
250.Kui Hua Zi (Sunflower Seeds) 

Ai Weiwei. 2010 – 2011 C.E. Sculpted and painted porcelain 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 often uses his art to critique political and economic injustice 

 Content: more than 100 million tiny, handmade porcelain sunflower seeds, originally weighing in at 150 tons 
o They filled the enormous Turbine Hall at Tate Modern, an industrial building-turned-contemporary art 

space 

o  

 Context: while he was growing up, even the poorest in China would share sunflower seeds as a treat among 

friends 
o The individual seed is lost among the millions, a critique of the conformity and censorship inherent in 

modern China 

 designed to subvert popular imagery rooted in the artist’s childhood. Communist propaganda optimistically 

depicted leader Mao Zedong as the sun and the citizens of the People’s Republic of China as sunflowers, turning 

toward their chairman 

 More than 1,600 artisans worked to make the individual porcelain seeds by hand 

 Porcelain— a symbol of imperial culture in China—was also made for export via the Silk Road and became 

important to the creation of the idea of China in the West 

 Mr. Ai’s use of porcelain comments on the long history of this prized material while also rejecting the common 

negative connotations of the modern term “Made in China.” Utilizing skilled artisans known for their exquisite 

craftsmanship to make objects that can only be differentiated one from another upon close inspection, alludes to 

the important porcelain tradition in Jingdzhen (2000 years), as well as to the uniformity and diffusion of modern 

(cheap and fast) labor that is responsible for China’s hard-won place in the world economy. Sunflower Seeds asks 

us to examine how our consumption of foreign-made goods affects the lives of others across the globe 

 Contextual experience: visitors were invited to walk over and lie on the seeds, though the museum, in consultation 

with the artist, suspended this opportunity about a week into the exhibition because of safety concerns 

 Art and activism 
o Ai Weiwei was arrested at the Beijing Capital International Airport on April 3, 2011 during his Tate 

exhibition.[1] He was detained for 81 days. The artist, along with many in the international community, 

asserted that his true offense was his political activism for democracy and human rights. Mr. Ai had blogged 

for four years—investigating cover-ups and corruption in the government’s handling of a devastating 2008 

earthquake in Sichuan and the country’s hosting of the Olympics. Ai Weiwei's blog was shut down in 2009. 

Since then, he has turned to Twitter and Instagram. During his detention, the international community, 

including major US art institutions, rallied for his release. Officials eventually released him, charging Ai 

Weiwei with tax evasion, but his passport was withheld, preventing him from leaving the country for four 

years. It was returned in 2015 

o Ai Weiwei’s continues to address issues of human rights in his work. The 2015 exhibit @Large, installed 

on Alcatraz, the former island prison in the San Francisco Bay, comments on surveillance, freedom, and 

political prisoners by mixing fine and traditional arts with pop culture materials including silk dragon 

kites and Lego portraits 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 


