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Ai Weiwei

Ai Weiwei: Defend the Future brings together
a selection of works from the oeuvre of

Ai Weiwei (1957-), ranging from painting and
photography to film, installation, architecture,
public art, curated works, and publications.
Bom in Beijing, China, in 1957, his parents
were the poets Ai Qing, and Gao Ying, and
he grew up in Xinjiang, in the western part

of China, as his father was forced by the
Chinese communist government to work

in political exile since the Anti-Rightist
Campaign. He came back to Beijing in

1975, after his father was fully rehabilitated.
He enrolled in the Beijing Film Academy,
majoring in animation, in 1978. It was here
that he became actively involved in the
“Stars” group, one of China’s earliest avant-
garde art collectives, in 1979. He then went
to New York in 1981, where he encountered
works by Marcel Duchamp, Andy Warhol,
and Jasper Johns, among others, leading
him to establish his own perspective

on contemporary art. After returning to
Beijing in 1993, he initiated formation of the
Caochangdi Art District in the eastern part of
Beijing and served as an artistic consultant
for the Beijing National Stadium (often called
the “Bird’s Nest”), designed by the Herzog &
de Meuron architecture firm, in 2007 prior to
the Beijing Olympics.

As poorly-constructed school buildings
collapsed during the Sichuan earthquake

in 2008, Ai recruited volunteers online and
formed a Citizens’ Investigation team to
document the total number of casualties

and the names of the victims. Since he was
forced to leave China and moved to Europe
in 2015, he has created wide-ranging works
on the theme of “refugees’ He is uniquely
positioned as a pioneering artist who is able
to interact with people by fully utilizing media
of the digital era - blogs, Twitter, YouTube,
and Instagram. In this exhibition, a total of 126
works of Ai are presented: his photography
series Study of Perspective 1995-2011 (2014);
pottery works such as Colored Vases (2015),
Neolithic Vase with Coca-Cola Logo (2015),
and Porcelain Pillar with Refugee Motif
(2017); Murano glass works, including Study

of Perspective in Glass (2018) and Black
Chandelier (2017-2021); large installations,
including Life Vest Snake (2019), Laundromat
(2016), and Tree (2015); and 11 video works,
including Vivos (2020) and Rohingya (2021).

The Korean title of the “Defend the Future”
exhibition, which is literally translated as
“The Future of Humans” in Korean, is

a combination of “humans,’ which tops

Ai Weiwei’s artistic agenda, and “future,’
one of his artistic pursuits. Ai’s life and art
express that we, as dignified humans, must
be able to live a life in which we can talk freely
with one another, express joy and anger, and
share what we have with future generations.
In Quotes (2019), a collection of major
comments made throughout human history
on the theme of human rights, Socrates
stated, “l am not an Athenian or a Greek, but
a citizen of the world.” Through such works,
Ai has connected magnificent cultural
heritages of the past, such as those from
Jingdezhen ceramic village and Murano
Island, Venice, to the present times and
brought public attention to the site of the
Sichuan earthquake and Idomeni Island in
Greece, thereby spreading empathy and
solidarity around the world. This exhibition
will hopefully take viewers on a journey into
the time and space of Ai’s world.
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Freedom of Expression

“Freedom of Expression” is a theme carried
on from the beginning of his career till now
as an essential prerequisite of a humane
lifestyle. Ai Weiwei highly considered
freedom of expression to the point of
expressing his thoughts, saying, “l think

it's a responsibility for any artist to protect
freedom of expression and to use any way
to extend this power.” The Animal that Looks
like a Liama but is Really an Alpaca (2015)
deals with motifs related to issues of free
speech and surveillance.
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Art and Activism

Ai Weiwei highlights the importance of taking
action to improve problematic circumstances
and make a better world. Ai Weiwei himself
visited sites where social problems occurred,
declared truths and advocated for making
changes. Life Vest Snake (2019),
Laundromat (2016), Floating (2016) and
Human Flow (2017), etc. are intended

to arouse interest in the international
community on the refugee situations. He

is not constrained by conventional ways

of museum shows upon curating and
showcasing his works. He has attempted to
take a closer step to more and more people
by releasing or leasing his works on YouTube
and Vimeo.
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Butis Really an Alpaca, 2015, wallpaper installation,

color prints, dimensions variable.
Courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio, Lisson Gallery and
neugerriemschneider, Berlin.

Photograph by Ai Weiwei Studio ©Ai Weiwei Studio

H5, 2016, B2 HIC|R, 221, ALRE, HIC|R2 3824
#1: 42 8%, #2: 32 44X, #3: 92 40X, G4 AL
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Floating, 2016, single-channel video, color, sound,

series of 3 videos #1: 4min 8sec, #2: 3min 44sec,
#3: 9min 40sec. Still from Floating.

Courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio.

