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The concept of “Liberated Bodies” challenges us to 
reconsider the objectivity of archives—both inherited 
and self-created. This critical approach reveals new, 
subjective meanings beyond photography’s traditional 
role in documenting history, power structures, or serving 
as a tool of surveillance and propaganda. Emancipating 
photography from these conventional functions allows 
us to explore its potential as a medium of artistic inquiry, 
conveying emotional truths and deeper understandings.

By revisiting and reinterpreting archives, we’re encouraged 
to go beyond simply preserving history, inviting creative 
interpretations that explore nuanced, personal, and 
often overlooked narratives. This process can transform 
the archive from a static record into a dynamic site for 
intellectual and emotional engagement. When artists 
recontextualize images—especially those shaped by 
hegemonic power or patriarchal views—they open space 
for a more inclusive and diverse visual language that 
reflects varied human experiences.

Liberated Bodies 
Curated by Azu Nwagbogu
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For the works of Beijing and Berlin-based artist Cai 
Dongdong, the idea of “Material Memory” fosters an 
approach where photography becomes a bridge to 
connect the past with the present’s emotional landscapes, 
breaking free of traditional documentation to venture into 
expressive, subjective realms. This reinterpretive process 
invites us to see photography not as a mere tool for 
historical preservation but as a medium that resonates on 
a human level, capable of capturing the intangible aspects 
of experience and memory. In this way, archives become 
spaces for continuous reinterpretation, offering a more 
layered understanding of visual culture that impacts how 
we perceive and shape our world.

This exhibition is curated by Azu Nwagbogu and was first 
presented by M97 Gallery during Paris Photo 2024 in the 
“VOICES” section focusing on contemporary themes in 
photography and contemporary art.



Cai Dongdong’s artistic practice engages deeply with 
the medium of photography, not just as a means of 
documentation, but as a subject of critical inquiry. His work 
explores the layered meanings and cultural implications 
embedded within photographic images. By integrating 
installation, video, or other sculptural elements,  he 
challenges traditional boundaries and expands the 
discourse around photography, positioning it within the 
broader contexts of image history and visual culture.

Cai’s approach often interrogates the nature of 
photographic representation, examining how images 
construct realities, influence perception, and wield 
power. He questions the ways in which photography can 
shape historical narratives or convey cultural ideologies, 
often drawing attention to the act of viewing itself. His 
installations create immersive experiences that encourage 
audiences to reflect on their own role as viewers, the 
dynamics of observation, and the cultural biases that 
shape how images are interpreted.

Cai Dongdong  (b. 1978)
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M97 Gallery  (est. 2006)

One of the largest of its kind in China, M97 was 
established in 2006 in Shanghai, China's financial capital 
and global city. Consistently exhibiting contemporary and 
fine art photography that spans all genres of the medium, 
M97 represents an eclectic range of important emerging 
and established artists working with photography and 
mixed media. Representing some of the most innovative 
artists in the region, M97 has participated in Paris Photo 
on 5 differnt occasions, showing many signifcant artists for 
the first time. 
After 10 years in it’s original location, in 2016 the gallery 
relocated closer to the city center in Shanghai’s Jingan 
District in a converted 1940’s factory complex developed 
by the Anken Group located at 363 Changping Road near 
North Shaanxi Road. On the first floor M97 operates the 
gallery space and studio. Located on the second floor is 
the M97 Project Space and bookstore. In the nearly 20 
years since it’s founding, M97 is dedicated to promoting 
and developing the appreciation of photography as a 
modern and contemporary art form in China and abroad.



A Hundred Years

Silver gelatin photographs, Aluminum doors, Acrylic 
Size: 150 x 65 x 210cm x 3

Edition: 1+1AP



Cai Dongdong’s unique photographic sculpture work titled “A Hundred Years” allows 
the viewer to visually traverse through the various phases of China’s turbulent twentieth 
century history, witnessing the transformation of everyday life and individual identities. 
Drawing from the artist’s personal archive of thousands of vintage photographs, Cai 
Dongdong carefully selects and arranges the subjects to reveal subtle shifts in fashion, 
expressions, and social cues, reflecting the broader cultural, political, and spiritual 
changes. By combining these anonymous faces into a single installation, the artist 
creates a powerful narrative that captures the resilience, struggles, and aspirations of the 
Chinese people over the last century.

