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Zong Ning: The Call of Utopia

Cui Cancan

Curator of the Exhibition

Neta Gal-Azmon

Associate Curator

The exhibition is presented in collaboration with

the Blue Mountain Art Platform.

The installations of Zong Ning ( b. 1984, Mongolia; lives
and works in Beijing, China ) combine painting, photography, and
found objects, and in many cases performances, too. His works draw
on Chinese culture yet also make reference to western culture. Zong
Ning’s works often engage with conceptual pairs considered opposites
by western culture, such as exterior and interior, micro and macro,
chaos and order, or life and death; however, in Chinese culture, which
regards Yin and Yang as inextricable parts of all things, they are seen as
complementary opposites. According to this outlook, nothing is absolute,
perfect or pure, and all is in constant flux. This thinking finds diverse
expressions in the artist’s work: he depicts wild exterior landscapes
within the museum’s interior; attaches to huge paintings small-scale
photos of them, a concrete demonstration of the belief that local, seemingly
banal events resonate in the universe’s grandest events and vice versa; and
water, symbolizing life and renewal, is set among images rendered in a dark
palette that conveys gloom and despair.

Zong Ning accentuates the traditional Chinese outlook in order
to offer scathing criticism of modern Chinese society and of the ways

by which it deals with issues such as moving away from family values,

class differences, contempt of human life, materialistic aspirations and
a growing distance from nature. For example, he uses a monochromatic
palette and unprocessed raw materials to express his objection to
seductive, commercial art which, he says, “is not made with the heart.”
The logs scattered across the gallery are a Buddhist symbol of rawness as
containing the potential to be anything. In Dao culture, the wise person
is often likened to an unprocessed log of wood, which is seen as close to the
source of all things.

The installation’s form resembles that of a traditional Chinese
garden, enclosed by walls and featuring plants, rocks, and water. The
image of the water pond, on which photographs of the artist’s
childhood are floating, is associated with movement, change, and
flow. In this way, the artist invites us to experience the installation as
part of a process of endless becoming both in the world around us and within
ourselves — thereby rendering present another key element in Chinese
philosophy: the notion of the “path” ( in Chinese, Dao ). However,
contrary to traditional Chinese gardens, this one is full of menacing
motifs and provokes unease. Zong Ning’s work is informed, at one and

the same time, by belief in the transformative power of art on the one

hand and a dystopian view of reality characterized by fear and existential
loneliness on the other. In this context, the artist quotes Milan Kundera,
an author who has greatly influenced him. Kundera’s story The Joke
depicts people who, “lured on by the voice of utopia, ... have squeezed
their way through the gates of paradise only to find, when the doors slam
shut behind them, that they are in hell.”
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Forward

Aya Lurie

We are pleased to present an exhibition by the Chinese artist
Zong Ning, “The Call of Utopia.” This is a site-specific installation
produced especially for the Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art’s
galleries. For three weeks, the artist has worked to produce a setting that
reflects his inner and outer world as a mental, cultural, social, and economic
space. The installation may be seen as a representation of the ruins of the
past, a construction site, or a derelict, marginal area into which have been
cast, during a process of accelerated development, remnants of tradition,
ethnic identity, myths, and experiences of immigration and transience,
alongside building waste and western commodities. The artist seems well
aware of western expectations of a Chinese artist’s work to feature ancient
skills and traditions.

However, like any contemporary artist he endeavors to present
an individual story through which he expresses his critical outlook regarding
the effect of global processes on his world. We extend our deepest gratitude
to Zong Ning for his dedication and creative output.

Our appreciation goes to the exhibition curator, Cui Cancan.
Thanks to the associate curator, Neta Gal-Azmon, for her great contribution

to the project. Thanks to the Chinese artist Bao Xiaowei for his help in
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preparing the installation and setting up the exhibition. Gratitude is also
extended to the exhibition consultants, Galia Dor, Dr. Naama Oshri, and
Hila Goldenberg.

The Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art often presents new,
challenging works by international artists alongside exhibitions by Israeli
artists. We are pleased to host, in collaboration with The Artists’ Residence,
Herzliya, artists from abroad for extended periods of time. International
dialogue allows us to expand the scope of contents and perspectives
presented by the museum. Such projects require funds, as well as the good
will and efforts of many people.

