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Badlands
Work/Live Series, Project #3
Zhao Tao, Zhang Xiuliang and Zhang Mengmeng/Social Sensibility Research Institute
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Innocent line drawings scampered on electric blue walls and billowing foam defied gravity to sit
suspended at its peak. Badlands was the esoteric world of Zhao Tao, Zhang Xiuliang and Zhang
Mengmeng in conjunction with the Social Sensibility Research Institute. In this third installment of
the Work/Live Series, vital tools from an industrial assembly line were co-opted for expressive rather
than pragmatic ends. Zhao Tao unleashed a delirious rendering of industrial foam and paint. The
bulbous forms re-interpreted the mountainous scenery of Zhao’s hometown, conjuring for him the
thrill of an extended winter hunt. On the walls, Zhang Xiuliang’s fishing imagery symbolized a
meditative act of resistance. With the help of his daughter Zhang Mengmeng, the father-daughter
collaboration depicted soft rippling streams in a place where time is suspended, beyond the demands
of daily life. Vivid indigo walls took their cues from the color of the products coming off the factory
line. Zhao and Zhang’s allegorical escapes depict traditional forms of labor and actions, hunting and



fishing, that constitute “work™ in agrarian societies. Reframed in a contemporary context, these
ancient activities become associated to childhood landscapes, memories and leisure. A playful
subversion of the apparatus of de-humanized industrialized labor, Zhao and the Zhang’s reconfigure
the by-products of the modern factory into their own idyllic experiences of nature. Hinting at ever-
evolving notions of labor, Badlands layers past on present, traditional on contemporary, and truncates
into a rarified space where work and pleasure entwine.

During Badlands, the only destructive act of vandalism in Arrow Factory’s eleven-and-a-half-year
history occurred: eggs and tomatoes were hurled at the facade, shattering the storefront’s glass door.
At the time, geo-political tensions were at an all-time high over the Diaoyu (Senkaku) Islands. The
Zhang’s wall drawings were accompanied by the words “Fishing is an attitude.” In a moment of
serendipity, this innocent phrase may have inadvertently inflamed a passerby. However, this is only a
hunch, based on the fact that the characters for fishing and the name of the disputed islands are the
same. The choice of weaponizing eggs and tomatoes in this manner remains a mystery; the perpetrator
was never caught.

Zhao Tao (b. 1987, Zhangjiakou, Hebei Province) has been working at Bernard Controls for two
years. His job on the assembly line consists of painting valve actuators and training new employees.
The title, Badlands, is derived from Zhao’s sardonic description of his home village. Zhao intends to
return and run for village chief with the hope of saving his hometown before it becomes desolate.
Zhang Xiuliang (b. 1985, Qigihar, Heilongjiang Province) has worked for five months on the
assembly line at Bernard Controls. His main job is to assemble valve actuators. His daughter, Zhang
Mengmeng, was nine years old.



