@ Asian American Arts Centre

What follows is an edited version of an interview of Robert Lee, director of the
Asian American Art Center Carmel New York City, by Bruce Checefsky, a
coordinator of the Reinberger Galleries, Cleveland Institute of Art. The interview
took place March 4th 1992.

Bruce Checefsky: How was "China: June 4th, 1989..." organized?

Robert Lee: The exhibition began right after the incident in Tiananmen Square. We had
held a panel discussion with other artists in May about what was happening in China.
But when the massacre took place we responded immediately.

We were able to respond so quickly because we planned to close the Centre down for
the Summer. So we decided to set up an exhibition that would last the Summer and
cancelled our plans for the Fall to make this a one year project. We wanted a way to
gather work that would stand independently of the Gallery wall. | felt that the exhibition
should be open to all people, parents, children, all people. Soon we saw it was the
artists who were responding. We formed the idea of allowing each artist to submit a
door, asking them to put their art on the door that could be easily mobile and linked free-
standing to form a kind of wall.

As it was, we exhibited in October (1989) at Blum Helman Warehouse in Soho. At the
time we had 70 doors, a lot of smaller work and about 80 fax photos, and a few larger
works. For the memorial one year later, the show went to P.S. 1 in Long Island City.
That was May and June (1990). At that point we had 170 doors. We had four curators
involved in the P.S. 1 show to a stipulate particular works from the African American
and Hispanic communities: John Yau, Susana Torrella Leval, Howard McCalebb and
Nancy Spiro.

The show grew and people wanted to participate. We had a request from an artist in
China whose work was secretly taken out in Tiananmen Square by one of the press
people during this incident.

Many people wanted to join the "China June 4th 1989 an Art Exhibition" show. Some,
after the show was over, expressed to us gratitude for having the opportunity to be part
of this show. | think for many people it made them feel like they were part of history and
had an opportunity to stand together with other artists on something they were touched
by and felt strongly about. Artists from as far away as Japan, Canada, Czechoslovakia,
and Greece participated.

The political inspiration for the show took place in Tiananmen Square. It was the kind of
thing that built up gradually. There have been other massacres throughout history,
outrageous human violations on a much larger scale than this.
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However, | think it was the peculiar combination of factors that made Tiananmen
Square what it was-- the gradual building of world attention and the presence of the
media, and a direct head-on confrontation between China authorities and students to
see what new kind of pattern or relationship could be built. This comes at a time when
there is an open-door policy to greater freedom. There is a lot of cultural growth and
artistic development in China during this time.

Tiananmen Square was much more than just a massacre of youth. In some sense it
was like Kent State; it was a violation to the concept of what a country is about. One can
say that Kent State was an accident, the kind of things students risk when they trample
on campus regulations.

Tiananmen Square was no accident. (Yes, they did shoot the students. A horror
magnified a thousand times by the media for the watching world. It focused and
transformed the clash of Chinese political destinies into a televised drama of global
proportions, imprinting itself on the human imaginary in epic dimensions. Never before
was such violence turned into a spectacle with weeks to prepare a global viewership for
the unspeakable to become suddenly - reality. - RL remark added May 2014")

In April (1989), students began to gather from all over China by taking trains to Beijing
to participate in the demonstrations. The authorities could have stopped the students
from entering the city. Every person carries an identification card. They knew whether
they are a citizen of Beijing or not. But they did not do that. They let this thing continue
to grow.

The student buildup came years after the Cultural Revolution. When people have gone
through many years of political and physical austerity. There wasn't much food in China
at that time. Universities were shut down. A lot of the people were working on farms in
the countryside.

The Cultural Revolution woke people up. People learned that the government could lie,
and you do have to learn to think for yourself. Without the Cultural Revolution, that
process would not have happened.

For many people, these demonstrations were an opportunity to speak out during this
open-door policy to greater freedom, to test how far the government would go in that
freedom, and to finally articulate some of the grievances from the young people.
Tiananmen Square was very much a particular point in modern Chinese history that
developed over a lot of other periods after the Cultural Revolution.
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The demonstrations outside of China was so large because the massacre at
Tiananmen Square offended the instincts that many Chinese believe. Tiananmen
Square was something that was wrong in the most basic and gut-level of Human Rights.
In Chinese terms it went far beyond that. | have never heard so many people say that
they were ashamed to be Chinese. And yet this is what people were saying.

BC : Chinese living outside mainland China were ashamed of their heritage because
what happened at Tiananmen Square was uncharacteristic of their culture?

RL : | think China is just as capable of atrocities as any other political or cultural entity.
People argue that the people of Tibet have far more atrocities, they might be destroying
the population of Tibet. China is doing that through the back door. They can claim that
they are not doing it. They don't have to save face to legitimize state power. Where in
this case, the government took very premeditated visible action to do what they did.
(Their countenance changes permanently. There is no saving face. Grotesque - like a
Tao tieh mask on an ancient bronze vessel. RL remark added May 2014)

| hope someday someone will write about the relationship between Tiananmen Square
and the United States and also what happened in Central Europe and the Soviet Union.

BC : Like Czechoslovakia's Velvet Revolution of November 19897?

RL : Soon afterwards, Czechoslovakia events began to occur. The whole of Eastern
Europe fell apart-- the Berlin Wall and perestroika. Tiananmen Square had a great deal
to do with this, a straw that broke their backs, perhaps more than a straw.

It was part of the symbolism that | think people live with from what | can understand of
how people live in Czechoslovakia. You can live with the situation for a very long time
and one day you wake up and realize the way you are living and say you don't want to
live like that anymore. In many ways Tiananmen Square because of the media was able
to present that to the people worldwide.

