
CLASS and SOCIETY:
GLOBAL ART since 1960: FOCUS

(Xu Bing, Julie Mehretu, and Ai Weiwei )



ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://www.learner.org/courses/global

art/work/47/index.html

TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Chairman Mao en Route to Anyuan

ARTIST: unknown, based on an oil 

painting by Liu Chunhua

CULTURE or ART HISTORICAL 

PERIOD: Communist Chinese

DATE: c. 1969 C.E. 

MEDIUM: color lithograph

http://www.learner.org/courses/globalart/work/47/index.html


ONLINE 

ASSIGNMENT: 

http://etcweb.princet

on.edu/asianart/asse

ts/archivedmaterials

/Xu%20Bing%20han

dout.pdf

TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: A 

Book from the Sky

ARTIST: Xu Bing

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL 

PERIOD: Global 

Contemporary

DATE: 1987-1991 

C.E. 

MEDIUM: mixed-

media installation

http://etcweb.princeton.edu/asianart/assets/archivedmaterials/Xu%20Bing%20handout.pdf


ONLINE 

ASSIGNMENT: 

http://blog.art21.org/20

09/10/01/meet-the-

season-5-artist-julie-

mehretu/#.VJ9MdBtA

TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: 

Stadia II

ARTIST: Julie Mehretu

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL 

PERIOD: Global 

Contemporary

DATE: 2004 C.E.

MEDIUM: ink and 

acrylic on canvas

http://blog.art21.org/2009/10/01/meet-the-season-5-artist-julie-mehretu/#.VJ9MdBtA


ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://www.tate.org.uk/wha

ts-on/tate-

modern/exhibition/unilever

-series-ai-

weiwei/interpretation-text

TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Sunflower Seeds

ARTIST: Ai Weiwei

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Global Contemporary

DATE: 2010-2011 C.E. 

MEDIUM: sculpted and 

painted porcelain

http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series-ai-weiwei/interpretation-text


CLASS and SOCIETY:
GLOBAL ART since 1960: SELECTED TEXT

(Xu Bing, Julie Mehretu, and Ai Weiwei )



Chairman Mao en Route to Anyuan, based on 

an oil painting by Liu Chunhua, c. 1969, color 

lithograph

When Mao Zhedong first came to power in 1949, 

he encouraged artists to create “art for the 

people” that would convey Communist ideas in 

ways accessible to the masses.

Realistic oil paintings of workers, soldiers, and 

peasants began to replace traditionally popular 

ink paintings featuring such natural subjects as 

landscapes, birds, and flowers. The institution 

of the Cultural Revolution in 1966 led to strict 

regulation of artistic production. 

Many traditional artists suffered humiliation 

and torture at the hands of the “Red Guard,” 

who publicly denounced them and destroyed 

their artworks and other personal property. 

Meanwhile, younger artists took this 

opportunity to create works that would be 

widely distributed by the government. 



The painting-turned-poster Chairman Mao goes to 

Anyuan became a cause celèbre, “perhaps the most 

important painting of the Cultural Revolution 

period". 

It depicts Mao as a young man on his way to the 

city of Anyuan to lead a miners' strike. The work 

was explicitly promoted by Jiang Qing as a model 

painting equal to the model operas and ballets she 

espoused. As such it became the benchmark for 

the iconographical representation of Mao. 

The painting was made by Liu Chunhua, a Red 

Guard studying at the Central Academy of 

Industrial Arts, but it was collectively designed 

and planned by a group of students from 

universities and institutes in Peking. 

Liu explained how the painting was preconceived 

along ideological lines and invested with symbolic 

meaning: "To put him in a focal position, we 

placed Chairman Mao in the forefront of the 

painting, advancing towards us like a rising sun 

bringing hope to the people.”



Chunhua’s 1967 portrait depicts the Chairman as 

a young man walking to the Anyuan coal mine in 

the western Jiangxi province. In the early 1920s, 

Mao was among a group of enthusiastic 

Communist leaders who had guided the 

mineworkers through a successful strike. 

The strike had resulted in higher wages, better 

labor conditions, a radical educational program, 

and widespread support for the Communist party. 

The heroic pose and warm, almost glowing tones 

used to depict the Chairman here are 

characteristic of the many idealized Mao portraits 

produced during this period.

