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Introduction


This play was Ai Weiwei’s idea.


On the 3rd of April 2011 he went to Beijing Airport to fly to Taipei, the capital of Taiwan, via Hong Kong. He expected to be away for a few days and had a few clothes in a small bag. But he was told that his journey could ‘endanger state security’ and security men bundled him into a van. He had disappeared into the dark world of China’s gulag. Colleagues in Beijing expected never to see him again.


But eighty-one days later he was released, a stone lighter with, ironically, his diabetes cured by the meagre but regular prison diet. Unexpectedly he had not been beaten up in jail, as so many of his friends had been, but he was badly shaken and exhausted. He was accused of tax evasion and there were strict bail conditions: he was not to use the internet, not to criticise the Chinese Government in any way, not to sign any petitions for human rights causes, and not to speak to foreign journalists.


And, almost immediately, he spoke to the British arts journalist, Barnaby Martin. He gave a detailed account of his experience: the conditions and routines in prison, the questioning, and his increasingly complex and bizarre relationship with his guards. It is a testament to Ai Weiwei’s strength of character that a strange ‘Stockholm syndrome in reverse’ took place. His interrogators knew nothing of art but ended up debating with him about the purpose of art and even the Dada movement.


Barnaby included the account of the eighty-one days in his book Hanging Man, which describes Ai Weiwei’s life and work and discusses his place in contemporary Chinese art and his political activism. I highly recommend it to anyone who wants to know about the artist. Ai Weiwei’s creativity is boundless, projects spread out from him like shock waves. And at the end of the interview he surprised Barnaby by saying that he would like the story of his arrest to be made into a play.


Barnaby first considered trying to fulfil the request himself. But, deciding playwrighting was not his expertise, he sent the manuscript of his book to Ed Hall and Greg Ripley-Duggan at Hampstead Theatre. They showed it to me and I said ‘yes, oh yes’. And so here is the play. Ai Weiwei read it just before rehearsals began and, to my immense relief, likes it. He even returned the typescript with some Chinese names and typos corrected!


I am very aware that it is not at all dangerous for me to write the play while it could be very dangerous for him. But it is what he wanted and it has been a privilege to help. In an early rehearsal, during a discussion with the cast and production team, it suddenly dawned on us that we have all now been sucked into the vast Ai Weiwei project! And very willingly.


This was, for me, a unique job. ‘Ai Weiwei’ in the play is a character like any other in a drama, fictional or not, but he is, of course, much more: this is a real man, this really happened to him. So I set myself strict rules. I tried to imagine him in the cells, his state of mind as the days passed and I tried to fathom his interrogators’ personalities. But I have not invented anything. Some of the lines are straight from Barnaby’s account, others are changed but even when they are made up their content comes from the record. I wanted to dramatise not invent.


I have, however, taken the liberty to write two scenes wholly of my own invention. They are exchanges between two high ranking officials in Zhongnanhai, the Chinese Government’s compound in Beijing (only officials can enter but you can glimpse its beautiful gardens across the lake near the Forbidden City. Indeed it is the Forbidden City of today).


They debate what is to be done with Ai Weiwei. I’m very grateful to Jerry Page, a distinguished commentator on Chinese politics, for discussing at length how high Communist Party officials think and how they may talk to each other. Many of them are very intelligent and sophisticated in their social and political analysis. In recent years I have been on three extensive journeys in China and, thanks to introductions from BBC fixers, I met many people, including veteran village cadres and a powerful party member in Shanghai – he told me how during the Cultural Revolution his family were denounced so, as a teenager in 1976, he was digging ditches; then eight years later he entered the Harvard Business School. I learnt that it is wise never to underestimate the Communist Party of China.


Ai Weiwei was caught up in a complex power struggle within the ruling elite. His release was mysterious, even to him. I’ve tried to get at why it happened and why the frightening interrogations were also so bizarre and disorderly, even comical. ‘You could never maker it up’ certainly applies here, with a vengeance.


Before I began the play I knew more about Ai Weiwei’s predicament with China’s authorities than about his art. But I’ve come to love his work: its generosity, the rich complexity and wit of its allusions, its democratic instinct. So much conceptual art in the West is tediously egocentric, it is all ‘me me me’. Ai Weiwei’s work is not about himself, it is turned outwards toward other people, society and the world, it is all ‘us us us’. Also, again unlike many other conceptual artists, his works have a beauty of their own, independent of their meanings – I think of Descending Light, Cube Light and his bicycle assemblies. And, as Barnaby points out, for all its modernity and attack it is rooted in the Chinese art tradition. Zen shines within it. Actually I’ve come to think he is probably the greatest artist working amongst us.


But I do want to make a serious point to readers and audiences. This play is not about the quality of Ai Weiwei’s work, it is about his treatment by the Chinese state. It is about an attack on freedom of expression, whether you like what is being expressed or not. And it is about an individual’s terrifying and bizarre personal experience.
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THIN YOUNG MAN (recorder)


‘SPORTSMAN’ (interrogator)


A, high official in Zhongnanhai, late forties to early fifties


B, high official in Zhongnanhai, late forties to early fifties


And POLICEMEN, SECURITY MEN


 


 


 


 


Note on Text


In the scenes of interrogation there are silences, some of which may be of excruciating length, during which no one moves. They are tableaux-like. I have marked them with the direction ‘dead still’.


Brief pauses or hesitations are marked ‘beat’.


At times Ai Weiwei speaks his reactions to the moment, unheard by other characters. These lines are in bold.


 


 


 


 


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.







One


Arrest


Bare stage.


AI WEIWEI. You realise there is a force. A kind of force you cannot avoid, it is like a shadow falling. But I have prepared. I have developed a stronger body condition.






He picks up a hidden passport then a travel bag.


He stands still, feet slightly apart, well-balanced, waiting.


Enter a uniformed OFFICIAL.








OFFICIAL. Passport.






AI WEIWEI gives him his passport. The OFFICIAL stares at it.


AI WEIWEI is not looking at him.


Dead still.


Where do you travel to?








AI WEIWEI. To Hong Kong.


OFFICIAL. What is your business in Hong Kong?


AI WEIWEI. Art.






Again, the OFFICIAL stares at the passport.


Dead still.


Then the OFFICIAL snaps the passport shut.








OFFICIAL. You are not allowed to leave because your travel may damage state security.


AI WEIWEI. This is it this is it this is it. (To the OFFICIAL.) It used to be ‘you are not allowed to leave because you are a counter-revolutionary’.


OFFICIAL. You are not allowed to leave because your travel may endanger state security.


AI WEIWEI. Why do I, why, tell me why!


OFFICIAL (smile). Come with me.


AI WEIWEI. Where?


OFFICIAL. Come with me. Have a little chat.


AI WEIWEI. No.


OFFICIAL. No fuss. Don’t demean yourself.


AI WEIWEI. Demean? Door, corridor, door, room. Demean.






The OFFICIAL blows a whistle.


Enter two BEIJING POLICEMEN, running. They are well-built, in jeans, shirts, trainers, crew cuts.


They force a black hood over AI WEIWEI’s head, cuff his hands behind his back, half lift him then rush him away, shouting all the time, overlapping:








POLICEMEN. Don’t speak / shut up / dirty dog / no speaking / bastard / shut up / dog / shut up / don’t speak.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
#aiww:
The Arrest
of Ai Weiwei

Howard
Brenton





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





