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DUBBED THE ‘CHINESE ANDY WARHOL, ZHANG HUAN
SONE OF THE WORLD'S MOST INT} RIGUING ARTISTS.
INTHIS EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW, HE DRAWS PARALLELS -
BETWEEN THE CONTEMPORARY ART WORLD AND S
THE ‘DESIGN EXQUISITENESS’ OF THE PRANCING HORSE
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o muny of the world's
leading artists maintain o
blog about a pig. However,
Zhang Huan s not most
artists. Zhang, 45 and based
m Shanghai and New York.,
with roots in Henan Province
and Beij

+ 15 best known
for his massive sculptures
and ash paintings, but there
not shied away from

are few formuns he has
He studied traditions
launched his career as o body performance
then solidified it as o sculptor

OF his artistic  adaptability, Zhang claims  that
his multiple media “are just the same, If i person
15 dutstanding in their field, they are an artist. It does

painting
rtist, and

not matter whether they are an entrepreneur. or a
politician, or a scientist or anything else. The only
difference is in what people called them and in the
content of what they did, The level of thought and
consideration reach the same height y

The big comparisons come from an artist with a big
amd
humorous Zhang Huan spoke o The Official Ferrari
Magazine from his studio in the Shanghai suburbs
which in just five years has become the stuff of an
legend. The multi-acre compound encompasses several
massive converted factories  where Zhang

are mid-wifed by a stalf of over 100 ass

vision, The succinet and contemplitive, intense

Visions
ants sl
technicians. In perhaps accidental evocation of Zhan
seminal 1997 performance and photograph 7o Raise
the Water Level in a Fishpond. his workers sometimes
cool in the complex moat. scattering the family of
ducks. Other resident fauna include Zhu Gan,
(Cast-Iron Pig), which survived buried under the
rubble of the 2008 Wenchuan carthquake before being
adopted by Zhang Huan and appearing in some of
his work as a reminder of that tragedy, Wenchuan is
also commemorated in his current superstar show at
“s Ullens Centre for Contemporary Art in Hope
»an entire crushed train Zhang excavated from a
tunnel that collapsed in the Sichuan guake

Zhang Huan's production scale, swarming stafl
stylistic flexibility, unapologetic self-promotion and
outsized chutzpah have established him as the Andy
Warhol of China. Yet he is also o Buddhist who can
deadpan, *All along 1 have not made any interest
Things done by humans cannot be interesting, because
the longer humanity exists, the less they are happy

If so. Zhang seems to be an exception to his rule. He
started as a founder of the carly 199%0s Beijing avant
garde that foreran the thriving contemporary Chinese
art sc of today and then, along with a handful of
other expatriate Chinese artists. Zhang's presence n
New York from 1998 to 2006 helped to first attract
Western attention to that scenc

After graduating from Beijing’s Central Academy of
i 1s in 1993, Zhang Huan joined the city’s East
rtist group, and quickly became synonymots
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with controversy and censorship with Angel, a gory

ag;

performance with a fuke blood-covered dismembered
doll. He followed the next year with 12 Square Meters
in which he sat covered in honey and insects in an
unkempt public lavatory for an hour. In 635 Kilograms.
Zhang suspended himsell in chains as his blood
drizzled and sizzled into a hot pan. In the US Zhang
immediately generated attention with performa

‘If a person is outstanding

in their field,they are an

artist. The level of thought
reaches the same height’
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that saw him strolling down New York streets in a suit
made of meat and lying naked, face down, on a bed of
ice. Images of these works have become classics of the
Chinese contemporary art canon.

In 2006, Zhang Huan decided to return to China, this
time to Shanghai. * At that time in New York, that city
was losing its inspiration for me; | had started fecling
bored, things were old and similar and unchang
Zhang recalls. He describes himself as feeling strongly
a part of China’s living an and tradition, which
contributed 1o his retum. *because you know the ground
you are stepping on is your own dirt. Your blood cannot
;::pur:.lc from this land. If you leave this land you feel
without a foundation, like you are flowing.”

However, the Chinese art scene changes quickly
and was unrecognisable from the one he left, and the
Shanghai milieu distinct from Beijing's. Moreover, in
the changed China, Zhang was no longer the precocious
ur, but now something of a big-ticket
representative of the internati n establishment,
with representation by the prestigious Pace Gallery.
He has remained largely an art scene all of his own,
removed and reclusive, bul Zhang's work has become
more generally Chinese and Buddhist on his retum,
while shaped by his memories of foreign shores

*1 feel that when you are on the other side of the
world you can see your homeland more vividly and
clcnrl)-.' Belonging to that big country on this carth, you
can see that certain situations are already insane, but
countries on this side of the world are sull unconscious
that the insanity is already beyond control,” Zhang
muses. Nonetheless, ‘Life in China is blissful apart
from the air and water unfit for human consumption.
Personal connections and bonds are strong. You can say
that it is a passionate country with a basic passion fora
better life. You don't see that in other countries, Today,
the Chinese stay up 24 hours, while Europeans

‘The Chinese stay up for 24
hours, while Europeans are
always sleeping and
Americans can't wake up’

ping, Americans can’t wake up and
Taiwanese are always sleepwalking.”

Zhang’s first solo show in China’s Mainland after
his return was scheduled in early 2008 at the Shanghai
Art Museum, a stodgy, state-owned space for rent,
However, Blessing was cancelled by the authoritics
without explanation: scene speculation proffered the
show’s coincidence with a party congress and the
upcoming Beijing Olympics, both times of heightened
caution by the conservative Shanghai Cultural
Bureau. The problem could have been the Communist
symbaolism of a praying mantis made from sickles,
the religious imagery of statues formed of ash from
Buddhist temples, or the deformity of his cowhide
Giant series — all potentially taboo in Ching :
Huan

or Zhang

Eventually the Shanghai Ari Museum seheduled
Zhang's solo showcase for February of this year. Dawn
af Time was no less daring; along with new Giiants it
included Pagoda with o representation. of Zhang's
Cast-fron Pig of the now-tabog eanthquake, and the
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Shanghai Expo year of 2010 has been as delicate on
cultural censorship fronts as 2008, but the exhibition
proceeded without incident

Perhaps, after five years in China, Zhang Huan
has learned 1o navigate the country’s odd cultural
environment, where oversight i1s erratic and often
related to connections and status, Zh poke with
us from his office, cluttered with a collection of native
sculptures, and attended by several assistants .\D:!ll_\
in the middle of the table were chilled rows of petite
bottles of Pepsi emblazed with Zhang's already iconie
pair of silver pandas, Hehe, Xiexie. The special edition
soddas commemorate the USA Pavilion at the Shanghai
Waorld Expo, where the panda statues are crowd pleasers
and & souvenir photo favourite They have also drawn
criticism, for their cynical lowest denomination appeal
and their political pandering: with names that combine
o hexie (meaning “harmony™ in Mandarin), they
were donations by a Taiwanese property group ¢
on the B iand and sit strategically next to Taiw
pavilion in bration of closer cross-strait t

Since 2006, Zhang, with his wife Hu Chs
has also built goodwill through his Gaoan Foundation,
which builds new Zhang Huan Elementary Schools
around rural China and contributes to ans mstitutions
and Buddhist temples and associations. Buddhism
ts one of Zhang's strongest artistic influences and
expressions, from Buddha statues to temple ash as his
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