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Liu’s Lithium Lake was exhibited in Taipei Biennial 2020, a major international art exhibition  co-curated 
byBruno Latour and Martin Guinard during the pandemic in 2020, which was titled after Latour’s short 
essay   “We Don’t Seem to Live on the Same Planet—A Fictional Planetarium.” Despite its central focus on 
interspecies entanglements, planetary cosmologies, and decolonial agenda, the large-scale exhibition and its 
diverse range of works have been criticized for “predominantly reflect[ing] the perspectives of those with 
power and privilege, expressing a stifled, Western-centric perspective.”5 It raises the question of how art 
could enable us to really see from the perspectives, and listen to the voices, of the geological subjects?

In recent years, drones (unmanned aerial vehicles, UAVs) have been frequently deployed in the production 
of films and video art works.  Both Lê and Liu’s video works have relied heavily on drone technologies to



effectively depict the vast landscapes and seascapes from aerial perspectives. However, drone perspectives 
have two fundamental shortcomings. First of all, it distances us from the ground. The aerial shots in Liu’s 
Bitcoin Mining and Lithium Lake keep a safe distance from its geological subjects. We do not see human 
presence, neither the bitcoin miners nor the indigenous inhabitants, in any of the drone shots. Uprooted 
from the ground, the images obstruct us from observing the actual impacts and damage on both the human 
beings and the nonhuman environments, and are thus hardly sufficient in providing the perspectives that are 
essential for bringing geo-justice to the local communities and individuals. Second, the drone perspective 
is one full of conflicts and ambivalence. They have never been a neutral or innocent tool being frequently 
used for surveillance and military purposes, serving the interests of authorities and corporations. Lê calls it 
“an aggressor, a kind of alien of the future, but at the same time it is utterly a machine we live with today… 
[It] has the visual power to suggest a form of knowledge that invades.”6 It is also “the eye of God looking 
down.”7The Colony ends with a shot showing a drone returning to the hands of the film crew, which 
critic Zoe Butt interprets as an expression of “giv[ing] humanity back the control”8 However, we cannot 
help but question whose “humanity” is signified here in this context. To avoid replicating the Big Brother 
or the privileged classes’ perspectives, Schnepf uses the case of Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in South 
Dakota to argue that drones can also be deployed as a tool of sousveillance, if it could be used to observe 
and monitor the authorities, and “disrupts the power relationship of surveillance.”9 The drones could be 
a different tool if the indigenous, and the geological others were to involve in using it, to co-create new 
perspectives and new forms of relational experience.

: :

Towards the end of Bitcoin Mining, we see a montage of black-and-white photos of ethnic minorities 
women in China morphing into images of Queen Amidala from the Star Wars franchise (played by Natalie 
Portman), whose costumes are partially inspired by the traditional ethnic female clothing. (Figs 15 & 16) Liu’s 
speculative meditation suggests that, under the forces of urbanization and modernization in contemporary 
China, the real and the traditional are gradually replaced by the virtual and the fictional. The indigenous 
culture and history are now appropriated, replaced, and remembered only through Hollywoodized sci-fi 
reimaginations.

To restore the voices of the disappearing indigenous, both Bitcoin Mining and Lithium Lake have each 
included a scene of present indigenous women singing traditional folk songs in their own dialects. The works 
have also featured a female narration in the Muya dialect (木雅語 ) spoken by the ethnic minorities in 
Tibet and Sichuan, the population whose homelands are most affected by extractivist capitalist activities in 
recent years. The narration walks us through China’s technological progress over the century. It explains the 
concepts of the Zomia with reference to Willem van Schendel and James Scott’s theorization and writing; 
before proceeding to the principles of cryptocurrency, and the tales of the militarized legacy of cloud-based 
computing. In Lithium Lake, the same narrator explains to us a series of abstract ideas and the history of 
China’s development of science, hydrological projects, the technical principles of lithium extractions, and the 
idea of polyphonic music. Thought-provoking as the narrations may be, we cannot help but wonder if this 
is an ecofeminist voice of the subaltern that is critically resisting extractivist capitalism and petromasculinity, 
or is it merely the art creators putting complex concepts and technical language into the mouth of the 
indigenous female narrator, and feeding her with perspectives that further reassert the muteness of the 
ethnic communities? It reminds us of Spivak’s warning against “constructing the Other simply as an object of 
knowledge, leaving out the real Others because of the ones who are getting access into public places due to 
these waves of benevolence and so on”.10 Along similar lines, we are also reminded by Amitav Ghosh that 
“the act of speaking is the act of silencing.”11 The act of us speaking, is an act of silencing them. Instead of 



faking a geontocritical accent, is it possible to find a real voice of the geological Others that does not come 
from the positions of the intellectuals and the elites? It is when we begin to ask these questions persistently 
that we could think geontocritically with art.
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Liu Chuang: Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities
2020.7.17 – 8.16
Nida Art Colony

Review by Tom Mouna

Some Baltic mythology to start. Neringa is a young giant from Lithuanian folklore, pure of heart and 
altruistic. One day Neringa was playing on the Baltic Sea coast when a storm hit, and the giantess piled up 
sand to protect the land—an area now known as the Curonian Spit. This sand-dune spit is divided in half 
between Lithuania and Russia, by way of Kaliningrad. At one of the widest points sits the Lithuanian town 
of Nida and, while the entire strip of land has a notable and twisting history, it’s Nida that stands out as 
one of the most interesting locales.



