
Abstract

Ausgehend von Ai Weiweis fotografischen Triptychon Dropping a Han Urn 
(1995) untersucht Birgit Hopfener die pluralen Bedeutungen seiner „ikono-
klastischen Arbeiten“ aus transkultureller Perspektive. Da sich Ai selbst als glo-
bal agierenden Künstler bezeichnet, der sich sowohl auf euro-amerikanische 
als auch auf ostasiatische Kunstgeschichten bezieht, nimmt die Autorin diese 
unterschiedlichen historischen Kontexte und Referenzen in den Blick. Dabei 
geht es ihr um produktions- und rezeptionsästhetische Zugänge, um das kom-
plexe Bedeutungsgeflecht der Werke im globalen Zusammenhang zu analy-
sieren. Zunächst werden die Arbeiten im Oeuvre des Künstlers kontextuali-
siert und ihre Referenzen zu „ikonoklastischen“ Malereien des Zen-Buddhis-
mus und ikonoklastischen Konzepten der „westlichen“ Avantgarde herausge-
arbeitet. Folglich wird der Frage nachgegangen, wie institutionelle und diskur-
sive Rahmungen durch Museen und Kunstgeschichten sowie Appropriationen 
zeitgenössischer Künstler zu den multiplen Bedeutungsebenen von Ais Wer-
ken beitragen. Die klare Strukturierung des Beitrags in mehrere Unterkapitel 
spiegelt den differenzierten Zugang der Autorin wider: U.a. wird diskutiert, 
wie die Kunstwerke als transkulturelle Verhandlungen von zen-buddhistischer 
Bilderzerstörung, als Reinszenierungen von ikonoklastischen Zerstörungen in 
der Kulturrevolution in China (1966  –1976) und als kritischer Kommentar über 
die kapitalistische Kunstwelt interpretiert werden können. Hopfener legt dar, 
wie ein multidimensionaler (kunst-)historischer Ansatz dazu beitragen kann, 
das euro-amerikanische Narrativ von Gegenwartskunst zu dezentrieren.

Using Ai Weiwei’s photographic triptych Dropping a Han urn (1995) as a start-
ing-point, Birgit Hopfener analyses the multiple meanings of the artist’s “icon-
oclastic works” from a transcultural point of view. Since Ai defines himself 
as a globally engaged artist, who transculturally interrelates to both the Eu-
ro-American and East Asian histories of art, this article adopts a historical per-
spective. By examining the artworks from both a production and a receptive, 
aesthetic perspective, Birgit Hopfener’s essay sheds light on the multiplicity 
of denotations of the artist’s works within a global context. Through the con-
sideration of Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works within the context of the art-
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ist’s overall oeuvre and a focus on his references to historical Zen-Buddhist 
“iconoclasm”, Hopfener examines how Ai’s artworks can be interpreted as 
transcultural examinations of both a Zen-Buddhist and a Western avant-gar-
de concept of “iconoclasm”. The author takes into account how institutional 
and discursive frameworks in museums, art history and appropriations by con-
temporary artists have contributed to the ascription of multiple meanings to 
Ai’s “iconoclastic” works. The essay is structured in sub-sections and amongst 
other topics, Hopfener discusses how Ai Weiwei’s artworks can be interpreted 
as transcultural negotiations of the Zen Buddhist-concept of “iconoclasm”, as 
re-enactments of iconoclasm during China’s Cultural Revolution (1966  –1976) 
and as a criticism of capitalism in the art world. Hopfener demonstrates how 
a multi-dimensional and transcultural historical approach can contribute to 
decentralization of the Euro-American narrative of contemporary art that is 
still deeply rooted in the logic of Western modernity.

Ai Weiwei’s Dropping a Han Urn (1995) (fig. 1) is one of the in-
ternationally most widely received contemporary “iconoclastic” 
artwork. The black-and-white photographic triptych is docu-
mentary evidence of how the artist – standing in front of a brick 
wall – dropped and in consequence destroyed an ancient Chi-
nese vase from Han dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD). The three photo-
graphs show in chronological sequence how Ai Weiwei is about 
to let the vase go, how the artifact hangs in the air shortly be-
fore it bounces on the floor and finally, how the ancient object 
smashes on the ground and breaks into pieces. Throughout the 
performance the artist concentrates his gaze on his onlookers. 

fig. 1: Ai Weiwei, Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn, 1995, performance, photography, 148  x 121 cm each. 
© Ai Weiwei

By directly looking out of the picture plane and through his pro-
vocatively indifferent and at the same time observant and ex-
pectant facial expression he seems to address his viewers with 
the question “What do you think am I doing here?” That he asks 
and leaves it to the audience to attribute meaning to the act of 
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dropping a Han urn is also underlined by the descriptive title of 
the artwork.1

My article takes this invitation as a significant entry point 
to engage with the plural meanings of Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclas-
tic” works Dropping a Han Urn (1995), Han Urn with Coca-Cola 
Logo (1994), Dao Guang Blue-and-White Porcelain and Hammer 
(1988), Colored Vases (2009) and From Dust to Dust (2009) from 
a transcultural point of view. By examining the artworks from 
a production as well as from a reception aesthetic perspective 
and through the lens of different historical, discursive and insti-
tutional frameworks, this essay seeks to shed light on the mul-
tiplicity of meanings that have been and can be attributed to Ai 
Weiwei’s works in the global context.

Global Art History from a Transcultural Perspective

This multi-perspectival examination of Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclas-
tic” works intends to demonstrate an understanding of Glob-
al Art History and global art historical practice from a trans-
cultural perspective. Instead of an additive global scholarship, 
that means beyond just expanding the geographical scope of 
research beyond Euro-America by including art produced in 
“non-Western” regions and cultures such as Asia, Africa or Lat-
in-America as it is done in the context of so called World Art 
Histories2 and different from discourses of “global contempo-

1 Dario Gamboni and Charles Merewhether have also interpreted Ai Weiwei’s facial expres-
sion as an invitation for the audience to engage. Gamboni explains Ai Weiwei’s interest 
in engaging the audience as Duchampian: “Ai’s pose and gaze, on the contrary, express 
a combination of detachment and awareness, and they effect another transfer of 
agency to the spectator, who has to assess the value of what is being destroyed and the 
meaning of the act. The artist himself phrased this relationship in Duchampian terms: 
‘the significant value about any act or art really exists in the viewer’s mind.’ Gamboni, 
Dario, Portrait of the Artist as an Iconoclast, in: Moore, Gregg / Richard Torchia (eds.), Ai 
Weiwei. Dropping the Urn. Ceramic Works, 5000 BCE – 2010 CE (exhibition catalogue, 
Arcadia University Gallery, Glenside and Office for Discourse Engineering, Hong Kong), 
Glenside 2010, 87–  88. Merewether conceives of Dropping a Han Urn as one of the art-
works by Ai Weiwei that implicitly ask the following questions: “What do we value and 
why? Who is the author of the value and who authorizes it? What exactly are we taking 
seriously in Ai Weiwei’s work: the act or the work itself?”, see: Merewether, Charles, Ai 
Weiwei. Under Construction, Sydney 2008, 59.