Described by party officials as a “model work,” 

Chairman Mao en Route to Anyuan became one of 

the most popular images of the Cultural 

Revolution. It was published widely in newspapers 

and journals, and reproduced in the form of 

posters, statues, and even on kitchenware. Some 

believe that more than nine hundred million 

reproductions of it were disseminated within the 

decade.



Born in Chongqing, Sichuan, in 1955, Xu

Bing grew up surrounded by books at 

Beijing University, where his father was an 

historian and his mother an administrator 

in the department of library sciences. 

At the time of the Cultural Revolution 

(1966–76), he tells us, "There was a saying: 

‘Use your pen as a weapon and shoot down 

reactionary gangs.’ My father was a 

reactionary." During the chaos and 

persecutions of that era, Xu Bing was 

separated from his family and forced into 

agricultural labor. Chairman Mao’s radical 

transformation of Chinese culture, Xu Bing 

writes, was "most deeply rooted [in] his 

transformation of language. . . . To strike 

at the written word is to strike at the very 

essence of the culture. Any doctoring of the 

written word becomes in itself a 

transformation of the most inherent 

portion of a person’s thinking. My 

experience with the written word has 

allowed me to understand this.” 



Xu Bing. A Book From the Sky, 1987-1991, mixed media installation



Book from the Sky was begun in 1987, was first exhibited in 1988, and appeared in the 

notorious "China/Avant-Garde" exhibition in 1989, where China’s artistic "radicals" first 

entered the National Gallery in Beijing on a grand scale. The work incorporates four 

books, composed of some 4,000 Chinese characters invented by the artist and wholly 

unreadable. 

Although they may appear to a Western audience to be Chinese characters, the Chinese 

audience has been surprised, often dismayed, and sometimes angry to discover that the 

words cannot be read. They unite all audiences, everywhere, in a kind of induced illit-

eracy, but they are most frustrating to those who read Chinese—for how can one be sure 

these words are not in some esoteric dictionary unless one tries, vainly, to look them up? 

A difficult task, to be sure, finding what does not exist. 



As such, Xu Bing’s "writing" (or non-writing) might be considered an "abuse of 

language," a reminder of how language has already been abused by those in 

control of it, and as a strike against those who have violated the written word 

through modern political propaganda. While thoroughly contemporary in its 

politics and linguistic implications, Book from the Sky also upholds the ancient 

Daoist belief that the deepest truths can never be captured by words alone. 

Book from the Sky is both a political revelation of the vulnerability and culpability 

of language, and an aesthetic embrace of the principles of traditional writing. A 

specialist in woodcut printing, Xu Bing designed the 4,000 characters—making 

sure each one did not exist—and carved them individually by hand. Using a font 

style from the fifteenth-century Ming dynasty but with reference to still earlier 

printed styles, characters are carved as separate blocks and then arranged in 

racks, two racks of characters per sheet. 



The Chinese invented the concept of 

moveable type, and the Princeton 

University Library has what may be the 

oldest surviving text following this 

concept, printed in the Western Xia 

Kingdom of northwest China and 

preceding Gutenberg by more than two 

centuries. 

Each sheet from A Book in the Sky is 

folded to make two pages; there are nine 

columns per page, and up to seventeen 

characters per column. Each double-

page sheet is folded along the centerline 

of the print rack and stitch-bound. Six-

hole stitching, a blank paper lining 

folded into each double-page, covered 

corners, and blue-dyed volume covers all 

derive from traditional Chinese 

bookbinding of the highest quality. 

Top left: the intricate frontispiece 

of the Diamond Sutra (the world’s 

earliest dated printed book) from 

Tang Dynasty China, 868 CE



Apart from its political statement, Book from the Sky is a masterpiece of the 

bookmaker’s craft and beautiful to behold. The volumes vary from one to another: 

volume two suggests traditional medical reference texts in its format, while the 

design of volume three is more appropriate to literary subject matter. The four-

volume set is accompanied by a hand-carved storage box. In a complete 

installation format, multiple copies of the four volumes are spread in a large 

rectangle across the ground (a traditional earth shape), with long scrolls draped in 

rounded forms above (suggesting Heaven). 

