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CosPlayers
Statement
This cinematic work is an experiment that employs a surrealistic plot to give COSPLAYERS (young
people dressed as game characters) the ability to traverse the city at will, and to engage in combat within
their imaginary world. They expect their costumes will grant them true magical power, enabling the
wearer to transcend reality and put themselves above all worldly and mundane concerns.
All COSPLAYERS are very young, with dreams in their heads, spending all their waking hours in the
virtual world of video games from a very early age. Hence when they eventually grow up, they discover
they are living a life style frowned upon and rejected by society and family members alike. With no
channels open to express their feeling and aspirations they resort to escapism and, becoming alienated
and out of touch, they turn into ever more unbecoming characters. However, in that moment when they
are turned into genies, chivalrous knights, fairy princesses, or geeks, the pains of reality are assuaged,
even if the "real" world they are standing on has not changed to the slightest.
In recent years a group of COSPLAYERS, growing up in and around China's coastal cities, have been
confronted by both the traditional values of the Chinese education system and subjected to the pull of
invading foreign cultures in the new century. As a group of adolescents who refuse to grow-up, they
choke themselves with passionate impulses and an undisguised infatuation with personal fancies,
expressed through ways and manners only they can understand and be comfortable with. Their
characters are often filled with violence, a thirst for power, as well as magical powers but, compared to
the boredom, emptiness, rebelliousness, and violence that accompany the lives of many of today's
adolescents, escaping inside this sub-cultural cocoon merely seeks to affirm the value of their own
existence in society. They frequently and eagerly appear in all kinds of large and small commercial
events or trendy places, gaining exposure in the news media, and setting themselves up as spokepersons for young people today. In the process they attract the attention of many curious onlookers and a
sizable peer group following. The satisfaction they gain from their contrived fantasy world
counterbalances their despair and despondency in the real world. In fact, since they seek to hide their
personality, the pleasure and sense of honor they gain derives from their virtual characters, not their
natural identity. They are prepared to shoulder the burden of a split personality in the everyday world, for
such a duality of reality and fantasy soothes and comforts their cravings in the same way as fairy tales
have become an indispensable part of their lives.
Nowadays the majority of video games are played over the Internet, in video game arcades, or on video
game consoles in the home. Consequently, though entertainment for adolescents normally takes place in
a relatively confined space, the culture of the COSPLAYERS had brought this group of young people out
of the cyber community and into everyday life in the real world. As they emerge from their digital, cyber
communities, they begin to appear in various public activities, showing their faces in trendy residential
communities. Using the surrealistic fantasy image of their game characters they provoke a new aesthetic
sense for the public. Yet at the same time they are being increasingly used by business interests for
promoting consumption, generating for themselves an enviable value as promotional and entertainment
commodities.
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FRESH
Statement
We brush past history and tradition. We shake hands with them, we nod at them.
It seems we can only be parochial and only sense the nonce. Our lostness manifests
itself in handling the relationship between life and ourselves as an amusement. Thus,
fun replaces our lostness and our being duty-bound not to turn back becomes such a
pastime too. We need to take colonists' attitude to re-colonize ourselves. We are the
demiurges of an era and the object of amusement all at the same time.
Between the tradition and the modernity, there is no room for us to choose. They weigh
the same for us, because we can't see the future and don't know the past. Lacking a
sense of duty and a sense of guilt, we become the passers-by of this age and rush
through history. Being too indifferent and too obsessed with acting, we become haughty
celebrities of this age. Being honest and frank, we become victims, fragile and weak.
Together we create the temperament of this age, those ingenious details, airy
expressions and spectacles of over-consumption and thorough display of happiness. Is it
we that are holding the age, or is it the age that starts to hold us?
Let's set off from "us" and try to interpret the new youngsters' attitude towards life in
China.
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Cao Fei is no doubt one of the most remarkable and powerful artists of this generation. Born in 1978 in Guangzhou, Cao Fei has grown
up in the world of electronic entertainments and advertisements. Fascinated by the vibrant landscapes of the consumer society, She
started with her artistic career at an extremely young age. Cao Fei has developed a highly personal language of image making
demonstrating fantasy, desire, critique and jouissance vis-à-vis the ever mutating reality.
Cao Fei's work was recently shown at China Power Station: Part 1, an off-site Serpentine Gallery exhibition of contemporary Chinese
video, sound and installation art co-produced by The Red Mansion Foundation at Battersea Power Station.