2 See Onias, John, Art, Culture, Nature. From Art History to World Art Studies, London 
2006; Onions, John, The Art Atlas, London 2008; Zijlsmans, Kitty / van Damme, Wilfried 
(eds.), World Art Studies. Exploring Concepts and Approaches, Amsterdam 2008; Elkins, 
James, Art and Globalization, University Park, Penn 2010; Elkins, James (ed.), Is Art His-
tory Global?, London/New York 2007.
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rary art”3 that have been dominantly endorsing an universaliz-
ing concept of Global Art History that tends to synthesize art 
and cultures of various geographical, socio-political and so-
cio-political and (art-)historical contexts and that continues to 
rely on Eurocentric histories and structures of art as they are 
embodied in conventional critical categories and institutions 
of contemporary art, this article suggests to look at the glob-
al through the transcultural. This means in other words that it 
analyzes contemporary art lead by the question of how (cultur-
al) meaning is assigned to art works, concepts, artists, and insti-
tutions in transgressive global circulation processes.4 The article 
argues that contemporary art in the context of today’s spatial-
ly as well as temporally disjunctive global world5 isn’t constitut-
ed and cannot be grasped through Western narratives anymore 
but only by taking into account multiple and entangled histories 
and epistemologies as well as global canon- and power building 
structures. It is against this background that I examine how the 
multiple meanings of Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works are and 
can be constituted through various frameworks.

From a reception-aesthetic perspective the article analyz-
es how specific institutional and discursive frameworks in mu-
seums, art history, art criticism, art collections and appropri-

3 See Belting, Hans, From World Art to Global Art. View on a New Panorama, in: Belting, 
Hans / Buddensieg, Andrea / Weibel, Peter (eds.), The Global Contemporary and the Rise 
of New Art Worlds, Cambridge, MA / London 2013, 178  –185; Filipovic, Elena, The Global 
White Cube, in: Vanderlinden, Barbara / Filipovic, Elena (eds.), The Manifesta Decade: 
Debates On Contemporary Art Exhibitions And Biennials In Post-Wall Europe, Cambridge 
2005, 63 – 84; Harris, Jonathan, Globalization and contemporary art, Malden, Mass. et al. 
2011; Stallabrass, Julian, Art Incorporated. The Story of Contemporary Art, London 2004.

4 See Juneja, Monica, Global Art History and ‚The Burden of Representation’, in: Belting, 
Hans et al. (eds.), Global Studies. Mapping Contemporary Art and Culture, Ostfildern 
2011, 274  –297; Juneja, Monica, Kunstgeschichte und kulturelle Differenz. Eine Ein-
leitung, in: Bruhn, Matthias / Juneja, Monica / Werner, Elke Anna (eds.), kritische berichte, 
Themenheft: Universalität der Kunstgeschichte?, 2/40 (2012), 6  –12; Juneja, Monica, 
Understanding Transculturalism. Monica Juneja and Christian Kravagna in conversation, 
in: Fahim, Amir et al. (eds.), Transcultural Modernisms, Model House Research Group, 
Berlin 2013, 22 – 33; Juneja, Monica, Circulations and Beyond. The trajectories of vision in 
early modern Eurasia, in: Kaufmann, Thomas DaCosta / Dossin, Catherine / Joyeux-Prunel, 
Beatrice (eds.), Circulations in the Global History of Art, Farnham et al. 2015, 59  –78.

5 See Osborne, Peter, Anywhere or Not at all. Philosophy of Contemporary Art, London /
New York 2013; Smith, Terry, Defining Contemporaneity. Imagining Planetarity, in: The 
Nordic Journal of Aesthetics, 24:49 – 50 (2015), 156  –174; Smith, Terry, Introduction. The 
Contemporaneity Question, in: Smith, Terry / Enwezor, Okwui / Condee, Nancy (eds.), Anti-
nomies of Art and Culture. Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporaneity, Durham / Lon-
don 2008, 1–19; Smith, Terry, Contemporary Art. World Currents in Transition Beyond 
Globalization, in: Belting, Hans / Buddensieg, Andrea / Weibel, Peter (eds.), The Global 
Contemporary and the Rise of New Art Worlds, Cambridge, MA / London 2013, 186  –192; 
Moxey, Keith, Visual Time. The Image in History, Durham / London 2013.
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ations by fellow contemporary artists have been attributing 
multiple meanings to Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works. From a 
production-aesthetic perspective, through close readings of Ai 
Weiwei’s iconoclastic works in the context of the artist’s over-
all oeuvre and with a specific focus on how the artist seems to 
refer to historical Zen-Buddhist “iconoclastic” paintings, the es-
say scrutinizes how the works can be interpreted as transcul-
tural examinations of Zen-Buddhist “iconoclasm” and a Western 
Avant-garde concept of iconoclasm.

Ai Weiwei conceptualizes himself as a globally engaged art-
ist transculturally interrelating to both Euro-American and East 
Asian histories of art. Against this background and by arguing 
that it is through historical knowledge about certain concepts 
and their epistemological structures that naturalized frame-
works for the interpretation of art are questioned and new lay-
ers of meaning are added to existent discourses, this article 
adopts a historical perspective.

“Iconoclasm” as a “Travelling Concept”

It is in this regard and by conceiving “iconoclasm” as a “travelling 
concept”6, the article argues, that meanings of concepts change 
in processes of transcultural exchange and according to specif-
ic historical, discursive and institutional frameworks. By interro-
gating “iconoclasm’s” multiple layers of meaning from a trans-
cultural perspective, the article contributes to the critique of art 
history’s rootedness in Euro-American narratives and epistemo-
logical structures.

The term “iconoclasm” was coined in Europe and therefore 
has specific etymological, historical and cultural layers of mean-
ing.7 Because it is globally employed to speak about destruc-
tions of images, objects and art, I continue to use it, but place it 
in inverted commas.

