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Ai Weiwei (* 1957) is a Chinese conceptual artist, sculptor, architect, 

and curator. With both his art and his targeted use of social media, he 

levels criticism against the regime in his home country and stimulates 

social and political awareness. His fame as one of the most influential 

figures in the international art world is reflected in the numerous solo 

exhibitions to have taken place within the past decade—at the Haus der 

Kunst in Munich (2009), at the Mori Art Museum in Tokyo (2009), in the 

Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern in London (2010), at the Martin-

Gropius-Bau in Berlin (2014), at the Royal Academy of Arts in London 

(2015), and many more. 

 

The works of the Chinese artist Ai Weiwei express his critical approach to the history, 

culture, and politics of his country and subtly reflect his own life story. Complex 

intersections of past and present heighten the fascination of the installation Circle of 

Animals / Zodiac Heads that he will install by the large water basin on the south side of the 

Belvedere. In these twelve bronze heads from the Chinese zodiac the artist addresses the 

ransacking of the fountain at the summer palace Yuanming Yuan in Beijing by French and 

British troops in 1860. Built in 1709, this imperial retreat pre-dated Prince Eugene’s garden 

palace by only a few years. Marking the end of the Second Opium War, this wanton act of 

destruction and pillaging was a bitter humiliation for the people of China. In 2009 two of 

the looted animal heads (the original sculptures were of the whole body) from the Yves 

Saint Laurent private collection came up for sale at auction. The publicity this attracted led 

to a further five animal heads coming to light; the rest are still missing. All of the Chinese 

government’s efforts to repatriate the bronzes have failed. Ai Weiwei responded by 

recreating the series in bronzes that are not exact replicas but an artistic interpretation and 

as such, both physically and conceptually, are a product of the twenty-first century. The 

artist deliberately placed the heads, which were literally decapitated by the looters, onto 

posts and will place them around the Upper Belvedere’s main water feature as a prelude to 

the exhibition at the 21er Haus.  

 



 

 
 

 

The historical and political context of Ai Weiwei‘s art  

The Second Opium War signified the beginning of the end of Imperial China 160 years ago, 

ushering in a new chapter in the country’s history. In the same way the Cultural Revolution, 

started by Mao Zedong in 1966 and ending with his death in 1976, marked a further 

wholescale cultural transformation. To meet the ideals of Socialism, both society and the 

party needed to be reformed along the lines of proletarian values. China’s culture dating 

back thousands of years and based on the teachings of Laozi, Buddha, and Confucius was 

practically eradicated by this political coercion. These draconian measures opposed 

traditional values and led to the uprooting, banishing, and eradication of family traditions, 

and the seizure, or even destruction, of property. Ai Qing, a Chinese poet and Weiwei’s 

father, was a victim of these repressive policies. The party prohibited him from publishing 

his work and deported him and his family to remote provinces. This humiliating treatment 

lasting almost two decades scarred the family for life and has had a lasting impact on the 

work of Ai Weiwei. 

 

The subjects of expulsion, migration or even an intentional “change of scenery” as catalysts 

of transformation in people and objects run like a thread through the life and work of Ai 

Weiwei. This applies to his youth as much as to his time as an artist in the USA, his return 

to China, and his emigration to Berlin. Every translocation is followed by a process of 

readjustment. This also involves inner migration and a change of identity. In spite, or 

perhaps because, of his nomadic life, Ai Weiwei remains a social figure, a political animal, 

and cannot be seen as detached from his environment, fellow humans, society, tradition 

and culture.  

 

Translocated architecture: a temple from the Ming Dynasty at the 21er Haus  

It is against this background that Ai Weiwei’s interest in the history of the 21er Haus should 

be understood. This building, originally devised as an ephemeral pavilion for the 1958 

Brussels World Expo, was destined to be demolished having served its purpose. But in the 

end it was transferred to Vienna and adapted into a museum of contemporary art. There 

are parallels here with the history of a Ming Dynasty ancestral hall, which lay behind Ai 

Weiwei’s choice for the key work in his exhibition at the 21er Haus, starting on 29 June 

2016. The temple held an important role for the family during the Ming Dynasty. In this 

particular case the temple in question was the ancestral hall of the first settlers of a village 



 

 
 

in the southern province Jiangxi. The Wang family was one of the most important tea 

traders in the region and their ancestral hall was in use right up until the Cultural 

Revolution, at which point the family was expelled rendering it redundant. As the decades 

passed this once imposing and important building became a ruin on the brink of collapse, a 

fate it shared with many ancestral halls in this region. Ai Weiwei purchased the now 

displaced hall, moved it again and by placing it on display gave it a new cultural role. There 

could hardly be a better example of the all-pervading presence of the Cultural Revolution 

even decades after Mao’s death. Other works will complement this large-scale installation. 

One of these alludes to China’s tea culture (and its political components) and is thus closely 

related to the original owners of the temple.  

 

In the 21er Haus Sculpture Park Ai Weiwei will exhibit a tree, composed of cut up pieces 

that have been rearranged with the roots removed. The various pieces are from a province 

in southern China. The tree’s message alludes to the origin of the family and the ancestors 

of Ai Weiwei. Rooted in home soils the tree plays the role assigned to it by nature but it has 

been deprived of this by outsiders. It was brutally treated, sawn into pieces, debarked and 

rearranged into something different in another place. Now the tree takes on the role of an 

artwork. But one can sense the suffering it endured, recalling the harrowing plight of the 

artist, his father, and countless others forced to leave the country of their roots for political 

reasons. “Everything is art – everything is politics” is thus the maxim of this stellar artist. 

 

The press conference will take place on 13 July 2016, at 10 am at 21er Haus. 

Please register at: press@21erhaus.at 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 

 

 
Title AI WEIWEI 

translocation - transformation 

Duration 14 July to 20 November 2016 

 
Venue 21er Haus 

Artist Ai Weiwei 

Curator Alfred Weidinger 

Contact 21er Haus, Schweizergarten 
Arsenalstraße 1, 1030 Vienna 
T +43 (01) 795 57-0 

Opening hours Wednesday from 11 am to 9 pm 
Thursday to Sunday from 11 am to 6 pm 
Open on public holidays 

Regular entry € 7,- (21er Haus) 
€ 21,- (21er Haus annual ticket) 

Press 21er Haus Press 
Julia Assl 
Arsenalstraße 1, 1030 Vienna 
T +43 1 795 57-185 
press@21erhaus.at  
 
Images are available for download for press purposes 
under the following link: www.21erhaus.at/presse. 
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