations
encourage audience participation, often in the form of direct physical contact. Recent forays
into appropriating readymade forms from zoos, historical sites, restaurants and vernacular
architecture in southern China all came about more or less by chance through travels or random
encounters. In this sense his working method belongs to the intuitive sphere rather than one
overly concerned with political ideologies or lofty intellectual frameworks. He prefers instead to
attack what isimmediately in front of him—a site, location, cultural or historical element—and finds
ways to engage and solicit certain reactions within the viewing public. Lifting certain elements
from so-called reality and transplanting them into the timeless, locationless setting of the art
gallery with only minor modifications to scale, material and appearance, Wang brings attention to
a compounded fiction: naturally occurring forms of artifice transplanted within an already artificial
space of the art gallery.

That questions of space, viewer interaction, sensory perception and a heightened awareness of
three-dimensional space are a consistent feature of Wang Wei's work is of little surprise, given his
experiencesasamember of the Post Sense Sensibility group of artists activeinthe late 1990s early
2000s. Following his graduation from the Fresco Painting Department of the Central Academy of
Fine Arts in 1996, Wang Wei soon fell in with the ragtag group of artists (and curators) and took
part in many of the group’s early shows while working concurrently as a freelance photographer
for the Beijing Youth Daily Newspaper. The Post-Sense Sensibility shows were a series of self-
organised underground exhibitions characterised by radical, DIY-style tactics and unrehearsed,
sometimes shocking, forms of experimentation. With their short time frame - anywhere from
two days to two weeks - and ad hoc spirit, these exhibitions more closely resembled activities or
performative events rather than affairs of static display. Artists who took part were not concerned
with challenging ideologies or producing veiled political statements; rather they aimed to carve
out an autonomous space in which they could explore the immediacy of their own actions and
solicit charged reactions to on-site conditions and limitations.



Perhaps as a result of this varied background, photography has always played a crucial role in
Wang Wei's artistic process, intricately tied to how he deals with space and on-site conditions. His
contribution to the “Post Sense-Sensibility: Alien Bodies and Delusion” exhibition in 1999 was a
photographic installation entitled 1/30 Sec. Underwater. The set of color transparencies inserted
into floormounted lightboxes were arranged in a darkened passageway at the entrance of the
exhibition. In order to enter the exhibition, viewers had to walk through the corridor and across the
lightboxes, their feet pressing upon a series of close-up images of young men and women trapped
underwater. The careful positioning of the work inside the compressed, darkened corridor and
depiction of large-scale faces appearing to be gasping for air creates an illusion whereby the
viewers' feet pressing against the glass adds a sense of heightened drama and claustrophobia.
In contrast, Hypocritical Room, 2002 offers the reverse, moving from aniillusion of confinement to
an illusion of expansive, empty space. The work again uses visual trickery with photography, but
this time involves enlarged 360 degree photographs of the empty exhibition space enlarged and
mounted onto a four-sided steel box frame attached to the floor with wheels. During the exhibition
period, the giant room-sized square lightbox was pushed around the exhibition hall by four
anonymous individuals, creating an illusion of extra space or mirrored space. These experiments
represent Wang's sustained investigation into space—constructed space, obstructed space,
replicated space, constrained space—and the intangible dimensions of human sensory
perception.

Photography continued to play a key role in Wang's work and artistic process, most notably in the
combined performance and documentary work Temporary Space, 2003 which took place in the
former Long March 25000 Cultural Transmission Center in 798. Taking place over the course of
seventeen days the work was part public attraction and part willful obstruction of the exhibition
space. The artist enlisted the help of ten migrant workers known as “brickmongers” in Beijing
whose livelihood is comprised of collecting bricks from demolished sites and reselling them tonew
constructionprojects.Using 20,000recycledbricks, the workers erected asquareroominside the
gallery space measuring a hundred square meters (100sgm) with walls measuring four meters tall.
Slightly smaller than the existing gallery space, Wang’s structure left anarrow passageway around
the perimeter just wide enough for one person to pass safely. A few days after being completed,
the structure was torn down and the bricks were taken away and re-sold, completing the cycle.
The entire process was documented with a set of twelve photographs which were mounted
sequentially as each phase of the work was completed. In a subversive gesture that points to the
time-based nature of the work and its opposing poles of construction and destruction, presence
and absence, the entire set of photographs were only visible when the building itself was gone.

If Temporary Space represents Wang's productive intertwining of photographic documentation
and performative event, then his later installations work consciously to further undermine a sense
of permanence by choosing certain materials that themselves are temporary. Continuing with
the rhythms of constructing and dismantling as a form of ephemerality, in a set of later works
Wang chose the material of metal scaffolding to create open-air pavilions in the style of traditional
Chinese gardens. These Scaffolding Gardens are predicated on temporariness but also borrowed
materials and borrowed space—at the conclusion of the exhibition the work can be disassembled
and returned to the scaffolding rental company. For each exhibition project he

encounters, Wang adapts new techniques, methodologies and materials to suit his conceptual
plan. Photography plays a consistent role—inspiration often comes to Wang after studying his
own photographs of various sites and settings—but his working method that actively disavows
reliance upon a certain set of materials, preferring instead to be adaptable to a given space. His
work fits the classic definition of an installation artist, which is to say, in Boris Groy’s words: there is
no traditional material support like canvas, stone or film; instead the installation medium is space
itself.

In 2007 Wang began a series of works inspired by the Beijing Zoo. Wang visited the Zoo in Beijing
for other reasons but later was intrigued by the wall designs in the animal enclosures, particularly
those in the crocodile and monkey houses. It was unclear if these decorations were intended for
humans or for the animals themselves, perhaps, Wang thought, they were used to fool animals into
thinkingthey were inthe wildand notin captivity. His fascination for the simulated environments and
decorative elements of the zoo led to his own form of imitation: the installation A Zoo, No Animals,
2007 which recreated “natural” animal habitats within the space of the art gallery. Based upon
actual animal cages, the installation uses tree branches, rocks, and various foliage to mimic these
already highly constructed yet “natural” environments, including the same exact text descriptions
from the original signin lightboxes but with all reference to the animals removed. Viewers were left
with an ambiguous space that is neither zoo (no animals) nor actual habitat (vegetation appeared
similar but was not exactly the same). In the case of the Long March Space installation, Wang
chose to reproduce the habitats of nocturnal animals in a winding corridor that forced viewers to
pass through at the entrance of the exhibition, creating a feeling of impending danger about what
unseen animals might be lurking in the darkness.

The immersive environments Wang creates form a special type of appropriation that is reliant
upon architectural space than pictorial image, contextual and historical fact than illusion. The
settings he has chosen, when enlarged to fill the gallery space, become spatial worlds that visitors
can enter and experience fully. His Historic Residence, 2009 is perhaps the most fitting example
of Benjamin’s take on appropriation, which he frames as a transition from “cult value to exhibition
value”. Here Wang faithfully reproduces—in exaggerated proportions—the private bathing
quarters of Chairman Mao and his wife Jiang Qing. Lifted from the couple’s seldom-used retreat
in Shaoshan Dishuidong Hunan Province, the oversized rooms bifurcated the gallery space of
Space Station into two side-by-side tile covered chambers. The original 1950s-60s architectural
details are reproduced in every detail—porcelain bathtubs, sinks, cabinets, mosaic floor tiles and
even glass light fixtures, and save for the dramatically scaled up dimensions of the rooms, they
are near exact replicas of the twin bathrooms occupying the residence (now converted to a
public museum). Traces of political inclination, the passage of time, and personal attributes are alll
embeddedinthe retro-styled color scheme:regal yellow for the Stately leader and apple green for
the leading lady whose stage name contained the word “apple”. Accompanying the installation is
a soundtrack with two voices repeating lines from the tour guide explaining the significance of the
two colors. The sound element of the work may be easily overlooked butitis here that Wang’s clear
interest in the symbolic significance of the colors, not to mention the absurd grandeur allocated to
these private spaces, becomes apparent.



The modernist invention of the white cube exhibition space has received its fair share of criticism.
As many critics have pointed out, the white walls and pristine floors is far from a neutral space,
in fact it exudes many qualities: exclusivity, but isolation, commercialism and a sense of singular
superiority. But mostimportantly the white cube signals a process of decontextualization, whereby
the timeless, history-less environment severs art from its relationship to reality and transforms
itemsinto rarefied objects of elite status. Oddly enough, itis exactly this decontextualizing process
that Wang Wei thrives upon. His installations make emphatic use of the white walls and hermetic
power of the white cube to alter his chosen forms into “works of art” regardless of their origin. In
doing so, the artifice, absurd logic or symbolic value contained within these preexisting forms are
given new artistic license by virtue of their removal and re-positioning in a gallery space. Whether
its engaging the services of bricklayers, erecting scaffolding or reproducing architectural spaces
borrowed from distant locales, Wang aims not only to draw attention to our physical awareness
of space, but to highlight the double fictions and absurd realities that reside within our daily
surroundings. His selections, once modified and transplanted into the gallery, can act as powerful
vectors for self-examination and reflection of hidden truths, or, as in the case of the mirror-covered
Propaganda Pavilion, 2011, as exemplary moments where our own reality is reflected back to us
in mute form. It is through these oblique views on reality and borrowed forms that we can see
the true nature of art—as a category that lends itself equally to the painstakingly crafted and the
serendipitously ordinary.
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“This exhibition was comprised of two works. One
usedmirroredglasstobuildareplicaoftheinformation
kiosks found in the Beijing zoo. The second used
acrylic paint to re-create one of the small displays that
is found in the information kiosk.”
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Propaganda Pavilion
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Tile samples from the local construction materials
market was purchased and installed in the exhibition
space. Exhibited at Platform China, Beijing, China.
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This work replicates the interior wall décor of a
Singaporean restaurant in Beijing. Exhibited at Iberia
Art Center, Beijing.
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Natural History 3
BHIAES
2010