This article critiques naturalized universal meanings of “icon-
oclasm” by shedding light on the historical and discursive poly-

6 Bal, Mieke, Travelling Concepts in the Humanities. A Rough Guide. Toronto / Buffalo /
London 2002.

7 See Gamboni, Dario, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French 
Revolution, London 1997.
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semy of “iconoclasm”. Taking “iconoclasm” as a case study, it is 
my concern to create a critical awareness of how terms, con-
cepts and discourses are shaped through specific histories and 
structures of knowledge, particular socio-political conditions 
and according to certain transcultural constellations.

Ai Weiwei’s Works Interpreted as Re-enactments  
of Iconoclasm During the Cultural Revolution

From a biographical-historical perspective the destructions of tra-
ditional artifacts by Ai Weiwei have been interpreted as re-enact-
ments8 of the ideologically motivated destructions of China’s cul-
tural history and intellectual traditions in general during the Cul-
tural Revolution (1966   –1976).9 Born in 1959 Ai Weiwei was sev-
en years old when the Cultural Revolution started. As the son of 
the famous poet Ai Qing (1910   –1996), who was disgraced by the 
Communist Party and in consequence together with his family 
was sent to Xinjiang to live in banishment, Ai Weiwei experienced 
how his father was humiliated not only by being assigned to per-
form menial work duties but also by being forced to burn his ar-
chive, books of Western and Chinese intellectual history, that the 
Communists regarded as threatening the Communist order.10

Ai Weiwei’s “Iconoclastic” Works in the Context  
of the Communist Party of China’s Agenda of Modernization

In relation to China’s socio-political context today Ai Weiwei’s 
“iconoclastic” works can be interpreted as critical comments on 
the Chinese government’s destruction of cultural historical rel-
ics according to their agenda of modernization and urbaniza-
tion.11 For example, the destruction of China’s old city centers 

8 See Spalding, David, Ai Weiwei: Galerie Urs Meile, in: Artforum, 45:1 (September 2006), 
395.

9 About iconoclasm in China and particularly the context of the Cultural Revolution 
see: Reinders, Eric, Shattered on the Rock of Ages. Western Iconoclasm and Chinese 
Modernity, in: Rambelli, Fabio / Reinders, Eric (eds.), Buddhism and Iconoclasm in East 
Asia. A History, London / New York 2012, 26; Faure, Bernard, The Rhetoric of Immediacy. 
A Cultural Critique of Chan / Zen Buddhism, Princeton 1994, 89  –133.

10 See Hans Ulrich Obrist in conversation with Ai Weiwei, in: Smith, Karen / Obrist, Hans 
Ulrich / Fibicher, Bernard (eds.), Ai Weiwei, London 2009, 9.

11 See Tinari, Phil, Postures in Clay. The Vessels of Ai Weiwei, in: Moore, Gregg / Torchia, 
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not only expresses the Communist Party’s claim to be in charge 
of the master narrative of Chinese history and historiography12 
but also their policy of economic expansion. With regards to the 
“modernization” of old Beijing or Shanghai as significant exam-
ples of officially ordered destruction, houses and alleys on the 
one hand are demolished with the intention to create new eco-
nomically valuable room through the construction of high-rise 
buildings. On the other hand, lively traditional quarters are de-
stroyed through disneyfication. This means in other words only 
the forms of old quarters are renovated according to stereo-
types of Chinese tradition, but the grown living communities 
are re-located and their houses are transformed into destina-
tions for touristic consumption.13

Ai Weiwei’s “Iconoclastic” Works  
as Critique of the Effects of Capitalism on Art

It is in this context that Ai Weiwei’s drawing of the Coca Cola 
logo on an antique vessel for the artwork Han Urn with Co-
ca-Cola Logo (1994) can be conceived as an act of branding the 
artifact as an object of consumption. This “iconoclastic” act can 
be read not only as critique to conceive antique vessels as com-
modities but also as a mode to expose how (Western) Capital-
ist power structures – represented by the multinational concern 
Coca Cola – construct and dominate aesthetic value according 
to assumed universal economic premises. His statement that 
“the capture of Chinese culture within the confines of a U.S. – 
led commodity economy”14 underlines this reading.15

In a similar vain, the work Dao Guang Blue-and-White Por-
celain and Hammer (1988) can also be read from the angle of 
critiquing the effects of capitalism on art. It seeks to shed light 

Richard (eds.), Ai Weiwei. Dropping the Urn. Ceramic Works, 5000 BCE – 2010 CE (exhibi-
tion catalogue, Arcadia University Gallery, Glenside and Office for Discourse Engineering, 
Hong Kong), Glenside 2010, 33.

12 See Schell, Orville, To Forget or to Remember. China’s Struggle With Its Past, in: The 
Washington Quarterly, fall 2016, 143  –157.

13 See Arkaraprasertkul, Non, Urbanization and Housing. Socio-Spatial Conflicts over Urban 
Space in Contemporary Shanghai, in: Bracken, Gregory (ed.), Aspects of Urbanization in 
China. Shanghai, Hong Kong Guangzhou, Amsterdam 2012, 154.

14 Ai Weiwei, in: Charles Merewether, Charles (ed.), Ai Weiwei. Works, Beijing 1993 – 2003, 
Hong Kong 2003, 80.

15 See Merewether, Ai Weiwei. Under Construction, 59 – 60.
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on how actors and institutions of art are governed by econom-
ic structures of capitalism and produce art and aesthetic values 
accordingly. The artwork encompasses the relics of the “icon-
oclastic” performance: pieces of traditional Dao Guang Blue-
and-White Porcelain bowls and the instrument of destruction, 
a hammer, signed by Ai Weiwei who enacted the performance, 
placed in a vitrine. Based on the formal resonance between the 
hammer and an auction house gavel16 the work can be read as 
a critical commentary on the power of the art market to deter-
mine art’s value based on economic premises. Since the hammer 
is signed, it can be understood as a representation of the artist, 
who through his creation is not doubt the agential producer of 
the artwork. But through the act of signing the artist also agrees 
to the capitalist appraisal of originality and by so doing exposes 
himself as being subject of and to economic power structures, 
which transform himself or at least his name into a brand. Last 
but not least the museum-like-presentation can be read as a cri-
tique of how the museum as an institution of preservation not 
only serves and validates the capitalist premise of accumulation 
but also the conventional linear concept of art history as a nec-
essary orientation/benchmark according to which acquisitions 
are legitimized, made and organized and value is attributed.

Ai Weiwei’s “Iconoclastic” Works as Critique  
of Eurocentric Art Institutions

Against this background, Ai Weiwei’s work can be read as a cri-
tique of how even radical iconoclastic works are “domesticat-
ed” in the museum according to familiar, Eurocentric historically 
constituted forms and categories and how this in consequence 
could mean that their potential of resisting and transforming 
structures and narratives of art are denied or at least ignored.

