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Dialogue between Louis Ho and Zen Teh

Louis Ho (Louis): Hi, thanks for joining us today. My name is Louis, I'm a curator based here in Singapore, and
today we will be chatting with artist, Zen Teh.

Zen Teh (Zen): Hi everyone, hi Louis, thanks for joining us for this dialogue today. I'm Zen Teh, I'm an artist and
educator based in Singapore. My practice surrounds human-nature relationships, highlighting environmental
concerns that are activated in urban spaces.

Louis: You're considered primarily a photographic artist - the photographic image plays a large part in your
work, in your practice. But for me, what's interesting is that, visual information is almost abstracted out of the
equation, as if the viewer is unable to perceive the image clearly. Could you tell us a little bit more about this
aspect of this dimension of your practice?

Zen: Wow Louis, that’s a really good question. Well | guess, that sense of abstraction that is present in my
photographs - they are kind of responding to my experiences of research into the site. | think particularly in
terms of the process of the research, say for instance in my residency that | did with Selasar Sunaryo Art Space,
the research site that | was working on was the largest construction site in the north of Bandung. Because it
was sort of a site where it was still in the midst of transition, it was still building, it was still constructing, the
land was still changing. So every single time that | visited the space, it was constantly under the state of change,
and every time | reached there to do the studies, to pick up samples, to just explore and understand the space, it
was always a different kind of experience because something would have morphed and changed in the process.

So in a way, | would say that the memory and the interaction with that space, that change, also kind of alludes to
that abstraction that you see in the image.



Also that because | think, the research part of my work plays
a great deal of influence in terms of the final outcome. |
really allow the research process, the findings, and the way |
experienced it, whether physically, emotionally, or even
intellectually, | think all that has a great deal of influence on
how the final work will eventually look like. So in fact, | think
a lot of times before | begin on a work or begin on a project, |
have no clue what it would look like, so | really kind of allow
that exploration to take place.

And so | think in a way you can say that my work is based on
the truth of the matter, and how | relate to the issues at
hand. | try to kind of draw that perspective, and also almost
inevitably, | guess, as a Singapore-based artist and also my
experiences living on land, or even close to the site where |
was researching on.

| think another possible way to think about this is, | guess,
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role of the artifact because they were picked up from the site and they are studied on. So for example the
volcanic rocks right, so those were being cut as well to create really thin samples to be looked under the
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happened before, what could this site have been. | think that often leaves us with a lot of imagination to try to
find ways to think what this site could have been, in a way that is humanly understandable.
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So these raw materials that | picked up then become those artifacts and those samples of investigation. And |
think particularly I want to highlight about this - the studying of these materials that | found. So those rocks for
example, | mean they took hundreds and thousands of years, or even a million years to form slowly. And they
definitely then contain traces of the past, and when we closely observe them, it helps us to analyze, imagine, and
speculate what this particular site could have been, you know say, a thousand years ago. But unfortunately, in all
of history that we study, we only see traces of it, we see snippets of evidence, but they don’t always form the full
picture and there are some sense of distortion or incomplete picture. So it leaves us having to imagine. So | think
much like the artists, the geologist was also sharing with me that there is a lot of this imagination that is
required in order for them to make sense of the site and to investigate even further.

So for me, by incorporating images onto these found rocks - the images really add another layer of dimension to
the form, giving glimpse into some final details of the imagined landscape. | think particularly because [of] the
research component, say you look at the petrography, which is the microscopic image of the rock, we can’t see
them with [the] naked eye. We also can’t see the other geological studies or research that could be immediately
evident just from the found rocks. So this rock becomes sort of a representative and also this artifact, but at the
same time | wanted to suggest more, | wanted people to get a glimpse into the kind of imagination that took
place and lead people to imagine what this site could have been based on our research. So you see some



snippets for example, on these volcanic rocks - an imagination of a marsh, much like a swampy area, which was
what we found based on our research.

Sometimes | present snippets of that, sometimes | present snippets of the kind of construction marks, of that
kind of tension that | see and witness at the site itself. Whether they are in contrast to the natural material
found, in terms of the narrative, or they are in harmony with that, | think regardless, what | also try to sought to
achieve is that kind of visual harmony. Because | think that there is almost like an unconscious attempt to try to
reconcile with what | see from my eyes, and to achieve that sense of balance.

Louis: The other interesting aspect of your practice is your use of the found object, on which you imprint your
photographic images. Could you tell us a little more about this juxtaposition of the two- and three-dimensional?

Zen: So regarding the use of raw materials and this idea of integrating
between two- and three-dimensional forms, | think earlier | also spoke a
little bit about that. But really, | think I've always been interested in
exploring the spaces between binaries. That is why | no longer look at my
art making in a very specific lens of whether this is defined as two-
dimensional, three-dimensional work, or am | looking at this spatial
composition in installation works. So to me, the meaning of the work
dictates the form that it comes in.

Over the years, | began first with being a painter, and then | did
photography. I'm still characterized, | think, by a lot of my photography
works, but I've also since ventured into sculpture and installation works.

So similarly, | think for the past couple of years, | have been working with

professional friends from other fields, such as ecology, biology, medicine,

dance, literary arts, design, and so on. And that is because | think | really

enjoy seeking the possibilities that are in between these defined

disciplines. Many of the times, | think it really surprised me; the way of
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the disciplines. And how much depth, and how much surprising outcome

or ways of thinking that we can gather just because of collaborating with another person, and having that
interjection of perspective from another discipline. So | think to me, really whether it's material use, or the type
of art making, or the way of working, | see more fluidity rather than boundaries.

Louis: So, there are connections between your practice and forms of traditional visual culture, such as Chinese
landscape painting, the Japanese use of gold in art, even the Japanese philosophy of wabi-sabi - which of course
comprises the aesthetics of erosion, of wear and tear. Could you say a little more or could you expand on this
dimension of your practice?

Zen: Well | guess | believe that there’s beauty in all things, and it’s a kind of way of embracing life and the
natural course of things. For instance, | am a plant lover (as you can see right here). | really appreciate the
beauty, the purpose and function of all stages of a plant’s life, even [in] the death and decay, is something that is,
| mean, it’s definitely beautiful. But it’s also purposeful and it contributes to the vitality of life.

So | guess you can say that it kind of relates to the philosophy of wabi-sabi, the appreciation of the
imperfections. And anyway, beauty is a cultural construct. While in Singapore particularly, | think we're so
accustomed to having a clean and green city, a highly constructed structural modern space. So everything
always looks new and it’s so much effort just put into upkeep of this almost perfect, somewhat artificial effect -
arather tense place where the carpet is constantly swept under our feet.

So the traces of history, culture, and heritage, | think that gradually dilutes away or almost erases in some
occasions. And | guess that could be one of the reasons why | seek spaces in between these clearly defined and
perfect forms, to bring to light some of these forgotten spaces.

So, thank you so much for being here with us today. | hope that this gives you a little bit of insight into how my
practice is and what are the things | believe in. Thank you.
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