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Ai Weiwei in Jingdezhen, southern China, 2010














[image: ]

1


Studio House, Beijing 1999








Instead of putting a personal mark on something as an artist, you set up a structure, you make room for possibilities.1



Ai Weiwei’s house and studio complex, FAKE Design, is located in Beijing’s northeast Caochangdi district, a semi-industrial area near the city’s fifth ring road and not far from Beijing Capital International Airport. The studio bustles with activity day and night, while at its centre Ai’s nonchalant presence belies his radical thinking and incessant output. The constant stream of visitors to the studio includes musicians, actors, collectors, curators, architects, academics, fashion designers, journalists and film crews, many of whom are informally photographed by Ai and their images posted directly onto the internet, part of his approach to making his life and art transparent.


Before it was shut down by the Chinese authorities in May 2009, Ai had a popular blog on which he posted thousands of documentary images of his life alongside poignant social and political commentaries. He now avidly uses Twitter, on which he currently has over fifty thousand followers, to communicate his philosophical and political views.2 A number of assistants live within the studio compound in their own apartments, while others arrive each day to work on various projects, from Ai’s ongoing citizen’s investigation into the thousands of children who were killed in the Wenchuan Earthquake in Sichuan Province on 12 May 2008 (a disaster compounded by the collapse of inadequately built schools) to preparations for myriad international exhibitions, commissions and biennales. The studio has a cook, vegetable garden, chickens, ducks and idle dogs, not to mention the many ‘rescue’ cats. In fact, cat welfare is the subject of the Studio’s most recent hard-hitting documentary distributed via the internet, San Hua, which reveals the cruelty of the Chinese cat-trafficking trade.3 Ai’s other, larger studios are located further outside the city, and accommodate skilled craftsmen who produce his ‘dysfunctional’ sculptures using ancient Chinese furniture and complex temple-wood structures. Ai also has his own kiln and a dedicated team in Jingdezhen, the ‘porcelain city’ in southern China’s Jiangxi Province, producing his varied ceramic works and continually experimenting with new ceramic forms.
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Studio House, Beijing 1999








Ai has recently been threatened with eviction from his Caochangdi studio, as have other artists and gallerists in the area: the surrounding small-holdings are currently being demolished in order for rapid reconstruction to take place as part of China’s frenetic urbanisation. In the late 1990s, with no prior architectural training, Ai designed his studio complex ‘in an afternoon’ and had it built in less than two months, using a common brick to create a minimal style (figs.1, 2) that has since generated many architectural commissions for his Studio – from designing a monument for the Jinhua Architecture Park in Zhejiang (fig.3) to the Three Shadows Photography Art Centre in Beijing – as well as many imitators. Ai’s own architectural endeavours were inspired by a house that the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein had built for his sister in Vienna, of which Ai has commented: ‘He’s so articulate in his expression. He tried to crack the absolute truth there. The effort, the repeated effort, made all his practice become one – just one act.’4 We can see a similar effort continually repeated in both Ai’s art and his architectural projects. The Studio House was the beginning of some sixty architectural projects, interior design and architectural collaborations, culminating most publicly in his role as artistic consultant for the Beijing ‘Bird’s Nest’ Stadium with architects Herzog & de Meuron. For the Ordos Project (2008), Ai created a curatorial framework, inviting Herzog & de Meuron to select 100 young international architects who were each asked to design a villa for the site in Inner Mongolia, China.5 Providing a ‘structure’, such as enabling 100 individual approaches to architecture, is a strategy that Ai has used and continues to use in his work, from his conceptual anthology books of the 1990s (the Black, White and Grey Cover books); curatorial projects, most notably Fuck Off (2000); participatory works like Fairytale for Documenta 12 (which enabled 1,001 individual experiences in Kassel) to the challenges that he continues to set for his artisans working with carpentry and ceramics.
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Yiwu Riverbank, Jinhua, China 2004











Ai’s journey to his current position of cultural influence and international acclaim as a Conceptual artist and architect has involved a long struggle: a childhood of poverty, a father who was excluded from society during Mao’s regime; his own aimlessness and anonymity during a decade in New York in the 1980s as a young man; and a sense of alienation from the Chinese art world upon his return to Beijing in the early 1990s. Even now his situation is in certain senses an unstable one, with not only the threat of eviction hanging in the air but continued official ‘interest’ in his outspoken comments on Chinese society via his internet activism, spontaneous protests and campaigning activities for human rights and freedom of expression in China.6 Within Beijing, this has resulted in surveillance of his studio, his emails being hacked, his bank account monitored and his blog shut down. Outside of Beijing, Ai has come to physical harm. In 2009, he and several other activists were detained in Chengdu (the capital of Sichuan province in south-west China) to prevent them attending the trial of a campaigner investigating the children’s deaths in the Sichuan earthquake (fig.4). Ai was assaulted by provincial police, leading to haemorrhaging and emergency brain surgery, which took place in Munich during the installation of his solo exhibition there last autumn.7 In August 2010, while in Chengdu to persuade the authorities to investigate his repeated formal allegations of police misconduct, his attempt to go through the proper channels was met with violence once again as Ai, his assistant and his lawyer were harassed by plain-clothes police from the Public Security Bureau.8
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Ai Weiwei with rock star Zuoxiao Zuzhou in the elevator when taken into custody by the police, Sichuan, China, August 2009
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