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Escapeto

Alcatraz

China’s most controversial artist
breaks into America’s most notorious
prison with a historic new show
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i Weiwei
has never been to Alcatraz, buthe has
spent three years constructing the
infamous island prison in his mind.
Sitting at a long wooden table within
his gray brick courtyard studio-home
in northern Beijing, he has pored over
books, memoirs and photographs of
what used to be America’s foremost
maximum-security penitentiary, a
super-bastille in San Francisco Bay.

Ai has studied pictures of the
rocky pathways that wind around the
island’s cliffs, the water tower still
covered with graffiti from the Native
American occupation of the island,
the deceptively calm gray waters that
made the prison nearly inescapable.
He has formed his own mental map
of the three-tiered cellblocks with
their tool-proof steel bars, the
mess hall equipped with wall- e
In the first art exhibition at the pen-
turned-park, the famed iconoclast hopes
to broaden his politically charged reach.
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mounted tear-gas canisters, the aus-
tere prison hospital and primitive
psychiatric ward, where Al Capone
was treated for syphilis and demen-
tia, and the New Industries Building,
where inmates once washed Army
linens and fashioned rubber mats.
From across the Pacific, the artist
and provocateur has been at work
creating a seven-part art installation
and political meditation, @Large: Ai
Weiwei on Alcatraz, to sit within the
prison’s historic buildings—several of
which have never before been open to
the public.

Because his passport remains in
the hands of Chinese government au-
thorities, he can’t leave the country.
So one of the tricks he has learned,
like an inmate who can only imagine
distant worlds from within his cell, is
to conceive exhibits first in his mind,

then at his studio in Beijing. For the
Alcatraz exhibition, Ai has paid par-
ticular attention to exact measure-
ments—the height of cellblock ceil-
ings, the width of staircases and steel
doors—and, he told me, he has taken
care to use materials that can be
shipped innocuously through suspi-
cious Chinese customs services, sent
by plane and finally by barge to the
island for reassembly, a nearly 6,000~
mile journey. There has never been a
bridge to Alcatraz.

Ai, who is 57, is China’s most con-
troversial, internationally famous
and eclectic artist, and his multi-
media compositions are perhaps
best known for their anti-authori-
tarian bent. He has spent plenty of
time contemplating imprisonment.
On April 3, 2011, “I was secretly de-
tained, like a kidnapping,” he told me
in June at his Beijing studio. At Bei-
jing Capital International Airport,
where he’d gone to board a flight to
Hong Kong, government agents, he
recalled, “pulled a black sheath over
my head, shoved me into a car bound

for an unknown location.” He was re-
leased on June 22, pounds lighter and
much wearier, but without his pass-
port—and without being formally
charged with an offense. Several of
his associates were also detained.
“I’'ve seen so many people around me
arrested or disappeared in China, of-
ten falsely accused.”

A fewmonths after his release from
prison, Cheryl Haines, executive di-
rector of the For-Site Foundation,
a San Francisco-based arts group
specializing in exhibitions and large-
scale works that illuminate signifi-
cant places, visited Ai in Beijing. “He
said he wanted to address what hap-
pens when people lose the ability to
communicate freely, and also to bring
his ideas and artwork to a broader
spectrum of people” outside the art
world circuit and those interested in
Chinese human rights, she told me
on a June trip to China. “What if I
brought you a prison?” she recalled
asking Ai. He nodded.

She had one in mind, but wasn’t
sure if she could pull it off. Still, she’d

“Maybe I'm just an undercover artist in the disguise of a dissident,” Ai wrote recently. Materials in his Beijing studio this year.
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