The current exhibition is the fruit of collaboration with the Blue
Mountain Art Platform. We are indebted to it for the wonderful initiative and
great generosity. Special thanks go to Ofer Levin, Jonathan Zalsman, and
Gedaliah Afterman, art lovers full of curiosity and passionate about paving
new paths for young artists. Thanks go to Yang Yang from Gallery Yang in
Beijing for facilitating the artist’s creation.

Heartfelt gratitude is extended to the Mayor of Herzliya, Moshe
Fadlon, for his support and faith in the museum. We are grateful to Yehuda

Ben Ezra, Director General of Herzliya Municipality and Chairperson of

the museum’s Board of Directors; Liat Timor, Chairperson of the Herzliya
Arts and Culture Corporation and City Council Member; Adi Hadad, Deputy
Director General of the Herzliya Arts and Culture Corporation; and the
Corporation’s attorney, Boaz Nave.

Gratitude goes to the museum’s dedicated staff: Tammy Zilbert,
Dana Raz, Reut Sulema-Linker, Revital Eyal, Noa Haviv, Michal Kroch
Shariv, and Nir Moses. Many thanks to the Chinese to English translators,
Jingjing Tong, who accompanied the artist and curator on their visit to Israel,
and Jeff Crosby, who translated Cui Cancan’s text; Einat Adi, who edited
the texts and translated them into English and Hebrew; and Uri Batson,
Hagar Zeevi, and Nitzan Yulzari, who helped install the show. They have all
contributed with great professionalism to the realization of the museum’s

exhibitions, publications, and activities.

Aya Lurie
Director and Chief Curator
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The Call of Utopia

Cui Cancan

Zong Ning’s “The Call of Utopia” is inspired by Milan Kundera,
who told a parable of a people who, “lured on by the voice of utopia, they
have squeezed their way through the gates of paradise only to find, when the
doors slam shut behind them, that they are in hell.” " This tragic tale runs
like a thread through this exhibition.

Zong Ning was born in Wulagai, a rather unremarkable poor
border region in northern China, in 1984. Like their fathers before them,
Zong Ning’s generation has experienced constant migration in search
of a better life amidst the rapid development of Chinese society and its
economy. In 2001, he left his hometown for Beijing. This is China’s
most bustling city, a place where people flock in pursuit of survival,
dreams, learning, work, and life. Most of the people here come from across
the country. They speak with accents, and, having grown up in small towns
or rural eras, often clutch tightly to their old ideals in hope that these dreams
will see them through their great struggle for a lasting foothold in the future.
The moment he reached the city, Zong Ning joined the ranks of Beijing’s
drifting population. He began making his works in a cheap, crude studio,
striving each day to realize his artistic dreams. From one rapid brushstroke

to another, it is as if we can hear the echoing call of utopia ringing out across
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a decade of dedication.

China is a distant land, home to some of the most drastic income
inequality in the world, and producer of everyday goods for the rest of the
world. It is also a great producer of dreams and aspirations. In this ancient
yet young nation there is a mixture of diverse popular cultures and historical
customs, values and civilizations that have grown wild, intermingled, drawn
from and clashed with each other. China has become the world’s most
massive transitional space, where change happens on a daily basis, new
towers rise up into the sky, and new things are born in quick succession. The
people’s visions of the future are dominated by an experience of frenzied
development. This may become the cradle of a new social and aesthetic
order, or the hotbed of the next wave of social conflict and trouble. Either
way, this place is a mirror unto the world. Everything good and bad about it
will be revelatory for our globalizing world.

