% that the West had won again, bringing light to a be-
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“Long Ear Ash Head” (2007), which uses ash from incense burned in temples, by Zhang Huan.

ASIA SOCIETY

“Fresh Open Buddha Hand” (2007), in copper, modeled on fragments of Buddhist figures.
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painters, had begun to attract
Western attention in the wake of

e Tiananmen Square protests,
though few of them had been di-
rectly involved in them. Mr.
Zhang wasn’t part of any of this:
He wasn’t politically minded, and
he wanted to find an alternative
to painting.

Out of money, he moved to an
area that was little more than a
glorified garbage dump on the
edge of the city — artists living

there called it the East Village, af-

ter the New York neighborhood
— where he listened to Kurt
Cobain and grew depressed. But
he also made friends with other
artists. East Village living was in-
tensely communal; everyone
needed everyone else to survive.
And it was then, when he had no
other resources, that he started
to use his own body and the bod-
ies of fellow artists as instru-
ments for art.

His solo performances were
sensationally masochistic. He
had himself strapped to a board
and hung from the ceiling while a
medic siphoned off his blood. He
locked himself in a metal box
with only a slit for air.

Group performances were
more benign. For one called “To
Raise the Water Level in a Fish-
pond,” he asked 40 migrant labor-
ers to stand in a pond, their phys-
ical presence, presumably, alter-
ing its volume. For another titled
“To Add One Meter to an Anony-
mous Mountain,” he and nine
other artists climbed a mountain
near Beijing, stripped and lay
down on top of one another to
create a second, mini-peak.

Although both pieces — which
appear in this chronologically or-
dered show as photographs —
were inspired by Chinese prov-
erbs, neither feels China-specific.
They could have been performed
almost anywhere and still carry
the same basic message: that art,
here in the form of bodies posi-
tioned in time, can literally
change the world.

Mr. Zhang’s art first became
“Chinese” in a way that Western-
ers might understand the term
when he visited the United States
in 1998 for a solo performance at
P.S. 1. as part of “Inside Out.” The
piece he did, “Pilgrimage: Wind
and Water in New York,” was
conceived around a central prop:
a traditional Chinese bed with
blocks of ice in place of a mat-
tress. Accompanied by recorded
Tibetan music, he made his way
across P.S. I's courtyard in a se-
ries of Buddhist-style prostra-
tions until he reached the bed.
Then he undressed, lay face-
down on the ice, and stayed

“Zhang Huan: Altered States” re-
mains through Jan. 20 at Asia So-
ciety, 725 Park Avenue, at 70th
Street; (212) 288-6400, asiasociety
.org.
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en the exhibition "Inside Out: Ne\\'_Chmese Art
op::‘nhed ‘at Asia Society and P.S. 1in 1998, it caused a
stirbecause it both did and id not meet expectations
ntem, art from China.
oo had plenty of Mao portraits, but they
‘came with jokes: Mao behind bars, Maoin
HOLLAND Pop colors, with beauty marks and a flow-
erin his teeth. There was also calligraphy,
COTTER bt it was messed-up calligraphy: illegible,
—— computerized, used to write nonsense
ART  characters, fake language. )
REVIEW g\, ch irreverence was taken as the sign
of a cultural revolution that Americans were ready to
like, one of brave young artist-dissidents defying a sti-
flingly imperial past and a repressive Communist
present in an effort to breathe free democratic air.
That the artists adopted certain Occidental forms to
do's0— oil on canvas, for example — only confirmed

nighted world. )

But not everything in the show fully supported this
view. One photograph in particular looked neither dis-
tinctively Western nor Chinese, just strange. It was of
anaked man, his head half-shaved, sitting in a prison-
like space. His skin was wet and covered with flies.
His face looked blank but tough, as if he were trying to
meditate his way through pain.

The picture is of the Chinese artist Zhang Huan,
who is now the subject of a terse, forceful midcareer
survey at Asia Society. The image documents a solo
performance he gave in 1994, when he was 29, in Bei-
jing. For the occasion he slathered himself with fish oil
and honey, then sat motionless in a public latrine as
insects crawled over him, into his mouth, up his nose.

At the end of an hour, he stood up and slowly walked
nto a nearby pond until the water closed over his
aead.

