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Robert Zhao Renhui: The Lines We Draw

Opening: 15 January 2020, 6pm - 8pm
Duration: 15 January - 15 April 2020

Singapore, December 2019 - ShanghART Singapore is pleased to present a solo exhibition
by Robert Zhao Renhui, The Lines We Draw. Bringing together recent works spanning
photography, video and installation, this exhibition explores migration and extinction in the
natural world. Drawing from narratives from Dandong and Taiwan, China and Singapore,
Zhao's work spotlights situations of ecological interest: from the migrations of godwits and
great knots over the skies of the Yalu River estuary to the eradication measures against
invasive spotted tree frogs in Taipei.

The exhibition is split into three parts — the first part is titled Disturbances, comprising
images and objects that explore various taxonomies humankind has imposed on nature,
such as native and invasive, noxious and useful. The work includes images of the spotted
tree frog, an invasive species in Taipei crowding out the native white-lipped frog. These were
created when Zhao joined a group of volunteers in Taipei who meet regularly on “Remove
Every Frog” night hunts to capture invasive spotted tree frogs.

The second section, The Lines We Draw, is a series of large-scale lightboxes depicting bird
migration in Yalu River. Located between China and North Korea, the Yalu river serves as a
border; a politically charged space both on and above ground. For the migratory godwits and
great knots, the river carries another meaning; it is a checkpoint in their annual journey that
spans across the globe from Alaska to New Zealand. During migration season in 2019, Zhao
and a local researcher visited the mouth of the Yalu River to document the phenomenon.

The last section of the exhibition is titled A Monument to Thresholds and explores
extinctions and conservation efforts to prevent them. Gathering objects and narratives from
different parts of the world, this section attests to the ambiguities of ecological conservation,
and the extreme measures preventing species wipeout.

Zhao is particularly interested in threshold states, as both migration and extinction involve
the crossing of boundaries. Exploring the spaces between invasives and natives, foreign and
local, life and death, his works embrace a multitudinal perspective on the world. Although
his images are drawn from specific locales, they are not constrained by their geographies.
They remain mysterious, inviting contemplation without closing off interpretative
possibilities, allowing for a position that is perpetually changing and unfolding.

In humankind’s pursuit for objectivity and order, whether within the field of science or
politics, they have drawn lines across landscapes, communities, and disciplines. Zhao's
practice scrutinises the scientific method by infusing it with the aesthetic sensitivity and
poetics of his images. In light of the ongoing Anthropocene extinction, the beauty in Zhao's
works is fraught with tension and complexities; beneath the familiarity of animals and
cabinets of curiosities lies the negotiation between humankind’s understandings of
existence and the latter’s perpetual changeability. Zhao problematises the safety of
anthropocentric knowledge through representations of the other; reflecting on the lines and
logics demonstrated by beings other than ourselves.
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About Artist

Singaporean visual artist Robert Zhao Renhui (b. 1983) works chiefly with photography but
often adopts a multi-disciplinary approach, presenting images together with documents and
objects in the form of textual and media analysis, video and photography projects. His
artistic practice investigates man’s relationship with nature, utilizing convincing narratives
to invoke doubts in its audience towards the concept of truth and its portrayal. His works has
been exhibited globally, having held solo exhibitions in Singapore, China, Japan, Australia,
and ltaly, as well as participating in various biennales and photo festivals.

Recent exhibitions include Singapore Biennale: Every Step in the Right Direction, Gillman
Barracks, Singapore (2019]); The Lines We Draw, Yalu River Art Museum, Dandong, China
(2019); Effect, Orange County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, USA (2019); Observe, Experiment,
Archive, Sunderland Museum and Winter Garden, London, U.K (2019); The Institute of
Critical Zoologists Final Report of the Christmas Island Expert Working Group, NTU Centre
for Contemporary Art, Singapore (2018); The 9th Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art
[APT9], Queensland Art Gallery, Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA), Australia (2018); Hugo
Boss Asia Art 2017, Rockbund Art Museum, Shanghai (2017). Most recently, he is named as a
finalist for the Benesse Prize 2019, and the Hugo Boss Asia Art Award 2017.
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Part 1

Disturbances

Since the 1950s, due to increase in human travel and trade, animals and plants have
crossed into new territories, creating new ecological categories of ‘invasive’ and
‘native’ species. Most conservation efforts are aimed at destroying the former and
protecting the latter, though increasingly, more ecologists are conceding that these
categories are fluid and unstable. This section explores the instability of these man-
made taxonomies, as well as the measures taken to protect the boundaries between
the foreign and local, the noxious and useful.

