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statement


Art as Multispecies Vibrancy
the creationist myth of art-making. We are not  created by God, and we do not 
create like God. Without trees, spiders, and whales, we would never be able to 
make art. We are inspired by patterns, stories, and ideas that originate in the 
complex and beautiful web of life on this planet. 


In 2016, a botanist took me to a forest on the edge of Taipei, where scientists like 
him study ferns. Since then I have been going there every year to make one short 
ecosexual film. I look forward to this annual ritual because the air in the forest is so 
invigorating. Half awake, we usually go up the hill in the early morning. Once in the 
forest, bathing in the sea of oxygen and phytoncides, our bodies and minds reach a 
heightened level of agility and attentiveness. Plants reveal to us the full potential of a 
three-dimensional space. Massive bird’s-nest ferns perch on trees. Tiny moss 
blanket rocks. The light is dramatic, the sound rich, and the aroma intense. The 
assemblage has a distinct style, yet is constantly changing. This forest is better than 
any artwork I could ever make, and better than any exhibition I have ever seen. 


This series of ecosexual films, titled Pteridophilia, portray intimate encounters 
between local ferns and local men. I do not know how I came up with this idea. I 
remember it was difficult to explain it to others, until the first episode was produced. 
Then, last year, I stumbled on a YouTube video filmed in New South Wales, 
Australia, by ecologist Colin Bower, showing a wasp—Lissopimpla excelsa, the 
orchid dupe wasp—passionately humping a tongue orchid.2 “Wow! This is just like 
my film!” I thought. Or, more accurately, my film is just like this earthly wonder, 
termed “pseudocopulation” by scientists. In both instances, an animal and a plant 
are entangled in an interspecies sexual performance. The most “imaginative” idea in 
my whole artist career was proven to be nothing original. I was simply following 
orchids and wasps. We stand not on the shoulders of giants, but in billions of years 
of evolution.

The Covid-19 pandemic has achieved what countless human environmental 
activists have failed to do over the past 50 years since Earth Day was first 
celebrated on April 22, 1970. Factories were shut. Flights were cancelled. People 
stayed home, tended gardens, and went hiking when possible. Many of us came to 
the same conclusion: it is okay to do less. 


Among the lessons that the virus has taught us, tragically, is that we cannot 
continue living in the fantasy that we own this planet. We do not. We account for 
only 0.01 percent of the total biomass on Earth.1 We have to collaborate with other 
species, whether we like it or not. This includes addressing the climate crisis and a 
global ecological meltdown. This also requires us to find a new definition for art.


I started working with plants seven years ago. Interviewers often ask me why I 
decided to migrate from social practice to ecological practice. My honest reply: it 
was not decided by me. A patch of vibrant weeds on the former site of the Shanghai 
Cement Factory—now known as the West Bund—woke me up in the summer of 
2013. Plants, insects, and soil called me into action, into claiming the site as my 
artwork so that it would not be bulldozed and paved over to become a plaza for 
human-only concerts. 


Since then, for every project I claim only half of the credit. The other half belongs to 
plants and friends. They sculpt and play. I live and breathe. 


Many of us in the art world have long abandoned the “genius” trope invented by 
16th-century writer Giorgio Vasari. Now is the time for one further step: to abandon 
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1. https://www.pnas.org/content/115/25/6506 


2. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y8_8L9cqfco 


3. Roger Ames and David Hall, Dao De Jing: A Philosophical Translation, New York: 
Ballantine Books, 2003, pages 39 and 67.


4. Richard Schuster, Ryan R. Germain, Joseph R. Bennett, Nicholas J. Reo, Peter Arcese. 
“Vertebrate biodiversity on indigenous-managed lands in Australia, Brazil, and Canada 
equals that in protected areas.” Environmental Science & Policy, 2019; 101: 1 DOI: 10.1016/
j.envsci.2019.07.002.

