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AiWeiwei andWarhol, together again
PITTSBURGH

Years after paths crossed
in New York, similarities
become apparent
BY ANDREW JACOBS

One was a wildly successful artist, the
son of Slovakian immigrants,whose ala-
baster complexion and shock of white
hair made him instantly recognizable
on the streets ofManhattan.
Theotherwasashy filmschool student

from Beijing who toiled in anonymity,
sketching $20 sidewalk portraits tomake
the rent on his basement apartment.
And though their paths crossed at

more than one downtown art opening in
the 1980s, it is safe to say that AiWeiwei,
the young Chinese striver, made little
impression onAndyWarhol as he flitted
through the adoring throngs.

‘‘I remember going to a gallery open-
ing and hearing people say ‘Andy is
here, Andy is here,’ and suddenly I saw
him through the crowd,’’ Mr. Ai recalled
this week, walking through ‘‘AndyWar-
hol/Ai Weiwei’’ at the Warhol Museum
here. ‘‘It was incredible to be in the
same room, but I was a nobody.’’
In the 25 years since he abruptly left

New York to tend to his ailing father in
China, Mr. Ai has become a somebody.
Wily provocateur, enemy of the state
andmedia-savvy advocate for the disen-
franchised, he is a darling of the global
contemporary art world, a bona fide
celebritywhoseburly, beardedpresence
invariably draws admiring crowds.
Andy Warhol and Ai Weiwei, it turns

out, have plenty in common.
Like Warhol, Mr. Ai surrounds him-

self with stray cats, has a fondness for
neon-tinted floral arrangements and
takes pleasure in subverting hallowed
cultural touchstones.
Bothmen have alsomade amint turn-

ing everyday objects into sought-after
commodities. And Mr. Ai, like Warhol,
compulsively records his life and sur-
roundings — Warhol had his tape re-
corder; Mr. Ai always has his iPhone,

which heuses almost hourly to post a de-
luge of images to Instagram and Twitter.
But the two men are conjoined by

something more significant: They are
both unrepentant iconoclasts and glee-
ful disrupters of art world conventions.
Warhol scandalized with his soup cans
in 1962; three decades later, Mr. Ai de-
filed neolithic Chinese pottery with tutti
frutti-colored paint, and he once fam-
ously smashed a Han dynasty urn just
for the heck of it.

‘‘The things said aboutWarhol are in-
triguingly similar to what was said
about Ai Weiwei today — that he desec-
rated art,’’ said Eric Shiner, director of
the museum, which is staging a dia-
logue show of the two men’s works that
runs through August. ‘‘Yet in reality,
both artists changed, and are changing,
how the world understands art and how
art penetrates the world.’’
Such commonalities are on full dis-

play at the museum. One room juxta-
poses Warhol’s garishly tinted Mao
Zedong with Mr. Ai’s own vaguely sar-
donic portraits of the Great Helmsman;
another places the Warhol Coca-Cola
paintings alongside a centuries-old
Chinese vase that Mr. Ai scrawled with
the Coke trademark logo.
Asheglimpsed thegalleries onThurs-

day for the first time, Mr. Ai seemed
genuinely taken aback by how Warhol
had influenced his work, often uncon-
sciously. (Mr. Aiwas first exposed to the
artist after arriving in New York, when

he bought a dog-eared copy of Warhol’s
ironic quotations at The Strand.)
‘‘It’s as if we were brothers,’’ he said,

noting the similarities of Warhol’s early
bird’s-eye ink sketches of theManhattan
skyline to his own youthful renderings of
Shanghai’s rooftops. ‘‘Who could imag-
ine that apoorChinesekidwouldoneday
be showing hiswork alongsideAndy’s?’’

The past few days have been espe-
cially emotional for Mr. Ai, who has not
beenhere in eight years.He spent sever-
al years in internal exile after the
Chineseauthorities jailedhim for 81 days

on spurious charges of tax evasion and
then refused to relinquish his passport.
Last July, the police finally relented,

and Mr. Ai promptly decamped to Ber-
lin, joining his partner and their 7-year-
old son, who live there. In addition to
lecturing at Berlin’s University of the
Arts— a position hewas offered just be-
fore his arrest — he has spent the past
year working at a feverish pace.
His studio, which occupies an old

brewery in what once was East Berlin,
has become a frenetic hub, staffed by an
international coterie of assistants — not
unlike Warhol’s Factory. Mr. Ai also
opened a studio on the Greek island of
Lesbos, where he plans to build a me-
morial to the thousands of refugees who
have died crossing the Mediterranean.
Andeverymonth, it seems, there isanew
exhibition of his work — in Australia,
England, Austria, and inNewYork.

Mr. Ai has spent much of the year im-
mersed in the migrant crisis. He has
handed out solar-powered lamps to chil-
dren in refugee camps, delivered a
white grand piano to a traumatized Syr-
ian pianist and photographed the
freshly arrived as they scrambled off
boats in Lesbos.
Last month, he traveled to the West

Bank and Gaza for a documentary film
he is making about refugees.
Mr. Ai, 58, appeared exhausted by the

travel, but said he wouldn’t have it any
other way. ‘‘You have to work when the
light bulb is bright,’’ he said, pointing to
his head, ‘‘because over time, it will
dim.’’
His work has not beenwithout contro-

versy. In February, he was widely

International New York Times 
8 June 2016 



skewered after he posed for a photo-
graph lying on a pebble beach — an im-
WARHOL, PAGE 11

Both men are conjoined by
something significant: They
are unrepentant iconoclasts
and gleeful disrupters of art
world conventions.

Clockwise from
right: Ai Weiwei at
theWarhol Museum
in Pittsburgh; Andy
Warhol’s ‘‘Elvis 11
Times’’ andMr. Ai’s
‘‘Dropping a Han
Dynasty Urn’’;
‘‘Neolithic Pottery
With Coca-Cola
Logo’’ (Ai) and
Warhol’s ‘‘Coca-
Cola.’’; ‘‘Map of
China’’ (Ai) and a
Warhol self-portrait.
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