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Michael Wang’s solo exhibition 
“Lake Tai”, installation view, 
Prada Rong Zhai, Shanghai, 2022 
Courtesy the artist and Prada Rong Zhai
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Wang Jianwei’s solo exhibition 
“Treading in Sludge”, 
installation view, MadeIn Gallery, 
Shanghai, 2022
Courtesy the artist and MadeIn 
Gallery
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Wang Jianwei’s solo exhibition 
“Treading in Sludge”, 
installation view, MadeIn Gallery, 
Shanghai, 2022
Courtesy the artist and MadeIn 
Gallery
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Perhaps one of the most frequently discussed notions of 2022 will be the 
ÚHQGÛ�RI�JOREDOL]DWLRQ��7KUHH�\HDUV�LQWR�WKH�SDQGHPLF��ZH�KDYH�ZLWQHVVHG�
events ranging from China’s large-scale lockdowns and border closures, 
to the rise of far-right parties in Europe, policies defending domestic eco-
nomic interests, restrictions on social mobility, and scaled-back investment 
in order to meet carbon neutrality targets (including fossil fuel phaseout 
and other measures to curb global warming). Sweden, assumedly in the 
vanguard of environmental governance, has elected a far-right government 
that’s decided to scrap the Ministry for the Environment as a standalone 
department responsible for environmental policies, placing it under the 
Ministry for Energy and making huge cuts in green funding for climate strat-
egies. The COP27 global climate summit concluded without offering sub-
stantive proposals for controlling global warming. Demands by the devel-
oping world that the wealthiest countries pay for their excessive carbon 
emissions also went unheeded. Unsurprisingly the summit was overlooked 
by social media and the public in China. 

Are we really placing the fate of the Earth on nation-states’ political policies 
DQG�æQDQFLDO�EXGJHW�PRQLWRULQJ��DQG�LPDJLQLQJ�WKHVH�DFWLRQV�YDQTXLVKLQJ�
the energy, environment and climate crisis? Any answer will be controversial. 
,Q�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKH�JOREDOL]DWLRQ�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDO�LVVXHV��WKH�HFRFULWLF�8UVXOD�
Heise has coined the notion of eco-cosmopolitanism and suggested an 
inclusive and mutually constitutive relationship between a “sense of place” 
and a “sense of planet”; the environment as an issue is not a patchwork 
of distinct local issues in fragmented localities, but a total fact calling for 
global awareness. The history of mankind, written in terms of exploration, 
H[SORLWDWLRQ��ZDU��VODYHU\��FRORQL]DWLRQ��DQG�SOXQGHU��LV�XOWLPDWHO\�D�KLVWRU\�
of preying on Earth’s resources. The photons emitted from the deepest 
WLPH�LQ�WKH�FRVPRV�FRQWLQXH�WR�LQçXHQFH�RXU�FXUUHQW�OLYHV�DQG�RXU�IXWXUH��
but how is  such power manifested? Are we aware of the deep imprint of 
Earth’s history upon our humanity now and then? How can we perceive a 
waterscape that contains networks of contemporary geographical and 
social constructs (including kinship) through an understanding of ecological 
changes? Recent art exhibitions in Shanghai—Wang Jianwei’s solo “Treading 
in Sludge” at MadeIn Gallery and Michael Wang’s “Lake Tai” at Prada Rong 
Zhai—both consider humanity’s bond with the Earth. The artists’ senses 
of place and planet are not mere chance encounters; although they differ 
in research methodologies and their rationales are manifested in differ-
ent artistic practices and media, they both invite the audience to contem-
plate the ecological issues conveyed by these paintings, sculptures, and 
VLWH�VSHFLæF�LQVWDOODWLRQV��DQG�WR�GHVWDELOL]H�WKH�DQWKURSRFHQWULF�REVHVVLRQ�
with determining Earth’s fate.

