
‘My name is Ai Weiwei. I am an artist, activist, 
writer, and documentary maker. But first I am  
a human being.’

We are delighted to present a new exhibition by  
Ai Weiwei (born 1957, Beijing, China), one of the 
world’s most renowned and significant artists. 
The exhibition explores truth, authenticity and 
value, as well as globalisation, the coronavirus 
pandemic and current geopolitical crises.

In the ground floor galleries is a single installation 
devised by the artist. This is the first time he  
has juxtaposed historic Chinese objects with his 
own works. The antiquities were acquired by Ai 
Weiwei at an auction in Cambridge in 2020. He 
has identified some as original, including from 
the Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534 CE), and 
others as ‘fakes’, later copies, though this is a 
matter of judgement. As he notes, however, in 
China there is a long tradition of fluid, less fixed, 
views in relation to authenticity, often valuing  
the act of copying. 

Ai Weiwei’s own works, beautifully crafted in 
jade, marble and porcelain explore contemporary 
issues, draw on his life story and transform familiar 

artefacts into iconic objects. The exhibition also 
includes one of the artist’s most famous images, 
‘Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn’, made here in 
LEGO bricks. On the second floor, three of the 
artist’s documentary films are screened. These 
remarkable films examine and illuminate the 
pandemic in Wuhan, the student protests in 
Hong Kong and the global migration crisis. 

In presenting compelling objects and images,  
Ai Weiwei powerfully addresses current concerns 
and reflects upon the liberty we have to express 
doubt and challenge authority – a freedom 
crucial for the vitality of culture and to achieve 
political and social change. 

On the first floor are books and films about the 
artist. Join us at exhibition events and activities 
– see kettlesyard.co.uk. A fully illustrated new 
book to accompany the exhibition will be 
available in April.  

Finally, we need your support more than ever. 
Please consider donating today and visit our  
shop and café. We hope you enjoy the exhibition.  

Andrew Nairne, Director
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A Cats Wallpaper, 2015
 Vinyl wallpaper

Ai Weiwei’s cats, whose names include Bai Bai, 
Din Din and Garfield, appear frequently in the 
artist’s social media posts and he often mentions 
them in conversation. Many of the cats here are 
based on those which roamed the artist’s former 
studio in Beijing. Two cats in black and white, 
drawn by Ai Weiwei and his son, Ai Lao, were 
added to the wallpaper recently and can be found 
above the black cat; they are called Maple and 
Birch. A limited edition print of this new drawing 
is available in the shop. 

B The Animal that Looks like a Llama  
but is Really an Alpaca, 2015

 Vinyl wallpaper

Motifs relating to issues of free speech and 
liberty can be made out in the wallpaper’s 
design. Handcuffs, which may refer to Ai’s 
imprisonment in China in 2011, are locked into 
concentric circles with surveillance cameras. 
The presence of the Twitter logo bird hints at 
censorship in China, as well as the global control 
which technology companies have to determine 
our access to reliable information and truth.

C Finger, 2015
 Vinyl wallpaper

The outstretched arm and middle finger gesture 
is often found in Ai’s work, including Study of 
Perspective (1995–2011) and Arm with the Finger 
in Bronze (2004). A profane sign inserted in 
public space, it suggests the artist’s status  
as both dissident and playful provocateur.
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 Real or Fake?

Artefacts 1–5, 8–14, 18 and 21 were acquired  
by Ai Weiwei at auction in Cambridge in 2020. 
Objects 5 and 8–11 are thought by Ai Weiwei  
to be copies of originals, produced in the past  
30 years. Fake objects of this kind are produced 
in China with such attention to detail that it  
is impossible to definitively identify them as 
copies by looking alone. These statues and  
other objects have not been subject to a formal 
authentication process, which is normally a matter 
of opinion and object comparison, involving the 
combined judgements of curators and historians. 

 A Glossary can be found on page 7

 Display Cases
 Wood and glass

Commissioned by Ai Weiwei, these museum-
style display cases were finely crafted in China, 
and are similar to those typically used to display 
jewellery or other highly valuable objects.

