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INTRODUCTION

Zheng Bo was bornin 1974 and grew up in Beijing. After a year of military training, in 19993 he moved
to the United States to study computer science and art. Upon returning to Hong Kong, he received
an MFA from the Chinese University of Hong Kongin 2006, and a PhD in Visual and Cultural Studies
from the University of Rochester in 2012, supervised by Douglas Crimp. Zheng went on to teach
socially and ecologically engaged art at China Academy of Art in Hangzhou and City University of
Hong Kong’s School of Creative Media.

Zheng describes his ongoing socially engaged practice as “new public art,” in which praxis is
indispensable from everyday concerns for public issues. For him, the artwork takes on the form
of social participation, intervention and engagement beyond individual expression. The role of the
artist thus becomes an “initiator” and a “catalyst” whose work is founded upon his collaboration
with other citizens and other species. Not privileging his own aesthetic concerns, it is difficult
to circulate new public art within the market. Zheng considers himself an artist, a writer and a
teacher who “investigates the past and imagines the future from the perspectives of marginalised
communities and marginalised plants.”

Atthe heart of Zheng’s practice are the notions of relationality and equality. In 2004, he collaborated
with migrant workers in Hong Kong to create ‘Happy Meal’, in which five Filipino and Indonesian
domestic helpers take turns to tell jokes, showcasing their wit beyond the domestic sphere. The
follow-up in 2013, titled ‘Sing for Her’, features the Filipino song “O llaw” performed by a group
of domestic helpers in Central, Hong Kong. Alluding to the nation’s aspirations for independence,
Zheng’s rendition prompts reflections on the rights and political demands of Hong Kong'’s Filipino
workers, whilst transposing those on the periphery of economic and political realms to the centre
of Hong Kong’s artistic and cultural narrative.

While “critical art” risks diluting its subject matter by interlacing political motivations, Zheng
succeeds in revealing cultural nuances where power relations are most profoundly manifested.
Rather than apolitical proposal, Zheng’s new public art exudes above all a pragmatism that reclaims
aesthetics from the narrow confines it is often reduced to.

In recent years Zheng’s interest has shifted to the reciprocity between plants and politics, the
central probe of which is a new way of thinking about nature and society. Emerging from his multiple
projects about weeds in urban environmentsis anew discourse around ecology that addresses the
semiotics of plants in relation to Asian modernities.

A case in point is ‘Pteridophilia’ (2016-present), an ongoing investigation into the politics of ferns.
Conceived by juxtaposing pterido- and -philia, the moniker imagines intimate relationships one
can have with ferns. Simultaneously, it begs basis of mutual understanding and pleasure beyond
functional values defined by our contemporary system. In the second chapter filmed in January
2018, a man makes love to a bird’s nest fern then eats it. Whilst this plant is widely used in cuisines
from across Asia for its antioxidant properties, Zheng goes one step further, and addresses the
morality of consuming it versus having sex with it. The questions that surface in the third chapter
are ones of power, control and submission. Incorporating plants into the semiosis of social life,
‘Pteridophilia’ mounts a sensitive and thoughtful orig between humans and plants - the acceptance
of that yearning to connect through body rather than language in order to transform pleasure.
Positioned against the flux of mechanised society, Zheng suggests in his provocative practice
that our fantasies are essential to weaving new fables of posthumanism, extending our desires to
dissolve into other forms of life, and to renew our understanding of the politics of life.

Zheng Bo has worked with a number of museums and art spaces in Asia and Europe, most recently
Asia Art Archive (Hong Kong), UCCA Dune Art Museum (Qinhuangdao), Villa Vassilieff (Paris), Ming
Contemporary Art Museum (Shanghai), Sifang Art Museum (Nanjing), and Hong Kong Museum of
Art. Zheng Bo has had solo exhibitions at the Institute of Contemporary Arts at NYU Shanghai in
Shanghai, Kyoto City University of Arts Gallery in Kyoto, Parco Arte Vivente in Torino and TheCube
Project Space, Taipei.In2018 hisworks have beenincluded in Manifesta12, Cosmopolis #1.5, the 11th
Taipei Biennial, the 2nd Yinchuan Biennial, and the 1st Thailand Biennial. His work will be presented
in Liverpool Biennial 2020. Other group exhibitions include Gropius Bau, Berlin, Germany; Times
Museum, Guangzhou, China; Cass Sculpture Foundation, Chichester, UK. Zheng Bo’s work is held
in several permanent collections including Power Station of Art (Shanghai), Hong Kong Museum of
Art (Hong Kong), Singapore Art Museum (Singapore), Cass Sculpture Foundation (Goodwood) and
Hammer Museum (Los Angeles). In 2019, he participated in Venice performance programme of the
58th Venice Biennale of Art. In 2016, he received Commendation for outstanding achievements in
the development of arts and culture from Secretary for Home Affairs, Hong Kong SAR Government.
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“We cannot continue living in the fantasy that humans own this planet. How can art institutions move towards a
more-than-human future?” - Zheng Bo, 2021

Ecological crises, political upheaval and global health emergencies increasingly endanger planetary life. For
Zheng Bo, such predicaments stem from the delusion of human primacy on Earth. Global repair requires
stepping beyond human perspectives and accepting the interrelatedness of all life forms.

Thetitle of the exhibition, Wanwu Council&%¥)%t, draws fromthe Daoist notion of wanwu, aterm that means “ten
thousand things”, “myriad happenings”, but also “more-than-human”, and designates the infinite possibilities of
life in all of its forms. A core action of this exhibition was Zheng Bo’s organisation of the “Wanwu Council”, a
group of artists, scientists and activists that will gather in August 2021in Berlin. Each member of the council will
channel another form of life or matter-energy: light, water, seasons, soil, microbes, weeds, plane trees, bees,
foxes, communities, histories and spirits. The task of the council is to collectively write a manifesto for a wanwu
future.

Additionally, Wanwu Council %)%t presented a new film that speculates on the central question Zheng Bo
posed during his residency: “How do plants practice politics?” Titled The Political Life of Plants {84 FIEGE
& (2021), the c. 30-minute long film has as its protagonist an ancient beech forest in Grumsin, Brandenburg,
whichis a UNESCO World Natural Heritage Site. The film, which was supported by the Schering Stiftung, also
features the artist in conversation with Berlin- and Potsdam-base scientists Matthias Rillig and Roosa Laitinen
discussing how plants practice politics at a molecular level.

During hisresidency, entitled Botanical Comrades #84)[E]7&, Zheng Bo hosted events onthe start of every solar
term, the beginning of a new period in the East Asian lunisolar calendar, which divides a year into 24 solar term
periods according to agricultural and astronomical events. This structuring of time intends to “help humans
to sense the change of seasons”. From these prototype events, including walk-readings and drawing weeds,
stem Zheng Bo's Ecosensibility Exercises ERE R B4R (2021). Throughout the exhibition, Zheng Bo was
leading exercises, every afternoon, taking place on a new temporary platform built within the “Gropius Wood”,
the community of plane trees found west of the Gropius Bau building. These instructions for the Ecosensibility
Exercises will also be accessible digitally and can be practiced anytime. Uniting these activities is the artist’'s
proposal that by overcoming the fiction of human primacy, we can rebuild coexistence for all, interdependent
forms of life on Earth.

Wanwu Council &¥)4t was curated by Stephanie Rosenthal with Clare Molloy.

- Courtesy of Gropius Bau.
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Drawing Life %5 ist ¢ine fortlaufende Serie, an der Zheng Bo auch auf seinen
Reisen weiterarbeitet. Die in diesem und im nichsten Raum prisentierten Arbeiten
entstanden nach seiner Riickkehr in das subtropische Klima Hongkongs.

Eine Gruppe von Zeichnungen, die er in Quarantine anfertigte, zeigt einen
kleinen, heranwachsenden Farn, der Zheng Bo einen Halbmonat lang begleitete.
Andere Zeichnungen entstanden in Kowloon, nahe der Universitit, an der Zheng
Bo lehrt, und auf Lantau Island, wo er lebt. In diesem Frithling standen die Litschi-
baume in seinem Dort in prachtvoller Bliite. Seine Nachbarin bat ihn darum,
cinen Litschibaum zu zeichnen, den ihr verstorbener Vater auf dem Grundstiick
der Familie gepflanzt hatte. Dies verdeutlicht, dass PHlanzen Geschichte in sich
tragen und dass sie Geschichten zu erzdhlen haben.