Exhibits include two seminal publications that first introduced the categories of
endemic and introduced species -- Man As An Agent in the Spread of Organisms
(1956) and The Ecology of Invasions by Animals and Plants (1958). Other highlights
are images of the spotted tree frog, an invasive species in Taipei crowding out the
native white-lipped frog. These were created when Zhao Renhui joined a group of
volunteers in Taipei who meet regularly on night hunts to capture invasive spotted
tree frogs. He created mysterious images out of the event (Spotted Tree Frogs
[Polypedates megacephalus] collected in a single night, and White-lipped Tree Frog
[Polypedates braueril, both 2019).
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Disturbances
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Spotted Tree Frogs (Polypedates megacephalus) Collected In A Single Night

2018

Photograph | Diasec in frame
74 x 111 x 6cm
Edition of 3 + T1AP

ZRH_7420
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Disturbances

House Wood Borer
2018
Photograph | Diasec in frame
19.5x 61.5x 4cm
Edition of 3 + 1AP
ZRH_7528
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Disturbances

Disturbances
2020
Installation | Prints, two-channel video
Board, 150 x 360cm | Print, 100 x 150cm | Video, 4 x 6cm | Diecut print, 120 x 26cm
Edition of 1
ZRH_6050



Disturbances

Disturbances (detail)
2020
Mix-media installation | Print
100 x 150cm
Edition of 1
ZRH_6050



Disturbances (detail)
2020
Mix-media installation | Diecut print
120 x 26cm
Edition of 1
ZRH_6050
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Part 2

The Lines We Draw

The wetlands in Yalu River, Dan Dong, is an important bird migratory site for the
godwit and great knot. These birds migrate between New Zealand, China, North
Korea and Alaska every year, with godwit’s migratory flight being the longest
nonstop migration of any bird in the world. As more wetlands and coasts in South
Korea and China become concretised, the wetlands in Yalu River remains one of the
last sanctuaries for these birds.

During migration season in 2019, Zhao Renhui and a local researcher named Mr Bai
Qingquan visited the mouth of the Yalu River. Mr Bai has spent more than 10 years
counting the birds according to a complicated system and observed that the bird
numbers are dwindling every year. This year, he counted 54,231.

The best viewing time was during high tide in the morning. Every time the tide came
in, great flocks of birds flew up from the shoreline, forming huge murmurations. The
spectacular sight was witnessed by huge crowds of onlookers. The murmurations,
which take beautiful, ever-changing forms, demonstrate the powerful mutability of
nature.

“l wondered if these patterns were random or intentional. The onlookers could see
many shapes and lines that | wasn't able to see. | tried my best to photograph the
lines that the birds drew in the sky. *

-Robert Zhao Renhui
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The Lines We Draw

Memorial to Great Knots (China, Alaska, New Zealand)
2019

Photograph | UV printed lightbox

200 x 600 x 12cm

Edition of 3 + 1AP

ZRH_5615

(detail)
Z/RH 5615




The Lines We Draw
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The Lines We Draw | (From New Zealand)
2019
Photograph | UV printed lightbox
100 x 150 x 12cm
Edition of 3 + 1AP
ZRH 2148



The Lines We Draw

The Lines We Draw Il [Towards Alaska)
2019
Photograph | UV printed lightbox
100 x 150 x 12cm
Edition of 3 + 1AP
ZRH_6206



The Lines We Draw

54321 Birds At High Tide

2019

Photograph | UV printed lightbox
150 x 400 x 12cm

Edition of 3 + TAP

ZRH_5570

(detail)
ZRH 5570



Part 3

A Monument to Thresholds

Extinctions and invasions are both ideas that test the limits of the current narratives
we use to talk about relationship with nature. This work interweaves various
narratives and histories to talk about this complexity.

1.

On Sept 1, 1914, the last known passenger pigeon died at the Cincinnati Zoo in the
United States. Once the most abundant bird in North America and possibly the world,
it was estimated to have numbered three to five billion at the height of its population.
The birds declined as a result of hunting and widespread deforestation.

2.

