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Robert Zhao Renhui: The Divine in the Trash Stratum

The symbols of the divine show up 1n our world
initially at the trash stratum.

- Philip K Dick

ShanghART Singapore is pleased to present The Divine in the Trash
Stratum, a solo exhibition by Robert Zhao Renhui featuring his latest
photographic works. The exhibition highlights the profound
transformations that emerge from layers of waste and decay, as the
artist invites us to reimagine the relationship between humanity and
nature.

A series of photographs of various creatures on a fallen Albizia tree
trunk welcomes visitors into the space. These strange scenes depict
how a site of destruction has transformed into one of regeneration
and life. Mysterious images of precious gems are in fact created with
remnants of human activity such as glass shards and discarded
fragments, manifesting them as symbols of how forest processes
and human histories intertwine.

Opening 11 January 2025 ahead of Singapore Art Week, the
exhibition coincides with the Singapore Art Museum'’s presentation
of Seeing Forest, first shown at the Singapore Pavilion at the Venice
Biennale, extending Zhao's ongoing explorations of ecological
resilience.
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Everything the Forest Remembers
HIEriCERN—1]

In Gillman Forest, small glass shards, some as tiny as 2 centimetres,
lie scattered on the ground. Over time, rain and water have
weathered these shards, softening their edges and dulling their
surfaces. Among the undergrowth, Albizia trees have grown around
and over these fragments, integrating them into the forest floor.

This series of images documents this ongoing transformation,
capturing the interaction between discarded materials and the
natural processes of erosion and growth. The shards, once
remnants of human activity, now exist as part of the forest
ecosystem, slowly blending into the environment shaped by rain,
roots, and time.
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Archival inkjet print

KRR BT 224 T ED
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. Detail, Shard 43° .
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The Centre of All Things
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On September 7th, 2020, a 28-meter Albizia tree fell following a
storm in Singapore. The Institute of Critical Zoologists (ICZ) initiated
a study to monitor the fallen trunk, aiming to observe its ongoing
interactions with the surrounding environment and its contributions
to the ecosystem as it decomposes. The project’'s goal is to
document the trunk until it fully integrates into the soil.

Although the main trunk has detached and died, the remaining
stump, still rooted, continues to exhibit signs of life, likely sustained
by interconnected root systems with neighbouring Albizia trees.

A motion-sensitive instant camera connected to a network has been
positioned near the stump to send daily updates and images,
recording any movements or changes in the environment. The ICZ
publishes the newspaper routinely from the perspective of the tree,
providing insight into the quiet, persistent changes within this
landscape.
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Every Tree is its Own Universe
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The Albizia tree [(Albizia moluccanal, originally from the Maluku
Islands in Indonesia, has quietly woven itself into Singapore's
landscape, embodying both utility and resilience. Far from being an
accidental presence, Albizia moluccana was intentionally introduced
for its rapid growth and ability to thrive in disturbed soils.

In the Maluku Islands, Albizias often populate areas shaped by both
human and natural disturbances—lining roadsides, taking root in
abandoned plots, and even flourishing in lands affected by volcanic
activity. There, Albizia moluccana acts as a pioneer species,
rewilding spaces impacted by various forces. In Singapore, Albizias
echo this resilience, finding new purpose in vacant and forgotten
lands, where they form small stands resembling islands amid
urbanised surroundings. These isolated green pockets challenge
traditional perceptions of what is considered natural or invasive.

