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Rumba

Cao Fei 1

Installation with stage and

2015-2018 cleaning robots

Dimensions variable

Disc-like robot cleaners traverse a
strange minimalistic landscape; ran-
domly and aimlessly they go, some-
times navigating a passageway from
one island to another. This instal-
lation is named after Roomba, the
automatic cleaning robot first intro-
duced in 2002 to take over the chore
of vacuuming one's floors. Cao Fei
first worked with these robot clean-
ers in 2015, when her Beijing studio
was demolished; she placed them at
the former site of her studio, filming
their staccato, robotic pirouettes as

they attempted in vain to vacuum up
the debris. By restaging a dialectic
of order and disorder, not only does
the artist comment on a rapidly
transforming urban fabric in China
but also on the tensions between
development and livelihood, and on
the contemporary emphases on the
new and clean. Here, the robots are
running on an empty landscape in a
pristine gallery, nonchalant and aim-
less, perhaps like mechanical aliens
exploring a new earth.
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La Town

Cao Fei 2

\ 2014 \ Video

4213"

“Everyone has heard of the myth of
La Town. The story first appeared in
Europe, but after travelling through a
space-time wormhole, reappeared in
Asia and Southeast Asia.” —La Town

Cao Fei brings viewers of this video
work to gaze upon a seemingly
abandoned metropolis. Haunting and
ominous, the city appears derelict
yet familiar, populated with deserted
buildings, houses, car parks and
recognisable symbols—destroyed
Porsches and McDonald's signs,
among others. The miniature, hand-
made architectural sets are dotted
with figurines, animals, monsters,
and zombies. In this work, Cao Fei
presents an urban post-apocalypse,
conjuring fantasy in order to evoke
the human condition, step by step
descending into gloomy destruction.

Inspired by the screenplay and film
Hiroshima, Mon Amour (written by
Marguerite Duras and directed by
Alain Resnais), La Town deploys the
format of dialogue as narration—a
woman and a man, formerly in a rela-
tionship, tell a story about the past,
detachment, and dystopia. Strikingly
analogue and dystopian, La Town can
feel voyeuristic and ghostlike amidst
moments of surreal levity; the city
feels lived through with memories,
while we as viewers look helplessly
on, reflecting not only on contempo-
rary questions of sustainability and
consumption but also eternal ques-
tions about the vicissitudes of time.
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Rotating "Land for Sale” signs
hovering against the digital horizon
and cityscape welcome viewers to
i.Mirror. This machinima—a video
work created with game animation
graphics engines—is set in the
online virtual world of Second Life,
a once-popular internet platform
where users create avatars (vir-
tual identities) of themselves and
explore the world with no particu-
lar set objective: building virtual
structures, buying digital goods with
virtual currencies, making friends
or flirting, flying or teleporting, or
simply doing nothing and wander-
ing off to the digital sunset. Cyber-
punk references obviously come to
mind—one may think of the matrix
in William Gibson's Neuromancer or
the metaverse in Neal Stephenson's
Snow Crash—but here, the work is
styled as a documentary directed
by China Tracy, the artist's Second
Life avatar. The work takes us on a

journey through this parallel world,
and in China Tracy's interactions of
Hug Yue, we discover a virtual love
story that has characters performing
online identities, enacting cheerful
self-deceit, and ruminating on
change, the real and the virtual,

as well as the blurred boundaries
between the two.

First shown as part of China's partic-
ipation in the 2007 Venice Biennale,
i.Mirror was the first work that Cao
Fei created in Second Life; this was
followed by the RMB City project,
part of which is also shown in this
exhibition. The artist was engrossed
with this virtual world, seeing how
personalised utopias were forged—
and unmade—in this alternative
parallel laboratory that, perhaps, in

a weird, distorted form, could hold a
mirror to ourselves and our reality—
and in retrospect serve as a harbin-
ger of the world in which we now live.