Zheng Bo betont die¢ Nachhaltigkeit der einfachen Praxis des Zeichnens:
Slch brauche nur ein Blatt Papier und einen 6B-Bleistift. In einem Jahr habe ich
nur drei Bleistifte verbraucht. Es schont also Ressourcen.” Seine Zeichnungen
werden hier in Gruppen auf Holzplatten priasentiert, die wiederverwendet werden
kiinnen, Die Platten liegen auf Steinen aus dem Gropius Hain, die eine Verbin-
dung zwischen dem Innen- und AuBenbereich der Ausstellung herstellen.
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The Drawing Life 3 *E series is on-going and continues wherever Zheng Bo
travels. The works in this room and the next were done after Zheng Bo's
Gropius Bau residency. having returned to Hong Kong's subtropical climate,

One set, drawn in quarantine, depicts the growth of a small fern
that accompanied Zheng Bo over a whole solar term, Others were drawn
in Kowloon near the university where Zheng Bo teaches, and on Lantau
Island, where he lives. This spring the lychee trees in his village bloomed
spectacularly. Zheng Bo's neighbour asked him to draw a lychee tree planted
by her late-father on the family's land, highlighting the history that plants
hold within them and the stories they can tell.

The artist has emphasised the sustainability of drawing as a simple
practice. He says, ‘| only need to have a piece of paper and a 6B pencil.
For one year, | have used only three pencils, so this practice needs very few
resources.” Committed to reusing materials, here the drawings are collec-
tively displayed on wooden boards. These boards rest on granite stones
that have been removed from around the trees in Gropius Wood, connect-
ing the inside and cutside of the exhibition.
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Life is hard. Why do we make it so easy?
EapdNItt ER 2 RIS IS ERG E?
Solo Exhibition {E &

Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden, Walter Kerr Gardens and Art House, Hong Kong
BAREIERGEEYE BRETTERES
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Zheng Bo’s exhibition, titled Life is hard. Why do we make it so easy?, is inspired by the TED talk “Life is easy.
Why do we make it so hard?” by Jon Jandai. The artist modifies Jon Jandai's statement and expresses his
apprehension about how human beings are making our lives easy at the expense of other species in nature.
Through the exhibition, Zheng encourages people to reflect and live in harmony with other species, for the
common good and in coping with the current climate and ecological crisis.

Zheng's work was first presented at Thailand Biennale Krabi in 2018. At Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden
(KFBG), the artist worked with resident ecologist Dr. Stephan Gale, growing the botanical slogan installation
from a selection of local orchid species, which is exhibited at Walter Kerr Gardens of KFBG. Zheng’s botanical
sketch collection, the creative processes of the exhibition and the information about orchid conservation will
also be ondisplay at the Art House of KFBG.

This project is presented by the Hong Kong Arts Development Council and funded by The Hong Kong Jockey
Club Charities Trust, JOCKEY CLUB New Arts Power.

- Text by Jockey Club New Arts Power

Image 1-7: Installation at Kadoorie Farm & Botanical Garden. Supported by JCNAP.
Image 8: Zheng Bo's botanical sketch collection.
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Goldenrod
— =1t
Solo Exhibition {& &

Institute of Contemporary Art at NYU Shanghai, China
EBBHOREEREM PO

111019 - 211219



‘Goldenrod’. Golden. Rod. It starts like this. The work of Zheng Bo may sometimes begin with a cheeky pun or
a turn of phrase as its title. ‘Weed Party’. ‘Grass Roots’. “You are the 0.01%'. Their playfulness belies a sincere
attempt by the artist to know and to relate to plants on multiple registers of their meaning and being: as cultural
symbols in the modernization and Communist history of China, as agents of social and political processes, and
as philosophical models of being in the world and in relation to others.

The artist’'s endeavor reverberates through time. More than five centuries ago, Neo-Confucian philosopher
Wang Yangming (EP&BH) struggled with “the investigation of things” (¥&4#) by looking at bamboo for seven
days straight, failed, and later turned inward instead to find the principle (¥£) of the universe. Three centuries
later, another polymath and author of ‘The Metamorphosis of Plants’ (1790), Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
proposed that to know our objects of attention, we must spend time, observe closely with all of our senses, draw
what we observe, and try to reach a level of mutual involvement in perception and action, so that the observer
and observed become all but indistinguishable. Knowledge would therefore grow from mutual attention and
response.

‘72 Relations with Canadian Goldenrod’ (2019) plainly announces Zheng's intention. A perennial plant native to
North America, the Canadian goldenrod was introduced to Shanghai as an ornamental plant in the early 20th
century, but later “escaped” into the wild and spread rapidly into eastern China. It is now considered an invasive
species, causing the extinction of native plants, threatening agriculture, and seen as a sign of blight, showing
up in urban wastelands and abandoned construction sites. But it is also a pioneer, one of the first to colonize
an area after a disturbance, such as a fire or even nuclear disaster, and has medicinal properties beneficial to
humans.

Before we identify it as a weed or name it Solidago canadensis, is there a way of relating to the plant that is
“concerned with immersion in the world of the other, and not encroachment™? Not too long ago, a writer and
contemporary of the artist, Hu Fang observed, “Looking is the reconciliation of divided existence, an exercise
in survival that is produced as the searching of the world by the sensory apparatus” [1]. A simple drawing tries
to correspond with the plant’s morphology through looking, converting from “heat, humidity, and energy” [2]
through another technological medium - a stick of carbon and a wooden plank.

Seeking furtherintimacy with plants, ‘Pteridophilia1-4’ (2016-19) isaseries of short films depicting collaborations
between young men and various ferns in a forest in Taiwan. The title - the “love of ferns” -slyly camouflages
their experiments of affect and interspecies kinship as an atypical sexual disorder. Throughout the films, their
interactions vary in intensity and progress through what could be considered analogues of transgressive
human sexual practices: autoeroticism, vorarephilia, BDSM, pederasty, etc. Though “love” may not be the right
term for their interactions, as love is a social emotion. Rather, desire is ever present in each frame that tightly
crops limbs, parts, protrusions, and orifices, entangled between human and fern. Our focus is trained on the
corporeality of all species; the vibrations of leaves as fingers ripple through them, the curvature of a stem and
an extended neck, the tongue provoking the tight curls of ayoung tendril. They desire to affect and be affected.
Thisisalso arelation.

But are their collaborations rooted in a desire to sense and to feel the fern on its own terms, and not what
lovemaking with a plant might represent, i.e., a delusional neopastoral romance? This question remains
unresolved as we look back and forth between perceptions of figure versus ground throughout the films.
Sometimes we see a body against the environment. Sometimes the body is the environment. Yet, our feelings,
derived from the limitations of anthropocentric sexual experience and power relations, sense that the young
men still seem to be searching for an opening or an extension through which to co-mingle and communicate
with its cross-species other.

However, for plants, all surfaces are permeable; the leaf is both an appendage and an orifice that expands and
contracts. There is no separation between the body and its organs. With their radical openness to air, light,
moisture, and temperature - a total immersion within climate, plants are our desired model of inversion and
fluidity, of enmeshment and metabolism [3]. Through the “love of ferns” it becomes possible to consider a
kinship with plants, based on a desire to queer ontological boundaries and expand our relations with other life
forms and at multiple scales. Perhaps a neopastoral romance is not so far off? The so-called “return to Nature”
could be a recuperation of the fundamentally queer nature of Nature; “connecting queer plants and queer
people” according to Zheng.

As an artist and scholar who works between art making, research, and teaching, Zheng believesin doing things
thatare “useful” for others and for himself.He once cited Wang Yangming “Toknow and not toact,isnot toknow”
as a call to action [4]. This chasm between our knowing and acting has thus far contributed to a world in which
ecological catastrophe and the extinction of countless species, let alone our own, is a foregone conclusion.

