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Buddha Hand, Copper,
450Xx670x140cm, 2006
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The Eternal Fetal Movement,
Wood and Human Placentas,

900x361cm, 2012
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Zhang Huan, who splits his time between Shanghai and New
York, is an artist who likes to experiment with a variety of
media and materials. If you have had a chance to see his work
in a major museum or a sculpture park, you would instantly
think of an overwhelmingly giant work of art when you hear
his name. However, he started his career in art studying
traditional painting.

Then, he transitioned to creating performance art and
put on daring performances, which earned him recognition as
one of leading avant-garde artists in China. His performance
pieces from the 1990s are mostly extreme and intense, with
the artist hanging naked from the ceiling suspended in chains,
or climbing a mountain with other artists and then making a
human pyramid by laying their bodies on top of each other.
For his 1994 piece ‘12 Square Meters’, which was recently
displayed in the Busan Biennale, the artist sat naked on a
public toilet covered with honey and endured a swarm
of flies.

However, Zhang has shed his former self as a
performance artist critical of poor and oppressed conditions
in China. After moving to New York in 1998, he expanded the
scope of his art to sculpture and installation and began to
adopt new materials. His works from this period cemented his
breakthrough in the international art scene. He returned to
Shanghai in the mid-2000s and set up a large studio to
conduct bold experiments with materials and produce
industrial-sized artworks. His major works include sculptures
of Buddha faces made of cowskin, and ash paintings of the
Chinese tiger on linen, all of which cannot be explained
without reference to their materials. Though his art continues
to have its unique depth, one can see that Zhang’s interest
has shifted compared to his performance art days. In
particular, the paintings, sculptures and installations created
from incense ash reflect the awakening Zhang had after

moving back to China after many years of living abroad.
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Cowskin Buddha Face
No.1, Cowskin,
250%197x40cm, 2007
2

‘Berlin Buddha’, {2
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It seems that you had a major turning point in your life as an
artist. In the 1990s, you were widely seen as a leading figure
in Chinese avant-garde art. However, after moving to New
York, you started making a diverse range of artworks and
when you returned to Shanghai, you began to work with
‘ash’. These ash paintings and sculptures are quite different
from you earlier works. Please tell me what this unique
material means to you.

Ash is easily found in everyday life, but it is a material that
represents the spiritual qualities of the Chinese people. The ash
| use is from incense burnt in religious rituals. So my ash works
re-create something that is gone into another form. It is a kind
of samsara and the ash works convey the collective memory,
collective soul and collective blessings of the people in China.
As an art medium, ash is not only uncommon but difficult to
handle. How did you source the ash for your project?

We have thousands of cubic meters of incense ash
transported to the workshop from more than ten temples
around the Zhejiang region. The ash is usually stored in
gasoline barrels and kept burning in there for one or two
months before it is moved to the workshop. By the time it
arrives at the workshop, it is still burning and emitting smoke.
The ash is first treated, divided and selected at the basic
workshop. Then, the selected ash is moved to the creative
workshop to make paintings, sculptures and installation
works.

| imagine that it would require a lot of space and handiwork.
How do you work in your workshop in Shanghai? Do you
work in teams?

Yes. My role is more like that of the abbot of a Buddhist
temple or the commander-in-chief of an army. | set the
principles and the direction and decide what to do, when to
start and where to finish. The rest of my team members do

the producing work in the creation process.

If | have to name just one piece that was particularly striking




among your recent works, | would pick ‘Sydney Buddha’. It
is a majestic piece of art, composed of two Buddhas that are
facing each other. One is made of aluminum while the other
is created from ash. When | learned that the ash Buddha is a
casting of the other Buddha’s interior, | could see how the
conflicting themes of life and death are woven together into
this superb artwork.

‘Sydney Buddha’ represents the cycle of samsara that spans
birth, senility, ailing, death and re-birth. The ash Buddha has no
part supporting its weight, so as time goes, it will naturally
disintegrate. It may get bigger or smaller, break off or
completely collapse until it finally disappears. It will keep
moving in a way that no one can foresee or control depending
on its surrounding conditions like physical space, time passed
and air vibration, which is exactly the reason why | love it.

In addition to ash, you have also worked with a variety of
materials, such as cowskin and steel. Do you have different
criteria for selecting materials depending on project?

It is whether the material can bring a breakthrough in the way
the viewer looks at the work. In other words, the material
should produce such visual effect that it will give the
audience a broader insight and make them appreciate art
from a different angle, not to mention accomplish my ideas.
Do you think there is any distinction between what can and
cannot be an art medium?

The key is to find a proper way of expression. As long as that
can be achieved, | see little distinction between difference
media of art.

You once said that you were always striving to produce
something new. How important is the choice of materials in
finding new potential of contemporary art?

Concepts need suitable materials to be implemented
perfectly. It is especially more so in today’s multi-cultural
world.

You changed your medium of choice, moving from painting,
to performance art, and to sculpture. But the films of your
performances in which you endure physical pain in a protest
to the realities of life in China are still run in art events. Are
you not interested in performance art anymore?

As people age and their environment changes, they start to
have new ideas and think differently. Naturally, they will look
for the best ways to express these new ideas. | do not like to
repeat what | have done before, but | may go back to
performance art if | find new inspiration. | am open to using
diverse media and techniques, but at the most basic level,

my works are a reflection of my outlook on life and the world.
The patterns of manifestation may differ from one piece to
another, but the kernel remains the same because they all
have the same ‘DNA’.

It seems that the time you spent living in New York before

coming back to Shanghai had a huge impact on your work.
As a young man, | dreamt about living in New York. During
the eight years | lived in New York, | also travelled to many
countries. | learned a lot from the experience and as a result,
the direction of art | was pursuing in my heart became clearer.
Hence, | tried to adopt various materials and media and
gained instructive experience. This helped me to expand the
scope of my creation and gave me a strong sense of self-
confidence and an independent mind.

It is in the works that came afterward that you earnestly
started to embrace China’s religious and cultural tradition.
The source of inspiration for me is Chinese tradition and

| cherish it. | want to keep talking about the parts of Chinese
tradition that moved me most deeply through my works.

Top galleries and major art events around the world are
presenting your works. | assume different audiences in
different countries may perceive your work differently,
especially for pieces that incorporate various elements of an
Eastern worldview.

In fact, | just follow my heart and try to focus on the artwork.
Communication happens when the finished work is presented
to viewers for their interpretation. | think what is important
for art and cultural communication is allowing more people
from different backgrounds to see the artworks and add more
meaning and significant to them.

Please tell me your views on the role of artists and what
they can do. What should, and can, we do with art?

Art lets us feel and learn more. The important role of an artist
is to raise questions about the society he/she lives in. The real
value of contemporary art lies in creating artworks which

represent the spirit of the times.

1
Free Tiger Returns to
Mountains No.4, Ash on
Linen, 160X180cm, 2010
5 3

Q Confucius No.4, Incense
Ash, 280x780cm, 2011
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