Ǌ⛮̽ლᕅᓯߝặ๕⌓Λ؛ᥰӘ຾౺α଻่̥ᄁᙬ৽ᓯᕳᷤǥ� ̧ΕΕ๭৒Ͱ
ặ๕⌓Ỿߝᓯᕸ๕⌓่ᄁᏞᴖ͑ͭᓯఎ஺Ťٴặ⋚๕⌓ᓯทᑓŤᣬ๭৒Ͱ΍ᐸߝ
ỿͪǊ౺αǋ৒Ͱ̮ᑑఈ຾ᓯℇ૵Ť౾ᣩḑ̱ӧά΍ᓯᔚҾ׹᲌ℇ̡ጹǥǋ
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Wang Jianwei, 
Treading in Sludge No.13, 2021, 
oil on canvas, 113 × 163 cm
Courtesy the artist

+HUH�LV�0DGH,Q�*DOOHU\ØV�VSDFH��ORFDWHG�LQ�D�VXQNHQ�SOD]D�DORQJ�WKH�6X]KRX�
River. Viewers are met by a visual composite of huge abstract sculptures 
and relatively more realistic paintings of animals, complemented by raw 
concrete walls and exposed ventilation ducts. The African elephant in Wang 
Jianwei’s installation sends greetings. Perhaps, methodology-wise, the 
more precise name for this work should be Cambrian Rehearsal Grounds, 
as Wang is most familiar with interdisciplinary knowledge alloyed with sci-
HQWLæF�DQG�SKLORVRSKLFDO�PHWDSKRUV�WKDW�WXUQ�KLV�UDWLRQDOH�LQWR�WRROV�IRU�
empowering contemporary art, at the heart of which is the artistic expres-
VLRQ�RI�KLV�SKLORVRSKLFDO�UHçHFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�PXOWLSOLFLW\�RI�WLPH��)ROORZLQJ�
Wang’s solo exhibition “Time Temple”, at the Guggenheim Museum in 
New York in 2015, he now points back in time to the 530-million-years-
ago Cambrian period of Earth, into what is known as “deep time”. American 
writer John McPhee applied the concept of deep time, in his book Basin 

and Range���������WR�D�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�RI�KLV�MRXUQH\�WKURXJK�DQFLHQW�WHUUDLQ�
in the canyons of Utah, USA. He writes, “Numbers do not seem to work well 
with regard to deep time. Any number above a couple of thousand years—
æIW\�WKRXVDQG��æIW\�PLOOLRQÖZLOO�ZLWK�QHDUO\�HTXDO�HIIHFW�DZH�WKH�LPDJLQDWLRQ�1 
So, how can humans, with a lifespan that seldom exceeds a century, possi-
bly gauge Earth’s 4.6-billion-year evolution? 

Awe is certainly a thread that connects Wang Jianwei’s philosophical and 
artistic thinking with the installations on display here that speculate about 
the Cambrian period. He has stated in materials for a 2018 exhibition that 
displayed works from the Cambrian installation series in Shanghai that “a 
dormant geological time may still have knowledge that we cannot possi-
EO\�IDWKRP�DW�WKH�PRPHQW��,W�LV�QRW�MXVW�RXU�ZRQGHU�RI�JHRORJLFDO�ORQJHYLW\� 
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1

Alden, Andrew. “What is Deep 

Time?” ThoughtCo, Jul. 30, 2021, 

thoughtco.com/what-is-deep-

time-1440836.
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3

https://tzvetnik.online/article/

graham-harman-as-for-how-the-

object-resists-being-exhausted-i-

don-t-think-it-needs-to-resist

but instead a fear at everything incomprehensible due to humans’ inability 
to share the same longevity and continuity. Geological time transcends 
humans’ predominant gauge of the world. Or, in other words, it never 
expects us to measure everything through the eyes of men.”2 At MadeIn, 
these oddly shaped installations—for example, a stack of polished and 
painted wooden blocks around a pair of steel wings (Treading in Sludge 
No.3, 2022) and a well-structured steel plinth underneath a wooden dino-
saurlike sculpture (Treading in Sludge No.6, 2022)—reveal a silky sheen 
RQ�WRS�RI�WKH�æQHO\�DVVHPEOHG�ZRRG�VOLFHV�DQG�VWDLQOHVV�VWHHO�VNHOH-
WRQV��7KHVH�DOOR\HG�REMHFWV�UHPLQG�XV�RI�QHR�PDWHULDOLVW�WKHRULHV�DQG�WKH�
extended concepts for sculpture contained therein, especially “the weird” 
of Graham Harman’s Art and Objects (2019), “which has a precise technical 
VHQVH��D�VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�REMHFWV�H[LVW�LQ�WHQVLRQ�ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�TXDOLWLHV�
rather than being reducible to them.”3 

