


Editor's Note

Wang Wei's early works focused on spatial relations; in the previous decade, however, his practise
has changed and evolved substantially, and this may have something to do with both the experience
of co-founding with Rania Ho and Pauline Yao the storefront art space Arrow Factory on the Arrow
Factory Hutong, Beijing, and the experience of accepting numerous interior design commissions,
described by Wang as "gigs." In his artistic creation, Wang transforms observations of his immediate
surroundings and aesthetic elements distilled from life, teasing out the power dynamics in the
everyday life, and revealing undercurrents of self expression consciousness within the society.
In this interview, Wang speaks of the two spaces he co-founded since 2008, Arrow Factory and
: __==§§§§===E="' Wujin. As the most sought-after spaces in the city centre - within the 2nd ring road in Beijing - the
_=.:==i===“' SEeaREs £ un engBlL: former lasted for 11 years and a half, and the latter is still running on a semi-underground basis after
i relocation. Undeniably, the exhibitions, events, happenings that took place in the two spaces exerted
considerable and subtle influences on the neighbourhood, and the whole of the Beijing art scene.
They provided an alternative to a homogenised model of commercial galleries and museum white
cubes. Also, through series of explorations, discussions, discoveries and presentations, Arrow Factory
and Wujin constructed a space where participants can freely and equally exchange their views. This
was perhaps a way to resist what Hannah Arendt calls the banality of evil: replacing it with communal
warmth and affect. Wang's involvement in and experiences with the two spaces over the years
obviously have fed into his own artistic practises.
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works well as a series.

Earlier this year you participated in Edouard
Malingue Gallery's H A N D online project; out
of the five items you recommended, | found the
video of Reading Marx's "Capital" with David
Harvey particularly interesting. Specifically,
before the pandemic, | was not aware of the
“the flow of capital" that Harvey talked about;
perhaps people tend to take it for granted until
the chain or flow of things stop working.

| think it is very accurate to talk about
it as a flow. In fact, people are becoming aware
of this problem; that is, we are already living in
a world that is substantially globalised, and that
we are fairly concerned whether it is possible to
go back to the previous kind of globalisation, or
not. The world being stopped as it is makes us
reevaluate the flow of things and people in the
world before the pandemic, including the speed
of logistics. It is like, although one is cut off from
interacting with others in the pandemic, staying
at home, one can still shop online. The flow of
information is seemingly even accelerated.

Due to the disruption from the pandemic,
what we are able to witness now is not merely
the flow of times but also the cycle of value
production. It is a flow that is like a supply chain;
the real economy in the chain sees a huge
rupture. But like you said, you can shop online if
you have the money, so another chain is formed
in another space, in the virtual space, seemingly
intact and unbroken. This phenomenon brings
me to some of your installations that individually
deal with the reality that we see and perceive.

I think this is a little bit like the
relationship between looking and seeing, or &
and B in Chinese. You may look, but you do
not always see. Seeing means that you become
aware of what is behind the appearance of
things. In a way, this pandemic works like a
mirror, reflecting many things for us to look and
see.

Gordon Matta-Clark's Food reminds me instantly
of Wujin, and the cookbook Rania is working on
in recent time.
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Rania recommended that video work to
me. It was of course about the restaurant Gordon
Matta-Clark and a couple of friends opened in
the Lower East Side of New York, called simply
FOOD. The video documents the opening of
the restaurant in a rather free and relaxed way.
The restaurant was almost utopian, for they did
everything by themselves including the designs
and interior decorations. Because it was an old
building, they had to get rid of some walls, doors,
windows and so on. | think that was also a point
of origin for the iconic architectural works, or
"building cuts" that appears in his projects later
on. We are indeed similar this way; you know, a
lot of my early works focus on spatial variation
and transformation's impact on humans.
Around 2007 | have started working with Rania
and her sister on a number of interior design
projects, mostly for commercial enterprises
like restaurants and bars. The focus of my own
practise since then has changed accordingly.

| remember vividly that for the first Susu
Vietnamese restaurant in Beijing, you made a
wall that uses patterns that are very identifiable,
reminding one of the classic 1980s aesthetics,
which is still visible today in public places like
the Beijing Zoo or the Purple Bamboo Park.

Yes, that cement tile wall uses a very
classic 1970s or 1980s style, one that is still
visible here and there in Beijing. This style clearly
derives from a certain Socialist aesthetics, and
was very popular back then as an architectural
decoration because its craft was simple and cost
was low. | learned a lot from design projects
like this, especially when | get to meet and talk
to the clients, who are mostly foreigners living
in Beijing. On many occasions we talk about
very specific styles, colours or materials; before
having this experience, | was totally unaware
of the fictions and manipulations in design
practises. It suddenly occurred to me that behind
decorations and designs, there exist ideologies
and powers. From there, you can recall a number
of my later works, such as the Natural History
series, the Mosaic series, and the earlier Historic
Residence (2009).

| was very impressed by the Historic Residence.
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Well yes, that work was about the
relationship between colours and humans.