Being outrun by flowers and insects does not mean that we should just give up and 
do nothing. I learned recently from reading philosophers Roger Ames and David Hall 
that the Daoist term wuwei (無為) should be translated not as “no action” or “non-
action,” but “non-coercive action that is in accordance with . . . the particular focus 
of things contained within one’s field of influence.”3 Conservation scientists have 
shown that human participation, when practiced wisely, can contribute to 
biodiversity. A 2019 study concludes that areas managed by indigenous 
communities in Australia, Brazil, and Canada have similar levels of vertebrate 
biodiversity to that of nature reserves.4 It depends on whether we work with other 
beings in the planetary garden or exploit them until we all drop dead in the capitalist 
market.  


It is time that we define art not as human-only “creation” but the vibrancy of ten 
thousand beings. 


Published in ArtAsiaPacific  
July/August 2020
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forest film


Pteridophilia

Chapter 1 (2016), TheCube Project Space and Villa Vassilieff

Chapter 2 (2018), Manifesta 12

Chapter 3 (2018), 11th Taipei Biennial

Chapter 4 (2019), @KCUA

Chapter 5 (2021), Liverpool Biennial

preview links:

1: http://zhengbo.org/2016_PP1_video.html 

2: http://zhengbo.org/2018_PP2_video.html

3: http://zhengbo.org/2018_PP3_video.html

4: http://zhengbo.org/2019_PP4_video.html

5. http://zhengbo.org/2021_PP5_video.html 

Connecting queer plants and queer people, Pteridophilia explores the eco-queer 
potential of a Good Anthropocene. 


1 
Six 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 . 


2  
A man makes love to a bird's nest fern (Asplenium nidus) and then starts eating it. 
Zheng reflects on our current moral outlook that it is “natural” to eat plants but 
“unnatural” to make love to them. Bird's nest fern is a popular delicacy in Taiwan.


3 
Zheng collaborates with three local BDSM practitioners who in turn collaborate with 
three fern species - green penny fern (Lemmaphyllum microphyllum), flying spider-
monkey tree fern (Cyathea spinulosa), and elephant fern (Angiopteris palmiformis) - 
to expand BDSM practice. 


4 
For centuries humans have been in love with furled fronds of young ferns. Inspired 
by Yaoi anime, this chapter follows a young couple in their acts of love with 
fiddleheads. 


5 
This chapter connects spores and sperms. 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__zhengbo.org_2016-5FPP1-5Fvideo.html&d=DwMFaQ&c=slrrB7dE8n7gBJbeO0g-IQ&r=rmEgjERxzRBU3BeseorA0A&m=vDjHt1at1VIm9u8d1ZVWFf4HNn_C28TLnyNhR6aUEPM&s=tHwpvw_t-1kyHBv-i6j5pnJZAFvWZqp-ZzNs_ULmCzw&e=
http://zhengbo.org/2018_PP2_video.html
http://zhengbo.org/2018_PP3_video.html
http://zhengbo.org/2019_PP4_video.html
http://zhengbo.org/2021_PP5_video.html
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10Pteridophilia 1, 2016. Video (4K, color, sound), 17 min. 
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15Pteridophilia 1, 2016. Video (4K, color, sound), 17 min. 



16Pteridophilia�I,�2016.�4K�video�(color,�sound),�17�min.
Installation�view�at�Katherine�E.�Nash�Gallery,�University�of�Minnesota,�Minneapolis,�2018.



17Pteridophilia 3, 2018. Video (4K, color, sound), 15 min. 



18Pteridophilia 3, 2018. Video (4K, color, sound), 15 min. 



19Pteridophilia 3, 2018. Video (4K, color, sound), 15 min. 





Pteridophilia 4, 2019. Video (4K, color, sound), 16 min. 



Pteridophilia 4, 2019. Video (4K, color, sound), 16 min. 



Pteridophilia 4, 2019. Video (4K, color, sound), 16 min. 



Pteridophilia 4, 2019. Video (4K, color, sound), 16 min. 





Pteridophilia 5, 2021. Video (4K, color, sound), 10 min. 



Pteridophilia 5, 2021. Video (4K, color, sound), 10 min. 



Pteridophilia 5, 2021. Video (4K, color, sound), 10 min. 



