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Conversation

By Caroline Ha Thuc

Zheng Bo. Courtesy the artist and Kiang Malingue.

Recently, Zheng Bo has been using the lagoon in the French South Pacific territory of New Caledonia as a

temporary studio and daily research site. Drawn there by its exceptionally clean air and status as one of the
world’s largest, most biodiverse lagoons, he works through direct, low-tech immersion - swimming,
observing, filming. Reflecting on what he refers to as “eco-sensibility”, the Hong Kong artist is evolving his
long-standing concerns with queer ecology and social imagination into a more modest but radical aim:
“learning to live on Earth” through pleasure, beauty and care. Moving between humour, anarchist thought and
close observation, he asks what art can do - not to fix the ecological crisis and save nature but to transform
how we perceive and relate to it.
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Conversation

Caroline Ha Thuc: You've already spent
several months this year in New Caledonia
and now you're back there to work. Is this
a new temporary studio? What drew you
there? Zheng Bo: It was quite accidental.
Some time ago, | read a report by a Swiss
company that monitors air quality globally.
They identified only three places in the world
with truly clean air, and one of them was
New Caledonia. | looked it up on a map and
realised it wasn’t that far from Hong Kong -
mentally it feels distant but actually it takes
about the same travel time as going to
London. I knew nothing about the place
before | came. When | discovered it has one
of the world's largest lagoons, with
incredibly rich marine biodiversity, | felt |

had to go.

CHT: Do you dive there? ZB: You don’t need
to. That's what makes it wonderful. The
lagoon is shallow, so you can observe an
entire ecosystem just by swimming. I've
always been reluctant to rely on technology
- my practice favours simple, direct
processes. Here, | swim every day and

have access to the diversity of the reef just
through my own body.

CHT: Your new video, The Political Life of

a Coral Lagoon 1(2025), was filmed
underwater. Why choose the New
Caledonian lagoon as a setting, rather
than somewhere closer to home like

Hong Kong? ZB: | live on Lantau Island and
swim often, but the water near the Pearl
River Delta is not as clear as in the Pacific.
On the eastern side, around Sai Kung,
visibility is better, but still, you don't see the
diversity of coral and fish that you do in New
Caledonia. In Hong Kong, marine biodiversity
is surprisingly extraordinary yet invisible. The
water quality hides it. | probably would have
to dive to encounter that world - and that's
not my way of working.

| don't start with a concept and then find a
place to match it. | start by being there, by
sensing and feeling. Each work grows from
that immersion. That's how my project
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Pteridophilia (2016) began in Taiwan - ferns
revealed themselves to me only once | was
there.

CHT: Your video draws on British

scientist lain Couzin, who has studied and
modelled fish schools. He suggested that
fish might move through intuition rather
than leadership, following a collective
process of decision-making. Do they
always make the right decision? ZB: |

don't know if they make the right decision. |
watched a lecture Couzin gave and read

a few articles but | did not study his
mathematical models. The video is based on
his research insights yet | cannot verify them.
| am only starting to observe fish and it will
take much more time. What | observed,
though, is how certain fish shape their nests
with sand. It is extraordinary, as these nests
resemble sculptures. You probably know the
images of a pufferfish building her nest using
sand and creating sculptural installations for
mating. | recently saw a sapphire damselfish
doing exactly this.

| have been working with various types

of plants for more than a decade but the
underwater world is totally new to me. | am
so ignorant.

CHT: What did you discover underwater?
How have fish or coral changed your sense
of ecology and kinship? ZB: Corals fascinate
me because they are both animal and plant.
When | first picked up one hard coral, it felt
like a stone, but when | put it back in the
water, it came alive at night. Of course,

| knew this intellectually but feeling it
through touch changed my perception
entirely. My fingers got slightly stung. It's
through this sensation that | began to feel
their aliveness. My mind is changing through
contact.

