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Robert Zhao:
Monuments in the Forest

SHANGHAI - More than five years since his exhibition “Christmas Island, Naturally
at our Mb0 space, ShanghART Shanghal is delighted to present Singaporean artist
Robert Zhao Renhui’s solo exhibition "Monuments in the Forest”, opening on 11
March 2023. This exhibition brings together photography, video, and installation
works created in the past few years, inviting the audience into Robert Zhao's
fascinating world as seen through his imaginative lens and investigative processes.

Known for his multidisciplinary approach that explores the intermingled
relationship between humans and nature, Robert Zhao has focused on the
secondary forest as a key site of exploration in recent years. Found throughout
the tropics, secondary forests are regrowth forests where nature has taken over
land that had once been cleared or disturbed by humans. They are often regarded
as less ecologically important than primary or virgin forests, but are key sites of
regeneration and regrowth. Using these forests as a jump-off point, "Monuments
in the Forest” threads together several bodies of works that materialised from the
artist's observations of overlooked and disregarded places and phenomena in our
environment.

The exhibition is divided into three sections. In the first section, there are images
depicting wildlife co-existing with manmade structures and environments, and
responding to urbanisation and climate change — demonstrating nature’s resilience
and adaptability. These include images of thousands of wild storks migrating to
Singapore because of droughts in Thailand (And A Great Sign Appeared, 2020),
an owl that lives in a drain in Singapore (Buffy Fish Owl of the Drain, 2022) and an
eagle (An Eagle Returns, Day 322, 2020) that gets its water source from a trash bin.

In the second section is an ambitious installation, The Forest Institute (2022),
exploring a patch of secondary forest surrounding the Gillman Barracks
precinct, which used to be a British military barracks and now an art gallery
cluster. Consisting of found objects, prints, video and archival photographs, the
work tells the story of a secondary forest that has regrown and flourished over
disturbed land in less than three decades. Prompting an acute awareness of the
interconnectedness and interdependence of the perceived ‘ecological pockets’ that
we encounter within our built environments, The Forest Institute offers a glimpse
at the beauty and mysteries that nature has to offer, while pre-empting us on what
we stand to lose.

In the last section, Zhao will show an 18-metre-long lightbox installation (Trying To
Remember A Tree Ill, 2017). The work is a series of 14 near life-size photographs,
featuring a very old and large tree that collapsed near the artist’'s home. In
Singapore, trees are cut in sections to make their removal easier. The physical
cuts by which the tree is sectioned echo but do not exactly correspond to how Zhao
has edited and sequenced the images, suggesting that there might be different
ways of “managing” nature, whether via park authorities or art.

Distilling the complexities of human-nature interactions, the artist explores the
untold and unseen side of our relationship with nature through layered narratives
and images filled with radical mystery.
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Robert Zhao

b. 1983

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, having
held solo exhibitions in Singapore, China, Japan, Australia, and Italy, as well as
participating in various biennales and photo festivals.

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 12th
Benesse Prize 2019 for his work in the 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.

Recent exhibitions include 14th Gwangju Biennale: Soft and Weak like Water, Gwangju
Biennale Exhibition Hall, Gwangju, South Korea (2023); Living Pictures: Photography in
Southeast Asia, National Gallery Singapore, Singapore (2022); From the Mundane World,
He Art Museum, Foshan, China (2020); Busan Biennale: Words at an Exhibition, Museum
of Contemporary Art Busan, Busan, South Korea (2020); Singapore Biennale: Every Step
in the Right Direction, 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 9th Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art, Queensland Art Gallery,
Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA], Australia (2018); JIWA: Jakarta Biennale 2017, Jakarta,
Indonesia (2017); 7th Moscow Biennale, Moscow, Russia (2017); A Guide to the Flora and
Fauna of the World, Centre of Contemporary Photography, Australia (2015).

Main Collections:

CBW Collection, Taiwan

Musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, Paris, France
Statoil Art Collection, Stavanger, Norway

National Museum of Singapore, Singapore

UBS Art Collection, UBS Global

UOB Art Collection, Singapore

Kadist Art Foundation, Paris, France: San Francisco, U.S.A.
Singapore Art Museum, Singapore

Tate Collection, London, U.K.
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Co-exist in the’ecosystem’

Nature’s resilience’




—PMAEREBT (Z=E - #004)
And A Great Sign Appeared (Thailand-Singapore)

2021

R ISR FTED , 4R TR

Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
145x208.87cm

Edition of 3 + 1AP

/RH_3964
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Open-Billed Storks arrived in Singapore and flew towards Kranji Marshes, a bird sanctuary which
Is closed to the public. The Kranji Marshes was very near a BBC relay station. The relay station
had towering satellite towers that were visible from a distance. These communication satellites
and other hi-rise buildings dominate the landscape. When the Open-Billed Storks flew to a bird
sanctuary on the first evening to avoid all human contact, it made an impression on me. While
observing the storks from a nearby observation tower, | realised that much of our communication
and control of our landscape is mainly for the benefit of one species - humans. We have failed

utterly to consider how our everyday actions affect the lives of non-human species.
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Spotted Tree Frog Survey

2019

R ISR FTED , 4R TR

Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
120x150cm

Edition of 3 + 1AP

ZRH_9205
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It's a image of the spotted tree frog, an invasive species in Taipei crowding out the native white-
lipped frog. This was 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 collected in a single night].