1 A Chinese lacquered greystone  
fragmentary hand, clutching a bottle 
In Northern Qi Dynasty style 
Stone

This stone hand may have belonged to the 
Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, shown clasping  
an ornately decorated bottle used for holding 
pure water. Avalokiteshvara, venerated for  
his kindness, compassion, mercy and love is 
typically shown holding a bottle in the left hand 
and a willow branch in the right as he sprinkles 
the divine nectar of life. The bottle still retains 
some of the lacquer pigment that once decorated 
the entire sculpture. 

2 A Chinese red puddingstone  
crouched hare 
In Sui Dynasty style 
Stone

Objects of this type were often used as paper 
weights. Modelled in a naturalistic style, this 
figure of a crouching hare displays the artisan’s 
mastery of both material and subject matter.  
In China, the hare is amongst the most special 
animals, closely associated with Daoism and the 
wish for a long life. It is the fourth animal in the 
zodiac and symbolises compassion, productivity 
and reproduction. 

3 A Chinese limestone fragmentary  
torso of a Buddha 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

This fragmentary figure reflects an artistic style 
showing signs of distinct three-dimensionality. 
This is evident in the depiction of the figure’s 
slender waist with the right knee bent slightly 
forward. The Buddha is wearing a monk’s robe 
that falls in pleats and folds, giving a sense of  
the fabric’s sumptuous nature. The missing right 
arm would have been raised in abhaya mudra, 
the gesture of protection, with the left hand 
lowered in varada mudra, signifying Buddha’s 
great charity and compassion.
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6 Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn, 2015 
LEGO bricks

In 1995, Ai Weiwei intentionally dropped a  
Han Dynasty urn while being photographed –  
simultaneously destroying and making. His 
transformative act drew attention to the Chinese 
government’s widespread destruction of the 
country’s heritage. The action was originally 
captured in three photographs, and is here 
recreated in LEGO, in an act of careful 
reconstruction, piece by piece. While centuries 
old, many thousands of these ancient urns have 
survived into the present day.

7 Dragon Vase, 2017 
Porcelain

The Dragon Vase is a near exact replica of  
a Ming-period (1368–1644 CE) vase bearing  
the motif of a dragon which sold for one of the 
highest recorded prices at auction. In imperial 
times, only the emperor was allowed use of the 
five-clawed dragon in the making of images. 
Members of the imperial court were allowed  
use of a four-clawed dragon. Improper use of  
the number of claws was punishable by death.  
Ai’s reinterpretation of the Ming vase is only 
distinguishable through the subtle addition  
of a sixth claw.

In the Ming Dynasty a blue and white glaze was 
often used, but a red glaze was more rare and 
precious, as the colour requires a more precise 
firing temperature. 

4 A Chinese pale stone head  
fragment of a Bodhisattva 
Perhaps Sui Dynasty 
Stone

Bearing a gentle smile, this figure has a delicately 
carved face representing the youthful, almost 
feminine appearance of a bodhisattva who has 
attained enlightenment, but who, motivated  
by his compassion for mankind, decides to 
postpone personal salvation until all living 
beings are saved and enlightened. The figure’s 
continued engagement with the world is 
represented by his hair-style, which is combed 
into fine strands, lying in loops on the forehead 
and falling to the shoulders on the sides where 
they are held by lotus bud-shaped clasps. This 
rich imagery symbolises the material world 
where the bodhisattva resides.

5 A Chinese mottled dark  
stone seated Buddhist deity 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

Seated on a throne flanked by two bodhisattvas, 
Buddha is shown with his right hand likely raised 
in abhaya mudra or pose, signifying protection and 
the dispelling of fear, and the left hand in varada 
mudra standing for charity and compassion.  
His hair is arranged in tight spiral curls over the 
ushnīsha, a top knot that also symbolises his 
teachings of the dharma, laws and principles  
that govern the universe. He is wearing a monk’s 
robe which falls in heavy symmetrical pleats and 
folds to the front. 
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10 A Chinese carved stone standing  
figure of Avalokiteshvara with aureole 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

Sculptures of this type were often made for 
personal devotion and served as portable shrines 
during travels or pilgrimage. On a lotus base  
the figure of Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, of 
infinite compassion and mercy, stands in front  
of a large flame-form aureole or mandorla 
signifying his god-like qualities and importance 
within the Buddhist pantheon. The rectangular 
plinth beneath him is decorated in high relief 
with an incense burner between two small 
confronting lions on the front face, a design 
element that became commonplace by the  
end of the 4th century.

