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DISPLACEMENT 
AND RECONSTRUCTION 
ON THE WORK OF ZHANG GUOLONG 

hat is the relationship between concept and material? How can the changed 

material be adapted to specific cultural contexts? Zhang Guolong, one of 

contemporary Chinese artists, tries to inquire and interpret those questions by his own 

art practice.

Zhang’s work starts with concrete materials and he considers them as the carriers of 

concept and language. Only when the objective materials are subjectively interpreted 

by Zhang can their concept and language be embodied and expressed. In selecting and 

filtering those flowing, fresh materials Zhang continuously gains his power—through 

his displacement and interpretation the potential expressive power of those materials 

is associated with its original state, and thus an unexpected effect is achieved, that is, a 

different form is produced from the original one.  

It is safe to say that Zhang insists on being free and independent. He does not follow the 

patterns of “high-level art”, nor does he confine himself to the aesthetic and narrative 

styles of the academic system, nor does he accept the complicated rhetoric of modern 

art. Instead, Zhang seeks and discovers in natural materials the essence of art—the 

energy of nature and spirit—so as to bring art back to its simple original state: for one 

thing, its power in making the energy accord with basic natural materials; for another, 

its aesthetic meaning concerning life, memory and emotion which is related to human’s 

spiritual world. In many of his works Zhang takes soil as the main medium of his art, for 

soil is regarded originally and naturally as something alive, something that is growing, 

moving, changing and fermenting, and as the spirit of the world and the condensation 

of individual experiences. Since the image of soil is borrowed by the artist and it is not 

concrete but spiritual and imaginary, the energy hidden in this image is expressed 
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by the artist through the way of separating, assembling, mixing and reconstructing, 

and therefore, this kind of energy is somewhat indicative and symbolic. This way of 

abstracting is aroused and drawn from the artist’s individual experiences. Once it is 

linked with a specific material and thus becomes an image filled with certain spiritual 

experiences, an art language which is refined and “alienated” comes into being. This new 

language system overcomes the abstract matter’s state of being disorderly pervasive, 

and redefines the social value added of art and the conventional category of beauty. 

While trying to be “eclectic”, “influential”, “interactive”, and “changing”, Zhang Guolong 

is seeking a new possibility, which will finally be traced to individual will. Zhang is 

sane to bring the spirit he relies on back to the context of Chinese culture and to try to 
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look for the spirit value which accords with himself. Zhang succeeds in finding his own 

methodology by which he reassembles different materials by the way of archaeology 

and not only depending on the sense of massiveness and amount (being full, complete, 

massive and real) characteristic of western art, but also relying on those aesthetic 

elements of Chinese art such as tranquility, emptiness, virtuality, and natural clearness, 

combines individual memories, historical fragments and pieces of natural scenes 

together into an organically related image world. Therefore rather than expresses the 

consciousness which is grand, historical and heroic, his work reflects such a state as 

is full of individual memories, is local, sentimental, melancholy, simple and poetic. 

Full of emotions and images, Zhang’s work is created from his own experiences and 

understanding of the world. And his work leads the audience to imagine freely the power 

of nature, to feel and understand the harmonious relationship hidden in the work, to 

inquire the indications of history and to be moved by the imagination of natural poetic 

state and cultural melancholy. 

While it is important for Zhang Guolong, a conceptual artist, to hold an attitude to be 

skeptical and resistant, it is more important for him to construct his own art language, 

for an artist does not “destroy” or “subvert” something just for destroying or subverting 

it, but for the construction of art issues and the construction of the continued art. 

Zhang’s work is perfectly the practical construction of many such issues—out of reality, 

imagination and symbols he continuously builds his ideal art world.
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