Pteridophilia 5, 2021. Video (4K, color, sound), 10 min. 
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Installation view at Manifesta 12, Orto Botanico, Palermo, 2018. 
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Installation view at Liverpool Biennial, 2021.
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forest film


The Political Life of Plants

Chapter 1 (2021), Gropius Bau and Schering Stiftung Zheng Bo focuses on the molecular level of plant life, considering how they build 
communities and practice politics with their bodies. In the forest, trees work with 
fungi for nutrition and insects for pollination. Zheng Bo’s new film is a portrait of 
Grumsin, an ancient beech forest in Brandenburg and one of Germany’s UNESCO 
World Heritage sites. 


He speculates about the forest’s political life by experimenting with image and 
sound, and is influenced by the style of early 20th century Soviet cinema. Zheng 
Bo’s film is also underpinned by his conversations with the leading ecologists and 
biologists in Berlin. They include Roosa Laitinen, who investigates plant adaptation, 
and Matthias Rillig, specialising in biodiversity and soil ecology. This scientific 
aspect is met with close-ups of branches, reminiscent of Zheng Bo’s drawings, and 
images of the forest’s canopy and lakes. Zheng Bo sees the forest as a queer 
assembly where the trees take part in a congress of their own unique more-than-
human form. He believes that “if we really want to move into a future where humans 
are not the centre of the world, we need to treat other forms of life and materiality 
with full respect, biologically, intellectually and politically.” 


(text by Gropius Bau) 

preview: http://zhengbo.org/2021_PLP_video.html 

http://zhengbo.org/2021_PLP_video.html
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Installation view at Gropius Bau, 2021.



The Political Life of Plants 1, 2021. 

4K, black and white, colour, 

2 channel sound, 31 min. 
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The Political Life of Plants 1, 2021. 

4K, black and white, colour, 

2 channel sound, 31 min. 



The Political Life of Plants 1, 2021. 

4K, black and white, colour, 

2 channel sound, 31 min. 
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daily practice


Drawing Life
2020-2021 
366 drawings, displayed in 24 solar term sets 
Pencil on paper, 29.7 x 21 cm each


For Zheng Bo, drawing means spending time getting to know plants. Sitting down 
to look closely at his “plant neighbors,” he describes how this peaceful practice 
“feels like a meditation.” This series of 366 daily drawings is called Drawing Life, a 
title that inverts the artistic practice of life drawing in which people are depicted, 
signalling instead how Zheng Bo focuses his attention beyond the human.


Hong Kong’s subtropical climate has produced a dense evolution of luscious plants, 
which grow together as collective habitats. Zheng Bo would initially try to identify 
the species of each plant that he was drawing using apps, websites and books. 
However, he subsequently changed his approach to just being with what he 
describes as “the collective”. 


For Zheng Bo, this means having a physical experience opposite to the fast-paced 
life of constantly moving. The COVID-19 pandemic forced him to spend more time 
at home. With thousands of plants growing on Lantau Island, he would hike for 
twenty minutes before leaving the main route for an old trail. Drawing became a way 
of sitting with multiple species, slowing down, looking carefully and appreciating 
nature.


Every plant is fascinating if you look closely enough, even the least respected of 
plants, such as those labelled weeds. The mind-set of pre-modern Chinese artists 
was ecological because they saw humans as just a small part of nature, which is 

reflected in how they drew classical landscapes. Zheng Bo continues this tradition. 
While drawing is a simple practice, it is also a way to see life, to sense life and to 
record life in all of its complexity. 


In August 2020, Zheng Bo arrived in Berlin as part of his residency at the Gropius 
Bau. This room and the next bring together drawings from the artist’s time in 
Europe, including works from Berlin, Frankfurt and Lisbon. There is a clear change 
from Hong Kong’s subtropical plant life to the flora of northern and southern 
Europe. 


He began to draw trees for the first time in Berlin. Looking out from his studio on the 
second floor of the Gropius Bau, he saw an extensive canopy of plane trees and 
realised that there is a small forest living next to the building. Rising between the 
cobblestones of the car park, Zheng Bo called this Gropius Wood. Observing their 
vitality he said, “They grew more each day in summer, produced lots of hanging 
fruits in autumn, and then all of sudden decided to shed their leaves when winter 
arrived. There are many birds, as well as bacteria, air, light and energy flowing 
through this place.” 