The “iconoclastic” act of coloring Neolithic vessels in pastel 
colors and their arrangement as a floor installation of Colored 
Vases (2009) can be interpreted as a critique of how Chinese 
artists – so called non-Western artists respectively – and their 
artworks are conventionally judged by formal aesthetic criteria 

16 See Charles Merewhether who also has this association: Ibid., 63.
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and incorporated into Euro-American categories and narratives 
of art accordingly, such as for example “Color Field Painting” in 
the case of Colored Vases.17 Furthermore Ai Weiwei’s work can 
also be read as a critique of an exhibition practice of “othering”. 
Due to the “iconoclastic” act of coloring, the antique vases – that 
are conceived as characteristic representations of (traditional) 
China – are deprived of any formal markers of Chineseness and 
as such escape curatorial placements as representations of Chi-
na at the periphery outside of Euro-American histories of art.

Why Ai Weiwei’s “Iconoclastic” Works  
Threaten the Order in the Museum of Asian Art

While in the art museum Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works are 
governed by the regime of modern Western art and art history 
and therefore aren’t perceived as order- threating, the situation 
is different in museums that are rooted in discourses of cultur-
al heritage.

In 2011, the Museum of Asian Art in Berlin received the of-
fer by a private collector to choose between two works by Ai 
Weiwei as a permanent loan. The museum decided for The Tea-
house, an installative work made out of Pu’er tea in the shape 
of a European house with a pitched roof and against From Dust 
to Dust (2009), a sculptural work that consists of thirty glass 
jars, which contain powder of dozens of Neolithic urns that have 
been destroyed in an “iconoclastic” act of grinding.

In accordance to the institutional agenda of representing 
Asian art history and of preserving and venerating cultural arti-
facts and heritage the museum exhibits The Teahouse in corre-
spondence “with the surrounding objects on show from Chinese 
literary culture, as well as artworks that document both the il-
lustrious era of Imperial China and the exchange between east 
and west“ and as a contemporary intervention that serves the 
museum’s aim “to encourage a dialogue between tradition and 
modernity.”18 On the contrary, From Dust to Dust was conceived 
as a work that displayed the destruction of artifacts and was 

17 See Ibid., 87.
18 http://www.smb.museum/en/exhibitions/detail/ai-weiwei-teehaus-2009.html [accessed 

8 December 2016].
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therefore declined as a potential threat to the museum’s order 
and its institutional and political agenda rooted in the idea of 
cultural heritage that centers on the responsibility to preserve 
Asian art and culture as people’s contributions to culture of the 
whole world.19

I would argue the basis on which the museum rejected the 
work From Dust to Dust can be critiqued as adhering to a uni-
versalized Western concept and history of cultural heritage and 
iconoclasm that continues to center on the artifact, its preser-
vation and destruction as a symbol and representation of cul-
ture. The notion of cultural heritage developed in France as a 
reaction to the iconoclastic destructions of monuments and ar-
tifacts related to religion and the Old Regime during the French 
Revolution. It is against this background that the autonomous 
status was conferred to artifacts and art in order to protect 
them from destruction and since then has been “secured” and 
guaranteed in the “neutral” space of the museum.20 Instead, as 
I will suggest below, a change of perspective from the conven-
tional focus on the artifact as symbol or representation to the 
iconoclastic act or the materiality of dust through the lens of 
”iconoclasm” in the Zen-Buddhist context provides fresh layers 
of meaning of Ai Weiwei’s work from a historical perspective.

Ai Weiwei’s “Iconoclastic” Works Through  
the Lens of Western Avant-garde Art

By focusing on the transformation of antique artifacts into con-
temporary art works through destructive acts Ai Weiwei’s “icon-
oclastic” works have been and indeed can be read through the 
lens of Avant-garde discourses and their constitutive premise of 
breaking with tradition in order to enable not only aesthetic but 
also social and political change and innovation.21

19 See Gamboni, Dario, World Heritage: Shield or Target?, in: Christov-Bakargiev, Carolyn 
(ed.), On the Destruction of Art – or Conflict and Art, or Trauma and the Art of Healing 
(part of the series: 100 Notes  –100 Thoughts, dOCUMENTA (13), Ostfildern 2011, 33  – 39.

20 See Gamboni, The Destruction of Art.
21 See Ibid., 258. Karen Smith, Giant Provocateur, in: Smith, Karen / Obrist, Hans Ulrich /

Fibicher, Bernard (eds.), Ai Weiwei, London 2009, 43 –110 and Smith, Karen, Portrait of 
the Revolutionary as an Artist, in: Wilson, Mark / van der Zijp, Sue-an (eds.), Ai Weiwei, 
Groningen / London 2008, 12 –17.
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From a reception aesthetic perspective, the solo exhibition 
Ai Weiwei. According to What? organized by the Hirshorn Mu-
seum in Washington, DC in 2012/2013 is significant in this re-
gard. As evident in the exhibition catalog that describes Drop-
ping a Han Urn as to “capture the moment when tradition is 
transformed and challenged by new values” this institution, that 
is dedicated to post-war art, situated Ai Weiwei’s work within 
the Western tradition of avant-garde art.

By framing Ai Weiwei’s work in the logic of the Western 
Avant-gardes according to which iconoclastic acts are not de-
structive but productive and even the necessary precondition 
for the renewal of art,22 they are related to historical examples 
of Western Avant-garde iconoclasm such as for example Rob-
ert Rauschenberg’s famous work Erased de Kooning Drawing 
(1953). Even though De Kooning agreed on the destruction of 
one of his artworks and Ai Weiwei destroyed artifacts by anony-
mous artisans, they can both be framed by an Avant-garde logic 
of iconoclasm:

Like Rauschenberg, who produced his artwork by erasing a 
drawing by the artist De Kooning, Ai Weiwei creates his work by 
destroying another one.

By conceiving Ai Weiwei in the Avant-garde context the ex-
hibition moreover identifies him as a political artist subject, who 
declines the modernist idea of “l’art pour l’art” and instead be-
lieves in the power of art and himself as an artist to transform 
and modernize society.23

A Global Discourse of “Iconoclastic” Art  
from an Avant-garde Perspective

The Hirshorn Museum not only relied on the familiar Avant-gar-
de of “iconoclasm” as a criteria to chose Ai Weiwei as a suitable 
artist to be shown in a solo exhibition in a museum dedicated to 
post-war art but also used it as a mode of connectivity to con-
struct a global discourse of “iconoclastic” art from an Avant-gar-
de perspective.

