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A hollow in a world too full —
a solo exhibition by Cao Fei

Cao Fei's artis a study in exuberant ambiguity. Her early
works were among the first to tackle the vibrant youth, fac-
tory, online, and regional cultures of millennial China, cap-
turing and reflecting upon the new kinds of human subjects
and social relations that its economic transformation was
making possible. Neither celebratory nor critical, and always
with an eye for the surreal and the fun, her explorations
propose characters and scenarios that question larger real-
ities by deviating from them, creating hollows—spaces for
suspended reflection—in a fast-moving world full of people,
objects, and ideologies.

This exhibition, Cao Fei's first large institutional exhibition

in Asia, revolves around a newly commissioned film that
engages directly with Tai Kwun's layered history. Prison
Architect unfolds as a poetic dialogue across time between
two characters—a prisoner and an architect—who represent
the building complex's past as a police, judicial, and penal
institution and its future as a cultural institution. Shown in an
installation setting designed to embody this same complex-
ity, the film makes references to colonial history, Hong Kong
cinema, and the Chinese and global contemporary, asking if
we as viewers might be, like the inmates who inhabited this
place before us, waiting indefinitely for trials to come.

Following the transformation of Cao Fei's oeuvre in the past
ten years, the exhibition's selection of artworks carefully
elaborates her skKills in the fabrication of realities and a
sensitivity to human subjects. The installation Rumba greets
viewers with a flock of Roombas—these primitive attempts
at intelligent robotics—plodding their way across a precar-
ious apparatus built to test their ability to intuit their sur-
roundings; it is reminiscent of restless routines in cities and
conjures limitations in individual space. i.Mirror highlights
Cao Fei's initial plunge in the mid-2000s into the online
world of Second Life, a now outdated platform that allows
users to embody avatars and interact beyond the limitations
of bodily form and physical space. RMB City is the culmi-
nation of this adventure: beyond the love story of i.Mirror,
the artist created a polity which riffs on the utopian motifs
of Olympics-era Beijing. In La Town, she takes an analogue,
dystopian turn, voicing a story of decadence and decline over

shots of a collection of handmade architectural models. And
for Coming Soon: Hong Kong, the second time this work is
presented after it was conceived for an exhibition of perfor-
mance-art tableaux in Shanghai, she enlists young perform-
ers on swings to beat drums with their feet, in an unsettling
caricature of carefree happiness, rhythmic unpredictability,
and constant improvisation.

For Cao Fei, art is a collaborative process of world-making
that refracts our everyday situation. In the two decades she
has been working, she has engaged with communities and
contexts ranging from adolescent Cosplay enthusiasts in
Guangzhou to Chinatown rappers to itinerant couriers power-
ing China's current e-commerce boom. In all of her projects,
two elements stand out: a commitment to finding new and
nuanced expressive vocabularies, and an engagement with
the people who produce and encounter her work.

By Philip Tinari

Cao Fei (b. 1978, Guangzhou; lives and works in Beijing) is
amongst the most internationally renowned artists of her
generation. She has shown in biennials and triennials in Ven-
ice, Istanbul, Sydney, Yokohama, Moscow, Taipei, Shanghai,
and Guangzhou, and at museums including the Guggenheim,
MoMA, Serpentine Galleries, Tate Modern, Centre Pompidou,
Palais de Tokyo, Fondation Louis Vuitton, Long Museum, and
UCCA. Named the "Best Young Artist” (2006) and the "Best
Artist” (2016) by the Chinese Contemporary Art Awards, she
staged her first retrospective at MOMA PS1in 2016, and will
present another at K21 Dusseldorf this fall.



