
Reflect on how artists inspire change by exploring Iron Tree by Ai Weiwei. Use what you’ve learned to create a work 
of art that informs or inspires action on an issue you care about.

MATERIALS 
Pencil and paper for recording notes and reflections
Phone or camera
Found objects
Art supplies of your choice

VOCABULARY 
Conceptual Art: conceptual art is art for which the idea (or concept) behind the work is more important than the 
finished art object. It emerged as an art movement in the 1960s and the term usually refers to art made from the 
mid-1960s to the mid-1970s.

Readymade: the term readymade was first used by French artist Marcel Duchamp to describe the works of art he 
made from manufactured objects. It has since often been applied more generally to artworks by other artists made 
in this way.

Metaphor: an object, activity, or idea that is used as a symbol of something else.

DIRECTIONS 
Look closely at Iron Tree by Ai Weiwei and record your observations below.

What is going on in this sculpture? 

CONVERSATIONS IN SCULPTURE: ACTIVISM
SUGGESTED AGE RANGE: 6TH–12TH GRADE

Ai Weiwei. Iron Tree, 2013. Iron and stainless steel.
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What do you see that makes you say that?

How does this sculpture look the same or different than a tree you might see out in nature?

Learn more about Ai Weiwei’s life and work by watching this video from The Art Assignment by PBS.

Then, hear former Chief Curator and Vice President for Sculpture and Collections Joe Becherer speak about Iron 
Tree in this video.

Reflection Question: An activist is someone who uses strong actions to call for political or social change. In what 
ways has Ai Weiwei been an activist through his art? Give 1–2 examples from The Art Assignment video that help 
to illustrate your point. 

What is a social or political issue you care about that you think others may not know very much about? What do 
you wish they knew? Examples of social or political issues could include mental health care, immigration, climate 
change, food insecurity, etc. 

Reflection Question: Iron Tree is made up of 99 individual elements cast from different trees and bolted together. 
Joe Becherer suggested that Weiwei’s sculpture is a metaphor for community or culture. What do you think the 
artist wants us to consider about communities or cultures while looking at this sculpture?

How are you reflective of the culture where you live or where you grew up? How are you different from other people 
within the culture(s) you belong to? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YMtsodcAsVU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8loh8wu1wY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8loh8wu1wY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YMtsodcAsVU
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Create a work of art that informs your audience about an issue that you care about. 

OR

Create a work of art that represents your relationship to a culture you belong to. 

Consider using readymade objects or repetition in your artwork. What objects in your home are related to the issue 
you want to draw attention to? What objects you own are reflective of your culture you are trying to represent? 

Take a picture of what you create and share it with your family, friends or classmates.

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES 
Write About It: Editorial (Social Studies, 6th–12th Grade)

Write an editorial about an issue that you care about and submit it to your local paper. Contact your local 
newspaper in advance to learn about their editorial guidelines. Use reason, facts and reputable sources to 
support your opinion.

Create Something: Protest Art (Visual Arts, Social Studies, 6th–12th Grade)

Can a protest sign be a work of art? Can you think of examples you’ve seen online, on social media or in the news 
that could be considered protest or activist art? Make a protest sign or slogan meant to inform or inspire change on 
an issue you care about. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms
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