Tiles, painted interior walls, wall trim, framed photos
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-~ “This work replicates and enlarges the dimensions
of a section of 1960s architecture from Shaoshan
Dishuidong, Hunan Province.”
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Space Station, Beijing
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Historic Residence
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Space Station, Beijing
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“These tile mosaics were derived from the Beijing
Zoo (in particular the monkey pavilion and the
alligator tank). Most of the walls of the animal cages
have features that reference blue skies, white
clouds, oceans, trees and other natural scenes.”
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China Art Archives Warehouse, Beijing
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This work adopts the texts and display formats
used in the historic westerner's house museums in
Yokohama. Theinstallation transformed the exhibition
space into an unnamed historic residence. Exhibited
at ZAIM Art Center, Yokohama, Japan.
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“Two rooms identical in size are separated by a wall of tinted glass. The
lights in the room shift periodically, when one room is lit, the other goes
dark. Every minute the lighting determines the state of each room, one
room becomes the watchers and the other room becomes the one being
watched.”
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“Community of Tastes” Iberia Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing
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“Commonly used architectural models of household
furniture scaled at 1:30 are reenlarged to their actual
1:1 size. The pieces exist somewhere between real
and fake furniture. They appear simultaneously as a
fabricated reality, as well as a mistake enlarged 30
times.”
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A veranda and pavilions in the style of traditional Chinese gardens made
from construction scaffolding. Exhibited at Red Mansion Foundation,
London, UK.
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“A Zoo, No Animals 2: The project uses the site’s existing
3-sided floor to ceiling glass windows in the gallery to
create a giant panda house that is off-limits to visitors.”
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A Zoo, No Animals 2
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Kunsthalle Project Space, Vienna
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“A Zoo, No Animals t Four rooms from the Beijing
Zo0o's nocturnal animal house were recreated in the
Long March Space. Visitors were required to pass
through each of the poorly lit rooms.”
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Long March Space, Beijing
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Wang Wei

Space represents people’s desires. There is never enough space, and everyone always wants
more.

The history of contemporary artin Chinais still quite young; it began more or less in the 1970s after
the Cultural Revolution. Could you explain how this artistic development began? What are the
origins of contemporary Chinese art?

During the Cultural Revolution there was only Socialist Realist Art. Art in this society was used only
for propaganda. After the Cultural Revolution ended in the late 1970s China’s opening and reform
period started. It was at that time that a lot of books about Western philosophy were translated
into Chinese. This had a huge effect on China’s intellectuals and artists. Artists’ ideas were heavily
controlled up until this point, and suddenly everything opened up. It was a very exciting time.
Through studying and borrowing forms from Western contemporary arts some artists could
openly express their social criticism and personal feelings about living in such arepressive society.
Thus, from the start of China’s experimental art history, it has always had a strong sentiment of
social critique.

What was the influence of European or Western movementsin art on the development of Chinese
art? Towhat extent did Chinese contemporary art accept Western avant-garde movements at the
beginning of the century, such as Dadaism, Surrealism, Futurism or those after the middle of the
century like Minimalism, Concept Art, Pop, etc.?

The influence of European avant-garde and Western Modernist movements on Chinese
contemporary art was not felt through the art education system. For a long time Chinese avant-
garde art had the sense of being an underground movement. Information about Western
contemporary art was limited so an artist had to actively seek out different ways of expression
by themselves. When they saw something that could appropriately capture their concepts,
they readily borrowed these forms to express their ideas in the most direct and pointed manner
possible.

What is the relationship of China to its history, philosophy and identity? It is said that history exists
only in a very fragmentary way in the consciousness of the population and is hard to access. Isn’t
that a great disadvantage for a profound engagement with artistic themes such as memory or
identity?

Traditional Chinese culture was early to mature. Over the course of its development it absorbed
many outside influences and created a unique world view. In the last 100 years, social changes and
upheavals have caused much pain and suffering. It's made intellectuals re-examine this culture
and look for other ways of developing this culture.

Fragmentation always exists. This is not really a problem. Issues of identity and memory are
commonissues for all of humanity. Expressing these ideas and creating adialog through artis very
appropriate. As long as the sentiment is honest, it is possible to affect viewers.

What is the relationship of contemporary Chinese artinrelation toits own traditional art techniques
and aesthetic styles?

Chinese contemporary art has an internal connection to traditional arts. Chinese traditional arts
have aunique aesthetic and sense of time and space. These ideas have anactive role ininfluencing
the development of contemporary arts.

How is Chinese contemporary art seen inside China itself today? In the past few years we have
witnessed an international Chinese art boom - there have been countless exhibitions of Chinese
art, under titles such as Alors, la Chine?, Mahjong, The Real Thingand many more besides - how is
this art perceived by the general public at home?

Contemporary art is a reflection of the world around it, regardless of where it comes from. It will
exhibit the state of a society as well asits problems and issues. Chinese contemporary art has the
same characteristics. The issues that we are facing in Chinese contemporary art are the same as
those in this society. China is in the midst of high-speed economic development and the societal
transition related to that development. Chinese experimental art’s transition from underground to
above ground has been a very short five-year period. To me, Chinese audiences are very open to
the changes around them, and this includes contemporary art.

As for the China-themed exhibitions that are happening in the west, they are helpful in that they
allow western audiences to see and directly experience new art from China. However, because
these large shows don't happen in China, some of the works are not seen in context of the society
that created them. If audiences don’t know that much about China in the first place, the exhibition
becomes one of the only ways that people get impressions of China. Sometimes that can be
misleading. The current situationis influenced by the international art market, which dictates taste.
There is a portion of works that are made that are designed to satisfy the market’s taste for the
exotic.

You are known, in particular, for your temporary spaces made of brick, which you are having set up
inside exhibition spaces and gallery halls. Aroom that is built up only to be destroyed again, actions
marked by irony and their very absurdity; which symbolic significance and which conceptual
deliberations lie at the bottom of such works?

My process in the last few years has been to build, change and affect existing spaces. Temporary
Space was an early manifestation of that type of work. This work deals with time and space. | was
interestedintime andissues of speed - in this piece the normal process of buildingand demolishing
is compressed into a 17-day period. Space represents people’s desires. There is never enough
space, and everyone always wants more. These themes have surfaced in all of my subsequent
worksinthe last few years.

Which socially critical aspects do you pursue in works like What Does Not Stand Up Cannot Falf?
Have there been any reactions to your work, for example, from official quarters?



In What Does Not Stand Up Cannot Falland my other recent spatial installations and performance
works, | am trying to examine the impact of the fast-changing living space on human beings and to
reveal the social motives behind this kind of over-rapid development. Responses to this work have
mainly come from the art circle in China and the Western art system. The video documentation of
this project is being exhibited, at the moment, in the Tate Liverpool gallery.

Is censorship still a problem for artists in China today? How is the art system operating, in terms
of being a communications system, or a marketing system or simply a system representing the
interests of the artists, and museums, collectors, gallerists, the state, the sponsors and the general
public?

There is not a single place in the world that has absolute freedom. We simply go by different
rules of games. Sometimes certain restrictions can inspire the artists more and bring out more
challenges fromartworks. The present art systemin Chinais in the midst of constant development
and change, as is her social system. There is an upper structure - the official art institutions and
museums;thereisalsoalower level structure - the very active non-official galleries and art spaces.
But the middle level that connects these two is missing - the collectors and art foundations. This is
due to the fact that in the current social system in China there is not yet, inits real sense, a general
public. There is only the division between the official and the non-official. That’s why, right now,
China’s experimental art can only work closely with non-official capital in China and the Western
art system.

Your projects frequently have a performance-like character. You document them with avideo-and
a photographic camera. Which role(s) do these documentations of the performances play? Is the
artjust to be found in the action itself or is the documentation also a part of the art?

This is one aspect of my work, | like that the work is changeable and fluid, the audiences’ reaction
and emotional state are important to me. At a certain point, | also become an audience member to
my own works. | use photo and video to record the changes, so while these are documents, they
are also a way of expressing concepts.

At the project space of the Kunsthalle Wien, you erect a Panda Bear enclosure, albeit without any
animals. This is again a space that is not traversable, not accessible to visitors wishing to enter it,
and which | view very largely as a comment on the urban situation and the infrastructural nodal
point that | see in the Karlsplatz setting in Vienna. How site-specific are your works?

The space in Vienna looks like a glass box to me. Its location in the center of the city seems to be
a sharp contrast to the classical buildings around it. When | began to think about this work, | was
interested in having visitors view the space from the outside of the building. The work is an artificial
environment that people are barred from entering.

Could you comment on your exhibition project for the Kunsthalle Wien?

The main theme of this piece is “zoo without animals.” I've “moved” an abandoned animal cage into
anartspace.It'sanartificially created space that no one can enter. The spaceis based on a specific

description of an environment somewhere in the world. It's meant to be relatively dislocating and
disassociating for the audience and kind of existential.

Can your work Trap be interpreted similarly as There Are No Pandas Here which you installed at
the Kunsthalle Wien: a cage without animals - a trap without a bird?

Yes, in this work the existence or non-existence of animals serves to have the audience question
their own position in the environment. It’s just that in Trap the forms were a little more abstract,
while in There Are No Pandas Here the forms were a bit more specific.

You seem particularly interested in achieving spatial experiences of various kinds. You create
claustrophobic effects, destabilisation and insecurity about space, spatial illusions. In Pillars you
have pillars hanging from the ceiling, Ever Widening, Ever Narrowing acts as a kind of labyrinth,
Hypocritical Room shows a room that is justified by the reflection of the surrounding space oniits
outside walls. What is the binding element in these works?

There is a common idea of ‘borrowing’ amongst all these works. They use specific everyday
actions, relationships and situations that are transported into agallery setting. They use adramatic
form of visual expression to create feelings of absurdity and misinterpretation in the space andin
viewer’s minds. The work lures viewers into a psychological state and experience. This mental and
physical state becomes part of the completed work.

How do you live as an artist in today’s China? Do you make a living from your art?

| work and live like artists from other places. | began my artistic practice eight years ago and | had
also worked as a news photographer for eight years. The income from that job allowed me to live
and produce work. It also gave me a chance to examine the society from a close distance. | have
only resigned from my job and became a freelancer recently. This might be a bit risky, but | enjoy
this sense of freedom.

