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Abstract 

On May 12, 2008 a magnitude 7.9 earthquake struck Sichuan province in southwest 

China. Chinese contemporary artist, Ai Weiwei responded to the earthquake by 

creating a series of “earthquake artworks” that he claims are a memorial to the over 

5,000 children who died in government constructed school buildings. Implicit in Ai’s 

identity as a global, contemporary artist is the idea that he is a part of a plural system 

which acknowledges diverse sources of art production as equally valid. However, the 

circulation and display of Ai’s artwork depends on the ability of various institutions 

within the global art world to promote and sell Ai’s work to a Western audience. Ai’s 

rise to global prominence depended on constructions of Ai as hybrid: both Chinese and 

Western. This occurs through selective presentations of his biography and 

interpretations of his artwork that compare him to American and Western artists. As a 

result, when these artworks are displayed outside of China, they are unable to function 

as memorial and do far more to preserve the memory of Ai’s presence and activism in 

Sichuan than they do to commemorate the individual lives lost in the earthquake. I will 

argue that the construction and reception of these pieces reflects the dilemma of 

Chinese contemporary artists within the global art world. These so-called memorials 

are, in fact, superficial, self-referential artworks that commodify and aestheticize the 

earthquake into a form suitable for Western consumption.  
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Introduction 

 On May 12, 2008 a magnitude 7.9 earthquake struck Sichuan province in 

southwest China. Its epicenter was in Wenchuan County, about 50 miles from the 

provincial capital of Chengdu. This was the strongest earthquake to hit China since 

1950, and its social and political repercussions were immense: over 4.8 million people 

were left homeless, 87,150 were reported either killed or missing and an additional 

370,000 were reported to be injured.1 The widespread destruction and its temporal 

proximity to the 2008 Beijing Olympics pressured the Chinese government to allow 

Western nations unprecedented access to the site of the earthquake. While initial 

reports were sympathetic to the victims and praised the expediency of China’s national 

relief programs, the work of Chinese activists quickly shifted attention toward the 

thousands of children who died in government-constructed school buildings. The 

poorly constructed buildings implicated the government in the death of thousands of 

citizens, turning the earthquake into a public relations disaster. In May 2009, after 

failed attempts to silence angry parents and activists, the government announced that 

5,335 schoolchildren had died, a figure significantly lower than previous estimates.2 In 

the years since, affected areas have been slowly rebuilt and communities given time to 

heal.  News coverage and the international visibility of reconstruction efforts have 

gradually disappeared. However, the continued unwillingness of the Chinese state to 

                                                 
1 James Daniell, “Sichuan 2008: A disaster on an immense scale,” BBC News, last modified May 9, 

2013, http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-22398684. 
2 For example, Reuters, a news agency based in the UK, estimated that approximately 9,000 children 

died based on local media reports. See Tania Branigan, “China releases earthquake death toll of children, 

The Guardian, May 7, 2009, accessed April 21, 2016, 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/may/07/china-earthquake-anniversary-death-toll. 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/may/07/china-earthquake-anniversary-death-toll
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fully acknowledge the young lives lost during the earthquake has resulted in attempts 

to memorialize their deaths in spite of the government.  

Chinese contemporary artist, Ai Weiwei is frequently described as both an artist 

and an activist. The Wenchuan earthquake provides a useful intersection between these 

two aspects of Ai’s practice. Almost a year after the earthquake, on March 20, 2009, Ai 

launched a Citizen’s Investigation on his blog in response to the government’s initial 

refusal to release the names or the number of children who died in the collapsed school 

buildings.3 Volunteers began conducting interviews in Chengdu with local parents, and 

eventually their work generated a list of 5,190 names, despite resistance from local 

authorities. 4 Since 2008, Ai has also produced a variety of artworks related to the 

earthquake including conceptual sculptural works, video, and documentary 

photographs and film. These pieces circulate throughout the United States, Europe, 

Australia, and in parts of Asia.  

 In combination and individually, these objects are displayed as a memorial to 

the lives lost during the earthquake through their visual and in certain cases, physical, 

connection the site of the earthquake. Their memorial function is claimed by Ai in 

interviews, and explicit in descriptions of the artworks that accompany them in 

exhibition catalogs and in popular media.  In addition to and at the expense of their 

memorial function, the circulation of these objects and their display within art 

                                                 
3 Ai Weiwei, “Citizen Investigation,” in Ai Weiwei’s Blog: Writings, Interviews and Digital Rants, 2006-

2009, ed. and trans. Lee Ambrozy (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011), 209. 
4 Tim Marlow, “Ai Weiwei in Conversation,” in Ai Weiwei, ed. Beatrice Gullstrom et al. (London: Royal 

Academy of Arts, 2015), 22; Katharine Grube, “Ai Weiwei Challenges China’s Government Over 

Earthquake,” ArtAsiaPacific, July/August 2009, accessed April 21, 2016, 

http://artasiapacific.com/Magazine/64/AiWeiweiChallengesChinasGovernmentOverEarthquake. 
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museums and galleries also contributes to the growth of Ai’s global celebrity, his 

personal wealth, and supports the cultural and political dominance of Western nations.  

Ai’s response to the Wenchuan earthquake is a valuable case study for 

understanding aspects of the global art world that selectively allow some nonwestern 

artists to gain global prominence at the expense of others. The earthquake and Ai’s 

related artworks provide an opportunity for Ai and the Chinese government to situate 

themselves in relation to one another, and for the West to relate to each of them in turn. 

To understand the way that these relationships influence the reception and meaning of 

Ai Weiwei and his artwork, my project will investigate a discrete set of artworks and 

exhibitions of them as visible sites of meaning making.  Because distinctions between 

Ai’s life, his activism and his art are ambiguous, it is difficult to separate what we 

might call “earthquake artworks” from “earthquake activism”. Ai frequently displays 

his documentary films, photographs and a printed list of the collected names within art 

spaces. However, in the tradition of American modernism, the conceptual pieces most 

clearly fall into the category of “art” category both in style and form. For that reason, I 

will refer to this set of objects as “the earthquake artworks.” They will be the focus of 

my analysis.  Exhibitions of these artworks provide opportunities for public and 

scholarly engagement within spatially, visually and textually constructed contexts. 

Many of the exhibitions explored here move within and between countries, but the 

framework of the exhibition holds meanings of and between artworks constant, even as 

they travel. However, it is important to note that none of the exhibitions discussed in 

this thesis have traveled to China.   
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It is not my intent to analyze the motivations or intentions of Ai. Although 

interviews and blog entries describe Ai’s goals, there is an important distance 

maintained between Ai’s performance of an artist-as-activist and Ai as an actor within 

global hierarchies and networks. It is these institutions and Ai’s relationship to them 

that provide the most potential for demonstrating the influence of his artworks globally. 

Once an art piece is released into the world, an artist can no longer maintain complete 

control over its meaning, and space is created for scholarly and popular discourse to 

suggest alternative meanings. To demonstrate how Ai’s work is made meaningful by 

its circulation within global art world, I will use theories of global art and postcolonial 

identity formation to explain and the construction of Ai’s persona and his artwork as 

global.  Focused readings of the history of Chinese contemporary art will also help 

develop the theoretical framework for my investigation. Of course, Ai’s own words 

and writing will also be considered, but his interpretation of the works will not be 

given preference over others.  

By creating artworks to memorialize the thousands of children who died in the 

Wenchuan earthquake, Ai attempts to hold the Chinese government accountable for 

deaths that it has yet to fully acknowledge.  However, the international circulation and 

display of Ai’s earthquake artworks has generated a discourse that directs attention 

away from the site of the earthquake toward Ai. I will argue that the construction and 

reception of these pieces reflects the dilemma of Chinese contemporary artists within 

the global art world. These so-called memorials are, in fact, superficial, self-referential 

artworks that commodify and aestheticize the earthquake into a form suitable for 

Western consumption.
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Chapter 1: Postcolonial Identities and the Rise of the Global 
 

Descriptions of Ai as a global, contemporary artist are not neutral descriptions 

of the time and places in which his art circulates. Instead, these designations make 

claims about the conditions under which Ai and his artwork gained international 

prominence.  In this chapter, I will explore how the terms “global” and “contemporary” 

define and defend relationships between national and international institutions that 

support and perpetuate the production and circulation of particular kinds of art, thereby 

challenging the assumption that the rise of globalism has created equal opportunities 

for the consumption and circulation of diverse forms of nonwestern artwork.  

In recent years, an increasing number of books, exhibitions, and articles both in 

popular and scholarly media has increased the international visibility of some 

nonwestern artists. For theorists such as Hans Belting, this signals an end to the 

Western-centric modes of art-making inherent in modernism. Contemporary art is 

global art. Belting argues that when global art emerged in 1989 alongside market 

globalization, it did so in opposition to the hegemony of modernity. Because “art 

production…[has] expanded across the globe,” no longer can a single set of 

characteristics qualify something as art.5 The fracturing, or splintering of art production 

into religious, cultural and national groups who focus on regional definitions and 

problems maintains the specificity and integrity of local artistic traditions, and allows 

for multiple, simultaneous perspectives to coexist as equal.  For Belting, 

                                                 
5 Hans Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art: A Critical Estimate,” in The Global Art World, ed. 

Hans Belting and Andrea Buddensieg (Karlsruhe, Germany: Center for Art and Media, 2009), 2. 
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“contemporary” refers to the emerging variety of art that cannot yet be accurately 

categorized.6    

Belting posits that to be “global” is to be “contemporary”.  Therefore the 

transition from modern to contemporary is also the transition from “world art” to 

“global art.”7 Modern art and its aesthetic logic is closely tied to the idea of world art, a 

totalizing frame that unites diverse forms of cultural production into a linear narrative 

of artistic progress. Modern art history can be understood as a narrative of increasing 

artistic purity, driven by a series of genius artists and art movements. Although modern 

artists were often inspired or aided by the formal purity of objects created by 

nonwestern peoples, their creators were never incorporated into the modernist canon.8 

Such “primitive” objects were evidence for universal aesthetics, but were located in a 

shared past that informed but did not contribute to progress.9 As described by Rasheed 

Araeen, “modernism” is located within a specific European context and cultural 

climate, so it is impossible to divorce from larger projects of rationalizing colonialism 

and the supremacy of European artists. Therefore participation of nonwestern artists in 

modernism is always and necessarily derivative. Within this theoretical framework, 

nonwestern artists can never fully participate in the superiority and purity European 

culture, and it is only by acceptance of its rules and boundaries that they can get 

close.10 It follows that the end of modernism and world art leads to global, 

                                                 
6 Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art,” 2-3. 
7 Ibid., 2. 
8 For example, Picasso’s appropriation of forms from various African masks, or the influence and 

popularity of Japanese aesthetics among the Impressionists. 
9 Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art,” 3-4. 
10 Rasheed Araeen, “Art and Postcolonial Society,” in Globalization and Contemporary Art, ed. 