During the 20th century, the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany jostled for control over Lithuania. 
Nevertheless, Nida has remained a constant draw for writers, artists, musicians and actors, the most famous 
being ‘Death in Venice’ (1912) author Thomas Mann, who kept a summer house on the bayfront. One of 
the first sites for a colony of artists in Nida was the ‘hotel of arts’, sponsored by Hermann Blode or the 
“king of the Curonian Spit” as many artists referred to him, and now an intimate museum of photographs 
of celebrated cultural figures who have spent time in Nida, including Max Pechstein and Leni Riefenstahl. 
Jump forward a hundred years or so and the Nida Art Colony, a subdivision of the Vilnius Academy of Arts, 
continues the tradition of drawing artists to the town.

It’s at their onsite exhibition space that Liu Chuang’s film ‘Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic 
Minorities’ (2018) was shown. The three-channel video begins with the narrator, speaking in a minority ethnic 
dialect, describing a case of repetitive strain injury related to Qing Dynasty telegraph systems and ends 
with footage and discussion of Steven Spielberg’s ‘Close Encounters of the Third Kind’ (1978) and Andrei 
Tarkovsky’s ‘Solaris’ (1971). Somewhat wedged in the middle is the work’s most poignant consideration, on 
Bitcoin mining in China and the Zomia people.

Chuang makes use of James C. Scott’s description of the Zomia from the latter’s text, ‘The Art of Not Being 
Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia’ (2009), in which Scott describes the Zomia 
as a multi-ethnic group of around 100 million who occupy lands at elevations above 300 metres in parts 
of Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Myanmar and four provinces of China. Despite their multifarious 
differences, what these groups share is a history of escape and refuge, of eluding interpellation and avoiding 
hegemony as manifested through slavery, language and tax. Chuang demonstrates that Bitcoin mines—where 
computers essentially provide CPU in return for Bitcoins—in China now mostly occupy Zomia land, but 
also suggests that the decentralized, blockchain-based model of Bitcoin aligns with the Zomia’s relationship 
to outside nation-states. For example, Chuang’s narrator in ‘Bitcoin Mining’s’ describes “a yearning for a 
communal stigmergy” as a reason for the rise of Bitcoin. One specific way we can relate this to the Zomia is 
via what Scott calls their “escape agriculture”, which entails planting root crops rather than wet rice to make 
it more difficult for states to destroy plus regular relocation to new crop areas after burning the previously 
exploited land. This “communal stigmergy” is also an apt description of the way blockchain technology—a 
growing list of distributed ledgers that can immutably record transactions between two or more parties—
functions, whereby a communal network of computers works together to record the transactions that will 
affect future functions of the blockchain, without the need for a centralized authority.

And yet, the Zomia and Bitcoin aren’t necessarily such a close fit. Bitcoin mining in China operates at the 
state’s pleasure. A miner migrating across the country for cheaper electricity is not comparable to the Zomia 
escaping state power. Still though, this foundational supposition of Chuang’s video-essay is an intriguing one, 
and while occasionally ideas are stretched in questionable directions, as with the sudden mention of an all-
in-one entertainment system marketed to the Zomia people, these feel less like unsuccessful tangents than 
interesting ancillary thoughts that probe in new directions.

‘Bitcoin Mining’ hints at how Bitcoin and the blockchain have come to be seen as not only forms of financial 
arrangement, but models for society. It’s no surprise that some of the initial interest in Bitcoin arose due 
to a perception of an anarchic, anti-authoritarian spirit underlying the code, and interest in the Zomia has 
similarly arisen from a desire to uncover anarchic, stateless forms of living.

Chuang’s video uncovers narratives and mythologies that can help to reframe our understanding of Bitcoin 
and the blockchain. While in the past we looked to myths like Neringa’s, now we often look outside of 



society to the natural world for explanation—nature in its purest sense as well also as more “natural” ways 
of living as represented by the Zomia. The relationship of the human to the natural is at stake; in ‘Bitcoin 
Mining’, Chuang’s narrator quotes Maxim Gorky’s description of hydroelectric power stations “as able to 
tame wild rivers”, while early settlers in Nida had to plant trees to stop the encroaching sand dunes. By 
analogizing the Zomia and Bitcoin, Chuang seeks explanation in similar places.