Facing now towards theinstitution, Zheng organized aworkshop, ‘Eco-Socialist Garden, NYU Shanghai’ (2019),
with gardeners, thinkers, designers, artists, and students to imagine a garden for the center of the university’s
future campus. He asked these various stakeholders whether this garden could “provide an experimental
ground for us to imagine - and to practice - more-than-human sociality and eco-equality?” Unable to answer
these questionsalone, they gathered together one day with various plants, afew weeds from the neighborhood,
rocks, soil, and other non-human figures, as well as visual references of existing gardens throughout the world
and manifestos written over the course of two centuries. They collectively wrote their own manifestos and
created models for their manifestation.

But why manifest etho-political aspirations in the space of a garden? Whereas landscaping [5] may be an
optical technology through which to view a picture (-scape) of the land, plants, or Nature, the garden is an
intentional enclosure [6] for the forms and matter of “nature” that requires cultivation and stewardship. While
the workshop participants all came from different backgrounds, they nevertheless agreed upon the primary
principles of multispecies equality and collectively caring for this garden as a multispecies community. Look
closely at one of the maquettes and find their desire expressed in a tel-like mound, the accumulation of time
and the assembly of all creatures, human and non-human, inert and living, in the Parliament of Ten Thousand
Things [7].

- Text by Michelle Yeonho Hyun

[11 Hu Fang, Towards a NonIntentional Space Vol. | (London: Koenig Books, 2016), 62.

[2] Hu, Towards, 63.

[3] Emanuele Coccia, The Life of Plants: A Metaphysics of Mixture (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2019), 27.

[4] Sohl Lee and Bo Zheng, “Introduction: Contemporary Art and Ecology in East Asia,” Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art 3, no. 3 (December
2016): 215.

[5] The etymological resonance of this word in English may be lost in Chinese translation, but an equivalent though different concept of shanshui
may suffice to think through how an understanding of “nature” developed through the practice of landscape painting. See Chang Tan, “Landscape
Without Nature: Ecological Reflections in Contemporary Chinese Art,” Journal of Contemporary Chinese Art 3, no. 3 (December 2016): 223-41.

[6] A concept etymologically rooted in the term gardin or jardin in English and in the logogram [zl (yuan) in Chinese.

[7]Fromthe Laozi (ch. 42): “Dao gives birth to One; One gives birth to Two; Two gives birth to Three; Three gives birth to the ten thousand things.”The
concept of “ten thousand things” is based on Daocist cosmogony that involves a process of differentiation from unity to multiplicity and is believed
to decenter the place of human beings. The Zhuangzi: “In stating the number of things we say there are ‘ten thousand, and human beings are just
one of them... In comparison with the ten thousand things, [human beings] are not even like the tip of a hair to the body of a horse.” Zhuangzi: The
Essential Writings, with Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Brook Ziporyn (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2009), 69.
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Garden of Earthly Delights
FEE 1t 44

Group Exhibition K&

Gropius Bau, Berlin, Germany
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26.0719- 011219



The exhibition ‘Garden of Earthly Delights’ featured over 20 international artists using the space of the garden
as a metaphor for the state of the world, in an exploration of the complexities of our chaotic and increasingly
precarious present.

Alongside the classical reading of the garden as a secluded and circumscribed place of yearning full of
meditative, spiritual, and philosophical possibilities, it was viewed in the exhibition as a place of duality and
contradiction: a threshold between reality and fantasy, utopia and dystopia, harmony and chaos, between
being shut out and being included.

In today’s era, defined by radical climate change and migratory flows, the garden can be seen as a place of
paradise and exile, reflecting within its borders themes as pressing as the anthropocene, seed politics, the
legacies of colonialism and historical segregation. In addition to deliberate political positions, the ‘Garden of
Earthly Delights' featured works that also bring tolife the sensual dimensions of gardens:immersive installations
and video works displayed an intensive abundance of nature, but also the fragility of the paradise-like state.

The exhibition’s combining of the paradisiacal and the catastrophic took its inspiration from Hieronymus
Bosch's 15th-century triptych ‘The Garden of Earthly Delights’, which also provides the exhibition its title.
A version of the central panel of the painting dating from 1535 to 1550, created by the school of Hieronymus
Bosch, provided a point of departure for the exhibition.

Withworks by Maria TherezaAlves, Korakrit Arunanondchai,Hicham Berrada, John Cage, TacitaDean,Nathalie
Djurberg & Hans Berg, Futurefarmers, Lungiswa Gqunta, Libby Harward, Rashid Johnson, Yayoi Kusama,
Louise Lawler, Renato Leotta, Isabel Lewis and LABOUR, Jumana Manna, Uriel Orlow, Heather Phillipson,
Pipilotti Rist, Maaike Schoorel, Taro Shinoda, Zheng Bo as well as a painting from the school of Hieronymus
Bosch.

- Text by Gropius Bau
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Weed Party Il
FEZII
Solo Exhibition {E &

Parco Arte Vivente, Torino
EEPAVEREEM LR

0411.2018-24.02.2019



PAV Parco Arte Vivente presented the first Italian solo exhibition of the Chinese artist Zheng Bo (Beijing, 1974)
that opened on, November 3,2018, within the framework of Artissima. The exhibition, curated by Marco Scotini
was for the inaugration of the new exhibition season dedicated, in particular, to the relationship between
ecology and art from the Asian continent.

A careful investigator of the relationship between plants, society and politics, Zheng Bo is one of the most
interesting Chinese artists of the younger generation. He was among the participating artists at Manifesta 12
in Palermo and, has recently exhibited at the second Yinchuan Biennale. He is also involved in the next Taipei
Biennale that opensin November. In his series of works ‘Propaganda Botanica’, Zheng Bo makes use of historic
Marxist slogans recreating them by using plants in order to expand notions such as “equality,” “workers” or
“socialism” beyond the human sphere. His last slogan, ‘Earth Workers Unite’, created for the Yinchuan Biennale
and consisting of 370 planted poplar trees, leaves open the possibility of a two-fold interpretation: not somuch
that it is the workers of Planet Earth who are uniting (according to the orthodox version) but more that an
association against common exploitation should become possible between the Earth and its workers.

Since 2003, Zheng Bo’s socially involved, artistic practice has been concerned with ecology, participatory
projects, marginalized communities and gender themes. The frequent use of the wild plants typical of urban
environments—and conventionally considered as weeds—connects his work to political metaphors where that
which is disliked, abandoned, forgotten or “out of place” becomes a significant ecological force for spreading
the culture of resistance and resilience. Extended to a number of cities over the past decade, his project with
weeds has taken on different titles, such as ‘Weed Plot’ (on the roof of the Sifang Art Museum in Nanjing),
‘Weed Commons’ (for the Times Museum in Guangzhou) and ‘Weed Party’ (a currently running series begunin
Shanghai in 2015 and now arrived at the PAV). In this project, the artist tried to imagine a post-human political
party where human beings and extra-humans are no longer separated the one from another.

‘The Weed Party’ created for the PAV became its third reincarnation after the weed and land garden made
for the interior spaces of the Shanghai Leo Xu Projects of 2015 and the work on ferns for TheCube Project
Space in Taipei of 2016. In these series of exhibition episodes, Zheng Bo investigated the relationship (way
beyond being just a metaphor) between the uncontrollable nature of spontaneous, political movements and
the infesting and ineradicable power of so-called parasitic plants.

A large scale installation/garden, ‘After Science Garden, laid as a physical and conceptual center of the
PAV exhibition, created ad hoc for the area of the contemporary art center’s greenhouse and developed in a
dialogue with the territory, both from a botanical point of view and through the interaction with local activists
and researchers, with whom the artist imagined the possible configurations of future social and ecological
movements. The itinerary continued with the graphic herbariums, ‘Survival Manual | and II', the result of
research into the relationship between the natural world and survival from a historicized perspective, the same
perspective from which the unprecedented reading of Chinese communist internationalism in Paris, providing
substance to the maquette, ‘A Chinese Communist Garden in Paris’, begun. The exhibition concluded with two
films from the ‘Pteridophilia’ cycle that explores the potential of eco-queer theories, showing us seven, young
men in intimate relationships with various kinds of ferns in a Taiwan forest.