Jonathan Harris (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011). 
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contemporary art, a system which is better equipped to account for the global artistic 

variation.  

However, for many others, Belting’s theory of global art offers only a 

superficial assessment of the issue. There remains a great deal of disagreement 

regarding the extent to which modernist tendencies have been removed from art history 

and contemporary criticism. Partha Mitter claims that Belting is premature is his 

announcement of the demise of art history. Mitter argues that the universalizing project 

of modern art history cannot be remedied by self-reflexive adjustments and expansions 

of the art historical canon because there is still widespread acceptance of the modernist 

canon, even in nonwestern regions.11 Belting’s arguments hinge on the idea that art was 

not being made in nonwestern countries prior to globalization, but many countries had 

learned from and modified forms of modernism toward their own ends, establishing 

modern traditions of their own. Furthermore, Charlotte Bydler argues that if we 

understand art as operating at an institutional level, its global circulation relies on a 

system “public museums, art criticism, art academies, modern historiography, and a 

capitalist system for art objects and related forms of labor”, which we refer to as the 

“global art world.” This system is considered European in origin, and even when this 

system is exported and adapted by various countries it maintains its inherent 

Europeaness.12 Recognizing this, James Elkins argues that making art history truly 

global requires a fundamental reassessment of the way that nonwestern art is 

contextualized and evaluated. Because the tools, terms and theories used to interpret art 

                                                 
11 Partha Mitter,”Decentering Modernism: Art History and Avant-Garde Art from the Periphery,” The 

Art Bulletin 90.4 (2008): 531-548.  
12 Charlotte Bydler, “Global Contemporary? The Global Horizon of Art Events,” in Globalization and 

Contemporary Art, ed. Jonathan Harris (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 470. 
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are primarily Western, so too are the standards against which it is assessed and given 

value.13 It is clear that while the global art world is indeed global is scope, its power is 

not distributed globally.  

Global Chinese Art and the Contemporary Turn 

It is in this constructed setting of equal, international representation that 

contemporary Chinese art has emerged onto the world stage. Superficially, its history 

seems to confirm Belting’s arguments regarding the ability for nonwestern artists to 

become visible and marketable on a global scale. However, a careful analysis of the 

conditions under which Chinese contemporary artists rose to global prominence reveals 

a bias toward art that confirms the values of Western liberal democracies and their 

expectations of countries like China. The fracturing of art production into local, often 

national schools, has resulted in a futile search for national authenticity, which causes 

problems defining and understanding artists who operate in spaces between borders.  

Beginning with the opening of China in 1979, the formal elements of European 

modernist styles were incorporated into Chinese art without reference to the historical 

moment in which the styles originated. As a result, Chinese artists were making 

paintings inspired by Cubism and Impressionism at the same time. 14 By the mid-

1980s, awareness and attention to China’s place within modern art discourse caused a 

shift in art production. This period has been referred to as “the contemporary turn,” 

referring to the moment when artists begin to understand themselves as 

                                                 
13 James Elkins, “Why Art History is Global,” in Globalization and Contemporary Art, ed. Jonathan 

Harris (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011).  
14 Orianna Cacchione “To enter art history—reading and writing art history in China during the reform 

era,” Journal of Art Historiography 10 (2014): 6-8. 
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“contemporary” rather than “modern.”15 In other words, artists began to resist the label 

“modern” because it perpetuated a singular notion of artistic progress epitomized by 

European styles and tradition. Many artists and art professionals reflected upon the 

ways that their artwork was received globally, and realized that they were caught 

between making derivative modern art and making more traditional styles of art that 

was only valued for its exoticism. Art critic Yi Ying, argued that while the imitation of 

European styles was necessary to push for a more open state, Chinese art cannot 

mature this way. Instead, he claims that 

Only when… art weans itself from imitation can it truly enter the 

“modern” and “avant-garde” phase. In other words, only when Chinese 

artists soberly reflect on the present state in China and its contrast with 

the reality of Western modern art can the modernist process finally 

start…The key to developing modernist art is to nurture its independent 

character.16  

 

In response, some artists turned their attention toward the development of a domestic 

art infrastructure. They believed that only through economic development and the 

eventual legalization of their art practices could contemporary art gain acceptance in 

China.17 This process continues today.  

Chinese art historians also set out to define an exclusively “Chinese” space for 

Chinese contemporary artists and their art to exist.18 For example, Gao Minglu 

established the theoretical framework of “Total Modernity,” which completely 

                                                 
15 Wu Hung, “From ‘Modern’ to ‘Contemporary’: A Case in Post-Cultural Revolutionary Art,” 

Contemporaneity 1 (2011): 37, doi: 10.5195/contemp.2011.36. 
16 Yi Ying, “The Modernist Dilemma and Our Options,” in Chinese Contemporary Art: Primary 

Documents, ed. Wu Hung (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010), 130.  
17 Wu Hung, Contemporary Chinese Art: A History (1970s-2000s) (New York: Thames and Hudson, 

2014), 132.  
18 See Ibid; Gao Minglu, “‘Particular Time, Specific Space, My Truth’: Total Modernity in Chinese 

Contemporary,” in Antinomies of Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, and Contemporaneity, ed. 

Terry Smith et al. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); Melissa Chiu, Breakout: Chinese Art 

Outside China (Milan: Edizioni Charta, 2006). 
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separates Chinese modern art from its counterpart in the West. Gao claims that 

“modernity,” in the West refers to a historical period in which artists were alienated 

from society. In contrast, “modernity” in China refers to an experienced sense of the 

present time and space that links the artist to society. By making this distinction, Gao 

attempts to carve out space for a different, yet equally valid forms of modernism to 

exist. This allows him to demonstrate that Chinese and Western modernism are two 

equal, culturally-informed and therefore necessarily distinct systems.19 During this 

transition from modern to contemporary art in the 1980s, some Chinese artists began to 

reject the singular type of art making promoted in the West. In response, they began to 

create their own nationally determined practices. As Belting’s theory observed, this 

period of transition is characterized by the fracturing of the unified, modern art world 

into several regionally distinct, yet allegedly equal global art worlds.  

However, it was also during this period that the China’s presence in the global 

art market increased, and the circumstances that contributed to this growth demonstrate 

the disproportionate control of Western nations over trends in global art production.20 

Western collectors are primarily interested in art that articulates recognizably 

“Chinese” themes, but does so in a familiar, unchallenging way. Two of the most 

popular styles, Cynical Realism and Political Pop, drew influence from the styles of 

Social Realism and Pop Art. They use imagery from Maoist propaganda or references 

to sociopolitical issues, such as censorship and freedom of speech, to appeal to the 

                                                 
19 Gao, “‘Particular Time, Specific Space, My Truth.’” 
20 Chloe Preece, “The branding of contemporary Chinese art and its politics: Unpacking the power 

discourses of the art market,” Arts Marketing: An International Journal 4 (2014): 33.  
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West’s knowledge and expectations of China.21 The increasing prominence of Chinese 

artists in the global art market was also due to international interest in the political 

unrest occurring in China. In her book, Breakout: Chinese Art Outside China, art 

historian Melissa Chiu describes how Chinese artists who immigrated to the United 

States in the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests were assumed to be political 

refugees fleeing from the government, when this was often only an indirect cause of 

their relocation.22 In this way, Chinese contemporary art was appealing to a Western 

audience for aesthetic, moral, and political reasons. 

Methods of bolstering Chinese art both domestically and internationally rely on 

spatially determined ideas of what it mean to be Chinese. After the Tiananmen protests, 

there was a collapse of the art infrastructure as a result of tightening of governmental 

censorship and control. Many artists left to seek what they saw as more fruitful 

opportunities in other countries rather than stay in China and risk persecution from the 

government, leading to increased activity of Chinese artists abroad.23 This diaspora 

problematizes the nationally and spatially determined forms of art making championed 

by scholars such as Gao and Belting. In both cases, in order to be Chinese, artists and 

their artwork must adhere to regionally or nationally distinct practices.  

National Authenticity and the Hybrid Artist 

A significant number of contemporary artists left China in the late 80s and early 

90s. Some have returned, others still live abroad, and some split their time between 

                                                 
21 Preece, “The branding of contemporary Chinese art and its politics,” 34; Jonathan Harris, 

“Gatekeepers, Poachers and Pests in the Globalized Contemporary Art World System,” Third Text 27 

(2013): 538, accessed September 27, 2015, doi: 10.1080/09528822.2013.810977. 
22 Chiu, Breakout: Chinese Art Outside China, 60-61. 
23 Ibid., 60-61.  
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China and another country. Ai Weiwei is an example this, and like Ai, many artists 

make art pieces that suggest their migration. Postcolonial theory describes these artists 

and their art as “hybrid”, a term coined by Homi Bhabha to describe the possibilities 

for newness, negotiation, and intervention located between or beyond “fixed 

identifications” and borders.24 These spaces do not recognize hierarchies of difference, 

and therefore create opportunities for translation. Contemporary art made by “Chinese” 

artists abroad, then, is a moment of translation in which Chineseness is made 

comprehensible through the terms of the dominant culture. This understanding depends 

on predetermined notions of difference. For example, a stable notion of what it means 

to be Chinese.  

