The Wall

Reshaping Contemporary Chinese Art
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City and Body

The victory of the human body over the steel and concrete of the city is at once an
impossibility and a path to salvation. In 1991, Lin Yilin began to build walls from cinderblocks in
different locations, such as public squares, indoor spaces, and city streets. Often, he would build
himself into the wall, leaving the outline of a human form. [Fig.7-15] Inside his walls you can also
find Renminbi bank notes or massage machines. At times, he built walls in the night markets on
the squares outside shopping malls, and allowed people to take out the bank notes in the cracks in
order to urge people to contemplate the relationship between materialism and life in urban
civilization. In the performance of Safely Crossing Linhe Road,1995, Lin Yilin built a wall using
dozens of bricks along a busy artery in the newly developed area of Guangzhou, and then removed
the bricks and laid them again on the other side of the old wall. Repeating this action over and
over, the entire wall was moved across the road, block by block. The moving wall is like an ur-
ban monster. Just as the wall [or the city] transforms the human into a sort of construction material,
Lin Yilin makes the wall "human.”

It's not a dialogue between ruins and city landscape, it's man's inner monologue [Zhang
Dali]

Since Zhang Dali re- turned to China in 1995, he has dedicated himself to working in urban spaces.
He is China's first graffiti artist, as well as the first "ruins” artist. His graffiti is mostly his
self-portrait, which appears together with the tag "AK47." It can be interpreted as the devastation
of human nature wrought by the violent disruption of urban construction. Zhang Dali then
documents the ruined walls, self-portraits, and symbols using video and photography. Each vista
that he selects has a particular significance embedded within it. Often this meaning is conveyed
through comparison, for example, by juxtaposing demolished walls with the "permanent™ land-
mark buildings of Beijing: the corner towers of the Forbidden City, Stalinist buildings among the
"10 Great Construction Projects” of 1959, such as the National Art Museum of China, or newer
symbols such as the Jinmao Tower in Shanghai. [Fig.7-16] Zhang Dali claims demolished walls as
his own artworks, locating the walls in a larger urban landscape and creating a spectacle by
contrasting urban ruins and skyscrapers. Zhang is not trafficking in urban anthropology or the geo-
graphical issues of urban development. Instead, he concerns himself with human nature. His work
is entitled Dialogue with Demolition, 1995- 2003, [P1.27, No.1-31, which does not signify a
dialogue between ruins and skyscrapers, or new and the old, but between human and concrete, or
between essential human nature and urban alienation. It is, in fact, an inner monologue.9
[Fig.7-17]

Since 2002, Zhang Dali has gradually given up his photographic “graffiti" activities.
Instead, he has begun to cast the bodies of 100 farmer workers and their relatives in plaster.
[Fig.7-18] In this exhibition, he will display a video about the dismantlement and removal of
Beijing as he has traced it for twenty years. The urban spectacles and distorted bodies combine in
a bizarre scene. [P1.28]
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Fig.7-17: Zhang Dali  Process of Violence 1998 Performance
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Fig.7-18: Zhang Dali Offspring [Detail] 2005 Installation
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Fig.7-16: Zhang Dali Dialogue with Demolition 1998
Performance
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