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Zhang Huan ((b. 1965, Anyang, Henan, China) is one of the most 
vital, influential and provocative contemporary artists working 
today.  He completed his MA at the China Central Academy of Fine 
Arts in Beijing in 1993. While completing his MA, Zhang joined 
with a small artistic community known as the Beijing East Village, a 
pioneering group of performance artist in post-communist China. 
In 1998, he visited the US for his first solo performance at MoMA 
P.S.1 as part of ‘Inside Out’, and in that same year, he immigrated 
to New York. In 2002, he staged his perhaps most raw and emotive 
performance during his time in the US.

During the performance entitled ‘My New York’, he dressed in a suit made of raw meat and set doves 
loose from a cage, which is a Buddhist gesture of compassion. Only a few months after 9/11, critic Hol-
land Cotter described the performance as ‘fierce and pure, very much of the moment.’  Zhang left New 
York in 2005, moving to Shanghai, where the layers of ideas he explored in his early performance art, 
conceived of as existential explorations and social commentaries, have carried through to his renewed 
interest in a more traditional studio practice. Since returning to China, he has become an iconic figure 
of contemporary art internationally. 

His works are held in a number of public collections including The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
The Museum of Modern Art (New York), The Museum of Contemporary Art (Los Angeles),  The Mu-
seum of Fine Arts (Boston),  the Philadelphia Museum of Art, The San Francisco Museum of Art, The 
Charles Saatchi Collection, The Pompidou Center, Paris, and in museums in Spain, Belgium, Portugal, 
Switzerland, Israel,  Australia, Japan, and China.

Zhang Huan’s works deal with complex issues of identity, spiritualism, vulnerability, and transgression. 
His practice focuses on no one particular media but rather incorporates a wide variety of tactics – from 
performance to photography, installation, sculpture, and painting -- utilizing each method for its phys-
ical and symbolic associations. This unique approach to art making reinforces the interconnectivity 
of the concepts and recurrent motifs running throughout of Zhang’s work, and mirrors an underlying 
sentiment of shared human experience and bond. 

His Ash paintings are constructed from incense ash collected from Shanghai temples; a laboriously 
involved process of weekly gathering and sorting, isolating the vestiges into categories of texture and 
pigmentation which Zhang uses to ’paint’ his images. This medium has multiple significations: it is the 
actual substance of prayers, the dust of death and rebirth, the allegorical weight of spirits. 


