




TIJE \\'ELL ART 

"1n the sculpture, 1 come together with 

'Buddha. 1 hope that1 myself will disappear 

-from the big self to small self to nothing"

192 /'l<l:S/'11.J: \l'!,l �T�lllt 

headed Buclclha with multiple arms. Arrhing 
from San l'ranrisco. the work \\as installed 
outside 11lll1 Heritage to much fanfare. It 
is a majestic figure, emblematic of a major 
shift in Zhang's life and work. In 2005, the 

artist heranw a Buddhist convert and b'1'e\\ 
inc,·easingly spiritual. That year, he began 
travellinl( through Tibet. While exploring the 

markets, he came across broken fragments 
of Buddhist sculptures. Inspired by the 
scattered limhs, he began to create his series 
of'massi,e Buddha sc-ulptures. 

One war later. Zhang left the United 
States and returned to China, "here he 
t>stahlislwd a studio in Shang-hai. 8� then he 
had made the decision to stop performing. 

Onl) oceasionall) did traces of his presence 
arise in his nl'\\ work in Thl'l'e /leads Sfr 
trms. for instance, he replaced one of the 
Buddha heads "ith a self-portrait. "I put 
mi foce close to Buddha's so I can transform 

111) mind. Because in life, I can't do it. But in 
the sculpture. I come together with Buddha. 

I hope that I myself will disappear - from

the big self lo small self to nothing." So
diminishing your ego? "Yes," he confirms. 

The tlwory appears to be working. Zhang's 
demeanor i!, humble and even his clothes are 
self-efTaemg: baggi trousers. a simple shirt and 

a baseball cap. Throughout our comersation, 
he speaks" ith a /,en-like demeanour. His cahn 

expression almost min·ors that of the figure 
in a portrait han1,,�ni.: on the wall behind him. 
TitlC'CI lrluth J,,·111/n (:>.ooll), the painting shows 

a woman with a meditative !,<aze emerging 

from a velvet back1�round. Composed of ash 
aflhed on linen. the work is part of his recent 

� 

series of paintin1,,>'S displayed in the front gallery. 

"I found the ash in a Shanghai temple si, years ago," 
reealls Zhang, his words soft and measured. "No ont' had 
used this material before in Eastern or \\'estern art history," 

Mesnll'rised hy the number of temple-goers com·erging to 
burn intense stieks. he returned to the tempi(, to eolleet the 
fallen a ... h. For Zhang-, these po\\der� remains...,� mholist� !ht• 
memon and ,oul of China. "I don't kno\\ what happened," he 

says. "Looking at the fire, the ash and the smoke, sudden Ii I 
understood that tlwse people wanted to ehange their liws 

they had dreams and wishes." 
Entering Zhang's e,hibition of ash paintin1,,>'S feels like 

being plunged into a dream or slipping into a thiek fog. At 
once both ha,., and lucid, the images appear as if they would 
crumble at one touch. The works are renditions of blaek­

and-whit<' photographs - portraits and landscapes from 
official magazines such as China Pictorial and Pt,I l'ictoria/, 

dating back to the 1950s and continuing through the days of' 
the Cultural Re\'Olution. Bi resurrecting images of historical 

figures, military life and everyday routine from the early 
years of the People's Republic of China, the artist brings to life 
collecti \'e memories shared by his compatriots. 

Looking at Zhang's delieate paintings. I ean't help hut 
wonder whether the en font terrible of Chinese contemporar\ 
art has settled elm, n. I-las the swagger of his youth 
clisappearecl'? As we read, the encl of the intervie\\, I work 
up the nerve to share my obse,vation. Breaking into a smile. 

Zhang assures me othen, ise: ''I'm like a duck on the water. 
The feeling is peaceful, but under the water it's really busy." GI 
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