In 1990, following the tragic events at Tian’an Men, Xu Bing emigrated to New 

York, where he lives today. Book from the Sky has been followed by several 

creative works, including the Square Words project, writing that looks Chinese but 

can only be read if one knows the Roman alphabet, and a Braille version of this 

work, which brings visual art to the sightless. 



A Book from the Sky receives approval, even from official critics, who declare its blending 

of the ancient and the new as an important advance in Chinese art. In February 1989, 

Xu Bing's piece is included in the government-sanctioned group exhibition at Beijing's 

National Museum, China/Avant-Garde.

Four months later, the massacre of pro-democracy demonstrators in Beijing's 

Tiananmen Square begins a period of political retrenchment. Now, the Chinese press 

criticizes the avant-garde movement for its "bourgeois liberalism." Critics single out A 

Book from the Sky, whose meaninglessness, they believe, may hide subversive intent. 



A member of the Ministry of Culture delivers 

a severe reprimand. He likens the piece's 

ambiguity to a character in an old Chinese 

folk tale who wanders aimlessly, searching 

for his way home like a "ghost pounding on 

walls." 

As Xu Bing later admits, "The reason why 

people have so many reactions to A Book from 

the Sky is because it didn't say anything.”

Xu Bing is placed under surveillance, which 

he later describes as creating a difficult 

atmosphere for producing art. He emigrates 

to the United States in 1990. The first new 

work he shows in the States is the last he 

produced while still in China, a hand-rubbed 

impression of a three-story-high stretch of the 

Great Wall of China. Xu Bing calls the piece 

Ghosts Pounding the Wall. (seen left)

Xu Bing (currently) lives in Brooklyn, NY, 

and shows his work in museums and galleries 

all over the world.



Julie Mehretu. Stadia II, 2004, ink and acrylic on canvas



Julie Mehretu was born in 1970 in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia; she lives and works in New York. 

Mehretu’s paintings and drawings refer to 

elements of mapping and architecture, 

achieving a calligraphic complexity that 

resembles turbulent atmospheres and dense 

social networks. 

Architectural renderings and aerial views of 

urban grids enter the work as fragments, losing 

their real-world specificity and challenging 

narrow geographic and cultural readings. The 

paintings’ wax-like surfaces—built up over 

weeks and months in thin translucent layers—

have a luminous warmth and spatial depth, 

with formal qualities of light and space made all 

the more complex by Mehretu’s delicate 

depictions of fire, explosions, and perspectives 

in both two and three dimensions. 

Her works engage the history of nonobjective 

art—from Constructivism to Futurism—posing 

contemporary questions about the relationship 

between utopian impulses and abstraction.



On the subject of systems in art, Mehretu talks about the 

difference between rational and organic methods of working: 

“The earlier, more analytic impulse was to use very rational 

but kind of absurd techniques or tendencies—mapping, 

charting, and architecture—to try and make sense of who I 

was in my time and space and political environment. 

But there’s only so much truth to a theoretical understanding 

of something. The action or behavior—or what happens 

organically and intuitively, rationally and spiritually, or 

majestically—in a world is a very different thing than what 

can happen in our effort to understand it. 

So there was more of an impulse to use those approaches, 

trying to make sense of these two sides of myself in the 

earlier work. And I developed a whole language and body of 

work that evolved from that investigation. But the thing that 

kept it all together and that keeps me going is the painting—

making the pictures—and drawing. 

In getting lost in doing that, language is invented. And that 

shows you something you never thought you would know 

about yourself or understand.”



The built environment, for Mehretu, provides a setting in which people can gather, 

protest, pray, and riot in mass numbers. In her monumental paintings, murals, and 

works on paper, Julie Mehretu overlays architectural plans, diagrams, and maps of the 

urban environment with abstract forms and personal notations. The resulting 

compositions convey the energy and chaos of today’s globalized world. Stadia II is part of 

a triptych of works created in 2004, and explores themes such as nationalism and 

revolution as they occur in the worlds of art, sports, and contemporary politics.



Far from arbitrary, these basic pictorial elements could comprise the designs of nearly 

any country’s national flag. The cluster of red and blue stripes, for instance, located 

along the top-right edge of the canvas, resemble the American flag, without necessarily 

resolving into a perfect match. We may also find corporate logos and religious symbols 

interspersed throughout; Mehretu is intentional in drawing analogies between these 

forms and the propagandistic ways in which they are often used.

