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Cai Guo-Qiang: My Museum Years
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How does contemporary art allow the traditions to not live only in the past, 

but also relate to the present…



The National Gallery of Victoria entrance, Melbourne, Australia, 2019
Photo by Jingya Zhang

The Terracotta Warriors exhibition and my exhibition are concurrently held in the same galleries.  This is the first time in history 
that the Terracotta Warriors have been exhibited alongside contemporary art.



Ten thousand porcelain birds exploded by black gunpowder thread the two exhibitions from beginning to end as a 
lingering spirit or haunting shadow. 

Photos © Tobias Titz Photography
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Murmuration (Landscape), 2019. Gunpowder, 10,000 porcelain birds.
Installation view at the National Gallery of Victoria

At times the birds seem to roll and soar like tornadoes, evoking the 
undulating peaks of Mount Li that surround the First Qin Emperor's 
mausoleum. 

Murmuration (Landscape), 2019.
Gunpowder on porcelain

Installation view of Murmuration (Landscape) at the National Gallery of Victoria, 2019.
Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



At times they appear in a 
small flock, while elsewhere 
they gather to form stormy 
clouds high above the 
viewers.

Photos © Tobias Titz Photography



The inspiration for Murmuration comes from my visit 
to the Terracotta Warriors during my youth. I stood in 
awe of their majestic presence in vast pits across the 
epic site, astonished at the thought of creating eight 
thousand sculptures only to be buried for eternity. 



Exhibitions of Terracotta 
Warriors overseas often 
display only a few 
sculptures, taking part in 
the exoticized promotion of 
a distant culture. 

These exhibitions can’t 
communicate the grandeur 
of Qin and Han dynasties, 
nor can they speak to 
today’s China and its 
relationship with the rest of 
the world—its momentum, 
energy, complexity, chaos, 
and uncertainty.Photo by Cai Guo-Qiang



The everchanging formation of Murmuration embodies 
the lingering spirits of the underground army, or perhaps 
the haunting shadow of China’s imperial past. 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



In the center of the exhibition space sits Transience I 
(Peony), a sculpture of white porcelain exploded by 
gunpowder. 

Installation view of Transience I (Peony) and Transience II (Peony) at 
the National Gallery of Victoria, 2019. 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



I invited craftsmen from Dehua, near my own hometown, to make white 
porcelain flowers by hand based on my designs. 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



Through destruction and devastation, the stunning craftsmanship behind the white porcelain 
sculpture sublimates into art. 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



If the peony is considered to symbolize supreme beauty, this work can be considered a 
burial for such beauty… 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



Chinese painting 
masters often depict 
flowers in prosperity, 
but neglect to 
illustrate an equally 
authentic state of life, 
that of death and 
decay. 

The vision of the 
ancient painters falls 
short of the all-
embracing ancient 
poets, who praise the 
flower for fallen petals 
as much as its 
blossom. 

Photos © Tobias Titz Photography



The 31-meter long color gunpowder painting on silk expresses the beauty in the life and death of peony flowers from 
budding, to full bloom, to wilt, and decay. 

Transience II (Peony), 2019. Gunpowder on silk,  350 x 3100 cm. Commissioned by The National Gallery of Victoria
Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



I never thought I would be so moved by the wilting of flowers; their withering is no less than the soul departing the body! 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



The Transient Landscape and Guardians of Immortality are two 
exhibitions, akin to two rivers of time separated by two millennia, 
each coursing at their individual speeds across the same galleries. 

Flow (Cypress), 2019. Gunpowder on paper, 300 x 1600 cm. Commissioned by The National Gallery of Victoria
Installation view of Flow (Cypress) at the National Gallery of Victoria, 2019. 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



The ancient and the contemporary—two surges of energy that crisscross, pull, correspond and complement, generating powerful 
tension and contrast, each attracting and rejecting the other… 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



I hope to raise questions by attempting a new exhibition 
format, to use contemporary art practices to recontexualize
the traditional display of archaeological objects, and to 
inspire visitors experience the exhibition from an artistic 
perspective and find resonance on various levels…

Pulse (Mountain), 2019
Gunpowder on paper, 400 x 2100 cm

Commissioned by The National Gallery of Victoria
Installation view of Pulse (Mountain) at the National Gallery of Victoria, 2019. 