By the time of the performance, Mr. Zhang, who
comes from a farming family in Central China, had
been in Beijing for three years, He had earned an art
school degree in painting but didn't know what to do
next. Slightly older artists, including the Mao portrait

Continued on Page 32

7 : Altered States Tho wark 1. at right
one of a series of photographs featured in
anexhibition at Asia Society.

prone for 10 minutes. When he
could endure the cold no longer,
he sat up, faced his audience, and
the piece — part ritual, part or-
deal — was over.

Critics, especially in China,
have accused émigré artists of
pandering to Western concepts of
Chineseness. And it is easy to see
how a performance like this one,
with its Orientalist appurte-
nances , might illustrate their
point. But like all of Mr. Zhang’s
best work, “Pilgrimage” skirted
pretension by being direct and
plain, and by posing questions
rather than making statements.

How does a person translate
himself from one strong culture
to another, it seemed to ask. Can
he melt into the new culture or
will he be frozen out? Can he re-
linquish the culture he came from
or will he find himself identifying
with it more strongly than he had
before?

These questions had personal
importance for Mr. Zhang after
he relocated to New York the
same year. They are recurrent
subjects of the art he made here
and are most succinctly ad-

Works that pose
questions rather
than make
statements.

dressed in pieces like “15” (1998)
and “Family Tree” (2000). These
pieces are essentially perform-
ances for the camera. But while
Mr. Zhang’s body is the main im-
age, the action — and this will be-
come increasingly true — is done
by assistants.

For “Family Tree” he asked
three Chinese calligraphers to
write directly on his face and
shaved head until the skin was
covered. What they wrote — Chi-
nese folktales, poems, names —
was less important than the fact
that the ink-brushed characters
gradually obscured his features.
In the last of the nine sequential
photographs, his face is com-
pletely black, as if erased by, or
completely absorbed into, lan-
guage.

As effective as the piece is,
there is some question about its
originality. In form it cribs from
the work of another artist, Qui
Zhijie, who in 1986 did a piece ti-
tled “Writing the ‘Orchid Pavilion
Preface’ One Thousand Times,”
which was based on copying a fa-
mous calligraphic passage over
and over on paper until the sur-
face was black. Mr. Zhang’s use
of his own body as a surface per-
sonalizes the concept, but his
charismatic presence is not a
guarantee of success.

Subsequent performances he

ONLINE: BODY OF WORK
David Barboza of The New
York Times discusses Zhang

Huan in an audio slide show:

nytimes.com/design

staged in museums here and
abroad, often involving large
numbers of participants, look, at
least on video, overproduced and
kitschy. “My New York,” done for
the 2002 Whitney Biennial, was
an exception. For it Mr. Zhang
dressed in a kind of Incredible
Hulk fat suit made from raw
meat and set doves loose from
cages, a Buddhist gesture of com-
passion, on the street in front of
the Whitney Museum of Ameri-
can Art. With 9/11 just a few
months in the past, the effect was
fierce and pure, very much of
that moment.

His interest in Buddhism, the
religion of his childhood, appears
to have increased in direct pro-
portion to his discomfort at living
in the West. And in 2006 he
moved back to China. The timing
was good. Chinese art is now a
boom industry unimaginable a
decade earlier. Certain artists —
he is one — enjoy rock star fame
there. In his early 40s, he has
stopped performing and has
opened a huge studio in Shang-
hai, where he oversees a platoon
of assistants in the production of
an object-based art.

Factory-style art making is
nothing new to China or to the
West. Nor s it as great a depar-
ture from Mr. Zhang'’s earlier ca-
reer as it might seem. His art has
always been collaborative; even
the solo performances relied on
helpers and photographers. He
has often served as a passive
center from which ideas generat
ed. Some of his new sculptures
have the simplicity and sugges-
tiveness that made the early per-
formances memorable.

And the body is still there.
Among the new works are giant
copper hands and feet, magnified
versions of fragments of broken
Buddhist figures that Mr. Zhang
found in Tibet. The show’s larg-
est piece is a colossal head, com-
bining features of the Buddha
with the artist’s self-portrait,
molded from incense ash collect-
ed from Buddhist temples.

The sculptures are being intro-
duced to New York in the exhibi-
tion, organized by Melissa Chiu,
director of the Asia Society Mu-
seum. But we may well see more
of them soon, since Mr. Zhang re-
cently joined PaceWildenstein’s
blue-chip stable. Whether he’ll
stay in it remains to be seen. He
has bolted from several other gal-
lery commitments in the past.
He’s not the stable type. Of all the
former “Inside Out” rebels who
now farm the new Chinese grt es-
tablishment, he remains one of
the harder figures to pin down.
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