Al HOME WITH Al WEIWEI

INTERVIEW BY J.J. CAMILLE

What is daily lite lke for China's most famous dissident IT WAS A COLD RAINY Saptember day when | landed it
artist? Since his naarly thees-month dotention last sprng Bejing, and for the entire week the oity was unvalopad n thic
Al Wanwel has been herolzed In the West—recaiving, in mist. The top ol any bullding over 20 Noars high disar PIEaron

ha, the Banca -"”:ii/'?' HMuman Rights

Award lor ino the “log™—actually, a avery Beljing resident knows

Coutage and topping ArtReview magazin Fower 100 hist chamical haze mixed with dust.! Like many vigitors in rocent
of inliventia! art-world figures. But in the People’s Republic yoars, | sufterad a persisiant saore throat and cough. Yal mira
he remains curatorially untouchable, legally restricted ulously, when | want 1o visit At Werwai, the wind blew away 1k
{0 Beljing and embrolled in a $2.4 million *“tax evasion® amag, and tha autumn day turnod crisp and balmy. 1 actually
dispute. Balow, the author takes us ingide Al'e belea Saw the sky, | mean the blue sky, tor the first time
guered—pul characrenstcally intormal-ramily compound | had mat Werwal proviously both in Ching and the U 5., bt 1
to chat {ir ransiated to English) with the was [he first tima | visited his home in the Caochar ! et
nan al bal controversy The streat was quite empty; thera were no cam or padestrl

utsde his compound, Several poopia warrad
ma against visiting Weiwen now, and my fnend
would not et me use his coll phonea to call tor
n appointment, Bul since | am naither 4 |01
nalist noe g political activis: but simply an art
Qver who wanted to talk with hin wan! any
way-—unannounced, | was a bhit narvaous whil
rngmeg the bell near the Faka design studio
N < A micdle-agad man opened tha now
mmous blue door. "Is Weilwel In?" | ask
nodded and walked boack mto the fir

0w on the nant, lgaving me an my own

It was very quiat inside. Across (h

yard, enclosed by a high bnck wall, wa:
Welwal's studio house—the stark live/work
ipace he designed himsell, While some call
ts architectural style minimalist. hi iis o
mntlal” Many structures in the aran echo
s gray brick walls and matchbox studi
forms. His courtyard doas not have the per

ectly groomed [awn and manicurad gardan
NG ands iIn the West, nor even the card

fully arranged rocks, groves and ponds of

) lraditional Chingsa quadrangle. Instead, |

8 naural, spacious and homey. Among the

many plants was a dense stand of bamboo
that | thought graw anty in tha soul!

in a comer of the lawn, under shade, sat a
round garden table, a bowl of fresh jupubes an
a few ampty chairs. A little doq rollied about on
the ground happily; four or five cats, ol various
olors and shapes, lay n the sunshine on the
ki 0SB & woniopotabior

The cloor

sturcly woodan dinng table and a dozon or

SO antigue chalrs lined o« 1amast the bnick wal
The housa is bult ko a 1011 with very higt
callings in the hiving room area and a tull
sacond-Noor badroom above the kKitchan
"ls anybody in?" | called a lew time
Gelling no response, | wanderad back

across the courtvard 1o a room whare




tew peaple ware having lunch around a huge table
“Have you eaten yat?" Walwol's wile, Lu Qing,
askod.” | shook my hoad, and she went 1o gel me
some nca. On 1ho lable wers o bowl of shradded
dry 1ofu, a plate of sauteed vegetables and a dish
ot fried shrimp with ginger and scalhions. Nobody
askad who | was or why | had come. Evidently, any-
ane who manages 1o visil Weiwel is treated as a
aues! and invited to eat at mealtime

Woiwoi ambled in. According 1o ruparts, ha last
almost 30 pounds dunng his thres-month detention
last spring. Now he soemed 1o have gained half the
weight back. Me lookad stronger and more anergetic
than he did in pictures and TV ¢lips at the time of his
relense. Aftar his birlef lunch, he had 1o go aut of the
compound to attend lo buginess. | went (o sit at the
garden table, nibbling swaet jujubes and looking at
tha parsimmaon trees on the othar side of the lawn
The worker who was removing animal droppings told
me that the parsimmons would be ripe In one or two
wesks, but nobody would pick them, Tha ripe frult
would evenlually drop on the grass

