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“At the end of day, all forms of energy in the universe originate from love. Amazing,
isn't it?” Zhang Huan said solemnly. Observing the earnestriess on his face, one could
not help but wonder: is this man still that performance artist known for his assorted
extreme experiences that threatened to harm his own body, the container and carrier of
his art? Of course, in his twenties and thirties when he created art furiously as if he were
avenging himself on his foes, it was largely due to an irresistible surplus of hormone
during that pericd. While now, Zhang Huan is around 50. the age when a dignified
persen should "know the fate decreed of heaven” as claimed by Confucius. On the
other hand, Zhang’s thoughts and representations of art have increasingly demonstrated
features transcending the reality. From a certain period, his works began to venture into
the realm of the spirituality, exploring life and death. It looks as though the body alone
could not carry the fruits of his thoughts and what he pursues is something beyond
death. It is another beginning.

Both life and death are important matters, though for Zhang Huan, needless to say,
the latter takes on greater significance. This has something to do with the Tibetan
Buddhism he believes in. but there’s more. He may not necessarily consider death an
ending: instead, it may be a new beginning, known by nabody but full of possibilities.
Sometimes, it's difficult to be sure whether religion helps solve problems or it just raises
more. Yet, it's Indubitable that religion provides an exit for the countless contradictions
and paradoxes in life to a certain extent. That is. incarnation or rebirth, meaning what
one does In the present life is the karma that will be carried forward to future lives.
Zhang Huan is cbsessed with death and the afterworld. He has been delving into
celestial burial, ancient tombs and relevant cultural objects, as if trying to unveil some
secret, It's not coincident that he later became the first and the only certified celestial
burial master from the Han nationality in the world. Although up to now he hasn't
had the chance to give a celestlal burial, he seems to be enveloped in a mysterious
atmosphere and knows more about the things hidden behind the daily routines than
ordinary people. For instance, he firmly believes that in his past life. he must be either
a Tibetan mastiff or vulture. "Tibetan mastiff is extremely cbstinate, just like me, atways
sticking to my own way. Vulture is a spiritual and divine bird. That's why it's also called
the fire bird,” he explained.
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To Raise the Water Level in a Fishpond 1997
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To Add One Meter to an Anonymous Mountain 1995

8 Years in East Village in Beijing,
Forcing Out of the Cage Using His Body

It was in the early 1990s. At that time, on the map of Beijing, between East Third Ring
and East Fourth Ring, Chaoyang Park was nowhere to find. The area was called Dashan
Village. Dongfeng County, Chaoyang District. It was a poor and shabby village in the
suburbs of Beijing, with garbage and dust all over the ground. The villagers lived on
meager rent and waited for the day when their houses would be demolished and they
could get compensated. Immigrant workers, garbage collectors ard & handiul of artists
were regular residents. Cn the land of bungalows, wilderness and fields. a small group
of artists formed Beijing East Village, namec by Zhang Huan in an effort to draw upon
the spirit of East Village in New York. Most of the active artists in the small community
made their fame later. They locked like square pegs in round holes in Dashan Village.
They were betrayed by their idiosyncrasies, the way they observed people, and the
things they did, which contrasted with those of the garbage collectors. Yet, there was
one thing in common: they were just as poor, which made them quite harmonious with
the environment. The room that Zhang lived had nc wall to separate it from the space
occupied by another artist. And Zhang had to use canvas as the curtain. Zhang saw no
way cut. He translated his emotions, his rebellion toward the reality and his thoughts
on life into experimental performance, using his body. His quirky behaviors, it proved,
did attract people’s attention - torrent of abuses and speculations, which immediatety
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Zhang Huan in the Process of Creation

put him on the cusp of heated discussions. However, during a time when survival was
2 struggle, vicious defamation was nething to compare with the suffering within. “if you
don't cry out, who would know you're a Henanese in Beijing at that time?" said Zhang.

