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Known for his quiet observations of societal shifts, documented
through the altogether noisier hum, din or whirr of factories,

Li Xiaofei's ongoing Assembly Line series (2010 - present)

has highlighted the human and environmental impact of
industrialization. By overlaying films and photographs of trudging
conveyer belts, pounding pistons and robotic arms with insightful
commentary from the workers at the forefront of this relentless
cycle of production and consumption, Li's series is compelling, and
unequivocally moving.

Since 2013, the Hunan-born artist has broadened his project's
scope by inviting participation from other artists working across
various media. Previous exhibitions have seen Li create artworks
that seamlessly - if incongruously - translate the works' gritty
substance and factory locales to pristine gallery settings. Likewise,
the line between actor and viewer has been clearly defined.
‘Prototypes, Duplicates and Cast-offs’, meanwhile, muddled the two
to fascinating effect. Moving still further, the exhibition extended its
sphere of impact to include artists, viewers and workers. In situating
the three in such proximity, the show flit between issues of class and
context, bemusement and irony, and the relationships between art,
production and consumption.

The project spanned two diametrically opposite venues: M50
mainstay, V-Art Center in Shanghai; and Systence in Jiading,
manufacturers of machines which produce safety equipment for
cars, including seat-belts and air-bags. Located in an industrial
suburb of the city, albeit one that's housing increasingly more artists’
studios, compared to downtown Shanghai, Jiading is noticeably less
well-heeled, less salubrious.

Linking the settings is content. Opening day saw bus-loads of
Shanghai art aficionados make the hour-long trip to Jiading, the ride
punctuated with performances by Chinese collective, Grass Stage.

Li's studio has been based at Systence since September 2014. His
fittingly industrial-looking sculptural series Unknown Facets greeted
the throng of visitors at the factory's expansive loading bay, hulking,
monochrome and huge. Beyond, the artist's City of the Unknown
transforms factory cast-offs - reels, steel shavings and other detritus
- into an intricate installation. Its presence conflates factory and

studio, and artist and worker to fascinating
effect: ostensibly diametric, two realms were
instantly converged. Along with other works
on show here, it tackles issues of value

and status, head on. When manipulated

by an artist (complete with connotations

of reverence and standing), the throw-
aways of a blue-collar contingent become
meaningful, significant and valuable. The
joke - however striking - just might have
been on us gaggle of art-watchers.

An illuminating exchange, it was further
underpinned through a spell-binding
performance by Grass Stage's Jia Ying.
Dressed in Systence’s uniform of blue jacket
and trousers, her meditation on hands
and human's relationship with machines,
on-duty workers went from bemused to
captivated, craning necks and reaching
iPhones to document their day-to-day
transmuted into something really rather
moving. Similarly, their casual indifference
to crowds peering intently at Lico Wenfeng's
rhythmic gifs, displayed on screens fixed
onto the very tools of workers’ quotidian
highlighted a junction and alignment
between realms of art-loving visitors, and
factory employees.

Since the Systence factory opened its
hulking doors back in 2000, manufacturing
has been integral to China’s rise and rise.
And yet, the very same period has also
seen the nation emerge as a globally-
significant soft power, thanks to myriad
museums, headline-grabbing artists, and
an apparently unquenchable art market. In
Jiading, the two were physically united.

Back at the more expected environs
of Shanghai's M50 arts hub, V Arts
Center hosted the exhibition's downtown
component. More metaphorical in tone, the
workers were nonetheless present. Take Liu
Guangyun's video Filling Space—>50,000
Pearls: Systence staff standing frozen behind
a curtain of falling pearls. Representative
of the hopes and aspirations of an army
of workers; the beads’ rthythm - crescendo
to cascade to pitter-patter to stillness - is
equally evocative of the daily tempo of
tactory life.

Lise Yuen's centrally-positioned
installation In Between brought ideas of
stance poignantly explored in Jiading, back
to the exhibition proper. A walk-in-work
surrounded by layers of the same perspex
curtains found in factories internationally,
it literally alters perspective when viewed
from inside, and out.

One of the most striking works on
display was Chen Hangfeng's hypnotic
Moving Forward. Shot from a dashboard
camerd, it traverses the calling cards of an
urban, industrialized society: all elevated
highways and congested crossings, it is
set to a random in-car soundtrack. Dream-
like sequences punctuate the clips: an
aquarium, a pond, and so on. In an
exhibition evoking the momentum wrought
by machines on society, the distance and
proximity they bring, it's a stunning end
to a complex show, and evocative of the
ancestral assembly line process of Ford
Motors.

‘Prototypes, Duplicates and Cast-offs’
marked a new and surprising format for
art in Shanghai, and one whose resonance
extended pleasingly beyond.
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