11 A Chinese white marble Buddhist deity 
(Figure of a Bodhisattva) 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

A bodhisattva sits in meditation on an ornately 
decorated lotus throne. The face of this figure 
has delicately modelled features with downcast 
eyes and a gentle, almost invisible, smile that 
indicates his spiritual balance. The sculpture 
bears traces of pigment suggestive that votive 
images of this type were originally painted in 
vibrant colours and would have been used during 
personal worship. 

8 A Chinese veined marble  
seated figure of Laozi 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

The historical figure of Laozi is shown in this 
sculpture as the Highest Venerable Lord, the 
primary deity of the Daoist pantheon. Wearing  
a long-sleeved belted robe associated with the 
Chinese scholar-official, Laozi is bearded with 
refined facial features, hair pulled up in a bun 
under a hat, elongated earlobes signifying  
his great wisdom. He holds a fan-like object  
in his hand, a Daoist attribute denoting the  
wish for longevity. 

9 A Chinese grey veined  
stone Buddhist triad group 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

Buddhist triads of this type would have been 
placed in temples or family shrines for worship. 
The central figure of Shakyamuni Buddha is 
depicted with his hands resting on his lap in  
the gesture of dhanaya, the mudra or pose of 
meditation. He is attended by two bodhisattvas, 
enlightened beings who chose to remain on  
earth to help mortals attain enlightenment.  
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14 A Chinese white marble  
Buddhist triad stele with aureole 
In Northern Qi Dynasty style 
Stone

The figure of Shakyamuni Buddha stands in the 
centre on a rectangular plinth carved in high 
relief, with a pair of seated lions confronting  
an incense burner framed by lotus petals. The 
Shakyamuni Buddha is flanked by his disciples 
Ananda and Kasyapa. The monks’ hands are 
pressed together in the prayer of anjali mudra. 
The figures all stand against a large flame-form 
aureole or mandorla which is left undecorated, 
although it may have been painted in a vibrant 
gold colour originally. The reverse of the stele  
is carved with the figure of Buddha seated under 
the Bodhi Fig Tree where he meditated and 
ultimately achieved enlightenment. The plinth  
is inscribed with a dedicatory inscription 
suggesting that the stele was made for private  
or family worship.

12 A Chinese limestone Buddhist votive stele 
In Northern Wei Dynasty style 
Stone

Rectangular Buddhist stone tablets, carved on all 
four sides with figures of the Buddha, monks, 
bodhisattvas and images of donors, were popular 
devotional objects commissioned by religious 
individuals and families. These were often present 
in temple courtyards, public spaces or at major 
crossroads. By commissioning such objects, 
devotees hoped to gain spiritual benefits for 
themselves and their families. 

13 A Chinese white marble  
figure of Maitreya Buddha   
In Northern Qi Dynasty style 
Stone

This figure represents the Maitreya Buddha, the 
future Buddha of this world. In Buddhist tradition, 
Maitreya resides in Heaven and descends to 
preach the dharma (law) when the teachings  
of Siddharta Gautama, the historical Buddha, 
have decayed. The figure here is shown seated in 
a contemplative pose on a high plinth. The pose 
is intended to evoke the moment of awakening, 
the time when Buddha was still a prince.
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Glossary

Bodhisattva
An enlightened being who seeks awakening  
and is on the path of becoming a Buddha. 

Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara
One of the most important deities in Buddhism. 
Vowing to liberate all beings in the universe from 
pain and suffering, he remains on earth deferring 
his own enlightenment.

Buddhism/Buddhist
Buddhism is a religious faith founded more than 
2500 years ago in India by Siddharta Gautama 
known as the Buddha. Followers of Buddhism 
focus on achieving enlightenment, a state of 
inner peace and wisdom. 

Daoism/Daoist
Daoism is one of the most important religious 
and philosophical systems in China that 
emphasises living in harmony with nature,  
which is also known as the ‘Way (Dao)’. 

Enlightenment in Buddhism
In Buddhism enlightenment represents a state  
of achievement of perfect knowledge or wisdom, 
combined with infinite compassion. 

Han Dynasty
China’s second imperial dynasty that ruled 
between 206 BCE–220 CE. It promoted the 
philosophy of Confucianism, opened up foreign 
trade along the Silk Road and permanently 
changed China’s political, social, economic  
and cultural landscape over 400 years.
 