The exhibition had been staged with the support of the Compagnia di San Paolo, the Fondazione CRT, the
Regione Piemonte and the City of Turin.

- Text by PAV Parco Arte Vivente
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Politics of Weeds
HEZHEA
Solo Exhibition {& &

Katherine E. Nash Gallery, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis
Katherine E. Nash Gallery’ BB fE g5 iZ K2 BRE PR FI BT S

20.02-24.03.2018



Zheng Bo and Diane Willow as catalysts; Cante Suta-Francis Bettelyoun, Koua Yang, Lisa Philander, Marcus
Young, Reb L Limerick and Sayge Carroll as collaborators; Dandelion, Hemp, Mugwort and Tobacco as kin.

‘Politics of Weeds' is an experiential exhibition that sparks conversations and shares ways of knowing. It
centers community and cultural relationships with plants, and investigates the politics of weeds. Conceived as
a social catalyst, the exhibition presents a body of artworks and a series of participatory and interdisciplinary
collaborations, conversations, teas, actions, performances, readings, and imaginings. Guided by questions,
debates, and embodied knowledge, ‘Politics of Weeds' explores how we form and transform our relationships
with plants; how we propagate cultures of resistance, resilience, and re-imagination; and how we work with
plants to transform politics.

BB EDiane  WillowfEZ& &1L El;Cante Suta-Francis BettelyountKoua Yang:Lisa Philander~Marcus
Young*Reb L Limerick£2Sayge CarrollfE2 & E# ; Dandelion~Hemp~Mugwortfi TobaccotE A #i /& °
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A collaborative project with Diane Willow
EdDiane Wilow& {FIEB

Katherine E. Nash Gallery, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis
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Nature Gone Astray
R AR H A
Group Exhibition B£/&

Edouard Malingue Gallery, Shanghai
BEEER, b8

03.02-15.0318



Life After People, a 2008 documentary film broadcast on the History Channel in the US, conjectured: if every
human being on Earth suddenly disappeared, what would the world turn into? The answer was disheartening:
human civilisation and all human traces would be utterly wiped out in a few centuries as though we had never
existed. Nature would find a new equilibrium and the Earth would continue rotating in the immensity of space.
This documentary was premised on a thought experiment along the lines of “what would happen if humans
were suddenly removed from a certain geographical area?” “Nature Gone Astray”, on the other hand, inverts
this thought experiment. If Nature can objectively remain unchanging since time immemorial—or even become
more perfect—then how has it “gone astray” with human intervention?

The “Voynich manuscript” has been called a Holy Grail in cryptography. Discovered in 1912 by the American
book dealer Wilfrid Voynichin the basement of a Jesuit library near Rome, the 230 page manuscript, completed
inthe 15th century, portrays a diverse array of astonishing fauna and flora, celestial objects, mysterious figures,
as well as a huge quantity of script as of yet undeciphered. Based on the wildly imaginative illustrations of plants
and vegetation in the Voynich manuscript, Miliohn Ruperto - a Californian artist of Philippine origin - together
with the Danish artist Ulrik Heltoft, had made textural photographic works by creating 3D models then making
negatives from these and finally printing them in traditional gelatin silver format. Entitled the Voynich Botanical
Studies, the series has been ongoing since 2013. Both in the “Voynich Manuscript” and Voynich Botanical
Studies there is an absurd attitude of humans creating nature. If the former provided the concept, then the latter
has “rewritten” natural history by means of highly mimetic visual archives with the aid of modern technology.
The mysterious plants in strange forms in the black background seem almost tangible with their crazy and
beautiful leaves, branches and flower buds. Our love and curiosity for Nature are always accompanied by the
desire to control it; such is the fundamental reason why natural history will “be led astray”.

In Liu Xinyi's oeuvre one can often find some humorous yet revealing ways to discuss issues about the state
and political authority.

In the state of Nuevo Ledn in Mexico, there is a city called China. In the province of Quebec in Canada, there is
also a municipality called “Lachine” (“China” in French). In New York State, there is a hamlet called “China”. And
around the world there are many other place names in various languages with the same name as “China”. The
artist Liu Xinyi has made airline advertisement with the local geographic relief, satellite imagery, texts—“China
welcomes you”—only that these are not about the large country that is “China”. With an abstract “geographical
event” in the work ‘Next Stops’ (2018), the artist sparked our imagination for different political forms, histories,
cultures, and social realities.

From village to city, and then from city to the modern nation, the growth of civilisation has accompanied the
desire to occupy territory as well as the struggle of spatial mastery. Another work by Liu Xinyi, ‘Guerrilla Squad’
(2018), vividly showed off the relation between ethnicity and borders, geography and goods, the will to power
and democratic welfare. Seven wooden line-marking vehicles—laden with salt, sesame, coffee, curry powder,
chili powder, Sichuan peppercorn, tea leaves, respectively—had one of there sides marked with “boundary”
in Chinese characters, while the other side was marked with the words for “boundary” in Hindi, Korean,
Vietnamese, Burmese, Russian, Arabic,among other languages. The ingredients and herbs of different colours
and scents, as well as the line-marking vehicles placed throughout the exhibition space, imperceptibly drew
out a national boundary that is no longer familiar to us.

Inrecent years, the connections between plants and politics have become a main thread in Zheng Bo's oeuvre.
Through his research and imagination, he has attempted to find links between two seemingly disconnected
fields and through this forge new ways of understanding human society.

InMarch 1945 Taiwan's Wild Edible Plants, written by a Japanese botanical associationin Taiwan, was published
in Taiwan under Japanese rule. The book’s mission in the service of the war was stated clearly in the preface:
“Winning victory in the war for food is a matter of imperial pride.” Yet a few months after the book was published,
Japan announced their surrender.In 1961another similar book - Shanghai’'s Wild Edible Plants - was published
in Shanghai during a period of calamities, natural and man-made, with the aim of helping citizens to relieve
their hunger by primitive means. Zheng Bo copied the two books (in the work ‘Survival Manuals’), explaining
via these two threads from different places and times how humanity responded to political crises with plants.
Political delusion pushed human society to the edge of survival; as such, nature suddenly became exceedingly
important. Only when a crisis emerges is humanity aware of the existence of weeds.

In the series of video works ‘Pteridophilia’ (2016-2018), Zheng Bo invited seven males to walk into Taiwan's
mid-altitude jungles and engage in intimate contact with ferns. They make tender love to the ferns, and take in
the smells and textures, establishing an attachment to plants with the body and not with language. Only when
we are happy to extend our fancy can we gradually come to realise the more complex existence of all living
things—only then will we ourselves learn to survive more intelligently on Earth.
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Plants (Huperzia phlegmaria), soil, light, water, mirrors
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Survival Manual Il (Hand-Copied 1945 “Taiwan's Wild Edible Plants”)
EEZFM 1 (FH19455( 8 EFERAEMEEED)
2016

Ink on paper, 105 sheets
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13x184 x2.5¢cm




Survival Manual | (Hand-Copied 1961 “Shanghai’s Wild Edible Plants”)
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Ink on paper, 72 sheets
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Connecting queer plants and queer people, Pteridophilia explores the eco-queer potential.

In Pteridophilia Isix young men walk into a forest in Taiwan, making close contact with ferns. They establish
emotional and physical relationships with the plants, relying on their bodies rather than words. Ferns are very
common in Taiwan. They are valued by indigenous people but not by Japanese colonists or the Nationalists.
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A man makes love to a bird’s nest fern (Asplenium nidus) and then starts eating it. Zheng reflects on our current P —(U B4 HEEERME THEFR -EEMAE THEEREGE _sREYE ‘B MEEYM
moral outlook that it is “natural” to eat plants but “unnatural” to make love to them. Bird's nest fern is a popular EEABAHN RIERREHEEES -BERE/EEMESTEI(ELE-
delicacy in Taiwan.
















Zheng Bo in Conversation with Jareh Das

*Published on Ocula: https://ocula.com/magazine/conversations/zheng-bo/
Date of publication: 24 May 2019.