Wang Wei in conversation with Gerald Matt and Angela Stief on the occasion of the exhibition
Foreign Objects at the project space Kunsthalle Wienin 2007.

Wang Wei, bornin 1972 in Beijing, lives and works in Bejing.
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“Aspace withtwo entrances. The labyrinth-like corridor
becomes narrower and narrower as one moves into
the center. A small video monitor in the very center of
the installation shows a person blowing a balloon until

it pops.”
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Playing With Space - Wang Wei's Installations
by Carol Lu

* This essay was published on July 28, 2005, Tuanjiehu.

Wang Wei's new work Trap is massive in scale and compositionally complex. Menacing, heavy and
intense, it inspires awe and discomfort simultaneously. With an acute sensitivity towards space
and architecture, Wang Wei has created a series of installation works in close relation to space,
addressing the dramatic transformation of our physical domain and the rapid transition of our
surrounding environment - tapping into the emotions and experiences that define our times.

Wang Wei's installation work presents a slice of reality, such as the mundane act of construction,
or a particular object, like pillars covered with fur or a blown-up bird trap. Through isolating,
appending, or enlarging these common objects, the installation steadily fabricates an alternative
reality that draws from our collective knowledge of the world.

Wang Wei's previous works Hypocritical Space and Temporary Space were about creating “space
within a space,” emotionally engaging the viewer and pushing the “paradoxical relationship of the
unusable space within a space [to] force the observer into unknown and uncomfortable territory.”
Hypocritical Space is a series of installations made of light boxes. Depending on each exhibition
venue, Wang Wei would photograph the interior of the architecture in its original state prior to
the exhibition. These images were printed onto room-size light boxes that are pushed around
the gallery during the exhibition, generating confusion and illusions about the space among the
audience.

In Temporary Space, Wang Wei commissioned brick mongers to build and demolish awindowless
anddoorlessstructureinsideagallery. The bricks for the structure werere-claimed fromdemolition
sites. After the structure was built and demolished, the bricks were sold back to the brick mongers.
In this work, the hurried urban construction process happening beyond the gallery walls was
mimicked and condensed through an art happening, a series of documentary photographs and
avideo within the gallery. It addressed the contradiction between the time and spatial temporality
of “building in order to demolish” and our general imagination of architecture, projecting an absurd
connection between temporality and eternity. Circumventing the “temporary space” through the
narrow passage around the brick structure, this unexpected twist on reality brought on a sense of
insecurity and panic when faced with the realities of “speed” and “development.”

Thewidespreadmaterialisticmentalityand superficial pursuitofshort-termedbenefitinthemodern
society underline the overbearing influence and deceit of “desires.” Desires are the fundamental
driving force for actions, manufacturing a popular life style that is full of temptations as well as risks.
Wang Wei persistently attempts to tear down the mask of “desire,” and to explore its truth. Deleuze
thought of desire as production while Nietzsche claimed that desire as a fabrication of non-existent
reasons. Wang Wei's Trap brings to life these two divergent ideas, trying to reveal truth by creating
deceptions. Rusty and solid iron scaffolding densely interlocks with a bird trap made of smooth
and light wood sticks. Permeating the gallery, the centrally placed bird trap adorned with seeds is
irresistible to the birds inhabiting the exhibition space. While the blown-up trap is useless to catch
any bird, itis large enough to catch the eyes of the viewers who precariously negotiate through the
forest of rusty scaffolding to take a closer look. As the audience moves through the openings into
the bird trap, they find themselves deep in the heart of an ominous steel bar jungle. This is a zone
where once entered, one can no longer tell what is “inside,” and what is “outside.” In any case, the
birds and the audience are caught in a “trap of desires,” both fictional and real.

Both personal experiences and social phenomenon are inspirations for Wang Wei's work. Rather
than react to specific issues, he creates a unique artistic language and tone in an environment
that completely envelops viewers. In the current artistic trend that calls for non-ideological
expressions, rejects absolute manifestation of personal emotions and formalism, Wang Wei’s
work demonstrates all of these three aspects and thus indicates a new possibility for us.



=R — TN EREE Fm
EiE

* 200547828 B E4E

Miteds | B TERV(E A —TBREARH BAREBN - HERINF L ATERNER 28
REMMEHRBOERE -EARFD TH—ERESEHE[MBESRMERIET —R7
BRI BV R B (o WANERR I RS IE RN E B EFNEHNEEERAE—FE
B N A ARSI R an o 1 it as ) P B R T RINAE - ERIARE] iS85
BAMSIEE I NEERANNFREERFEREFESE L EMRATHBFRARERILELS
N—EREAN EENT R RS RNREEM T EBRSHRE R tIBEERNFER (
BEE—AETR MY (BREMEN LAEXTAEMEFARAKT B0HEER) B
B AR AZE L ANRRTEHRRNER WERESNARENER IERMEEN-<
FHFIRE M E R — IR R BV B BENR ILEMER T —E 5 U SR FIABIH R 1E
MEWIZERLZ]  TEREZER ) EFmrEE ERPRERI MR IR R R EEPS
KRR EFEERNER-MBE SRR EEIFREGEERE EE 2 EFIERHN

[k E e

NEGNZERIR—RINERER TEREFCRRENS M TR E A E SN RIRIAHT
BIEREE WG E LR RN E G M ER R A B REREEREME R ES TR
AR R ERREWRRIS ) RiEH — IR ERAVEALARSR £ TERRF =R LAY
EmP 2MRXBBBE _FENERIARBMBENRERETHE—ENEFER
BRF ZE ) ) TR BRI 1R SRS EL I BRIl h & 3 T BORR SR -t U EM BRI S T BIBIRG 135
MEBRCEF ARG T BRETHERERME BRT RS T FrEERKREA
ERRRR M E MBI ERY PN S BT EMR RS X REIEE H—ER
ALRAFR BRIV NOEBMIRGE TEREN REEEIMRELER\WEBTE RE
BYZR A ZE A BV BRI EA 35 R DBV BT IS TR IR AN T3 /R ) BV AN 2 TE RKAN R

BAHEYAANRE R EREEERIREEE N EMIERIE -LE TSRS
11> RER R mA R MR EE S T EEARA Etal B R M EmA 5§
HARHNAR BHESUERERERE BERSURERERHAFENRRNER -/
By [Ele R EmELEERNERNEES T RERRNVAREEARNEE I
teds BB E =BT 2 RGBS B RYZE 2 B (Fan o 55 5T A AR #EEX 52 09 52 %1
FLRMERICBHIAGREN S ERER EAARIE -Him SRS B mREE
PHS R 7w A PR ERFE R AT BB TS e 1A TAME A1 ByGREE  IRAE A
HeE S Al B LAS BB AR B4 27 ML (15 (thPI ZR 2 3th 27 BB =22 & th Y S AR B SR I EE Bl
B T2 BRMERMZFBRTANERTEAZ BRI EF THMEEXREFRT
Kat T AR MAZMNEENZIEZ M FERERIEREN  BIHEIBERTH EEH
HIRERARENME 2 S5 M5 it SEF B BRI T1Eey i)
ZH-EFEN—RIKEFmBREEREANEERR XGE L ENEEER E &
B> AER R E - EARNME-MERREFRPEEL—EHE [ BN ERRIR F 8
MEZM B RER L EE AT AR PEFAEE AN BRI N E R A EH8
R T =EMARRMT B hige



3

\'l
[ A
.r : [ - ¥ il

[l
-
[z
=

EE

'a

EJre|

1 il

ALY £

¥
L

=

¥ 1 [k M-

AW ) VEN
— T
o 6T y =X

BN

“A bird trap tries to catch birds, but because it’s
been enlarged 10 times, the trap is useless. The
birds fly back and forth in the gallery space, but
in fact the gallery space is itself a trap. Visitors
wander amongst the scaffolding structures. In
fact, itis they who are ultimately ensnared in the
work.”
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“The entire exhibition took place over the course of 17 days. The artist enlisted the help of 10 migrant workers
whose livelihood in Beijing is to collect and resell bricks to erect a structure that used 20,000 old bricks to build a
4 meter high and 100 square meter room in the gallery space. 2 days after being built, it was destroyed. The bricks
then were taken away by the migrant workers and re-sold. A series of 12 black and white photographs document
the raising and razing of the structure.”
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A moving room-like structure was made using
metal supports and enlarged photos of the
original exhibition site. During the exhibition, 4
people pushed the Room through the space.
Ten structures that were made to look like the
pillars in the original exhibition site were also
constantly being pushed around the space.”
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Artist’s Introduction by Karen Smith

Wang Wei's works are like successive experiments carried out in the cause of a sustained
investigation into space. Each of his works explores the nature of physical space as it is
experienced in human terms, more often than not as a psychological, rather than simply a physical,
experience. This is primarily achieved in the installations Wang Wei makes when he invites the
viewer into a constructed space. But it is also approached through other means, such as those
brought to Temporary Space, the work that is included in The Real Thing. Here, the viewer was
actively excluded from the work itself by the very act of its construction by a team of lay workers,
whom Wang Wei invited to collaborate on the project. The nature of the metaphor and symbolism
invoked in the process of building a space that deliberately sought to keep the audience outside,
resulted in a work of immense force and impact.

Wang Weiis arelatively young artist, whose debut work was the remarkable 1/30th Second under
Watermade inlate 1998, and shown as part of the exhibition Post-Sense Sensibility held in Beijing
in early January 1999. 1/30th Second under Water comprises a series of colour transparencies
set in luminous lightboxes that were inserted sequentially into the raised floor of a specially
constructed passageway that was located at the start of the exhibition. Thus, viewers had no
choice but to pass through the narrow confines of this corridor if they wished to see the show. This
meant walking across the lightboxes, an uncomfortable proposition to begin with, made more so
where each of them contained an image of a figure apparently trapped in water beneath the glass
surface of the lightbox itself. Being on a one-to-one scale, the illusion of people struggling for air
underfoot that confronted the audience, combined with the restricted space of the construction,
provoked a powerful sense of claustrophobia. It is a good example of how Wang Wei uses art to
make the viewer fully aware of his or her relationship to space: those successive experiments that
work with varying degrees of ‘atmospheric’ pressure.