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



Even the ‘Guardians of Immortality’ can’t safeguard the Emperor’s reign and power. Like the short-lived Qin dynasty, all 
reigns will eventually become a transient moment in the long path of history. Yet it is the ‘transient’ that arrives at the 
ultimate eternal.

Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



In 1994, the Setagaya Art Museum in Tokyo opened an exhibition on the First Emperor of China alongside my solo exhibition 
Chaos.

Exhibition view of Cai Guo-Qiang: Chaos at Setagaya Art Museum, Tokyo, Japan, 1994.
Photo by Masano Masanobu, courtesy Cai Studio



I invited a Gaojia opera performer from my hometown, Quanzhou, to play the First Emperor, and I recruited a group of children to 
participate in the art performance. Layers of fine white silk gauze curtains divided the seats. Spectators seated in the back, whose view 

obscured by the curtains, could only vaguely make out the performance, just as history becomes indistinct with distance. 
Elixir of Immortality, 1994. Exhibition view of Cai Guo-Qiang: Chaos at Setagaya Art Museum, 1994

Courtesy Cai Studio



I also filled the gallery with the dizzying smoke of burned poppy pods, creating the illusion of a hallucination that the audience 
was being transported to a different place in space and time.

Courtesy Cai Studio



After The First Qin Emperor and his Times exhibition had its opening reception and the Chinese 
government official delegation had departed, I dug a hole outside the museum, adjacent to the gallery 

housing the terra-cotta warriors and titled the work Grave Robbing.
Grave Robbing, 1994. Setegaya Art Museum

Installation view at Setegaya Art Museum, Tokyo
Courtesy Cai Studio



In some sense, human history is built on archaeological findings. As Asia lacks a tradition of 
museums, most artifacts come from tombs. The works of art must first die and then regain 

life in order to withstand history and reach generations to come.

Cai Guo-Qiang during excavation process, Setagaya Art Museum, Tokyo
Photo by Masanobu Moriyama, courtesy Cai Studio

Installation view at Setagaya Art Museum, Tokyo
Photo by Masanobu Moriyama, courtesy Cai Studio



Specialists at art museums housing classical collections act as shaman, 

permitting contemporary artists to connect with their predecessors, 

continue to pass on unceasing artistic adventures…



The Spirit of Painting: Cai Guo-Qiang at the Prado exhibition poster in front of the Prado museum, 2017
Photo by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio



Prado is the “museum of the artists”, where you can see how artists influenced each other, and passed on their legacies to the 
future generations. 

Bosch Titian Tintoretto El Greco Rubens

Ribera Zurbaran Velázquez Murillo Goya



These specialists here the bridge the artists from different eras, facilitating their communication like shamans. 

Photos by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio



The exhibition in Prado 
originated from my 
enduring dialogue with the 
spirit of El Greco, which 
has been ongoing for 
decades. 

Left: Classmate, 1982. Oil on canvas, 78.5 x 
49.5 cm; Right: Village by the Mountain, 
1983. Acrylic on cardstock, 39.2 x 32.7 cm
Photos by Ron Amstutz, courtesy Cai Studio



In 2009, I brought my 
daughter to embark on 
a pilgrimage that 
retraced the path of El 
Greco’s life, his 
footsteps from his 
birthplace in Crete 
through Italy and to 
Spain, ending in Toledo, 
his adoptive home and 
final resting place.

Photos by Chinyan Wong, courtesy Cai Studio



I brought pictures of his 
artworks, to look for places 
he had depicted, and to see 
what his eyes had seen. 

Photo by Chinyan Wong, courtesy Cai Studio



Day and Night in Toledo is the scene I saw with my mind’s eye in Toledo. The cathedral, valley and sky look as they did in 
Greco’s time, as if the mirage of history, or the overlap of the past and the present. 

Left: Day and Night in Toledo, 2017. Right: In Search of El Greco No. 9., 2016. Exhibition view of The Spirit of Painting: Cai Guo-Qiang at the Prado, 2017
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Inspired by the spirituality I felt in Greco’s works, I expressed feelings towards 
the loved ones I had lost in recent years.

