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An excavator shattered the windows of Ai Weiwei’s
largest studio while workers hustled away his art on
Friday, preparing to demolish the old Beijing facto-

ry three years after the artist and government critic left
China.  As dusk descended on the old car parts factory on
the outskirts of the capital, shirtless, sweating laborers
packed large wooden crates filled with artworks onto a
truck bed.

Hours earlier, Ai, who now lives in Berlin, had posted
videos on Instagram showing several men looking on from
inside the hollowed-out brick and concrete building as a
backhoe went to work. “Farewell,” Ai wrote in English,
saying the demolition had begun without notice. Ai helped
to design the Bird’s Nest Olympic Stadium for the 2008
Beijing Games, but fell out of favor following his criticism
of Chinese leadership. The artist was detained for 81 days
in 2011 amid a crackdown on government critics. His pass-
port was confiscated and he moved to Berlin after it was
returned to him in 2015.

Ai wasn’t overly angry about the demolition, as the

rental contract for the space had expired last autumn, said
Ga Rang, an assistant who has worked for 10 years along-
side the artist. But it “simply wasn’t possible” to move out
at the time due to the vast quantity of things stored in the
space, Ga said. Ga managed the hangar-sized space in the
Left Right Art District, where Ai had worked since 2006.
“They came and started knocking down the windows
today without telling us beforehand. There’s still so much
stuff inside,” said Ga, wiping his brow in the extreme sum-
mer humidity as he directed a crew of movers.

They had been warned that the move needed to hap-
pen within days, but had not been told when the wrecking
machines would appear.  “The authorities say they want to
develop things here, build malls and commercial buildings.
But it’s a shame-you won’t ever find a place in Beijing like
this again,” he said. 

Ghostly retrospective 
Around the back of the building lay a cemetery-like

collection of different parts from Ai’s various works, a

ghostly outdoor retrospective.  Tall ceramic pillars in
green, yellow and blue, like those from his 2006 “Pillar”
series, stood next to twisted metal rebar reclaimed from
schools destroyed in the devastating 2008 Sichuan earth-
quake, all encircled by a silent chorus of enormous,
gnarled tree roots resembling those from his 2009 work
“Rooted Upon”-an abstract meditation on encroaching
modernity and displacement.  It was going to be impossi-
ble to find another space to house such large-scale works
in Beijing, Ga lamented, and they were considering simply
storing the works outside somewhere.

“Mr Ai made countless works in this space-a lot of his
iconic works were all made here.” Work from Ai’s first solo
show in his home country-a reconstructed Ming dynasty
temple, rebuilt with all its 1,500 parts in a Beijing gallery in
2015 — stood packed up in boxes in the middle of the
window-lined studio amid broken glass and timber. 

Changing district 
Far beyond Beijing’s city center, the Left Right Art

District is an old factory converted into artist studios
and office spaces. It lies next to the “Big Wealthy Regal
Industrial Park”-an area full of tractors, dirty low-lying
buildings and roadside watermelon vendors selling their
wares for 20 cents a kilo.  Ai’s studio dominates the
complex, where many of the other buildings dating back
to the 1960s and 70s have already been reduced to
rubble.

Demolitions began three months ago, said De Aihua, a
longtime resident who moved into the factory in her early
teens.  Ai’s studio used to be the state-owned factory’s
meeting hall, she explained. At its peak, the complex was
home to 1,000 residents, but numbers began to drop after
China’s reform in the 1980s shifted the economy away
from rigid state-controlled planning. In recent years, only
20 or so residents remained. 

She expected the government to allot her an apart-
ment in a high-rise complex somewhere to compensate
her for having to move, but deeply mourned the change.
“It was a wonderful life here. It was the way a life should
be-with neighbors, trees, closer to nature,” she said,
pulling her puppy Miaomiao through a leafy boulevard
now overgrown with weeds and hedged on either side
by debris.  She would speak with artists when they
crossed her path, but didn’t know much of Ai Weiwei’s
international renown, referring to him as “Ai Qing’s son”.
His father was a famous Chinese poet.