12 Square Meters was Znang's first perfermance art piece that paved nis way to fame,
alsc the label today's Zhang struggles to rip himself off, but te no avail. Many years
later when Zhang was directing huncrecs of emoloyees to conauct collective creation
in his “art factory”, would he recall that one day in 1994, he stayed in a squalid public
toilet, naked and smeared with z visceral liquid of fish and honey, for an hour in East
Village in Beijing? It was recorded that the perfermance began at 11:30 on Jure 2nd,
1994. Beijing's summer is notoriously scorching. Ang the tollet was sweltering anc
unbearably stinking: the overwhelming stencn of excreta made it hard to breath. During
Zhang's performance, villagers whe entered the toilet endec up escaping immediately,
panic stricken. It was an upsetting scene. Thousands of flies occupied different areas of
Zhang's body, feasting on his faces. ears, shoulders, while he remained motionless. his
face tough and blank, as if he was undertaking an important mission. the aim of which
is to mock at his living environment. Sweat was dripping from his head and body. Tre



indifference the he displayed toward his physical existence created arcund him an aura
of rebellion, and the swarming flies aggravated the disgust of panic of observers. The
one hour was a grueling extreme experience both mentally and physically for Zhang.
As recalled by a witness, Zhang fled from the teilet after the performance into a lake,
where he was submerged by water. A villager watching this reported to the police.
Sitting in a public tollet naked in the broad day light was, needless to say, something
done with an ulterior motive. Though Zhang did not say & word during the whcie
process, the act of treating his body as a container stood as a complaint against life.
During that time, being reported te the police was part of the life of Zhang as well as
the artist community he belonged to. The East Village merely existed for several years
before it vanished.

One week after 12 Square Meters, Zhang staged his another performance. He
suspended himself naked with chains from the ceiling of his hame, allowing his blood
to drip into a saucer heated by an electric stove from below. Blood boiled, dried and
turned black on the saucer, emitting stench throughout the performance. Zhang namec
it after his body weight - 65 KG. Later he said that with this performance, he came to
know that a 2/3 of a human being’s boay weight was above the navel, a fact that coula
hardly be noticed when walking. Also, this was an experience that could not be made
possible by all other forms of art, be it painting, installment or sculpture. Process and
experience were the core of Zhang's early creative life. In his early age. he just wanted
to create something relevant to his lite. But for a penniless *"lumpen-preletariat”, there
was nothing more relevant than one’s own body. “This is @ manifestation of life. Whnen |
performed using my body, | focused on the process and the experience. My body needs
to relate with the environment, the flies and all other things. After that, | come te know
who | am. what my identity is and how | feel about it,” he explained. Based on this
explanation, it is not that difficult to understand why Zhang said through this extreme
experience he felt his life was condersed and purified. While the body suffered and
endured greatly, the spirit entered into the realm of freedom. Thus, it's fair to say that
Zhang experienced another aspect of life during the one hour in the public toilet.

During that period, Zhang also curated and organized a performance together with
some other artists in the East Village artistic community, called To Add One Meter to
an Anonymous Mountain, which was acclaimed as having the same significarce as 12
Square Meters. The participants climbed a mountain near Beijing, and one by one, the
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artists shed their clothes. Then they lay on top of each other, face down, in the form
of a pyramid by ascending weight. The two young naked bodies combined added one
meter to the barren mountain precisely. The way this piece was completed and the form
in which it was displayed reeked of a strong sense cf absurdity, and yet it seemed to be
tightly linked to the society and reality. Whnile observers might laugh at it, they would
also feel their heart tightened as if being hit by a punch, Perfermance art is symbolic of
the reality in a subtle way, full of metaphors of the madern life.

In 1999, Zhang presented To Add One Meter to an Anonymous Mountain at the 45th
Venice Biennale. which became a huge sensation. writiﬁg an imoortant chapter in
China’s art history and introducing several artists from East Village to the international
arena. That's just one year after Zhang had moved te the US.