Zheng Bo increasingly spent time outside with this community of over 100 plane 
trees. Planted in 1987, Gropius Bau’s trees have been practicing politics together 
for 34 years. Fossil records of plane trees show that they have existed for 115 
million years, originating from the Lower Cretaceous period. 


The artist has emphasised the sustainability of drawing as a simple practice. He 
says, “I only need to have a piece of paper and a 6B pencil. For one year, I have 
used only three pencils, so this practice needs very few resources.” 


(text by Gropius Bau)
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Installation view at Gropius Bau, 2021.
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daily practice


Survival Manual 1 (Hand-Copied 1961 “Shanghai’s Wild Edible Plants”) 
2015. Ink on paper, 72 sheets, 18.4 x 13cm each.

The Great Leap Forward (1958-60) led to widespread famine in China. In 1961 the 
Communist Party published “Shanghai’s Wild Edible Plants” to help people survive. 
Zheng Bo hand-copied this book in 2015. 
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daily practice


Survival Manual 2 (Hand-Copied 1945 “Taiwan’s Wild Edible Plants”) 
2016. Ink on paper, 105 sheets, 18.4 x 13 cm each.

“Taiwan’s Wild Edible Plants” was published in March 1945 by Japanese in Taiwan, 
five months before Japan’s surrender in WWII. The preface states: “At this critical 
moment of the sacred war, the survival of the empire depends on winning the war 
on food.” Zheng Bo hand-copied this book in 2016. 
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daily practice


Survival Manual 3 (Hand-Copied 1833 “Biko somoku zu”)

《備荒草⽊図》 Biko somoku zu (Famine Preparation Botanical Drawings) was 
published in 1833, in response to a series of large famines in Edo Japan. Consisting 
of 104 drawings of edible plants, it was the first book of this kind in Japan. I 
encountered this book in Kyoto in spring 2019 and hand-copied it in autumn and 
winter. 

2019. Ink on paper, 110 sheets, 18.4 x 13 cm each.
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63Installation view at Katherine E. Nash Gallery, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, 2018.
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daily practice


Grass Roots
2015. Pencil on paper, a set of 12 drawings, 27 x 34 cm each.
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living slogan


Life Is Hard Why Do We Make It So Easy 
2018. Commissioned by Thailand Biennale, Krabi.  
Supported by Hong Kong Arts Development Council.

For the First Thailand Biennale, Zheng Bo decided to grow a botanical slogan using 
epiphytes, plants that thrive in mid-air, and install the slogan in the atmospheric greenery 
at Thanbok Khorani National Park. As visitors walk along the path in the middle of the 
park, they would discover the words hanging among trees and gradually figure out the 
slogan. 


During his site visit in autumn 2017, Zheng Bo had an opportunity to visit the local 
Orchid Grower Community Enterprise in Ao Nam Village of Krabi’s Ao Luek District. Led 
by Somsak Panboon, the community enterprise has been cultivating orchids and putting 
them back into nature. After discussing with Somsak Panboon, the artist decided to 
work in collaboration with this local group. They settled on local orchid species - 
Phalaenopsis cornu-cervi, Ascocentrum miniatum, and Dendrobium formosum - that 
would bloom in the period of Thailand Biennale. 


The slogan “Life is hard. Why do we make it so easy?” is modified from Jon Jandai’s 
famous talk “Life is easy. Why do we make it so hard?” Jon Jandai is a farmer from 
northeastern Thailand, and an activist for sustainable living. He founded the Pun Pun 
Center for Self-Reliance and has been creating what is now a widespread earthen 
building movement in Thailand. The artist modified Jon Jondai’s statement to point out 
another aspect of the ecological situation. Life on earth is supposed to be both easy and 
hard – an oak tree gives birth to billions of seeds during its lifespan, but only one of the 
seeds is likely to grow into a full tree – but some of us humans have made our own lives 
too easy while making the lives of other beings, human and nonhuman, extremely 
difficult.
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living slogan


Socialism Good
2016. Commissioned by CASS Sculpture Foundation, UK.