  Rasheed Araeen has criticized Bhabha’s claim because of the specificity with 

which he describes how nonwestern artists can engage Western culture. Araeen 

explains that within Bhabha’s theory, artists “must carry identity cards showing their 

cultural origins and must locate themselves within a specific space…to encounter the 

dominant culture.”25 This, he argues, is not an accurate representation of cultural 

interaction and exchange. It describes a system in which, when Chinese artists relocate 

to Western nations, their artwork becomes a heterogeneous mixture of Western and 

Chinese elements. Weisenfeld furthers this critique by indicating the fraught 

relationship between nationalized forms of Asian modernity and tradition, which is 

linked to discourses of authenticity. Artistic traditions are employed as a way of 

demonstrating national authenticity. When aspects of an artwork are labeled “Chinese,” 

                                                 
24 Homi K.Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). 
25 Rasheed Araeen, “A new beginning,” Third Text 4(2000): 9, accessed November 27, 2015, doi: 

10.1080/09528820008576833. 
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it implies that there exists a single, immutable form of Chineseness. However, these 

artworks are sites of tension and conflict in which notions of “Chinese” and Chinese 

tradition are challenged or transformed by the ideas of the dominant, Western culture. 

Discussions of national identity as it relates to and informs cultural exchange are also 

discussions of authenticity. 26  However, what is recognizably Chinese in the West is 

influenced by Western expectations. Therefore, in some cases, interpretations of an 

artwork that claim to identify elements from Chinese and Western cultures instead 

could be a Western culture projecting its preconceived notions of Chineseness on to the 

artwork.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 Gennifer Weisenfeld, “Reinscribing Tradition in a Transnational Art World,” in Asian Art History, ed. 

Vishakha N. Desai (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2007). 
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Chapter 2: Ai Weiwei as Global Artist 

Implicit in Ai’s identity as a global, contemporary artist is the idea that he is a 

part of a plural system which acknowledges diverse sources of art production as 

equally valid. In this case, global does not mean international but multiple national 

systems. Ai’s relationship to China remains an important element of his persona.  In 

almost all cases, including my own writing, Ai is identified as a Chinese artist. 

Describing Ai in this way posits a relationship between his nationality and his artwork. 

It also reflects a preoccupation with a search for authentic, nationally-determined 

cultural forms. Although the acceptance of difference is requisite for the creation of a 

global art world, only certain kinds of difference are made visible. In this chapter, I 

show that Ai’s biography, as narrated in Western media, justifies and authenticates his 

international celebrity and contentious interactions with the Chinese state by portraying 

Ai as a martyr.  

Biography as Myth: Creating the Sympathetic Chinese Artist  

 

Ai’s biography has become increasingly imbedded within the meaning of his 

art. Emphasis on an artist’s biography has been a fundamental aspect of art history 

since the discipline’s origins with Giorgio Vasari.27 It creates value for an artwork by 

connecting it to a genius artist, who is situated within a larger lineage of artists. It is 

worth rehearsing Ai’s biography here in order to demonstrate the way that it has been 

                                                 
27 Giorgio Varsari, “Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects,” in The Art of Art History: A Critical 

Anthology, ed. Donald Preziosi (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).  
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mythologized by Western popular media and exhibition catalogs in order to support the 

favored narrative of Chinese artist as political dissident.  

Accounts of Ai’s biography generally focus on five periods of his life: his 

childhood in Xinjiang province with his father, Ai Qing, his residence in New York 

during the 1980s and 90s, his involvement with the 2008 Beijing Olympics, his 

activism following the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, and his subsequent, physical 

clashes with the Chinese government. These events are emphasized over others 

because they portray Ai in a way that is favorable to a Western audience. When news 

outlets and popular media publish abbreviated versions of Ai’s biography they choose 

to include certain details at the expense of others.28 Rehearsing these aspects of Ai’s 

biography will clarify the ideological motivations behind the display of his artwork by 

explaining how emphasis on these events shape perceptions of Ai.   

Accounts of Ai’s biography typically begin by describing Ai’s relationship to 

his father, Ai Qing. Ai Qing was a celebrated poet, but more importantly, he also 

demonstrated interest in political activism and Western art history. This part of the 

narrative establishes Ai Qing as a role model for his son.  Ai Qing was educated in 

France, and Ai Weiwei has stated that his first exposure to Western artists was through 

his father.29 Although Ai Qing was a member of the Chinese Communist Party, he was 

sent for reeducation in Xinjiang Province during Mao’s Anti-Rightist Campaign.30 As 

                                                 
28 Typically, exhibition catalogues contain more thorough biographic information, but the aspects 

outlined here are emphasized more frequently within interviews and essays included in the catalogue. 

Beatrice Gullstrom et al., Ai Weiwei (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2015); Deborah E. Horowitz, ed., 

According to What? (Washington D.C.: Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 2012); Mark 

Siemons and Ai Weiwei, So Sorry (Munich: Prestel, 2009).  
29 Hans Ulrich-Obrist, “The Retrospective,” in Ai Weiwei Spatial Matters: Art, Architecture, Activism, 

ed. Ai Weiwei and Anthony Pins (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 14-15.  
30 The Anti-Rightist Campaign was Mao’s rectification of the earlier Hundred Flowers Movement. The 

Hundred Flowers Movement called for intellectuals to critique and speak openly about perceived 
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part of his punishment, Ai Qing was forced to clean the public toilets for a village. Ai 

visited his father frequently while he was working, and recalls the precision and 

dedication with which he would clean.31 Ai Weiwei is an observer in this part of his 

story. He watched his father suffer for speaking out against the government. 

Descriptions of this experience show that Ai learned that the Chinese government 

prioritizes maintaining power over the well-being of its citizens.   

The next section of Ai’s biography demonstrates Ai’s inheritance of his father’s 

interest in art. Ai became involved in China’s emerging avant-garde art scene before 

moving to the U.S. to continue his education and pursue his goal of becoming an artist. 

In 1979, Ai Qing was rehabilitated by the government and their family was able to 

move back to Beijing.32 The same year, Ai became a member of the Stars Group. The 

group consisted of 23 young artists from different backgrounds who exhibited together 

at the Stars Exhibition. The Stars Exhibition consisted of 150 paintings, drawings and 

prints hung on the fence of the National Art Gallery of China. The exhibition drew 

huge crowds, but the next day the police arrived to disperse them. Two days after its 

opening, the formal closure of the exhibition was announced.33 Although not frequently 

mentioned, this event demonstrates consistency in Ai’s relationship with the Chinese 

government. The Stars Exhibition occurred while the Chinese government was 

                                                 
problems in Chinese society. Galikowski suggests that it was implemented as a way to relieve social 

tension and improve the efficiency of the Communist Party. However, the movement was short lived as 

the Party received an overwhelming amount of criticism. Those who spoke out against the Party or 

Socialist ideology were labeled “Rightists” and attacked in media. Some were sent to the countryside for 

reeducation. Maria Galikowski, Art and Politics in China: 1949-1984 (Hong Kong: The Chinese 

University Press, 1998), 70-71; Chris Dercon and Julienne Lorz, “Biography,” in So Sorry, ed. Mark 

Siemons (Munich: Prestel, 2009), 112. 
31 Ulrich-Obrist, “The Retrospective,”14.  
32 Dercon and Lorz, “Biography,” 112. 
33 Wu, Contemporary Chinese Art, 34. 
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undergoing the transformations necessary to accommodate a more open Chinese 

society, and was accompanied by calls for artistic freedom from cultural officials.34 

There is a parallel between Ai Weiwei’s participation in the Stars Exhibition and Ai 

Qing’s criticism of the Communist Party. Ai and his father are not anti-China, but they 

demand that China follow through on the laws and goals that it establishes for itself 

and its people.  

In the 1981, Ai moved to the United States in order to become an artist. By 

doing so, he replicates his father’s decision to be educated in France. During his time in 

New York, Ai lived in the East Village. He attended Parsons School of Design and 

engaged with the local art scene. He would eventually be selected for a solo exhibition, 

Old Shoes—Safe Sex at Ethan Cohen’s gallery, Art Waves, in 1988.35 Ai describes this 

time in New York as formative to his artistic practice, especially his increased 

familiarity with artists such as Andy Warhol and Marcel Duchamp. Some of Ai’s first 

artworks reflect this. Violin (1985) (Figure 1) and Hanging Man (1985) (Figure 2) 

reflect interest in Duchamp, especially. For example, Violin is an object that looks like 

a violin but cannot function as one. It is made from the body of a violin, but the neck 

has been replaced with the handle of a shovel. This could be a reference to one of 

Duchamp’s readymades, In Advance of the Broken Arm, which is a snow shovel Figure 

3). However, in an interview with Tim Marlow, Ai discloses that he actually made very 

little art during this time period, but still self-identified as an artist.36 

                                                 
34 Wu, Contemporary Chinese Art, 37. 
35 Hans Ulrich-Obrist, “The Retrospective,”18-19; Adrian Locke, “Chronology,” in Ai Weiwei, ed. 

Beatrice Gullstrom et al. (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2015), 73. 
36 Marlow, “Ai Weiwei in Conversation,” 17. 
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In 1993, Ai returned to China to care for his ailing father. Ai Qing died in 

1996.37 This seems to be a turning point in Ai’s career, signaling the moment in which 

Ai must take over his father’s legacy. Ai was active in the Chinese art scene in the 

1990s until the mid-2000s, but this period of his life is often eclipsed other events.  