This series of images documents five Albizias: four from different
parts of Singapore—Tampines, Punggol, Jurong and Woodlands—
and one from the Maluku Islands. It examines how human actions
have shaped their contexts, exploring the blurred boundaries
between native and non-native, natural and artificial, and how
Albizias, despite often being considered undesirable, perform a
subtle but powerful role in rewilding disturbed spaces. Through
these observations, the works invite a re-evaluation of resilience and
adaptability within Singapore’s ever-changing environment.
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Every Tree is its Own Universe 2
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A Crown in the Ruins
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Single-channel video installation, UV print on acrylic,

found glass fragments and objects, wooden frame
PIFRGERE, W UV HTED, ISR, IR, KHIMESR
290(H)*140*150cm

Video projection 15m 37s
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A lone black-crowned night heron stands above a deconstructed cabinet of
curiosity, surveying an assemblage of historical fragments—glass bottles,
ceramics, and remnants of the past. Below this installation, a video traces the
heron’s life over five years, documenting how it has grown and learned to hunt
within the confines of a cement drain built in 1935 over a once-natural stream.
The bird appears here only once a year for a single week—where it goes for the
rest of the time remains a mystery.

Black-crowned night herons have long demonstrated an ability to thrive in urban
environments, adapting to artificial waterways and human-altered landscapes.
This work brings together two layers of history: the heron, a living remnant of a
landscape transformed, and the objects, traces of lives that once occupied this
space. A Crown in the Ruins reflects on survival, persistence, and the quiet
negotiations between nature and the built world.
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The Symbols of the Divine Show Up in our World Initially at the Trash Stratum
MRSV HIMAERNNEHROSIRE

2025

Single-channel video installation, found glass
fragments and shards, black sand, wooden frame
PMFRGEE, WIBRREY, B, KNHIES
100(H)*140*150cm

Video projection 2m 14s
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Scattered across a table, glass fragments unearthed from the forest floor
at Gillman glisten under shifting light. These shards—remnants of past
lives and forgotten histories—have long been buried beneath the growth of
a secondary forest, absorbed into the land as time erases their origins. Yet,
despite this entanglement with the past, life finds a way to persist.

Projected from below, a video of the simpoh ayer in bloom illuminates the
fractured glass. A pioneering species, the simpoh ayer is among the first
to take root in disturbed landscapes, its large yellow flowers sustaining the
forest’s earliest inhabitants. It is a harbinger of renewal, signaling the quiet
transformation of abandoned spaces into thriving ecosystems.

This work considers the layered histories embedded within the landscape—
how remnants of human presence become intertwined with cycles of
natural regeneration. The glass, once discarded, now reflects the
emergence of new life. In the overlooked strata of the past, the symbols of
the divine reveal themselves.
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ROBERT ZHAO RENHUI

b. 1983, works and lives in Singapore

Singaporean visual artist Robert Zhao Renhui 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, including solo exhibitions
in Singapore, China, Japan, Australia, Italy, and U.S.A, as well as
participating in various biennales and photo festivals.

He represented Singapore in their national pavilion at the 60th Venice
Biennale in 2024. Recent exhibitions include 14th Gwangju Biennale,
Gwangju (2023):; The First Beijing Biennale, Beijing (2022); The Forest
Institute, Singapore (2022); Busan Biennale: Words at an Exhibition, Busan
(2020); Singapore Biennale 2019, Singapore (2019); The Lines We Draw,
Yalu River Art Museum, Dandong (2019); Effect, Orange County Museum of
Art, Los Angeles (2019); Observe, Experiment, Archive, Sunderland
Museum and Winter Garden, Sunderland (2019); The 9th Asia Pacific
Triennial of Contemporary Art, Brisbane (2018); Taipei Biennial 2018, Taipei
(2018); JIWA: Jakarta Biennale 2017, Jakarta (2017); 7th Moscow Biennale,
Moscow (2017); 20" Biennale of Sydney, Sydney (2016).

His works have been awarded The United Overseas Bank Painting of the
Year Award (Singapore) in 2009 and The Deutsche Bank Award in
Photography by the University of the Arts London in 2011. In 2010, he was
awarded The Young Artist Award by the Singapore National Arts Council.
He was also named as a finalist for the Hugo Boss Asia Art Award 2017 as
the only Southeast Asian artist, and the 12" Benesse Prize 2019 for his work
inthe 6th Singapore Biennale. Most recently, he was awarded the inaugural
Silvana S. Foundation Commission Award in 2020 and Excellence Award in
the 44th New Cosmos of Photography competition in 2021.
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