Historical Buddha
Also known as Shakyamuni Buddha (or Siddharta 
Gautama) who was a religious leader and teacher 
in India and attained enlightenment under the 
Bodhi Fig Tree. 

Laozi
An ancient Chinese philosopher of Daoism and 
reputed author of the 6th century BCE primary 
Daoist text the Daode jing (Classic of the Way 
and Virtue). 

Maitreya Buddha
The future Buddha of this world, who as a 
bodhisattva resides in Heaven and will descend 
to preach the Law (dharma) when the teachings 
of Siddharta Gautama, the historical Buddha, 
have completely decayed. 

Northern Wei Dynasty
The Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534 CE)  
was ruled by the Tuoba people and was one  
of China’s most significant northern dynasties 
before the reunification under Chinese rule. 

Northern Qi Dynasty
One of the northern dynasties, the Northern Qi 
(550–577 CE) was founded by Emperor Wenxuan 
and covered the lower region of the Yellow River, 
modern day Shanxi and the northern parts of 
Jiangsu and Anhui provinces. 

Qing Dynasty
China’s last dynasty in its imperial history, the 
Qing Dynasty was ruled by the Manchus from 
northeast China between 1644–1911 CE. 

Shakyamuni Buddha
Known as the Historical Buddha, Shakyamuni 
was a leader and teacher of Buddhism and an 
enlightened being. 

Sui Dynasty
The Sui Dynasty (581–618 CE) is significant  
in Chinese history for reuniting northern and 
southern China after nearly four centuries of 
political fragmentation. It set up important 
institutions that were adopted by its successor, 
the Tang Dynasty (618–906 CE). 
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15 Vault-of-Heaven Vase, 1997 
Porcelain

The vase is a replica of a blue-and-white 
porcelain jar in the style of the Qing Dynasty 
during the Kangxi reign (1661–1772 CE). Modern 
imitations of these prized antiques have become 
prevalent in recent years. Rendered with minute 
attention to detail, they can only be identified  
as ‘fakes’ by radiocarbon-dating. Ai’s vase 
responds to questions of authenticity and  
value, whether aesthetic, cultural or monetary. 

16 Blue-and-White Porcelain Plates, 2017 
Porcelain

Inspired by the ancient Greek story of The 
Odyssey, Ai reflects on the cyclical nature of 
history in the imagery of these plates. Ai draws  
a correlation between the journey undertaken  
by Odysseus, a soldier who embarked on a 
treacherous 10 year journey home after the 
Trojan War, and the ongoing global refugee 
crisis. The plates show six themes: War, Ruins, 
the Journey, Crossing the Sea, Refugee Camps, 
Demonstrations. These reflect the traumatic 
circumstances defining forced migration today. 

The plates use the language of traditional 
blue-and-white porcelain, while also referring  
to early Greek and Egyptian carvings and 
pottery. The plates’ contemporary status is 
revealed upon closer inspection, with imagery 
sourced from the internet and the artist’s own 
experiences while filming the documentary 
feature, Human Flow (2017), screening on the 
second floor at Kettle’s Yard.

17 Han Dynasty Urn with Coca-Cola Logo, 2014
 Han Dynasty Urn, paint

This urn is one of a series in which Ai has painted 
the Coca-Cola logo onto an ancient vessel. 
Burnishing an historical Chinese artefact with  
a globally recognisable brand, the artist considers 
the place of China within contemporary 
consumer culture.

18 Chinese painted Han Dynasty pottery 
graduated ‘cocoon’ Funerary Jar 
Han Dynasty 
Clay

Painted pottery jars of this form, similar in  
shape to silkworm cocoons, served as mortuary 
objects known as mingqi or spirit vessels in early 
China. They were placed in tombs together with 
many other funerary vessels, pottery figures and 
animals to serve the deceased in the afterlife. 
They would have been used to store and serve 
liquid such as ale or water. This example is 
noteworthy for its well-preserved decoration  
of interlacing and swirling clouds painted in 
coloured pigment. The decoration sought to 
evoke the heavenly realm of the deceased. 