Zhang created 12 Square Meters before 30, the golden age of his life, as he so called.
When asked how he felt about this art work, he gave a response full of wisdom,
commenting on irreversibility of life: "Actually, after completing 12 Square Meters, |
should have withdrawn from the world of art. From 1994 to 2004 to 2014 to now, I've
been continuously creating pieces for more than two decades. An enlightened person
should not have persisted for so long. | should have tried my luck in other professions
after finishing 12 Square Meters, like shooting movies, doing business, or starting a
political life from a county magistrate to a member of the CPC standing committee.” He
did not provide any further explanation on this comment, but added: “Now | realize that
having one single work remembered in the art history is something worth celebrating”
Every time the name Zhang Huan is mentioned, 12 Square Meters is the first thing most
people think of. It has earned him fame and become his magnum opus. Now at the age
of 50, Zhang said: "I should have concluded my art career with 12 Square Meters.”

It the ending had come so early, To Raise the Water Level in a Fish Pond would not have
been created, which served as a stepping stone for Zhang to go to New York. In August



1997, he invited 40 migrant workers in Beijing to participate in creating this piece. He
gave each of them 20 Yuan and requested them to take off their clothes and walked
intc a fish pond by sequence. Aged from 20 ta 60, the workers came from all walks of
life, including home moving service, construction, fish farming and trading. Zhang found
these participants in the rough shelters they lived in. The fish pond where he organized
this performance was within walking distance from his living place. The migrant workers
did not understand the intention of the artist, and they just did what they were told o
do. Zhang was avercome by a sense of déja vu: they were like his uncies and brothers in
his childhood.

To Raise the Water Level in a Fish Pond was presented in a color movie lasting 6
minutes and 12 seconds, consisting of three parts. In the first part, the participants faced
and surrounded the fish pond, with a 5 to 6 meters of spacing between each other, and
gazed at the water silently. The second part was raising the water level. They took off
their clothes and walked into the fish pond in a gueue. In the third part, they formed a
wall using their bodies and divided the water Into halves. Zhang had a little boy sitting
on his shoulder and looked like anyone else, silently standing in the water,

One year later. Chinese contemporary art exhibition titled “Inside Out: New Chinese Art”
was curated by Gao Minglu in New York in September. Before this, various exhibitions
of Chinese contemporary arts had been showcased in several Western countries. Gao
Minglu is a controversial art critic and curator in China's art world. He went to the US.
after curating the 1989 China Avant-Garde exhibition. which was closed due to gunshot
and bomb threat. Gao called and visited many artists in Beijing before heading for New
York where he called Zhang Huan, asking whether Zhang would like to have the photos
of To Raise the Water Level in a Fish Pond as the poster of the exhibition and cover of
the album, Zhang agreed without hesitation. The same year, Zhang sold his belongings
in China and moved to New York alone, marking the beginning of ancther important
period of his life.
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L 2002
My New York 2002

8 Years in New York,
Throwing the Stone in His Heart into the Sea

The eight years in the US. was a period when Zhang pushed boundaries of what
performance art could be. At the beginning, he just wanted to “do something crazy,
earn some 200 to 300 thousand Yuan, then return Lo Beijing to pursue his career in
a decent rented flat”. However, the U.S. brought more opportunities and rendered a
larger stage tor Zhang. Upon arriving New York, Zhang found his art piece appearing
on posters everywhere - he and other man standing in the fish pond, with he having a
boy sitting on the shoulders. Gao Minglu's “Inside Out: New Chinese Art” was a huge
success. Soon the photos of Zhang's art pieces were sought by several collectors. He
rent a small house in New York, spending time in art museums and galleries and never
missing any important exhibitions. His name began to be known by the art community
internationally. During this period, while he still drew inspiration from his body. he also
began to explore a variety of social problems and an individual's identity in a nomadic
culture, transcending the narrowness of personal feelings.