Hong Kong-based artist Zheng Bo's social, ecological, and community-engaged art practice
has, in recent years, focused on moving beyond a human-centred perspective to an all-
inclusive, multi-species approach. He takes up marginalised plants and communities of people
as subjects in his large-scale interventions, which reintroduce wildness into institutional and
abandoned spaces. Plants Living in Shanghai (2013), for example, was an intervention Zheng
realised at an abandoned Shanghai cement factory as part of the 2013 West Bund Architecture
and Contemporary Art Biennale, for which he preserved the site for a period of time before its
intended transformationinto abustling public plaza. Zhengintroduced more local plant species
tothe site, turningitinto acommunity botanical garden, and to further contextualise the project,
collaborated with local scholars specialised in ecology, literature, Chinese medicine, and
architecture to organise an eight-week online course on MOOC with on-site activities taking
place every Sunday. This served as a way to investigate the past and activate present-day
social and environmental issues in Shanghai through its plants.

Zheng has witnessed first-hand the dramatic changes in China. Born in Beijing in 1974, he
grew up observing how the country became more and more affluent (in parts), whilst facing
increasingly complex social, ecological, and environmental issues. This return to close
encounters with nature and other non-humans for Zheng is an urgent call to expand notions of
humancommunitiesandpublics‘tothinkaboutinterspeciescommunities,interspecies publics.’
Nature becomes an expanded field offering a site for both radical thinking and experimentation
for a future of equality for all.

Plants Living in Shanghai was a precursor to later works with weeds and plants, including
Weed Party (2015-ongoing), an ongoing project exploring the relationship between plants
and the political history of China, with its third iteration recently shown at Parco Arte Vivente
(PAV) in Turin (Weed Party Ill, 4 November 2018-24 February 2019), after two weed garden
installations were made for the interior spaces of Leo Xu Projects, Shanghaiin 2015 (18 July-23
August 2015), and fernsintroduced to TheCube Project Space, Taipeiin 2016 (3 September-13
November 2016).

More recently, the artist’s video installation series ‘Pteridophilia’ (2016-ongoing) has been
shown at Manifesta 12 in Palermo (16 June-4 November 2018) and the 11th Taipei Biennial (17
November 2018-10 March 2019), and will also be included in the group show Garden of Earthly
Delights at Gropius Bau, Berlin (26 July-1 December 2019). The video posits the potential of
eco-queer theoriesasatoolfor connecting ‘queer plantsand queer people’,and shows intimate
encounters between plants and young men in a forest in Taiwan. In one part of the work,aman
makes love to a bird's nest fern (Asplenium nidus), which he then eats, thus complicating the
‘natural’ habit of eating plants through the enactment of the tender yet ‘unnatural’ act of making
love to them. The video ends with local BDSM practitioners expanding their practice with
three fern species—green penny fern (Lemmaphyllum microphyllum), flying spider-monkey
tree fern (Cyathea spinulosa), and elephant fern (Angiopteris palmiformis)1 Blurring relations
between ecology and human sexuality, the work reflects on a central critique of the eco-queer
movement: that it is still a projection of human needs onto nature, which still cannot object to
whatisdonetoit.

For his forthcoming solo exhibition, Dao is in Weeds at Kyoto City University of Arts Art
Gallery (1 June-15 July 2019), Zheng probes the dramatic changes that have occurred in the
Suujin area of Kyoto leading to population decline in the working-class neighbourhood, while
proposing future ecological solutions for the area as KCUA moves in as a catalyst for change.
As we move towards a period that theorists—and architect Liam Young—describe as the
‘Post-Anthropocene’, where technology and artificial intelligence are increasingly capable of
computing, conditioning, and constructing our world, Zheng’s works use weeds and plants to
draw attentiontothe overlooked and the forgotten, whilst highlighting the power of marginalised
people, plants, and other non-human forms to overcome imposed structures, and in turn, offer
new models for reconnecting to the planet.

In this conversation, Zheng discusses the limitations of a Western-centric Anthropocene
model, socially engaged art in China, multispecies interaction, along with equality conscious
and eco-queer futures.



Your practice in recent years explores the relationship between plants, society, and politics.
What specific urgencies led you to this focus?

In 2012,  moved to Hangzhou in Eastern China from Beijing to teach at the China Academy of
Art. The city is very green, and the entrance to the academy is lined with large and beautiful
plane trees. | found myself in this green city famous for its West Lake and tea production,
which is in contrast to what | knew growing up in Beijing—a city defined by its human politics.
This experience led me to a realisation of moving beyond politics and connecting more to the
environment, and was a prequel to a project that | was invited to do at the cement factory in
Shanghai called Plants Living in Shanghai (2013).

On my initial site visit to the factory in Shanghai, | was particularly amazed by the weeds that
had been able to grow in the absence of human activity as the factory had since been moved
out of the city. This absence of human intervention for a few years meant that the plants went
wild and this was such a beautiful sight. The district government’s plan was to transform the
industrial site into a plaza for concerts. | decided to work with the weeds on site to try and keep
them there alittle longer.

This is how | began to work with weeds, but for a while, | didn't quite know why. After a few
years, | realised that | was fascinated by marginality. | also began to notice similarities between
marginal plants and marginal people—migrant workers, queer persons, and so on. For example,
migrant workers in Beijing live on the peripheries of the city. When gentrification happens, they
get kicked out as well, whichis kind of similar to the situation with weeds in urban environments.
The intersection of nature and the city, and politics and marginalisation led to this interest in
weeds. | work with plants as a medium for both learning and experimentation.

Propaganda Botanica (2015-ongoing) repurposes Marxist slogans by using plants to expand
notions of equality, ‘workers-rights, and ‘socialism, while the eco-queer underpinnings of
Pteridophilia’ present new ways of thinking about male bodles in the natural environment
alongside negating what intimacy means today in a disconnected world.

Beyond the human, you present engagements with nature as a non-judgmental and radical
space. Do you view self-awareness and collaborating with nature as essential to creating future
interconnectedness with each other and the non-human liveness around us?

Recently on Instagram, | began posting images of my surroundings and for a while used the
hashtag #returntoearth, because | feel most of us are not really living on earth anymore. People
talk about living in virtual reality and most of us are, in a sense, already doing this in our day-to-
day lives. But even beyond virtual or digital simulation, most of us are not paying much attention
to anything outside of human construction. We don't see plants, animals, insects, and we also
don't think about or see the natural landscape.

Like I said previously, I've spent the last few years learning how to live on the planet to see things
astheyreally are and spend time with plants. | often think that my projects would look ridiculous
to people living a hundred years ago, as they were not so cut off from nature. In the past, you
didn't need to go to amuseum to reconnect with weeds, and thisis true for people living outside
of modernity, who are more connected with other species.

Arts and cultural institutions seem bound to the capitalist, neoliberalist, and neocolonialist
system, more so than ever. How do the themes of revolution’ and radicality’ in your practice
engage with the institutional frameworks that you often show in, and which some of your work
directly contests?

The way | work with plants within an institutional framework is very ‘weedy’, by which | mean
opportunistic. For example, with the film series, ‘Pteridophilia’, the first part of the film was made
during a residency | undertook at TheCube Project Space in Taiwan in 2016, which involved
engaging with the community nearby. This film and subsequent additions can now easily and
readily tour.

For more site-specific and community-focused projects, these are contextually framed and
ephemeral. When ‘Pteridophilia’ was shown at Manifesta 12 in Palermo, it wasn't made directly
inresponse to the context of the biennial, unlike some other artists who were exhibited. | am not
taking aradical approach and making a strong stance stating that | only work with communities,
sothisdoesn't affect how | work with institutions. | do however prefer to work with communities
and with site-specificity even though | work between filmmaking, making slogans, research,
and teaching. | don't see myself as being fixed to how | work, and | get joy in this almost ‘weed-
like', dispersive approach to the way my practice has grown.