Guangzhou-born, Beijing-based photographer and filmmaker Cao Fei is one of the most exciting Chinese artists of her generation. She
first attracted international attention in 2004 with COSplayers, a video and photo series about Guangzhou teens dressing up as
Japanese manga characters, and last summer, at the 52nd Venice Biennale, she premiered China Tracy Pavilion, a project exploring
the virtual worlds of Second Life that merged role-playing, ethnographic documentary, and animation. On the eve of the Lunar New
Year, Cao took a break from making dumplings to speak with Artkrush contributor Samantha Culp about animation, youth culture, and
virtual real-estate development.

AK: Your COSplayers project featured real-life fans of Japanese manga and anime. Did you have any previous interest in animation?
CF: I think that animation has a huge cultural influence on the whole world, and there's an influence from the Japanese animation I
watched as a child; but for the COSplayers project, my primary interest wasn't the anime itself. I wanted to focus on how global youth
culture has captured China's younger generations, creating an entirely new urban lifestyle. The project is really a witnessing of
urbanization.
AK: Why do you think that animation and comics are such phenomena in contemporary Chinese youth culture?
CF: Chinese youth all focus on Western culture — it's on TV, it's in books, it's everywhere. When we were younger, Western things
were unquestionably good. Classic Chinese animation, like Sun Wukong from the '60s, can't engage the younger generations. When I
tried to show my younger sister that DVD, she wasn't interested, because she thought the local animation wasn't good enough.
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AK: Can you talk about your introduction to Second Life and how you began developing projects there?
CF: Zhang Anding (aka Zafka Ziemia), my composer for the Siemens Project, first introduced me to Second Life. He's very interested in new technology, and at the end of 2006, he
said, "Second Life is a hit. You should play it." So I registered as "China Tracy" and began playing. At the same time, I received the commission for the Venice Biennale, and I had a
sudden idea that maybe I could use this as a platform for a project. I really didn't know anything about Second Life then, but I had half a year, and I thought I could explore it and
create something to send out.
AK: How did you plan your research? Did you go on Second Life every day?
CF: Yeah, I think every day, sometimes for six to eight hours at a time. I usually work at night, so I would spend the whole night on Second Life. At the beginning, I would totally
confuse my real life and my Second Life.
AK: What were your first impressions?
CF: For me, Second Life is an entirely new kind of experience. It has different aspects: one is the 3-D world of the program, which is like an animated world — very colorful and very
perfect. But beyond that, and related to cosplay, is the premise that people can choose characters that are very different from their real selves. They can use their character to
create a "second life," to change their friends, family, and lifestyle — like switching a TV channel.
AK: Did it remind you of the cosplay community?
CF: For cosplayers, they put on different costumes in their real life, but they're conscious of playing a game. When you're online in a totally new world, your physical self is more
invisible, and it's your inner self that's revealed.
AK: How did the iMirror video for China Tracy Pavilion originate?
CF: The video is about my experiences and my feelings within Second Life. I think I talk in my film about how I started to confuse my two lives, and so I compare them. The
younger generation, like 15-18 year olds, I don't think they ask as many of these questions; that kind of lifestyle is their real life — they belong to a technological world — but for
my generation, we will always compare virtual and real.
AK: In Part II of iMirror, China Tracy meets a young man who becomes sort of a love interest and guide through her Second Life adventures. Who is he in real life?
CF: He's an older American man, a former '60s revolutionary who spent time in prison for a bank heist. A lot of our conversations are about communism in the US and its
meaning in China now. When I first met him online, he looked handsome and young, so we spent time together and traveled a lot. Then I met him in real life, in a San Francisco
Starbucks, and it was like meeting an old friend. I gave him the DVD of iMirror, but he was afraid to show his wife because she doesn't like him playing Second Life.
AK: Can you describe the technical process of making the film?
CF: It's complicated — it's like a documentary. I was directly recording myself as I moved through Second Life, but as I'm watching myself, I'm also controlling myself; I'm
simultaneously director and actor. But I enjoy exploring everything and not knowing what will happen in the next step. A lot of the process is waiting for something to happen, and
I didn't try to make something fake. In the end, I had some 300 GB of saved chat dialogues and "real" captured footage, at the highest video quality. Of course, it's edited, so
some montages use real dialogue with different images.
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AK: Did your Second Life friends know that you had, in a sense, a "hidden camera" filming them the whole time?
