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 Ai Wei Wei making sense

Dave Kellaway reviews the Chinese artist, Ai Weiwei’s exhibition currently on at the Design
Museum in London until the 30th July.

The Chinese regime considers Weiwei and his art such a threat that it demolished his Left Right studio in Beijing in
2018. He has turned this act of repression into art by displaying in this show the fragments of the porcelain sculptures
destroyed at the time.

He has turned them into one of his trademark large floor artworks that structure this exhibition. Collecting evidence of
what the regime does is seen as very important for Weiwei. The state expends huge amounts of resources
controlling what the Chinese people are allowed to see, either online or physically. The artist turns destruction into
art.

Looking at it, you associate the white porcelain with human bones and broken lives. There is a terrible, stark beauty
about the expanse of materials with its shiny black, blue, and white patterns, irrespective of any references to
anything else. Elsewhere, he has actually made porcelain replicas of human bones excavated from a 1950s labour
camp.

He got into trouble with the Chinese authorities in 2008 when he denounced the shoddy construction of schools that
led to the needless deaths of many schoolchildren during the Sichuan earthquake. In this show, he has created a
snake made of children’s backpacks.
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Unlike some artists or dissidents fleeing repression from Stalinist or post-Stalinist societies, he has not uncritically
embraced the wonders of Western neo-liberalism. He made a magnificent film about refugees called Human Flow,
which is available online here. So opposite the snake, remembering the earthquake victims, he has constructed
another enormous snake made of refugee lifejackets.

Another exhibit shows that Weiwei is well aware of the realities of power in other parts of the world.

He has produced a series of colourised photos showing sites of political or cultural power in Western societies. With
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his characteristic irony, he references the artistic technique of measuring perspective but subverts it. The
outstretched hand becomes a scornful, obscene gesture, giving the middle finger to seats of power.

Ecological
Weiwei has an acute ecological understanding of the world. He has witnessed the extraordinary modernisation of
Chinese society. He even participated in the design of the beautiful Bird’s Nest Olympic Stadium. Often, historic
buildings and neighbourhoods have just been built over without much effort to conserve or respect earlier
architecture or artefacts. Weiwei has become an avid collector of historic materials and whole buildings; an ancient
wooden structure has been installed in the foyer of the design museum. The artist wants us to reflect on the everyday
objects around us; he says ‘they carry a lot of our understanding about who we are’.  Weiwei wants us to think about
how and what we produce and highlights the dangers of throwaway culture. We can see a toilet roll made of marble
or an imitation iPhone made of jade. He regrets the fact that, despite all our progress, we have lost the ability to make
some of the jade knives that he has collected.

Mass production existed in China before the arrival of capitalist industry. Another rectangular floor display is made up
of 250,000 porcelain spouts from teapots and wine ewers, crafted by hand during the Song dynasty (960–1279 CE).
If a pot was not perfect when it was made, the spout was broken off. The quantity we see here in the show gives us
an idea of the scale of porcelain production over a thousand years ago in China. Clearly, Weiwei is also commenting
on freedom of speech; all these spouts or mouths have been removed, symbolising how free speech is gagged in
China (and elsewhere!) today.

Like the great Renaissance artists, Weiwei has a whole team of collaborators who help him produce his installations.
He sees his art as part of a social process and wants to involve the visitor in more interactive ways. You can pick up
a sheet of paper called the Making Sense Chatterbox, which is set up like an origami exercise; you might have made
one at school where you make a paper cube that has questions written on various sides as you open it in different
ways. He calls it a two-player game for all ages. Questions are set up like: Which object on display best describes
you and why? What skills have you forgotten that you learnt when you were younger? Is there an object in your life
that is useless but valuable? Why does it matter to you?
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My favourite was: Think of a question you are inspired to ask by this exhibition and ask it without using your voice. 
Not bad advice for a reviewer!

Source: AntiCapitalist Resistance

PS:

If you like this article or have found it useful, please consider donating towards the work of International Viewpoint. Simply follow this link: Donate

then enter an amount of your choice. One-off donations are very welcome. But regular donations by standing order are also vital to our continuing

functioning. See the last paragraph of this article for our bank account details and take out a standing order. Thanks.
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