Lator, my curiosity arousod by (he loud snorting
ol a dog, | went back inside. The harmiess creature,
dleaplng nolglly i a padded vast, had tha arr of an
aging man who has sxperignced many vicissitudes
I'he cleaning lndy who was mopping the floar sald that
Il Waiveal want out In the allernoon he usually didn't
réturn wuntil lata at pight, Howaver, he gol up around
7:30 A | was surpnsed. Most artists in China are
night owls and always wake up around noon,

The next day, when | arrived al Weailwel's home at
B:dS Am., his associatos ware already in front of iheir
computers working. Weiwsi waa busy dealing with
paparwork, phons calls and quick meelings. He took a
short break and talked 10 me in the dining room
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J.J. CAMILLE You're so busy.

Al WEIWEI Yes, It's liko this every

day. Now that | can't go abroad for my
exhibitions, (hare is even more work 1o
do. | have to arrange detalls and makes
sure averything will be all right
CAMILLE Yot | see you're nol as glued
10 your computer and iPhone as you used
1o be Until recantly, you really onjoyed
blogging and tweating your pholos, ideas
and critiques throughout the day, Now
thal you cannol do that. though you can
SUll browse the Intemet, clo you 1eol fike
you've been forcad back to the period

of the '80s, when tharo wers no per-
songl camputers In China, when artworks
couldn’t be shown 1o the audience right
away and get an immedialix responsa?

Al Having used the computer the way

| didd betorg, | now laeal | am forced
Back not o the '80s but 1o thi Stana
Age. The current rules are mors likes
harassment than real reatnictions, They
could affect my lamily, friends and cal
leagues f I'm not careful, Howover, new
restrictions craaté naw possibilities. |
don't think anyone can stop freadom

of axpression. They can restrict some
Kinds of bahavior, bhut thay can't restrict
one's desira to axpress anesoll
CAMILLE How are you coping with

the situaton

Al There s always going to be some
limitation, good or bad. Undar any

kind of requlation, an artigt can always
find his craative space. Crsativity



188lf grows out ol a restrigied cond|
tion. | don't ragard imitation stnictly
Whert

48 4 negative one 15 denied

animmediate sharing of artwark and
public commantary, tha sllenced voice
hacomaos another kind of creative lorm,
stance itsalt has its own cnlical force
CAMILLE | quess you musl have fore

5680 s tum of

Al We

avants?

he outsicle world |s always

changing, As an artist, | havo 10 be abis
IO adapt 1o any imitation and find an
alisclive new way [0 exprass mysall

CAMILLE Do you plan to worlk in
somea mara traditional art lorm, since
you're no lonqer allowed to do what
you used 1o do

Al My work i3 always related to
aspects ol raal ife, It doesn’t neces
sanly hava 10 bi painting, sculpture

or even installation, Our caonvarsation
could be called a form of art

CAMILLE Ars vou working on any

new prowots?

Al At the moment, I'm doma a ot of
thinking and writing

CAMILLE Wall, | hope we visitors lesyvss
you enough time. Some paople, espe-
clally In China, say that contemporary

an @ 1o seit-indulgent. too abstrac! and
concaplual, but you plunge into commaon
pecple’s real life, especially their prob-
lams, and Iry to have a dirsct sffect

Al Firgt of all, I'm a human being, with

a right 1o live as | wish and 10 axprass
mysall. While | have my own individuzality
and uniquengss, | also shara, obviously,
genatdl emobional charactensnes with

olhars. | iry 1o retlact hoth points of
vigw, hoping o convey my personal
cesires and, al tha same time, 1he oclu
al crisis in raality

CAMILLE You've succeseded n that
Your wordle and actions have reachad
an incredibly broad audience and oxort
od o powerful influence on the world.
Al | think an artist's work sets ils

own condition, It redalinegs us and our
soclopolilical situation, | always seak
10 protect freedom of expression. That
doesn't mean that we can achiave total

freecom; we have lo face reality, 10 deal
with restrichions. Yes, | try 1o share my
work and communicate with a broader
audiancs, especally people who are
not familiar with arl, who have never
aven heard 1he ward "art™ in thele vos
| behove art 8 lor people whno have
sansitivity and imagmation, not just for
musaum professionals, dealers and
arines. Art heslory has to be rewritten e
peoplo who can give it new delinitons
CAMILLE Which one o vour recent
WOTks oo you llke the most?