Alongside making art, you taught at the China Academy of Art from 2010 to 2013, and currently
teach at City University of Hong Kong, where you created the course Discovering Socially
Engaged Art in Contemporary China. You have also recently established the digital archive
seachina.net for the preservation of Chinese socially engagedart, supportedby Cass Sculpture
Foundation, The Space, and the British Council. Such endeavours contribute to mapping the
landscape of socially engaged artistic practice in China and furthering the discourse from
a Western-centric view. What urgencies led you to teaching, and how does this relate to the
establishment of seachina.net?

During my MFA at the Chinese University of Hong Kong between 2003 and 2005, | began to
develop projects dealing with social issues and minorities. At the time, no one was speaking
about socially engaged art in this part of the world; my professors and | didn't know how to
speak about these projects. | came across a publication by Grant Kester called Conversation
Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art (2004), which | read, and that led to an
awareness of the discourse on socially engaged art that | previously did not know.



| then decided to commence a PhD exploring socially engaged art in China after writing to
Kester, who recommended | apply to the University of Rochester, where he studied for his
doctorate, and where | received my PhD in Visual and Cultural Studies in 2012.

This led to me to return to China, where | began to teach socially engaged art, but | realised
that, while my students were able to find information on foreign artists in this area, there was
little on Chinese artists working in this socially engaged way. The course at City University of
Hong Kong and the digital archive were both born out of anecessity to change this lack through
teaching, and it has since developed into an online course to further this area of study in China.
The archive also fills in gaps in the study of this form of practice, and gives a platform to artists
whose work might otherwise remain unknown. It is hard for students here to find materials
about Chinese art and our generation is responsible for making this change to create their own
movements and discourses.

What does a future model for being look like to you? Can you also speak about specific artworks
and themes you will be exploring for your forthcoming solo exhibition Dao is in Weeds at Kyoto
City University of Arts Art Gallery (KCUA)?

Daois in Weeds at KCUA deals with some of these ideas. KCUA will move from its former rural
setting of Nishiky0o-ku to the urban area of Suuijin, which is populated with butchers, leather
workers, and garden labourers; people described in Japanese as Burakumin, which translates
to English as ‘untouchable, and encompasses lower-class workers.

The city government made the decision to move the university as the area's population
decreased duetoadeclineinindustry,and the area never really boomed because of the stigma
towards the people wholive there, eventhoughitis five minutes fromKyoto station. The areahas
lots of empty plots of land, and half of the populationis over 65. In recent times, the government
tried to diversify the population of Suujin by creating public housing, which succeeded but
didn't create a ripple effect. KCUA has already done previous projects in the area with artists
and during my site visit in January, | met with architects designing the new university, a local
activist, and an anthropologist, whom | will collaborate with to lead a workshop in late May to
think about the ecological future of this area. The history of the areais also interesting. In 1922,
The National Levelers Association (2 [E7K¥-£t, Zenkoku Suiheisha) was founded here, and
they published a manifesto that same year calling for equality all over Japan.

My proposal is that participants collectively update this manifesto for the next 100 years to
move beyond the human and nation-state to the planetary and to all beings. | strongly believe
that we need to move towards this direction of inclusivity and equality for all humans and non-
humans. The project will also consider ways to repopulate the neighbourhood without creating
more buildings and expand capital value. | really hope that this workshop will contribute to the
future of the situation in Suuijin. Inspired by Daoist interspecies thinking,

| want to move this workshop and exhibition to really consider multispecies and eco-equality. A
lot of people talk about rights of other species or rights of nature, but maybe because | grew up
at the end of the socialist period in China, | feel more strongly about equality than rights.

You graduated with a BA in Computer Science and Fine Arts from Amherst College in 1999:
does this background relate to the way you engage with—and conceptualise a relationship to—
nature in your work?

My studiesincomputer science actually made merealise how primitive digital technologies are.
Recently, through my conversations with ecologist David Baker as part of my residency at Asia
Art Archive, | learned that when it comes to storing information, DNA is so much more efficient
than hard drives. Like Eileen Crist, author of Abundant Earth (2019), | believe technologies
cannot solve our ecological meltdown. It's only through transforming our worldview and scaling
down consumption that we can possibly overcome this unprecedented ecological crisis.

Finally, you are also participating in the group show at Gropius Bau, Garden of Earthly Delights,
which explores ‘the motif of the garden as a metaphor for the state of the world and as a poetic
expression to explore the complexities of our increasingly precarious world.” What will you be
showing and how do you feel the work relates to the theme of the exhibition?

For Gropius Bau’s group exhibition Garden of Earthly Delights, | will show ‘Pteridophilia’ along
with Survival Manual Il (2016), which is a hand copy of Taiwan's Wild Edible Plants published
in 1945, in which Japanese colonialists suddenly realised the importance of ferns in Taiwan’s
flora when faced with the dire situation of survival. The invitation to participate came as aresult
of curator Stephanie Rosenthal seeing ‘Pteridophilia’ at Manifesta 12 and wanting to further
contextualise the piece through this exhibition, where the garden is used as a metaphor to
bring together a varied group of artists in different global situations who are all concerned with
the social, political, and ecological as this relates to their specific contexts.

In the conversations | have with young artists and my students, | feel like we really ought to be
thinking about how we should live on planet earth as opposed to just focusing on what kind of
art we make. —[O]
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Pteridophilia lll
e |l

2018

4K video, color, sound
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15 mins



Zheng collaborates with three local BDSM practitioners whoin turn collaborate with three fern species - green BRI ER 7 = (U EKIBDSME BRE » sRthF18m 7l th 2 = 12 IB 15 ¥ B 8)— A &k (Lemmaphyllum
penny fern (Lemmaphyllum microphyllum), flying spider-monkey tree fern (Cyathea spinulosa), and elephant microphyllum)~ £ 5 (Cyatheaspinulosa) 5 ¥ & E2 & (Angiopteris palmiformis), A ZEFEBDSMHY B EZ &6 [E] o
fern (Angiopteris palmiformis) - to expand BDSM practice.










Pteridophilia IV
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4K video, color, sound
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Zheng Bos Pteridophilia
by Toyin Ojih Odutola

*Published in “Seven Boundary-Pushing Cultural Moments of 2018,” New York Times
Magazine. Date of publication: 5 October, 2018.

You hear it before you see it. There are these moans and grunts and you're like, “What is going
on?” And then you just arrive at it. You see a screen through the bamboo trees, and you enter
the enclave, with well-hidden speakers aroundit.| saw it just by happenstance, walking through
the botanical gardens in Palermo for the Manifesta art biennial, and | was completely transfixed
by it.

The video installation features men interacting with a forest: licking the plants, hugging them.
You're seeing these men, who are naked, so the whole thing seems very sexual, but when you
start watching it — this film is about 10 minutes, maybe? — you realize that’s just the surface.
It's about this yearning that people have to connect with someone or something. In our
contemporary life, there is such a distance now, or they’re alot more guarded when it comes to
opening themselves up to that kind of vulnerability.

I'd never seen the naked male body applied in such a vulnerable way that doesn’t feel gimmicky
or like it's trying to be shocking. It's not exploitative at all. It definitely made me reconsider how
to present a naked body, because as an image-maker | deal primarily with black figures, and
when people display people of color there's often that slippery slope where that can get very
exploitative. These are Asianmenwho are naked, and there’s nothing thatis demeaning, nothing
from the lens of the colonizer. It's purely them.

- Toyin Ojih Odutola is a Nigerian-American visual artist
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te egalite fr
2017

Landscape plants, weeds, microorganisms, dirt, bricks, water, sunlight, air ...
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Over the past three centuries, Liberté Egalité Fraternité has been a primary pursuit of homo sapiens. But homo BE=E%F, HRAFEHFBEEZEE A (homo sapiens) FVIRZAERK, BE N REGEMEEEZZR IS, B3

sapiens failed toinclude other beings in this vision. Perhaps this is the fundamental reason of the contemporary R EREREGHMIRE -
ecological crisis.

EHERIKIBEEEEHNE RS- 2R M —+, BeBAM—F-ctRAEREYEH R TFEFEE A
This artwork continues Zheng Bo's way of working: the artist makes half of the work and nature makes the other XHE, ARABEN, THFEER, B8 AIRHIBEER-

half. After a fragment of Liberté Egalité Fraternité is realized with landscape plants, human intervention stops,
so that weeds can grow to dance with the slogan.



