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There is a story in Chuang Tzu telling about a cook named
Ding dissecting an ox for King Hui of Liang. Up went his
hand, down went the knife, the cook cut up the ox dexterously
without wasting any eff ort.

“Ah, this is amazing! How did you get so skillful in cutting
an ox?”, the King asked. The cook smiled, “No big deal. I can
do so because I am familiar with the structure of the bones
and flesh.” The King then asked, “Your knife must be very
sharp, right?” The cook slightly waved his knife and replied,
“Normally, a butcher replaces his knife once a month, for he
uses it to cut the flesh and hack the bones. I have used mine
for nine years and cut up thousands of oxen whereas it is
still as sharp as new. The truth is, there is space between the
bone joints while the knife blade is thin. So there is plenty
of room where I can move my knife about with ease.” This
is where the saying # 7] & 4 (yourényduyu) - handling a
butcher’s cleaver with ease - comes from. It now means to

do a job skilfully and easily.

In Chinese, # (you — to swim, wander) represents a rather
high state in the context of art. Tang Zhengwei’s work
reminds me of this exact word. Having heard the background
of his creation, witnessed the preciseness of the execution,
I have realized both the knife in the hands of the cook and
the scissors in the hands of Tang Zhengwei have reached
the status of % 7] (yourén - operating at ease). Tang’s
art, however, does not stop at the level of craftsmanship.
His works focus on contemporary issues which are quite
thought provoking. It is for this reason, [F (gué — countty)
is added to the name of the exhibition.? This September,
Art + Shanghai Gallery is honoted to invite you to visit the
paper art world of Tang Zhengwei.

Along with some of the early series of works, the works on show
chiefly come from the final year of the artist’s post graduation
project, Carbon Folding. All of them have showcase the artist’s

% The character
( gud country )
has been translated
as world in the title
of the exhibition.



style of work and reveal his path of creation.

Tang graduated from the Central Academy of Fine Arts

with a master’s degree in Experimental Art in June
2018. He obtained his undergraduate education at the
China Academy of Art. During that time, Tang made
a significant change in the media he used. He finally

3> The Margins of
Legislation of Tang
Zhengwei’s Carbon

Finance Project,
2016

Installation  view
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Post-Graduation
Show

settled in  the
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papetr art during
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studies.

Carbon Finance,
culminates in his
final year project,
Carbon Folding,
which

one of the major

covers
global issues.!

this
Tang tries to combine two-dimensional papet-

In series,
cut with three-dimensional paper art in order to
form a new art language, further to elaborate
on the issue of power dominance behind the
carbon finance.

Carbon finance is a sustainable economic strategy
to reduce global emission of greenhouse gases.
The strategy is mote beneficial to EU countries.
Its new division of the global economic landscape
seems more of a challenge, even an economic trap,
for big carbon emitters such as the U.S. In such a
situation, Tang soon realized that carbon finance
foreshadowed a profound power structure hidden
under the new financial system. Therefore, he
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decided to use this series to expose the hierarchy of dominant
powers behind the carbon finance system and the economic
development, which is carried out by the EU. He also aimed
to explore the essence of carbon finance formation in this
power logic.

The main body of Carbon Folding is composed of many
industrial elements. Like in reality, industry’s emissions
make up for the most of carbon discharge, forming a complex
and sprawling emission empire. The emission empire takes
on the shape of a pyramid, which is the architecture of
power - a new powet empite formed by numerous industrial
emitters, where folding indicates the complicated structure
of the empire.

On top of the empire is a theater enveloped in smoke. It
stages dramatic relationship between the manipulating and
the manipulated. In the theater, there are animal-gentlemen
sitting around the table, each of them symbolizing a nation
involved in the protocol. The introduction of the protocol
pushes the stock trading of carbon finance. Behind the stock
trading lie many corresponding problems, which directly or
indirectly lead to the consumption of life.

And at the top of the theater, in the grip of a giant cyclone,
everything falls into a pair of hands of the ultimate power.
The hands, outside the institutional framework, operatesthe
entire system like playing with a puppet.