19 The Chair for Non-attendance, 2013 
Wood

The chair was made to commemorate a friend 
who was detained by the Chinese state. It was 
presented in 2013 at the Stockholm Film Festival, 
where Ai had been invited to be a juror, but was 
prevented from attending due to being barred 
from leaving China by state officials.
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20 Surveillance Camera with Plinth, 2014 
Marble

Since 2008, Ai’s studio compound in Beijing  
has been surrounded by over two dozen 
surveillance cameras, put in place by the 
authorities. Following this intrusive act, Ai has 
frequently investigated the theme of surveillance 
in his work. Surveillance Camera with Plinth is  
a common camera with a base in the form of a 
pedestal oil-lamp in the style of the Northern  
Qi, usually placed in tombs. Combining ancient 
and modern design elements, Ai’s work draws 
upon and questions the status of both.

21 A Chinese black limestone  
pedestal oil-lamp 
Northern Wei Dynasty 
Stone 

The lamp’s combination of round and square forms 
refers to traditional Chinese cosmic symbolism, 
evoking Heaven and Earth respectively. Similar 
oil lamps were made in a variety of materials 
such as bronze, ceramics, stone and wood from 
as early as the Han Dynasty. They would have 
been used for utilitarian purposes. A lighted wick 
would have floated in vegetable oil or paraffin. 

22 British Museum Case, early 20th century
 Mahogany, brass, glass, fabric lining

This case was previously used by the British 
Museum and is now in the artist’s collection. 
Dating from the early 20th century, at the Museum 
it was used for the display of Chinese earthenware.

 Displaying the following works

 Marble Helmet, 2015 
Marble

Ai has recreated a worker’s hard-hat in marble. 
This type of protective helmet was used by those 
who tried to save the lives of those trapped under 
rubble in the days after the Sichuan Earthquake 
of 2008, a disaster which Ai has addressed on 
many occasions in his work.

 Marble Takeout Box, 2015 
Marble

‘The styrofoam takeout box is the most ubiquitous 
takeaway container in China, the most populous 
nation in the world. The work is a marker of this 
time of globalization and the steep price China 
has paid, with regard to the health of its citizens 
through the exploitation of cheap labour, lack of 
protections for workers, and environmental 
destruction. Whereas China is the nation that 
has produced the highest quality porcelain in the 
past, indestructible styrofoam is widely used at 
the present time. Our time is characterized by 
single-use disposability and convenience. This 
will be written about in the history of globalization, 
and the full effect will be passed on to the future.’ 
— Ai Weiwei
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 Marble Toilet Paper, 2020 
Marble

‘The whole world was in a panic in March 2020 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Unnoticed and 
everyday objects suddenly became scarce in all 
the supermarkets. Toilet paper became symbolic 
of this time of panic and distrust. The work lays 
bare how fragile our so-called civilized progress 
actually is. The work is part of a series in marble, 
in the form of items which are essential to 
everyone’s daily life yet ignored by the cultural 
landscape. These works, including Mask (2013), 
Surveillance Camera with Plinth (2014) and Tyre 
(2017), are testaments to our time.’ — Ai Weiwei

 Brain Inflation, 2012 
Porcelain

The image on the plate is an MRI of Ai’s brain 
showing the inflation that resulted from police 
violence. At the time of the attack, Ai had 
travelled to Chengdu to testify at the trial of Tan 
Zuoren, who had investigated the collapse of 
schools in the 2008 Sichuan earthquake and  
was charged with “inciting subversion of state 
power”. The artist was prevented from leaving 
China until after the trial and was attacked  
by several policemen, which caused a cerebral 
haemorrhage and required emergency  
brain surgery. 

 Iphone Cutout, 2015 
Jade

Ai presents the silhouette of an early iPhone 
model carved in fine jade. A ‘knock-off’ of sorts 
made in a high-value material, the cut-out holds 
a permanence that challenges smartphone culture, 
where consumers participate in a wasteful cycle 
of upgrading, replacing and discarding.

 Cosmetics, 2013 
Jade

Jade, a material known in China for its value, 
durability and subtlety, is here used to present 
the throwaway plastic containers of cosmetics 
which, Ai notes, pile up in landfill and litter the 
oceans, and will never biodegrade. 

 Sex Toy, 2014 
Jade

Ai has used the valuable material of jade, 
associated with scholarly and cultural refinement, 
to create a replica of a sex toy. Marrying intimacy 
and eroticism, the artist challenges preconceptions 
of the work’s medium as elevated and precious.  
At the same time, eroticism has often been a 
theme of artistic attention in Chinese history.