Left: Black Ceremony, 2017; Right: Distant Cloud, 2017. Exhibition view of The Spirit of Painting: Cai Guo-Qiang at the Prado, 2017
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Through Prado’s experts and the 
museum collection, I also 
engaged in a conversation with 
other predecessors, from Titian, 
Velázquez, Rubens, to Goya. 

Right: Painting Goya’s The Third of May, 2017. 
Gunpowder on canvas. 239 x 300 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



This effort was not only to review their artworks and styles, but also as an attempt to reclaim the spirit of painting
—the artist’s sensibility, craftsman-like aptitude, sense of adventure on the canvas, and painterly persistence. 

Palmyra, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas. 240 x 450 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



Developed from Rubens’s works in the Prado collection, specifically his ability to capture the dynamic movement of man 
and beast, as well as techniques of depicting the angels, I created Last Carnival. 

Last Carnival, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas. 280 x 750 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



The scene of various kinds of animals in intercourse manifests the environmental theme that even when the 
planet only has the last pond of water, life is still “carnival-ing”. 
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It resonates with Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights.



With the same sensibility, I created Mountain in Heat of numerous aphrodisiac mushrooms. Mountain in Heat, 2016. Gunpowder on canvas. 239 x 450 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



Black Poppy, 2016. Gunpowder on canvas, 152.5 x 1097 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio





One month before the opening, I used 
Prado’s Salón de Reinos (Hall of Realms) 
as the studio, to finish the last several 
works on-site. 

Over 400 years ago, Velazquez was 
commissioned by Philip IV to create and 
exhibit his masterpieces in here…

© Museo Nacional del Prado



Ignition of The Spirit of Painting for Cai’s Prado exhibition, at the exhibition opening. Salon de Reinos, Madrid, 2017
© Museo Nacional del Prado



I wanted to depict what I felt painting a month in such a historic space. 

Salón de Reinos..., 2017. Gunpowder on canvas. 360 x 600 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



In the foreword Prado Museum wrote for my exhibition: 
Over the past two years, working with the Prado’s experts and studying its collection, Cai has furthered his engagement with his
predecessors including Titian, El Greco, Velázquez, Rubens, and Goya. The exhibition aspires to reclaim a spirit of painting: the 

artist’s sensibility, craftsman-like aptitude, and the sense of adventure on the canvas. 
Cai has used this opportunity to discover his own spirit of painting, and to think about ways forward for contemporary art overall. 

The Spirit of Painting, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas. 300 x 1800 cm. Commissioned by Museo Nacional del Prado.
Exhibition view at the Museo Nacional del Prado, 2017-2018

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio
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Like The Spirit of Painting in Prado, my 
solo exhibition Flora Commedia in the 
Uffizi Galleries was a part of my broader 
multi-year exhibition project, An 
Individual’s Journey through Western 
Art History.

Flora Commedia: Cai Guo-Qiang at the Uffizi exhibition poster, 2018



Flora Commedia: Cai Guo-Qiang at the Uffizi exhibition poster in front of the museum, 2018
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Uffizi’s Prints and Drawing experts instructed me to study the metalpoint techniques. 

Photo by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio



I was inspired to develop drawing techniques. 

Silverpoint Study, 2018. Gunpowder on canvas
Photos by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



Study of Birds, 2018. Gunpowder and oil on canvas. 200 x 300 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



In one of the galleries of my Uffizi exhibition Flora Commedia, Renaissance Garden, the walls 
were covered with paintings, evoking the early display of the House of Medici. 

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Some artworks engaged in direct dialogue 
with Botticelli’s Flora and Venus. 

Silverpoint Study No.6, 2018. Gunpowder on canvas
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



In the Boboli Garden of the House of Medici, Uffizi botanists cultivated Renaissance flowers and plants that disappeared 
especially for my studies and this exhibition. 

Photos by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio



So I took the Renaissance 
flowers as a subject, 
experimented and 
employed new and old 
painting techniques as 
much as I liked. 

Renaissance Flower Garden, 2018. 
Gunpowder on canvas. 300 x 400 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



Inspired by the banned 
16th-century erotic 
booklet of the same 
name, I Modi, depicts 
sixteen images of 
different sexual 
positions. I condensed 
the separate originals 
into one spatial-
temporal plane. 

