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Techno-a nxiety

by Alan McNairn

For centuries, the fields of philosophy and science have proven to be fertile ground for exploration
by visual artists. The relationship between aesthetics, that branch of philosophy concerning art,
beauty and taste, and the visual artist is mutually advantageous. The same cannot be said for the
relationship between art and science. In this case the rapport is more often classically parasitical
with the visual artist plundering the catalogue of advances in science and innovations in tech-
nology while returning little of substance to scientific disciplines. There are however, occasional
instances where artists have worked as handmaidens of science such as serving as vehicles for
the dissemination of scientific data, for example botanical and anatomical information. From time
to time artists have pushed technology in directions unanticipated by innovative applied scientists
but for the most part kinetic, computer, robotic, experimental film and video and electronic artists
use technology without contributing to its development. Unlike artistic aficionados of technology
Zhou Song has embarked on a pointed critique of the potential outcomes of contemporary ap-

plied science.

Zhou Song's works emanate from that region where science, philosophy and art converge. He
takes on challenges in this venture that have become paramount in some branches of modern-
ism, however his work is situated in this curious nexus without an obvious position in the phyloge-
ny of art history. Such a stance lies at the very heart of post-modernism. Zhou has embarked on a
project in the visual arts that finds its closest parallel in the work of post-modernist literature and its
ally post-modernist film, where the conjunction extreme realism and magical elements transforms
the mundane to create new and unexpected meaning. It is useful to consider that the beginnings
of magical realism in 20th century literature occurred on the periphery of European culture name-
ly in Latin America. Zhou, free from the oppression of the history of European art, has steered a
unique course avoiding the influence of the realist movements of 20th century European and
American art such as British Neo-realism beginning around 1914, Surrealism, the New Objectivity
(magischer realismus and neue sachlichkeit) of post-expressionist German art, French Nouveau

réalisme of the 1960's, and American Photorealism of the 1970's.



Fig1
Soldiers:Weeping
Oilon Carwvas

127 x180cm 2006

Fig2
Dark Consciousness

QOilon Canvas
60x80cm 2013

Zhou's series of paintings Soldiers-Weeping of 2006-2012 in which the cut away images
of machine guns show interiors where mechanical mechanisms have been replaced by
brilliantly coloured combinations of the internal organs of humans. The extreme realism of
the organs and tissues references that branch of medical illustration utilizing photography.
The disjunction between what one expects the interior of a machine gun to be and what
Zhou has proposed in his pictures is a clear statement on the function of the weapons,
recognizable as the American M16 — an extraordinarily efficient personal killing machine.
Virtually independent of the skill of its user, the M16 is capable of mincing human organs
causing death or serious injury. The message of Zhou's visual critique of contemporary
killing technology is extraordinarily powerful because the artist has opted to utilize the
techniques of extreme realist painting. This is evident when his work is compared with that
of the American artist, Noah Scalin, who focused on the same idea in 2015 creating works
in which polymer reliefs of human organs are enclosed within the contours of firearms.
Among his sculptures are AK-47s, the global favourite in killing machines developed by
Mikhail Kalashnikov to defend and expand the influence of the Soviet state. The choice
of specific makes of machine guns as subjects for visual critiques of mechanized killing
in Scanlin's and Zhou's art seems significant. (Noa Scalin, Anatomy of War: AK-47 http://

www.noahscalincom/#/anatomy-of-war-ak-47/)

Zhou took has taken critique of modern technology a step further in Dark Consciousness,
a work that represents his thinking on the human impact of the proliferation of IT, and, in
particular, the looming upheaval of human consciousness implicit in the era of proliferation
of artificial intelligence. Dark Consciousness, elucidates the interconnection between hu-
man and artificial intelligence, an affinity that will become increasingly more intimate in the
future. The anxiety expressed in Zhou's questioning image is symbolic of current disquiet
on the meanings and effects of Al. The future facing humanity in a world of artificial intelli-
gence is unsettling. The looming brave new world where technology is predicted to create
inanimate machines that mimic conscious thought, still considered the very essence of
humanity, has placed a new urgency on scientific research on the human mind. Problems
that were once considered the domain of philosophy, such as the how do we, as humans,
come to understand ourselves and our world and the distinction between the mind and

the brain, the mechanisms of reason, are implicit in the Zhou's image of Dark Conscious-



Fig3 New Genesis / Ol onCanvas 510 x 250cm 2017

Metaphysical speculation as opposed to pure science fiction is the motive behind Zhou's painting New Genesis. This deeper delving into the pros-
pects of a future in which technological science or neo-physics have trumped classical metaphysics presents a prospect where the creators of a
desolate dystopia are not humans but rather machines artificially endowed with what technologists conceive as intelligence. In Zhou's imagination,
the brave new world is one that has consumed and replaced human thought and creativity. The inner experiences of humanity, those of desires, will
and emotion that allow an inner understanding of reality beyond sensory perception, mediated by the representation of the detritus of human creativi-

ty, have been abolished by applied science.



