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Zhang Dali

Zhang Dali started his artistic career as one of the first
graffiti writers of China. In the early nineties he secretly
tracked through the streets of Beijing and left behind the
sprayed profile of his own bald head everywhere he could,
often along with the Chinese sign that authorities use to
show that a building is due for demolition. Ak-47 is what
Zhang Dali called himself and at that time no one knew
who he was. Zhang Dali was elusive, slipping between art,
politics and society.

The elusiveness, which marked him as a graffiti writer, is
still a crucial feature in Zhang Dali’s oeuvre today. Even
as an established artist he tries new styles, new subjects.
When we visit his studio in Beijing, some members of
the group are initially under the impression that we are
visiting a group exhibition. For example in the middle
of Zhang Dali’s big showroom stands a life-sized group
of men on horses dressed in shabby, but contemporary
clothes, waving flags as if modern Mongolians are rush-
ing over the steppe 1o ... yes, to do what exactly? From the
ceiling, in front of this imposing group of statues hangs
a part of Zhang Dali’s famous Chinese Offspring instal-
lation: life-sized casts of immigrant workers that were
hung by their feet by the artists. On the walls are works
from his Slogan series, portraits of immigrant workers
that are made of repetitive texts, sometimes Chinese
propaganda texts, but sometimes from Zhang Dali’s old
graffiti name Ak-47.

Zhang Dali’s new series attracts as much attention, even
though it looks nothing like his previous work. They are

“so-called cyanotypes, ‘photos’ that are crafted with an old-

fashioned, simple procedure. First one smears a combi-
nation of chemicals (including some that contain iron) on
a canvas and lets that dry in a dark place. To make the
‘photo’ one puts one or more objects on the impregnated
canvas and then exposes the whole to light - the spots
where the light hits the canvas turn blue, the covered
spots remain white. They are peculiar, somewhat primi-
tive, yet enticing images — they recall silhouettes, but in
tempting blue.

How did you get this idea?
Zhang Dali: “At one point in 2009 I did not have much
do and I read a book about photography, but also about
the period before photography. I read about an English
woman, Anna Atkins, who experimented with flow-
ers, She invented this technique by putting flowers on a
canvas outside and letting the sun leave a print. “In the
book it was said that this technique was only used for a
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Zhang Dali

short period of time because one could only print ‘shad-
ows’. Those shadows appealed to me, because they are
part of life, of the visible world, yet remain elusive.”

In the past this technique was mainly used to create still
lifes, but Zhang Dali emphatically breaks with this tradi-
tion. It goes well with his own elusiveness: when every-
one brings the world to a halt with cyanotypes, Zhang
Dali puts it into motion. In the works in his studio we see
a cycling man pulling a wagon but also men and women
with waving flags (echoes of the rushing Mongolians else-
where in his studio) and maybe, most amazing of all, one
of a man with a group of birds fluttering around him.
When we, slightly surprised, ask him how he managed
to keep the birds in place, Zhang Dali laughs softly. “They
are stuffed birds.” Stopping movement, yet still giving
that movement life — this is Zhang Dali at his best. [H]]
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Zhang Dali

Zhang Dali is one of the first and most notable artists to
pay attention to the life of ordinary people and make it
into a theme of his work. Using his personal experience
and the fast changes of a Chinese society in transition
as a guide, he conducts a dialogue with the social real-
ity, using a number of different mediums such as graffiti,
performance, photography, installations, sculptures and
oil paintings.

The graffiti paintings of a bald head, based on the profile
of his own head, in his work Dialogue and Destruction,
constitute a dialogue between himself on the one hand,
and the cityscape with its many different inhabitants on
the other. The work expresses his pain and frustration
caused by the disappearance of the ancient way of life
and his despair about the living environment of people
today. In the series Ak-47 the oft-seen, extremely deadly
assault weapon Ak-47 represents the rising violence of
Chinese urbanization, and alludes to how the changes in
Chinese society have twistedly manifested themselves in
the human, psychological and subconscious dimensions.
It refers to the living conditions of the weaker groups in
the judicial space of the Chinese reality, and emphasizes
their realistic behaviour in the difficult situations and
conflicts of everyday life.

Through his art Zhang Dali attempts to voice his recogni-
tion of and reflection upon this situation, and to search
for the redemption and salvation of these groups from
their difficulties and crises. He tries to ensure that those
who have been left out in the process of economic growth,
regain the rights and opportunity to a dialogue with this
society, and to give their individual lives and histories the
privileges and worth they deserve, [FB]
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