Al My wark of trying 1o idantity the
more than 5,000 studants who died

In the Sichuan earthguake. One of the
finished piecas [Namalist of Studant
Earthquake Viclims Found by the
Citizon Investigation, 2008] 100Ks a bil
Itke soc@l resaarch, But through the
Intarmet, through volunteers, we ovar-
came sevare police restrictions and
threats. We than used the Intemet o
(ol completa covarage and axposura of
the avent 10 the audience. winning arest

-~

suppot! from the public, | think that's the
most iImportant wark | aver did.,
CAMILLE You wour multiple
hats—sculptor, conceplual arust, pho
tographer, architect, “interviaw artist,”
and socil and cultural entic. Which role
do you prafer? What kind ol artwork do
you most wish 10 create in the futuyra?
Al 1'd rather not think of mysei 50 much
as an artist. | always hope that one day

| can lorget all of those titles and live

15 & man wWho just enjoys the priasent
moment. But, unfortunataly, that's toc
luxurious. | have to think about all kinds
of possibilities and extreme conditions
though | can't really pradict the fulure
CAMILLE Some people call you the
Chinese Andy Warho

Al | don't sae thal. No, I'd ralher

say that Andy Warhol |s the American
Al Walwol.

CAMILLE ['va heara that you don't
want to do domestic architectural
lasign anymare. | guess anly biggear
projects, like designing a musaum,
would attract you now?

Al Not necassanly. No maltter how hig
aor how small o project, If 1 ke it, | want
10 WOrk on

CAMILLE Farallaling China's
boom, Chinese art has become very
hot in recant vears L say that
some of the work ig oo daerivative
What's your opimion’?

Al | think thay're nght, Contomporary
Uhinesa art often lacks strong origl
nality, snce the basic thinking comes
fram the Wes|, Today thare 1= no

r2al discussion in this socioty aboul
asthatics, art or design in relation e
maoral and philosaphcal 1ssuss, The

GCONOM

Yol crlic

ack ol free criticism puis its
cial cas! on Chinese an
CAMILLE Some Chingse artists have
bacome very tamaoug and rich ntely
| guess thay preler |o focus on gell
mg ther work rather than challenging
authority tha way thay did m the early
105, whean they had nothing.
Al I'm disappointad thal they are 100
imid o challenage the status Quo, 10 Use
thesr work [0 exprass a desire 1or social
Jhange and ree exprassion
CAMILLE Nol everybody has your
openness, Yesterday when you lett, |
talikad 1o your cleaning lady, She told
me thal she had worked for you singe
ZU0Z, @xcep!l 1or Iwo vedars when she
went back 1o her homatown in Anhui

Wi Spe

province. She returned 10 Baying with
her husband and kid, and they all have
ved here In the house ever since,

along with some of your associntes



“THE SILENCED VOICE BECOMES ANOTHER KIND OF CREATIVE FORM. SILENCE ITSELF HAS

ITS OWN CRITICAL FORCE."

Her husbiand works ag a renavator,
and hver child goed to schaol nearby,
[he cook's family aiso lives aro in
your compound, I1's vary rare in China
that the poople who work for you live
I your homse with their entire families
lrom the countrysicde

Al Why not? Wa're cssontially the same.
Thers 18 not much differance balwsaean
thom and me, In tact, soma of them ara
veaty sersart, but thay haven't hoad tho
RAME OpROtUNIbes, T grew up in the
countrysidde i Xinjiang prevines.* Mast of
my old classrnntes stayed there for thel
anfire life. Some passed away, some
are fighting with fingsses. A (ot of them
ritiretl andd became old, Bul we werg all
the samea belare, only | had a8 chance 10
gt out of thare and do what | like ®
CAMILLE Indoed, opportunily s

vital, but not everybody can do what
you o doing

Al Well, artists dan't produce anything
useful or practical tor sooty, Think
about 1 we st oxprass our opinions
and our amotions throuah language

or arlworks, We're not hetter, only dit
farent. | think we can afford 10 shoulder
S0Mea respongiDikly,

CAMILLE You dan'l just say 1, Wealwer,
you do it Thal's why people love

yvou. | saw you have mony visitars, and

| assuma you have lets of Iands.