Fig4 The Desire of the Universe / Oil on Aluminum Saw Blade / Size varies / Kinetic Installation 2017

Zhou's visual prognostication of a dystopian world created and populated by “thinking” machines independent
of human control suggests that in one sense the order of physics is inimitable to life as we know it. However, it
is the very order of the universe — its periodic movement — that creates the conditions where life is possible.
The laws of physics, propounded to explain everything from planetary movement to human self-awareness
and which create the conditions necessary for the development of artificial intelligence are part and parcel of
adistinctly human predilection to conquer through severance of all connective tissues posited by metaphysi-
cians. Zhou's series of rotating saw-blades bearing images of a planetary bodies is a metaphorical statement
on astrophysical movement and its intimate connection to the human mind stretching from antiquity to the
present. It is by means of cosmic consciousness that the human mind understands itself and indeed is what

makes us human.

Zhou's visual art agenda is extraordinarily ambitious. It involves on the one hand perception with its cohort rep-
resentation and, on the other hand, the inner meaning of things in themselves. In dealing with the latter he has
turned to science and metaphysics for answers. At the same time, the very science or physics of reality that is
the substrate of his concepts is itself subject to critical appraisal. The phenomena of humanity are set against

the applied technology that destroys them.

[Alan McNairn is a former curator at National Gallery of Canada. He is the author of articles, books and cat-
alogues on art and artists from the 17th to the 21st century. McNairn has also served as Director of the New
Brunswick Museum and Director of the Royal Canadian Academy of Art. He has taught art history in various

Canadian universities.]
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NUMELLER, BFMNFMR—ERURZARKRRIA L. EFIRZEAR. EMm
UFEHH, BEFHN—ITEENN, SMAZARZETFE—IEMERNXR. MZ
ARERZFZEBXRZNHFNL, EX—HH, REZENXRTER—MHRMENTE
RE MRZAR—DE EE BRBZHRIMOZACH, H—HEMRDIRZFE
P SSRIERITTER. T, FELREFF, ZARTIETRZNIMM—FI, 2K
K—ERNEYF R FERNFEREEOEE. B, ZARIBRKNLZREER T
BT AR FERIGHARRN SR, MEZHEE, BEMEDS. BN HlEEAl

KA UNBFZARNZAKNMEERRANENHZE N AN L RIS L TT#
SHEMBEIEREARNZEAREAE, BMRUNE LT -5 SN AR FAEAEERETHXY
MEHEFI BB R

BEMNERRME THRE. BFEMEAELSMITR, METRENAENTEFRELEESR
pEr, A, FZARREEF, HNREANMAERIREEBNE L, MXMIIFH
EREMAEXMZOLEN, BMREEIEMNTEZ AR I —RBLEIANE
MEMARBENRATN, ERHNEEXMBLOTENEESS, RAHEEER,
HIEFTEFRN. BRZIMNIE N E0 20 L@ E SCRB A TRUMS &R
T EMN, BMRIFEEERKNEARER “FB8” , MESMER, TR T 20 it
REUNMEEZARMEEXIEHIFM, W 1914 FHHTEEFRMEREN; 19t
28 60 FREEERIENZALHMAVBIN I F XFMFHENEX (magischer realismus
and neue sachlichkeit)  JAEBFTIISEE S MUK 19 tH4E 70 FAEERIRBIMELEN.

JEI*RTE 2006-2012 FEIIFERY (& -5iI) SHERFIET 7 EMIEHESIEE, EREN
MR ERS RN BB ARET, XEBREMALRMRIHIME T XRDFER X
REUIREANEMEREE, AR AEMSIIAR S BN E R R R
SRZIEMIRR T — MR, LUIE@RAPIIER M16 MR F], EMBIEE T HEsE N —h
ERARANEHTIEE, M16 M XKHB L FAREEAERE L AEENRARAE
SR AKEBREFTRER, #HMEMETREHRE, (FEFER T RBIEE X 2Eme)
EF%, BIXHARARARNMEMRF, FE T —PRERINER. KANRKNER
S5XEZARER  BRMBERILLE, T URBEMERX—R, 2015 F,
BB I RMENET —BIEH B NIMERN A FBERESW TR T AERN B, i
MR ERIERIL T AK-4T F18, XRB-RHEFEBAX NIRRT KA mMAmAR
NZELIKHRAREE. RBAE, HB-RMANEMRKNIEREIER T RE SN IER
SN R ERF TR HFIBINT R, (Noa Scalin, Anatomy of War: AK-47 http://www.

noahscalin.com/#/anatomy-of-war-ak-47/)



£ (BRIR) 3, EMEIARERHHIRE T — NS E. ZFmER T IFEXY
EERALHERATEREAT 2 ARSI AXRIRBIZITHAIME. (BEIR)
R T AMA LB EAMERENEERR, BB ugtrEE T2 T they
F£I8, URIEMNFEARAT Hai A1 Al EXFAERNMER. WAZLEKNE, —1 5
FEATBRIRKEREZSATRY, EXNEREIAHR, RKEEISERS
BHREIRBYE— AXXR T EMEIRI AR, XNALBLERNRI FHFTIRE 7
NRFJARIRT, FAAE, HNZ2WNMERESFALLERA? BLHE. AMFIHEE
MBIZBHIXBI R A? XEBEWAIENEZEEE P REEARE (BRIR) /Fam
PHEPTE ST,

&2

(BEEIR)

Dark Consciousness
FRE;HE / OlonCanvas
60x80cm 2013

3 (FReIt£2) / New Genesis / hESHE / Ol onCanvas 510 x 250cm 2017

BEehE (Frelte) MWHER 7T EER M L2 BWRAN — mIESR 0 —eItEsill. ZIERARNRIY T —MB IR RERIR
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