Harman’s tension is also articulated in Wang’s theatrical experiments. 
Sculptures are placed on lower plinths, and across them paintings depict-
ing prehistoric landscapes form different points of view on a stage. The 
pixelated details seem to echo a contemporary scene of humans’ craving 

2

Wang Jianwei, foreword to the 

exhibition “Cambrian”, http://

wangjianweistudio.com

“A dormant geological time may still have knowledge that we cannot possibly fathom 
at the moment. It is not just our wonder of geological longevity, but instead a fear at 
everything incomprehensible due to humans’ inability to share the same longevity and 
continuity. Geological time transcends humans’ predominant gauge of the world. Or, 
in other words, it never expects us to measure everything through the eyes of men.”

෎थ͛˔࡙þᛡ̆ซฺÿ࡙᜿ဘڤὊ�
෥ᮇႇचὊʽ๒Ὂ�����ࣲ
ԣ෥ᮇႇचࠒᒱ៙ᓨషྟڏ

Wang Jianwei’s solo exhibition 
“Treading in Sludge”, 
installation view, MadeIn Gallery, 
Shanghai, 2022
Courtesy the artist and MadeIn 
Gallery

for the digital such as smartphones. While the remnants of the Cambrian 
explosion—the bio-mineralised organisms that are now fossils—were once 
the witness of single-celled organisms’ hunger for nickel (lack of nickel was 
one of the causes of the Great Oxidation Event and the Cambrian explosion), 
we humans are now watching another round of nickel chasing involving 
multinational mining companies. A retelling of the story of the sludge (a 
metaphor for anaerobe as the shelter for organisms to block oxygen inva-
VLRQ��KDV�LWV�JHQHVLV�LQ�0DGH,Q�DW�WKH��VXQNHQ�SOD]D��/RRNLQJ�EDFN�RQ�WKH�
WRRO�EHLQJV��D�SKUDVH�XVHG�E\�+DUPDQ�DQG�HPSKDVL]HG�E\�:DQJ�-LDQZHL��
RI�HYROXWLRQV��FLYLOL]DWLRQV��FRJQLWLYH�UHYROXWLRQV�DQG�SRVWKXPDQ�REMHFW�RUL-
HQWHG�WHFKQRORJL]DWLRQV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�DFWRU�QHWZRUN��FRLQHG�E\�/DWRXU�DQG�
VXJJHVWHG�E\�/X�;LQJKXD��FXUDWRU�RI�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ��WKDW�æWV�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�
art, I cannot help but again dwell on the various versions of a nonhuman 
Exodus hidden behind the sludge that entails a visual and metaphoric rein-
FDUQDWLRQ�RI�D�VSHFLæF�GHHS�WLPH��

In a geological era some 50 million years ago, a meteorite struck the pres-
ent-day Asian continent, leaving a crater thousands of kilometres wide and 
forming what is now called the Lake Tai. It is the third largest freshwater lake 
in China and is responsible for the daily drinking water for the 20 million 
local inhabitants, agricultural irrigation and the waterway linkage from Wuxi 
WR�6KDQJKDL��+RZHYHU��WKH�<DQJW]H�5LYHU�'HOWD��&KLQDØV�OHDGLQJ�HFRQRPLF�
region, is also home to a cluster of factories that discharge industrial waste-
water into Lake Tai night and day. Since the 1990s, anthropogenic eutro-
phication of the lake has caused massive cyanobacteria blooms, the worst 
of which has caused water outages in Wuxi for days. The lake has then 
become a global symbol of degradation of freshwater ecosystems. Accord-
ing to an image taken by the European Space Agency, the lake is covered 
in an enchanting green that would almost distract us from the threatening 
nature of such microorganisms. 