   Published on 20 October 2020







Cannibalised cultures and colonised territories

Mark Rappolt    Features    23 September 2019    ArtReview Asia

Liu Chuang, Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities (still), 2018. Courtesy the artist

One of the ways in which we assimilate the new is to insist that it is, in fact, old. Nothing comes from 
nothing, as the old saying goes. That certainly seems to be the case in Shanghai-based Liu Chuang’s three-
channel videowork Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities (2018). The work takes the form 
of found and filmed footage with a voiceover narrative that traces material and immaterial lines of power 
that have been deployed in China, over the past few thousand years, to conquer people and territories, and 
to generate material and immaterial profit. The narrative moves from economic inflation triggered in eastern 
China during the fifth century BCE, when King Jing of Zhou reduced the amount of copper in coins in order 
to fuel an obsession with creating enormous bronze chime bells, to nomadic bitcoin miners, operating 
outside any centralised banking system, herding their rigs across present-day China in harmony with the 
seasonal and regional variations in energy production.

Like many of the works of speculative research that are so in vogue in the artworld right now, Bitcoin Mining 
and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities has the character of both a shaggy-dog story and an academic 
thesis, without quite being either. It draws disparate histories and threads of thought together and weaves 
them into something that we’re invited to consider as a length of rope. The inevitable product, you could say, 
of a culture that creates sentences out of hyperlinks, it cites anthropologists and political scientists alongside 
sci-fi movies and popular-music references. And at 40-minutes long, it’s not aimed at audiences with a short 
attention span. But isn’t that the case with so many attempts to explain the complexities of the world today?



With the character of both shaggy-dog story and an academic thesis, threads of 
thought are drawn together into something that we're invited to consider as a 
length of rope

The film begins with a series of black-and-white photographs of traditional Chinese architecture, instantly 
recognisable by a focus on the fly-leaf roofs that evolved during the Han Dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE). 
Gradually telephone wires start to appear: first as faint traces in the background of the photographs, 
then everywhere, behind people protesting, parading or simply going about their business on city streets. 
Modernity has arrived in China and everything flows from there. Some people notice, some people do not.

The narrative moves on to the first instances of repetitive strain injury (RSI) being discovered in Chinese 
telegraph operators, at the end of the nineteenth century. Operators would move from using one digit 
to another as each successively succumbed to the syndrome, until the operators could operate no more. 
Modernity is inhuman.

Fast-forward a little over a century to Apple's acquisition of FingerWorks in 2005. The latter company had 
developed touchpads and touchscreens designed to help people with RSI use computers. To the soundtrack 
of a single, stringed instrument (sounding like a pipa lute), the first of the video's three channels (read left-
to-right) features a hand, poised at a train window, that appears to be plucking the passing telephone lines 
in rhythm to the music; on the third, a hand robotically swipes left on a track pad; which causes more black-
and-white images of telephone lines to pass by on the central screen. Human digits are no longer required 
to fuel the digital revolution.

Three years later the iPhone was born, paving the way for the age of the smartphone and constant 
connectivity. A tool designed to provide access for those to whom access was restricted becomes a tool 
through which governments and businesses access audiences they couldn't previously reach. Cannibalise and 
colonise is the motto of today.

Skip to the present and images and video of workers larking on overhead fibreoptic cables (which have 
spread from urban to rural areas), recording themselves for China's Kuaishou photosharing app. "Today, 
everyone is a user," the voiceover says as the imagery switches to a crowded subway carriage in which every 
passenger is on their phone, service providers are constantly "cashing in on users' time, intelligence and 
data", and we've all been "Uberised" to "generate profits for one app or another every second of the day". 
Distinctions between online and offline have been erased. Telephone lines are no longer required. There's 
nowhere to hide.

When Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities was first screened, as part of Cosmopolis 
#1.5: Enlarged Intelligence, a collaboration between the Centre Pompidou in Paris and the Mao Jihong Arts 
Foundation in Chengdu at the end of 2018 (which travels to Paris in October; the work has subsequently 
been shown, earlier this year, as part of Liu Chuang's solo exhibition Earthbound Cosmology at Qiao Space 
in Shanghai, and the group exhibition China Landscape: Selections from the Taikang Collection in Beijing), 
the Chinese telecommunications company Huawei was starting to take centre stage in the ongoing Sino-US 
trade war, having been accused of facilitating international espionage.



Jump back to the advent of hydroelectric power (HEP) and the relationship between controlling the land, 
controlling energy and controlling a people. Stalin apparently said that it was wasteful to let water run into 
the sea. The Hòa Bình Dam in Vietnam (the country’s largest hydroelectric dam and the second largest in 
Southeast Asia) opened in 1994, supported by funds from Russia. It’s said that Ho Chi Minh signalled his 
intention to build it after struggling to cross the Red River during the Vietnam War. An 18m-high, 400-tonne 
statue of the founder of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam now faces the structure he never lived to see. 
A sculpture transforms a founding fiction into a fact.

Meanwhile, in most parts of Asia, ethnic minorities lose land to dams in a way that's disproportionate 
to their share of national populations. Adivasis (tribal people) in India account for eight percent of the 
population but are estimated to make up 40 to 50 percent of those displaced by the country's development 
projects. Globally, over ten million people per year are displaced by World Bank development projects (dams 
and infrastructure projects). In China, resettled minorities tend to be assimilated into the Han Chinese 
majority, and over time to lose their cultural identities. Dams allow governments to control and police 
remote populations.

