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Sylvia Vetta meets a Chinese -

artist who lived through < = AR F — ) G
Mao’s Cultural Revolution and Cyﬁ% R

experienced the Democracy \‘@'

Movement first hand before R W

finding inspiration in Oxford

Dr Weimin He, artist
in residence at the
University of Oxford,
at work in in the
Radcliffe Observatory
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assing by the Radcliffe Infirmary

during the recent demolition

work, part of the development of

the new Radcliffe Observatory

Quarter for Oxford University,
you may have seen a solitary figure in a
hard hat and carrying a clipboard, eyes
focused intently on the scene and hand
busy with a pencil.

You may have idly wondered if this was the
architect, an engineer or project manager? You
may be surprised to discover that the tall figure
was Chinese artist Weimin He, artist in
residence at the Radcliffe Observatory Quarter.

This is not the first building project in
Oxford that Weimin has recorded. He was
artist in residence during the building of the
new Ashmolean. A copy of his book, Building
the New Ashmolean was presented to the Queen
when she opened the new building.

‘Weimin was born in Manchuria in 1964,
just two years before the Cultural Revolution.

“My father, He Jixing, was born in Jiangxi
province, once the centre of the Imperial
porcelain industry in the warm south,” Weimin
said.

“Leaving the army at the end of the Korean
War, he wanted to return there, but was given
no choice but to stay in the cold climes of
Manchuria and teach Chinese literature in
Mudanjiang,” Weimin explained.

“He quickly became head teacher in the

During the Cultural Revolution
Mao closed the schools and
urged the youth to destroy ‘the
four olds’ — old customs, old
ideas, old culture and old habits.
Since teachers passed on those
‘old ideas’ they were among
the first targets.

secondary school where he met and married
my mother, Lu Lilian, who taught mathematics.
My older sister, He Haiyan, was born in 1962
and I have a younger sister, He Yinyan.

“At the time I was growing up, Maoist
propaganda was ubiquitous. My name means
“To serve the people’ in a Maoist sense. When I
was 17, I tried to change it to ‘Blue Sky’.
Written Chinese is hieroglyphic. The
characters for blue sky and ‘to serve the people
are different but they sound the same.
Bureaucratic problems made it almost
impossible to do officially but I signed my early
adult pictures Blue Sky.”

During the Cultural Revolution in 1966,
Mao closed the schools and urged the youth to
destroy ‘the four olds’ — old customs, old ideas,
old culture and old habits. Since teachers
passed on those ‘old ideas’ they were among
the first targets.

I asked Weimin what happened to his family.

“My father was tortured and sent to the
countryside for re-education as a peasant. My
great-grandfather on my mother’s side had
worked in the Imperial court, so my mother
was labelled landlord. The ostracism was
painful for her for decades,” Weimin said.

“In 1970, when the situation was becoming
more normal, we were allowed to join father in

s

Weimin He with his 1840s printing press inside
St Luke’s Chapel, and, right,
a self-portrait, aged 11

a village 70 miles from Mudanjiang. There had
been no secondary school in the area and my
parents, with help from villagers, built a school
calling it ‘New Dawn’.

“Despite all that had happened, people were
eager to learn. I was lucky because my mother
had taught me maths and taught me to read.
So when I went to primary school, I was bored
and sometimes played truant.

“My parents’ life was tough, but as a
six-year-old, I enjoyed much more freedom
than the Chinese children of today. I explored
the countryside, caught fish, picked water
melons and was close to nature. We all had to
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