During this time he contributed to China’s developing art community through the 

publication of the Black Cover Book (1994), White Cover Book (1995) and Grey Cover 

Book (1997). These volumes, edited in collaboration with Feng Boyi and Zhang Hui 

respectively, introduced their Chinese audience to key figures in American modern and 

contemporary art.38 In 2000, Ai co-curated FUCK OFF, a satellite exhibition to the 3rd 

Shanghai Biennale with Feng Boyi.39 It is in this period, after returning from the 

United States that Ai began to take a more openly confrontational stance against the 

Chinese government, indicating that while in the United States Ai was awakened to the 

possibility of a free society. It is not until 2008 that Ai’s relationship with the 

government begins to escalate toward violence.  

In May 2008, the Wenchuan earthquake elicits several blog posts from Ai. The 

first express his sadness and regret, but the tone soon turned angry. Ai began openly 

blaming the government for the death of the children who died in the collapsed school 

buildings.40 Within months, Ai wrote editorials and did a series of interviews with 

Western news media denouncing the Beijing Olympics as a form of empty propaganda, 

and expresses regret being involved with the construction of the national stadium.41 On 

                                                 
37 Hans Ulrich-Obrist, “The Retrospective,”15.  
38 Dercon and Lorz, “Biography,” 112; Marlow, “Ai Weiwei in Conversation,” 74. 
39 Wu, Contemporary Chinese Art, 352-354. 
40 Ambrozy, Ai Weiwei’s Blog. 
41 For example, see Flora Zhang, “China’s Olympic Crossroads: Bird’s Nest Designer Ai Weiwei on 

Beijing’s ‘Pretend Smile,’” The New York Times, August 4, 2008, accessed April 23, 2016, 

beijing2008.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/08/04/chinas-olympic-crossroads-birds-nest-designer-ai-weiwei-
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March 20, 2009, Ai announced his Citizens Investigation. Two months later, his blog 

was shut down.42   

Beginning in the summer of 2009, about a year after the earthquake, Ai had a 

series of escalating encounters with the government. Ai demonstrated his commitment 

to fighting for freedom of expression and the safety of Chinese citizens by showing 

that he is willing to sacrifice his own well-being for these causes. In August, Ai visited 

the city of Chengdu in Sichuan to testify on behalf of another activist, Tan Zuoren, who 

had launched a similar, but independent investigation into the earthquake.43 While in 

Chengdu, Ai reported that he was tailed by plainclothes police officers and eventually 

assaulted in his hotel room. There are audio recording documenting the confrontation. 

Some of Ai’s assistants were arrested. He was kept from testifying and Tan was 

convicted. Months later, while in Germany to install So Sorry, exhibition of his work, 

Ai underwent emergency surgery to fix a brain hemorrhage resulting from his assault 

in Chengdu.44 Then, in 2011, on his way to Hong Kong to work on a future exhibition, 

Ai was detained at the airport and held for 81 days. The government alleged economic 

crimes and the production of pornography but no formal charges were pressed.45 Ai’s 

detainment resulted in public and global outcry, especially in the Western art world and 

on the internet. The hashtag #FreeAiWeiWei was used to show solidarity on social 

media and the websites thefakecase.com and freeaiweiwei.org collected and made 

                                                 
on-beijings-pretend-smile/?_r=0; Ai Weiwei, “Why I’ll stay away from the opening ceremony of the 

Olympics,” The Guardian, August 7, 2008, accessed April 23, 2016, 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2008/aug/07/olympics2008.china. 
42 Ai Weiwei, “Citizen Investigation,” 209. 
43 Locke, “Chronology,” 85. 
44 Wyatt Mason, “The Danger Artist,” in Ai Weiwei Spatial Matters: Art, Architecture, Activism, ed. Ai 

Weiwei and Anthony Pins (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 430-432. 
45 Ibid., 432. 
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information on Ai’s arrest, detainment and charges more accessible. In this moment, Ai 

becomes a martyr.  

Ai’s celebrity in China stems from his commitment to the online community 

rather than his role in the contemporary art world.  Ai reportedly spends more than 

eight hours a day online.46 Ai blogged and microblogs in Chinese, for a Chinese 

audience. Ai was an active blogger from 2006 until May 2009, when his blog, hosted 

on singa.com.cn, was shut down and its contents deleted. Since December 2009, Ai 

started using Twitter regularly as a way to ensure that the Chinese government could 

no longer delete content or otherwise control his account.47 Only recently have his 

blogs and some of his tweets have been translated and published in English.48 Ai uses 

social media as a platform for activism and has hosted a number of participatory 

projects online. His Citizen’s Investigation was coordinated over social media. He also 

asked his followers to record themselves reading one of the names from the list 

generated by the investigation and repost them online. Ai eventually compiled the 

voice recordings into a video called Remembrance (2010).49 While Ai’s social media 

and artistic persona are linked in Western discourse, they maintain distinct and 

sometimes contradictory practices.  

Ai’s biography draws parallels between him and his father to show a lifelong 

dedication to improving living conditions in China. It is through this narrative of Ai’s 

biography that he becomes a hybrid artist. Ai is ethnically Chinese, but selective 

                                                 
46 An Xiao Mina, “Going Viral: The Memetic World of Ai Weiwei,” in Ai Weiwei Spatial Matters: Art, 

Architecture, Activism, ed. Ai Weiwei and Anthony Pins (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 446. 
47 Ai Weiwei and Anthony Pins, eds., “Social Media,” in Ai Weiwei Spatial Matters: Art, Architecture, 

Activism (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 496-497. 
48 See Lee Ambrozy, ed. and trans., Ai Weiwei’s Blog: Writings, Interviews and Digital Rants, 2006-

2009 (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011). 
49 Horowitz, ed.,  According to What? 
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accounts of his biography maintain distance between Ai and China, while reinforcing 

connections between Ai and the United States.  Despite Ai’s early involvement in the 

establishment of Chinese contemporary art, he positions himself as an outsider to 

China’s contemporary art scene. In an interview with Zhang Hui in 1995, Ai claims 

that there is no significant avant-garde movement in China because the restrictive 

conditions of production have resulted in a lack of domestic support.50  More recently, 

in 2014, Ai demonstrated contempt for state-sponsored art districts such as 798 in 

Beijing. He dismissed them and China’s growing art market as fake, claiming that true 

art could not be produced under the repressive conditions in China.51 At the same time, 

Ai is compared to American cultural figures. In an article published in The Nation in 

2012, the author compares Ai to the American colonists, claiming similarity in their 

repeated petitions for personal freedoms in the face of oppression.52 These statements 

coupled with his continued with the government demonstrate Ai’s commitment to ideas 

valued in the West, while reinforcing characterizations of the Chinese government as 

unsympathetic and repressive.  This makes Ai an attractive, relatable artist for Western 

audiences. 

                                                 
50 “Ai Weiwei Dialogue with Zhuang Hui,” in Chinese Contemporary Art: Primary Documents, ed. Wu 

Hung (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2010), 266-267. 
51 Mathieu Wellner, “A Talk with Ai Weiwei,” in Ai Weiwei Spatial Matters: Art, Architecture, 

Activism, ed. Ai Weiwei and Anthony Pins (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2014), 420. 
52 Danielle Allen, “Ai Weiwei: Never Retreat. Retweet,” The Nation, September 17, 2012.  
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Chapter 3: Constructing the Earthquake Artworks from 

Backpacks, Rebar and Political Dissidence 
 

Just as Ai’s persona is constructed as hybrid through selective presentations of 

his biography, interpretations of his artwork rely on similar tactics, comparing him to 

American artists. These comparisons give Ai’s artwork value because his audience in 

the West is more likely to be familiar with American modern artists than with Chinese 

ones. However, this also indicates the continuing existence of a “world art” system by 

demonstrating that the multiple, equally valid systems of art making claimed by global 

art are actually part of a single system. Ai’s prominence as a Chinese contemporary 

artist depends on the similarity of his artwork to American modern artists such as 

Duchamp, Warhol, and Johns.53 This chapter describes the earthquake artworks in 

order to show how interpretations of them depend on Ai’s persona and comparisons to 

American artists in order to create value and meaning for the pieces. 

Although not conceived as a discrete series, the earthquake artworks function as 

a cohesive group. In certain cases, some of them will be displayed within the same 

exhibition, but they do not travel together. Because each individual artwork 

memorializes victims of the earthquake in the same way, they can stand in for one 

another. The artworks can be divided into two groups on the basis of their primary 

symbol. The first group of artworks uses backpacks as their central symbol. They are: 

Remembering (2009), Snake Ceiling (2009) and Snake Bag (2008). 

                                                 
53 Although Marcel Duchamp was born in France, he lived and worked in the United States for the 

majority of his artistic career. 
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  Remembering (Figure 4, 5), a site-specific piece, was installed on the façade of 

the Haus der Kunst, Munich in 2009 as part of So Sorry, an exhibition of Ai’s artwork. 

Remembering consisted of 9,000 backpacks, installed as a continuous sheet over the 

columns on the front of the building. The backpacks, one for every child who died in 

the earthquake, are arranged to spell out the phrase, “she lived happily for seven years 

in this world,” in Chinese characters. This quote is from a letter written to Ai by the 

mother of one of the victims of the earthquake who lived in Beichuan County at the 

time of the earthquake. Selections from the letter were published on Ai’s blog on 

March 20, 2009, the same day Ai announced his Citizen’s Investigation.54 The 

backpacks have no visible straps, so when viewed from the front they look like 

rectangles, divided into three parts by large pockets. This three-part division allowed 

for the creation of the characters.55 The work uses primary colors. The background is 

blue and the characters are red, yellow, and green, but the central character, which 

marks the entrance to the museum, is white. In an interview with Mathieu Wellner, Ai 

connected his choice of color to the vividly colored backpacks he saw in Sichuan, 

buried underneath debris.  According to Ai, these colors, the colors of Toys ‘R’ Us, 

were intended to make his message simple and clear.56  

Snake Ceiling (2009) resembles the form of a large snake (Figures 6, 7). It was 

created by attaching several hundred black and white backpacks to each other in a 

pattern approximating the geometric pattern of snakeskin. Bright green straps extend 

                                                 
54 The letter describes a meeting between the government and the grieving families and during which 

government officials called for stability, but the mother does not think stability will help her overcome 

the loss of her child. 