Detail
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Parrot Count I, Singapore

2019

KGRI SEFTED , BRT5a1R

Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
150x210cm

Edition of 3 + 1AP

/RH_6708
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He&f, g
White Kingfisher, Singapore

2019

IR I RITED, TR

Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
180x120cm

Edition of 3 + 1AP

ZRH_7879

—RARERELRTNTHE, SHARIM ERGEEMNERN—F,
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A case of adaptive melanism in a kingfisher that has turned white to blend in with the coastal

white sands in reclaimed lands.
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Untimely Meditations I (Do trees go to heaven?)

2022

KRS, WHRESEITE, TR

Colour inkjet print, Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
74x117cm

Edition of 3 + 1AP

ZRH_0447
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The Divine in the Trash Stratum

2022

FEBREFTE, WHRBEITED, &T5ER

Colour inkjet print, Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
100x150cm

Edition of 3 + TAP

ZRH_0459
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A hole in the sky

2023
K BREFTED, WHRRIEEFTED, T ER
Colour inkjet print, Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium

98x381cm (in 3 pieces) | image 74x111cm (x 3 pieces]
Edition of 3 + 1AP

/RH_9838
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An Eagle Returns, Day 322

2020

KRS, WHRRBREITE], & TR

Colour inkjet print, Archival inkjet print, mounted on aluminium
27x48cm [x 3 pieces]

Edition of 3 + 1AP

ZRH_4991
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A changeable hawk-eagle drinks water from an abandoned container in a disused colonial
military barracks. What was once a military compound has now been reclaimed by nature.
Ecologically, the forest is a secondary wasteland forest, meaning that it has sprung up after the
destruction of primary vegetation. The ecology is rich, combining native and foreign species
that interact to create new ecological situations. One of the results is more sightings of the
changeable hawk-eagle. The bird nests in albizia trees, a fast-growing tree that was originally
imported from Papua New Guinea but has now colonised many green spaces in Singapore.
Secondary forests are fast becoming spaces for ‘'new nature” where unexpected relationships
between nature and human-histories occur. Robert Zhao has spent more than 3 years
documenting this site with remote cameras.
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Buffy Fish Owl of the Drain

2022

K BIREFTED, | UV FTENKTHE
Colour inkjet print, UV printed lightbox,
double sided

240x160x50cm

Edition of 3 + TAP

/RH_0132
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Hope is a thing with feathers

2022

W52 3tk UV $TED
UV print on acrylic
200x50cm

Edition of 3 + TAP
/RH_9428
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The Forest Institute

2022
EN®lan, #04, TLALHYD
Prints, video, found objects
244x600x270cm

/RH_9343

ZARMCESERINBRPESVEREEREER "HTMIARET" |, BDTRFES . AN
REE, FHTHARENEFREMRESERE, BEHRMNEXREBRNXR , RRBEEENE
B EsRE=ERRENRIDD

The Forest Institute, conceptualised by Robert Zhao & architect Randy Chan, is a large-scale
architectural art installation comprising the River Platform and the Forest Observation Room,
devoted to research on the ecology and history of the secondary forest surrounding the Gillman
Barracks. The main part of the installation will be shown at ShanghART Gallery Westbund space.



Details







HEICE—ER I - HREESHE
Trying to Remember A Tree Ill - The World will Surely Collapse

2017

LED X748

LED Lightbox

183x1722x40cm (in 14 pieces) | Lightbox XT#8 180x120x40cm (x 14 pieces)
Edition of 3 + 2AP

/RH_9900
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BREAMTE, B TIONAIZWRIEEE, AAHETESEIRARE , XEMEIRAILE,
BT, KRR BN S ZARRCERENHFERN SR T2, XXREAE
BESAREEREZAN, YERN "B HABZMA 8,

This series of photographs feature a very old and large tree that collapsed near the artist's home
iIn Singapore. The tree has collapsed after a storm. In a forest, the tree would begin a cycle of
succession where insects and other plant life can feed on the fallen and rotting trunk, giving
the ecosystem a boost in biodiversity. A fallen tree can also be said to be a natural way in which
nature regenerates. In the city, the tree is immediately removed, never allowing any ecological
process to take place. The trees are cut in sections to make their removal easier. The physical
cut by which the tree is sectioned echo but not exactly correspond to how the artist has edited
and sequenced the images, suggesting that there might be different ways to "managing” nature,
whether via park authorities or art.
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Installation View

Jakarta Biennale 2017
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No.07
One piece of the group
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No.09
One piece of the group
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No.12
One piece of the group
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No.14
One piece of the group
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