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came to China back when | was just

20 years old and was probably among
the first group of foreigners fo anive in
China after the Cultural Revolution. At
that time you need to have “specialist
talents" before you could get a Chi-
nese visa and the longest available was
only for one month. It was only affer my
teachers dedlt directly with the embassy
that | was given three precious months
of special permission fo study in China
and wiite my graduation thesis here. |
am proably one of the few foreigners
who do have some rights to talk about
Chinese culture.

During ltcly's "Year of Chind' in 2006,
| was invited by the embassy's cultural
section fo come back to China and put
on aseries of exhibitions, afterwhich | de-
cided to stay onin Shanghai. The reason
for my decision was quite simple: China
is curently in a very exciting period of
her history and this whole range of stimuli
is very valuable nourdshment for an art-
ist. Anything can happen here and is
haoppening here. Colors, scents, forms...
China is filed with an amest ndive at-
mosphere of optimism that's pushing
ever onwards and upwards, something
that in Europe has all but faded away to
nothing. Naturally there are negative as-
pects to this, but thisis the problem of all
things having two sides. Speaking from
my own experience, if people exper-
ences a different culture while they are

young it wil mark them indelibly for life.
I'm an orfist in love with European clas-
sical sculpture, but for twenty years now
I've been profoundly influenced by Chi-
nese art. | love "Chinese" materials like
bronze, wooden artifacts and glazed
ceramics. Of course, in terms of my own
field, I'm most familiar with marble. Over
the past decade or so, I've been work-
ing on a series of major projects includ-
ing repairs to the statues in the Cour
Napoleon at the Louvre and restoration
of the Swedish Royal Palace. But during
these past few years in China, I've been
working on something that, as it so hap-
pens, is related o the rural migrants who
come to work in the cifies.

To make a bold critique, | would say
that the Chinese art word at the mo-
ment is broadly divided into fwo major
tendencies: the fraditional academy
faction holding their ground and the
modern market-oriented cartists making
an assault in the global theater. Under
the influence of an increasingly market-
orienfed economy, the phenomenon
of highly effective production by artists,
who are very sensifive to market de-
mand in a technical sense, is happen-
ing more intensely here than anywhere
else.

Marble is a material that is resiient,
marvelous, full of history, and in theory
can last for centuries. But can individual
sculptures made from marble or per-

haps a finely crafted vila last so long?
That will be decided by a number of
factors, very important among these
are the intentions and idedls of the cre-
ator. Taking part in projects in various
fields in China, the thing I've paid most
attention tois that | am working together
with people who have character and
qudlity to do things that have character
and qudlity, creafing things that could
only be created in China. The inificitor
of the Sheshan project is a very low-key
person who doesn't talk to the media.
But in all my dedlings with him, I've had
the impression of a very straightforward
sense of social responsibility. He's not
after some kind of residential develop-
ment that could be stuck anywhere,
but wants to make buildings that look
ke they've grown in their location and
are in complete harmony with their en-
vironment and suroundings. After fancy
decoration of fifty vilas that had dready
been completed at a cost of milions,
he agreed to pul out and start again
because he felt the final product had
fo live up fo the value of the earth they
were built upon. lrespect this breadth of
feeling. At my suggestion, for the stone
we used the sandstone that | was so fa-
miliar with from my work at the Louvre.
| had the technical director from the
stone supplier come to the site to over-
see things. This made the cost of these
matericls three times that of an ordinary



project and also made the purchasing
process very complex. Very few people
would be wiling to invest in this kind of
undertaking, but if your goal is fo make
something that will last for centuries if re-
quires a sincere investment that is out of
the ordinary.

It is a time now in China for creai-
ing systems; as well as the spirt of the
thing, there are many other factors like
processes, intermediate stages and so
forth. The person in charge is just there o
supply the energy. It is the various stages
in the process that willinfluence the final
outcome, including the migrant workers
who are shiffing the bricks and setting the
fles day in and day out. As the consul-
fant on external areas of this project and
as an arfist, over these past two years |
have had the idea for a work gradually
taking shape - making a group sculp-
ture of the builders. If we want fo make
this building a fimeless classic, then the
labor of the migrant workers who make
these siructures, which will remain unal-
tered though the centuries, should also
be respected. I'd lke to make some
group statues of these workers who |'ve
been dlongside day and night, ideally
erected in the new housing develop-
ment; it's something I'm still muling over
at the moment. | often explain things to
the workers while we're at work: why
you put stone lions out front of Chinese
buildings, why so many foreign build-
ings have peaked roves, and just a bit
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very exciting period of her history
and this whole range of stimuli is
very valuable nourishment for an
artist. Anything can happen here is
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of general knowledge about art ex-
pressed in a down-to-earth way. Actu-
ally most of the principles of aesthetics
are very simple. A lot of people tell me
I'm wasting my time teaching migrant
workers about the principles of aesthet-
ics derived from classical Italian sculp-
ture, that probably most of the workers
won't understand. But | asked a worker
from Tianjin who'd been in building for
17 years about this and he replied, first,
of course he understood, and second,
he could sense that the project wasn't
like the things he'd worked on before,
that this was making art which made
him proud and motivated. | was very
moved by this; this is the appeal of art.
So much of Chinese sculpture now
is stil conceptual work: on a massive
scale (ke Xiang Jing) or with those
Mao suit aspirations (like Sui Jianguo). |
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much prefer fo work based on an origi-
nal artistic form and then go dlong with
the materials as they fransform in line,
staying true to my original idea and
structure, then giving the materials a
contemporary relationship but still bas-
ing it on the classical way of creation.
Each recreation is a new beginning. |
created the small Afican face in a ba-
sic form while | was there. These days |
often spend time alone in Jingde in Ji-
angxi, studying how fo use porcelain to
recreate these Afiican faces. As some-
one who's worked a lot with pottery
before | used fo think making porcelain
would be just as easy, but once | ac-
tually tied to do it | found it wasn't so
simple. Every fime | opened up the kiin,
| was so nervous that my heart was in
my mouth. This mix of nervousness and
excitement makes you both love and
hate it — often a whole month's work will
depend on this one moment — will it be
an “Ah!" of delight or an “Oh!" of disap-
poinfment? But | did manage to make
some things that a lot of old porcelain
makers told me quite firmly would be
impossible. So you'll often find a group
of older workers in my studio gather
round the kiln, waiting anxiously, just like
me, for it fo be opened and fo see the
“impossible” Jingde porcelain this Ital-
ian has made.

I've often thought recently that it
might be fime for me to create a group
sculpture of them.
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