Individual childhood experience and China’s constantly
shifting reality form the backdrop of Zong Ning’s creations and the focus
of his thinking. For this exhibition, the artist has created five new sets of
artworks as a continuation of his 2015 Beijing solo exhibition Reservoir

Dogs. His complex linguistic system encompasses painting, photography,

1. Milan Kundera, “Author’s Preface,” The Joke, trans. Michael Henry Heim
(New York: Penguin Books, 1982), p. xii.

installation, video and onsite performance. His subject matter delves deeply
into the conflict between the state of the individual and the ideal life, while
reflecting on the shifts in the pursuit of a utopian society. It also draws
widely on ancient Chinese folk tales and historical imagery in an expression
of reverence for nature and the karmic cycle. Through these classic stories
and individual experiences, Zong Ning finds new expression for his views
and ideas. He has infused these latest works with modern elements, such as
Expressionist painting techniques, to affect a marriage between ancient and
modern, a passage between history and the present. In the museum interior,
he has arranged four paintings to create a unified whole, with rubbish
scattered around the space, childhood photographs floating in the fountain,
bizarre mythological images, landscape stones with a strong Chinese feel,
lions and gardens, all coming together to form an absurd and weighty visual
space. This is at once a pessimistic metaphor for his views on Chinese reality
and a chain of evidence marking out the many difficulties the artist has faced
in his pursuit of ideals. Just as the exhibition hall presents vast, complex
reams of data and visual impact, it also hopes to remind the audience that
on the path to utopia, happiness is only fleeting. Like a shapeless web, the

anxieties of desire and harm of the self are always present.
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In the exterior section of the museum, a revolving three-sided
painting installation, with images of brutal animals, appears like the lofty
apex of the food chain, a symbol of the artist’s understanding of utopia.
Upon reaching that other shore of utopia, where people achieve their ideals,
the original self falls into a ceaseless, brutal pursuit at the same time as it
gains honor and victory. Amidst all the insanity, absurdity and brutality,
we yearn for the self we possess, as well as the ones we have lost. In Zong
Ning’s solo exhibition, the call of utopia becomes a powerful visual critique.
It is always present, visible at every turn, so that we may observe it all
around us. The pursuit of utopia and reflection on its meaning are spreading
out across the globe.

Milan Kundera’s The Joke begins, “So here I was, home again
after all these years.” So it should be with the beauty of Utopia.

Special thanks to the director and chief curator of Herzliya Museum of
Contemporary Art, Aya Lurie, and to the associate curator Neta Gal-
Azmon for all of their tireless efforts for this exhibition; to the Blue
Mountain Art Platform, and my friends Ofer Levin, Jonathan Zalsman,
Gedaliah Afterman, and Wei Zhuo for their support; to the Chinese artist
Bao Xiaowei for his help in preparing the installation and setting up the
exhibition; and to Yang Yang from Gallery Yang in Beijing for facilitating

this artist’s creation.
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Pigment Print on Canson Infinity Rag Photographique
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Zong Ning’s Photography: 2008 - 2016




Zong Ning: Complementary Opposites in Constant Movement

Neta Gal-Azmon

The installations of Zong Ning (b. 1984, Mongolia; lives and
works in Beijing, China) combine painting, photography, and found objects,
and in many cases performances, too. His works draw on Chinese culture yet
also make reference to western influences. Zong Ning’s works often present
conceptual pairs considered opposites by western culture, such as exterior
and interior, micro and macro, chaos and order, or life and death; however,
in Chinese culture, which regards Yin and Yang as inextricable parts of all
things, they are seen as complementary opposites. According to this outlook,
nothing is absolute, perfect or pure, and all is in constant flux. As it says in
the Tao Te Ching, “One thing seems long by comparison with that which is,

1/
2 /. and

comparatively, short. One thing is high because another thing is low,
“stillness in movement is the way of the Tao.” "’ Such thinking finds diverse
expressions in the artist’s work: he depicts wild exterior landscapes within
the museum’s interior; attaches to huge paintings small-scale photos of them,
a tangible demonstration of the belief that local, seemingly banal events
resonate in the universe’s grandest events and vice versa; and the pond water
which is part of the installation, symbolizing life and renewal, is set among
images rendered in a dark palette conveying gloom and despair.