“Letter from a Beichuan Mother,” in Ai Weiwei’s Blog: Writings, Interviews and Digital Rants, 2006-

2009, ed. and trans. Lee Ambrozy (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011), 210. 
55 Siemons and Ai, eds., So Sorry (Munich: Prestel, 2009).  
56 Mathieu Wellner, “A Talk with Ai Weiwei,” 417-418. 
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from the backpacks on the outside of the snake body and in the middle. Snake Ceiling 

combines several different size backpacks both to more closely replicate the shape of a 

snake, but also to represent that the children killed by the earthquake were of all 

different ages.57 Snake Ceiling is displayed on the ceiling of its display space, partially 

coiled in a way that mimics the curvilinear movement of snakes. It is hung in a slightly 

different way in each exhibition space, and often interacts with architectural features in 

the space.  There is a smaller version of Snake Ceiling called Snake Bag (Figure 8). 

This work appears almost identical to Snake Ceiling, but is smaller and is hung 

horizontally on the wall, rather than from the ceiling.58  

Each of these works is made by amassing of a large number of backpacks and 

arranging them into particular forms. While the form and color of the backpacks is 

important for specifying and clarifying the idea behind the work, the backpacks seem 

to carry the majority of the iconographic weight. They are the central image which ties 

the piece to the Wenchuan earthquake. In an interview, Ai recalls the tremendous effect 

of seeing the backpacks buried among the rubble of the collapsed schools alongside 

papers and other school supplies scattered on the ground.59 A series of documentary 

photographs that capture this scene, called Sichuan Earthquake Photos (2008), is 

included within many of the exhibits, but popular media sources tend to focus on 

images of the artworks. In these artworks, the backpack signifies the youth and 

innocence of the lives lost, calling attention to the injustice of their deaths. The 

quantity of backpacks used is also important because it shows the vast scale of the 

                                                 
57 Horowitz, ed., According to What?, 120-122. 
58 “Ai Weiwei” Haines Gallery, accessed March 10, 2016, http://hainesgallery.com/ai-weiwei/. 
59 Mathieu Wellner, “A Talk with Ai Weiwei,” 417.  
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disaster.  In the case of Remembering, the color and phrase reinforce this message. 

Apart from these superficial readings, which are primarily provided by Ai during 

interviews, the pieces are not interpreted further.  

 The second group of artworks use rebar as their central symbol. Straight (2012) 

is constructed from rebar salvaged from the site of the earthquake (Figures 9, 10). The 

government was planning to sell the rebar to be recycled, but Ai was able to purchase it 

all. When he first acquired the rebar, it was still contorted from the earthquake, so his 

team of assistants began to manually straighten each piece. This process that took 

several years to complete.60 To create Straight, the rebar was piled in two facing stacks. 

The height of the piles oscillates, as do the lengths of the rebar pieces, creating a fault-

like opening at their center. It is often described as minimalist, referring to the 1960s 

sculptural movement associated with American artists such as Donald Judd and Frank 

Stella. The use of rebar brings attention to what Ai has demonstrated caused the 

buildings to collapse: their poor construction. Ai claims that it would be impossible to 

communicate the grief generated by the earthquake in a visual form, but the process of 

straightening each piece of rebar used to create Straight allows the viewer to imagine 

other possibilities by symbolically turning back time: the children are still at school, in 

classes, and the rebar is still supporting the buildings.61 Others have suggested that the 

process of straightening the rebar references the erasure of disaster that is taking place 

in China, and the government’s unwillingness to acknowledge their part in the death of 

the children.62  

                                                 
60 Marlow, “Ai Weiwei in Conversation,” 23.  
61 Ibid., 23. 
62 Daniel Rosbottom, “Architecture Can Also Be Silent,” in Ai Weiwei, ed. Beatrice Gullstrom et al. 

(London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2015), 63. 
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Rebar and Case (2014) consists of paired sets of a marble sculpture of a twisted 

rebar which sits on a matching wooden box (Figure 11). In an interview, Ai notes that 

marble has been historically used to create monuments.63  Each pair of rebar and box 

have a unique shape, but the wooden boxes maintain a resemblance to a coffin. In these 

small sculptures, the contorted piece of rebar stands for the body of a deceased child.  

The rebar-shaped marble sculptures are repeated in a series titled Marble Rebar (2012) 

(Figure 12). Ai also created several other, less prominent objects with the excess 

salvaged rebar not used for Straight.  For example, the Rebar series (2014) contains at 

several individual works, each consisting of three bars of rebar twisted into similar 

shapes (for example, see Figure 13).  

 The most recent of the earthquake artworks is Rebar in Gold (2015), a series of 

“wearable sculpture”, or jewelry in the shape of a piece of rebar (Figures 14, 15). 64 The 

bars are made from 24 karat gold and were available to purchase in two sizes: 60 

centimeters and 20 centimeters. Each piece is sold as a straight bar, but because of the 

material’s malleability, they can be shaped and readjusted to fit the size and shape of 

the wearer’s neck, wrist or finger. The pieces were displayed within wooden display 

cases custom-built by Ai. The gallery’s website describes Ai’s decision to use gold as a 

material: 

For the exhibition at Elisabetta Cipriani, Ai Weiwei has chosen gold, a 

material traditionally reflecting eternity and wealth, a direct 

contradiction to the sudden, tragic destruction caused by the earthquake 

and as a consequence of substandard government building regulations. 

Rebar in Gold therefore serves as a delicate memorial to the human life 

lost among the earthquake’s rubble.65 

                                                 
63 Marlow, “Ai Weiwei in Conversation,” 27.  
64 “Ai Weiwei Rebar in Gold,” Elisabetta Cipriani, accessed March 11, 2016, 
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According to the gallery’s website, Rebar in Gold serves as memorial through an ironic 

choice of materials. The gold used to make the jewelry directly contrasts with the 

circumstances of the earthquake. The school buildings collapsed because they were 

built with low quality materials, likely stemming from the lack of government funds 

directed toward these construction projects. Rebar in Gold, unlike the schools, was 

made using very high quality, expensive materials. However, the choice to use high 

quality gold as a material for this artwork was more likely motivated by the tastes of 

potential buyers than the symbolic resonance of the material.  

 The use of rebar or the image of rebar is the primary way in which these pieces 

are tied to the site of the earthquake. In many cases, Ai uses rebar that he bought from 

the government in order to create these pieces, drawing attention to the physical 

materials responsible for the death of the schoolchildren by repurposing them into a 

memorial.66 In others, Ai imitates the form of the rebar in the opulent materials of gold 

and marble. The rebar is metonymic for both the school buildings and the deaths they 

caused. While rebar is connected to the site of the earthquake, it is also connected to 

Ai’s presence in Sichuan. Knowledge of the poor construction of the buildings was in 

part generated by Ai’s Citizen Investigation. It is because of his involvement in 

Sichuan and his access to monetary resources that he was able to purchase the rebar 

from the site of the earthquake. Like the backpacks, the rebar is as much a symbol of 

Ai’s activism in response to the earthquake as it is of the earthquake.  

The aesthetics of these objects and the materials used to create them perpetuate 

the image of Ai as a sympathetic Chinese artist. Like the artist’s persona, different 
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parts of these pieces are identified as Chinese or American. The aesthetics and form of 

the pieces are interpreted as Western, specifically American. For example, many of the 

earthquake artworks have an affinity to Duchamp’s art. Found objects or replicas of 

these found objects, the backpacks and the rebar, are repeated within individual 

artworks and throughout the series.  Others, most notably Straight and the Rebar series, 

display a recognizable minimalist aesthetic through their use of simple forms and 

industrial materials. The earthquake artworks are also frequently compared to Joseph 

Beuy’s idea of a social sculpture.67 In contrast, the earthquake artworks are Chinese in 

their content and some of their materials. These works were created in reference to an 

earthquake that occurred in China, specifically as a memorial to lives lost in it.   The 

rebar was manufactured in China, and Ai used huali wood, which is traditionally used 

to build furniture in China, to make the boxes for Rebar and Case and the display cases 

for Rebar in Gold.  This use of a traditional Chinese material recalls Weisenfeld’s 

claim that tradition is often mobilized by Asian artists as a form of national 

authenticity.68 While there are Chinese elements to the artworks, they are largely 

superficial and reinforce Western notions of Chineseness.  

 

 

 

                                                 
67 For example, see John Tancock, “Born Radical,” in Ai Weiwei, ed. Beatrice Gullstrom et al. (London: 

Royal Academy of Arts, 2015), 44. Beuy’s was a German artist, who also lived and worked in the 

United States.  
68 Weisenfeld, “Reinscribing Tradition in a Transnational Art World.” 
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Chapter 4: Displaced Memorials: Exhibiting the Wenchuan 

Earthquake 
 

The Wenchuan earthquake occurred within a specific cultural and political 

context, and its causes and the responses to it were conditioned by this setting. 

Relocating an object from its place of origin into an art institution, such as a museum 

or gallery, neutralizes the object by removing it from its original spatial context and 

transforming it into an aesthetic object. In the case of the earthquake artworks, this 

effect is compounded because they rarely circulate in China, and have never been 

displayed in Sichuan.69 For some Western viewers, Ai’s artworks and the writing 

surrounding them are their only source of information about the earthquake. These 

accounts rely heavily on characterizations of the Chinese government as corrupt and 

unfit for power and do not reflect the full political reality in China. Therefore, when the 

earthquake artworks travel internationally, they are dislocated spatially and culturally, 

removing their ability to function as memorial in preparation for their circulation as a 

form of global art capital.    

A memorial, by definition, preserves the memory of certain people and events. 