Exhibition view of Flora Commedia: 
Cai Guo-Qiang at the Uffizi, 
Florence, 2018-2019
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai 
Studio



As a couple’s sixteen moments in 
a single intimate encounter.

Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



Let museums attract the local audience to participate,

beyond a cultural tourist brand for foreign visitors  



The Uffizi Galleries are always packed with tourists who line up for hours, with most people just interested in seeing famous
masters and masterpieces. 



The tourists bring in the GDP, but the museum has become a cemetery of past culture, where local 
residents rarely go… 



Above: City of Flowers in the Sky, 2018. Artist 
sketch. Below: Sandro Botticelli, Primavera, 
1477-1482. 203 x 314 cm. Uffizi collection. 

On the opening day of my solo 
exhibition, I ignited daytime 
fireworks inspired by Botticelli’s 
Primavera. 



On the Piazzale Michelangelo overlooking the city of 
Florence, using the sunlit sky as canvas, the fireworks 
shot out smokes resembling thousands of flowers from 
the Renaissance. 

City of Flowers in the Sky: Daytime Explosion Event for Florence, 2018. 
Realized above Piazzale Michelangelo
Photo by Lin Yi, courtesy Cai Studio



Dedicated to this city of the Renaissance and her people. 

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



The rich collection of the Uffizi almost spilt over the thick walls, integrated into the city that cultivated her. 

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Let the Renaissance artists not only live inside of the museum’s ice-cold walls, but also live in the communities and the streets, 
just as they used to be. 

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



People from every 
corner of the city, 
even the suburbs, 
could see the bursts 
of flowers spilling 
out in the air, 
feeling the shock 
and intimacy of the 
Renaissance artists’ 
spirit left on today. 

Instagram posts by the public



Nowadays when building museums has became a global fashion, 

when contemporary art has become increasingly refined and elitist, 

how to put the relationship between the museum and the community into practice?



I went to Iwaki in 1988, and 
quickly made many friends. 
There I had a slogan known to 
everyone: “Cultivating works 
here, conversing with the 
universe from here, and creating 
stories of our epoch together.”

Boat excavation, Onahama Kajiro beach, Iwaki, 1993.
Photo by Ono Kazuo, courtesy Cai Studio



My Iwaki friends helped me to realize my solo 
exhibition at the Iwaki City Art Museum in 
1994, including an installation of a local 
fishing boat.

Kaikou—The Keel (Returning Light—The Dragon Bone), 1994.
Iwaki City Art Museum
Installation view at Iwaki City Art Museum, 1994.
Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



They helped me excavate the boat from the beach.

Boat excavation, Onahama Kajiro beach, Iwaki, 1993.
Photo courtesy Cai Studio



Out on the museum plaza stood San Jō Tower, which then was exhibited as an achievement of Japanese 
contemporary art at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo. 
It evolved into The Dragon Has Arrived! at the 1997 Venice Biennale, and later at the Contemporary Arts 
Museum Houston, The Musée d'art contemporain de Lyon, SMAK-Municipal Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Ghent, Belgium, and so forth.

San Jō Tower, 1994
Iwaki City Art Museum
Installation view at Iwaki City Art Museum, 1994.
Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio

The Orient (San Jō Tower), 1995. 
Installation view at Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, 1995. 
Photo by Norihiro Ueno, courtesy Cai Studio

The Dragon Has Arrived!, 1997.
Installation view at the 47th Venice Biennale, 1997.
Photo by Elio Montanari, courtesy Cai Studio



In 2004, my friends excavated another big boat from the same beach as a present for my exhibition at the Smithsonian Institution
in Washington, DC, carrying it across tens of thousands of miles to America.

Installation process at Musée d’Art Moderne et d’Art Contemporain, Nice, 2010.
Photo by Ono Kazuo, courtesy Cai Studio



Reflection—A Gift from Iwaki, 2004
Installation view at the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington D.C., 2004. 
Photo by Cai Guo-Qiang, courtesy Cai Studio



The resulting work, Reflection—A Gift from Iwaki, has toured the world over the years. It has been exhibited at the National Gallery of 
Canada in Ottawa, Guggenheim Museum in New York, Guggenheim Museum Bilbao in Spain, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, and the Musée

d'art moderne et d'art contemporain in Nice.