ᤀБ࠷eဍὊǒဌᣉ �Ὂဌဗ �Ὂဌᄨ �὆Џరᆑቃ὇Ǔ�֗ �

ǒጸ͈ �὆Џరᆑቃ὇ǓὊþ஡ྭ὆ဌ὇ÿጇѵὊ���� ࣲ

ᤀБ࠷eဍ˔࡙þܺຬÿ࡙᜿ဘڤὊ1SBEB ᕦߴὊʽ๒Ὂ
���� ࣲ
ԣ1SBEBࠒᒱ៙ᓨషྟڏ ᕦߴ

Michael Wang, Shaft 1, Ring 1, Disk 1 (preparatory 
study), and Assembly 2 (preparatory study), 
from the series “Artifacts (Jade)”, 2022

Michael Wang’s solo exhibition “Lake Tai”, 
installation view, Prada Rong Zhai, Shanghai, 2022 
Courtesy the artist and Prada Rong Zhai
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ښeဍ࠷ᤀБࠒᓨషڎ௑ᫎᄊՔʾ૎ଈὊᎿ᠏ڡ౧ឭ෎थ͛ᄊþᛡᡌซฺÿ௧ݠ
1SBEBᕦߴᄊ࡙᜿ѷ௧ႀʾᏫʽὊ̰ Քᇫ͘ǌԋԾ֗˔̡ᢶ͋ᄊଊ࠭Ǎ̰᠏ڡ ܺຬѣԧὊ
ᤀБ࠷eဍ̿ʷՐሙࠒߦᄊࢺͻவขὊᏦࠣᜂᗰᘰ૯ࠏᄊၷগဗ֗ܒᤃࣲ౏ܺຬ෵ေ
ᄊੇ౧Ὂଊవແູܺຬᄊ੿ష෵ေ̗ѣᄊၷྭऌफྭᄊԝՔὊӊ઺ܺຬ͜ፒྭ̗ᄊܸ
᫒ᛑඈࣲՉᛑ̗ߣၷᄊੇӢʽʺգᛑڦۈܧᄊгѾၹǍᤰ᣿ˁՏเܸߦߦၷࠄښᰎࠉ
ᤉᛡ฾ត֗ࠄᰎὊతጼᖍԩ߹ੇᓨషͻֶᄊెநǍ̰ ܺຬፃႀ௄᩸ખ᣺ʽ๒ᕦߴᄊԋሮὊ
˷௧ᠫవ˟˧ፃเڎ˗ښᗀڡၷಪὊඟீᠫవࠒᄊԧࠒԋԾǍʷ˔ܳˇጢҒὊᕦߴᄊ
˟̡̰௄᩸҂ʽ๒Ὂᄇ੤ᡑࠒѹᤵ̀گવӧ˔˗ڎᄊᠫ̗Ὂښఢፃ᥆࣋ʽ๒ඵ᡹መ໘
ᓿᔓᄊᘰปڡʽὊथᡑᕦࠒᄊ៸Өᔉڇภ੝Ǎᝨᤈ౎ແູ˨᡹ఞ˞˔̡ӑᄊᤇదᓨష
ߴeဍᄊᢶ͋஌̃Ὂ̵ᄊᇲЏదʷӧ౏ᒭ෈ๆὊ྘̞ѣၷ̆ʽ๒Ὂᇲ྘֗ᕦ࠷ᤀБࠒ
ᄊ˟̡ʷನ౏ᒭ௄᩸ǍښᤀБ࠷eဍᄊѹͻ˗Ὂþܺຬÿ�̿ʷመᒭཀྵˁᇫ͘Ὂሙߦˁ
஡ӑᄊాՌʹὊ੾ઞᡑᎄጻˇႍᄊ˟ᝈǍ