 Handcuffs, 2011 
Jade

Referring to Ai Weiwei’s 2011 arrest and secret 
imprisonment in China for 81 days, these 
handcuffs are a symbol of oppression crafted  
in a single piece of fine jade. 

Exhibition continues on the first and  
second floor of the Education Wing
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 First Floor – Display Case

 Fuck Off Exhibition Catalogue, 2000

In 2000, Ai Weiwei and co-curator Feng Boyi 
organised an independent exhibition titled ‘Fuck 
Off’ in Shanghai. The exhibition ran alongside 
the Third Shanghai Biennale and featured the 
work of 46 contemporary artists from China.  
The curator’s statement described the exhibition 
as emphasising “the independent and critical 
stance that is basic to art’s existence, and its 
status of independence, freedom and plurality  
in the situation of contradictions and conflicts.” 
The exhibition catalogue was self-published  
in an edition of 10,000.

 Black Cover Book / White Cover Book /  
Grey Cover Book, 1994–97

Ai Weiwei is widely known as an artist and 
political activist, but his role as a pioneering 
publisher is often overlooked. After living in  
the United States for 12 years, Ai returned to 
China in 1993. He was met with questions from 
young artists, who, in a climate of government 
censorship and a near total lack of access to 
foreign art books, exhibition catalogues, and art 
magazines, were eager for information about 
contemporary art. 

With artists Xu Bing, Feng Boyi and the Zeng 
Xiaojun, Ai produced the Black Cover Book 
(1994), which comprises reproductions of iconic 
20th century artworks by Marcel Duchamp and 

Jeff Koons, among others, as well as translations 
of existing art-historical and critical texts, 
artists’ submissions and essays. Xu and Feng 
then dropped out of the project because the 
publication of the Black Cover Book was looked 
into by the state security police and posed 
immediate danger. The White Cover Book (1995) 
and the Grey Cover Book (1997) feature more 
politically oriented content, including works by 
contemporary Chinese artists and interviews 
with Barbara Kruger and Jenny Holzer. 3000 
copies of each book were published, quickly 
spreading throughout China without any official 
system of distribution. The books were “a means 
of communicating art conceptually and literally,” 
Ai Weiwei explained, and their dissemination 
underscored the presence of a large underground 
artists’ network in China.

 Kettle’s Yard House
 (Visits to the House must be pre-booked)

 Fairytale Chairs, 2007 
Wood

These chairs were selected from 1001 wooden 
chairs from the Qing Dynasty, shown by the  
artist at the 12th Documenta exhibition in Kassel, 
Germany (2007). For the occasion, Ai invited 
1000 Chinese nationals drawn from a wide 
cross-section of society to travel to Kassel, with 
the artist himself as the 1001st participant. The 
chairs were distributed throughout the expansive 
exhibition sites, functioning as spaces to rest 
and reflect. The epic scale of the journey made 
by participants, and the minutiae of their 
interactions with one another and the exhibition, 
unfolded in an environment shaped by the artist, 
who designed details ranging from participants’ 
suitcases to their accommodation.
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Second Floor – Ede Room
Documentary Films by Ai Weiwei

 Cockroach, 2020 
Film, 93 minutes

This documentary film bears witness to the 
protests in Hong Kong in 2019. In February 2019, 
the Hong Kong government proposed a bill  
to allow extradition of criminal suspects from  
Hong Kong to face trial in mainland China. The 
controversial bill sparked immediate outrage  
over widespread fear of arbitrary detention and 
politically motivated trials that would decimate 
Hong Kong’s autonomy under ‘one country, two 
systems.’ Anti-bill protests escalated into pro- 
democracy demonstrations.

Cockroach, filmed during the height of the 
protests, captures the extraordinary intensity  
of an unprecedented era in Hong Kong’s history. 
Spanning the evolution of the protest movement, 
it captures street demonstrations, police 
suppression and violence, and key events such 
as the multi-day siege of Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University. Interviews with Hong Kongers feature 
activists, protestors, politicians, ordinary citizens, 
and policemen. Prominent legislators, lawyers 
and activists articulate the perils of intensifying 
assaults on freedoms and rule of law.