CHT: Your practice often grows from
what you call “eco-sensibility” - a kind of
embodied learning. How do you cultivate
that here? ZB: My main attempt is intimacy
- with place, with the lagoon, with its

inhabitants. | swim every day in the same
area. Repetition, patience, familiarity - these
are crucial. Understanding happens through
both the mind and the body. After days of
swimming, knowledge becomes empirical;

it passes through sensation. These are what

| call eco-sensibility exercises. These are
simple daily practices, like sketching weeds,
singing to trees or performing the “drinking
sun exercise” in which the artist faces the
sun, closes his eyes and breathes slowly, as if
letting the sun fill him], designed to help us
move away from human-centric ways of
experiencing. | hope that such small
exercises can encourage all of us to pay more
attention to what lives with us, which might
ripple into longer-term care.

CHT: Your work has historically engaged
with questions of social justice and queer
ecology. How do those concerns intersect
with the marine environment? ZB: Maybe
I've become more modest in my ambitions.

| now understand my practice to be learning
to live on Earth. It's less about social change
and more about rethinking how we live well.
It's about cultivating pleasure and beauty,
together with ecological responsibility. I'm
not saving the ocean but aim to live in ways
that acknowledge and celebrate its vitality.

CHT: At the beginning of the video

The Political Life of a Coral Lagoon 1, a

fish is saying “Without beauty, life is
meaningless”. Is beauty - both human and
nonhuman - part of your politics now?
ZB: Absolutely. I've long been interested in
beauty because it has an ethical dimension;
it draws us closer. This is why | love to work
with dancers, because they are beautiful.
Beauty is not decorative - it's relational.
The beauty of this lagoon is truly beyond my
imagination.

CHT: Yet this beauty is threatened by the
impact of anthropogenic activities and
climate change. ZB: Yes. | have never been
obsessed with climate change and | don’t
think fear is a sustainable motivator.
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Conversation

CHT: In 2019, you created the film The
Political Life of Plants, in which you
explored plants as political subjects. The
question of decision-making was already
an important thread of your work. Now,
you refer to “the politics of the lagoon”.
What do you mean by that? ZB: Initially,

| studied how plants appear in human
political histories. Later, | became more
interested in how they practise politics on
their own - how they negotiate coexistence.
The same applies here. Marine lives conduct
politics beyond our human frameworks of
equality or representation. We tend to frame
things as “biological” when in fact they could
also be political. Extending the political
imaginary to fish doesn’t mean forcing
analogies but recognising that our categories
are too narrow. As with gender or sexuality,
“politics” can be made capacious enough to
hold difference.

CHT: Yet in the video, fish are talking,
using typical human expressions that
resemble a series of moral rules, claims
or axioms - for instance, when they state
“Here in the lagoon, being different is a
given; many of us change sex"”. How do
you negotiate between this form of
anthropocentrism and fish's specific
realm?

ZB: I'm not looking to apply fish behaviour
to humans - it's not a recipe. I'm simply
observing. Of course, viewers will bring their
own interpretations. | like to leave things
open; ambiguity is fertile. The text of the
video, for example, was inspired by anarchist
thinking, not by any specific marine model.

I was mainly referencing Murray Bookchin's
book The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence
and Dissolution of Hierarchy (1982). He never
talks about coral lagoons but when | read
this work, the kind of society he was
dreaming about seems quite similar to
what | sense here in the coral lagoon. It's
not a democratic system. It's not an
authoritarian system. It’s anarchistic,
complex and balanced.
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CHT: You have also been influenced

by Thomas D Seeley’s book Honeybee
Democracy (2010). How do you make the
connection? ZB: Seeley described in detail
the democratic processes that honeybees
go through in choosing the locations of their
homes. As a scientist, he was willing to see
honeybees’ collective decision-making not
only as biological but also as political.

CHT: Human beings keep searching for
ideas and models outside their sphere: we
look at trees, rhizomes, ants and so on,
each time interpreting them the way we
wish to. What can we really learn from
these fish when we are so different from
them? ZB: The Chinese pre-modern notion
of & (wu) is relevant here. It's not copying:
it's studying and then applying. We observe,
sense and practise, in order to come to
understand the principles, the forces and
the meanings of something that may have
seemed beyond our reach.