In 1998, Zhang Huan staged his first performance in the US. at PS.1, New York, titled
Pilgrimage—-MNew York and Fengshui. He lay naked and face down on a block of ice on
top of a bed featuring a style from the Ming Dynasty in the courtyard of the museum,
with a pack of dogs chained to the bed. which moved impatiently during the course of
the performance. His posture was adopted from Tibetan Buddhists, who would knee
down and lie flat on the ground with their face down when worshiping their God. The
form of this piece reminded some critics of the Chinese fable Lie on Ice for Carps, both
depicting self-inflicted injury from excessive piety. Yet there were no carps under the
ice block on which Zhang lay; instead. greater risks and opportunities lurked beneath.
The plece explicitly expressed the mindset of Chinese artists who went to the West,
especially New York. The relationship between people and the place was articulated.
Chinese artists taced huge language and cultural barriers in a foreign land, so they
adopted a posture of pilgrimage, attempting to melt the ice, but ended up getting
themselves frozen. Zhang made a name tor himself after this piece.

Since then, Zhang was increasingly accepted by the Western art world and frequently
invited by museums around the world. 1999: My America (Performance: Hard to
Acclimatize), Seattle Art Museum: The Dream of Dragon, San Francisco Asian Art
Museum; Sunshine, New York: Breath, Miami. 2000: Family Tree, Chicken Pox, New York:
Flowers, Helsingborg Museum...behind the long list of art works was an icon of Chinese
contemporary art - Zhang Huan. who become internationally renowned with his bare
headed style. In My New York, Zhang wrapped himself with raw beef and walked on the
street of New York. The photo became another well-known piece, appearing on various
media and cover of albums of contemporary art exhibitions. Zhang became an arl star



in the Western world. Invitations for performance flooded in and a growing audience
was captivated, His performance was eye-catching, stirring up heated debate ameng
the public, which in turn brought more attention to him. His success in the Western
world was in stark contrast to his near oblivion in China. He even had a series of works
with My as the prefix, including My Japan, My Sydney, My Bostcn, My Rome and My
Switzerland.

During those years, it was not uncommen that Zhang did not have a clue on what to
perform even at the point of heading tc the museum from the airport, yet at the end
he always managed to present a satisfying perfermance. He was a natural performer,
playing adeptly with the corceptions, contexts and symbols of contemporary art.
Compared to the conservative China, the Western countries obviously had a better
ground for accepting this form of art in the 1990s. Each form, once presented, quickly
became obsolete and because of this, Zhang's success was not replicable. Wheather
Zhang did them merely to attract eyeball or really to express nimself was not that
important. Performance art in itself was a condensed and exaggerated expression of life.
And what mattered most for this art form Is the eye-catching factor. If a performance
failed to excite the audience and sparkle sensation, it should not have been staged in
the first place. “Performance art”, a creation of people in the modern world. is known by
different names in different parts of the world. Actually, act is part of life. Zhang never
attempted to elevate performance art to a high level. “Back to thousands of years ago.
or in more primitive places like Africa and Tibet, people's life is performance art. Now
we artists are doing this. Actually this is life itself. Life has many manifestations. We
choose to call them art or not.” g
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During the eight years in New York, Zhang found that his biggest reward was neither
the numerous art pieces nor the huge success on a foreign land; it was that fact that
he managed to make a living. “The biggest paycff is that | know I'm a Chinese. | was
not clear about this identity. Only when in a foreign land did | realize that | am Chinese.
This helps to clear away a lot of doubts. A Chinese acts in the way a Chinese should.
Simple, isn't it?" Fate took Zhang to the other end of the globe, where he felt a sense of
leneness like never before, as if he was & pebble being thrown into the vast sea. making
a sound that nobody hears, which sounds like an extreme experience of ancther kind.
Since then, he started to form the habit of independent thinking. In his thirties, the
golden age of his life, he utterly realized that he was a Chinese. | was doing something
glocal as a backpacker or traveler. My Boston, My New York. My..'My" was an integral
part of everything. Cultures and concepts of mainstream and marginal, international
and national were fused together through my subjective thinking. The things | did had
nothing to do with China. Yet they made me see clear that | was a Chinese.” Without
the eight years in New York, Zhang believed he would not have had the confidence and
ease of mind after returning to China, knowing clearly in which direction he should be
heading. At the same time, he believed that everything was predestined. There did exist
inevitabilities in life that could not be explained.