In 1991 the slogan “Socialism Good” was planted on Tiananmen Square in Beijing 
for a short period during the National Day celebration. In 2016 Zheng Bo re-planted 
the slogan at CASS Sculpture Foundation in UK. This time, the slogan was left 
unattended. Soon weeds started to grow.

Tiananmen Square, Beijing, National Day, 1991



Socialism Good, 2016. Alternanthera, soil, weeds, 400 x 1600 cm. 




Two weeks after installation, weeds started to pop up. 




Two weeks after installation, weeds started to pop up. 




Two weeks after installation, weeds started to pop up. 




Two months after installation.
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living slogan


YOU ARE THE 0.01%
2019. Commissioned by Oi! Art Space, Hong Kong.

In spring 2011, economist Joseph Stiglitz published an article titled “Of the 1%, by 
the 1%, for the 1%.” He writes, “The upper 1 percent of Americans are now taking 
in nearly a quarter of the nation’s income every year.” Later that year, “We are the 
99%” became the rallying cry of Occupy Wall Street. 


In September 2011, artist Andrea Fraser published an article titled “L’1%, C’EST 
MOI.” Detailing crimes committed by many of the world’s top collectors, she writes, 
“it must be abundantly clear by now that what has been good for the art world has 
been disastrous for the rest of the world.” 


Inequality is far more serious in Hong Kong. In 2017 Hong Kong’s Gini index 
reached 0.54, the worst in 45 years, much higher than that of the United States at 
0.41. The richest person Li Ka-shing’s net wealth (above HK$250,000,000,000) is 
more than 1,000,000 years of an average worker’s salary (at HK$17,500 a month). 


In June 2018, three scientists published a study in the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences titled “The Biomass Distribution on Earth.” They estimated 
that humans account for only 0.01% of Earth’s biomass, but consume 30% of the 
biosphere’s total primary production. 


We are the 99%. We are the 0.01%. 
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living slogan


té égalité fr
2017. Commissioned by OCT, Shenzhen.

Over the past three centuries, Liberté Égalité Fraternité has been a primary pursuit 
of homo sapiens. But homo sapiens failed to include other beings in this vision. This 
may be one of the fundamental causes of the contemporary ecological crisis. In the 
summer of 2017, Zheng Bo planted a fragment of Liberté Égalité Fraternité at OCT 
Shenzhen, and let the slogan grow.





Two months after installation. 
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weedy garden


Weed Plot
2016. Commissioned by Sifang Art Museum, Nanjing.

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.

video: https://vimeo.com/170684956 

https://vimeo.com/170684956
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weedy garden


Dune Botanical Garden
2018. Commissioned by UCCA Dune Art Museum, Beidaihe.

For the inaugural exhibition at the UCCA Dune Art Museum, Zheng Bo worked with 
local farmers to transplant local weeds onto one of the viewing platforms to create 
the Dune Botanical Garden. By embedding a botanical garden in an art museum, 
Zheng Bo seeks to shift the definition of art from something “man-made” to things 
made by all living beings. 
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Zheng Bo with local farmers who helped him to transplant local weeds. 
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weedy garden


After Science Garden
2018. In collaboration with Diane Willow.  
University of Minnesota, Minneapolis.

Plants are used in science experiments at the University of Minnesota. We rescued 
plants discarded by scientists after their experiments have completed — including 
industrial hemp, tobacco, alfalfa (Medicago sativa), mugwort (Artemisia), pigweed 
(Amaranthus), and ragweed (Ambrosia) — and created a garden in Katherine E. 
Nash Gallery. LED grow lights were added. Students loved the garden and came to 
sit with the plants and to draw them. The garden also provided a platform for 
community members, like Cante Suta-Francis Bettelyoun, Coordinator of the Native 
American Medicine Gardens, and Reb L Limerick, a young performance artist 
working on ecosexuality, to create further discussions and artworks. 
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weedy garden


Kindred
2017. Commissioned by Ming Contemporary Art Museum, Shanghai.