It seems to me that the Historic Residence
(Chairman Mao's bathroom) maps a spatiality
that only fits the ruler, because it enlarges and
exaggerates a space that is apparently mundane.
Or that it suggests a power?

In reality, two bathrooms combined
is no more than a dozen square meters. So
probably only when it is this large can one feel
the absurdity.

| also remember you transferring that strange
ceramic object from Sanlitun and presenting it
in an art space. It was quite magical when it was
in the street.

One time we were doing some projects
in the Sanlitun area, so every time we walked
past it I'd say to Rania it was utterly an artwork.

Yes, and it was there for very long.
Is it still there?
No, it is gone now.

One can read it as a power symbol: it
was an obstacle on the sidewalk, but it persisted
and stayed there for many years.

Today, most things are gone, removed. Speaking
of removal, | think what is really absurd is the
current state of the Arrow Factory Hutong, where
the art space Arrow Factory and Wujin used to
be. | walked past it just now, and where Wujin
used to be is now walled up, and covering the
wall a educational board on waste sorting. That
window next to it is the pancake shop, right?
How's Wujin? Is it still open on weekends?

Wujin's still around, now located in a
nearby compound, and yes it is still open for
business on weekends.

Be it the Arrow Factory or the Wujin, | admire
your way very much. Wujin has been around for
7 years, right?

12

K o TOABHHER AT AL
B » A FIELEE

Ejﬂﬂfx\ﬁ Ej(gu
| —FEFT 1 o

R BEMNERMROARHIE=ZEEH LR
B—RFRPNERS FEHIRFBMEZ[ME -
RALEZEATEELNP—REFHER
HEFNEFE °
HAHFAERRET=EEWTE
LIRE - BRBRIBHMIR Rania i > EE L
EREME—H MMEml o
o MBEEBRFTRA -
FHBREEES?

RBET P RAET

EABEHEME—ERNNREER
EREEATELERZER—ERERY T

BEEBETREE

REMHFNEARST o RIE T RBEBE
TR MPIRBEE THEMREAR > it
EABEBNEENEL B4 RBRE
PIREAR B Bt 75 4B 7 —EILIR D E
B4 - 52 FRARMEE 5 72 2 B BB IS
B ? AERVRINME ? B2 BARFRS ?

R TIER ° BREREIMETRI—E/)
REET > BRIERBREX -

TR ERRLE’ H—EHFE
ﬁT\EﬁMFﬁE’\JE - SEREETHELET
e 2

H RATEET - AZEEE/N
BEARZANBREAESEER - RER
Rania B CHEE * A—EET LINES
AMEILRIZAZIABFEOKRAVEEE - & 2013
FEMBENEREFELRE > ZARA
FINWALAR A — B ETE TR o HR—(UAA
& Ken E%¥FEW PR H & i P HYSREE 2R
BRMERE - ER—E/NEE > BEIBA
BERERMNB ﬁ%ﬁﬁ@}_ﬁﬁ BB




SRR

M o tmeiensy
T ——"

Yes, it's been 7 years. Wujin is very
small in size, but there are emotions, feelings
and wisdom here. In the first place, it was a place
for Rania to make her own bread, using a special
yeast from San Francisco, because she could
not find bread like that any where in Beijing.
When in 2013 the little room next to the Arrow
Factory became available, we and a couple of
friends took it and made it into Wujin. One of
our friends, Ken, was a chef, so he designed the
first Wujin menu. It is a small business, and has
never done better than breaking even, and we
sometimes have to scramble a bit for the rent.

But you do not expect much out of it. It feels like
it is good as long as it is still there.

It contains within itself a simple,
humble, moderate and sharing principle. It
is in this way similar to what Arrow Factory
was. Perhaps this is also why we deem its
continuation to be important. It is also a place
where we and friends can gather to do events.
For example, before the pandemic, Wujin hosted
a series of sound performances, called "Tiny
Space Concert" ({3835 ), organised by Ake ( ]
%} ), who also works at Wujin.

| think it is also important to look at Wujin and
Arrow Factory as they are in the bigger ecology.
Although Arrow Factory only lasted for 11 years
and a half. From the 2008 financial crisis, to
before the recent pandemic, many non-profit
spaces emerged in Beijing. Some would even
call themselves institutions. Most of these are in
the hutongs, some are in environments that are
even more communal or residential. Spaces like
this are of course essentially different from those
run in the 1980s, such as those in the Diplomatic
Residence Compound. This phenomenon is
valuable because it is, as you mentioned, simple,
humble, moderate, and also because it may in
a subtle way gradually influence and shape its
surroundings. It also serves as an alternative
case, counterbalancing an art ecology that has
been largely commercial in nature.

| think the most remarkable thing about
the Arrow Factory is that it establishes this
model of totally independent operation: a low-
key, moderate way. It was never expanded, only
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maintaining the a-dozen-or-so-square-meters
space, for many, many years. That history says
something about this unique way. Of course,
it also depended upon support and help from
many friends like yourself, and occasionally
some sponsorships from foundations like what
we would do when making publications.