Ironically, a decentralised currency is generated thanks to a centralised power system... 
It’s unclear who is cannibalising and colonising whom

At this stage Liu Chuang introduces the geographical term 'Zomia' to the narrative, a word that was coined 
in 2002 by the historian Willem van Schendel to designate a vast area of Southeast and East Asia (spanning 
parts of Myanmar, Indochina, Thailand and southwest China) characterised by highland population centres 
that were largely beyond the control of national governments. In The Art of Not Being Governed: An 
Anarchist History of Southeast Asia (2009), the American political scientist and anthropologist James C. 
Scott asserts that such societies were'barbaric by design'; stigmatised by their remoteness, they evolved 
to resist state control. Zomia is also a zone in which a high proportion of bitcoin mines are located. Often 
operated by remote control, the mines are there because of the large number of hydroelectric power 
plants (many semi-abandoned because of the high cost of maintaining them), which give the miners access 
to the large amounts of energy they require, because the noise from the power plants conceals the noise 
from the mining rigs' fans (as the difficulty of mining bitcoins has increased, mines have become louder 
than train stations), and because the locations are remote and people are unlikely to wander by. Ironically, 
a decentralised currency is generated thanks to a centralised power system, which in turn follows previous 
networks of railway and telephone infrastructures. This symbiotic relationship, Liu's narrative postulates, 
mirrors that between minority communities and ancient empires. It's unclear who is cannibalising and 
colonising whom. Moreover, many miners operate like traditional bee farmers, moving their rigs around 
according to the seasons: during the droughts in Sichuan they move them to the wind farms of Xinjiang (one 
of seven areas in China designated for wind farming – China has the largest installed capacity of any nation); 
in the spring they shift to the coal-fired power stations of Inner Mongolia; from there its back to Sichuan 
(the province generates 20 percent of the nation's hydropower). Thus, bitcoin miners have reclaimed a 
transhumance lifestyle once associated with the highland peoples of Zomia. A twenty-first-century barbarism. 
Nothing is new.

It’s here, in one of the bigger jumps in the narrative, that King Jing and his chime bells pop up. Liu Chuang’s 
narrator describes how the largest of the bells was named Dalin and was supposed to provide heavy bass 



notes, Liu Chuang argues, are the soundtrack of modernity, from atomic bombs to the rumble of cities, 
infrastructure and HEP stations. We’ve invented noise-cancelling technologies to make these networks less 
visible. And, in China’s highlands, similar technologies are employed in multimedia shanzai entertainment 
systems, with flashing disco lights (originally added, in an echo of the FingerWorks narrative, to help deaf 
people engage with the music), introduced during the early twenty-first century. Such entertainment systems, 
the narrative suggests were produced in factories across Zomia and marketed in an effort to ‘digitise’ the 
nervous systems of minority outsiders, introducing them to every form of digital media, entertainment and 
connection: television, radio, DVD, EVD, karaoke, Bluetooth, WiFi and more. What was happening, the video 
suggests, was akin to earthlings trying to communicate with aliens via echoes of sound and light in Steven 
Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1979). As minority ethnic groups were introduced to the 
latest musical fads via digitised media, their own voices, in the form of traditional songs, were introduced into 
museums and archives in the form of field recordings made by anthropologists, which, according to the late 
American folksinger Pete Seeger (himself the son of a prominent musicologist), meant that these traditions 
had simply been moved from ‘from one grave to another’. As we watch a plane of saffron-robed Indian 
devotees (it’s unclear of what or whom) chanting “Aaya Re! Aaya” (‘He has come’ in Hindi) at the heavens, in 
a passage from Spielberg’s movie supposedly set in Dharamshala (but actually shot just outside Mumbai), it 
seems possible that the afterlife of these doomed pasts and fringe histories may be in sci-fi.

From there it’s backwards to Andrei Tarkovsky’s Solaris  (1972), and the lead character’s encounters with 
his dead wife, who has been rematerialised, perhaps as a means of communication, by the sentient planet 
Solaris. The familiar becomes a way of introducing the unfamiliar, the old becomes a way of introducing the 
new. "Consider yourself lucky," says Kris Kelvin’s colleague Dr Snout as they discuss the problem. "After all 
she’s a part of your past. What if it had been something you had never seen before, but something you had 
thought or imagined?" As the video ends, with vintage images of women in traditional Mongolian wedding 
dress morphing into Padmé Amidala wearing a similar costume in Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace 
(1999), distinctions between coloniser and colonised, past and present, fact and fiction blur into one. The 
question of whether or not new systems of social organisation can be thought or imagined remains hanging 
in the air.
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Meet the artist-explorer Liu Chuang

Alvin Li

He tackles bitcoin mining and engineered nature in his ambitious installations

Nestled in the Shanghai suburb of Songjiang, Liu Chuang’s studio is piled to the rafters with neatly organized 
books. Maps of various scales hang on the wall. Among the many charts and diagrams stuck to the shelves, I 
also spot a periodic table of elements. This scholarly setting recalls the office of a historian or a geographer 
more than an artist’s studio – and yet, over the past few years, Liu’s work has impressed the Chinese art 
milieu with an ever more interdisciplinary speculative practice that spans video, sculpture, and installation. 
Employing an expansive web of references that continuously stretches the discursive framework of his own 
work, the artist has also challenged the limits of Chinese contemporary art as a whole.