BC : | wanted to shift and talk about the Asian American Art Centre because it's a kind
of community-based organization that has been able to do such a thorough and major
look at a world issue in a way that an independent commercial gallery or a museum has
not been able to do.

RL : Here was the linkage between politics and arts. Here is where people are receptive
to the fact the arts have a role to play in their daily lives and in issues that are
meaningful to them. Chinese Americans are very much oppressed in the West. The
opportunity to express themselves and to have cultural expressions and to develop an
Asian American culture in the United States as other cultures have--this is a way that it
could be done.
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It seems very clear to us this was in direct line with our mission and could achieve
goals that other kinds of shows might not be able to do. We wanted to bring American
artists together with other artists to join hands.

However the way the demonstrations began to organize was that the Chinese student
network wanted to develop particular Chinese demonstrations. To be bipartisan, for
many kinds of people to join together and come together, would have been much larger.

Instead, a lot of demonstrations were organized along ethnic Chinese lines. All the
Chinese students at universities across the country were linked by fax. That kind of
effort, even if effective in bringing the Chinese population together, would have
achieved something.

However, the different factions would not agree. Leaders in Paris, Canada, Washington
and the West Coast had conferences and congresses and raised money, but did not
form a unified direction. Eventually, the whole network broke down. The Chinese who
organized did not utilize this exhibition, even though it was available. It made more
impact on the artistic community and the American public than on the Chinese
community.

When | try to draw a conclusion from this experience, | have to look at the artwork that
was there, and there was one that stated the only conclusion that is available. There
was an artist who made a tombstone and it said very simply, "Might is Right". And you
have to conclude that was the case; that is what happened in China and in the

States. (Yes, in 1992-94 | felt that way. Today | see time is on our side. RL remark
added May 2014).

(Following RL remarks added May 2014)

More than ever, the international community needs to recognize this global trauma for
what it was and remains - a human spectacle of incalculable proportions, buried and
awaiting resurrection. The end of official impunity needs to be achieved concretely. To
resist enforced amnesia, expose the truth and bring justice to the Tiananmen Mothers is
to undo the basis for so much of the corruption that is flourishing today.

Tiananmen Square is a global media event that fused art and politics into spectacle.
This is not unrelated to an ancient if not prehistoric ritual where spectators watch while
priests oversee sacrificed lives taken at the climax of a sacred event. In prehistory this
was an art ritual by any other name. Art was embedded in the massacre, art was not
simply a way of artists responding.

However, for artists, in the heat of the moment, they adapted their mode of work to
create art addressed to the issue as they saw it. Many were successful, demonstrating
what artists here and abroad — given many international artists participated — could
accomplish in the crisis moment of 1989. This was a human moment far more than
another bloody tragedy, it was a shock on a global scale, a violation to our notion of
being human, that freedom itself — could be ripped away, that state power could be
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used to deny an inherent quality of human nature. For a government to do this with
impunity reveals to today’s audience how our government is curtailing further our
freedoms unscathed. 2

Ryan Wong's interview questions for Bob in May 2014:

How has the memory of June 4th Tiananmen Square massacre changed in the
past 25 years? What do you think the date means to people now? What does it
mean to you?

The dateline 6.4.89 refers to the tragedy, the resonance of its human dimensions,
avoiding terms with political overtones — democracy, etc. Yes 6.4 has become a code
in East Asia for those who remember. We debated deleting it from our title. Most
young people and interns chose to keep it, noting its historical importance, and the ease
Google makes in locating its significance.

For me it signifies that the affection people regard for Chinese people cannot be
separated from the justice they demand for them, quite contrary to the inscrutability and
other major media tactics deployed to undermine this connection. ®

Regarding the upcoming exhibition, what do the objects made for that exhibition
mean to today's audience?
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Most years about 150,000 people gather in Hong Kong on June 4. There are many
paths to the appreciation of art. I'm open to many of them. As a curator | believe | am
illuminating another here, one that has been overlooked in our carrot & stick approach
to political affairs. Some of the best works of art will be on display. But we will also have
a wall of clippings in English and Chinese for people to learn about what happened.

| recently heard that the US government is claiming gold found on private property and
in your safe deposit boxes belongs to them, they can come and take it. China got away
with murder and now the US sees that they can too. The meaning and sentiments found
in art is bound up with, is not disconnected with, the practical and political terms we live
with, whether passively or vigilantly. Know your Heart. Guard your Heart.

Can you comment on your own reflections on the New York protests after June 4:

That Saturday a march from Chinatown to the UN had been called, and the Goddess
artists created here was to lead it. | remember waking to the most incredible news that
the international Chinese student fax network that sprung up overnight organized the
march to include only Chinese people — an incredible mistake they insisted on for
several months. Tons of New Yorkers wanted to join and were not allowed, except as
trailing in the back. We had printed out masks of Chai Ling and Wang Dan seeking to
get 30 to 60 people to wear them together to initiate a media sensation. No Chinese
would do it, all only thought it was meant as a disguise so the government would not
know who they were.

Later we moved the Goddess to Columbus Park where it stood through the Summer
and part of the Fall. | remember driving in the back of a pickup truck through the length
of NYC securing the ropes that held the Goddess erect and watched as New Yorkers
waved and shouted. On the West Coast | believe it was installed somewhere
permanently. Here the community effort to change the name of Columbus Park to
Tiananmen Sq Park was denied. Officials knew the symbolic power and significance of
such artworks but they would not allow Chinatown to become strong.’
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