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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weedy garden


Bamboo as Method
2018. Commissioned by “Cosmopolis #1.5: Enlarged Intelligence” 
with the support of the Mao Jihong Arts Foundation  
in collaboration with the Centre Pompidou.

In this newly conceived participatory work, Zheng Bo invites audience members to 
temporarily disconnect from the high energy-consuming network of the 
Anthropocene and to become aware of the biosphere that surrounds us through 
drawing, an activity that demands concentration and patience. Each participant can 
choose a few bamboo leaves to sketch. Upon completion, the drawing cannot be 
taken away; rather, it will be composted on-site to fertilize the bamboo forest during 
the exhibition. A circle of life is complete. 


The title “Bamboo as Method” refers to the Ming dynasty thinker and scholar Wang 
Yangming, who once practiced gewu zhizhi (to obtain knowledge by investigating 
the nature of things), studying bamboo intensively in the hope of achieving 
enlightenment. In the end Wang Yangming was not successful but the story remains 
an inspiration for Zheng Bo who sees a renewed urgency to investigate the nature of 
things. 
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workshop


Plant Sex Workshop 
Performance part of Meetings on Art, 58th Venice Biennale, 2019.  
Supported by Delfina Foundation and Arts Council England. 

No, we won’t be talking about how plants have sex (you can read Darwin). Yes, we 
will be talking about how plants can have sex with us humans. Don’t tell me this is 
ridiculous. I’ll prove to you why it’s better to have sex with plants than to kill them 
and eat them! In this hands-on workshop (all puns intended), we will be reviewing: 
1. Which other species on planet Earth are having sex with plants? 2. Why 
Japanese artists in the 19th century only thought about sex between animals and 
humans? 3. How you can practice what sages of our Massive Anthropo Extinction 
Event – Donna J. Haraway and Anna L. Tsing – preach by a simple act of pleasure? 
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workshop


Wanwu Council

How can Gropius Bau move towards a more-than-human future? 


The Daoist notion of wanwu means “ten thousand things”, “myriad happenings”, but 
also “more-than-human”, and designates the infinite possibilities of life in all of its 
forms. With an acute awareness of our current climate and ecological crises, Zheng 
Bo initiated the Wanwu Council. Twelve artists, scientists, activists and gardeners 
came together as council members for three days in August to think about how the 
Gropius Bau can become wanwu. 


During this meeting, the Wanwu Council members were invited to channel the 
voices of light, plane trees, water, bees, foxes, weeds, seasons, soil, histories, 
communities, spirits and microbes, forms of beings that are all connected to the 
Gropius Bau. The aim of the meeting was to develop a manifesto together that 
cultivates new sensibilities and practices for a more-than-human future at the 
Gropius Bau and beyond.


The manifesto will be presented in Gropius Bau from September 2021.


Participants: Zheng Bo, Marco Clausen, Yolanda Ariadne Collins, Mandu dos Santos 
Pinto, Hanin Hannouch, Regine Hengge, Hans Youssouf Kiesler, Luïza Luz, Adrien 
Missika, Clare Molloy, Matthias Rillig, Joulia Strauss

2021. Gropius Bau, Berlin.
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workshop


EcoFuturesSuujin

In January this year when I visited Suujin, Kyoto for the first time, I was struck by a 
few facts and observations: there’s a lot of “empty” land in Suujin; population of 
homo sapiens has declined from 10,000 at its peak to 1,000; the area is marked by 
two waterways, the Kamo River and Takasegawa, which could nurture many 
species; the traditional professions of Suujin residents – butchers, leather-makers, 
and gardeners – are all intimately connected to animals and plants; Suujin has a 
long activist history centered on the idea of equality; and Kyoto City University of 
Arts's impending settlement here will profoundly change the community, landscape, 
and ecology. To me, these conditions together make Suujin a uniquely fruitful site to 
imagine our ecological futures away from the current “Anthropocene” trajectory.  