22 See Gamboni, The Destruction of Art, 255 – 286.
23 See Ibid., 268.
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Even though it makes sense and is legitimate to construct 
this connectivity between Ai Weiwei and the Avant-garde tra-
dition of iconoclasm one should be aware of the implications. 
By drawing on the Western Avant-garde tradition as the quasi 
universal condition for contemporary art the show consciously 
or unconsciously not only stayed within the chronological Eu-
ro-American narrative of contemporary after modern art. It also 
suggested that contemporary art continues modernity’s bina-
ry temporal and spatial structure, which in consequence implies 
that Ai Weiwei’s work is understood as an appropriation or trans-
lation of the Western Avant-garde concept of “iconoclasm”. Even 
though surely not intended this means the exhibition stuck to 
the modern Western binary spatial structure of center-periphery 
providing Ai Weiwei’s work a derivative connotation.

Global Contemporary Art’s Temporal and Spatial Complexity

But the binary temporal and spatial framework of modernity is 
not suitable to grasp the complexity of so-called global contem-
porary art anymore. Referring to Peter Osborne’s definition of 
contemporaneity as a “disjunctive unity of present times”24 this 
article takes Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works as starting points to 
shed light on how the production and reception of contemporary 
art, contemporaneous being-in-the-world respectively, means 
co-existing and coming together in multiple, divergent and yet 
convergent and entangled temporal and spatial structures.25

Against this background, it is not only obvious that there 
isn’t one universal narrative of contemporary art but also that 
narratives of contemporary art are constituted through entan-
gled histories, that have been constructed in processes of trans-
cultural exchange and negotiation. In China for example, the 
conventional, universally employed Euro-American-centric nar-
ratives whose beginnings are either dated in the post-war peri-
od or in the 1960s are not applicable.

Instead the beginning of contemporary art history is con-
ventionally dated into the year 1978, when after Mao Zedong’s 

24 See Osborne, Anywhere or Not at all.
25 See Smith, Defining Contemporaneity.
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death and Jiang Zenmin’s policies of the “open door” the liberal 
social and political climate led to the development of what has 
been coined modern or contemporary art, xiandai or dangdai 
yishu respectively, that from the beginning onwards has been 
constituted through negotiations of Euro-American, Chinese 
and other regional art histories.26

“Iconoclasm” in Progressive Form and  
from a Horizontal Perspective

This article frames Ai Weiwei’s interest in “iconoclastic” West-
ern Avant-garde artists from the described perspective of con-
temporary Chinese art history. Like many of his contemporaries 
he refers to and inscribes himself into the Western Avant-gar-
de as well as (in-) to other histories and epistemologies of art in 
order to self-position himself as a globally entangled historical 
subject. For Ai Weiwei Marcel Duchamp and his concept of the 
Readymade are particularly important and his interest and use 
of real and everyday objects as well as his attacks of traditions 
and conventions are related to the anti-master of art.27

In contrast to the choice of the past tense “erased” in Rob-
ert Rauschenberg’s work Erased de Kooning Drawing, which 
sticks to the conventional logic of Avant-garde art to destroy 
in order to create and by so doing praises progress and innova-
tion as two central Avant-garde premises, Ai Weiwei’s decision 
for the progressive form in the title of the artwork Dropping a 
Han Urn doesn’t adhere to this concept and function of art, but 
instead can be understood as an expression of understanding 
contemporary art creation as a continuous process of transcul-
tural negotiation and interconnection. In accordance with the 

26 See Gao, Minglu, The Wall. Reshaping Contemporary Chinese Art (exhibition catalogue, 
Millennium Art Museum, Beijing / Albright-Knox Art Gallery, New York / University at Buf-
falo Anderson Gallery, Buffalo), Beijing / Buffalo 2005; Wu Hung Contemporary Chinese 
Art. Primary Documents, New York 2010.

27 “Everything starts and ends with Duchamp”. See: Black Cover Book (Heipi Shu), edited by 
Ai Weiwei, Xu Bing and Zeng Xiaojun, Beijing 1994 and Grey Cover Book (Huipi Shu), ed-
ited by Ai Weiwei and Zeng Xiaojun, Beijing 1997; Merewether, Ai Weiwei. Works, Beijing 
1993 – 2003, 42. Ai Weiwei speaks with Obrist in: Conversation. Hans Ulrich Obrist and Ai 
Weiwei, in: Foster, Elena Ochoa / Obrist, Hans Ulrich (eds.), Ways Beyond Art. Ai Weiwei, 
London / Madrid 2009, 19  – 29. Dario Gamboni in his article “Portrait of the Artist as an 
Iconoclast,” convincingly constructs a Duchampian reading of Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” 
works. See Gamboni, Portrait of the Artist as an Iconoclast, 82– 95.
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question “What do you think am I doing here?” Ai Weiwei’s body 
language in Dropping a Han Urn seems to pose this article con-
ceives of this artist’s “iconoclastic” works as invitations to en-
gage in critique and to position oneself in multiple meanings, 
histories and epistemological structures of art and destruction 
from a horizontal transcultural perspective.

This article argues, that interpretations of Ai Weiwei as a con-
ventional avant-garde artist that stick to the concept of “icono-
clasm” as a mode of discarding conventions and as an articula-
tion by a political or even a dissident artist, who is opposing the 
Communist Party of China and their agenda of modernization, 
stick to a Eurocentric concept of “iconoclasm” rooted in a rep-
resentational notion of art and its critique from a Euro-Ameri-
can perspective. In contrast this article seeks to emphasize how 
Ai Weiwei’s works can be understood as a critique of multiple, 
divergent and yet convergent and entangled histories and epis-
temologies of art and destruction, “iconoclasm” respectively. It 
is in this regard that this article suggests to also examine them 
through the lens of Zen-Buddhist “iconoclasm” and to moreover 
scrutinize Avant-garde art’s entanglement with this concept of 
destruction.

Zen-Buddhist “Iconoclasm”

What is the meaning and function of visual representations 
of ”iconoclasm” in Zen-Buddhism in pre-modern China and Ja-
pan? Based on secondary literary sources from the disciplines of 
art history and religious studies as well as on interpretations of 
Zen Buddhist paintings this article provides an introduction to 
the meaning of “iconoclasm” in the Zen-Buddhist context.28 In 
Zen-Buddhism iconoclasm is related to enlightenment. In order 
to understand what at first seems paradox from a Euro-Amer-
ican perspective one has to know that Enlightenment in Bud-
dhism is achieved through the acknowledgement that the na-
ture of being is impermanent and transient. The representation 
of a so-called “Water-Moon-Avalokitesvara”, an enlightened fig-

28 See Rambelli, Fabio / Reinders, Eric, Buddhism and Iconoclasm in East Asia. A History, Lon-
don / New York 2012, 26; Faure, Bernard, The Rhetoric of Immediacy. A Cultural Critique 
of Chan / Zen Buddhism, Princeton 1994.
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ure of the Buddhist pantheon, visualizes this concept particu-
larly well: Enlightenment is attained if one acknowledges that 
every element in the world is only a temporary illusion, just like 
the reflection of the moon in the water as depicted in paint-
ings of the Water-Moon_Avalokitesvara. By stopping to seek the 
Buddha nature, here visualized by the moon’s fleeting reflection, 
one is able to realize the ultimate truth, namely that everything 
is impermanent. By seeking truth outside of oneself one realizes 
the non-duality of all existence, including one’s own integration 
within the world, and in consequence attains enlightenment.