As he prepared a jackhammer for the next morning,
the young construction worker who would drive the
demolition vehicle said he had no particular feelings
about tearing down the historic building, but still pre-
ferred low houses to towering commercial malls.  “But
even if I don’t like it, I’m just an ant, what say do I
have?” he said. “And anyway, I don’t really know what
you mean by art.”— AFP

From black-and-white musicals to action movies,
Abdel Qader Al-Ayoubi screens films and exhibits
paraphernalia of the art form in his basement in the

Iraqi city of Kirkuk, a cinema-free zone. Ayoubi has
scoured the country to collect 8 mm, 16 mm and 35-mm
reels of old films, projectors, screens and archive materi-
als from second-hand dealers, sometimes at exorbitant
prices. Back in the 1970s, the city of Kirkuk was home to
five cinemas: the Khayyam, Hamra, Alamein, Atlas and the
Salaheddin, the educational advisor and longtime movie
enthusiast told AFP.

The silver screen pulled in audiences in towns across
Iraq, until 1980 when war broke out with Iran, marking
the start of decades of conflict. It was only in December
that Baghdad declared victory after a three-year battle
against the Islamic State group. While the level of vio-
lence has declined sharply, the rich cultural life long asso-
ciated with Iraq has struggled to make a return. More
than a decade of sanctions following Saddam Hussein’s
1990 invasion of Kuwait, as well as long periods of militia
and jihadist dominance after the 2003 US-led invasion
that toppled the dictator, have ensured an end to the
golden age of cinema in Iraq.

The cinema experience in the country is now restrict-
ed to multi-screen theatres in shopping malls of Baghdad
and the main southern city of Basra. In oil-rich Kirkuk,
which is home to Kurdish, Arab and Turkmen communi-
ties, “all the movie theatres have closed, for different rea-
sons but mainly because of security concerns”, said 59-
year-old Ayoubi.

Purring projector 
Only in the basement of his home can a Kirkuk cin-

emagoer experience the whirring of the film reel and the
purring of the projector’s fan. Ghassan Hawwa, an oil sec-
tor worker who remembers the days of the Atlas and
Hamra cinemas, is a regular in the audience on leatherette
seats at the weekly rendezvous in the basement. “Today,
everybody watches DVDs or goes on the internet,”
sighed Hawwa, who along with a cluster of co-enthusi-

asts aim to bring cinema back to life in Kirkuk. Action
and horror flicks are a hit at Ayoubi’s cinema but his per-
sonal favorites are the Arabic movies, the musical come-
dies of the 1950s and 1960s, or the good old-fashioned
love stories.

Foreign films are also on the program, such as the
Spaghetti Westerns whose posters plaster the walls of his
small museum that is open to the public on weekends and
public holidays. Ayoubi guides visitors around his muse-
um, giving the history of the reels, projectors and other
cinema paraphernalia to a new generation “who know
nothing of the cinema world of old”. — AFP

Broken art: Ai Weiwei’s Beijing studio faces wrecking ball

The exterior of Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei’s “Left and Right Art Studio” is seen
in Beijing.

Art works are seen at Chinese artist and activist Ai Weiwei’s “Left and Right Art Studio”
in Beijing. — AFP photos

Abdel Qader Al-Ayoubi works on a recorder in his basement in Iraq’s northern multi-ethnic city of Kirkuk.

Art of cinema comes

alive in basement of

Iraq aficionado

Abdel Qader Al-Ayoubi works on a recorder in his basement in Iraq’s northern multi-eth-
nic city of Kirkuk.

A movie plays in the basement of Abdel Qader Al-Ayoubi in Iraq’s northern multi-ethnic
city of Kirkuk.

A projector is seen in the
basement of Abdel Qader

Al-Ayoubi in Iraq’s northern
multi-ethnic city of Kirkuk.

A movie plays in the basement of Abdel Qader Al-Ayoubi in Iraq’s northern multi-ethnic
city of Kirkuk. — AFP photos

Movie paraphernalia is pictured in the basement of Abdel Qader Al-Ayoubi in Iraq’s north-
ern multi-ethnic city of Kirkuk.