I learned that over the past few years local activists and artists have already begun 
working on ecological issues. What could I contribute as a visiting artist? Gradually I 
was convinced that I could be useful, that I could help to make multi-species 
vibrancy a more central tenet in picturing Suujin's futures. When Mr. Masao 
Yamauchi showed me the 1922 Suiheisha Manifesto, I was deeply moved. But I also 
believe it’s time to extend this visionary document, to include other species in the 
pursuit of equality.


On May 24-26, 2019, we held the first EcoFuturesSuujin workshop to draft a new 
manifesto.

2019. Suujin, Kyoto, Japan.
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workshop


Eco-Socialist Garden

When I visited NYU Shanghai in June, Michelle Hyun, curator of the Institute of 
Contemporary Arts (ICA), told me that the university is building a new campus and 
there might be a garden in the center. I decided to organize a workshop and invite a 
group of thinkers, practitioners, and members of NYU Shanghai community to come 
together to envision this garden.


In the workshop invitation I wrote: “Could this garden embody a different vision, as 
we find ourselves descending ever deeper into a climate and ecological emergency? 
Could this garden provide an experimental ground for us to imagine – and to 
practice – more-than-human sociality and eco-equality? Could this garden 
accommodate new modes of gardening in addition to new forms of design?”


On September 22, the workshop proceeded with 16 participants. We formed two 
groups. Each group collectively wrote a manifesto in the morning and created a 
design in the afternoon. 

2019. NYU Shanghai.
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workshop


A Chinese Communist Garden in Paris
2016. Villa Vassilieff, Paris. 
Supported by Pernod Ricard Fellowship.

During a three-month residency at Villa Vassilieff in Paris in 2016, Zheng Bo 
attempted to revisit the 1920s, when Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, and other Chinese 
students based in France established the Young Chinese Communist Party. By 
asking the seemingly illogical question: “What roles did plants play in this 
episode?”, Zheng Bo intended to complicate the canonical histories of the Chinese 
Communist Party and international communism, and to push for a more historical 
understanding of the roots of contemporary ecological crisis in China and beyond. 
Zheng Bo engaged in deep conversations with sociologists, political scientists, and 
botanists in Paris. These conversations took the form of dialogues, letters, walks, 
and collective drawings, and culminated in a series of workshops that took place at 
Villa Vassilieff and École du Breuil. 
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Workshop I

June 9, 2016
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Workshop II

December 8, 2016
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Workshop III

December 14-15, 2016
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Workshop III

December 14-15, 2016
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Proposal I

2018


My first proposal for the Chinese 
Communist Garden in Paris, based on the 
1921 cover of New Youth, an influential 
magazine that brought the idea of 
communism from Europe to China.
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workshop


Toad Commons
2016. Toad Mountain, Taipei.

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 a renter 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, I 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. I 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 I came back to Taipei, Che Lin took me to visit local resident Ma’am 
Yeh. Ma’am 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 I came back to Taipei, Ma’am 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’s important 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. 


I 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 in a 
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. 


Zheng Bo 
September 3, 2016



144



145



146



147

workshop


Weed Commons
2016. Times Museum, Guangzhou.

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.



chengzhongcun�(urban�slum)

new�middle-class�apartment�buildings

farmland

Qing�Dynasty�temple

small�auto�shops

residential�quarters�
of�a�state-owned�factory��
built�in�the�1980s

Times�Museum
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workshop


Plants Living in Shanghai

Shanghai Cement Factory, built in 1920, was moved out of the city center in 2010. 
Plants soon occupied this site. Zheng Bo, assisted by curator Liu Xiao, convinced 
the district government to preserve the vibrant habit, and turned it into a found 
botanical garden. He then developed an eight-week open online course (MOOC) 
with local scholars specializing in ecology, literature, Chinese medicine, and 
architecture, to investigate the past and present of Shanghai through plants. The 
online course was complimented with on-site activities every Sunday.

2013. West Bund, Shanghai.
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exhibition view


Zheng Bo: Wanwu Council 萬物社 
Curated by Stephanie Rosenthal with Clare Molloy

Gropius Bau, Berlin

21.6 - 23.8.2021 
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