Installation view at OCAT Shenzhen, 2017 OCATHIYIEEREIRG, 20170
Two months later. W& B 1%



Kindred
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2017

Commissioned by McaM, Shanghai
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During his visit to Ming Contemporary Art Museum in Shanghai in the summer of 2017, Zheng Bo noticed that
weeds were growing on the edge of the museum lobby. He removed the curtains hiding the weeds so that
the museum and the public need to acknowledge their existence. He then helped the weeds to expand. He
transplanted weeds from around the museum into the five disused industrial lifts hanging outside the museum
facade and added LED grow lights. He held a public workshop. Local residents came and helped with the
transplantation. He also invited them to write and read letters to the weeds, to start building an affective relationship.
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Weed Plot
f53th
2016

Commissioned by Sifang Art Museum, Nanjing

ZEEEREUSENRME



As the city of Nanjing enters into a massive urbanization campaign, Zheng Bo commemorated
this historical moment with weeds. The roof of Sifang Art Museum was transformed into a refuge
for weeds. As a result, the museum was also expanded architecturally, socially, and ecologically.
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Weed Commons
HE
2016

Commissioned by Times Museum, Guangzhou
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Situated at the edge of Guangzhou, Times Museum is surrounded by a diverse range of spaces: an
abandoned farmland, a Qing Dynasty temple, small auto shops, state-owned factories, urban slums,
and new apartment buildings for the middle class. But visitors to the museum rarely pay attention
to the museum’s dynamic neighborhood. Zheng Bo organized two workshops with the public to
transplant weeds from surrounding communities into the museum to create a weed map. A series of
discussions were also held to investigate the relationship between museum, community, and ecology.
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Toad Commons
e st =
2016

Toad Mountain, Taipei
iR &k






On September 30, 2015, Wang Hsuan took me to visit Toad Mountain. Toad Mountain is in Gongguan area,
less than ten minutes walking from TheCube. When we got there, Che Lin was just coming down from the hill. A
documentary filmmaker by profession, Che Lin has been living at Toad Mountain as arenter for several years. In
2010, residents of Huan Min New Village at the foot of Toad Mountain were relocated. In 2013, Che Lin founded
Good Toad Studio, an activist group, and with the support of local residents, they started to negotiate with
various forces to try to save Toad Mountain community from being disappeared.

Che Lin walked us around. When we were about to go, | saw on top of a hill on the east side of the village a large
field of weeds, exactly the kind of habitat that I'd been searching for - surreptitiously laid-back in the busy city.
| told Che Lin about my recent art projects with weeds. He said they were thinking about ecological activities.
We clicked, and started to imagine a garden. We decided to call it Toad Commons.

Over the next few months, more people got involved: Wenshin, a landscape architect who just moved back
from UK, Mingfeng, an entrepreneur and beekeeper, Tseng Yu-Chuan, a Shih Hsin University professor, and
Weng Yicheng, an herbal medicine expert. The collaborative model of residents + activists + experts + students
started to crystalize. Next time when | came back to Taipei, Che Lin took me to visit local resident Maam Yeh.
Maam Yeh cooked a huge dinner and there was no way we could finish all the food, so Che Lin started calling
friends to come over to eat. Afterwards, every time | came back to Taipei, Maam Yeh would invite me over, and
she always prepared plenty of food for us.

In early spring, the Head of Xuefu Area expressed her support for Toad Commons (officially she leased the land
from the state).

After rounds of intensive discussions, we arrived at the following consensus. First, the goal of Toad Commons
is to energize the community. Most Toad Mountain residents are over 70 years old. We need outside help, like
university students, but it'simportant that they work with the residents, rather than replacing them. Second, the
land belongs to the state, and we are not allowed to plant vegetables, so we will plant edible wild plants. Third,
the landscape should continue the spirit of the Toad Mountain community. Instead of following some top-down
plan, it should be built slowly and meditatively, through an iterative process in dialogue with nature and history.
I happened to find this kind of landscape - organic, diverse, and complex - in a 1931 painting at Taipei Fine Arts
Museum, “After a Rain” by Kuo Hsueh-Hu. This painting became the carrier of our vision.

| proposed two ideas: save an area for weeds, and plant a slogan (ECOEQUAL), so that new concepts being
discussed in theoretical circles could enter the community. To my surprise, people liked these ideas. This,
perhaps, is my value as an artist ina community project.

Toad Commons now consists of three zones: Edible Landscape, collectively managed by local residents and
university students; Avenue of Mountain Spirit,a weed habitat without human intervention; and an existing park
area. These three zones also symbolize three energy styles: agriculture, foraging, and fossil fuel. A year has
passed, and Toad Commons has just started.

ZhengBo
September 3,2016
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Socialism Good
HEERE

2016 - ongoing IRTE
Alternanthera, dirt, weeds
EFE Rt HE

Commissioned by CASS Sculpture Foundation, UK
LEBHERHHMEEESS

Installation view, CASS Sculpture Foundation
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Imbedded in Society's “New Public Art”™- Notes on Zheng Bo
by Ella Liao

*Published in Randian magazine, issue 2. Date of publication: Winter 2015-2016.

Zheng Bo is not a prolific artist. He maintains a certain distance from art circles, yet he has
studied and practiced socially engaged art and social engagement for over a decade. When
conversing with Zheng Bo, it is very difficult to draw any assumptions about his background
based on his accent, behavior, or mindset; itis as if there are too many clues.

Zheng Bo was born in 1974, and grew up in Beijing. After graduating from high school, he was
meant to study Physics at Peking University, but following a year of military training, he instead
went to study abroad in the US, majoring in Computer Science and Art. After graduating in
1999, he went to Hong Kong and worked as a consultant until he tired of his job four years later,
and resigned to study Artistic Creation at the Chinese University of Hong Kong as a graduate
student. After receiving his Master’s degree in 2006, he went on to do his PhD in Visual Culture
Studies at the University of Rochester in the US under the tutelage of Douglas Crimp. After
that, he went on to teach socially engaged art at the China Academy of Fine Arts and the City
University of Hong Kong.

Zhenghasthus spentmost of hisadultlifeinthe US and Hong Kong, but he remains aMainlander
at heart, because his early years were spent within China’s high-pressure, mechanized, anti-
individualistic education system. He also received a year of military training prior to entering
university. The artisthas anintimate understanding of what it takes to construct an “outstanding,
proper, and standard” member of the Chinese elite. Considering his later experience studying
liberal academic environments in the US and Hong Kong where the social environments are
more tolerant and equal, it should come as no surprise that the comparisons between these
two sociopolitical climates are common motifs in his art.

In2004, not long after he began studying at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, Zheng made
a video work entitled “Welcome to Hong Kong”. At the time, Hong Kong had recently opened
up to tourists from the Mainland. The video introduced some of Hong Kong’s main attractions
in the form of a guided tour—but two different versions of the narration were used. One version
toed the official CCTV party ling, lauding the “one country, two systems” policy while preaching
prosperity and stability. The other versionintroduced the actual politicaland economic situation
in Hong Kong following its return to China, and expressed the worries that citizens held for
Hong Kong's future.

Nowadays, this piece seems overly simplistic and superficial in terms of completeness, but it
clearly indicates Zheng Bo's interest in and sensitivity to politics and society at a time when
he first began experimenting with art. This beginning was also influenced by contemporary
art local to Hong Kong, and Hong Kong's social environment. Zheng Bo was already very
familiar with the PRC’s political propaganda, but the many years he spent in Hong Kong surely
influenced himto adegree where listening to typical Party rhetoric would have been somewhat
embarrassing for him. Hong Kong society takes pride in the freedom of speech and thought;
when such propagandist rhetoric crosses over from the Mainland, its effect is tone deaf,
intolerable. Zheng Bo's work expresses the same anxiety felt by many Hong Kong artists at
the time, an anxiety shared by young Hongkongers who were also aware of the PRC’s subtle
message of assimilation, and feared the sociopolitical regression. However, Zheng Bo's anxiety
was a result of his identity as an individual inhabiting two different political environments.