(ANERHE—FZAE
b 51 EY)

B (EAEFIES
- 27)

\ 543 #8577

(NERHE) REL U THER
B AR EMNBH SR &
SRE BT AL ERMR AR
AFALES (ERE70) FHEERA
MU ERER - 2T EIEH R IBREMR
REAT (F- %) > WHALLESL 158
TAEIERET UFHRRE
AHEEMRE  AMmalE—EaE
[RBRFEI At B 1ERY TLLEE) hRAs o o
BEHNRGERBEER  WIEREX
BES ZBRAE  BERMGEMNR
FRKES ELERRYSREEZN
HEIIRAS  BRETHHEB RS
BRENR M ERBHEARNDE
AE SEESEBUN—SEANH

R4S o I ER B GRE R RN
BEE A E—HRERERERNR
Bl SER

BERRBN—ME (ARHEE)
BB AL A—EERNESR
=M ARIMBEATNEARS
MEEE EMBMKAE: TRE
BEERER.... HALI2RKER
NAR AABEEEETHEBY
E-AE RIEECHEE I FRIE
Z9 o (ARBER) BT EHAEM
KR REZFeREL RE EE
HEY o

AYVH0dNILNOI NNMM VL



RMB City is Cao Fei's "Made in China”

urban imagining, set in the virtual
world of Second Life, an online plat-
form where users assume avatars
(virtual identities) and go about
exploring that world with no particu-
lar purpose. After her initial explo-
rations which resulted in the work
i.Mirror, the artist reflected on how
the virtual cityscape of Second Life
seemed to reflect Western aesthet-
ics and sensibilities, and set about
creating a "shanzhai” version that
reflects Mainland China's national
condition. Aside from overabundant
iconic structures—like the Beijing
National Stadium, the Three Gorges
Dam, a statue of Mao, and the Pearl
Oriental Tower (among much else)—
there is a hyperfrenetic pile-up of

structures, all shot (in the video
presented here) from a drone-like
perspective, almost mimicking a
grand opening ceremony, and not
without a whiff of the Sinofuturist
absurd, a spectacular imagining of
virtual possibilities.

It is important to note moreover
that RMB City existed as an actual
virtual space within Second Life, a
place where users can actually enter
virtually, a place where, as the artist
states, "There are no nationalities or
borders. We are all world citizens in
a future world where everyone lives
his second life and creates his own
values.” The RMB City project also
spawned other documentaries, live
theatre, performances, and even

an opera.
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Coming Soon: Hong Kong

Cao Fei 5

| 2018 | Performance installation

Dimensions variable

The artist subverts viewers' habit-
ual perceptions and ideas in this
small confined space. Two drum
sets, normally placed on the floor,
are installed on the wall; the two
performers swing back and forth,
striking at the drum set with both
feet. The sound of the drums per-
haps evokes a heightened antici-

pation of something "coming soon”,

while the playful absurdity simply

and deftly suggests the dance of
chance (the sway of the swing, the
stretch of the feet). The sensorially
powerful work—the volume of the
drums, the dramatic highlights, the
performers on the swing—com-
bines sound/music with elements of
trapeze to forge a striking presence.
Visitors are toyed with a sense of the
unexpected and offered open-ended
possibilities of interpretation.
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Capturing the confusion and baf-
flement of the modern age within
contemporary society is the poign-
ant aspect of Cao Fei's work. The
ambiguity is subjective; often only by
means of slow-moving imagery can
viewers gain insight and empathy.

The newly commissioned work
Prison Architect is at the narrative
heart of the exhibition, aspiring to
present a microcosm of her cre-
ative vision and her calibration of
sentiments. Prison Architect subtly
traverses the three floors of the
exhibition space in a diverse array
of formats such as film, installation,
and sculpture. The film contains this
monologue from the architect: "As
an architect, as an individual, it is
difficult to imagine myself becoming
someone who designs spaces to
imprison my fellow human beings.”
In the film, the character takes
inspiration from the sombre history
of the Victoria Prison, while the film
is set in the bustling neighbourhood
of Central. The male and female
protagonists, in parallel realities (in
the present as well as an indistinct
past), conjure up imagination and
experiences about imprisonment.
This dialogue across space and time
in fact presents the artist's notions
about the relation of humans, the
world, and freedom.

This large-scale installation cuts
across the various spaces in the
three floors of the art centre. The
artist's imagination about impris-
onment can also be grasped from
the exhibition design. The setting
as shot by the film reappears and
overlaps in the exhibition—which
follows from the artist's oeuvre,
shot through with that bafflement
between reality and hope.

For Hegel, the pursuit of freedom

is human nature. This film explores
existentialism as a means of self-re-
demption, questioning at once the
relationship of the self to itself, and
that of humans to the space around
them. This is the artist's attempt at
reconciliation with the world and
human nature.






