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The Gao Brothers, Zhen and Qiang, have been active in Mainland China as artists 

since the 1980s. Their sculptures show a predilection for the image of Mao, usually in 

absurd, highly disrespectful conditions—as a female with pointed breasts and a 

Pinocchio nose, or, in multiple identical sculptures, as the killer(s) of Christ. Socially 

engaged from the beginning, the Gao Brothers are clear in their anger toward Mao, 

which has a biographical origin: their father, a common laborer, either committed 

suicide or was killed in prison during the Cultural Revolution. Their success, which is 

based on a wide body of work, including photography, paintings, sculptures, and 

performances, is worldwide, yet they cannot show their politicized work in their own 

country. As the interview demonstrates, the Gao Brothers remain unafraid in a culture 

that does its best to suppress dissent of any sort. Their efforts can be seen as heroic in 

consequence. 

 

1. Please describe briefly your upbringing in China. Did your parents support 

the revolution? When did you both know you wanted to make art? Did you go to 

art school? 

 

The education we received in primary and middle school was thoroughly didactic. In 

school, except for learning how to read and write and understand arithmetic, we 

merely received the extremely hypocritical, rigid doctrine of communistic ideology. It 

can be said that the ideological education we received in school as children was 

harmful to our development. But, fortunately, at home our parents` attitudes and 

behavior taught us how to distinguish right from wrong and how to help and have 

sympathy for others. Our parents were very kind and liked to help others. However, 

because of the early loss of our father, mainly it was our mother who shouldered the 

responsibility for our elementary education during our growing up. 

 

When we were children, our mother`s health was not in a good condition. She had six 

sons to raise, so she was not able to go out to work but stayed home teaching and 

taking care of us instead. Our mother was a tough, kind, big-hearted, traditional but 

open-minded woman. With simple language and methods, our mother had us 

understand and accept some Chinese traditional ethics, for instance, the following 

aphorisms from Confucious: “己所不欲，勿施于人” (What you do not want done to 

yourself, do not do to others) ; “施恩莫提，受惠莫忘，滴水之恩当涌泉相” (If you 

confer a benefit, never remember it; if you receive one, remember it always. The favor 

of a drop of water should be rewarded with the gratitude of a fountain of water); ”少小

不努力，老大徒伤悲” (You lie upon roses when young, you'll lie upon thorns when 



  

old); “天行健，君子当自强不息” (from the Book of Changes, named Zhou Yi in 

Chinese): As Heaven keeps vigor through movement, a gentleman should 

unremittingly practice self-improvement; and so on. Some of the things she said are 

Confucian in nature, and some are the expressions of her own simple principles in 

daily life. Our mother was very talented; she could recite poems casually and was also 

very good at paper-cutting. The paper-cuttings she created in her free time surprised us 

a lot. It can be said truthfully that the reason why we later embarked on the road of art 

and why we always have adhered to our personal beliefs and ideals is because of her 

artistic genes and elementary education as well her influence on us on a daily basis.  

   

In 1949, after the Chinese Communist Party taking took over Chinese mainland, the 

whole society became a large continuous brainwashing vat. All those who held 

different thoughts from communist ideology were regarded as heretics and were 

brought down, imprisoned, persecuted, or forced to undergo labor reform. Under such 

circumstances, no one dared to obviously show his political attitude. We were very 

young when our father passed away, so we don't have too many ideas about his political 

thinking. But I think all the people during that time, including our parents, like the 

people in North Korea at this moment, were forced into a communist revolutionary 

frenzy. No matter what you thought about the communist revolution in the depths of 

your heart, you had to stand up to clearly show your support for this revolution. Perhaps 

because of my father`s ambiguous attitude, he was regarded as the enemy of the 

revolution.   

 

I am six years older than my brother collaborator Gao Qiang, but both of us like to 

paint and started to learn to paint since we were children. When I was 16 or 17 years 

old, I made up my mind to be an artist. After the Chinese Cultural Revolution, in 1978, 

when I was 22 years old, with six to seven years’ experience working in a factory, I 

was admitted to continue studying Chinese painting in Shangdong School of Arts and 

Crafts. In 1981, when I was 25 years old, I graduated and became a professional 

Chinese painter. However, later on my thinking changed. I felt that it was very 

difficult to convey the complex thinking of contemporary people through Chinese 

traditional art. Therefore, I started to learn from translated writings and catalogues 

about Western art, philosophy, and literature; I consequently integrated some Western 

contemporary art techniques into my painting. After Gao Qiang`s graduation from 

university in 1985, we started our journey in contemporary art.  