Photograph by Ai Weiwei Studio ©Ai Weiwei Studio
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Government, Power and
Making Moral Choice

“Government, Power and Making Moral
Choice” embodies Ai’s interest in forging
solidarity and forming sound relationships
with minorities whose voices have not been
heard well enough. It can be identified that
his proactive attitude to demand a sound
and transparent information disclosure

and communication could turn ethical and
aesthetic in Vivos (2020) and Bicycle Basket
with Flower in Porcelain (2014), etc. Vivos, in
particular, depicts a poignant incidence on
the opposite side of the earth, which traces
a case where 43 students from a teachers’
college disappeared, which broadened fury
at corrupt local police officials in Mexico City.

Vivos, 2020, single-channel video,

color, sound, 1Th 52min. Still from Vivos.

Courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio.

Photograph by Ai Weiwei Studio ©Ai Weiwei Studio
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The Digital World

In “The Digital World’; Ai introduces his actions
in digital domains as key platforms for him to
present his works and unite with people. Hans
Ulrich Obrist referred to Ai’s blog as the ‘social
sculpture in the digital era, implying how

Ai has put a great weight on the online space
in compiling and presenting his thoughts. The
theme brings together his currently blocked
blog and books on his frequently updated
postings - event at this time in point - on social
media. Taken in Chengdu, China, in 2009,
Hlumination (2009) has become an iconic

Ai Weiwei selfie, one embodying freedom

and resistance. Ai was the leading activist
calling for transparency in the investigations
of fatalities during the Sichuan earthquake

on May 12. At three o’clock in the moming of
August 9, 2009, police banged on Ai’s hotel
room door, woke him up, and beat him. As the
police were escorting Ai to the hotel elevator,
he defiantly snapped a selfie of his reflection in
the mirrored walls of the elevator.
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HMumination, 2009, wallpaper installation, color prints,
dimensions variable. Courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio,
Lisson Gallery and neugerriemschneider, Berlin.
Photograph by Ai Weiwei Studio ©Ai Weiwei Studio



“clAl, A 220 D20l M= 3 1l f=2|
SMEE ACHe| £X17|, Falco] g2

S 5 Qlgo| HAe 221E =Wt MEst=
7ol B&0| A4 EICE MMT| A EX}7]0]

ScA HIQIEE s|7Lt FIlS2 2E0E I3 42
Mg I3l P S:(2015)2t <@IHEE} 207t Y=
MM7| M 31'8>(2015)2 A RES 3261
SN0l sithX o S E o= MEMIA|ZICE Al HES
SAlcHe] Aol o @A =SHAZE 4 ASXA, £ 247 E
SixiollA oftd Oj2HE HojZx|of| CHSt Zofe] nUIS
150A12t Sot A HE| = H|o|E AL FHIE 7|55t
20034 H|0|X>(2003) 0l LIHE %= ULt

History, the Historical Moment,
and the Future

“History, the Historical Moment, and

the Future” touches on how he has shed

a light and contemplates on the history and
culture of the mankind including the figures
of Chinese ancient legacy, potteries from
Jingdezhen and glass studio in Murano.
Colored Vases (2015) and Neolithic Vase
with Coca-Cola Logo (2015) where modern-
style paints are added and the logo of Coca-
Colais ingrained on the Neolithic ceramics
have been reborn as contemporary artworks
by damaging historical relics. His thoughts
over how to strike a balance between the
history and traditions, and the contemporary
life, and what kind of future would unfold in
today’s world which would soon become

the past are found in Beijing 2003 (2003)
which is a documentary of a 150-hour record
of the entire city of Beijing.
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Beijjing 2003, 2003, single-channel video,

color, sound, 150h. Still from Beijing 2003.
Courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio.

Photograph by Ai Weiwei Studio ©Ai Weiwei Studio

NN AR Personal Reflection

“Personal Reflection” reminds of his works
on his in-depth reflection on his life. His
works such as Black Chandelier (2017-2021)
and Remains (2015) where images of
remains seemingly excavated from ancient
tombs trigger thoughts over the meanings of
life and death. His works embody reflection
on the history and individuals, life and death,
the past and the present, and the future.
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Remains, 2015, porcelain, 1~10X4.5~29 X 2~14cm
(13). Courtesy of Ai Weiwei Studio, Lisson Gallery
and neugerriemschneider, Berlin.

Photograph by Ai Weiwei Studio ©Ai Weiwei Studio
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National Museum of
Modern and Contemporary Art, Seoul

Opening Hours
Mon, Tue, Thu, Fri, Sun: 10:00-18:00
Wed, Sat: 10:00-21:00

Admission Fee

Entrance Ticket: 4,000won

Under 24 or over 65: Free

Every Wed & Sat 18:00-21:00: Free

Parking
Daily Hours: 08:00-23:00
3,000won per hour

Organized by
National Museum of
Modern and Contemporary Art, Korea

National Museum of

Modern and Contemporary Art, Seoul
(03062) 30, Samcheong-ro, Jongno-gu, Seoul,
Korea(165, Sogyeok-dong)

+82 2 3701 9500

www.mmca.go.kr
twitter.com/mmcakorea
facebook.com/mmcakorea
instagram.com/mmcakorea
youtube.com/mmcakorea
tv.naver.com/mmca