Wang Wei believes the fact that so often we are quite unaware of the impact that the spatial
proportions of our surroundings exert upon us, is a direct result of how we experience the violent
and unpredictable age in which we live: the protective barriers we seek to erect, the safe distance
we maintain. The sense of distance that Wang Wei deliberately creates between the viewer and
the figures in 1/30th Second under Water is an aspect he further plays with in other works, and to
great effect. In e to 72kg and 3.2m2 2000, for example, he created the illusion of a figure trapped
in a steel case just 3.2m2, in which the protagonist almost tears himself apart in his desperate
attempts to break free—an illusion achieved through a combination of the video, which is shown
through ‘portals’ in the steel case, the disturbing sounds emanating from within, and the strips of
pork skin scattered around the base of the case.

Continuing his preference for siting works at the entrance to an exhibition, Wang Wei designed
Close Contact 2001, as a mechanism for forcing viewers to weave through a small, glass-walled
labyrinth that was barely wide enough to squeeze through sideways. This marked the start of a
new ambition: to remove any barrier between the viewer and the work, and so deny any sense of
security or comfort. Following Close Contact almost every piece Wang Wei has made dissolves
the boundaries between the work and the viewer—the viewer is physically forced to enter the
work—setting up a confrontation that has to be met and engaged head on. The artist leaves no
room for circumnavigation.

Wang Wei has developed these interventions through a range of dramatic approaches, the most
extreme perhaps being Temporary Space, which he made in 2003 at arelatively early stage of his
career, but which he still continues to develop and extend. Trap 2005, is a case in point. A work of
astounding ambition, Trap literally took the form of an enormous wooden bird trap measuring five
metres by six, with a height of 3.5 metres, situated within a gallery and meshed within a web of iron
scaffolding that created a second cage-like structure. That both structures had been expanded
to occupy the entire exhibition interior, measuring almost four hundred square metres, took the
scale far beyond the normal proportions of bird to cage or trap, or just simply reducing the viewer
to the human equivalent of a bird. Wang Wei chose to temporarily constrain the audience inacage
of aviary-like proportions, which only made the sense of frailty and helplessness of a captive avian
more potent because at no time did the ‘trap’ suggest the claustrophobic dimensions of a prison.
This was encouraged by the fact that the wooden ‘trap’ was up-ended, its trap-door mouth gaping
open at the sky, its function literally subverted. But if this momentarily suggested that the artist was
trying to make a protest against the nature of hunting, or entrapment, then such a suggestion was
countered by the cage in which the impotent trap was caught.

This installation pivoted on each element being trapped inside another. Although viewers could
move as freely around the space as each of the three hundred birds that Wang Wei released in the
work for the duration for the event, the nature of that motion was dictated by the spatial constraints
of the structure. Every step taken further into the mesh of bars and scaffolding was potentially
treacherous, as visitors were forced to navigate hurdles at both shin height and eye-level. The
birds lodging in the uppermost reaches of Trap might have had fewer obstacles to navigate but,
as many discovered to their peril, the glass of the windowpanes proved the mostillusory trap of all.

Trap was a surprisingly beautiful work, imbued with a palpable air of pathos. Being physically
enmeshed in the complex web of horizontal and vertical bars forced the visitor to consider how
such an enclosure might be experienced by birds trapped in the confines of a cage: an unnatural
habitat imposed upon a creature that humans see as the very symbol of freedom. Structurally,
the weave of iron against wood, the symmetry of lines, and the minimalism of the materials used,
combined to create a powerfully honest questioning of how space is experienced, and how
individuals read and respond to constructed environments: why what, for some people, feels like
an enclosure or a prison, for others feels more like a nest whose borders represent security. Trap
is animportant work amongst those pieces Wang Wei has created to date, but not one that can be
easily recreated outside of China, where public concerns for avian rights would not countenance
the use of living specimens in an unnatural public arena. Trap was recreated in America in early
2006, but without the birds.

Whilst Trapis an iconic work, the impulses that inspired Wang Wei to attempt such an ambitious
project relate to his involvement with a group of artists who joined forces with the sole purpose
of supporting individual practice and experimentation. Against the increasingly commercialised
nature of the art world, where market forces are undermining the ambition of artists to be
innovators, visionaries, or commentators, this loose-knit group of artists, musicians, writers and
filmmakers, based in Beijing, was determined to explore alternative modes. Going under the name
of ‘Complete Art Experience’, the group embarked upon a series of activities that began with an



exhibition titled Incest. This comprised works individually produced by the group’s members,
but which were then subject to manipulation—once a week—by a group member other than
their creator. Wang Wei produced a series of monumental replicas of the type of architectural
columns associated with Socialist architecture, but using a range of soft textures for the surface
of each work. These were not fixed, but hung from the ceiling so that they could, if pushed, swing
pendulously around their mooring. Against the natural energy and confidence engendered by the
group dynamics, which certainly contributed to the scale and concept of Trap, Temporary Space
is firm evidence of an innate talent and Wang Wei's capacity for conceptualising issues using
entirely innovative mechanisms to give them visual form.

Temporary Space is about structures in motion, which by the early 2000s, was a phenomenon
being witnessed the length and breadth of the capital. The idea of injecting movement into usually
static architectural elements was first invoked in an installation, Hypocritical Room 2002. In this
work, Wang Wei made a rectangular, tent-like structure on castors, which allowed it to be rolled
around the exhibition space at will, propelled by four people concealed within the four walls. Each
of the external faces of the four walls bore the image of a section of the space, which Wang Weihad
previously photographed and digitally reproduced on the canvas wall on a one-to-one scale. The
‘room’ was thus almost invisible when stationary, and suddenly, alarmingly visible when in motion.

As a concept and artistic process, Temporary Space also sought to make the invisible visible,
and once again centred upon the construction of a room that confronted viewers with its external
facade. Here, too, the action was controlled by those on the inside, who were only visible in the
early stages of the work, and also at the end, when they deconstructed the space that Wang Wei
had conceived for the exhibition space, this time at the Long March’'s 25,000 Transmission Centre
at the former machine tool factory, now more familiarly known as 798’, in the Dashanzi Art District
in the north-east of Beijing. It is hard to imagine a more fitting location or environment for the
project. 798 is home to many former workers latterly forced to hire themselves out as labourers, as
factories within the city boundaries were systematically closed, and has itself become the site of
constant redevelopment as the former factory units are refitted to become gallery spaces, design
workshops, artists studios, and even privately funded museum complexes. Though just a few
years ago, in 2003, when the volume of rebuilding work within the 798 complex had yet to reach
recent proportions, it was the growing numbers of migrant workers in the neighbouring district of
Wangjing, itself a satellite sector of Beijing that was initiated as recently as the late-1990s, which
caught Wang Wei's attention. It is relevant here to mention that after graduating from the Central
Academy of Fine Art in Beijing in 1996, Wang Wei was assigned a day job as a photographer
for Beijing Youth Daily, the second most widely read newspaper in the capital. In this instance,
professional and personal interests converged, and having completed his photo assignment,
Wang Wei decided to invite a group of workers to eat with him, which provided him with an
opportunity to learn more about their lives and the hardships they endured. In his essay about the
project, curator Phil Tinari describes at length the workers’ origins, the economic pressures that
forced them to travel to Beijing, often on the same donkey cart that then served as their primary
asset for earning a living in the capital—albeit confined to the outer fringes of the city—and how the
rapid expanse of Beijing, that today embraces six concentric ring roads (where, even as recently
as the mid-1990s, to go beyond the half-constructed third ring road felt like entering a no-man’s
land), provides smalll opportunities for these workers to subsist on menial labour.

Their work is labour intensive, and physically draining, and restricted to a market that is rapidly
diminishing. For a brief period around the turn of the millennium, these workers collected bricks
from the huge number of derelict or demolished buildings, which made for a ready supply. They
took these bricks to the outskirts of the city, where, in their small make-shift communities, they
were cleaned, the mortar that had held them in place painstakingly chipped away, until the bricks
couldbedeliveredtoawholesale intermediary ready to be used again. However, the rapid changes
in construction techniques and materials used, has greatly reduced the demand for bricks at the
same time as the bricks themselves are becoming scarce as the majority of the older buildings
have now been demolished. Moved by necessity’s devotion to an exhaustive routine, Wang Wei
relocated the process to an art space by inviting ten of the labourers to work for him on a project
which took the form of a process of construction and demolition over the course of a three-week
period. The migrant workers collected 20,000 old bricks, which they delivered to the exhibition
space, to construct a space within the space, 100 m2, and four metres in height. Once completed,
and the exhibition finished, the structure was dismantled, and the bricks taken away to be cleaned
andre-sold. So atemporary space quite literally, but one that invited viewers in only to restrict their
viewing experience toanarrow corridor of space that ran around the perimeter of the construction
in progress. The work highlights the plight of the workers, and questions the force of such rampant
redevelopment, and how many of the building projects are by their very nature creating divisive
zones, effectively laying down exclusory social boundaries that would have as yet unimagined
effects upon those ‘included’ as well as those inadvertently ‘excluded..

Published in conjunction with the exhibition The Real Thing: Contemporary Art from Chinaat Tate
Liverpool, 2007. Karen Smith is an independent curator and writer who lives in Beijing.



Sites of Construction and Encounter: An Interview with Wang Wei
Nav Haq

A rising star in China, Beijing-based artist Wang Wei has been receiving much international
attention of late for his recent works. Producing ambitious, large-scale installations, the artist
creates architecturally reflexive, at times labyrinthine experiences for viewers. Often the work
is made from materials common in the construction industry, such as bricks and scaffolding,
consciously contextualized in contrast to the white cube of the gallery.

TheartistwasrecentlyinLondonforthree months between January and March2007.Undertaking
aresidency for this period at Gasworks, he was in the process of preparing for the first two major
presentations of his works in the U.K.—an installation at Gasworks for the exhibition Slash Fiction,
and a presentation at Tate Liverpool for their survey exhibition of art from China, The Real Thing.