 

2. What was your experience as young artists during the Cultural Revolution? 

What happened to your family? 

 

I was born in 1956, and Gao Qiang was born in 1962. The Cultural Revolution began 

in 1966. I was 10 years old, and Gao Qiang was only 4 years old at that time. We were 

only kids who liked to paint; we were not artists yet. My personal experience is 

limited about this period. We were young at that moment, but because of the loss of 

our father during the Cultural Revolution, the tragedy of that time has caused us great 



  

mental and physical pain, which has had an enormous impact on our life and creation 

later on. It was on October 1st in 1968 that two of my father`s co-workers came to our 

home and told us that, “Gao Chenwun has been isolated for examination (that is to say, 

imprisoned).” Later on, after 25 days of ongoing, brutal physical and mental torture, 

our father died unjustly. However, we are just one of hundreds of thousands of 

families who suffered from this. There are countless families who suffered from loss 

of family, including wives and children.  

  

3. When did you first start making your Mao sculptures? Where did you first 

show them? Have you ever shown them outside your studio in China? 

 

Our first Mao-related sculpture, Miss Mao, was created in 2006. The image of this 

work originated from our photography work, Baby Mao in 1998. In fact, before 1989, 

we started to deconstruct and criticizee the Mao image and its ideology and 

institutionalization. The compareatively mature work done during that period is the 

series of Mao as a communist idol, created with the help of a copy machine. Among 

those works, we not only visually analyzed, studied, criticised, and deconstructed Mao, 

we also addressed the image of Deng Xiao Ping, as well as the Marxist imagery carried 

on by Mao and Deng. We can say that the deconstruction of the Mao image and the 

criticism against communist autocracy have been among the essentional issues in our 

creations. But the great attention and controversy we received took place after the 

creation of the Miss Mao sculptures. They has been shown in galleries or museums 

around the world, including London, Paris, Rome, Moscow, New York, Chicago, San 

Francisco, Kansas City, Los Angeles, Singapore, and Montreal. Unfortunately, because 

of art censorship in China, it has never been shown in any other place in China except 

in our studio. Once, an Italian gallery participated in an art fair in Beijing and tried to 

show Miss Mao during the occasion. But just as they opened the crate of the sculpture, 

the officer in charge of censoring art saw the piece. So the gallery had to repack and 

hide the work. Not only was Miss Mao forbidden to be shown in China, it was also 

stopped or detained by Chinese customs when we tried to shop it overseas for 

exhibitions. Even today, several Miss Mao sculptures remain detained by Chinese 

customs.  

 

4. Some of the Mao sculptures —Miss Mao especially— are deliberately 

outrageous. What is the point of turning Mao into a woman with big breasts? 

 

The sculptural series named “Miss Mao” can be divided into two different groups. 

One group looks funny and cute, for example, the works numbered Miss Mao No. 1; 

however, a second sequence, based on the previous group, demonstrates greed, as 

seen in Miss Mao, No. 2 and Miss Mao, No. 3. If we compare the brutal evil of Mao 

with our satire, our works are hardly rude or outrageous at all. There are two reasons 

why we present Mao with breasts. One is because, taking advantage of the monopoly of 

its propaganda machine, Mao and his political party have been declaring that they are 

people`s great savior and parents. For instance, in one of the frequently played 



  

propaganda songs, the popular work ”唱支山歌给” (Sing a Folk Song to the Party), 

there is the sentence “I regard the Party as Mother.” Because Mao and his political party 

wants to be a mother, we give Miss Mao a pair of breasts in order to make him look 

more like one. However, it’s just a lie after all, and therefore we install a Pinocchio`s 

nose on Miss Mao.   

 

Therefore, Miss Mao is just not only a visual joke but also acute sarcasm directed 

toward Mao and his party. Another reason why we put a pair of breasts on Miss Mao 

is because of we want to highlight the reproductive character of Mao as the leader of 

the cult of the CPC (Communist Party of China). In other words, the Miss Mao we 

created not only refers to Mao and his party but also to all those who are brainwashed 

by Maoist thoughts. There are many Chinese who cannot get rid of the MAO problem 

(毛病 mao bing in Chinese, means difficulty), even ourselves.  