���——�	�
����, 2004
����������, ����, 2012. 

���——�	�
����, 2004

Installation view at Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, 2009.
Photo by I-Hua Lee, courtesy Cai Studio

Installation view at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 2008.
© Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation New York. Photo by David Heald

Installation view at Shawinigan Space, National Gallery of Canada, Québec, 2006.
Photo courtesy the National Gallery of Canada

Exhibition view of A Clan of Boats, Faurschou Foundation, Copenhagen, 2012.
Photo by Anders Sune Berg, courtesy Faurschou Foundation
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Installation process at Musée d’Art Moderne et d’Art Contemporain, Nice, 2010.
Photo by Muriel Assens, courtesy MAMAC-Nice

Each time, my friends from Iwaki have followed the hull and participated in its installation. The invisible friendship and passing 
years have become the core of the work



We emerged from that small fishing village together and 
stepped out into the world. Now our hair is turning white 
and our limbs are starting to lose their deftness, yet we 
have transcended the barrier of history and politics 
between nations through art.

Reflection—A Gift from Iwaki exhibition poster at the Musée d’Art Moderne et d’Art
Contemporain, Nice, 2010.
Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



On March 11, 2011, a massive 
earthquake and tsunami struck Japan, 
Fukushima, causing the radiation leaks 
from the Fukushima nuclear power plant, 
and countless inhabitants lost their 
homes. 



In response, I put several artworks up for charity auctions, and donated the proceeds to my friends in Iwaki. I 
intended the fund to help them rebuild their homes. However, they decided to use it to initiate the Project to 
Plant Ten Thousand Cherry Blossom Trees, to express their lament and responsibility of their generation 
destroying nature.

Photos by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



When seen from 
space, the colors 
of cherry blossoms 
covering this 
radiation-
contaminated land 
will demonstrate 
the inseparable 
bond between 
people and their 
homeland.

Photos by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



Even though the collapsed 
buildings can be rebuilt, the 
nuclear radiation has hung 
over people’s minds like an 
intangible haze.

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



I invited the local 
residents to build a 
ninety-nine-meter-long 
Snake Museum of Modern 
Art using the unsalable 
wood materials due to 
concern of radiation, 
winding along the cherry 
blossom trees.

It becomes a public space 
for local residents and 
children serving as a 
venue for various 
festivals, fairs, cultural 
activities, and art 
exchange programs.

SMoCA (Snake Museum of 
Contemporary Art): Everything is 
Museum No. 4, 2013. Iwaki, Japan

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



Photos by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



Every year there is a children’s drawing exhibition, and the first year’s theme was 
Our Homeland in Ten Years.

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



Each announcement of the 
year’s winners is followed 
by an award ceremony.

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



This “build it then use it” approach of participation has been well received by local residents.

Photos by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



The museum becomes 
a space for cohesive 
emotional exchange, 
and brings people 
hope and strength.

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio





At the opening of SMoCA, I created a gunpowder explosion on top of 99 terracotta tiles from my hometown, Quanzhou.

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio Photo by Gensaku Izumiya



100% of the proceeds were 
donated to the operations 
of SMoCA and the Project 
to Plant Ten Thousand 
Cherry Blossom Trees.

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



SMoCA that was already 160 meters is still extending further…

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



Photos by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



We also built a wooden tower and “Bridge of Love,” with cherry blossoms blooming all over the 
mountain. SMoCA keeps growing further, just like life…

Photo by Kazuo Ono, courtesy Cai Studio



Everything is Museum

In 2000, I started the Everything is Museum project series, in regions where 

building museums is quite challenging, utilizing the site-specific features. These 

museums become public art spaces for the local community; it is also a small 

rebellion against the wave of building lofty museums all over the world.



In 2015, working with a local community within Havana, Cuba, I ignited an small-scale explosion work entitled Liberation of 7th 
Avenue in the area’s lively and sprawling 7th avenue.

Still from Liberation of 7th Avenue
2015
Directed by Xia Shanshan, edited by Wang Wei and 
Marcos Louit Ramos, photographed by Alain López 
Martínez and Wang Wei, produced by 33 Studios 
NY



Everyone, including the military armies, came to participate and it was like a people’s holiday!