Nav Haqg: Having met you in Beijing last year and whilst you have been doing your residency here in
London, I've gotten to know your practice well. One way to describe your work is as “architectural
intervention.” It's a form that is quite untypical of practitioners in China from my own observations,
apart from a few practitioners such as Ai Wei Wei, for example. | thought it would be interesting to
find out how you developed this way of thinking in terms of producing art?

Wang Wei: Initially | came from a strict academic background doing painting, but subsequently
faced choices of different alternatives in terms of approaching my art. | was always interested in
developing forms, and | am not happy to have something remain as a concepit. | like to have a big
presence for the viewer and actively look to formulate some kind of interaction with the viewer. |
don't want the work to really look like a work of art, but more like a publicly accessible space—more
like a “site,” a place where something will happen or something has already happened. | think the
viewer’s experience is very important. Most often | think the audience experience is part of the
work, and this guides my practice.

Nav Haq: Was there a certain moment or period where you made this decision to work in this way,
or was it influenced by something in particular?

Wang Wei: That’s a very interesting question, | think. In China, | graduated in 1996, and that same
year | went to a lecture by a professor of performance who talked about a performance college
he taught at. | felt that this kind of thing was intriguing for me. It's from him that | know a lot about
performance, and also about such people as John Cage. He taught things like this, and he could
show the line between Western performance or conceptual art. | found this interesting, as | didn’t
know it before. It got me thinking in terms of possibilities.

Nav Hag: There is definitely a spatial and phenomenological approach to your production. It's
about the body in relation to architecture and space, resolutely. Do you consider your work in a
way to be an extension of Body Art?

Wang Wei: It relies on the body to activate the work. Yes, | think so. I'm interested in thinking about

that. 'm not a performance artist or video artist. 'm more interested to mix different ways of
producing and to try things out. | like to try to use sound, or smell even, or touch. That’s all possible
in the process of art.

Nav Haq: Being reflexive and aware of the white cube gallery format for exhibition spaces does
have a history within postmodern art and theory. | wanted to ask how aware you have been of
some historical examples such as Daniel Buren or Michael Asher?

Wang Wei: | know the work of Daniel Buren because | saw an exhibition in Beijing at Gallery
Continua. This is how | know his work, but | think he works in a different way. My work has a more
personal approach. | started the “space series” works in 2002. | did the work Hypocritical Room
in the exhibition organized by young Shanghai-based artists like Xu Zhen, but the space was not
an exhibition space. It was a market, actually, and they rented it out for a month to prepare for the
exhibition. The exhibition was quite underground and was on for just two days. They invited me
to make a work there. Beforehand, | was unsure what to do, but then | made a mirror of the space,
within the space. Many ideas come from real experience of putting on shows and not strictly
predetermined concepts.

Nav Haqg: One example of your work that you did for the Long March Space last year in Beijing was
made from scaffolding. It is a material that is specifically used within the construction industry. Can
you tellme how you decided to use this type of material?

Wang Wei: Before | used scaffolding in the Long March Space, | had used it already for the work
Trap. Also in the work Temporary Space, the workers used scaffolding to build the brick walls. So |
had used it before and know it well. | just thought about these materials as | see them everyday on
the street. It's everywhere. Beijing right now is a big construction site. The whole city is like that. It’s
like a landscape for me. When | learned how to use it, | thought maybe | could use it to make some
corridors and pavilions, and other constructions. | thought it was worth trying.

Nav Haq: The work Temporary Space, which you have already talked a little about, is aninteresting
work asitis not just about being reflexive about of the spaceitisin. It is a space within a space. Itis
also interesting because you employed skilled construction workers who are from villages in rural
areas. There is something there about an economy, and a supply and demand relationship within
the making of the work that | find very interesting. Can you say something about the development
of this work?

Wang Wei: | think this work is quite complex. There are many different tracks of thought. One
is about space within space. Another is talking about time—I| show the whole process. This is
important for me—the time element. It converses about speed, and it happens very fast. The third
track is the idea of economic exchange. Basically, | want to make the work have more tracks than
just a single line of enquiry. | didn’t want to make the idea too clear, as ambiguity is interesting for
me. Some tracks appear after the work is made. Before its production | didn’t think that | had clear
concepts already. | make the work and things emerge.

Nav Haq: The idea of what is called “performativity’—a transparency of the production process—



seems to be quite significant in your work. Like, for example, you implicate the workers in
Temporary Space. You seem quite conscious of playing out a relationship between the way the
work is produced physically and a visitor’s encounter with it. Would you agree?

Wang Wei: | want to make the audience think that something has happened, that builders have
just freshly built a wall for example. They use donkeys to deliver the bricks, which are everywhere.
| want to give an essence of this. This is essential for me. | want to almost confuse people into
thinking that it references real life but is somehow stranger. But real life for me is very strange.

Nav Haq: Hypocritical Roomis another example of a work that possesses a performative aspect.
It consists of a construction that contains imagery that mirrors the architectural features of the
spaceitisin. Thenit also moves around the space. What kind of reaction did you get to this work?

Wang Wei: I'm not absolutely sure, actually. This space | create is something that people can't get
into. It's useless. When the room moves towards them, they need to find a way aroundiit. It’s a bit of
afight. People find it intriguing to fight with a room.

Nav Hag: The piece that | saw last year for the Long March Space seems to be one of your more
ambitious works. It visibly takes on an identifiable traditional Chinese architectural form. Can you
tellme about the work and the specific theme that it responded to?

Wang Wei: Recently, | have been very interested in doing research into Chinese traditional
constructions. | found the corridor and the pavilion actually more common in the Chinese tradition.
This kind of architecture is not for use or for people to live in. It's useless architecture when looked
at on the level of functionality. It's about making a relationship with nature. You usually have it in a
garden, and not on a street for example. This really intrigued me, and | thought about putting thisin
different sites. | feel it would be interesting to do something slightly absurd and see the reactions.

Nav Hag: Some of your practice is very spontaneous, and | think you often respond to specific
invitations is quite untypical ways for Chinese artists. Have you found a way of surviving without
making your work overly commercial, like many artists do?

Wang Wei: It can be sold! I'm joking. For me, art starts with what | really want to do. Money is
important, but most of the time money does not affect my creative choices. It’s easier to do the
kind of practice that | do in China, rather than, say, in England. There are more extensive resources
and also more materials, making it easier to make large-scale installations. For me it’'s great. | am
actually represented, but this is slightly detached from my practice somehow. In most of my work,
| pay for the production of myself.

Nav Haq: It seems at present you are starting to get a lot of international recognition. You recently
presented your work in San Francisco, and also you have work soon to be presented at Tate
Liverpool. Do you think this is partly due to your practice being seen as site-specific in a particular
way, thus making it is easy for people to draw parallels with art practices in the West?

Wang Wei: It's an interesting question, but it is complicated. Maybe. I'm not sure.

NavHag: Totalk alittle about your new project herein London at Gasworks:itis taking your practice
againin a slightly different direction. It is going to be again an ambitious architectural intervention;
however, it enters more the realm of exhibition design. Your work will be developed in relation to
the other works that will be presented within the space, offering a highly mediated route. How have
you felt about this slightly different approach to working?

Wang Wei: It’s different, but perhaps I've been leading towards it. For example, | made scaffolding
works in a gallery that engulfed the whole space. That was a group show with three other artists.
| talked about it with the curator before | gave them a proposal, and | think that introduced to me
the idea of working in relation to other works, and to even see other works through my works. I'm
thinking quite functionally, and it’s not a big difficulty for me to work this way. | am very open to the
idea, but it has different sets of limitations when mixing with other artists’ work. But this has the
possibility for interesting things to happen. | would certainly like to try it out. You've given me some
kind of brief, and | have tried to develop a methodology for using the space. | want to make the
space look as if something is happening. It’s a kind of situation that fascinates me.

“Originally published in Yishu- Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art, Number 6, Volume 2,
Summer/June 2007



What Does Not Stand Cannot Fall: Wang Wei's Temporary Spaces
by Phil Tinari
0. A Radically Condensed Summary of the Exhibition:

Wang Wei, Beijing artist and photographer for the Beijing Youth Daily, uses two weeks and ten
workerstobuilda100 meter square, 4 meter high brick enclosure onthe northeast fringes of Beijing
inside a gallery that fancies itself an “alternative space” in a re-developed factory compound that
fanciesitselfan “art district.” The kicker is, it’s really Wang’s brick box that is the “alternative space,”
as no one can enter. The bricks are delivered on donkey carts by peasants who actually collect
bricks from demolished buildings for a living. The artist takes pictures of the box getting bigger by
the day, and of the peasants who make it get bigger. When it is at its largest, he holds a big party
and invites everyone to the space, where they have to squeeze around each other because there
is only one meter of gallery left on each side of this big brick box. Then, when the party is over, the
peasants tear everything down and buy back the bricks that haven’t broken, at less than half of
what they sold them to us for. We all think the bricks are completely gone, and the whole thing is a
neat commentary on construction and destruction and the leave-no-traces state of development
in the capital. But the photographs, unlike the bricks, are going nowhere.

1. Brickmongers and Bobos Between Fourth and Fifth

Itis summer. It is hot. They are holding blunt-edged butcher cleavers, hacking rhythmically at the
mortar left mostly on the bottom surface of whichever brick in a very large pile they happen to
be holding. Let’s call them brickmongers, charged with salvaging the cells of buildings that have
passed their expiry date and selling them at a margin. There are dozens of them, squatting in
clusters atop the wreckage of some recently demolished homes. Donkeys, carts, and donkeys
strapped to carts wait around the edges of the pile. It is 8 a.m. and they have just finished eating
lunch; they have been up since 3a.m. Every fifteen minutes or so a man with a Styrofoam box
strapped to the back of his bike comes by selling slices of watermelon. Their children play inrubble.

They shout back and forth in the dialect of their native Zhangjiakou, a provincial town in Hebei, just
afew hours north of here by train, or a few days by donkey cart, whichis how they make the journey
each year come Spring Festival. “Here” is east of the East Fourth Ring but west of the East Fifth
Ring, among the red clay remains of what was once a remote farming village and what will soon
become an expensive suburb. The long corridor-houses and their vaguely traditional Chinese
roofs have met the sledgehammer. On the main road just to the west, large characters on tall
walls of brick painted white proclaim the area “the backyard of the CBD(1),” and provide glossy
photorealist previews of the luxury low-rises to come.