And you co-founders spent time, energies and
resources on it.

Yes. That is what you do, when you are
interested in something.

It appears to be a very organic way, each partner
working in his or her own field. For example,
Pauline Yao is a curator, so she is used to and
good at communicating with artists. In more
than a decade's time, you co-founders worked
together in a very democratic way.

In fact we tried our best to stay away
from noises and disturbances, so that we can be
fully dedicated to the spaces and the projects.
But of course you can call it organic.

| remember also that there was a time when
projects took place more rapidly. Towards the
end of the Arrow Factory however, especially
during the time of the hutong reform a couple
of years ago, when the government tightened its
grip, the projects and exhibitions took place at a
slower pace. This is also what | meant by organic;
it has something to do with how you deal with
an external force majeure. You'd change, act and
react accordingly.

Maybe it has something to do with fate
as well. Luck has it that we were allowed to use
it for so long, for more than a decade.

Yes. | do not see you as the sort of independent
space that has the ambition to turn into a
major institution from the outset, or that you
were never meant to start this space with the
intention to snatch some kind of power. It is like
what Arendt traces in The Human Condition.

| also recommended for the H A N D
project an interview between Arendt and Giinter
Gaus in 1964. She talks about the Eichmann
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trial; combatting violence with violence is only
a revenge that does not solve problems. So
she talks about the banality of evil, and claims
that this banal evil is the origin, the root of the
problems, to be found everywhere in life and
reality. She emphasises that, when confronting
powers, one particularly needs the ability to
think independently. We should spend time and
consider the root of many problems, including
the so-called very urgent ones we are facing
today. | tend to think that you can only go
beyond it with a better set of values.

Me and you are both from Beijing; what is your
favourite place in Beijing? The Beijing Zoo,
perhaps?

Indeed, that was my favourite when
| was little. In recent years | go there often
because | use some elements that are found
in the Zoo. Interestingly, every time | go there |
get to discover something new. This might have
something to do with my work habits: it is to be
developed, discovered and articulated gradually.

To a rather large extent, the zoo could be a
metaphor for the society.

| care more about the pavilion designs.
The zoo is an exhibition of course, so when | go
there | investigate how they curate it there. My
Dongguan mosaic work (Natural History 4 series,
since 2012) is similar. The mosaics are mostly
found today in urban villages densely populated
with buildings. Neighbouring buildings may
have different patterns because they are owned
by different people, so the mosaics could be
arranged abruptly, in stark contrast with one
another. Therefore, visually it can be really weird,
although it can also be seen as the presentation
or exhibition of the owner's personality, style
and aesthetics. Every time | see a wall covered
with mosaic tiles, | can feel an extremely strong
vitality.
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Wang Wei

Born in Beijing, China 1972. In 1996, he was
graduated from Central Academy of Fine Arts.
Now he lives and works in Beijing.

Wang Wei is a multidisciplinary installation artist
who looks at how the navigation of physical
spaces can inform us about our own lived
reality. Through modifying existing architectural
structures with subtle , surprising additions or
appropriating stylized features from disparate
sources, Wang Wei has developed a strong
practice around interventions that are aim to
disrupt human perceptions of space while
opening a dialogue about construction, labor
and ways of seeing.

Wang Wei's work has been exhibited in series
of important exhibitions including: Thailand
Biennale (Krabi, Thailand 2018); The Second
Yinchuan Biennale (MOCA Yinchuan, China
2018); 2017 California-Pacific Triennial (Orange
County Museum of Art, USA 2017); Pavilion
of China at 12th International Architecture
Exhibition -La Biennale di Venazia (Venice,
Italy, 2010); 2009 Shenzhen Hongkong Bi-
City Biennale of Architecture and Urbanism
(Shenzhen, China, 2009); The Real Thing:
Contemporary Art From China (Tate Liverpool,
2007); Foreign Objects (Kunsthalle Wien Project
Space, Vienna 2007); Beyond: The Second
Guangzhou Triennial (Guangdong Museum of
Art, China 2005); A Second Sight: International
Biennale of Contemporary Art (National Gallery
in Prague, 2005); Between Past and Future: New
Photography and Video from China (International
Center of Photography, New York 2004); The
First Guangzhou Triennial (Guangdong Museum
of Art, China 2002); Post-sense Sensibility:
Bodies and Delusion (Beijing, China 1999).
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