Standing in front of one of his maps during my visit, Liu guides me through his professional (and 
geographical) trajectory. After graduating from Hubei Institute of Fine Arts in the late 1990s, he moved to 
Shenzhen, China’s first special economic zone – a city that transformed from being a desolate fishing village 
into an IT hub of more than 10 million inhabitants in just three decades. There, he dabbled in advertising and 
attempted to run a screen-print production company for a while. Neither led to much commercial success, 
but these efforts had a distinct impact on Liu’s earlier practice, shaping his interest in the material, affective, 
and epistemological dimensions of China’s urbanization projects. The dearth of support from galleries, 
institutions, and private benefactors trained the artist to develop a personal methodology independent of 
the ebbs and flows of the artworld. At the end of 2007, determined to become a professional full-time 
artist, Liu moved to Beijing.



Liu Chuang, Buying Everything on You (Liu Ailan) , 2013. Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space, Sanghai.

Liu’s early work is underscored by a kind of romantic quality and a latent archeological interest. In Buying 
Everything on You (2005–) – the first work that earned the artist international attention, and secured his 
participation in the New Museum’s first triennial, ‘Younger than Jesus’ (2009) – Liu approached migrants 
job-hunting in a Shenzhen labor market and asked them if he could buy their belongings. The artist 
then exhibited the purchased objects in the museum as stand-ins for the people he had met, a searing 
commentary on the implementation of capitalist ideology and the distribution of resources in post-socialist 
China. Love Story (2008–2014) consists of thousands of bootleg romance novels from the 1980s and 
1990s that the artist purchased from a rundown bookshop in Dongguan, a city close to Shenzhen, home to 
countless migrant workers. Most valuable to Liu was not the nostalgic value of these vintage copies, but the 
way the migrant workers had used them as communication tools by scrawling notes in the margins, years 
before the dawn of mass digital media.

In his more recent works, Liu has looked beyond the ostensible urban-rural demarcation to investigate 
the subtler processes of China’s modernization project. The 2015 video BBR1 (No.1 of Blossom Bud 
Restrainer) is named after a plant hormone developed by Chinese scientists in the hope of eliminating 
the environmental hazard caused by the seeds of genetically modified trees. Consisting entirely of footage 
culled from the internet, the video tracks poplar catkins floating through Beijing’s environs as an off-screen 
phone conversation discloses the root of the problem: a state-led reforestation project, launched across 
northern China in the 1960s, and the ensuing cultivation of this artificially bred species of poplar in Beijing in 
the 1990s. While this large-scale geo-engineering initiative has, according to data from Nasa satellites, made 
a visible greening impact on the planet, it has also resulted in complications including respiratory diseases 
and wildfire risk. BBR1, the proposed remedy, prevents trees from budding throughout the season – but it 
also leads to faster growth of trunks and leaves the following year, resulting in an even greater profusion of 
catkins. ‘This is a quintessential symptom of modernity,’ Liu observes, before revealing that he is working on a 
sequel to the series, No.2 of Blossom Bud Restrainer , which will debut at a biennial in Asia later this year. 



Liu Chuang,  BBR1(No.of Blossom Bud Restrainer) , 2015. Courtesy of the artist and Magician Space, Beijing.

The decision to migrate is always based on the tension between individual agency and socioeconomic 
flows. Liu’s relocation to Shanghai in 2017 was his own proactive response to an increasingly precarious 
condition in Beijing. (Since 2017, an urban planning campaign aimed at ‘removing Beijing’s non-capital 
functions and features’ has resulted in the forced demolition of many artist studios). The three-channel 
video Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities (2018) – shown at this year's Dhaka Art 
Summit – is Liu’s most ambitious project to date, one in which he weaves seemingly disparate research 
findings into a grand speculative thesis on the underlying patterns of human civilization.

In 2017, upon the recommendation of media scholar Yang Beichen (who became his collaborator on this 
project), Liu came across a news article about the energy-chasing migratory routes of Bitcoin miners in 
China. According to the article, these miners would bring their machines to dams in Sichuan for cheap 
hydropower during rainy seasons, to Xinjiang for wind power in times of drought, to coal-fired power 
stations in Inner Mongolia in spring, and finally back to Sichuan. After many field trips to southwest China 
and extensive research, Liu noticed a parallel between the location of Bitcoin mines and what the historian 
Willem van Schendel has designated as Zomia – a vast area of Southeast and East Asia spanning parts of 
Myanmar, Thailand, and four provinces of southwest China. These were historically characterized by highland 
populations largely outside the control of nation-states but have become increasingly threatened by the 
onslaught of modern infrastructure projects. Besides this geographical affinity, Liu observed a complex 
dialectical relationship between the miners – of a decentralized currency and centralized power systems – 
in some ways analogous to the way Zomians connect to their neighboring nation-states. 