Still from Liberation of 7th Avenue
2015
Directed by Xia Shanshan, edited by Wang Wei and 
Marcos Louit Ramos, photographed by Alain López 
Martínez and Wang Wei, produced by 33 Studios 
NY



Liberation of 7th Avenue: Explosion for Cuba, 2015. 
7th Avenue between 116 and 118th Street, Havana

Commissioned by Romerillo Organic Museum [Ephemeral]

Stills from Liberation of 7th Avenue
2015

Directed by Xia Shanshan, edited by Wang Wei and 
Marcos Louit Ramos, photographed by Alain López 

Martínez and Wang Wei, produced by 33 Studios NY



Underneath military tents and using the ammunition boxes, I created Green Museum of Contemporary 
Art, inviting local children and teenagers to make artworks.

GMoCA (Green Museum of Contemporary Art): Everything is Museum No. 5, 2015. 
Museo Orgánico Romerillo, Havana, Cuba
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



In 2001, I created Under Museum of Contemporary Art at the Colle di Val d’Elsa in Toscana, Italy.

UMoCA (Under Museum of Contemporary Art): Everything is Museum No. 2. 2001. 
St. Francis Bridge, Colle di Val d’Elsa, Tuscany

Collection of the City of Colle di Val d’Elsa
Courtesy Cai Studio



I curated exhibitions 
and invited 
international artists to 
participate.

Photo by Cai Guo-Qiang, courtesy Cai Studio

Photo by Cai Guo-Qiang, courtesy Cai Studio

Photo by Pamela Bralia, Courtesy of Associazione Arte Continua



There used to be garbage piled up under the bridge, but UMoCA’s establishment a9racted a number of 
kindergartens and restaurants…

Photo by Pamela Bralia, Courtesy of Associazione Arte Continua



In 2004, I created Bunker Museum of Contemporary 
Art on Kinmen, focusing on the history of political 
struggles between Taiwan and Mainland China.

BMoCA (Bunker Museum of Contemporary Art): Everything is Museum No. 3, 2004.
Permanent museum in Kinmen Island, Taiwan, sited at Guningtou Cihu Great 
Bunker, Nanshan Fortification, Tashan Battery, Shuito Village, Changliao Rezoning 
District, Cultural Affairs Bureau, Lintsuo Old-Battlefield Army Base, Kinmen
Collection of the Kinmen County, Kinmen, Taiwan [Ephemeral]

Installation view at BMoCA, Kinmen Island, Taiwan, 2004.
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



Kinmen Island was at the forefront of wars for a long time 
due to its particular geological location. Nowadays as 
guided missile becomes the main military weapons, over 
2000 artillery and bunkers across the island gradually lost 
their practical value, covered in overgrown grass. 

I invited artist friends from both sides of the Taiwan Strait 
to create site-specific installations around the bunkers 
and military facilities. 

In order to act as docents, Kinmen residents began to 
learn about their local history and contemporary art.

Wang Wen-Chih, Dragon Dares Tiger Lair, 2004
Nanshan Fortification No.2 Bunker, Command Center and surrounding areas

Installation view at BMoCA, Kinmen Island, Taiwan, 2004.
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



18 participating artists made 
their solo exhibitions. Within 
half a year, the island of 50,000 
inhabitants attracted over 
880,000 visitors.

Tsai Ming-Liang, Withering Flower
2004. Lintsuo Old-Battlefield Army Base

Tan Dun, Music Visual, 2004
Tashan Battery No.3 Bunker and Arsenal

Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



BMoCA also holds exhibitions of local children’s artworks.

���

Photos courtesy Cai Studio



In 2000, I established Dragon Museum of Contemporary Art in Niigata Prefecture, supporting 
Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennale’s goal of revitalizing the less populated, economically 
undeveloped region.

DMoCA (Dragon Museum of Contemporary Art): Everything is Museum No. 1, 2000
Commissioned by Echigo-Tsumari Art Triennial 2000, Niigata Prefecture

Photo by Cai Guo-Qiang, courtesy Cai Studio



I carefully dismounted an abandoned Dehua kiln from my hometown of Quanzhou and brought it to Japan.