With Tang’s elaborate design, the entire three-dimensional
work can be folded as a book. The so-called “carbon folding’
lies in the switch from entity to abstract and from two-
dimensional to three-dimensional. It skillfully corresponds
to the “folding” of the industrial enterprises’ emissions
through the implementation of the protocol.

To complete this work, Tang conducted numerous literature
researches and examined many protocols, such as Kyoto



Protocol, United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change, Catbon Finance, Clean Act, etc. These
protocols are enacted on regional or national bases, thus
there is a strong power structure behind carbon finance.
The sketch and production steps are like a penance. Tang’s
sketches for the wotrk are so exquisite that the sketches
themselves can also be seen as artworks. Before and during
sketching, Tang carries out numerous tests of his models to
make sure he can complete the work successfully.

These wotrks of two-dimensional paper cutting and three-
dimensional paper art are complex and delicate, drew the
attention of many visitors during his graduation exhibition.
For Tang, Carbon Finance has been developing step by step
through many experiments. In the future, with the emergence
of new problems and the deepening of new research, he will
continue to seek better paths of creative expression.

The Midnight and the Readymades Paper Cutting are two
series from Tang’s earlier stages of artistic practice. The
Readymades Paper Cutting employs a humorous technique
to process ready-made articles. In his work Spring, the artist
uses the label of NongFu Spring, a famous brand of bottled
water in China. As for the content, he deliberately chose two
famous works from the art history that are related to spring
- Spring of Ingres and Spring of Duchamp. His other works
are created with such items as train tickets and milk bags.

Tang’s works are not mere decorative expressions of form,
but a reaction to and profound analysis of the contemporary
issues. In his paper world there are both keen observations
and a touch of humanistic glory, precise calculations and
superb skills, proficiency and a sense of ease in between and
above. Combining all of these, Tang Zhengwei, as a Chinese
artist born in the late 1980s, has achieved a rather precious
and unique balance.
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Under the Tip of Tang

Zhengwei's Knife,
Conversation with the

Artist
AITNZTF: MiELRREIEYE

/ LIYA PRILIPKO

1t is something to be able to paint a particular picture,
or to carve a statue and so to make few

objects beautiful, but it is far more glorious

to carve and paint the very atmosphere and

medium through which we look...

To affect the quality of the day,
that is the highest of the arts.

Thoreau, Walden, 1854
(American environmentalist and philosopher)



There are not many occasions in the life of a modern
human being on which he puts his frantic life on pause,
tunes down the volume of the hectic urban cacophony
for the sake of appreciating the beauty and the fragility
of the environment, and above all noticing one’s own

response to it.

Sometimes it is through the eyes of the artists who have
portrayed the environment in the past and who continue
to do it in the present, that we are able to acknowledge
shocking its shocking changes, as well as the shift
happening in its perception and aesthetics.

The environment, particularly the atmospheric
environment, which we all too often take for granted, as
well as the problem of climate changee occupy the minds
of politicians, economists, scientists and not at the very
least, artists. Ever since the 1960s, artists started to
communicate and expose their viewers to the perils of
the changes occurring in the environment.

Tang Zhengwei expresses his concerns for the
environmental issues in the form of two- and three-
dimensional paper cut works as a part of his solo show:
“Cut It Out: Paper World of Tang Zhengwei”. His
wotks may or may not be regarded as environmental,
but there is no doubt that Tang Zhengwei’s art brings
new awareness, adds to the subject of environmental
art, its incredible versatility and highlights a variety of
responses artists can have on the subject.

His art is unique in so many ways, one of which being
the fact that the artist chose paper cutting, one of the
most ancient ways of artistic expressions in China and
the world, to put forward some of the most urgent and
existential concerns of the contemporary society.

Be they as small as the label of a Coca-Cola bottle or as



big as an average human’s body height, Tang Zhengwei’s
paper cuttings draw you in with awe and fascination.
Among the artist’s most grandiose creations are paper
cut power plants. Heavy monolith of concrete and metal,
electric poles and wires were turned into paper poetry
that soars up in the exact grid pattern. On top of Tang
Zhengwei’s towers, factory pipes exhale clouds of smoke
in rapid and deliberate bursts. Lace of fumes floating up,
distorting and twisting along their wayward path.