Liu incorporates these affinities – together with a dizzying array of references to political and sociotechnical 
systems throughout history – into a wild trip in media ecology. Among the many threads in this 40-minute 



video is a montage of infrastructure projects, from the introduction of telegraphs in China during the late 
Qing Dynasty and the proliferation of dams in the mid-20th century to contemporary railway, digital, and 
Bitcoin networks. The second half of the work grows increasingly speculative, as the marketing of an all-in-
one entertainment system (named EVD) to Zomian peoples in the early 21st century is compared to the 
human-alien communication carried out via light and sound in Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the 
Third Kind (1977). The video ends with a montage of women in traditional ethnic dress morphing into the 
Star Wars character Padmé Amidala wearing a similar costume on the central channel, while Planet Solaris (a 
nod to Andrei Tarkovsky) rotates on the other two.

In The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia – one of the texts that 
fueled Liu’s recent work – the anthropologist James C. Scott writes: ‘The creative aspect [of my research 
into the Zomian region], if there was any, was to make out this gestalt and to connect the dots.’ One can 
grasp a related ethos in Liu’s recent practice, which aims not at novelty but at the kind of density that can 
withstand history. Moving forward, Liu will apply a similar method of interwoven storytelling to develop a 
new work titled Lithium Lake and the Lonely Island of Polyphony, based on his research into salt lakes across 
northwestern China. Amid rising interest in the role of China and its technical activities in our ecological 
predicament, Liu’s speculative poetics demonstrate truly original thinking on the subject in the East.

Liu Chuang, Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities , 2018. Commissioned for ‘Cosmopolis #1.5 
: Enlarged Intelligence’, with the support of the Mao Jihong Arts Foundation. Installation view at National Taiwan 
Museum of Fine Arts, Taipei. Courtesy of the artist and Antenna Space, Shanghai
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Liu Chuang, Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities(still), 2018

Comprising just two video installations and three photographic works, Liu Chuang’s latest solo show, 
‘Earthbound Cosmology’, nonetheless ranges across a vast array of topics – from the history of the telegraph 
to touch-pad technology, from modernity in pre-1949 China to sci-fi movies, from B-grade new wave 
remixes to the influence of Mongolian culture on film costume design. And that’s not even including the 
titular themes of three-channel video Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities (2018), which 
serves as the show’s conceptual core. In previous series, such as ‘Buying Everything on You’ (2006–07), which 
saw the artist purchase all the possessions of economic migrants seeking work at a job market, Liu focused 
on the minutiae of everyday life. Here, however, he attempts something on a far bigger and more complex 
scale. While this may come off , at moments, as hubristic, overall the project is an undeniably accomplished 
achievement.



In Bitcoin Mining and Field Recordings of Ethnic Minorities , Liu investigates how cryptocurrency mining in 
China is partially powered by cheap hydroelectricity in remote mountainous areas that are home to ethnic 
minorities who have historically maintained antagonistic relationships with Han Chinese states. The video 
suggests that the affinity between cryptocurrencies’decentralized networks and the lived experience of 
minorities that were, until recently, generally disregarded by nation states could, perhaps, offer a way out 
of such political impasses. Political scientist James C. Scott’s The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist 
History of Upland Southeast Asia (2010) provides intellectual ammunition for this argument, while the 
titular feld recordings are derived from ethnomusicologists’ interest in these minorities. Breathtaking images 
– including drone photography of river valleys and dams, as well as footage taken from the social media 
accounts of power-line repairmen –flit across the three projection screens, while narration in Muya, a 
language related to Tibetan, explains details at a lulling, unhurried pace. 

Liu Chuang, 'Earthbond Cosmology', 2019, exhibition view. Courtesy: the artist and Qiao Space, Shanghai

In the next room, the installation Gluttonous Me (2018) is inspired by entertainment appliances sold to the 
same minority groups, which combine multiple functions in one: television, video player, speakers and sound-
synchronized lights. Liu’s replica device sits in a darkened space with mirrored walls. Simultaneous voice-overs 
in Muya, Mandarin and English provide context while footage plays on the screen. However, a slow fade 
between a character from the film Avatar (2009) and an African tribesperson highlights a troubling aspect 
that permeates the entire exhibition: minority groups are often presented as a mysterious Other, causing 
anti-imperial intentions to coalesce into something that feels slightly colonial. In this vein, The Anthropology 
of Science Fiction (2019) – a collection of prints featuring characters from sci-fi movies interspersed with 
images of Māori, Maasai, Himba and other indigenous peoples – is facile at best.