Lastly, observe the painterly grey marks that seem to rise from the lower and central 

registers like plumes of smoke. Stadiums and capital buildings can represent triumph, 

pride and celebration, but they are also common targets for bombings and acts of terror, 

which are often motivated by a comparable degree of zealousness and ideological fervor. 



Top left: El Lissitzky. Beat the whites with 

the Red Wedge, 1919, lithograph

The artist describes her final product as 

containing a “stratified, tectonic geology 

(...) with the characters themselves 

buried—as if they were fossils.”* This 

distinct sense of temporality serves as a 

metaphor for history, memory, and the 

legacies of past cultural epochs that still 

influence contemporary life.

While nationalism, sports and global 

politics are key points of entry into the 

work, Mehretu also considers art historical 

precedents for these themes. These lines 

and shapes are unmistakable references to 

the Russian constructivist and Bauhaus

movements of the early twentieth century, 

and to artists such as Alexandr

Rodchenko, Kasmir Malevich, El Lissitzky, 

and Wassily Kandinsky. These artists 

conceived of pure abstraction as a way to 

wipe clean the slate of history and to 

promote universalism and collectivity in 

art, politics and culture. 



Top left: Vassily Kandinsky. Yellow-Red-

Blue, 1925, oil on canvas

Mehretu has long explored the use of 

abstraction in service of revolution and 

utopian politics throughout the history of 

Modernist art, “I am (...) interested in 

what Kandinsky referred to in ‘The Great 

Utopia’ when he talked about the 

inevitable implosion and/or explosion of 

our constructed spaces out of the sheer 

necessity of agency. So, for me, the 

coliseum, the amphitheater, and the 

stadium are perfect metaphoric 

constructed spaces.” 

These can represent both the organized 

sterility of institutions and the “chaos, 

violence, and disorder” of revolution and 

mass gathering.



Because Mehretu builds her piece from multiple layers of figure and ground alike, the 

colors, shapes, and planar forms in Stadia II seem to be suspended between surfaces, 

and are often caught in a swirling motion around the axis of her compositions. The 

dynamism of the work makes reference to traffic patterns, wind and water currents, 

migrations, border crossings and travel.

Depicting patterns of movement, Mehretu emphasizes, on one hand, the militarization of 

bodies moving within and between national (or digital) spaces, and acknowledges the 

increasing speeds at which the world seems to be moving. Yet, while her compositions 

might be vertiginous and disorienting at times, we are given a chance to reflect on the 

potential and importance of such interconnectedness. 



Julie Mehretu. Stadia III, 2004, ink and acrylic on canvas



In 2005 art essayist Lawrence Chua said of her work “At the heart of Julie 

Mehretu’s paintings is a question about the ways in which we construct and live in 

the world. Perhaps that is what makes the work so radical: its willingness to 

unravel the conventionally given answers about the violent environment we inhabit 

today.” Here one can understand Mehretu to problematize humanity’s interaction 

with themselves and with their world in a push to re-evaluate how we live, which in 

Deleuzian thought is one of the most important undertakings with which an artist 

can engage.



Ai Weiwei. Sunflower Seeds, installation 

at the Tate Modern, 2010-2011, sculpted 

and painted porcelain

One of China’s leading conceptual 

artists, Ai Weiwei is known for his social 

or performance-based interventions as 

well as object-based artworks. Citing 

Marcel Duchamp, he refers to himself as 

a “readymade”, merging his life and art 

in order to advocate both the freedoms 

and responsibilities of individuals.

Sunflower Seeds is the latest of a 

number of works that Ai has made using 

porcelain, one of China’s most prized 

exports. These have included replicas of 

vases in the style of various dynasties, 

dresses, pillars, oil spills and 

watermelons. Like those previous 

works, the sunflower seeds have all been 

produced in the city of Jingdezhen, 

which is famed for its production of 

Imperial porcelain. 



Ai is best known for projects such as his collaboration with 

Herzog & de Meuron on the 2008 Beijing Olympic 

National Stadium, as well as his embrace of the Internet and 

social media as a platform for his activism. Despite his arrest 

and eighty-one-day detention in 2011, Ai has continued to create 

art that transcends dualities between East and West.