Photos by Cai Guo-Qiang, courtesy Cai Studio



The reconstruction was carried out by kiln 
artisans invited from China in collaboration with 
local volunteers.

Photos courtesy Cai Studio



Dragon Museum of Contemporary Art uses mud brick throughout, without water and electricity, or any 
security. It challenges artists to return to the primitive creation process. 

Photo by Cai Guo-Qiang, courtesy Cai Studio



The inaugural 
exhibition invited 
United States artist Kiki 
Smith for her first solo 
exhibition in Japan.

Kiki Smith, Pause, 2003
Photo by Izumiya Gensaku, 
courtesy Cai Studio



In 2015, I had a solo exhibition at Japan, Echigo-Tsumari Art Field.

Installation view at Satoyama Museum of Contemporary Art, Niigata, 2015.
Photo by Kenryou Gu, courtesy Cai Studio



The 12-meter-tall Penglai/Horai island was covered 
with green vegetation, rolling fog and cascading 
waterfalls that generate ripples across the pond.

Penglai / Hōrai, 2015
Installation view at Satoyama Museum of Contemporary Art, Niigata, 2015

Photo by Gentaro Ishizuka

Photo courtesy Cai Studio



As visitors walked around the island, they could see that the other side was a 
hollow shell.

Photos courtesy Cai Studio



I invited local children 
to learn from an 
experienced straw 
weaver; with the 
unique traditional 
straw weaving 
techniques, they 
created thousands of 
airplanes, boats, and 
warships made of 
straw. 

Through the art 
projects, the almost-
lost straw weaving 
techniques were 
passed on.

Photos courtesy Cai Studio



The straw-woven military equipment and 
fleets circled the museum corridor, forming 
an intimidating military parade battle 
formation, implying that China and Japan’s 
dispute over little islands on the East China 
Sea might be an artificial issue…

Photo courtesy Cai Studio



In 2017, on the occasion of the October Revolution’s 
centenary, I opened solo exhibition October at the Pushkin 

State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow, reflecting on the role of 
individuals in history and the relationship between individual 

dreams and collective ideals.

Photo courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts



The installation Autumn literally obstructed the entrance of the centuries-old museum.

Autumn, 2017
Installation view at The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow, Russia, 2017. 
Photo courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts



The artwork was constructed out of hundreds 
of stacked baby cradles donated by the local 
residents, and little white birch trees and 
birch saplings were planted in those cradles, 
forming a verdurous birch forest. Over the 
course of the exhibition, the forest turned 
from green to yellow, with the fallen leaves 
blanketing the mountainside.

Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

Courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts
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Nearly three 
million stalks of 
golden reed 
created Land; 
the mirror 
covering the 
ceiling reflected 
the mysterious 
symbols hidden 
within the crop 
circle.
Installation view at The 
Pushkin Museum of Fine 
Arts, Moscow, Russia, 
2017. 
Courtesy The Pushkin 
State Museum of Fine 
Arts
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Photos by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



One of the gallery walls held the 20m-long black gunpowder painting River.
River, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas, 3 x 20 m.

Installation view at The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow, Russia, 2017. 
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio



Depicting countless images of Russian civilians and the Soviet Union over the century.

Detail, 2017.
Photos by Tatiana Gontar, courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts



The 20m-long colorful gunpowder 
painting Garden was packed with 
fantastical poppies and Soviet 
posters.

Garden, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas, 3 x 20 m.
Installation view at The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, 
Moscow, Russia, 2017. 
Courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts



Detail, 2017.
Courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts



Hovering overhead on the smooth white silk 
is a cautionary lyric from The Internationale: 
“There are no supreme saviors: neither God, 
nor tsar, nor hero!”

The Sound, 2017. Gunpowder on silk, 4.7 x 20m. 
Installation view at The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow, 
Russia, 2017. 
Photo by Tatsumi Masatoshi, courtesy Cai Studio



I was hoping to make a daytime fireworks on Red Square, on the day of October Revolution’s centenary, depicting Malevich’s 
symbols in the air…

Still frames from Cai Guo-Qiang: October, Daytime fireworks on Red Square, 2017.
Courtesy Cai Studio



Eventually the Red Square fireworks were not realized, because the Russian government decided not to discuss the October
Revolu>on. The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts was very courageous that they s>ll opened the exhibi>on about October, and 

showing the animated video of Red Square Project…
Cai Guo-Qiang: October, Daytime fireworks on Red Square, 2017. Animated video. 