Cockroach is a dramatic visual record of the final 
moments of an independent, democratic Hong 
Kong. On June 30, 2020, China imposed the 
National Security Law in Hong Kong, effectively 
ending Hong Kong’s judicial and political 
independence and placing the city firmly  
under Beijing’s control.

Screenings

Tuesdays
11.30am: Human Flow, 2017 (PG-13), 145 mins
2.30pm: Coronation, 2020 (12A), 113 mins

Wednesdays
11.30am: Coronation, 2020 (12A), 113 mins
2.30pm: Cockroach, 2020 (12A), 93 mins

Thursdays
11.30am: Human Flow, 2017 (PG-13), 145 mins
2.30pm: Cockroach, 2020 (12A), 93 mins

Fridays
11.30am: Human Flow, 2017 (PG-13), 145 mins
2.30pm: Coronation, 2020 (12A), 113 mins

Saturdays
11.30am: Coronation, 2020 (12A), 113 mins
2.30pm: Cockroach, 2020 (12A), 93 mins

Sundays
11.30am: Human Flow, 2017 (PG-13), 145 mins
2.30pm: Cockroach, 2020 (12A), 93 mins
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 Coronation, 2020 
Film, 113 minutes

Coronation is a documentary film about the 
lockdown in Wuhan, China, during the Covid-19 
outbreak in the spring of 2020. Ai remotely 
directed and produced the film from Europe, and 
the filming was done by ordinary citizens living  
in Wuhan. On December 1, 2019, the first patient 
with Covid-19 symptoms was identified in Wuhan. 
Chinese officials repeatedly denied that human- 
to-human transmission was possible, concealed 
the number of diagnosed patients, and punished 
medical staff for disclosing information about the 
epidemic. On January 23, 2020, Wuhan was 
placed under a city-wide lockdown. 

Through the lens of the pandemic, Coronation 
depicts the Chinese state crisis management and 
social control machine – through surveillance, 
ideological brainwashing, and brute determination 
to control every aspect of society. The film  
shows the changes that took place in a city and 
in individual space under the impact of the virus;  
it illustrates the value of individual life in the 
political environment, reflecting on the difficulties 
we face as individuals and countries in the 
context of globalisation. Ultimately, the result  
is a society lacking trust, transparency, and 
respect for humanity. Despite the impressive 
scale and speed of the Wuhan lockdown, we  
face a more existential question: can civilisation 
survive without humanity? Can nations rely on 
one another without transparency or trust?

 Human Flow, 2017 
Film, 145 minutes

 Courtesy Altitude.film

Over 65 million people around the world have 
been forced from their homes to escape famine, 
climate change and war in the greatest human 
displacement since World War II. Human Flow, 
an epic film journey led by the internationally 
renowned artist Ai Weiwei, gives a powerful visual 
expression to this massive human migration.  
The documentary elucidates both the staggering 
scale of the refugee crisis and its profoundly 
personal human impact. 

Captured over the course of an eventful year in 
23 countries, the film follows a chain of urgent 
human stories that stretches across the globe  
in countries including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
France, Greece, Germany, Iraq, Israel, Italy, Kenya, 
Mexico, and Turkey. Human Flow is a witness  
to its subjects and their desperate search for 
safety, shelter and justice: from refugee camps  
to perilous ocean crossings to barbed-wire 
borders; from dislocation and disillusionment  
to courage, endurance and adaptation; from the 
haunting lure of lives left behind to the unknown 
potential of the future. Human Flow comes at a 
crucial time when tolerance, compassion and 
trust are needed more than ever. This visceral 
work of cinema is a testament to the unassailable 
human spirit and poses one of the questions that 
will define this century: will our global society 
emerge from fear, isolation, and self-interest and 
choose a path of openness, freedom, and respect 
for humanity? 



Exhibition devised by Ai Weiwei

Curated by Elizabeth Brown,  
Guy Haywood and Andrew Nairne

Technical management by  
Tom Noblett with Steve Penney

Organised with Ai Weiwei Studio  
and Lisson Gallery 

Design by A Practice for Everyday Life

We are grateful to Dr Hajni Elias for her 
assistance in researching and writing 
the texts relating to artworks 1–5, 8–14,  
18 and 21. 

All other texts written in collaboration  
with Ai Weiwei Studio. 

The texts relating to the three  
documentary films have been provided  
by Ai Weiwei Studio.

All artworks are courtesy Ai Weiwei Studio
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