EE/\E, F—ENHEH2RESD

2005 FXWEMERZTHKE, X—FUEETE TELE WKTH RAERBEL; £z
EEMIET I EMER 40 SENT, FRIMEASCERNER "ERI . SR,
HAMRLTITAZR, RERTEESES. "“MTBAKHEUFEERT, MiXMkR. XH
RERMEIBRAZAAREIRHAC, REFURFAESSCHMED ERERT. © BkEx
HE-ERFERE, GEREALLR. S0 YOHRORABRFEFEST, B3 LEH AN
REL, ZXARHRFOMEES, RLEESHEANERLT, BNEEFHRREERENE
FEHRRHERNFOARRERATR LR MATRERBAR AR B, GRRETR
S, DXREDBIRE, BUSLETLEROREHRENY, Se—aFEEEAS, SiF
ERERRERSE, KEREZEMEL, SHAMALREXEMGEIHEN. EhEEEaEAY
i RERVAAMEREMBREEMH AN, EFBREA, FEHEHEEY, TEMWEA, —
HERMESMLERTGUMELERHSHNES CRELIEEH LTS eEr &k ABE (.
) EEEETEAMBRESERE ANHE. BHHE. ZTAREE. EREEE . ¥
EPHEETRE) . BREHETAZKRMNTAEA, ALUL, HARALMETRANE
. METEE %A % WA AE LA KBRS B

EHHTCRMMEL? SFTUEAEEREERORERRE. KERRRIE—RAFERIT
HEGHEER, METEROEFABTEOMAETRRSTREE. MR EAERERNE 2%
HITRELET, RERMHERMERYE LSS OMEHE, EFERE—HES S W H T E TR
3%, WOMO "RERERFR" . TSLROETEEEAERE, BHEEL wESKEREL
HREPHEDEHT—E. BELFETIRCERENA. ANEBRERRE, RERE GERIE,
REMIRTRLT "' 8, AMRETHRERBONSG, SEREAHLTEEEBIFH IR, M
HIRREABEHNFARGRERENEE, SEAHZE NSPERERLNSETE, KA. B
BRI F ERAER, A REEAMBAZE, 3X0HSEN TN LBMA. £
R, RABELIEAFEMERL MSEEREGINE ARSIKTEAERS, BENEED
WRBME. WWEZ, MASRWEHET, BATITEER, 2005 F0.LEH, HETFT— EEE
AR E R P,

ERHNFRRLT, WERFLEZAASHREE, FROENMRENERE. FRERBOHAR
Zz—, {EARHMANER, ERhZHMRREABRIIALRERED, MICESEROES



FEF—RIFFOLT, ELERETRBEERTORLS, IS ARRBRESE, B—Ait
RABEHEAT S—IER, FETFESHS M. WEEHESRRY. PEARAEE O
R, BEMEHRHTHREOEEN, REFRBLERAZ M AROREEARERMS
BHEERN, MHE. SEFREIRUFARRHHRANE, BSEiEEASREQNLBERR
EEFRTR AL THE, FRiHOERRENORE, RATHREETGELELER. GERR
FMERHETEE, MHE=X=RESE ERBENT-MEFOHE, E—HEACHL.
EREFETLFE, H—E#EN, SHEXERRERNFTHANEChEANSHTERKE S,
EHFEER—TREAFPO/S, AEAENEALTHRBESRATRNFUHWAE, MELTES
SHE—EHKET IS ARERGESR, EAS—TRBHR. DTRELRER, HR—16
Rl REESEEREAMNEARANR, X8 LTRME IR,

BLERRA—HOERE, BEFSHALMEY, AEBEERETSE HPEESQIEF
SR—m. HBMEETR. SRS FHRRNENSS, HEAFARFELR Mok
EHEMNSAER, TREMUERBEEHTHE, NAREEFARRRENERMERTE L.
DEFEEGROAEAER. NAEEEE DLRAEAERALEMHEY, LAESHHIE

BoEREtSER. B, BUFHEER RERATEZATROELTEMSHNER, HPF
F—HEREFEAN, REAFERSEMTERN, “HEER BRTEME, EE-IRE-T
ERMEFEE, EERABEEERE. BRPEANHRE, BAGHMERS .