The cleavers hack until about 11:30, when the brickmongers put them down and begin to make
sense of the piles of clean and semi-clean bricks they have created. Some of the clean bricks
are in near perfect condition, others are short a corner or split in two. Extending a left arm, a
brickmonger stacks six or seven pieces vertically against the crook of that arm. His or her right
arm then stabilizes the stack from above in preparation for the ten-meter walk from pile to cart.

He or she lies the bricks longwise on the back of the cart, first coating the cartbed, then stacking
three and four high, working around the wheel wells. A cart can hold a thousand bricks, a typical
harvest for one day. Cartful by cartful, the bricks are hauled off by donkeys and delivered and sold
even further from the city center, at RMB 0.13 a pop. In a day, a brickmonger might make RMB 40,
about $5.

Ten kilometers north of here, legions of native Beijingers are heading to work. They wear name-
embroidered jumpsuits and ride bikes, and are headed down a street that used to be excessively
potholed, but is now smooth, macadam as epidermis. They come up from the tenements just
slightly south of here, turnright at the gaudy red and pink Hongyuan Apartments, and enter the web
of factory chambers that still function as factory chambers, here beside the Airport Expressway in
the suddenly hip industrial neighborhood of Dashanzi. They use 1950s East German tools and die
to produce components for cell phone batteries and fiberglass boats for amusement park rides.
They work under the Bauhaus skylights of early Second World solidarity, in rooms that have been
earmarked for gentrification months ago. Metal shavings pile up like sausage curls around the
bases of the austere turquoise machines until it is time for lunch, and then again until it is time to
ride the bikes back to the tenements. They make more than RMB 40 a day, but not by much.

Elsewhere in the compound, in the chambers of the former Factory 798(2), a few single women
are beginning their workdays in more-or-less designer clothes. There is Sun Ning at 798 Space,
Shi Shiand Wang Jing at Beijing Tokyo Art Projects, Wen Jing at 798 Photo Gallery. The wonders
of development: in what we are now asked to call the “Dashanzi Art District,” a room that used
to require a hundred-some sweaty men for significant GNP contribution requires now just one
perfumed alumna of an arts administration graduate program in London. These galleries are the
reason why the street is now smooth.

Cognoscenti behind flat-screen monitors, they sit amidst mediocre paintings and sculptures
by local artists, beneath grandiosely vaulted cement ceilings, in the glow of indirect sunlight as
per the Bauhaus precept that nothing in any of these massive rooms should produce a shadow.
They answer the standard questions from the daily string of upper-crust Chinese and curious
foreigners: off-duty CCTV producers, German radio correspondents, bohemian youngsters from
the Central Academy. Everyone inquires about the rent.

And they sit in halls of brick, brick that seems permanent, and that has as much of a claim to
permanence as anything in the People’s Republic, laid neatly in the early 1950s, before Soviet
friendship and money dried up. The funny part is that this whole postindustrial mise-en-scene,
which looks at the moment completely evolved and in a word perfect, has really just been blinked
into existence in a yearlong series of half-baked get-rich-quick schemes followed by supplicatory
calls and dinner invitations to a man named He Xiaoming, administrator in the byzantine Seven
Star Corporation(4) that now administers this land. And despite the major money poured into
renovations, the political clout of the new tenants, a celebrated drive to have the spaces earmarked
as “cultural artifacts,” and the legal obligations of the three-year leases most have signed, no one
can promise that in a few months the brickmongers won't be feasting their cleavers on this set of
demolished buildings.



1(a). Geography Lesson

Beijing is a city of concentric rings. At the center there is the forbidden city, surrounded by a moat,
theoretically the first ring. The Second Ring runs atop the city’s main subway line, tracing the route
once woven by the municipal ramparts. The Third Ring was completed shortly after 1989, and is
dotted with great temples of 1990s urbanization: the twin-towered China World Trade Center, the
Great Wall Hotel, the Lufthansa Center, Ikea. Finished in 2000, the Fourth Ring does not run quite
far north enough to encompass the great universities of the northwest, but far south and west
enoughtotakeinacres of farmlandripe for re-development, now mostly inhabited by old Beijingers
whose inner-second-ring alleyway houses (called hutongs) were torn down to make way for glass
and steel. Its eastern length begins just below the Lido, a bizarre hotel, mall, and outpost of Li Ka-
hsing commercial capitalism whose millenial coming sparked a wave of development in the far
northeast. From there it winds around SunPark-a city park that includes the site of the famed “East
Village” of early-90s performance art fame-and south to SOHO NewTown, the most desirable of
yuppie condo complexes.

Though a Sixth Ring is in the works, it is the Fifth Ring which, at this moment, delineates urban
Beijing fromits rural surroundings. Farther out is the land of uncomfortable juxtapositions, where
the concrete shells of bankrupt McMansion developments give shade to sleeping peasants and
forlornroadside restaurants line the same bumpy streets as equestrian facilities, golf courses, and
$20,000/year international schools. It is the zone between Fourth and Fifth-greater in area than
that between Third and Fourth or Second and Third, as the rings also get farther away from each
other as they get farther from the center-where new urban space is being created, and the flavor
of Beijing as megalopolis will be determined.

During the determination of this flavor, a period expected to last at least through that great global
signifier the 2008 Olympic games, (the stadium for which, incidentally, will sit squarely between
the North Fourth and Fifth Rings), a long but finite series of daily equilibriums will be negotiated
with the sweating, breathing collective that is the capital of the world’s quickest-developing nation-
state. And at both the allegorical and the real, physical levels, this negotiation is precisely the
process of picking up bricks from one place, stacking them neatly and fleetingly on the back of a
cart, hauling them farther afield, building something else out of them, and tearing it too down. Call
it urban planning as alchemy, or progress as kinesis. Utterly unstable, the city is the brick box writ
large.

2. Split Personalities, Running Dogs, and Biographical Determinism: Wang Wei and Himself

“When | was a kid,” Wang Wei says to me, “you left the second ring and you already felt far from
the city.” He is at the helm of a 1996 joint-venture-produced Jeep Cherokee, and in the back seat
is a mound of documentary equipment: cameras, tripod, DV cam. This stuff is all his. It is morning
and we are out together in search of the brickmongers. He is waiting for the call from his work unit
that usually comes just before noon, sending him first to the newsroom and then on assignment,
dictating the rest of his day. Billboards around the city show pictures of his smiling colleagues and
the masthead of his work unit, the Beijing Youth Daily. “Where There Is News, There Is Us,” the
billboards say.

Wang Wei (b. 1972) went to the Central Academy, graduating from the mural painting departmentin
1996.He was among the very last to get their training on the Academy’s original site, at Wangfujing,
inthe city center, before the campus was destroyed and rebuilt north of the Fourth Ring in Huajiadi.
He is of the generation young enough to have no real recollection of the Cultural Revolution, but
old enough to have been conscious of the avant-garde art scene during the brief heydays of the
Yuanmingyuan and East Village artists’ communities.

And when the underground exhibition Post-Sense Sensibility came along in 1999, he became
a member of Beijing’s last best avant-garde. Predicated on the idea that a new city was taking
shape where technology and urban consciousness elided individual emotion, that show, or series
of shows, set an agenda-theoretical, formal, political-from which the city’s young art has not yet
really strayed. Of the twenty-two artists included by curators Qiu Zhijie and Wu Meichun in Post-
Sense Sensibility: Alien Bodies and Delusion, all but a few have launched successful solo careers.
The show was the beginning of a major debate over the role of the body in art, which quickly
escalated into works involving human corpses and fetuses. In the four years since that exhibition,
these artists have gotten famous and negotiated their personal equilibriums with the city and the
world beyond it, taking subsidized trips to Europe and drinking countless lattes. For everyone who
said then that eating a fetus is not art, there is someone now saying that the Post-Sense Sensibility
kids have lost their edge, or even sold out. Wang Wei seems above the debate, something of a
prototype of the new Beijinger, at once native and international. Let us not forget that it was his
work 1/30th of a Second Underwater that illustrated the story on the Guangzhou Triennial which
ran on the front page of the Sunday Arts section in the New York Times, November 24, 2002.

The fact that Beijing is at the point where it has what can be called a “leading newspaper” is
significant here. Sparing a discussion of “free press” in a one-party state, let’s just say that there
was a time, not so long ago, when the power of consumer choice in Beijing did not extend into the
realm of the media. The Beijing Youth Daily, which cynics enjoy pointing out, is published by the
Beijing chapter of the Communist Party Youth League, has followed a path into the new millennium
similar to that of many of its readers. An uppity voice of political reform in the years leading up to
1989, it fell back in line after the crackdown, and made a shrewd decision somewhere in the early
1990s to attract advertisers and readers. Its full color broadsheets are now the daily voice of a
silent majority: the consumers, the professionals, the folks who don’'t need to think so much about
traditional politics-reformist or authoritarian-so long as the growth rates stay at 8 and 9%. It is
the voice of a city that deep down kind of wants this government to beat SARS and develop the
country, that hopes the cracks in the Three Gorges dam aren’t that serious, that can deal with a
few disingenuous Xinhua reports each day so long as they're accompanied by relevant classifieds
and captivating features like “This Day in History.” And its motto, “Where There Is News, There Is
Us,” which could appear on the side of a city bus in Peoria accompanied by smiling headshots of
local TV-news anchors, signals a big Weberian shift away from news-as-politics toward news-as-
information. This is Wang Wei’s Beijing.