The installation serves not only as a documentation of historical shifts but also as a 
meditation on memory and identity. It encourages viewers to reflect on the impact of 
these transformations on the lives of ordinary people, inviting questions about how 
history is lived and remembered. The piece challenges the audience to consider the 
significance of individual stories within the collective experience, making the personal 
political and the anonymous unforgettable.

A Hundred Years



Detonate It

Archival pigment print, Pull-tab, Rope 
Size: 159 x 83cm

Year: 2024
Edition: 1+1AP



Tug of War

Silver gelatin photograph, Watercolor, Rope 
Size: 126 x 62cm

Year: 2024
Edition: 1/3



Red String

Silver gelatin photograph, Watercolor, Rope 
Size: 137 x 106cm

Year: 2023
Edition: 3/3



Grandmother

Archival pigment print, Rope 
Size: 128 x 104cm

Year: 2023
Edition: 1/3



Queue Training

Silver gelatin photograph, Watercolor, Rope, Stone 
Size: 110 x 87cm

Year: 2023
Edition: 3/5



Four Time Zones

Silver gelatin photograph, Watch hands 
Size: 102 x 71cm

Year: 2023
Edition: 1/3



A Group Photo

Silver gelatin photograph, Watercolor 
Size: 58 x 58cm

Year: 2021
Edition: 1/5



Marching Drill

Silver gelatin photograph, Watercolor 
Size: 61.5 x 36.5cm

Year: 2020
Edition: 3/3



Lurking

Silver gelatin photograph, Watercolor, Mirror 
Size: 50 x 50 x50cm

Year: 2018
Edition: 1/5



Rain

Silver gelatin photographs, collage 
Size: 42 x 38cm

Year: 2019
Edition: 1/5



Biography

Cai Dongdong was born in 1978 in Gansu province, China. 
Prior to college, Cai joined the People’s Liberation Army at 
a young age, taking up a role as a portrait photographer 
for enlisted soldiers which became his early training in the 
medium and later studied at the prestigious Beijing Film 
Academy in 2002. As a collector of tens of thousand of 
anonymous and vintage photographs , Cai uses of his archive 
of found photography to recreate a view of history that is 
otherwise unable to be discussed in public society in China. 
Taking readymade materials – a nod to Duchamp’s Dadaist 
sensibilities – he pierces through the skin of these photographs 
with mirrors, arrows, and other objects, forming what he calls 
‘photo-sculptures.’ In the 2018 edition of Paris Photo, the New 
York Times featured Cai Dongdong as one of the eight most 
talented artists to watch in photography.

Seleccted Public Collections 

Museum of Photography, Berlin, Germany
Museum Folkwang, Essen, Germany
White Rabbit Gallery, Sydney, Australia
Multimedia Art Museum, Moscow, Russia
UNIDEE Art Foundation, Italy
Guangdong Art Museum, Guangzhou, China
Taikang Space, Beijing, China
Three Shadows Photography Art Center, Beijing, China
CAFA Museum, Beijing, China
Blue Mountain Contemporary Art, Israel 

Solo Exhibition

2023
A Game of Photos, Galerie Urs Meile, Zurich, Switzerland
Miss the Target, Co-presented by Galerie Urs Meile and Light 
Society, Light Society, Beijing, China
Obstacles, Villaheike.berlin, Berlin, Germany

2019
Photography Reforged, Leo Gallery, Shanghai, China
Paris Photo, M97 Gallery, Shanghai

2018
Paris Photo, M97 Gallery, Shanghai

2016
Fountain, Eli Klein Gallery, New York, USA
Off Target: Photographs by Cai Dongdong, Charles Shain 
Library, Connecticut College, New London, Connecticut, USA
Let It Be, Gallery 100, Taipei

2015
Rebirth, Three Shadows +3 Gallery, Beijing, China Following 
Stone, Tong Gallery + Projects, Beijing, China
Trans-Section of Memory, Jiali Gallery, Beijing, China

2013
Image Uterus Production Power, Gallery 55, Shanghai, China

2012
Pulling to The Left, Taikang Space, Beijing, China

2011
Tea Garden, UNIDEE Art Foundation, Biella, Italy

2010
51m2: 6# Cai Dongdong, Taikang Space, Beijing, China

www.m97gallery.com info@m97gallery.com



 Please contact us at info@m97gallery.com for any questions.
You may also text, call or WhatsApp:  +1 617.447.7973