AAGEMIR, ERE—TFENHA, TEPFEUT-HERNTR, ARETLUEFILABIIN
EHMEXTT. BREMKE—HEENDE, BHZEFEFHABRLANXER, E—TRH
gRtE. LR, LHMER\FFRTFENARGET —8, FET OB, BT "6
diEE”, A BFARE. ZMEEEG GRS A RFENEMNBARR D, Wit EHnG
UFhFMBREE 2 hrh BETEHE 2005 EEEZA, REHAREALBYRMFITAEA
LEHEOY T RE AR B, ERRGERNESR. EREGCERRFRHIEERE.
Sk, ABEBE—RTUERZRE, ARRFORBRENRNFTAZAR. 8 LEGFER
T-MREEHSE BOAMNEHTERTMEREN. e XEL B AR Eil EMSEHE
f, BT, BAES—AREREOZNTHE, BoRBETHRMHES.

HEEIRIRGS IR AE L, HERNRE RBANERH. 2005~ 2006 FiE, —xftSAKA—22 L
H— (8 BB T E Rk AR A FRAE . HRKEM S A3 0 B R — 2R,
MU AR L, XHRMSRUERMITE. FMUBEE GHEFRE. FEMBLMEE—RIER
RIS EAMR AL R,

FHBRHM LMD —AEWRENERPAMER, 2 2004 FHMRET AN KR 0
RE, —HHREEBEE-AETE. T STFHEEDLE, REL-SHTRE GEXTHORE
ME%l, MRBERTHA, X2E —EEREREOMAGEEER LEERBERETMEE
FHAERK—BIE, MRS, ZRES Lk WET RSB —REBERNE
[, REMERLNET—RERLE, FEMFET LRRARER. —TDURARBMHLEERH
FSHEMEIRETE PR ROARDS, SHRAMEEN. £SAFGARRATREREN
5 —it.

ARMPCHFHL, SHRKEEREANEY, EEMREMTHZRS | Do Ak, ThEH
BRZY, EMENXETLR, ORBRHTESE. BHRCEFLARSE— ARG, 2
HE%, WEEHARBHERER (ROXE) , BUEE Do EEREFERZP.

36



SEBTERI{ESR

Zhang Huan in the Process of Creation

8 Years Back in China, Your Destiny is Your Life
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cbserved on Zhang are in stark contrast with his behaviors in the Western world,
including his character, though only few peopte know his real face. He is no longer
rebellicus and provocative. His worldly wisdom serves him well in the mainstream
society. His studio created the permanent sculpture Hehe Xiexie for Shanghai Expo,
which was highly praised by the public, government, art world and art critics. Zhang
accepted the compliment calmly. He dces not like talking much about his early
performance art. Or it can be said that he has cut off himself from the past, just like
the splitting of two continents caused by inevitable crustal movement.

How did this change happen? It started from the place where he chose to settle
down, perhaps. Zhang had publicly stated his love for Shanghai more than once.
A metropolis with & long history, Shanghal indeed has its charm. From the lush of
sycamore trees lining both sides of Huaihal Road to the shimmering neon on the
old wharf, the atmosphere of laziness and lightness is everywhere. Whether they be
gentlemen sticking to the old traditions or up-and-rising Y generation closely feliowing
latest fashion and fad, they both believe that "good behaviors matter”. Shanghal has a
character totally different from the coarse texture of Beijing, and it's mare compatible
with Zhang, who has got tired of fighting 2lone across the world and pulling all out
to prove himself. The Internet has been developing rapidly after he moved to the
US., and scon the globe will become fiat. People can hardly be stricken by wireg
phenomenon nowadays. Before, a naked man would be reported to the police.
Now, he would only be mocked at. In an affluent China. the smart choice for a wise
man should be to accept or embrace with mainstream values. Where before young
cynics resorted to violence recklessly largely due to material deprivation, now with
the improvement of the living standards of the majority, if they continue to commit
violence, they will be convicted as ricters instead of being hailed as heroes. Te put it
simple, it's a peaceful time and enemies have been defeated. Shanghai in 2005 was
the center of another up-and-coming era of prosperity in China.