 

Sine 1949, after his takeover of China, Mao was pushing the state apparatus to instill 

in Chinese people his thoughts, stuff them with his ideological preaching, and 

generally stupefy the public in terms of political thought. After the death of Mao, the 

Chinese social system was changed in terms of its economy at a certain level, but in 

regard to political freedom, there is no fundamental difference between then and now. 

We are still deeply rooted in the totalitarian regime established by Mao. The post-Mao 

times makes people think that the Mao period is in the past and that we are living in a 

very modern society. In fact, this is an enormously foolish fantasy created by Chinese 

communist totalitarian propaganda undertaken during the crossover to the capitalist 

market after the Chinese Cultural Revolution catastrophe and the Tiananmen Square 

slaughter.   

 

However, we know very well that Mao is the founder of our current national system, 

which is best described as a totalitarian regime. His thought can be likened to an 

uneliminated spiritual virus invading our blood. Today the ruling group continuously 

upholds Mao`s totalitarian views and enjoys his political legacy. This totalitarian 

system doesn't have any essential change because of Mao`s death and the rise of 

totalitarian capitalism. After all, Mao is always the presence who dominates the 

developing direction of red ideology and who also provides political protection to 

those in the ruling class who want wealth. The reason why today`s China has become 

a hypermarket—peaceful on the surface but actually a humanitarian catastrophe 

contiing in contemporary life—so that it is attractive outside but aggressive inside, is 

that the Communist Party doesn't fundamentally deny Mao, whose thought allows its 

members to protect their own gains.       

 

Until today, a lot of Mao fans, who are not satisfied with reality and also not able to 

see the system’s roots clearly, wrongly regard Mao as their savior against the 

bigwigs—the stratum of powerful and wealthy people. Recently, Communist proganda 

put out more commentarty: “We cannot deny the past 30 years with the first 30 years; 

also, we cannot negate the first 30 years with the past 30 years.” They are attampting to 



  

mythologize Mao in order to maintain a totalitarian regime. This is the fundamental 

reason why we have been insisting on “去毛,” Qiu Mao in pinyin. The characters 

literally mean getting rid of one’s hair, but in this context, it means removing Mao’s 

thoughts. Also, it shows the necessarity of criticizing Mao.  

  

5. Another visually memorable piece is the group sculpture of six Maos firing 

rifles at a defenseless Christ, with a seventh Mao standing off to the side. The 

point —Mao’s murderous intentions— is transparently clear. Should political art 

always be so clear? 

 

The Execution of Christ is originated from the paining, Execution of the Emperor 

Maximilian by the French painter, Monet. Execution is the theme throughout art 

history. Monet`s work is adapted from El tres de mayo de 1808 en Madrid by the great 

Spanish painter, Goya. In art history, earlier than the works by Monet or Goya, 

theme-related works could be frequently seen. For instance, The Massacre at Chios by 

French painter Eugène Delacroix, Massacre of the Innocents by Belgian painter Peter 

Paul Rubens in the 17th century, and so on. 

 

However, our sculpture tableau, The Execution of Christ, bridges Western and Eastern 

art history by inheriting a classical theme, a massacre, and borrowing the general 

outlines of the composition from classical Western works. Through establishing art 

history contexts, the installation explores the root of war and massacre caused by the 

hatred among human beings. The reason why we employ Mao and Christ in our 

creation is because of the direct connection with our feelings about life. Mao is very 

sinful; we believe he is the worst tyrant—the anti-Christ of the twentiet century. 

During his more than 20 years in power, tens of millions of people died of his frenetic 

political persecution and antihumanity crimes. Our father is one of those victimes. We 

think we cannot and also should not employ an ambiguity approach, and end up 

calling black white, to talk about such a serious political theme.  

 

In China, many pseudopolitical artists are engaged in political pop art creation. Under 

the name of pop art, they made a lot of art that seems impressive but is in fact 

unintelligible visual garbage. However, some members of the Western audience, who 

do not know Chinese history or reality very well, interpret such visual trash arbitrarily 

or simply follow the herd. To us, being transparent clear doesn't mean being simple, 

just as being ambiguous doesn't mean being profound. Transparent clarity is not only 

necessary now, it must also manifest the artist’s true judgement on the political. The 

Execution of Christ reveals the nature of Mao`s materialism, forming a violent group 

against humanity and against God. Here, Mao not only refers to Mao but Maos—those 

people possessing his character. The confrontation between several Maos and Christ 

corresponds to the real situation of bipolarity between the fundamental values of China, 

hijacked by Mao, and the West.  