Installation view at The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow, Russia, 2017. 
Photo courtesy The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts



Last but not least, to celebrate the 60th anniversary of Frank Lloyd Wright's building this year, the Guggenheim 
Museum presented the first ever artist-curated exhibition, Artistic License, and I was one of the six artists invited.

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



I probed the Guggenheim 
collection in storage.

Photo by Xinran Yuan, courtesy Cai Studio



I was thrilled to discover a wide array of little-known figurative works by prominent 20th century abstract masters.
Photos by Xinran Yuan, courtesy Cai Studio



Wassily Kandinsky’s 
landscapes, Franz Kline’s 
self-portrait, Piet 
Mondrian’s 
chrysanthemums in 
which he insisted on 
depic>ng the whole life 
cycle…



I call my presentation Non-Brand���, showing works from 30 artists in “Salon-
style”, renowned masters of the collection and the lesser known artists alike.

Installation view of Cai Guo-Qiang: Non-Brand ���, as part of Artistic License: Six Takes on the Guggenheim Collection, 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, 2019. 

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Installation View, Artistic License: Six Takes on the Guggenheim Collection, May 24, 2019 – January 12, 
2020, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. Photo by David Heald © SRGF, NY.



The audience needs a booklet to know which artists and works are which.

Installation View, Artistic License: Six Takes on the Guggenheim Collection, May 24, 2019 – January 12, 
2020, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. Photo by David Heald © SRGF, NY.



Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



I also embarked on a new series of four gunpowder paintings on glass which cite iconic canvases that form 
the Guggenheim collection’s “brand.”

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Non-Brand ��� confronts the issue of “brand” head on—a 
fundamental question for both art institutions and artists 
alike.

The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York, with its 
landmark architecture, as well as Guggenheim outposts in 
Venice, Bilbao, and Abu Dhabi are quintessential examples of 
an exceptional “brand” in the business of contemporary art. 

Artists have created exemplary instances of images 
transformed in service of a recognizable style, namely brands, 
which amount to easily accepted and widely admired 
representatives of art history.

Art history is written around the golden careers and 
heartening stories of certain artists.  



Before being recognized as inventors of the trademark 
styles of their eras, most pioneering artists went 
through lengthy explorations, the testaments of which 
are buried in museum coffers. The common starting 
points of these explorations are realism and 
figuration—from trying to represent a world seemingly 
captured through the eyes of a newborn child.

Non-brand ��� 1, 2019
Gunpowder on glass and mirror
183 x 150 cm
Courtesy Cai Studio



In artists’ childlike innocence, one can perceive an 
unyielding love of painting and a shared “primordial 
complex” that manifest as an art that transcends both 
artistic movements and the pursuit of a trademark 
style. And yet, such an “artistic significance,” an artist's 
"immature" works often remain unrecognized while 
their mature style established.

Non-brand ��� 2, 2019
Gunpowder on glass and mirror
183 x 150 cm
Courtesy Cai Studio



In Non-Brand ���, the legends hang amidst the 
unsung, in a Salon-style grid without dis6nc6on in era 
nor class. In a sense, these pain6ngs reflect the 
essence of the Guggenheim's collec6on.

Non-brand ��� 3, 2019
Gunpowder on glass and mirror
183 x 150 cm
Courtesy Cai Studio



My gunpowder works on glass and mirror appear as 
specters of a few “branded” modernist masterpieces; it 
is perhaps a witticism of my own trademark style, the 
artists, and the art ecosystem, for the amusement of 
the audience.

Non-brand ��� 5, 2019
Gunpowder on glass and mirror
183 x 150 cm
Courtesy Cai Studio



Photo courtesy Cai Studio



Photo courtesy Cai Studio



Above is the picture book I made for ICOM, My Museum Years.

Thank you for reading!

Three-volume comic book of Chinese history Stories of the Spring and Autumn Period