Zen-Buddhism originated in India, then traveled to China in 
the 6th century and was fully appropriated in Japan in the 12th 
century. Compared with other Buddhist schools, Zen-Buddhism 
in its religious practices and image cultures puts a particular 
emphasis on the premise of the world’s transience and non-du-
ality. In relation to its name: Zen in Japanese, Chan in Chinese 
and Dhyana in Sanskrit, which translated into English means 
meditation, contemplation, immersion and concentration, the 
teachings of the Buddha in Zen Buddhism are not transmitted 
through studying Buddhist scripts, conducting rituals and prac-
ticing discursive reasoning like in other Buddhist schools, but 
directly, mediated only through personal guidance from mas-
ter to disciple. As Bodhidharma, the first Zen patriarch in China 
said in the 6th century AD “outside the sutras/not dependent on 
words and letters”.29 Against this background, “iconoclasm” has 
not only positive connotations, but is attributed with qualities 
that can lead to enlightenment.

The ink painting “The monk from Danxia burning a wood-
en image of the Buddha”, attributed to the Indian Zen-Buddhist 
monk Yintuoluo, who was active in China in the first half of the 
14th century, thematizes Zen-Buddhism’s skeptical attitude to-
wards orthodox conceptions of text and images as sacred icons. 
It shows the Zen Buddhist master Danxia (738 –  824) who was 
famous for rejecting images and their related ritual use. He sits 
on the ground, holding his hands above the smoke of a fire and 
turns his head to speak to an older man, who as it turns out is 

29 Lachman, Charles, “Art”, in: Lopez, Donald S., Jr. (ed.), Critical Terms for the Study of 
Buddhism, Chicago / London 2005, 46.
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an abbot, standing behind him. As the inscription explains the 
painting is a visual representation of a famous story in which 
Danxia burned a statue of the Buddha in order to warm himself. 
When asked for an explanation why he destroyed the Buddha 
by the monastery’s abbot, the Zen master justified himself by 
explaining he burnt the Buddha in order to obtain the Buddha’s 
relics, so-called sarira, in the form of the ashes. Thus he used the 
abbot’s own orthodox Buddhist logic to justify the act of burn-
ing. The abbot would have been expected to believe that rep-
resentations of Buddha and members of the Buddhist panthe-
on possess and transmit the Absolute Truth. The Buddha should 
be treated as a living entity. Accordingly, burning the “Buddha” 
(sculpture) would produce relics after its “death.” Instead of con-
firming this logic, the abbot asked “But how can you get relics 
from an ordinary piece of wood?” Danxia then replied, “If it is 
nothing more than a piece of wood, why should you blame me 
for burning it?”30 

As this example shows Zen-Buddhist iconoclasm like Chris-
tian iconoclasm, in Byzantine in the 8th and 9th century and dur-
ing the Protestant movement in the 16th and 17th century, ob-
jected to the idea of transcendence residing within an object. 
But while the latter rejected images because they were under-
mining the direct relationship between worshippers and God, 
the former suspects written and visual representations as dis-
ruptions of the oneness of all existence as transient.

Images in Zen-Buddhism are not rejected per se. In con-
trast to visual representation in orthodox Buddhist schools, in 
Zen-Buddhism they are not conceived as official representations 
of the Buddha Nature, but rather as icons or cult images. Except 
for portrait statues of eminent Zen masters, Zen art hardly ever 
assumes the function of establishing contact between worship-
per and worshipped deity by magically evoking a tangible pres-
ence of the deity. In contrast images function as documents and 
mediums of subjective encounters with the Ultimate Truth as-
sisting the believer on his/her personal path to enlightenment. 
It is in this regard that visual representations are different in Zen 
Buddhism and in orthodox Buddhism. In Zen Buddhism, visual 

30 Brinker, Helmut, Zen Masters of Meditation in Images and Writings, Honolulu 1996, 39.
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representations are not rendered according to strict icono-
graphical and iconometrical rules in order to be effective but 
are made according to a subjective manner. Helmut Brinker has 
argued that Zen Buddhist painting is concerned with enabling 
insight into the invalidation of presumed opposites in the world. 
By the encompassing presence of the ultimate truth, the Bud-
dha-nature is the transient and non-dual nature of the world. 
For this reason, Zen Buddhist painting is not limited to rep-
resentations of clearly recognizable Buddhist topics for exam-
ple representations of the above-mentioned Suigetsu Kannon 
or the historical Buddha Sakyamuni but rather turns to secular 
topics such as landscapes or everyday scenes as demonstrated 
in the paintings Huineng, the sixth Zen patriarch cutting bam-
boo by the Chinese artist Liang Kai 
or A Monk Mending Clothes in the 
Morning Sun illustrate by the Chi-
nese Zen monk Muqi Fachang.31

Representations of iconoclastic 
acts can be conceived as epitomiz-
ing impermanence and non-duali-
ty. This ink painting by the Chinese 
painter Liang Kai, who was active 
during the first half of the 13th cen-
tury, depicts the Sixth Chinese Zen 
patriarch Huineng (638  –713) tear-
ing up a Buddhist script (fig. 2). Dif-
ferent from Christian and also from 
Western Avant-garde concepts of 
iconoclasm Huineng’s iconoclas-
tic act is not about whether God 
or another Ultimate Truth is vis-
ually representable or about right 
or wrong representations. Instead, 
according to the Zen logic of the 
world’s transience, the painting cri-
tiques representation per se, since 
every fixation would disrupt the 

31 See Ibid., 38 and 40.

fig. 2: Liang Kai, The Sixth Patriarch 
Huineng Tearing up a Sutra, first half 

of the 13th century, ink painting,  
73x31.7 cm

From: https://terebess.hu/zen/ 
liangkaj.html [accessed 30 June 2017]
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premise of impermanence. Destruction has been a deep con-
cern of Zen-Buddhist thinkers, not because of nihilism, but be-
cause of their desire to come to term with it. Buddhist thought 
is deconstructive but Zen-Buddhism regard this deconstruction 
as the dissolving of delusions rather than the denial of meaning 
or existence.