Adopting the ancient decorative “language” of paper
cutting, Tang Zhengwei uses the pattern of a cloud
to portray the lace of factory fumes, i.e. a dangetrous
cocktail of green house gases, the matter that didn’t exist
at the time the paper cutting language was otriginally
created. It may be a common sense realization, an easily
made observation, but it is also a terrifying idea of a new
reality and new environment that future generations will
be born into.

Light in its materiality but heavy in consciousness, his
works challenge us and provide an alternative source
for reflection as if revealing the whole complexity of the
environmental situation. Intricacies of politics, social
and financial maneuvering that are translated into no

less intricate and elaborate paper cut designs.

Every viewer is entitled to make one’s own judgment
on any given wotk of art, but outr inquisitive minds are
almost always eager to learn artists’ original thoughts.

Every artist does what he does because he or she is driven
by his own set of beliefs, approaches and methods. Tang
Zhengwei agreed to satisfy our curiosity and reply to a
few questions that might help us elicit more insights on
what he does, why he does it and how he does it.

1) There are different creative approaches adopted by
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the artists to express themselves, especially when it
comes to tackling such a heavy weight issue like the
one of environment. It may be a way of commenting on
the issue and providing the creative solution to it, or
offering metaphoric symbolism and poetic meditations
on the current state of affairs, or simply taking a stand
of an observer / witness. Which one of these approaches
(if any) is closer to your artistic philosophy?

I tend to study and analyze these issues, turn them into
artistic material for creation. In the meanwhile, I think
about the intention and the power mechanism behind, so
as to obtain the opportunity to start another round of
thinking on the issues.

I may have some works themed in environment, which
seems to be related to the environmental protection. As a
matter of fact, instead of how to protect the environment,
I am more interested in carbon finance - the financial
solution given by the international organizations
when it comes to global gas emissions, which combines
governance with economic development. Also, I am
concerned about how the power is balanced between
different countries in the course of implementation
(which is reflected in the provisions of the United
Nations Framewotrk Convention on Climate Change and
the Kyoto Protocol), the resistance encountered and the
reasons behind.

2) What role does research play in your creative process?

It plays an important role. I did a thorough study and
literature review before starting to create. A good
researcher is not necessarily good at artistic creation.
But a good research is the key to artistic creation. It is
quite contradictory. During this period, I thought a lot.
I think the most difficult problem that an artist has to
face is how to effectively express his thinking during the
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research through his artwork.
3) Does scale have a virtue of its own in your artworks?

By scale, do you mean the size of the work, the efforts
behind, or the content to be presented? As for the latter
two factors, the audience can feel the efforts being put
into an artwork. I prefer refinement to grandeur, not
only visually but also in its content. I want to express my
inner thought as much as possible.

4) What message are you sending by creating your paper
cuts on the labels of bottled water, Coca-Cola, milk
cartons, etc.?

In this series, I mainly want to explore the possibility
of paper cut out of ready-made products. It is also a
reflection on the many issues among industrialization,
society and individuals. There is a secret personal identity
hidden in all the used products, though nameless. At
the same time, the births of these ready-made products
are accompanied by social events and the history. The
thinking began with the notorious Sanlu milk powdet
incident (see the works Native Cratt 1 and 2). Following
these social events, I began to focus on the history of art.
There were works such as Spring. After that, I finished
Fleer Foored, Crossing, Come and Go, Plane Speed, and
so on, which are executed on paper receipts. Receipts are
equivalent to the material certificate; they carry a lot of
personal information. The information on the receipts is
obvious, but still alotis happening while using the receipt
that cannot be recorded. This series intend to present
the unrecorded private information and furthermore, a
comprehensive personal history.

5) When did you pick up paper cutting and how did you
arrive at the idea of using paper and knife to address

the issue of environmental pollution, climate change,
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atmosphere and green house gas emissions?