On July 3, 1844, fishermen killed the last pair of great auks at Eldey Island, Iceland.
For centuries, the bird was hunted for both meat and bait. Early museums and
collectors contributed to the birds” decline as museums sought to preserve and
display the skins and eggs of this bird. Only 78 skins and 75 eggs remain in
collections worldwide. This is a replica of an auk egg by American naturalist John
Hancock, who was famous for plaster casting and hand-painted fake eggs that were
indistinguishable from the originals.

3.

In the winter of 2017, some 114 tons of clams were dropped by volunteers in the
mudflats of Yalu River, Dandong. The place is a vital feeding site for arriving godwits
and great knots, migratory birds that need to refuel during their long journey
between Australia and Siberia. Clam numbers have been decreasing due to severe
winters in the past few years.

4.

Originally native to waters in Russia and Ukraine, Zebra mussels have spread to
many places, aided by the discharge of ballast water from cargo ships from Europe.
It has a bad reputation as an invasive that crowds out native species, and damages
infrastructure such as harbours and waterways. On the flip side, it also thrives in the
most polluted of waters and in certain environments, helps to clean the water up. A
filter feeder, it removes contaminants by sucking nearly a litre of water each day in
search of plankton.
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A Monument to Thresholds

A Monument to Thresholds

2020
Installation | Prints, video projection
136.5x 123.5x 218cm
Edition of 1
ZRH_7389



A Monument to Thresholds

A Monument to Thresholds
(Installation detail)
ZRH_ 7389




A Monument to Thresholds

INTERACTING ELEMENTS
MAN INVOLVED AS:-

1. TARGET ORGANISM

S PATHOGEN

(o) COMPETING LIFE FORM R R AMENITIES

b) PRODUCER OF GOODS

A Monument to Thresholds
(Installation detail)
ZRH_ 7389
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A Monument to Thresholds

A Monument to Thresholds
(Installation detail)
ZRH_ 7389



Artist CV

b. 1983, Singapore
Education

2010 -2011 Master, London College of Communications, London
2003 -2005 Camberwell College of Arts, London

Prize and Awards

2011 Deutsche Bank Award In Photography, University of the Arts London
2010 Young Artist Award, Singapore
2009 Arts Creation Fund, Singapore National Arts Council

United Overseas Bank Prize, Painting of the Year Award, Singapore
2008 Photo-Levallois Festival, Special Mention, France

Solo Exhibitions

2020 - The Lines We Draw, ShanghART Singapore, Singapore

2019 -New Forest, Mind Set Art Center, Taipei

2018 - The Institute of Critical Zoologists Final Report of the Christmas Island Expert
Working Group, NTU Centre for Contemporary Art, Singapore

2017 - Robert Zhao Renhui: Christmas Island, Naturally, ShanghART M50, Shanghai, China
-The Nature Museum, by Institute of Critical Zoologists (ICZ) General, 2017
Singapore International Festival of Art, SIFA, Singapore
-Zhao Renhui: Christmas Island, Naturally, ShanghART Singapore, Singapore
-The Bizarre Honour, Chip Bee Gardens, Singapore
-Singapore, Very Old Tree, National Museum of Singapore, Singapore

2016 - The Natural History of an Island, DECK, Singapore

2015 - The Nature Collector-Robert Zhao Renhui, ShanghART Main Space, Shanghai,
China
-The Tree That Fell, The Substation Gallery, Singapore
-A Guide to the Flora and Fauna of the World, Centre of Contemporary Photography,
Melbourne, Australia

2014 -A Guide to the Flora and Fauna of the World, Primo Marella Gallery, Milan, Italy
-The Last Thing You See, 2902 Gallery, Singapore



2012

2011
2010
2009

2019

2018

2017
2016

2015

2015

-Fake or Reality, Galarie Anzenberger, Vienna, Austria

-Flies Prefer Yellow, Kadist Art Foundation, San Francisco, U.S.A.
- The Institute of Critical Zoologists, Chapter Arts Centre, U.K.
-Living Proof, Bangkok University Gallery, Thailand

-The Land Archive, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Singapore
-The Whiteness of a Whale, Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Japan

-If a Tree Falls in the Forest, Substation, Singapore

Selected Group Exhibitions

-Singapore Biennale 2019, Every Step in the Right Direction, Gillman Barracks,
Singapore

-Observe, Experiment, Archive, Sunderland Museum and Winter Garden, London,
U.K.