How and to What Extent Can Ai Weiwei’s Contemporary 
“Iconoclastic” Works Be Read as Transcultural Negotiations  

of the Zen-Buddhist Concept of “Iconoclasm”?

In the book, Iconoclash, Bruno Latour seeks to contribute to 
the archaeology of the destruction of images and objects in 
the Western world and emphasizes the importance of including 
contemporary art in this endeavor. This is important because 
contemporary art is a laboratory to “examine all ways to pro-
duce representations of any sort”.32 For Latour, iconoclash re-
fers to art practices in which “destruction cannot be separated 
from a production of new images”.33 In his opinion what then 
becomes important is that “what constitutes iconoclasm and 
what constitutes an image can be relative based on their place-
ment within this process or can even be the same thing.”34

Ai Weiwei’s iconoclastic artworks demonstrate the types of 
work that Latour discusses and it is in this regard that this ar-
ticle conceives of Ai Weiwei’s works as invitations to engage 
with their various meanings of iconoclasm from a transcultural 
perspective. They not only shed light on the tradition of “icon-
oclasm” in Zen-Buddhism but also in the Western Avant-garde 
art tradition.

As has been mentioned before, Ai Weiwei situates himself 
in relation to different cultures, histories and concepts of art as 
a playful strategy. Art critics and cultural theorists have been 
frequently criticizing Ai Weiwei by stating that his works lack 
critical depth and complexity and are therefore accommodat-
ed by the interests of the art market too easily. Furthermore, his 

32 Latour, Bruno, What Is Iconoclash? Or Is There a World Beyond the Image Wars?, in: La-
tour, Bruno / Weibel, Peter (eds.), Iconoclash, Cambridge, MA 2002, 13.

33 Ibid, 14  – 37, 32.
34 Ibid, 14  – 37, 37.
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works have been criticized as serving stereotypes of Chinese-
ness, for example when supposedly Chinese materials and tech-
niques such as in his ceramic and furniture works are adopted. 
Or they have been rejected as expressions of shallow and uncrit-
ical political protest such as for example the large installation 
Sun Flower Seeds (2011). This work, a large field of sunflower 
seeds made out of ceramics exhibited at Tate Modern in London 
2011, for example has been read as a particularly insignificant 
example of relational aesthetics.35

Ai Weiwei’s Interest in Huineng and Duchamp

Even though these criticisms are comprehensible, one could 
also argue against them. By offering too obvious interpretations 
and references, it could be argued, Ai Weiwei holds up a mirror 
to the viewer asking them to re-examine their perceptions and 
frameworks of interpretation, which points towards the need 
for a historical contextualization of Ai Weiwei’s art practice. 
The artist has repeatedly said that Marcel Duchamp on the one 
hand and the Sixth Zen Buddhist Patriarch Huineng, who was 
depicted tearing a Buddhist Sutra in the painting I introduced 
above, on the other hand are his “masters”. Like both Duchamp 
and Huineng, he maintains, it is his interest to question conven-
tions of art and ways of achieving enlightenment respectively.36 
It is against this background that a historical perspective that 
takes into account examinations of Zen “iconoclasm” as well as 
Avant-garde “iconoclasm” is fruitful since it offers new perspec-
tives and helps to re-think naturalized ways of connecting Ai 
Weiwei’s work to familiar frameworks of interpretation rooted 
in Euro-American art history.

Ai Weiwei above all seems to be interested in the “enlighten-
ing” quality of the Zen-Buddhist concept of iconoclasm and its re-
lated image culture. Similar to Huineng’s destruction of the sutra, 
Ai Weiwei’s smashing of the Han vase is focused on the shock-
ing effect of the act and not so much on the symbolic value of 

35 See Gladston, Paul, The (Continuing) Story of Ai, in: Ibid. (ed.), Deconstructing Contem-
porary Chinese Art. Selected Critical Writings and Conversations, 2007– 2014, Berlin /
Heidelberg 2016, 85– 88.

36 See Barnaby, Martin, Hanging Man. The Arrest of Ai Weiwei, London 2013, 23.
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the object under destruction. Similar to Zen Buddhism, Ai Wei-
wei’s act of destruction seems to be conceived as a temporaliz-
ing mode that questions fixed perceptions and categories of one-
self and the world. To be confronted with Ai Weiwei’s iconoclastic 
artworks can be compared with being slapped by a Zen master 
with a swatter – a common “awakening method” in Zen Buddhism 
that is supposed to change the perception of the disciple through 
shock. The object entitled Swatter (2007) by Ai Weiwei can be un-
derstood as referring to this enlightenment practice.

In contrast to the traditional Zen Buddhist religious mean-
ing, enlightenment in relation to Ai Weiwei does not mean in-
tegration and dissolution, but emancipation of the self. I argue 
it is in this regard that Ai Weiwei combines and juxtaposes a 
Zen-Buddhist with an Avant-garde concept of iconoclasm. For 
Ai Weiwei insights in the world’s transcience and non-duality 
serves as a means to acknowledge that all reality, including one-
self, is mutable, transformable.

His acts of iconoclastic destruction can be compared to his 
photography series, Change of Perspective (1995 – 2003), which 
document Ai Weiwei’s performative giving the middle finger to 
powerful institutions and places. These metaphorical iconoclas-
tic gestures are meant to trigger transformation and I argue it 
is in this regard that they disclose their orientation towards the 
future – a characteristic of Avant-garde iconoclasm. I further ar-
gue Ai Weiwei’s examinations of the Zen Buddhist understand-
ing of a non-dual world function as critical, “enlightening” in-
struments to question boundaries, existent concepts and cate-
gories that constitute both the world and art. It is in this regard 
that his statement that the urn was “only grabbed by weight 
and gravity”37 and not explicitly broken by his action alone can 
be understood as a critical comment on the dominant reading 
of the work in relation to an Avant-garde concept of iconoclasm 
and its implication of an intentional artist, but also as critical-
ly examining and uncovering Zen Buddhism’s emphasis on the 
non-dual nature of the world.