I picked up paper cutting after 2013, started to use paper
and knives to express the issue during my research on
the carbon finance projects. After sufficient research
and investigation, I began to think about the way of
expression. I tried different media - painting, installation,
video, new media, etc. Then, from the aspect of paper, |
found a certain connection between folding paper and
carbon finance, thus began the paper cutting creation.
In the meantime, I also tried some pure paper-cutting
techniques.

6) One common method to create paper cuts is to fold
a piece of paper in various ways to create chains of
identical or symmetrical images. Your folding method
is far more advanced than that. Tell us about how you

manage to execute such complex works on paper?

Traditional paper cutting usually employs folding to
form complex and changeable forms, which is one of
the wisdoms of traditional paper cutting. The folding
in traditional paper cut differs from the one in the
Carbon Folding series. In Carbon Folding, it requires
careful numerical calculations and tests with different
paper media. A millimeter difference can lead to a
chain reaction and eventually to failure. The structural
calculations and paper media tests account to only a
small part. Sketch is the most important part, which
links the previous calculations with the structure in order
to complete an effective folding. Sketches are usually
done as precisely as possible to avoid undesired risks of
failure. The next step is carving and cutting, which takes
up several months. Folding is after carving. As a key
process, it takes a few weeks, followed by the numerous
calculations’ examination and the quality of the sketch.
I would do many experiments on each step to make sure
the final product can be folded successfully. Finally,
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after folding, I also have to consider the structural load-
bearing issues, which is very complicated. This is exactly
why it took nearly two years to compete the Carbon
Folding series.

7) If the whole world is listening what would you say as

an artist?

Sometimes it’s hard to admit that what you’re saying
belongs to someone else, so be aware of the big picture,
be independent, and start speaking. It’s hard to follow
your heart, but it’s also most important.

Qing Ming 2 /%8 2

Hand Cut Foil Paper 5§ T 87 4%,
48.5x84.5 cm

2014



Readymades Paper Cutting
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Tang Zhangwei

Tang Zhengwei was born in 1987
in Chenzhou, Hunan province,
China. After graduating from
the Mural Department of China
Academy of Art in Hangzhou

in 2011, he continued his post-
graduate studies in CAFA and
graduated from the Department
of Experimental Art in 2018.

In a range of experimental

and conceptual work, he now
concentrates his artistic practice
on paper cutting. Whether
crafted on a water bottle label,
milk carton or created as a large
scale paper cut sculpture, his
astonishingly detailed paper
cuttings express the artist’s
deepest concern and interest in
the social issues, with a specific
focus of his recent works on the
issues of carbon emission. His
artistic thinking and remarkable
craftsmanship stems from the
solid ground of a profound and
thorough research of the global
issue of carbon emission and its
ecological, social and economical
implications.

Tang Zhengwei’s works have been
exhibited in China and Japan,
some of the notable exhibitions
include group shows such as
“Somewhere Only We Know” in
Ullens Center for Contemporaty
Art and KWM Art Center in
Beijing in 2016, as well as the
exhibition dedicated to the future
of Chinese Folk Art in Ichihara
Lakeside Museum in Japan the
same year.

1987 Born in Chenzhou, Hunan province, China

Educational Background
2011 BA in Mural Painting, China Academy of Arts,

Hangzhou

2018  MA in Experimental Art, Central Academy of
Fine Arts, Beijing

Exhibitions

2017 Academic, Original, Creative, Central Academy
of I'ine Arts/ Qinghua I'ine Art Academy,
Beijing

2016 Art Hacker, Audit Village, Taichung, Taiwan
The Art in Life —The Future of Chinese
Folk Art, Paper Cutting Exhibition
Ichihara Lakeside Museum, Ichihara,
Japan
Artistic Thought and Conceptual Practice, Central
Academy of ine Arts, Beijing
Somewhere Only We Know, KWM Art Center,
Beijing
Somewhere Only We Know, Ullens Center for
Contemporary Art, Beijing

Collections
Central Academy of Arts, Ilangzhou
KWM Art Center, Beijing
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