In this context, Zhang directed his studio to a path which had never been trodden
- incense ash painting. Incense is among the lightest materials in our world. Zhang
was the first person to adopt the residue of religious ritual for art creation. Zhang
discovered it on an ordinary visit to Jing'an Temple, which is located in the most
hustling and bustling district in ling'an District, Shanghai. When he saw people paying
homage to Buddha using incense sticks. he suddenly felt as if he had entered another
world, the spiritual world of traditional Chinese people which is beyond the daily
life and filled with wishes and expectations of people. Seeing the devout worshipers
who were so absorbed in their prayers as not neticing that their behaviors woula
be regarded as abnormal by observers, Zhang started to ponder what was the force
that made people believe in Buddha. The course of lighting, presenting and burning
incense sticks appeared to contain a mysterious energy. Worshipers believed that
their wishes were communicated to the divinities via burning the incense. The incense
ash. residue of the wishes being burned out. suddenly acquired great significance in
Zhang's eyes. He "invited” the incense ashes from Jing'an Temple to his studio and did
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not sleep for nights out of excitement. He believed that he had found a new material,
which had been existing for thousands of years in China, but ignored by most pecple.
This discovery was as significant as his affirmation of his Chinese identity when he was
in the US. Incense ash is a magic symbol, reeking of oriental mystery and unspeakable
religious power. Its odor make people calm and arift to another world spiritually. For
Chinese contemporary art, and especially for an artist who had |ust came back from the
US.. the discovery ot this material is a marvel.

To apply incense ash for art creation, first of all, Zhang needec to purify it. removing
foreign matters such as coins, paper slips and cloths carrying worshipers’ wishes,
plastics and residue of Buddhism classics. After tnis, he classified the purified ashes by
color and cured its loose texture. There was no prior experience on how o use incense
ashes to make a painting. Zhang had to figure out the whole proccess, which proved to
be a very complex project. Fortunately, he succeeded after numerous experiments, He
and his studio created various pieces using the incense ashes, some of which were very
huge. He even applied for a patent for incense ash painting. "For me, incense ash is not
just a material. It's a collective memory of a naticn and a country. It's an aggregate of
souls and wishes, It's the concentration cf spirits of Chinese people and an energy field
comparable to that of nuclear energy.”

Some said Zhang was like a lucky merchant who hapgened to develop a patented
product. thus waving goodbye to his old trade. However. as Zhang has always believed,
everything is connected. At a right time and right place, things that seem to have
nothing in commen meet and give rise to a new thing. There is nc better explanation
for this than "destiny". The theory cf fatalism has been part of Zhang's thoughts and it
turns out that his life path seems to have been driven by this power. Actually, before he
came back to China in 2005, he had nct decided yet to abandon performance art. He
still planned to accept invitaticns from world-class museums te perform his new pieces.
However, after he returned. when he started to create incense ash painting, leather
Buddha head and large installations, he made the decisicn to give up performance
art totally. From this time, he started to take on a temperament of mediation. His
aggressiveness has been replaced by tenderness and humbleness, a result of spiritual
transformation. Religion and Tibet, just like the various "catalysts” he encountered
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before, changed his life once again.

cidental.

Zhang's cenversion to Buddhism and becoming a lay Buddhist was quite
In 2005 -2006, he and his wife met an eminent monk from South Chinza at a restaurant
called Date Tree in Shanghai. On that day. he anc another fellow devctee were
This

converted to Buddhism and became lay Buddt marked the beginning of his

referring tc

religious life. Hence. it was only natural for nim to create various piece

Buddhism including incense ash painting and leather Buddna heag sculpture.