2(a). Wang Wei, Artist

| first met Wang Wei in Shanghai, at a very hip exhibition on the northern fringes of that city. It was



the day after the opening of the 2002 Shanghai Biennale, Urban Creation. Under the curatorship
of Xu Zhen, a smattering of young artists in Shanghai and Beijing had done the obvious: rented
an abandoned warehouse for an exhibition. Depending on whom you ask, this “satellite show”
was called either Twins or Fan Mingzhen and Fan Mingzhu(6). Wu Hung, the famous art history
professor and curator was there with his wife Judith Zeitlin, the famous Chinese literature
professor, grinning. Turning to me he said, “It's hard to believe they can still have exhibitions like this
in China.”(7)

The one-step-further was that since the exhibition was called Twins, each work was to have a
doppelganger. In a confusing but ultimately good-natured attempt to make the viewers (who
included many internationally famous curators and critics, MoMA types with big horn-rims) laugh
at the idea of going to an exhibition, the artists hung cloth among the square white columns one
often finds in a warehouse, forming a number of disjoined “rooms” and ultimately, in conjunction
with the duplication of every work, disorienting the viewers such that they did not know what they
had viewed and what they had not. Call it a dig at the exhibition-goer in each of us who feels the
heavy burden of having to see it all each time they enter a display. It was funny.

In that show Wang Wei presented Empty Space, the first in a series of works predicated formally
on the box, a series that | like to think he has culminated, even concluded here with Temporary
Space. Wang Wei's box measured 3 x 5 meters and stood 3 meters high, the size of his apartment
living room. It had wheels, and it was pushed back and forth by four students wearing facemasks
months before SARS. The box was actually a steel frame, wrapped in a 360-degree panoramic
jet-printed image of the warehouse before the artists had gotten their hands on it, empty except
for the square white columns. It was lit from inside. The twin to this work was a set of ten square
white columns made similarly of steel and vinyl, also on wheels, also pushed by guys in facemasks.
At the end of the exhibition, the columns were stacked up and sawed into pieces by the facemask-

guys.

A few months later, that work was re-instantiated in the show Re-Construction 798, curated by
Qiu Zhijie at 798 Space, as part of the eponymous festival that marked the formal opening of the
Dashanzi Art District to the public. (8)Much attention has been paid by journalists and gallerists
to the self-contented irony of turning these emblems of early-PRC heavy industry into spaces for
the consumption of bourgeois art. Wang Wei gave material form to this debate by re-creating his
Shanghai box, this time with pictures of the current Beijing gallery in its earlier state of dilapidated
factory, complete with much-touted Cultural Revolution-era slogans painted on walls.

But what we take from these installations is less any exogenous idea he, as an artist, wants to foist
upon us, and more a validation of the things we have been thinking about on our own, in the form
of atheoretically savvy and visually gratifying material incarnation of this or that intellectual/artistic
debate. Both boxes mentioned above actually served as meta-summaries of the exhibitions
in which they were included: Twins was built on the tension of transforming empty space into
exhibition space, just as Re-Construction 798 was a celebration of the commercial re-vitalization
of apreviously useless factory. Wang Wei's boxes were parodies of winks

Heisinterested in spaces, but also in how they work on people. He enjoys the discomfort brought

on design not meant for humans. On this front, the uncomfortably narrow passageways in the
current installation 25000 Bricks continue an experiment he began with his work Contact from
the Sound 1exhibition of 2000. In this work he used four sheets of glass to transform a door into a
maze, and installed speakers playing the sounds of hands beating backs in the style of traditional
Chinese massage.

As image-makers, news photographers are some of the most powerful actors in visual culture,
often creating pictures with more staying power and exposure than professed works of art. One of
the ideas behind the current exhibition is to examine alargely false dichotomy between Wang Wei
the photojournalist and Wang Wei the artist. His day job, which makes him that rare commodity
among contemporary Chinese artists-a professional photographer-provides him with a venue to
hone his technique. And now, it has provided the subject matter for his first solo show: he met the
brickmongersin 2002, on assignment, shooting a photoessay for Beijing Youth Daily.

Just as journalism has informed his art, perhaps Wang Wei's art may be best viewed in the way
we read good journalism. Well crafted and astute, it blends the aesthetic pleasure of beautiful
composition -here visual, there literary-with the intellectual pleasure of subtle exposition. It
contains “deeper meaning,” hidden just far enough below the surface to make the viewer’s work of
digging enjoyable. After we view Wang Wei's work, we get the joke. He makes us feel smart.

Maybe it’s simpler than all of that. When we first sat down to lay out this exhibition, | proposed a
title, “bu li bu po,” which | thought was a witty reversal of the Maoist proverb “bu po bu li,” meaning
roughly, “if you don't tear down [the old], you can’t build up [the new].” Cutely reversed, it would
mean something like “if you don’t build it up, you can't tear it down,” which seems appropriate given
what he is doing here. In any case, | pitched what | thought was a very cool title to Wang Wei over
iced coffee in another renovated corner of the Dashanzi Art District. He went lukewarm, thought
for a second, and replied, “that sounds like a title for people who think they’re smarter than they
really are.”

3. Center Envelops Periphery: Demolition and Benevolent Hegemony?

Demolition has been a near obsession not just of Chinese contemporary art but of Chinese
mainstream intellectual culture, and of Western journalistic writing about China. We all know
Zhang Dali’s facial silhouette, spray-painted onto or sledge-hammered into a wall marked for
destruction. We have read, or at least heard of, Wu Hung’s articles on ruins in Chinese visual
culture, which argue that yes, they still exist, although they’re not going to be preserved in anything
like the Roman Forum. We have seen Erik Eckholm’s reports in the New York Times, bemoaning
the imminent destruction of this or that corner of the inner-Second-Ring capital. And if you hang
outat the most fashionable of the bars on Houhai (literally “rear lake,” Beijing’s equivalent of Central
Park), you may have seen New Yorker correspondent Peter Hessler sporting a navy blue baseball
cap embroidered with the single character chai, which indicates a building is about to be plowed
over.

What is the significance of all this attention to destruction? I'm going to go ahead and say that it is
away of expressing left-handed loyalty to a phenomenon we see as basically good, i.e. economic



development. At the Asia Society dinner in late April, Clinton, reflecting the general liberal
consensus, noted that:

China’s decision to look outward into the world even as it has tried to maintain more closure within
its society than most of us would like has accelerated the movement of the world toward inter-
dependence. It certainly has done so economically, but it also involves other things.

Transparency aside, we know that this acceleration toward inter-dependence comes at the cost
of visual landscapes many of us would like to preserve, if only for selfish, nostalgic, aesthetic
reasons. We also know that a) thisisn’t our prerogative and b) we'd probably rather sitin the café, or
live in the apartment, that they eventually put up on whatever site they tear down. So we write and
make art about demolition, but in doing so, voice mainly a reluctant agreement with the prevailing
political/economic/dialectic consensus that moving forward is on the whole more important than
looking back, at least for now.

Notably absent from the tone of Temporary Space is the moral judgment that demolition is
wrong or bad, or even worth getting very nostalgic about. Wang Wei has been around this block;
his childhood home met the sledgehammer as his parents’ current home might any month now.
Facing this, he is less regretful than amused. His penetrating stare seems to lock not on the fates
of the farmers who once lived in these corridors but on the entertainment value of the way in which
this land will now be marketed as the next hip place to live. This is not advocacy art.

The other major political angle on demolition is of course that the brickmongers are exploited
and overworked. If an vy Leaguer came over here on a summer documentary studies fellowship
with a Nikon, she wouldn't let us forget this. This doesn’t seem to be a big concern of Wang Wei’s
either. Sure these people work long hours for not much money. In the face of this, Wang Wei seems
more respectful than sympathetic. He describes their work as “xinku,” “hard; strenuous; toilsome;
laborious,” a word that not only describes toil but elevates it into virtue. Students, officials, artists,
brickmongers-if they’re doing their jobs, they should all be xinku.

The utterly unpretentious Wang Wei actually befriended a group of these guys while shooting his
photoessay last year. “Their personalities are like their horses,” he remembers. At the end of that
shooting, as at the end of this little construction project, Wang Wei and his artist buddy Zhao Liang
took their brickmonger friends out for dinner, spending 70 RMB, $9, on a meal for eight. “These
guys eat mostly noodles and vegetables, and were thrilled to have some meat,” he recalls. Absent
here is the sense that he had done his good deed for the day, or that he had discovered himself
by helping others. He even sidesteps a common prejudice in Beijing-that of the native toward the
migrant provincial laborer-telling them that he is not really a Beijinger but a Shanxi person, and
thus a waidiren, a “foreign-place-person,” just like them. He is patient and non-condescending
and generally very cool in replying to the questions they inevitably have about why he wants to
tape them with his DV camera or buy their bricks for this unorthodox purpose. Instead of trying
to preach his art, he just explains that though he is shooting video, the footage will not appear on
the TV news. He also enjoys the idea that the brickmongers are in a sense freer than most, as they
generally own their carts and sell their bricks at their own will. Even photojournalists have bosses.

And so we arrive at a seeming paradox, namely that a work that appears surface-wise quite
concerned with social and political issues actually is not. We could call it a sort of lyrical apoliticality.
Itis aloaded and hackneyed claim to say that a given artist or writer is simply presenting the facts.
That being said, there is a tendency in Western interpretation of Chinese art to make things seem
more political than they actually are, summed up best by a wall text from Xu Bing’s solo show Word
Play: Contemporary Art by Xu Bing at the Sackler in 2001. (9)

This section of the essay was supposed to discuss the movement of center toward periphery
in contemporary Beijing, a trend that includes the urban sprawl that provides a livelihood to the
Bobos and the brickmongers alike. But as any college humanities graduate can tell you, center
and periphery are more than geographic concepts. It is Wang Wei's position in a relatively central
information apparatus that gives himleeway to visit the social periphery as animage-collector. And
itis Beijing’'semergence from the global periphery into a newly and increasingly central positionon
the world-stage that gives his newspaper the imperative to do human-interest stories that sent
him there in the first place.

Broader trend: part of China’s becoming a center involves its own right to move in on its internal
peripheries. Here | cite the recent publication of Zhongguo Zizhu You (roughly Independent Travel
in China), abook identical in format to Lonely Planet China. In Orientalism, Said provides a stinging
dissection of 18th and 19th century travel books about the East. But what happens when the East
starts publishing travel books about itself? China’s current standing in the world gives it new power,
or perhaps a new imperative, to navel-gaze. While some of the forms this self-scrutiny takes may
be recognizably similar to, even derivative of, their Western precedents, there is certainly room for
some interesting, perhaps instructive departures.