A memorial to the victims Wenchuan earthquake should remind its viewers not only of 

the individuals who died in the earthquake, but also the specific conditions in which the 

earthquake occurred. In order for this process to occur, visitors to the memorial need to 

have memories of the earthquake, the people it killed, or have been affected by the 

                                                 
69 ArtAsiaPacific reported that Snake Bag was exhibited at the Museum of Contemporary Art in 

Shanghai in 2009, but that is the only reference I have found to that exhibition or any other instance 

when an earthquake artwork has been exhibited in China. Grube, “Ai Weiwei Challenges China’s 

Government Over Earthquake.” 
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earthquake themselves. This requires a specificity of place. Those closest to the site of 

earthquake, spatially and otherwise, are most likely to remember of the damage and 

destruction it caused. When Ai’s so-called memorials travel internationally, they 

become disconnected from the people in Sichuan and in China more broadly who are 

best equipped to remember the earthquake and its victims. If memories of the 

individual children killed in the earthquake are unavailable to the earthquake artwork’s 

international audience, we must reconsider whose life and memories these artworks are 

actually preserving. 

In the absence of understanding of the social and political environment in 

China, museums and galleries reconstruct an alternative context to provide meaning for 

the earthquake artworks. This context is related to the conditions in which the 

earthquake occurred, but is not the same. The new context is created in two ways: 

through promotional and expository materials published by museums, galleries or news 

media, and the spatial arrangement of the artworks within the exhibition. However, 

before exploring the ways that art institutions construct a new context for the 

earthquake artworks, I will provide a more detailed account of the Chinese 

government’s response to the earthquake.  

The Wenchuan Earthquake in Context  

 

Descriptions of the earthquake in exhibition catalogs focus on the corruption 

and negligence of the government as demonstrated by the mass loss of life and the 

collapsed school buildings, which are the focus of Ai’s Citizen’s Investigation. In fact, 

the Wenchuan earthquake was an important moment for the Chinese government, 

during which it reached out to the international community for acknowledgement and 
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support. When the earthquake struck in May 2008, the government was preparing to 

host the Summer Olympics in Beijing. This was part of a larger program of 

modernization to demonstrate the Communist Party’s increasing participation on the 

world stage as a modern nation. Following the earthquake, there was an unprecedented 

state-sanctioned period of mourning for ordinary citizens. This shift in government 

policy was made possible in part by the actions of individuals online and through the 

liberal media. Although the central government has still not acknowledged their role in 

the death of over 5,000 children, this is, in some ways, an example of progress toward 

a more open civil society.70   

The timing of the earthquake put tremendous pressure on the government to 

demonstrate its ability to respond efficiently and to minimize human loss resulting 

from the earthquake. The government’s international reputation was already damaged 

by ongoing protests in Tibet, which were kept under control through violent force. As a 

result, the government provided international journalists unprecedented access to 

affected areas, and mobilized all available resources to Sichuan in order to help with 

earthquake relief. Top political figures, including the current president, Hu Jintao, 

traveled to Chengdu in order to show their support.71 It was made clear to all officials 

that the response to the earthquake was primarily a political task. That is, the top 

priority was demonstrating to national and international audiences that China was 

committed to helping those most effected by the earthquake. 

                                                 
70 However, Ma Zongjin the chairperson of a committee that assessed the damage caused by the 

earthquakes did admit that problems with the school buildings’ construction may have contributed to 

their collapse. Edward Wong, “China Admits Building Flaws in Quake,” The New York Times, 

September 4, 2008, accessed April 24, 2016, 
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71 Bin Xu, “For whom the bell tolls: state-society relations and the Sichuan earthquake mourning in 

China,” Ther Soc 42 (2013): 533, doi 10.1007/s11186-013-9200-5.  
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In the first days after the earthquake, the government was able to foster a 

national show of solidarity and support for the victims of the earthquake and the relief 

program carried out by the government and various state-sanctioned NGOs. This was 

primarily accomplished through state-run media and an unprecedented period of 

mourning for the deceased. The calculated control of the media allowed the 

government to maintain social stability for the first weeks following the earthquake.  

The program of national mourning, beginning on May 19, 2008 and lasting for three 

days was first proposed by the online community. The proposal was submitted on an 

online forum, which gained popularity and was picked up as a story in the liberal 

media. After gaining traction among the general populace, the state accepted the 

proposal.72 After the 1989 Tiananmen protests, the government had restricted the size 

of public mourning rituals and prohibited unsanctioned public mourning. This shift 

toward allowing large scale gatherings to mourn ordinary citizens shows the 

commitment of the state to cultivating a national sense of morality.73 However, parents 

of the children killed in the earthquake were barred from attending public mourning 

ceremonies for fear that they would cause unrest.74 During this time it was generally 

understood that the government would seek out and punish those responsible for the 

collapsed school buildings. The central government initially blamed their collapse on 

corruption within the local levels of government.75  

Despite attempts to silence them, parents of the deceased children began to call 

for appropriate government action. The Chinese government refused to report names or 

                                                 
72 Xu, “For whom the bell tolls,” 524.  
73 Ibid., 511-516. 
74 Ibid., 513.  
75 Ibid., 529. 
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release the official number of students who had died. State-supervised media was told 

to refrain from showing images of the collapsed schools or mentioning the deaths of 

children. When it became clear that no satisfactory result would come of government 

intervention, activists began to intervene on behalf of the parents and find information 

about the collapse of the schools. As people began to mobilize, the Chinese 

government, recognizing the danger for widespread demonstrations, began to respond 

swiftly and harshly to the threat of unrest.76 

In the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, the Chinese government 

demonstrated flexibility by allowing foreign journalists access to the site and 

sponsoring national, public mourning for ordinary citizens. However as soon as the 

control and the legitimacy of the government was threatened, they reverted to 

repressive tactics. It is important to consider this detailed account not to justify or 

defend the actions of the Chinese state, but to show that reducing its response to a 

callous denial of fault ignores the conditions that informed this response. Moreover, 

implicit in Western media’s denunciations of the Chinese government as negligent and 

corrupt is that Western governments are superior in their ability to protect and care for 

their citizens.   

Recontextualizing the Wenchuan Earthquake as Global Art 

 

Displaying an object within a museum space indicates that knowledge can be 

gained from visual engagement with it.77 However, exhibition catalogues and online 

                                                 
76 Ole Brunn, “Social movements, competing rationalities and trigger events: The complexity of Chinese 

popular mobilizations,” Anthropological Theory 13 (2013): 240-266.  
77 Svetlana Alpers, “The Museum as a Way of Seeing,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics 

of Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 

Press, 1991), 26. 
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reviews spend very little time describing the actual earthquake artworks. If there is a 

description of the physical object, it is usually very brief. In general, it is limited to a 

couple of sentences that set up a detailed description of the earthquake. The following 

excerpts from popular sources and museum catalogues describe Snake Ceiling as part 

of the promotional material for the exhibition, According to What?, and offer 

representative examples of how descriptions of Ai’s artwork emphasize Ai’s response 

to the earthquake over the artworks themselves.  

This first excerpt appears in the English and Japanese versions of the According to 

What? catalog. 

Approximately 90,000 people were killed or went missing in the May 

12, 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Many school buildings collapsed, killing 

many children and leaving their backpacks scattered across the quake 

areas. This work, which is hung from the ceiling and resembles a giant 

snake, is formed from commonly used backpacks in various sizes 

(representing children from elementary school through junior high) laid 

out as a requiem for the souls of those who died in the disaster. 78 

 

This passage focuses exclusively on the piece’s resemblance to a snake and that it is 

displayed on the ceiling. Both of these details are evident in the title of the artwork. 

The main focus is on the backpacks used to create the piece, which provide a way to 

connect the physical form of the artwork to the earthquake. The meaning of the piece 

as constructed within this discourse comes from its connection to the earthquake rather 

than its formal or stylistic qualities. The next description was published online by the 

Art Gallery of Ontario. 

On May 12, 2008, a massive earthquake in China’s Sichuan province 

killed approximately 90,000 people. Ai Weiwei created this serpentine 

sculpture, made of backpacks, to commemorate the more than 5,000 

school children who were killed when their shoddily constructed 

schools collapsed. Government officials refused to release the number 

                                                 
78 Horowitz, ed., According to What?, 120. 
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of deaths, or acknowledge any accountability, so in 2009, Ai Weiwei 

launched a “citizen investigation” to ensure that neither the children nor 

the devastation would be forgotten. 79 

 

Again, the only description of the actual artwork is that it is in the form of a snake 

made from backpacks. As in the previous description, backpacks are used to transition 

between discussions of the object to the earthquake. There is also an emphasis on the 

memorial function of this piece, and its connection to Ai’s activism. This final 

description of Snake Ceiling was published by CNN.   

Ai also has a work called "Snake Ceiling" on display, made of hundreds 

of backpacks latched together in the shape of a snake. These are meant 

to represent children's backpacks left behind after the earthquake. Ai 

said he saw numerous piles of backpacks outside schools when he 

traveled to Sichuan following the disaster.80 

 

In this selection, the artwork is reduced to the collection backpacks used to make it and 

their connection to Ai’s experience in Sichuan. Because this description was published 

by CNN it is likely that it would be seen by a wider audience than descriptions 

published in an exhibition catalog or on the website of an art museum or gallery. 

Notably, this is also the most distilled description: its only focus is on Ai’s activism in 

Sichuan. Indicating that for an audience that is less familiar with Ai’s artistic 

reputation, his activism in Sichuan would be enough to make the exhibition seem 

worth attending.   