Useful comparisons might be drawn to Hito Steyerl’s Extra Space Craft (2016) – a film about drone 
operators in Iraqi Kurdistan that explores the intersections between technology, identity and the limits of 
statehood, yet is foregrounded in individual voices – or to the deep-dive documentaries of Naeem 



Mohaiemen, whose book Between Ashes and Hope (2010) focused on a peripheral region of Bangladesh 
also covered in Scott’s research. While Liu’s status as a Chinese national might understandably preclude him 
from adopting Steyerl’s and Mohaiemen’s overtly politicized approaches, parts of the show feel unfortunately 
close to corporate propaganda about technology improving life in remote villages. His positioning of ethnic 
minorities as the Homo sacer of the Chinese state is a powerful idea and the hypnotic video elements of 
‘Earthbound Cosmology’ are feats of masterful editing. However, it’s hard to avoid wishing that work with 
such an expansive scope might feel less like an auteur’s detached observations and more like a collaborative, 
egalitarian undertaking.

Liu Chuang, Gluttonous Me, 2018, EVD, home entertainment system (walnut cabinet, Atman television, amplifier, PC computer, 
7 JBL loudspeakers,1 JBL bass speaker, 7.1 surround sound system, plastic lampshades, LED light control system, mirror with 
aluminium alloy frame), dimensions variable. Courtesy: the artist and Qiao Space, Shanghai
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Liu Chuang’s latest work, Segmented Landscape (2014), consists of six metal window grilles, each bearing 
a distinct geometric pattern. Installed above visitors’ heads in the main hall of the Power Station of Art, the 
venue for the 10th Shanghai Biennale, it is lit by spotlights while an artificial breeze causes pieces of white 
gauze, hanging like curtains behind each grille, to shift gently. The shadows cast by the grilles appear as 
patterns transposed onto the fabric. The overall effect is of a series of photograms, which seems fitting since 
the work is, to some extent, a snapshot of China in the late 1980s and early ’90s, when such window guards 
suddenly began appearing on houses and apartments across the country. At that time, they could be seen 
as a visual reminder of China’s burgeoning prosperity; here, they seem a quiet lament to the individualization 
that has been a by-product of economic growth.

Dubbed ‘the factory of the world’, the Pearl River Delta Economic Zone in south-east China is a sprawling 
urban megatropolis of some 65.5 million inhabitants. Coinciding with the country’s economic boom – 
resulting from the second stage of Deng Xiaoping’s economic liberalization in the late 1980s – the region’s 
infrastructure, industry and population exploded almost overnight. Factories were built, high-rises rose and 
people ocked to fill them. Liu, now based in Beijing, was one of them. After graduating from Hubei Institute 
of Art in 2001, he relocated to Shenzhen before moving again to the nearby city of Dongguan. In 2005, with 
the artist Li Jinghu, Liu started a business in Dongguan called Picabia Decoration Co. Ltd. It’s main product: 
manufacturing decorative paintings to order. The factory closed after a year and Liu subsequently moved to 
Beijing, but his experience of the region and its unique physical and social transformation continues to mark 
his work. 



Buying Everything 
on You(Huang Wei) , 
2006–07, found 
objects, dimensions 
variable. All images 
courtesy: the artist 
and Leo Xu Projects, 
Shanghai

As in the case of Segmented Landscape, Liu often works with and within architectural boundaries, isolating 
and unpacking the systems that operate barely noticed in the backgrounds of our lives. For Untitled (The 
History of Sweat) I + II (2007/13) he switched the parts of an airconditioning unit so that the element 
ordinarily situated outside was placed indoors and the condensed vapour run-off was left to pool inside 
the room, looking like an increasingly giant sweat patch. Likewise, for Untitled (Unknown River) II (2008), Liu 
hooked up the main water supply to T Space gallery in Beijing to run via pipes through the hollow-metal, 
mass-produced folding chairs and tables that were spread throughout the space.

Liu not only opens up architectural systems, but also the hidden social relations inside distributions and ows. 
For the series ‘Buying Everything on You’ (2006–07), the artist took that unromantic thing,  the economic 
transaction, and made it personal. Liu approached some newly arrived migrants seeking work at the Luohu 
labour market in Shenzhen to ask whether he could buy everything they had on them, from personal effects 
right down to their underwear. Amazingly, a few agreed. The highest price the artist paid was CN¥2,000 
(£200 GBP); the lowest, a pittance: CN¥350 (£35 GBP). Presented plainly, artefact-like on a board, the  
belongings resemble oversized parts from a giant model kit or, more disturbingly, exhibits from a crime scene: 
coldly dehumanized portraits of their owners. 

Segmented Landscape, 
2014, mixed media, 
dimensions variable, 
installation view at the 
10th Shanghai Biennale. 
Photograph: JJY Photo



Similarly accumulative and emotive, Love Story (2013) consists of 3,000 pulp-fiction books that Liu bought 
from the rental stores that surround the factories in Dongguan. He has presented them as a heaped pile (at 
PKM Gallery in Beijing in 2012), neatly stacked on a table, some copies open (in the booth of his Shanghai 
gallery, Leo Xu Projects, at Frieze New York art fair in 2013), or with annotations carefully copied out onto 
a wall (for a solo show at Salon 94, New York, in 2014). Popular among factory workers, these love stories 
– imports from Taiwan and Hong Kong throughout the 1980s and ’90s – share a formulaic cover design: a 
lovelorn girl, sometimes two, set against a bright background. The imsy paperbacks, while no literary gems, 
contained something Liu found interesting: missives – sometimes short, sometimes lengthy – written by the 
books’ readers, from letters to diary entries, from heartfelt poetry to doodles and phone numbers. These 
usually anonymous scribbles, acting as a kind of localized pre-internet comments thread, seem destined to 
circulate in perpetuity without ever reaching their intended audience. 