1SBEB ᕦ̄ߴഎܸ͘ࠐԊ᧗Ὂ᧘ࢦ᫁ࢺᄊ॑ᓤဝၕܹᔉ౜ʾᬈ᝺ᅌʷጸॎ݉ᓤᓥ
ᄊþܺຬᆃÿǍᡌᤃᄺὊܺښࢦຬᆃ஥᯷ᄊጯေ˗ᄊԂ௧ඵᕙǌᗰᘰǌ֗ၹܺຬᄊᛑ
ߐᰴᄊ࢔ᤵᄊழ܈ᓨషᒭᢶ̰௄Ҫᑟভ҂ၹ̡˞֗੿షښጉǍܧஆгᤵᄊႁڀڦۈܧ
ԫ˗Ὂవ௧ᥓԪ᫂రᇏᦻᄢΦᙍᄊ᠏ڡ൵ᎥᤵࡃᄊܺຬᆃӢ቏ᄈߘᄊ໤ˁᄖὊԂښ˗
ᅋ˗Ὂӑੇ᥈ਇ֗ਓᡚᄊᣒʹὊ̿ʷመᒭཀྵᄊલϸᜂஆᘩǌંနǍࠒڇᤵ֗ܣ஡̡ᬶڎ
ಀ̡֗ዝำүஈԫ̀ၷগဗ්ˊࢺᜂښඵᒭཀྵᄊድᇸভᄊਇ៶ᅷቡࡣፒ஡ӑࠫ͜ڎ˗
ຬጸᜉੇ˞ʷܺ࠲ᄊ݉पጸՌὊߦዝጢᄊ᮳ఀጳʽ௄ၹ˨ెˁরᆃᎿ̡ښᄊܺຬὊܒ
˔ТᐏԋԾǌ஡ӑǌ˔̡̿ԣፃเѾᄞǌၷগࣱᛦ֗ᤊԱॲၷྭᄊᠿӰనБǍ

े̽ᓨష࡙᜿ܸᦐ௧˚௑ভᄊὊᏫᓨషښࠒѹͻ˗ԡ࣢࣢খકᅌͻֶභঽᄊ᧙ॷὊ
ᓨషͻֶᄊၷ֑రˁెநၷ̗ᇏଆ᧚ᄊТጇὊ˷௧ᤀБ࠷eဍТฌᄊ᫈ᮥǍӡࣲҒ̵
ѹͻᄊͻֶþᇏҞవÿὊၹጮ᠏ᄊ᎖࠵Ҟవവલʷ̏ᗃՐे̽ᓨషࠒᄊͻֶὊښᝠካ
ѣԔͻ҄ͻెநᄊᇏଆ᧚ՑὊᤀБ࠷eဍોི᠔˼๗ᬔ኎᧚ᇏଆᄊڎᬅૉಖ͉ಫ˞̵
ᄊþҞవÿ͉ࠀǍᤀБ࠷eဍᙊཀྵ᛫௚̵௄ਓၹဗδಖюԝ᥋ॴፅ౶Х̵ᓨషࠒὊͮ
̵ᒭࣂᆸࠄϢѣ̀ၹဗδ੿ష֗ုڡТྖѹͻᓨషᄊᤥહǍᕦߴ˗ʷᓕᄊܸ᫒ᛑᬿ܈
௧ႀܺຬᄊඵᘰ҄ੇὊெАࠉ˗ᄊþᔚࢷෲ὆ೈ὇ÿ௧ڀஆᔚࢷෲ෹ࢀᜂટथናᄊຉ
іژǍֻښడ˟˧ʺྭᄋࣱ኎ᄊᄊᝣᅼʾὊᤀБ࠷eဍ࡙ᇨ̀̆ܫʷመాՌ࿄গ˗ᄊ
ਫ਼దྭὊ̡ੋ௧᭤̡ᦐऄសᜂፌ́ՏನТฌᄊងරǍᤀБ࠷eဍ̿ʷͯඡϋᛡүᏨᄊ
ᢶ͋Ὂࠫे̽ᓨషࣹฅេ᝷ᄊెந֑ᮥὊፌѣ̀ʷ˔ᓨషֶѹͻԻે፞ভᄊᤥહǍ