In each iteration of the description, the importance of Snake Ceiling as a 

physical object is diminished to promote Ai’s activism. Very little time is spent 

describing the artwork beside its resemblance to a snake and the backpacks used to 

                                                 
79 “Ai Weiwei’s Snake Ceiling,” Art Gallery of Ontario, accessed March 10, 2016, 

http://www.ago.net/ai-weiweis-snake-ceiling. 
80 Greg Clary, “Chinese dissident Ai Weiwei’s art becomes his messenger,” last modified October 25, 

2012, http://www.cnn.com/2012/10/13/us/weiwei-exhibit-washington/. 
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construct it. The form of the sculpture, the snake, is not justified or explained, 

indicating that the physical form of the sculpture is less important than the material 

used to construct it. The backpacks are emphasized because they provide a decisive 

link to the destruction of the earthquake, the negligence of the government, and most 

importantly Ai’s Citizen’s Investigation. It is Ai’s perspective, his memory of seeing 

backpacks among the rubble that creates this connection. The backpack, as a symbol of 

the earthquake, reinforces Ai’s importance in relation to the earthquake. These excerpts 

provide ample details about the earthquake: how many people were killed, how many 

of those people were children, and the conditions of their death. This information is 

used to create context for Ai’s heroism. There is no resolution providing information 

about the results of Ai’s investigation or any changes that have resulted, suggesting 

that the fallout from earthquake is not as important as Ai’s response to it.  

This process of reframing the earthquake artworks in terms of Ai’s activism 

also occurs within the exhibition. The exhibition spaces in which Ai’s earthquake 

artworks circulate use “white cube” aesthetics. They have white walls, neutral floors, 

ample space between artworks, and no excess decorations or furniture to distract from 

the artwork. These spaces highlight the visual qualities of a piece by erasing its original 

context.81 Meaning associated with the specific time and space in which the artwork 

was created is stripped and partially recovered in a particular way. The display space 

reconstructs a context for the piece by displaying it in relation to Ai’s other works. The 

earthquake artworks are frequently displayed next to each other, but are also often 

accompanied by a printed list of the names Ai collected during his Citizen’s 

                                                 
81 Christoph Grunenberg, “Case Study 1: The modern art museum,” in Contemporary Cultures of 

Display, ed. Emma Barker (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 31. 
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Investigation and/or documentary photographs and film recording the aftermath of the 

earthquake. This arrangement contextualizes the earthquake artworks in terms of Ai’s 

activism. In other words, it is Ai’s activism, rather than the experiences and lives of the 

earthquake’s victims, that creates meaning for these artworks.  

The Earthquake Artworks as a Self-Referential Cycle  

 

The collapse in distinction between Ai’s artwork and his activism results in a 

self-referential cycle in which artworks whose stated purpose is memorial instead 

promote Ai as a global artist. In this way, the earthquake artworks do far more to 

preserve the memory of Ai’s presence and activism in Sichuan than they do to 

commemorate the individual lives lost in the earthquake. Ai’s memories are mobilized 

to create meaning for the earthquake artworks, and it is through Ai that Western 

audiences can understand the Wenchuan earthquake.  

The earthquake artworks have traveled internationally as part of a number of 

exhibitions of varying scales. For the purposes of my analysis, each exhibition can be 

understood as belonging to one of two categories. The first group of exhibitions were 

displayed in prominent art museums in major cities, both in the United States and 

internationally. These exhibitions included large-scale works that are generally well-

publicized and visible in popular media. The second group of exhibitions took place at 

smaller museums in more remote locations, or in commercial galleries. The artworks 

on display in these venues are more likely to be available and marketed for purchase.  

The first set of exhibitions includes: So Sorry (2009), According to What? 

(2009, 2012-2013), and Ai Weiwei (2015). So Sorry took place at the Haus der Kunst in 
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Munich, Germany, and featured the site-specific installation, Remembering.82 

According to What? took place in two iterations. The first occurred at the Mori Art 

Museum in Tokyo, and contained only Snake Ceiling. The second iteration also 

included Straight and was displayed throughout the United States and Canada, 

circulating between the Hirschhorn Museum in Washington D.C., the Indianapolis 

Museum of Art, the Art Gallery of Ontario, the Pérez Art Museum Miami, and the 

Brooklyn Museum in Brooklyn, New York. The final exhibition was the retrospective, 

Ai Weiwei, at the Royal Academy of Arts in London, which contained only Straight. 

The catalogs for these exhibitions included images of each of the large pieces even if 

they were not represented in the exhibition. For example, Remembering is a site-

specific work, but photographs of it were published in the catalogs for According to 

What? and the retrospective.83  These exhibitions are accessible to larger groups of 

people and more publicized than their smaller counterparts, so the large-scale pieces 

featured in these exhibitions are more widely known. 

The second set of exhibitions were hosted by a variety of small museums and 

commercial galleries. Ai is represented internationally by a number of commercial 

galleries, including the Mary Boone Gallery in New York City, the Haines Gallery in 

San Francisco, The Lisson Gallery in London and Milan, and the Galerie URs Meile, 

with locations in Beijing and Lucerne. They have each displayed several of the smaller 

pieces. For example, Snake Bag and Rebar and Case were displayed at the Haines 

                                                 
82 Siemons and Ai, eds., So Sorry. 
83 The exception being when one of the large-scale artworks does not exist at the time of the exhibition. 

So Sorry occurred before Straight had been created. Horowitz, ed., According to What?; Beatrice 

Gullstrom et al., eds. Ai Weiwei 
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Gallery in San Francisco.84 Rebar in Gold was displayed at the Elisabetta Cipriani 

Gallery in London.85 These works, with the exception of Rebar in Gold, have also been 

circulated in smaller, regional museums. In 2015, Rebar and Case was on display at 

the Foundry Vineyards in Walla Walla, Washington and in early 2016 it traveled to the 

San Juan Island Museum of Art in Friday Harbor, Washington.86 At the same time, 

another version of Rebar and Case was also on display at the Helskini Art Museum in 

Finland along with other small, rebar pieces.87 These less-publicized pieces are often 

reductive in form and rely on their visual similarity to their large-scale counterparts to 

be made valuable. Each of these pieces are metonymic of the larger group of artworks.  

 Straight, the largest and most prominent of the rebar pieces is widely publicized 

and visible. Its iconographic program is also the most clear. The materials used to 

make it were taken from the site of the earthquake and implicated in the death of 

thousands of children. Rebar and Case draws on the same ideas. The rebar-shaped 

marble sculptures remind the viewer of the material used to build Straight, and their 

display on top of coffin-shaped boxes makes the connection between the rebar and the 

death of the schoolchildren explicit. However, previous knowledge of the earthquake 

and Ai’s involvement in it helps facilitate the identification of the boxes as coffin-

shaped. The final, most reductive work, Marble Rebar, is a marble sculpture of a bent 

piece of rebar. This work depends its viewer’s knowledge of the other artworks in 

order to make sense as memorial to the children who died. Without the other artworks 

                                                 
84 “Ai Weiwei” Haines Gallery, accessed March 10, 2016, http://hainesgallery.com/ai-weiwei/. 
85 “Ai Weiwei Rebar in Gold,” Elisabetta Cipriani. 
86 “Past Exhibitions: Ai Weiwei Walla Walla,” Foundry Vineyards, accessed March 11, 2016, 
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or knowledge of Ai’s activism, it is virtually meaningless. The same is true of the 

backpack artworks. Snake Bag is essentially a scaled down version of Snake Ceiling 

that is likely easier to transport, display and sell than its larger counterpart.  

These exhibitions and their promotional material do not provide information 

about the earthquake or a call for action. Instead, they promote Ai as an important 

contemporary artist and financially support the host institutions by encouraging people 

to attend the exhibition. As previously demonstrated, Ai is characterized as a dissident 

artist whose commitment to bettering China exceeds concerns for his own safety, 

making him popular among Western audiences. These exhibitions emphasize these 

aspects of Ai’s involvement in Sichuan over the circumstances leading to and resulting 

from the earthquake.  

The Commodified Disaster 

 

 Chloe Preece argues that part of Ai’s success as a global celebrity comes from 

his ability to cultivate an authentic persona. This stems in part from his production of 

large-scale conceptual artworks that seem difficult to commodify and sell.88 Yet at all 

levels, the circulation and display of Ai’s artwork depends on the ability of various 

institutions within the global art world to promote and sell Ai’s work to a Western 

audience. The desire to exhibit Ai’s artwork ultimately drives and is driven by the 

market for contemporary Chinese art. Each level of meaning attached to these artworks 

serves to make them more marketable: comparisons to American and European artists, 

                                                 
88 Chole Preece, “The authentic celebrity brand: unpacking Ai Weiwei’s celebritised selves,” Journal of 

Marketing Management 31 (2015): 621, doi: 10.1080/0267257X.2014.1000362. 
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selective narratives of Ai’s biography, and the re-framing of the pieces in terms of his 

activism.   

 In some cases, different aspects of the global art system provide mutual support 

through their collective promotion of Ai. From November 2015 until January 2016, 

Rebar in Gold was displayed in the Elisabetta Cipriani Gallery. This overlapped with 

Ai’s retrospective at the Royal Academy of Arts in London, which took place from 

September until December 2015. Although not displayed in the same space, both sets 

of artwork were in London at the same time. The spatial proximity of the two 

exhibitions suggests that a visit to the retrospective at the Royal Academy would 

validate the purchase of Rebar in Gold through its glorification of Ai’s activist projects 

in China. A person would not necessarily have to visit the retrospective for this to be 

the case. Exposure to local media in London would likely result in familiarity with the 

common narratives surrounding Ai’s earthquake artworks. The large-scale sculptures, 

while not marketed to individual collectors, still perpetuate the market for other 

earthquake artworks.  Even without a spatial connection, the prevalence of the 

discourse generated by these artworks is likely influences the decision to purchase one 

of them.  

 Given the close, sometimes physical relationship of the artworks the death of 

thousands of children, it is tempting to read purchasing these artworks as a perverse 

souvenir of the earthquake. However, the discourse surrounding these objects 

recontextualizes them in such a way that purchasing these artworks does not 

commemorate the death or destruction resulting from the earthquake. Instead the 

narrative is transformed into one of heroism: the triumph of Ai in the face of the 
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repressive Chinese government. Purchasing an earthquake artwork or a ticket to see 

them exhibited is to invest in and support Ai’s continued struggle against the Chinese 

state. 