Religious thoughts on life and death have been a theme of Zhang’s art works.

in 2004, he produced an installation titled Reincarnaticn. Buddha was made ¢t
incense ash, with half of its body buried in sand and a mirror placed in front of it.
Hung above his head was a light, indicating the moment of enlightenment. After this,

Zhang developed an interest in celestial burial and went to Ticet frequently. He even

anather inevitability. He

thought he would live in Tibet for a lorg time. For him, this

described in length his recent experience in T'ce ved the whcle

aster. It

was unheard of that a2 person from Han nationality

>uld oe able tc get so ¢

and as a pro

the most mysterious ritual of the Tibetan culture. This seems to

theory of fatalism Zhang has so often emphasized on,

The Mount Kailash in Tibet has a special meaning for Zhang ch indirectiy facili

his cocperation with | Do. He tcld that the t when he saw the mountain he felt life

and death. The shape of the Mount Kailash resembles a human being’s heac. Drawing

inspiration from this, Zhang created the huge installation Magic Paradise, which was

placed at | Do | Huan Art Life Space.
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The Next 8 Years, Unknown, Perhaps

*| don't want to talk about art.” Zhang has said this from time to time. And at the age
of 50, he finally decided to spend less time on creating art works and devote more
energy to religion and movie. From an cutsider’s view, this decision is somewhat
incomprehensible. With continuous efforts for more than haif a lifetime. Zhang reached
the pinnacle of fame and now decided tc start from scratch in a totally new field.
Yet from the perspective of Tibetan Buddhism, this is understandable. Year after year.
worshipers went to Ali to circumambulate around the holy Mount Kailash, which was
covered in snow all year round. The waorshipers would walk around the mountain - 60
kilometers - under the extreme conditions. In the context of religion, a human being's
life has no peak. Everything is but a process, ang there's nothing like climbing over one
peak after another. But the ending of this life does not mean that everything had come
to an end. Through incarnation, a next life begins. This circle comes to ne end, like the
changing seasons. Samsara is another form of nirvana.

When Mi Qiu, Creative Director ¢f | Do, set out to plan | Do Art Lite Space, Zhang Huan
was the first person that came to his mind. “Love and Eternity™ is the essence of this
project. After his return to China in 2005, Zhang's art creaticn has been focused on his
ultimate understanding of the human nature. "Samsara, life and death” resonates with
*love and eternity” from a certain point of view. When people ask themselves “what is
eternity”, deep in their heart they actually believe death is the answer. In fact, this is
true for a person without religious belief. | Do and Zhang Huan's cooperation focuses
on transtorming a large instailation of an ancient building in the downtown area of
Shanghai. The century-old protective building was divided into two spaces by the Magic



Paradise project of Zhang Huan.

This unprecedented creation presents a new passioiiity for art and business to
cooperate, l.e. the two depend on each cther and form a whole expressing a single
idea, while at the same time maintaining their independence and remaining unattached
to each other. "Love and Eternity” and “Samsara, life and death” stand as an attempt of
exploration into infinity by human beings in their limited life. The care connotation of
| Do brand matches echoes Zhang's art work in a surprising way: facing life and death
fearlessly while pursuing love in the vastness of universe.

Anyone who hasn't been to Zhang's “art factory” in the suburbs of Shanghai would
never be able to grasp its whole picture merely by gossips and snapshots picked up
from here and there. The scale, richness and complexity of the art factory would take
every witness in awe. The interview with Zhang was enveloped in an atmosphere of
exploration, unknowingness. spirituaiity and mystery. Zhang was more than the image
that he has established for himself internationally, commented by the reporter. Thus,
this poses another question: how much can the public know about a star artist who
enjoyed international reputation at an early age? The answer is, just a small porticn. If
it's fair to say a person's behavior reflects his inner world, then undoubtedly, Zhang has
an ambition and cetermination unimaginable for common people. What he desires is far
more than making meney and gaining fame by art, or occupying a place in the history of
art. His destination is a space transcending the physical body where both thy body and
spirit have the ultimate freedom. After the nirvana is a rebirth and a new beginning.
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