-Effect, Orange County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, USA.

-The 9th Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art (APT9), Queensland Art Gallery, -
-Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA], Australia

-Taipei Biennial 2018, Post-Nature: A Museum as an Ecosystem, Taipei Fine Arts
Museum, Taipei, China Taiwan

-Chobi Mela IX, Dhaka, Bangladesh

-Holzwege, ShanghART, Shanghai, China

-The Uncertain, or the Shelved..., ShanghART H-Space, Shanghai, China

-20th Biennale of Sydney, The future is already here — it’s just not evenly
distributed, Cockatoo Island, Sydney, Australia

-Minuscule in Scope-Gargantuan in Perspective, ShanghART H-Space, Shanghai,
China

- 'Next Door’, Curated by Tang Fu Kuen, The White Box @ Publika, Malaysia
-Pause, PhotoBangkok, Bangkok Arts Cultural Centre, Thailand

-Biel-Bienne Festival of Photography, Switzerland

-Les Rencontres d'Arles Expositions, Arles Discovery Awards Exhibition, Xiamen,

China



2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

-Ocean of Possibilities, Noorderlicht Festival of Photography, Amsterdam, the
Netherlands

-Going, Going Until | Meet the Tide, Busan Biennale, Korea

-Mapping Asia, Asia Art Archive, Hong Kong China

-A Time of Dreams, Moscow International Biennale of Young Art, Russia
-Unearthed, Singapore Art Museum, Singapore

-Ghost Nature, Gallery 400, University of Illinois, Chicago, U.S.A.

-Projections Animalieres, La Box, Bourges at The Ecole Nationale Supérieure d'Art,
France

-The Land Archive, 24/7, Sculpture Square, Singapore

-Photoquai 4, Museum de Branly, France

-Novel Ecologies, Cross Art Projects, Sydney, Australia

-Living in the Ruins of the 20th Century, University of Technology Sydney, Australia
-International Festival of Photography, Mineiro Museum, Brazil

-President’s Young Talent Exhibition, Singapore Art Museum, Singapore

-Earth Works, PPOW Gallery, New York, U.S.A.

-Adapting to the Anthropocene, Unesco House, Paris, France

-Beast Bloom for Thee, Canna Galarie, Jakarta, Indonesia

-Between Conversations, Yavuz Fine Art, Singapore

-EDIT: Image Fetish and Phobia, ShanghART H-Space, Shanghai, China

-Right Here, Right Now, Format International Photography Festival, Derby, U.K.
-Terra Cognita, Noorderlitcht Festival of Photography, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
-Future-Proof, Singapore Art Museum, Singapore

-Hijacked Ill, Contemporary Photography From the UK and Australia, Perth Institute
of Contemporary Arts, Perth, Australia

-We Who Saw Signs, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Singapore

-Territories of the Real and Unreal, Langgeng Arts Foundation, Indonesia

-Not Too Far Away, 2902 Gallery, Singapore

-A Touch of Violence, National Arts Gallery, Albania

-Haven't You Heard? The Hong Kong Arts Centre, Hong Kong

-When Species Meet : A Gaze That is Non-human, MOMA Warsaw, Poland
-Emerging Wave, GoEun Museum of Photography, Korea
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2008

2018

2014

2013

2012

2011

2010

-Photocinema, Format International Photography Festival, Derby, U.K.
- We Decided to Go to the Zoo But It Was Raining, Photo- Levallois Festival, Paris,

France

Projects

Trying to Remember A Tree [iii] - The World Will Surely Collapse, Special outdoor
installation project in conjunction with Art After Dark, ShanghART Singapore,
Singapore

Kadist Art Foundation, San Francisco, U.S.A.

Earth Observatory of Singapore, Singapore

National Museum of Wales, Residency by Chapter Arts Centre, Wales, U.K.

Langgeng Art Foundation, Residency on Dutch Colonial Archives, Yogyakarta,
Indonesia

Bangkok University Gallery, Thailand
The Arctic Circle Residency, Arctic Circle
Fotogallery, Wales, United Kingdom

Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Japan

Collections

Statoil Art Collection, Stavanger, Norway
National Museum of Singapore, Singapore
UBS Art Collection, UBS Global

Kadist Art Foundation, San Francisco, U.S.A.
UOB Art Collection, Singapore

Singapore Art Museum, Singapore
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