One of his most famous pieces is the performance Dropping 

a Han Dynasty Urn, 1995 , which is remebered in this 

photo-triptych. Weiwei dropped an ancient ceramic vase, 

which smashed on the floor at his feet. This work not only 

began the artist’s continuing reuse of antique ready-made 

objects, it also demonstrated his questioning attitude 

towards cultural values and social history.



Ai was on the receiving end of a 

protest this weekend when a local 

Miami artist smashed a "color basis" 

vase valued at $1 million, part of the 

artist's "According to what?" 

exhibition at the Perez Art Museum 

Miami (PAMM) in the city. The 

exhibition also included photographs 

of the Chinese artist dropping what 

appears to be a Han Dynasty urn.

Maximo Caminero, a Miami-based 

artist, was named in a police affidavit 

as the defendant. He told an officer 

that his act was a protest against the 

gallery's decision to only display 

international art.

The police report states that 

Caminero picked up the vase before 

being advised to put it down by a 

museum official. He then dropped it 

"in protest." He was charged with 

criminal mischief.

Video: Miami artist destroys $1 million Ai 

Weiwei vase

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMWlgJJwuTg


Ai, meanwhile, told CNN that he 

didn't have "much reaction" to the 

news, but said that he thought that 

a line should be drawn when it 

came to damaging public or private 

property as part of a protest.

"I can't have a show in Beijing but I 

cannot go to museums to break 

work in Beijing," he said in a phone 

interview.

"My work is basically forbidden to 

be shown in China ... The protest 

itself may be valid but to damage 

somebody's work to do that is 

questionable."

Ai said that he considered his work 

-- specifically the triptych which 

shows him dropping an antique urn 

-- to be "very different."



Each ceramic seed was individually hand-

sculpted and hand-painted by specialists working 

in small-scale workshops. This combination of 

mass production and traditional craftsmanship 

invites us to look more closely at the “Made in 

China” phenomenon and the geopolitics of 

cultural and economic exchange today.

For Ai, sunflower seeds – a common street snack 

shared by friends – carry personal associations 

with Mao Zedong’s brutal Cultural Revolution 

(1966–76). 

While individuals were stripped of personal 

freedom, propaganda images depicted Chairman 

Mao as the sun and the mass of people as 

sunflowers turning towards him. 

Yet Ai remembers the sharing of sunflower seeds 

as a gesture of human compassion, providing a 

space for pleasure, friendship and kindness 

during a time of extreme poverty, repression 

and uncertainty.



Sunflower Seeds is a vast sculpture that could have been gazed upon from the Turbine 

Hall bridge, or viewed at close range. Each piece is a part of the whole, a poignant 

commentary on the relationship between the individual and the masses. There are over 

one hundred million seeds, five times the number of Beijing’s population and nearly a 

quarter of China’s internet users. The work seems to pose numerous questions. What 

does it mean to be an individual in today’s society? Are we insignificant or powerless 

unless we act together? What do our increasing desires, materialism and number mean 

for society, the environment and the future?



Ai Weiwei – Remembering, 2009, backpacks

In 2009, Ai Weiwei created a large 10x100m installation, made out of 9000 children’s 

backpacks. Displayed on the facade of the Haus der Kunst in Munich, Germany, each 

backpack represents a life lost in the earthquake that took place in the Chinese province 

of Sichuan in 2008.

Ai used five different colors that make up the sentence For seven years she lived happily 

on this earth in Chinese lettering, a sentence with which a mother of one of the 

earthquake victims commemorated her daughter. The bright, vibrant colors, such as 

blue, red, yellow and green reflect the psyche of a child, their joy and innocence. In 

addition, the colors have been used for the Toys R Us logo.





CLASS and SOCIETY:
GLOBAL ART since 1960: ACTIVITIES and REVIEW

(Xu Bing, Julie Mehretu, and Ai Weiwei )



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1:

After completing your research on this Communist Chinese poster, based on an 

oil painting by Liu Chunhua, and Xu Bing’s A Book from the Sky, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may address only 

one of the works or both. 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2:

After completing your research on 

these works by Julie Mehretu and 

Ai Weiwei, devise a question to 

present to and answer for the class. 

Create a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might be 

formally assessed. You may address 

either one of both of the images.  



VIDEO: Ai Weiwei: Sunflower seeds

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PueYywpkJW8