 

6. A third sculpture of Mao kneeling, in a gesture of humility and regret, is 



  

unforgettable for both its realism and its irony. It would be unforgettable in a 

public site. Many of your sculptures are meant to be public art; how do you feel 

about public sculpture, in China and elsewhere? Is there a future for Chinese 

public art? 

 

Mainland China is on the eve of upheaval, and the contradictions between rulers and 

being ruled are getting worse and worse. Whether Mainland China can peacefully 

transfer its political structure to a constitutional democracy from dictatorship and a 

totalitarian social system is unknown. Our only options are prayer and trying harder. 

We think Mao is key to unlocking this historical chain, which is why we insist on 

criticizing and deconstructing him.     

 

Mao’s Guilt (Mao Kneeling) is our last piece with a Maoist theme. It's a prophetic 

fantasy work. In reality it’s impossible for Mao and Mao-like people to kneel down 

and to confess. But as believers with humble hearts, we hope to express what should 

actually take place by dramatizing his confession. Mao should kneel down to people 

for the crimes he committed. It took us years, first pondering then acting, to recognize 

his nature. In China, Mao is the founder of this system and there are countless people 

blindly believing in Mao`s authority—from the top to the grassroots.        

 

Obviously, it’s very risky to create such a controversial work. We always seek for a 

proper chance to do this work. However, in 2009, in the process of creation, we 

encountered a lot of problems. One of our biggest upsets is that the owner of the 

foundry was put into prison for more than four months for casting our bronze. So far, 

this work is not shown in China, but it caused a great response in the public after the 

overseas broadcast of the news about the exhibition—especially after the publication 

of a news report about the sculpture in the New York Times, which stimulated people's 

great concern and enthusiasm about the piece. Some people think we beautified Mao 

since it is impossible for him to confess. However, some think that we are outrageous, 

and that this work seriously insults the image of their idol. These people become 

desperate and threaten to destroy us. In fact, our studio was attacked three times by 

Mao`s leftist followers.   

 

Sculpture is just one method to convey our thinking. Whenever we create a piece of 

work, what we think about first is not to create an unintelligible language but to 

develop the realtionship among the work, the social reality facing us, and the political 

and historical situation... In our point of view, we consider the meaning of the work 

more than the formal language. Howeve, it doesn't mean that we negate esthetics—on 

the contrary, we seriously choose a suitable way to express the meaning of the work and 

put a stop to showy meaningless language. In other words, we choose proper art 

language for our creations but do not let our formal vocabulary exist in isolation from 

the significance of the work.  

 

In deed, as long as our work has been completed and shown, it has caused unexpected 



  

controversy in public —from the early work in 1989, Midnight Mass, an inflatable 

piece shown in the China Art Museum in Beijing, to later on, with the sculpture Miss 

Mao shown in London, to Miss Mao Trying to Keep Balance on the Top of Lenin's 

Head installed on the street in Biennale art fair in Vancouver, Canada. Additionally, The 

Rest Is Skeleton performance work was shown in the Vinzavor venue in Russia in 2008, 

and the performance piece Wall Broken was shown in the Freethinking Festival in 

Amsterdam, as well as performance art earlier shown in China, including 20 People 

Paid to Hug and Dinner with the Homeless; and the sculptures Miss Mao, The 

Execution of Christ, Mao`s Guilt, and so on. We think the public character of art should 

be shown in an understandable language. Therefore, we try our best to avoid the 

intelligible language and try to express the concept in an easily understandable and 

accessible way.  

  

In summary, public art is a product generated in an open society. In today`s political 

environment in Mainland China, art is not allowed to develop willingly and freely but 

is burdened by the monitoring and pressure of mainstream authoritarianism. Therefore, 

it’s impossible for the public sculpture in the big cities in China to reflect what is 

actually happening at this time. Besides, it's the governmental officer who has the 

right to decide where the art should be installed—not the art professionals. 

Everywhere we can see, we find vulgar and poor visual garbage, and we think this 

cannot be completely changed without a political revolution. This will likely take a 

long time to occur, and the future is an unknown future, but we hope that the 

demolishing of the old political system will result in a new spring for art. Public art 

will be replaced fully. Chinese artists do not lack creativity but require a more open 

and fair social platform.      

 

7. You belong to a remarkable generation of artists that came of age in the 1980s. 

What do you think of this group of artists? Are there any young sculptors you 

could recommend? 