37 Ai Weiwei interviewed by Virginia Trioli, Sunday Arts, ABC, 11 May 2008, http://www.
abc.net.au/tv/sundayarts/txt/s2241660.htm [accessed 8 December 2016]; See also 
Changing Perspective. Ai Weiwei with Charles Merewether, in: Merewether, Ai Weiwei 
Works Beijing 1993  – 2003, 31.
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Ai Weiwei’s interest in Zen-Buddhism is certainly not sole-
ly based on historical East Asian sources, but is also mediated 
through Neo-Avantgarde artists including John Cage and the 
Fluxus artist Nam June Paik, who both famously studied Zen- 
Buddhism. It is beyond the scope of this article to go into great-
er detail but I would like to mention that Nam June Paik like Ai 
Weiwei examined and critiqued Zen-Buddhist iconoclasm by re-
lating it to an Avant-garde concept of iconoclasm. Beyond his 
famous iconoclastic works, for example the destruction of a vi-
olin for the performance One for Violin Solo in 1962, it is par-
ticularly the performance, Burning the Buddha from 1984 that 
demonstrates Paik’s interest in Zen Buddhist iconoclasm. This 
particular example refers directly to the story of the Zen master 
Danxia burning a wooden Buddha that I mentioned earlier. By 
explaining that (quote/unquote) “even though Zen is utopian in 
spirit, it is Anti-avant-garde,” Nam June Paik like Ai Weiwei was 
aware of the differences between these traditions. The state-
ment that art activities are liberating gestures in opposition to 
everything else in order to dissolve any fixations of the world 
written in his Zen informed “Theory of Nothing” shows that he 
had also combined a Zen-Buddhist with an Avant-garde concept 
of iconoclasm.

The Ongoing Transcultural Narrative  
of Contemporary “Iconoclastic” Art

The transcultural narrative of contemporary “iconoclastic” art 
is ongoing. Recently two contemporary artists appropriated Ai 
Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works, who has this article argues, not 
only acknowledge the multi-referentionality of these works and 
contemporary art in general but also situate and constitute 
themselves as history writing actors in a transculturally entan-
gled global art world.

The photograph Fragments of History (2012) (fig. 3) by the 
Swiss artist Manuel Salvisberg shows Uli Sigg, one of the earliest 
and the world’s most important collector of contemporary Chi-
nese art, in the process of re-enacting Ai Weiwei’s performance 
Dropping a Han Urn. But instead of a Han urn, Uli Sigg dropped 
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the contemporary “iconoclastic” artwork Han Dynasty Urn with 
Coca-Cola Logo by Ai Weiwei that he is the owner of.38 

On the one hand this act seems to refer to Western 
Avant-garde iconoclasm. Similar to the above-mentioned histor-
ical example of Robert Rauschenberg’s work Erased de Kooning 
Drawing (1953) Fragments of History it also destructs another 
artist’s work.

Yet, taking into account that Uli Sigg and Ai Weiwei are close 
friends and have been closely collaborating on exhibition and 
architectural projects the work most probably is not to be un-
derstood as a violation of Ai Weiwei’s moral right and the re-
lated premise to protect and preserve not only the artist’s per-
sonality but also the integrity of his work. Instead the work was 
probably realized with Ai Weiwei’s agreement and support. It is 
in this regard that it can be understood as a supportive state-
ment or even homage to Ai Weiwei’s emphasis and interest in 
questioning fixations and Avant-garde as well as Zen Buddhist 
and also Daoist concepts of processuality.

Thomas Eller, a Beijing based contemporary artist from Ger-
many also re-enacted Ai Weiwei’s performance. But instead of 
destroying a Han urn, or an artwork by Ai Weiwei, he decided to 
drop Marcel Duchamp’s famous bottle rack readymade. On the 
one hand the work is to be read in the broader context of this 

38 See Jarry, Alfred, Devastating History, in: Art Asia Pacific 78 (2012), http://artasiapacific.
com/Magazine/78/DevastatingHistory [accessed 8 December 2016].

fig. 3: Manuel Salvisberg, Fragments of History, 2012, performance, photography, 100x82 cm each.
© Manuel Salvisberg, From: http://www.fragmentsofhistory.net/artwork.html  
[accessed 30 June 2017]



191A Transcultural Analysis of Ai Weiwei’s “Iconoclastic” Works | Birgit Hopfener  

artist’s work series THE white male complex in which he exam-
ines conditions and structures that constitute himself as a white 
male artist.39 It is in this regard that Eller seems to perform how 
he constitutes and situates his artistic self, transculturally by re-
ferring to Duchamp and Ai Weiwei. The fact that Ai Weiwei has 
also intensively worked with and through Duchamp’s concept of 
the readymade and also by keeping in mind that the bottle rack 
different from the ceramic urn won’t break could be read as a 
commentary by Eller on the lasting and maybe even global ef-
fect of Duchamp’s concept of the readymade.

Conclusion

While so far “iconoclastic” art works have been dominantly in-
terpreted from an Euro-American historical perspective by re-
lating modern and contemporary “iconoclastic” art to Byzantine 
and Protestant Iconoclasm or the destruction of images and ob-
jects during the cultural revolution40 this article sought to shed 
light onto the multiplicity of meanings that have been and can 
be attributed to Ai Weiwei’s “iconoclastic” works as a starting 
point to demonstrate how in the context of researching con-
temporary art in the global context it is necessary to examine 
the different discursive, historical and institutional frameworks 
according to which multiple and often transculturally entangled 
meanings of art works are negotiated and constituted. Based on 
my expertise of East Asian art history I argued it is through a his-
torically based transcultural analysis that new light can be shed 
on Ai Weiwei’s iconoclastic works.  By focusing on Ai Weiwei as 
an actor and his “iconoclastic” artworks I analyzed how his works 
on the one hand can be situated in relation to Avant-garde icon-
oclasm and the related Western theoretical discourse of ques-
tioning a modernist notion of autonomous art. On the other 
hand, I showed how they also critique a genealogy of Zen-Bud-

39 See: Exhibition Catalogue, The White Male Complex, No. 1 with artworks by Thomas Eller 
et al., Savvy Contemporary Berlin 2012.

40 In his book The Destruction of Art, which centers on the European history of iconoclasm 
Dario Gamboni mentions the art historians Werner Hofmann and Horst Bredekamp as 
well as the Fluxus artist George Macunias who all constructed their histories of icono-
clasm by referring to Byzantine Iconoclasm as the universal beginning of iconoclasm. 
See: Gamboni, The Destruction of Art, 260.
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dhist “iconoclasm” in historical East Asian perspective as well as 
mediated through Neo-Avantgarde Western artists.

Methodologically I would argue a multi-dimensional histor-
ical approach is necessary in order to be able to grasp the tem-
poral and spatial complexity of today’s art constituted through 
multiple discursive, institutional and socio-political realities on 
the one hand and to decenter the Euro-American narrative of 
contemporary art that is still deeply rooted in the temporal and 
spatial logic of Western modernity on the other hand.