CHT: In your past work, you focused on
humans and non-humans’ relationships -
for instance, Pteridophilia challenges
anthropocentric norms by depicting
explicit sensual and sexual encounters
between young men and ferns in Taiwan.
In this new series of work, human beings
have totally disappeared. Why? ZB: My
practice is like a garden. Each project is
different and has a different hue. Together
they constitute a dynamic garden. Human
beings are always part of it. They don’t need
to appear all the time.

CHT: The video begins very smoothly with
the subtle sound of waves and perfect
images of the lagoon that resemble a
screen saver. Suddenly, some comic

bubbles appear above fish, and one states:

“Of course we practise politics; our motto
is...” And all the others answer: “Vibrancy,
vibrancy, vibrancy!” The effect is comic.
Why this start, and what do you have in
mind when referring to vibrancy? ZB: For
me, a good life is about material simplicity
and ecological vibrancy. In Chinese,

“vibrancy” (4£) also means to give birth and
to live. It's about being part of the planetary
vitality. And yes, humour is important too

- sometimes the lightest tone carries the
deepest truth. The video was commissioned
by a museum in Korea that encourages
family visits. | thought that the comic form
was a way to invite families and children to
engage playfully with ecological thinking.

CHT: The last image of the video shows a
shark, cut abruptly as if mid-scene. Why
end there? ZB: It's a cliffhanger - this is just
chapter one of a series. It leaves the story
suspended, as life itself often is. I've had
another turn in my practice. It does not
mean | will stop working with plants - there
is a lot of seagrass here, so | will probably
combine different approaches.

CHT: The film's movement - its gentle
drifting, its floating camera - feels very
bodily. How did you achieve that? ZB: At
first, | thought of hiring a professional
underwater cinematographer but the budget
was tight and eventually | decided to film
myself. That turned out to be the right
decision. After months of daily swimming,
| could move with the water. The floating
camera is simply my own drifting body - an
amateur immersion rather than a
professional gaze.

CHT: You've also made a series of marine
drawings, Mer de Corail (2025-), using
wooden twigs. Why this choice of tool?
ZB: It was practical. | couldn't find proper
brushes in New Caledonia, so | used found
twigs instead. But that constraint became
liberating: | could discard them afterwards,
return them to the earth. The process
emphasises impermanence and freedom -
core values in my work.

CHT: Why did you wish to complement
the video with this series of drawings, and
how do these different media change our
perception of the lagoon? ZB: Drawing,
compared to video making, allows me to see
better. | would spend half an hour to draw a
hard coral. Filming takes less than a minute.

Above & page 57:
From the series The Political Life of Plants by Zheng Bo.
Courtesy the artist.
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tist.
of a Coral Lagoon 1by Zheng Bo. Courtesy the artist.
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Conversation

CHT: In the past, you have collaborated
with scientists, for instance with
ecologist Matthias Rillig and biologist
Roosa Laitinen, who studies plant
adaptation. Is this also something you
think about in New Caledonia, in order to
delve deeper into your understanding of
the lagoon? ZB: Yes, but | need some time. |
need to swim more and develop more basic
feeling for the lagoon before | can engage

in a meaningful conversation with a marine
biologist.
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CHT: Finally, what do you believe art can
do in the face of ecological crisis? ZB:
Honestly, art alone won't save us. | doubt it
changes our collective behaviour. But it can
transform perception, and that matters. We
are not as smart as we think. | used to teach
about climate change and the sixth mass
extinction. But now | think participative
workshops are more effective: through
diverse exercises, students become much
more aware of the ecological situation in
Hong Kong. As Ming dynasty philosopher
Wang Yangming said: “Knowing without
acting is not true knowing.”
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Left & opposite page: Mer de Corail by Zheng Bo, Ink on paper, 29.7 x 41 cm each, 2025.
Courtesy the artist and Kiang Malingue.
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