4. The work itself

Temporary Space makes no pretense of permanence. On June 30, a stream of donkey carts
came up Jiuxiangiao Road and turned right into the factory compound housing the Dashanzi
Art District. 25,000 bricks, harvested from formerly outlying villages torn down to make way for
Beijing’s expansion, assumed temporary positions on the sidewalk outside the 25000 Cultural
Transmission Center. 25,000 x 0.13 RMB was paid to the brickmongers for the load. For five of the
next twelve mornings, instead of making their daily income by hacking at bricks, ten of these men
and women worked with Wang Wei to erect four walls, pasting their bricks together with mortar.
During the afternoons, Wang Wei used his camera to interpret the construction of a new space.
On the thirteenth day, when construction is through, art luminaries will enter for an opening. On
the last few days, workers demolished what they had built and bought the salvageable bricks back
at 0.05 RMB apiece. Wang Wei continued shooting, the donkey carts arrived once more, and the
bricks left for a new home somewhere else, probably also between the Fourth and Fifth Rings.
The space is empty again.

The exhibition includes three works. The first is the building itself, which has been categorized as
an installation and named 25000 Bricks. The second is a video projection in one dark corner of
the space, an eight-minute DV about the brickmongers entitled Dong Ba, after the former village
in which they are currently working. The sounds of brick-sellers hacking mortar from old bricks



waft froma pair of speakers, in subtle contrast to the sounds of the same brickmongers, physically
present in the space, putting what may be the same bricks together again. The video’s tone is
lyrical and documentary. The only text comes in the opening shot of a sign proclaiming the area
“the backyard of the Central Business District,” and in a closing panel that explains that “around
Beijing, three thousand people survive on the city’s destruction.” The final shot is a 360-degree
panorama, a classic vista of workers whipping horses, piled debris, and new apartment buildings-
still swathed in green mesh-rising in the distance. And thus, a video about a project so connected
to the ideas of center and periphery end with a shot that takes in, from a single point, circular
landscape.

The third and perhaps enduring work is a black and white photographic cycle, What Does Not
Stand Cannot Fall. Like Wang Wei's earlier works, the photos, displayed originally on the gallery’s
back wall, behind the building they depict, are studies of people (in this case the peasant workers
he has hired for a construction project) in an environment (in this case the 25000 Cultural
Transmission Center, and the 25000 Bricks). The photos chart the rise and fall of the brick box.
Beginning with and returning to the empty white cube of the gallery, they hint at the instability that
has become one of the few constants of the visual landscape of Beijing. But they also humanize
and obscure its creators: the workers, present in the first few images, disappear behind what they
build.

In subtle subversion of the exhibition system, we have ensured that at no single point can the all
three works be perceived in their entirety: when the building is at its highest and most complete,
the series of photographs will remain unfinished. Once all twelve photographs are present, the
building will be gone.

And yet while not calling itself performance art, this experiment is less an installation or a
photographic cycle than a series of everyday interactions with an urban economy that needs
donkeys and brickmongers at least as much as it needs avant-garde artists. In this economy,
perhaps the successful artist is less a creator of permanence than a practitioner of strategic
building and tearing down, someone like Wang Wei, who captures the zeitgeist if only for a few
days at atime. Up and down and up and down and up and down, from now until whenever.

(1)Central Business District

(2).(3)"Factory 798” and “Dashanzi Art District” both refer the 1950s military electronics factory
on the northern fringes of Beijing built by in the Bauhaus style with Soviet aid and East German
blueprints in the early 1950s. If you are not familiar with the artistic topography of Beijing, know
that the renovation of this factory into a SoHo-esque district of galleries and loft apartments has
been the story of the year, summed up by a February 6 New York Times headline, “A Factory is
Transformed by the Art of Real Estate.”

(4)A newly assumed name looking to signify only the most advanced means of production, “Seven
Star Corporation” presumably derives from the 7 at the beginning of the number for each of the
dozen or so factories it includes. One day in recent history, the state-owned factories decided
they weren’t going to be numbers anymore.

(5)A Chinese-English Dictionary (Revised Edition), Foreign Languages Teaching and Research
Press, 1997. This is the revised version of the PRC'’s first Chinese-English dictionary, a pet project
of Zhou Enlai, which appeared in 1978.

(6)These being the names of a pair of twins, one of whom dates the curator, whose smiling faces
appeared onthe postcard/map that served as the exhibition’s invitation, which was passed out just
hours before the opening. It contained no actual reference to art, and looked rather like a perfume
handbill. This is how you keep your cover in Shanghai.

(7)What | think he meant was not that such an exhibition would be politically sensitive but that the
underground consciousness and general rebellious zeitgeist that produced all the “experimental
exhibitions” of which he is the leading scholar had more or less changed into one of quasi-official
petty capitalist anomie, and that finding a way in which to be genuinely and creatively underground
aboutartin Chinawas.now a bigger problemthan the traditional hassles of keeping your exhibition
from being shut down by the authorities and your artists from being locked away on charges of
pornographic performance as happened many times in the 80s and 90s. Twins was successful
onall counts.

(8)The managers of the Seven Star Corporation did not like the necessity implied by a festival
title that translates better as “Re-building Factory 798.” An amusing discourse-control measure
was imposed the These being the names of a pair of twins, one of whom dates the curator, whose
smiling faces appeared on the postcard/map that served as the exhibition’s invitation, which was
passed out just hours before the opening. It contained no actual reference to art,and looked rather
like a perfume handbill. This is how you keep your cover in Shanghai.

(9)An early work by Xu Bing, a series of oversized chops engraved with the Chinese characters
which phonetically represent the letters of the English alphabet was glossed for the uninitiated
by curator Britta Erickson. The characters for the letter “X,” (ai-ke-si), were taken as a pun on the
transliteration for “Marx” (ma-ke-si),as the second two characters-"ke” and “si”-are identical. While
the transliteration characters are the same, English letters are rendered in Chinese according to
long established lexicographic convention. Xu Bing was laughing not so much at the impossibility
of transplanting Marx as at the queer system by which letters become characters.
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“Persistence”, China Art Archives and Warehouse, Beijing, China

“ZAIM FESTA 2009”, ZAIM, Yokohama, Japan

“The Big World: Recent Art from China”, Chicago Cultural Center, Chicago, USA

2008

“Subtlety”, Platform China, Beijing, China

“The 3rd China Media Art Festival”’, China Academy of Art, Hangzhou, China
“Community of Tastes”, Iberia Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing, China

2007

“The Temperament of Detail”, The Red Mansion Foundation, London, UK
“Temporally”, The Israeli Center for Digital Art, Holon, Israel

“Slash Fiction”, Gasworks, London, UK

“The Real Thing: Contemporary Art from China”, Tate Liverpool, UK
“NoNo”, Long March Space, Beijing, China

“Red Hot”, The Museum of Fine Art, Houston, USA

“Foreign Objects”, Kunsthalle Wien Project Space, Vienna, Austria

2006

“The Amber Room”, Luggage Store Gallery, San Francisco, USA
“Strange Sights”, Long March Space, Beijing, China

“Fancy Dream”, Marella Gallery, Beijing, China / Milano, Italy

“My Space. Your Space”, Walsh Gallery, Chicago, USA

2005

“Beyond: The Second Guangzhou Triennial”, Guangdong Museum of Art, Guangzhou, China
“Playgrounds of Authorship”, Hartnett Gallery University of Rochester, USA

“24 Hours”, Beijing Film Studio, Beijing, China

“A Second Sight: International Biennale of Contemporary Art”, National Gallery in Prague, Czech Republic
“Incest”, Platform China, Beijing, China

“China: Dynamics of The Public Space”, L. A. Galerie, Frankfurt, Germany

2004

“T.M.D: The 3rd Changsha Contemporary Art Exhibition”, Changsha, China

“Multiple Definition: Imaginary Community”, Tianjin, China

“Ping Yao International Photography Festival”, Pingyao, China

“Concrete Horizons: Contemporary Art from China”’, Adam Art Gallery, Victoria University of Wellington,
New Zealand

“China, The Body Everywhere”, Museum of Contemporary Art Marseille, France



“100 Cuts”, Gallery 312, Chicago, USA

“Between Past and Future: New Photography and Video from China (2004-2006) International Center of
Photography”, New York, USA

Smart Museum of Art, Chicago, USA

Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, USA

Victoria & Albert Museum, London, UK

Hofs der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, Germany

Santa Barbara Museum of Art, Santa Barbara, USA

Nasher Museum of Art, Duck University, Durham, USA

2003

“Left Hand, Right Hand”, a Sino-German Exhibition of Contemporary Art, 798 Space, Beijing, China
“Echo”, 798 Space, Beijing, China

“Post-sense Sensibility, Inside Story”, Beijing Seven Colour Theatre, Beijing, China

2002
“The First Guangzhou Triennial”, Guangdong Museum of Art Beijing, China
“Fan Mingzhen & Fan Mingzhu”, Shanghai, China

2001

“Body Resources and Objects”, Hong Kong Art Commune, Hong Kong, China
Multimedia Art Asia-Pacific, Brisbane, Australia

“Nemesis”, Mustard Seed Garden, Beijing, China

“Sound 2", Mustard Seed Garden, Beijing, China

“Post-sense sensibility, Spree”, Beijing, China

“Mantic Ecstasy”, Hangzhou, Shanghai, Beijing, China

2000
“Sound”, China Contemporary Art Museum, Beijing, China
“Family”, Shanghai, China

1999

“Revolutionary Capitals”, Institute of Contemporary Art, London, UK
“Back and Forth, Right and Left”, Beijing, China

“Post-sense Sensibility: Bodies and Delusion”, Beijing, China

1998
“Counter-Perspectives, The Environment and Us”, Beijing, China

Public Collections

Beijing Minsheng Art Museum, Beijing, China
Guangdong Museum of Art, Guangzhou, China
Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago, USA
The Museum of Fine Art, Houston, USA

M+ Museum, Hong Kong, China
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