Al Yes, there are always people
coming to wisil. | appraciate those
who support me, but | have vary low
closs tnands, | think that's vary nor-
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mal Every person has his own life,
with his own neads, belisfs and prob
lems. | don™t have high expectations
and Aon’t sk oo much. With fam-
ily, the same goes. It's bast to treal
things with @ llaht heart

CAMILLE Your moolbes st have been
worted 1o daath st spring, with no news
from ar abaut you, Would vou ever restrain
yoursall for the sakea of her health?

Al My mam looked vary trail when |
rastumiad. At her ane, she can't altord 1o
be trightened and living in anxiety about
my saloty, As her son, | hinve 10 consiclse
her well-baing. However, samatimes |
can’t help mysealt. ' quite Impulsive.
CAMILLE vYas You spoka oul
racantly an Twittar for your associ-
ales and your friesnds"

Al | have a family and & mothar; my
associatas also have tamilies and par-
onta. Thay got in trouble bacause of
me. Whila I'm conmdenng the teelings
al mry own tamily, | also have 1o con
sicer the feelings of thelr lamilias, As &
respongble parsan, | have to speak for
thom, I's anly human

CAMILLE You made sama protty
strong statements lately aboul living
conditions in Bapng,

Al | said something, but when the naws
cams out, the media added provocs
tive subheadings. iImplying things that |
dicn’t say. 1 undosstand 1hat reportars
ana edilors need 10 grab attention, Dut
sometimas thay cause me, my family
and my colleaues unnecessary lroulile

THRODGH THE GLASS DOOR, we
could see a lew people waiting for
Weiwel, and his assistants had some
papers for him to reacl. Wa had to
and our convarsation, Walwei gave
me a boear hug, His belly was smalles
than the last Hims | mat lim,
Miami, but his hug was firmer, | sand,
“Toks care” He smidod a Httle, 1t was
nis Hral amile o! our meeating

All endnotes in this articlo aro editoral
interpolations

1 A low waaks later, the polution would
cause Six ghways 1o bo closod and 200
Higghts Lo ba canceled in one day.,

2 Besided beng a Duchampan toaso
aboul authanticity, tho tirgt word of the
Fake Design company nanw: sounds, n

its Mandarin pronuneiatian, roughly (ke

a drawn-out, two-ayllabis veralon of tha
Engliah “tuak™ 3 Tall ang striking, Lu Qing,
harsall an artiat, has posed with her ki
talsed in Tiasonmen Saquaro for obw of Al
Womwei's most memorabla pholographs
LJune TESE) o s an attanding Soure in
Li Zhangynng's sculptural group depicting
Al 85 4 decodent, somi rochining polontat
coddiod by admirers (Foot Washing, 2007
She has d@'s0. as nomimal head bl the Fake
Design comppany, goalt with Bayng police
and tax authorities dunng o husbiondg'y
detention, 4 During the purgas of the 5
19508, A Wanwal's tathar, the tamed poot
Al Qing (1910-1900). was sent with hig
farmly 1o e ramote Xinpang aulonomons
raQian, whate ho wag sot 10 mosyl tasks—
nGluding cleaning puliic todsts—and
fortedclen 10 pubiish. Aftor two decacson, In
1978, ho was daclared ‘rehabilitated” and
raturned o Beging to bo troatod thorgal ter
18 & cultural haro of the Pecpla's Rapublic
In 1970, he became vice-chateran of tho
Chinaso Writers' Association 6 Aftar
studying briatly al the Beijing Flim Acadomy
n 1978, A Waerwor wined the Stars. China's
first avant-garde art group, which haeld two
landmiatk axbibitions ot the baginning of
the nation’s Opaning Up pertiod, In 1881, ha
wer! 10 New York, where he took cowrsas
ol Pargons The New School tor Deaign
and hved 4 behemian e on the Lower Epst
Sudo for 12 years, Upon his return to China
in 1003 ks cacoor a8 an antit-provocatour
bogan o earnest. 6 Desplte otfical
rastrints on s commantary, Al Wolwoi
gt August lweotod messages lament-

Qg tha treatrment of 10w pssocinten (his
v, hes ecountant, o studio worker ang
a ropartern who wesa 1asan mita cunlody at
e ime ol Nig own detention

Joub Camille = the
pen name 01 a Chinaas-tom
wiiter living in Now York