 Even though the discourse surrounding Ai Weiwei’s earthquake artworks 

carefully distinguishes Ai’s activism in response to the earthquake from the damage 

caused by the earthquake itself, the circulation of these artworks within the global art 

market still capitalizes on the death of thousands of innocent children in order to make 

a profit. The circumstances contributing to the death of the schoolchildren within 

government constructed buildings provided an opportunity for Ai to speak out against 

the government’s censorship of the media and corrupt management of public funds. 

When Ai created artworks related to the earthquake, his confrontations with the 

government were used to frame them and became further evidence of his status as a 

dissident artist. Reports detailing the large number of children who died in the school 

buildings are used to encourage sympathetic responses to the victims of the earthquake 

and to Ai’s activism. Put simply, tragedy and death in China is commodified and 

marketed to Western collectors in a way that confirms their preconceived ideas about 

China and allows them to feel morally justified in their purchase.  
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Conclusion 
 

 Describing the current art world as “global” is to claim that it supports multiple 

forms of art making as equally valid and worthy of attention. However, evidence of a 

world art system still remains. Artists from nonwestern countries must conform to 

Western expectations in order for their artwork to become visible and marketable. The 

easy synthesis of cultural identities described by some postcolonial theorists does not 

account for the possible tension in attempting to reconcile two, seemingly disparate 

identities, or the possibility that “hybrid” does not always mean “authentic”. Perceived 

instances of cultural exchange do not always accurately represent the interactions 

between aspects of a person’s identity, nor do they accurately represent relationships 

between nations.  

 Ai’s persona and artwork are interpreted as an appropriate balance of both 

Chinese and American influences. Presentations of his biography demonstrate that Ai 

has endured continuing hardship at the hands of the government, yet he remains 

committed to fighting for improved living conditions and personal freedoms for the 

citizens of China. His personal sacrifices in pursuit of these goals have gone beyond 

the trope of artist as dissident and verge on characterizations Ai as a martyr. However, 

the portrayals of life in China that result from the circulation of Ai’s artwork are not 

always accurate or holistic representations. They support the political and cultural 

superiority of Western nations. Furthermore, because Ai’s earthquake artworks relate 

to political circumstances specific to China, the pieces are described being influenced 

by American or European modern artists in order to make them meaningful for a 

Western audience. This demonstrates the failure of global art in eradicating residual 
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modernist tendencies. By comparing Ai to these artists, he is incorporated into a 

singular, progressive narrative of artistic genius characteristic of modern art history.  

 Ai’s activism regarding the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake allowed him to gain 

global prominence, and international visibility for himself and his artwork.  Ai is able 

to make politically-charged artworks that attempt to hold the Chinese government 

accountable, but these artworks are ultimately disarmed by the global art system in 

which they circulate. The international movement and display of Ai’s earthquake 

artworks within the global art world produces a discourse that redirects attention away 

from the space where the earthquake occurred, and toward Ai. The artworks no longer 

function as memorial to the children who died in the earthquake, but as memorial to 

Ai’s heroic efforts to find justice for them. This process results is reductive artworks 

that commodify and transform both the tragedy of the earthquake and Ai’s activism 

into a form suitable for its Western audience.  

 As sites embraced by the global art world continue to expand, it is important to 

recognize the influences of the market, nation states, and exhibitions on the popularity 

of particular artists and artworks over others. Ai gained popularity because his crusade 

for personal freedom resonated with Western, specifically American, audiences primed 

for descriptions of the Chinese government as repressive and corrupt.  If the goal of the 

global art world is truly to support and cultivate multiple, distinct art traditions and 

perspectives then it is necessary to reexamine the tools and theories used to interpret 

and evaluate art and the biases inherent within them. This awareness can support the 

expansion of global art discourse through a critical reflection on, and less market-

driven encounter with, cultural difference. 
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Illustrations 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Ai Weiwei, Violin, 1985, shovel handle, violin, 63 x 23 x 7 centimeters. This 

piece was likely influenced by Ai’s interest in Marcel Duchamp. 

Source: “Ai Wei Wei,” Demusitecture, accessed May 10, 2016, 

https://demusitecture.wordp ress.com/2010/01/26/ai-wei-wei/.  
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Figure 2. Ai Weiwei, Hanging Man, 1985, clothes hanger. For this piece Ai bent a 

clothes hanger into the shape of Duchamp’s face in profile.  

Source: Chiu-Ti Jansen, “Marcel Duchamp Goes to China,” Sotheby’s, accessed May 

10, 2016, http://www.sothebys.com/en/news-video/blogs/all-blogs/chinese-

elements/2013/06/marcel-duchamp-goes-to-china.html. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Marcel Duchamp, In Advance of the Broken Arm, 1915, wood and 

galvanized-iron snow shovel, 132 centimeters high.  

Source:  “In Advance of the Broken Arm,” MoMA Learning, accessed Mat 10, 2016, 

https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/marcel-duchamp-in-advance-of-the-

broken-arm-august-1964-fourth-version-after-lost-original-of-november-1915. 
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Figure 4. Ai Weiwei, Remembering, 2009, backpacks. Installation View.  

Source: “Ai Weiwei, ‘Remembering’ and the Politics of Dissent,” Khan Academy, 

accessed May 10, 2016, https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-

culture/global-art-architecture/a/ai-weiwei-remembering-and-the-politics-of-dissent. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5. Ai Weiwei, Remembering, 2009, backpacks. Installation view, detail.  

Source: Haus der Kunst, accessed May 10, 2016, 

http://www.hausderkunst.de/en/research/documentation/exhibition-

documentation/detail/ai-weiwei-so-sorry/. Photograph by Wilfried Petrzi. 
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Figure 6. Snake Ceiling, 2009, backpacks. Installation view at the Mori Art Museum, 

Tokyo, 2009.  Displayed as part of According to What?. 

Source: “Ai Weiwei: According to What? - Snake Ceiling,” Newsdesk: Newsroom of 

the Smithsonian, accessed May 10, 2016, http://newsdesk.si.edu/photos/ai-weiwei-

according-what-snake-ceiling. Photograph by Watanabe Osamu.  

 

 

 

Figure 7. Ai Weiwei, Snake Ceiling, 2009, backpacks. Installation view at the 

Hirshhorn Museum, Washington D.C., 2012.  

Source:  “Chinese dissident Ai Weiwei’s art becomes his messenger,” CNN, accessed 

May 10, 2016, http://www.cnn.com/2012/10/13/us/weiwei-exhibit-washington/.  

Photograph by Cathy Oarver.  
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Figure 8. Ai Weiwei, Snake Bag, 2008, 360 backpacks, 15.75 x 27.5 x 670 inches. 

Installation view at the Haines Gallery, San Francisco, CA. 

Source:  Haines Gallery, accessed May 10, 2016, 

http://hainesgallery.com/aiweiwei/hzm7lvjy2j7kwvbde3avc5mh6c6fmb.  

 

 

 

Figure 9. Ai Weiwei, Straight, 2008-2012, steel rebar. Installation view at the Royal 

Academy, London, 2015. 

Source: “Royal Academy of Arts: Ai Weiwei,” Royal Academy of Arts, accessed May 

10, 2016, https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibition/ai-weiwei. 

Photograph by Royal Academy of Arts, London, Courtesy of Ai Weiwei 
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Figure 10.  Ai Weiwei, Straight, 2008-2012, steel rebar. Detail.  

Source: “Ai Weiwei’s RA show to house weighty remnants from Sichuan earthquake,” 

The Guardian, June 15, 2015, accessed May 10, 2016, 

http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jun/15/ai-weiwei-ra-show-sichuan-

earthquake-chinese-artist-steel-rods. Photograph by Ai Weiwei. 
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Figure 11. Ai Weiwei, Rebar and Case, 2014, marble and huali wood, 5.5 x 31.5 x 13 

inches. 

Source:  Haines Gallery, accessed May 10, 2016, 

http://hainesgallery.com/aiweiwei/t5rjoycn7h9656ee1beig3kyy5zp2l. 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Ai Weiwei, Marble Rebar, 2012, marble, 55 x 20 x 11 centimeters. 

Source: “Ai Weiwei: Marble Sculptures,” Galerie Urs Meile, accessed May 10, 2016, 

https://galerieursmeile.com/artists/artists/ai-weiwei/marble-rebar-

2012/workdetail.html?cHash=bfae0b4b9d2b47ba35f1cf9e8d77b271. 
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Figure 13. Ai Weiwei, Rebar 49, 2008-2012, steel rebar. Installation view at Galleria 

Continua, San Gimignano. 

Source: “Ai Weiwei – Rebar 49, Galleria Continua, San Gimignano (photo Valentina 

Grandini) 1,” Artribune, accessed May 10, 2016,  

 http://www.artribune.com/2012/10/ma-centreranno-760-biciclette-su-un-palcoscenico-

si-alla-galleria-continua-di-san-gimignano-ce-le-ha-messe-ai-weiwei-ecco-il-reportage-

fotografico/ai-weiwei-rebar-49-galleria-continua-san-gimignano-foto-valentina-

grandini-1/. Photograph by Valenti na Grandini.  
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Figure 14. Ai Weiwei, Rebar in Gold, 24 karat gold in a huali wood display case. 

Installation view at Elisabetta Cipriani Gallery, London, 2015. 

Source: “Ai Weiwei ‘Rebar in Gold’ @ Elisabetta Cipriani Gallery,” Hypebeast, 

November 13, 2015, accessed May 10, 2016, http://hypebeast.com/2015/11/ai-weiwei-

rebar-in-gold-elisabetta-cipriani-gallery. 
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Figure 15. Ai Weiwei, Rebar in Gold, 2013, 24 karat gold bracelet, 60 centimeters. 

Source: “Rebar in Gold,” Elisabetta Cipriani, accessed May 10, 2016, 

http://www.elisabettacipriani.com/portfolio/rebar-in-gold/.
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