In 2013, Zheng created a humorous piece entitled “Walk Like Chinese” comprised of six videos
teaching viewers how to walk like a Chinese person. In the artist’s statement, he wrote, “Before
| forget how to walk like a Chinese person, | have created these educational videos for you
and also for myself.” The artist follows pedestrians on the street in China, recording “classic”
examplesof ChinesestylelocomotionwithhisiPhone.Eachstyleisprefacedwithatitle,including
“bear step”, “dangling a cigarette”, “sunshade”, “hunched shoulders”, “in conversation”, and “a
stroll”. The second part of the piece uses the video as instructional material, and documents
the process of teaching a group of Austrians in Salzburg how to walk like a Chinese person.
Interestingly, when seen from behind, this group of foreigners who have learned how to walk
like a Chinese person indeed resemble a group of Chinese people. Compared with the coiled
tension of “Welcome to Hong Kong”, Zheng here embeds his unease within the ridicule and
mockery of the videos. Due to his many years of living between the Mainland, the US, and Hong
Kong, he has gained a certain perspective on the Chinese, thereby obtaining a vague sense
of their shared national characteristics. He has clearly come to the realization that society is
made up of countless individuals, and that it is the sum of their individual interests, character,
values, and ideology which determines society’s overall trajectory.



Ultimately, Zheng Bo is a professional student, staff member, and teacher. He does not detach
himself from society in a manner typical of many artists; he cannot shut himself away for long
periods of time on a whim, nor does he belong to a “community of artists” with its various
distractions ranging from debates about art to subtle competition between members. He has
chosen to distance himself from the commercial market, and engages in an artistic practice
corresponding with his personal experience and rich academic background-a practice that
is at once solitary and extremely social. Whether he is in the US or in Hong Kong, Zheng Bo
is always a minority in the society he inhabits, which also explains why he is drawn to minority
communities in his social engagement sand art. The concepts of “in groups”, “class”, and
“‘community” lie at the core of his body of work.

Between 2004 and 2013, Zheng worked twice with the Filipino community in Hong Kong,
creating “Happy Meal” and “Sing for Her”. In “Happy Meal” he invited five Filipino and Indonesian
women to tell jokes, to help their employers understand their talents outside of housework. In
“Sing for Her”, Zheng worked with a group of Filipinos to record them singing a popular Filipino
song from the 1930s and 1940s alluding to the desire for the Philippines to achieve national
independence, entitled “O llaw”. By singing this song, the artist helped bring attention to labor
rights of Filipinos workingin Hong Kong as well as their political aspirations. The piece also gave
this group of individuals, who are largely invisible outside Hong Kong's economic and political
context, an opportunity to be the narrative object in an artistic and cultural setting.

Zheng Bo has categorized the many kinds of socially engaged art he has been studying and
practicing over the years as “new public art”. This type of practice is closely interlinked with
life; it is concerned with and actively participates in public issues. For this kind of art, works
are manifest as community participation, involvement, and interaction rather than a purely
individual form of expression. The artist is relegated to the role of “initiator” and “organizer”,
forming a partnership with the viewer while remaining obscured by the piece itself. It is also
difficult to circulate this type of art on the art market because its appearance seldom takes into
accountaesthetic considerations-such piecesare notaformof “fineart”. For example, the main
content of “Sing for Her” is impossible to present in a gallery setting; it becomes meaningful to
the participant during a process of interaction. Critics of “new public art” often mention over-
emphasis on political objectives, but Zheng Bo balances grand themes on the oft-ignored
minutiae of culture in everyday life. He believes deeper political significance can

often be gleaned from such details. Indeed, there are no ultimate solutions for political issues.
If this type of art can raise public awareness and encourage more people to engage in social
reform, then such sociality itself will possess an aesthetic significance that transcends form,
while also distinguishing new public art from social movements, and life itself. This is similar to
the long-term project related to “weeds” that Zheng has expanded to several cities since 2013.
The project analyzes and narrates the origins and characteristics of various wild plantsin urban
environments. By studying them as visual symbols and extending their meaning in the context
of China’s process of modernization, the artist explores the relationship between plants and
society and politics.

Since 2014, Zheng Bo has been running “A Wall” (www.awallproject.net)—a web platform for
documenting and presenting new public art projects. The platform’s first stage encompassed
six new public art projects from the Mainland, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. The nature of new public
art means the medium is destined to be absent from circulation in art market platforms such as
galleries or exhibitions; it is also difficult for new public art to enter museum collections. Thus,
there is an urgent need to construct a public platform to collect, collate, and research new
public art projects that have happened or are currently in progress.

Zheng Bo has named this project “A Wall”, constructing within the digital world a “wall” which
could not exist in the material world, and “posting” these artists' new public art projects on the
wall. Zheng would like to see this project continue for the foreseeable future as a public, non-
profit online database which helps expose more viewers and researchers to new public art. He
envisions the project as a supplement to mainstream contemporary art, one which inhabits a
space outside the logic of art production and consumption where the works will not be subject
to power or capital, yet remain deeply embedded in society.
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Sing for Her

AR
2015

Interactive installation
BE#EE
6x58x114m

Commissioned by Hong Kong Museum of Art and the 11th Shanghai Biennale
ZEEEAEMERSE+—ELBEFE

Supported by West Heavens
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Installation view, Hong Kong Cultural Centre
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HongKongisamulticulturalsociety.People of differentorigins-fromFilipinodomestichelperstonewimmigrants
from Mainland China, from African asylum seekers to descendants of Gurkha soldiers - live in this metropolis.
However,manymigrantworkersandethnicminoritiesremainmarginalizedpolitically,economically,andculturally.
ZhengBoworkedwithsevencommunitiesinHongKongtorecordsongsthattheyareproudof,atlocationswhere
they usually congregate. The public installation, in the form of a giant megaphone, broadcasts songs of migrant
workersandethnicminoritiesin TsimSha Tsui,amajor hubvisitedbythousandsoftouristsandlocalseveryday.ltis
alsoakaraokesystem.Visitorsareinvitedtosingalong,learningsongsfromcommunitieswhoareusuallyunheard.

BAR—EZ XL G -EEKREBHEEEREZHHIA—RIFFRENRER TEIPEAEFE
R 1EIEM By =K EesE E B B IE L YR & A 5 2 IMES TN DR IGEEUS BN XL LA
RIS G -ENR B BB CELE & I B B R EAM SRR M5 AR HBRE B H
HEFRUBERBERNTEAERVEBRBER TANMVDHERENRH -EEREXRENT LENER
MEMASEN T ERA-FRE TR —E-RHOKRAG B RREESE NS SBIPLERBEE K
I R AV BERYARER



Plants Living in Shanghai
F7 LBrIEY)
2013

Weeds, online course, educational activities

HE @SR BB R

Commissioned by West Bund, Shanghai
ZEE LB201IAFEREERENEFR
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Shanghai Cement Factory, built in 1920, was moved out of the city center in 2010. Plants soon occupied this LB IR IR T19205 » FL2010FEMBE T Pl e 2 12 YRR MG T S BB BB TE SR B A X
site. Zheng Bo, assisted by curator Liu Xiao, convinced the district government to preserve the vibrant habitat, B TeRIREBFRE 7 £ Bt Wi HE L 7 BRZIRMNEY E AR th L B = PIEH
and turned it into a found botanical garden. He then collaborated with local scholars specializing in ecology, FTHRE -2 -hBEEENBESIE RE T —EAH BRNA4LRENERIZ(MOOC)  LUBBIEYI R ZE
literature, Chinese medicine, and architecture to develop an eight-week open online course (MOOC) to BB EMIRTE - BERE 29N EN B E 2R N IRGAA& EH -

investigate the past and present of Shanghai through plants. The online course was accompanied by
on-site activities every Sunday.



Kiang | Malingue | Zheng Bo

EZZEW 10 Sik On Street, Wanchai, Hong Kong Office N°| & +852 2810 0317
BEHEH 105 | BfF 8
Open: Tuesday-Saturday 12-6PM
kiangmalingue.com and by appointment.
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