 

We don't think those artists born in 1980 are remarkable, but rather they (including us) 

experienced a highly volatile and transitional period in art. Because of what happened 

during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the decades of the 1980s are regarded as the 

most open period since 1949 in Mainland Chinese. Because of this period time, our 

generation established a profound foundation for later development, no matter what 

influence culture, art, or political issues may have had on our generation.  

 

According to the 1980s developing context, we would be in a more open era now 

—that is, if the the 1989 tragedy of Tienanmen Square, which ended the progress of a 

cultural renaissance with the support of ideal characteristics of ‘80s, had never 

happened. Because of the nature of our totalitarian political circumstances, the revolt 

of intellectuals and common people did not change the system. On in contrary, they 

were stifled by a bloody crackdown, which contributed to the backward strides in 

political and cultural development—that is, with the exception of those financially 



  

benefiting from the wealth of capitalism. Later on, the situation impacted most of the 

young artists. They learned a different lesson from the experience of 1980s and 

devoted themselves to market-friendly, purely formal language and non-political 

creation. Even so, some still carry on the criticizing spirit of 1980s and pay close 

attention to social developments in their art, criticizing through their changing art 

language.  

 

Sculpture in China is still not strong, and we don't know any outstanding young 

sculptures worth recommending.         

 

8. Your works, both your sculptures and your paintings, have always been 

figurative. Art education in China also is profoundly figurative and 

Western-oriented. Why? What are your thoughts about abstract sculpture? 

 

Chinese art education has been deeply influenced by Soviet Union figurative art, 

which is always the mainstream. Our works are figurative but have nothing to do with 

the education we received. Our style is based on our life experience; moreover, we are 

influenced by the social and public nature of the art we have focused on. In fact, in early 

days we tried to create abstract works but gave it up very quickly. We think our thoughts 

and feelings toward our complicated social reality can be conveyed more accurately 

through figurative art. We are not the artists just for the sake of art or just for the sake of 

form.  

 

We appreciate abtract art, but we do not have a big interest in making abstract works. 

No matter whether the sculpture is abstract or figurative, as long as the work reachs a 

certain state, it can be regarded as exemplifying spiritual metaphors or symbols. 

Abstract sculpture shows the artists` aesthetic thinking through the realtionship 

between certain formal languages, such as volume and weight, which could further 

satisfy people`s visual and aesthetic needs. But it lacks social criticism. Therefore, it 

doesn't fit us who maintain an interest in social critiques. Standing in our shoes, from a 

certain point of view, in such a social system as ours, abstract sculpture could become 

the decoration of a peaceful and prosperous society, which is the opposite of our artistic 

attitute. We think artists should freely choose their favorite artistic methods to create 

works; however, our society needs art made with a critical spirit more than ever.  

 

9. Your paintings are very much equal to your sculptures in importance. What 

are the relations between the two? 

 

Painting, sculpture, and photography are among the methods chosen according to our 

inner need. They are all equally important to us. Certain themes are suitable for 

sculpture but not for painting. Even so, we still tried to create same-theme works by 

different methods. For instance, the works Miss Mao and Arresting Prostitutes are 

done in sculpture and also in painting. There is no certain standard for choosing 

sculpture or painting to express the concept of the work; it just depends on the 



  

circumstances Sometimes the works can be switched from one to another; for instance, 

our early photography, Interview, was transformed into a painting later on. But now, 

we are working on making this work into an installation. Of course, changing media 

definitely results in necessary transformation of the work of art. 

 

10. Do you have plans for new sculptural projects? How do you see the future of 

your art?  

 

Interview, the sculpture mentioned above, and also Blind Men Crossing River are two 

big-scale group sculptures we are working on. It has taken us more than two years to 

work on this, but it is still not complete yet. Interview is a group sculpture reflecting 

the violent history committed by dictatorship in 20 century. This group sculptures 

includes Hitler, Mussolini, Lenin, Stalin, Mao Zedong, Boolean Bute, Nicolae 

Ceaușescu, Kim Jong Il, Saddam—about a dozen figures. Blind Men Crossing River is 

about the encounter of Christ and a group of blind people. We hope the two group 

sculptures can be done this year. After the completation of the two group sculptures, the 

art language we adapte in our creations will have a big change. We think we have 

almost completed our self-assigned task, in which we criticize the social and political 

circumstances even as we use the comparatively traditional style of figurative art. We 

are considering some new ideas. Also we hope we can starte to work on our movie 

creation, about which we have been thinking for a long time. We don't know the future 

of our art, but we know we won’t stop our exploring and always moving forward.  

 

 