ᤀБ࠷eဍښþܺຬÿ࡙᜿˗ᤝᤪᄊᄊᗰᘰ௧ုڡతԱᏥᄊၷྭ˨ʷὊښ ��ࣲ̣
Ғᄊ᠏ڡ௑ᫎ᧗ळԧܸතඡ͈̃Ὂࣜ౏ုڡၷগᄊ᭩֑Ὑ߲̓ѣဘښ෎थ࡙͛᜿˗ᄊ
ᛡ̆ซฺᄊုڡງए௑ᫎ᧗Ὂڂ˞ЦదᣁӑතඡᄊҪᑟὊ˞ࠟ൧ጢၷ֑ܸྐԧଢῚ
Џх౎͈Ὑၷྭጸጻ̰ጺᑊ҂ၷྭʹὊ̰ၷྭʹ҂ᇫ͘Ὂ߹ੇ̡ዝᇫ͘ᄊѹˇጢǍʽ
ˇጢఴὊᗰᘰڎ˗ښፃเ᣾࿮ԧ࡙ᄊ᫂ʼᝈڡӝळԧၷগԀ఻Ὂᒭཀྵ̿ᒭᢶᄊҧ᧚Ք
̡ዝ੍ࠈǍ�ᢶ̡ܫˇጢᄊੈ̓Ὂݠ͵੦ᑟᝣគ҂ඡϋԫӑǌᇏଆஊǌгၷᠫູ኎བྷག
᫈ᮥᄊጋᤕভ֗᧘᜶ভὝᓨష֗ࠒဗδᛡү۠ࠒѾ̎౛὆0MBGVS�&MJBTTPO὇ښ᭧̡ࠫ
ዝࠫඡϋԫӑᄊ־ॖܸࢽ௿᥆ᄊ௄ү̆ᛲগएὊଢѣ஡ӑԻ̿࠲ᅼគԫ˞ᛡүᄊద஍
᤭य़ǍþᓨషТ˫ᅌ˔̡ፃᰎˁСՏፃᰎᫎᄊТጇὊ̓ੈ࠲іᐑښʷᡑὊ༏ҵᅌੈ̓
�Ǎÿߕˀஊफ˔̡֗ৱਖፃᰎᄊҒଢʾὊੇ˞ᤈ˔ˇႍʽሥౝ֗దঃՔᄊʷ͋ښ ෎थ
͛֗ᤀБ࠷eဍᄊ࡙᜿ὊݠՏઆՔုڡ௑ᫎᄊᮻԝ౏٨Ὂʷ˔ૉՔုڡᄊງࡏԋԾὊ
ଫᇨᛡ̆ซฺᄊၷູ֑෼֗े̽ᇫ͘ᄊ੿షవ᠏ὙԳʷ˔Ὂ̰ᤊᒰᤃὊښᒭཀྵǌԋԾ
ˁ̡ዝᄊ̔ලܫၹᓨష֗ᛡү᝝ᇨेʾǍ

4

Olafur Eliasson, “Ice, Art, and 

Being Human,” https://olafureli-

asson.net
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:DQJ�-LDQZHLØV�Ú7UHDGLQJ�LQ�6OXGJHÛ�LV�DQ�XQHDUWKLQJ�RI�D�VSHFLæF�(DUWKØV�
time, whereas American artist Michael Wang’s exhibition at Prada Rong 
Zhai is a bottom-up approach to explore the social, the historical, and the 
dividual. Lake Tai as a point of departure provides Michael a context for 
his research in the lake’s environment interrupted by algae blooms and 
the technological interventions that aims to restore the healthy waterbody. 
He engages with waste from the techno-ecological treatments and crab 
shells due to annual consumption of hairy crabs, collaborating with stu-
GHQWV�IURP�7RQJML�8QLYHUVLW\�WR�GHYHORS�PDWHULDOV�IRU�DUWZRUNV��7KH�MRXUQH\�
he takes from Lake Tai via Wuxi to Rong Zhai in Shanghai also echoes the 
IRUPHU�RZQHU�RI�5RQJ�=KDLØV�VRMRXUQ�PRUH�WKDQ�D�FHQWXU\�DJR��SDYLQJ�WKH�
way for Rong’s empire that owns a tremendous amount of asset including 
this luxurious western-style garden villa in central Shanghai—a swampy 
city that was once home for reed marshes. Part of artist Michael Wang’s 
identity connects with these locations as most of his father’s lineage came 
IURP�-LDQJVX�RU�=KHMLDQJ�SURYLQFH��ZKLOH�KLV�JUDQGIDWKHU�ZDV�IURP�:X[L�
and his father was born in Shanghai. Lake Tai in Michael Wang’s new works, 
becomes a hybrid body entailing natural, socio-cultural and technological 
QDUUDWLYHV�WKDW�FRQIURQW�VSHFLæF�ORFDOLWLHV�DQG�WKH�ZLGHU�ZRUOG��

ᤀБ࠷eဍὊǒೈ὆Џరᆑቃ὇ǓὊ

þᔚࢷෲ὆ೈ὇ÿጇѵὊ���� ࣲ

ᤀБ࠷eဍ˔࡙þܺຬÿ࡙᜿ဘڤὊ
1SBEB ᕦߴὊʽ๒Ὂ���� ࣲ
ԣ1SBEBࠒᒱ៙ᓨషྟڏ ᕦߴ

Michael Wang, Piles 

(preparatory study), 
from the series 
Ú6X]KRX�&UHHN��3LOHV�Û������
Courtesy the artist

Michael Wang’s solo exhibition 
“Lake Tai”, installation view, 
Prada Rong Zhai, Shanghai, 
2022 
Courtesy the artist and Prada 
Rong Zhai

Ǌ᨝໐Ӕ͔ᔼ̽΍ᠷ├̨Ӓدᠷ├⌓ᓯӔᝢŤড়౺αԌᤕߖ⛮ỻŤቊչᔼ౺αߖ
̧คଚ̽΍ٻ௱ఞᠷ├ᓯՋൣ̥Ť౹͇ ̮̽ᑑ̤ᙄ໺ٻ຾୿شᓯ⛮ι६ǥǋ
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,Q�WKH�EDOOURRP�RQ�WKH�æUVW�çRRU��KHUH�VWDQGV�D�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�XQXVXDO�7DLKX�
stones under the extraordinary skylight composed of panels of stained 
FU\VWDOOLQH�JODVV��7DNH�D�FORVHU�ORRN�DW�WKH�VWRQHØV�WH[WXUHG�VXUIDFH�çHFNHG�
with recycled waste materials such as invasive water plants, algae (cyano-
bacteria) and crab shells. You would wonder how the artist has transformed 
the valueless waste into a new technological sublime. The long-term ero-
sion from carbonic acid rendered the irregular craggy surfaces and open-
ings of admired by ancient Chinese literati and garden landscape architects 
ZKR�RIWHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�WKH�VWRQHV�DQ�HPERGLPHQW�RI�WDVWH��DQ�REMHFW�RI�
imagination and a miniature of nature. The spirit within traditional Chinese 
culture’s imagery of landscape has never left Lake Tai, even though it has 
EHHQ�GHæOHG�E\�LQGXVWULDO�LI�QRW�DQWKURSRJHQLF�SROOXWLRQ��7KHUH��WKH�XVHOHVV�
waste materials are the cyborg bodies of oddly aesthetic stone grottos 
weathered by an anthropocentric assemblage of historical events, cul-
tural symbols, personal and economic interests, ecological urgencies and 
ancient microbes.