Liu doesn’t shy away from such awkward interventions. For Untitled (The Dancing Partner)(2010), he 
instructed two drivers of matching white, nondescript Volkswagen saloon cars to drive at the minimum 
speed limit throughout Beijing’s chaotic road network. Other road users–initially bemused then increasingly 
irate – honk, tailgate and angrily overtake the stoic pair who, driving at the same unwaveringly steady pace 
as though their cars are invisibly linked, apparently  oblivious to the trouble they are causing. In a country of 
China’s vastness, political heft and economic energy, Untitled (The Dancing Partner) is a quietly wry form of 
transgression. Contrasting the slow, ordered pace of the two cars to the relative chaos of the other traCc, 
the artist explains the work metaphorically in terms of signal and noise: the poise of the two cars’ quiet 
dance only becoming clear when set against the background of the busy traCc.

Untitled (The Festival),  
2011, 
video still

A piece made by Liu on Chinese New Year’s Day in 2011, Untitled (The Festival) , recently shown at the 
10th Gwangju Biennale, underscores this thinking. Filmed in an industrial area of Dongguan, the artist applies 
himself to a seemingly unproductive mission. He lights a discarded roll of newspaper but, before it burns out, 
he uses it to light another, and then another. As he walks calmly along the debris-strewn street, the factories 
for once stand silent in the background.
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Installation view of LIU CHUANG’s Love Story  at Salon 94 Freemans, New York, 2014. 
Courtesy the artist and Salon 94 Freeman

ArtAsiaPacific

LOVE STORY
LIU CHUANG

WEB EXCLUSIVE BY PAUL LASTER 
SALON 94 FREEMANS

No stranger to the American art scene, Liu Chuang’s conceptual art has been featured in several outstanding 
group shows in the United States, including “The Generational: Younger Than Jesus” (2009) at New York’s 
New Museum, “28 Chinese” (2013) at Miami’s Rubell Family Collection, and “My Generation: Young Chinese 
Artists,” which recently debuted at the Tampa Museum of Art as well as the Museum of Fine Arts, St. 
Petersburg.

Although “Love Story” at Salon 94 Freemans is Chuang’s first one-person gallery show in the United States, 
Leo Xu Projects’ solo presentation of the artist’s “Buying Everything On You” and “Love Story” series at 2013 
Frieze New York gave American art aficionados their first look at aspects of his current show and left many 
viewers longing for more. Recognizing the charm of the“Love Story” project—in which Chuang presents 



recycled romance novels from the 1980s and ‘90s, filled with personal notations that have been passed from 
one lonely heart to the next—Salon 94 took a leap of faith in mounting a show around this poetic body of 
work, which may only appeal to the most obsessive art-viewing audience. 

Laid out on four low-level tables, 3,000 used paperbacks divulge private and random moments from the 
lives of migrant factory workers in Dongguan, China, through notes written within the pages and on the 
covers of pulp-fiction novels. These timeworn scrawls inside the books anticipate the internet, where people 
publicly share their most intimate hopes and desires today.

The quirky notations, which were written mostly by women, feature drafts for letters, diary entries, naive 
poems, biographical notes, home addresses and phone numbers, funky doodles, and to-do and shopping 
lists. The beauty of this exhibition versus the Frieze New York display is that, here, we get translations of the 
original texts blown up in colored script on the gallery walls and indexed with colored rocks on the related 
books.

Written in orange, for example, is “Ling, I bought a big watermelon, it was not good at all. I will go to ‘that 
store’ to watch disks after taking shower, will you join me there? Or you can give me a call, but I don’t know 
if I will be able to get it?” A message written in green reads: “Another boring day today, I went to mom and 
dad’s place for a while after I woke up this morning, and brought my younger sister over. The exams are over, 
and everyday is a vacation. Don’t know what to do tomorrow, afraid, I want to see him. But things might 
have changed over winter break, no idea what he was thinking, even if we met, I don’t know where we 
should go, maybe we will not meet ever again.” Elsewhere, written in brown is a proverb: “The way you treat 
life is the way life treats you.”

Capturing a very specific time in China, Chuang’s project celebrates the lives of common people dealing 
with universal issues. Transported to, and translated for, an art gallery in New York, the work reminds us of 
the simple bond all people share.

LIU CHUANG, Love Story (4) 
(detail), 2006–14
found books, colored rocks, 
wooden platform and 
handwritten text on wall, 
dimensions variable. Courtesy 
the artist and Salon 94 
Freemans, New York.
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