CF: When I met the man, I was just watching him play the piano. He didn't know I had a "camera" then, though I said, "I'm a video artist," and he took me to lots of good
places for shooting. But now when I talk to him and tell him that I'm shooting, he'll become a bit more shy and serious, so I won't always use the camera.
AK: Can you talk about your current project, RMB City , which is also based in Second Life?
CF: At the end of the Venice Biennale, I had been traveling for a long time and had seen a lot of different cities. I thought that maybe I could create a place that belonged to
me within Second Life — my own city utopia. RMB City (RMB refers to "renminbi" or "people's money," China's official currency) is a Chinese city, but it mixes the different
elements of China. I'm very interested in the city as an organism and have done a lot of research on cities in the Pearl River Delta, and I'm hoping I can use my knowledge to
build a Second Life version of my vision of the Chinese city today. All the cities currently in Second Life are Western-style, so Chinese users can't find spaces that reflect their
culture. I don't want to overemphasize the fact that I'm Chinese, but Second Life is a big world, and you want to build something to locate your own identity.
AK: After spending so much time and energy in Second Life, does it still hold the same fascination for you?
CF: The first feeling is very strong — when you fall inside Second Life, you feel almost like a newborn baby, with a lot of questions to ask your mother, and children's
questions are always so true. But it's also like a lover — after a few months losing yourself, you have to go back to your life and really work with your partner to maintain that
relationship. In the end, I think this 3-D world is the future world. People complain that the technology isn't good enough now, and of course Second Life isn't perfect, but it's
just the beginning.
Cao Fei's work is on view in Art Is for the Spirit at the Mori Museum in Tokyo through April 6 and Montage: Unmonumental Online at New York's New Museum of
Contemporary Art, also through April 6. Her solo show RMB City at Lombard-Freid Projects in New York runs from February 29 to April 5. A computer terminal at the
Serpentine Gallery in London displays the progress of RMB City throughout Spring 2008.
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Cao Fei: RMB City :: February 29 - April 5, 2008 :: Opening: February 29; 6-8 pm :: Lombard-Freid
Projects, 531 West 26th Street, 2nd floor, New York NY
“Is this your city?” asked the young man. “Itʼs yours.” The angel answered.
RMB City has been created by Cao Feiʼs avatar China Tracy as an experimental utopian world for
the 3D online virtual community of Second Life. Institutions and investors have been invited to buy
buildings in RMB City and program events and activities within them where other Second Life
users can participate. Thousands of young people in Asia and around the world are embracing
Second Life as a “parallel universe” on the Internet.
RMB City will be the condensed incarnation of contemporary Chinese cities with most of their
characteristics; a series of new Chinese fantasy realms that are highly self-contradictory, interpermeative, laden with irony and suspicion, and extremely entertaining and pan-political. Chinaʼs
current obsession with land development in all its intensity will be extended to Second Life. A
rough hybrid of communism, socialism and capitalism, RMB City will be realized in a globalized
digital sphere combining overabundant symbols of Chinese reality with cursory imaginings of the
countryʼs future.
Lombard-Freid is providing China Tracy, as Chief Developer, with retail space for a New York
RMB City leasing office and showroom. The public is invited to view an RMB City model,
promotional videos, detailed RMB City photographs and go online via laptops providing real time
links to RMB City under construction in Second Life.
The pure white RMB City Model proposes an ideal futuristic city in three dimensions for viewers
outside of Second Life. China Tracyʼs RMB City video projected onto a reflection pool showcases
the myriad details of the metropolis – exposing layers of urban activity and the dense beauty of its
architecture.
Also on view i.Mirror, Cao Feiʼs quasi-documentary of China Tracyʼs adventures in Second Life
over a 6 month period premiered at the last Venice Biennale. i-Mirror the 3-part machinima of her
Second Life experience inspired Cao Fei aka China Tracy to build RMB City.
Cao Feiʼs recent exhibitions include: Brave New Worlds at the Walker Art Center, and Laughing In
A Foreign Language at The Hayward Gallery, London. The 10th International Istanbul Biennial,
the 52nd International Venice Biennale, the Lyon Biennial, China Power Station: Part 1, at the
Serpentine Gallery, and China Power Station: Part II, at Astrup Fearley Museum of Modern Art.
Upcoming exhibitions include a solo retrospective at Le Plateau, Paris.
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