The ephemerality of contemporary art exhibitions concerns artists that are 
often ambitious about creating works that would be more than ephemeral 
VSHFWDFOHV��5HçHFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�JHQHUDO�TXHVWLRQ�RI�D�OLIH�VSDQ�RI�DUWZRUNV�DQG�
the heated issue of carbon footprint, Michael Wang has been ecologically 
FRQVFLRXV�RI�KLV�PDWHULDOV��)RU�KLV�VROR�SURMHFW�Carbon Copies ten years 
ago, Wang selected artworks from a range of well-known contemporary art-
ists and represented them in cube-shaped copies. These sculptures were 
priced at the amount required to offset carbon footprint for producing the 
original artworks. Wang makes it clear that he has no intention of gaslighting 
other artists’ practice, but only insists on practicing relevant technologies 
to care for the planet. For the exhibition in Rong Zhai, Wang continued with 
VXFK�DQ�DZDUHQHVV��XWLOL]LQJ�DOJDH�IURP�/DNH�7DL�IRU�WKH�KDLU\�FUDE�VFXOS-
WXUHV�LQ�D�ERDW�DQG�FRQFUHWH�IURP�GHPROLVKHG�EXLOGLQJV�DORQJ�WKH�6X]KRX�
River for Suzhou Creek (piles) (2022) in the sunroom. Towards a Harmanian 
REMHFW�RULHQWHG�RQWRORJ\�WKDW�FRQVLGHUV�DOO�REMHFWV�H[LVWLQJ�RQ�HTXDO�IRRW-
ing, Wang reveals his wish for a state of hybridity in which all things, whether 
humans or nonhumans, can be given equal and unbiased respect. At the 
forefront of climate change action, Wang offers an alternative to the widely 
discussed approaches for sustainable materials in contemporary art.

The cyanobacteria investigated by Michael Wang for the exhibition “Lake 
Tai” are among the oldest living organisms on Earth, which triggered the 
Great Oxygen Event 2.6 billion years ago and thence a planetary change. 
A geophysical evolution, as well as an ecological revolution occurred. The 

“Art deals with the relationship between personal and shared experiences… A work of 
art can contribute to the creation of a sense of community or reciprocity, and it can 
motivate us to do something together, to become conscious and active members of a 
global we, without surrendering our personal, emotional experiences.”
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EOXH�DOJDH�DOVR�VHHPHG�WR�EH�UHVRQDWLQJ�ZLWK�:DQJ�-LDQZHLØV�REMHFW��WKH�
Cambrian. As the microbes silently and steadily released oxygen, they 
provided the conditions for more living bodies, leading to an explosion of 
life in the relevant era. No one would have thought that the cyanobacteria, 
the harbingers of an evolution of such magnitude, are responsible for the 
transformation of microorganism into organism, the formation of a hos-
pitable planet, and the creation of human society. At the end of 20th cen-
WXU\��F\DQREDFWHULD�WULJJHUHG�\HW�DQRWKHU�HFRORJLFDO�FULVLV�LQ�WKH�<DQJW]H�
River Delta that includes some of the fastest-growing economies. It is the 
nature’s declaration of war on mankind. Still, are we trapped in the iconog-
UDSK\�RI�DQWKURSRFHQH"�+RZ�FDQ�ZH�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�XUJHQF\�DQG�LPSRU-
tance of the heated issues such as climate change, carbon emissions and 
renewable resources? The indifference towards climate change is common. 
Artist and environmental activist Olafur Eliasson responded to such atti-
tude, suggesting that culture has the power to make sense of knowledge 
and prompt action, “[a]rt deals with the relationship between personal 
and shared experiences… A work of art can contribute to the creation of a 
sense of community or reciprocity, and it can motivate us to do something 
together, to become conscious and active members of a global we, without 
surrendering our personal, emotional experiences.”4 Both Wang Jianwei 
DQG�0LFKDHO�:DQJØV�H[KLELWLRQV�DUH�ERRPHUDQJV�WKDW�ç\�WR�GLIIHUHQW�(DUWK�
times. While the former points to the deep history of Earth, revealing a con-
WHPSRUDU\�LPDJLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VRXUFH�RI�OLIH�DQG�LWV�DV\OXPÖæJXUDWLYHO\��WKH�
sludge—along with the technological nature of contemporary society, the 
latter returns to the present, suggesting the possibility of art and action for 
the sake of nature, history and humanity.

Translated by Harriet Min Zhang
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Michael Wang, Taihu Crab 
(preparatory study), 2022

Michael Wang’s solo exhibition 
“Lake Tai”, installation view, Prada 
Rong Zhai, Shanghai, 2022 
Courtesy the artist and Prada 
Rong Zhai
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Olafur Eliasson, “Ice, Art, and 

Being Human,” https://olafureli-

asson.net