Zong Ning accentuates the traditional Chinese outlook in order
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to offer scathing criticism of modern Chinese society and of the ways by
which it deals with issues such as moving away from family values, class
differences, contempt for human life, materialistic aspirations and a growing
distance from nature. As he explained in a conversation with me, he uses
harsh imagery to prod awake the viewer who is part of a materialistic
society that neither seeks nor appreciates truths. “People only see what
they are comfortable with,” he says. He uses a monochromatic palette and
unprocessed raw materials to express his objection to seductive commercial
art which, he says, “is not made with the heart.” Contrary to such art, his
work aspires to simplicity that does not entice the viewer but rather reflects
spiritual values like truth-seeking. Zong Ning quotes his father, who lived
through the Cultural Revolution in China in the 1960s and 1970s, who said
to him, “Only scientists and artists are capable of telling the truth.” He
has always cherished this assertion. The logs scattered across the gallery
are an expression of this outlook. They are a Buddhist symbol of natural,
unprocessed elements as containing the potential to be anything, contrary to
processed wood (a table, for instance), which no longer holds such potential
and is therefore closer to death. In Taoism, the wise person is often likened

to an unprocessed log of wood, a brook of water, an insane person or a fool,

1. The Tao Te Ching, trans. Stan Rosenthal, available at http://enlight.lib.
ntu.edu.tw/FULLTEXT/JR-AN/an142304 pdf.

2. Ibid.

3. Milan Kundera, “Author’s Preface,” The Joke, trans. Michael Henry
Heim (New York: Penguin Books, 1982), p. xii.

all of which are regarded as close to the source of all things.

His nude figure images (portraying himself and others) express,
in fact, an aspiration to find release from the hold of the physical body.
In this context he quotes in our conversation the popular Chinese saying,
“Forego your body to realize your dream.” In the face of the tensions
prevalent in Chinese society between the Hans, who are the major ethnic
group in the country, and the many minorities living alongside them,
the artist presents figures without any status symbols or signs of social
status. He himself is of Mongolian extraction (a minority in China, which
conquered parts of Mongolia in the 1950s) and married to a Han woman.

The installation’s form resembles that of a traditional Chinese
garden, enclosed by walls and featuring plants, rocks, and water. In this
way, the artist invites us to experience the installation as part of a process of
endless becoming both in the world around us and within ourselves-thereby
rendering present another key element in Chinese philosophy: the notion of
the “path” (in Chinese, Tao). The Taoist aspires to behave in ways that are in
keeping with the Tao, informed by attention to its inner voice and awareness
of it as part of the world; he seeks to be one with the path, constantly

changing as he travels along it. “It is the nature of the Tao, that even though
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used continuously, it is replenished naturally, never being emptied, and
never being over-filled” (Tao Te Ching). However, contrary to traditional
Chinese gardens, which create an atmosphere of calm and harmony, this one
is full of menacing motifs and provokes unease.

Zong Ning’s work is informed, at one and the same time, by
belief in the transformative power of art on the one hand and a dystopian
view of reality characterized by fear and existential loneliness on the other.
In this context, the artist quotes Milan Kundera, an author who has greatly
influenced him, whose story The Joke describes how that which appears to

be utopian paradise is revealed to be hell.”

On the one hand, Zong Ning’s
garden includes expressions of harmony among people of all classes and
ethnicities, between genders, and between humankind and nature. On the
other hand, in keeping with the traditional view of complementary opposites,
he renders this longing for harmony through harsh images, such as a huge
spider web, a bare tree and crows-and finally, the sculptural object turning
on its axis in the museum’s inner courtyard, portraying menacing, repulsive
animals. All of the above, however, is accompanied by the image of the
water pond on which photographs of the artist’s childhood are floating, an

image associated with movement, change, and flow.
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3 Milan Kundera, “Author’s Preface,” The Joke, trans.
Michael Henry Heim (New York: Penguin Books,
1982), p. xii
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The Eternal End is Nigh 7

2016, 249x240cmx2
Painting Installation: Wood, Iron, Rotary Motor, Umbrella, Acrylic, Mixed media
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The Eternal End is Nigh 6

2016, 70x160cmx9
Acrylic and Mixed media on Wooden Board
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The Eternal End is Nigh 5

2016, 249x240cmx2
Acrylic and Mixed media on Wooden Board

113

112



Py mi7 2y namyn ap1o01 pP7IpK, 4 237 29101°X0 102

The Eternal End is Nigh 4
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The Eternal End is Nigh 3
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Acrylic and Mixed media on Wooden Board
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2016, 100x120cmx4, 40x120cmx4

The Eternal End is Nigh 2
Acrylic on Wooden Board
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The Eternal End is Nigh 1

2016, 170x150cmx3
Acrylic and Mixed media on Wooden Board
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