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LOST IN THE BUBBLE
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Contemporary therapeutic experiences are often dematerialized. Ironically,
we count on ephemeral rituals to heal our machine bodies exhausted from
daily overuse. New Age therapeutic methods such as meditation, sound
therapy, and spas have become so popular that society believes our body
can always heal by itself. Underneath this veneer of marketing, Qi Zhuo's
Bubble Game series tells another, perhaps anachronistic side of the story.
The seemingly strong body is actually fragile and unstable; the seemingly
temporary restoration props can already strike a balance with the physical
body. When the physical body fails at self-healing, the individual may reach
higher consciousness through auxiliary repairs.

With its highly recognizable sculptural language, Bubble Game depicts the
specific moment of reparation as the joining of two different materials. The
center of the sculpture is a replica of a torso of a Buddhist sculpture from
the Northern and Southern Dynasties. One can still see the vivid movements
and elegant gestures in the figure, despite the apparent damages — a
testament to the exceptional craftsmanship and design of the original work.
The artist attaches colored blown glass bubbles to the damaged parts of
the Buddha's body as if to create a seal, and turns them into new bases



Bubble-Game, 2023. (At . W¥BHIE | Archaic stone sculpture and blown glass. 55 x 20 x 20 cm
1R% | Photo: Mengqi Bao. Bl 1R 1#: ZARKS5IIEE | Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin

CARRFEBESE, KBERUN XL EERE(F. B, EREIER,
RNARBEIE, ERBELINZREREANBEILR. XEFEHH
-EERAEXKE M, AT ENTFXUREFANEER, AL
X FEKPERLHS|ZEHREME R ILARAERNX, B
EHBETEERLRE, BILHANBEEFRZERBHTS. B
REREKAP, REBEBREIHZM, BRNSREKAEGEETH
BHEAXN RBHIXUARRMBERBBHIGITR L. NRNE FAN
ERUARTIFNHEHRE, BB D BIEF XU N XLHF M,
R ZTF8Re BB XU B NPEN, BENERERESE, HEFEXK
Z BB EMT R REABREARANNERE, P, TTEHEE
R LB AL, iR, BmEIIRAESR, ZAKE
DESHAMZLL, RORNE HHZFAT M.

BEE—RENE, FEUARTERBELGRBEERTHR. EHRARK
EHGANN, tAREAAEZRENREBEFHEINO XY HEE
FU—MBEETEE, BRATEMRNEREESE. MXF “EimE
X”(Ornamentalism) X 1% H /& i 3t S F0 7 34 F I M iR BRI SXL R I,
BISI M MERMEARBRELERIA, NXETKHNREANYLEE. 0@
BHEZAMN RENEN IHERGEMNBETRKRER, EF
HANENREZARWIBER? FTELRE TN TERE CGHENER, it
ERREIL “WERL NBEREFFENHRZRES, IBHR
TESHURWHESH, HB “EME" EMBENEH. NIkt ETH
T AT EThEE MR TR, STENGGIREBUZ AT EEREYIEIE
BRENYRE, TRIEBYMMRES LR, AET2MNIEE,
XEMEGIRE, UREZARNTFELRENEHZE I (Fictional
representation), X AL T EARREEWIBETNEEER. &
WHENERZE, ABN MR A EEMESR, KIIHKAITRE
(A B9 fR%E

Tl “WERANEZR, B AREEARATFRBHRE K
BEeWMMLKEE, " HIERBMNEE, MG EREREKESR—,

Bubble-Game, 2023. {h i AR, WEEIFHE | Archaic stone sculpture and blown glass. 108 x 33 x 33 cm
1B% | Photo: Mengqi Bao. Bl 121t ZARKSIEE | Courtesy of the artist and Perrotin

for the torsos. These crystalline glass bubbles not only protect the stone
sculptures at stress points of the Buddhas' body but also serve as framing
elements that highlight the Buddhas' dynamic yet serene posture.

For many years, Qi lived and worked in France, developing his practice in
a continental context. Upon returning to China a few years ago, he delved
deep into the history of Buddhist art and reconstructed its imageries
in the context of transcultural contemporary art. This mixed Chinese
French cultural identity inspired him to re-imagine cultural integration,
carefully incorporating references from Chinese history into his work. For
example: although the Northern and Southern dynasties were a period
that valorized military prowess and devalued scholarly pursuits, Buddhism
took root and flourished in China, leading to the creation of a plethora
of Buddhist sculptures. The loss and damage of numerous Buddhist
sculptures throughout history is regrettable, yet we are fortunate to still
have the surviving cultural interpretations of religion and exquisite figurative
sculptures made by the artisans of that time. On closer examination, the
replica sculptures in this exhibition reveal reciprocal influences between
minority cultures and Han culture. Following the introduction of Buddhist
culture in China, the formal variations in Buddhist sculptures reflected the
integration and collision of different cultures and ethnic groups. Thus, Qi's
works display stylistic influences from West and South Asia, as well as the
Han Dynasty traditions, exploring manifold layers of identity through nuances
of forms.

It is worth mentioning that Qi himself is a fervent collector of ancient
ceramics. While researching Buddhist sculptures, he discovered that those
in Western museums and collections were being showcased in a rigid,
decorative manner, frozen in time, and stripped of cultural specificity. By
focusing solely on surface value and materiality, ornamentalism perpetuates
the dangerous tendency to deny the existence of individuality and subjective
will in Asian culture, reinforcing a long-standing cultural bias. How can we
liberate Buddhist sculptures from the colonial narrative of “lost ruins” and
re-establish them through contemporary art? Qi's response is a radical re-
imagination of ornamentalism. Fusing ancient elements with contemporary
extensions while repurposing “decorative objects”, he has breathed new life
into the ornamentalized Buddhist sculptures with a language informed by
conceptual art. He thus provokes viewers to reconsider their assumptions
about the roles and functions of Buddhist sculptures. The artist reclaims the
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uprooted, ornamentalized prototypes from postcolonial museums, recreates
them in their place of origin, and shows them in a new context. This process
involves the artist’s fictional representation of authentic prototypes, giving
him the freedom to create within a fictional context. By means of collage
and synthesis, these familiar iconographies are once more imbued with life,
urging us to engage with their profound histories.

“It would be a dream come true if Longmen Grottoes allowed me to replace
all their missing heads with glass bubbles someday,” Qi once proclaimed.
When combining glass and ceramic, there are clear differences in the
time required for employing each medium and unique intersections in their
material development. Both are metaphors for chronological disorder and
cultural displacement. It is conceivable that the artist has to reenact the
processes of building, breaking, and restoring Buddhist sculptures in his
studio. And these body-objects must survive various forms of emotional
scrutiny. If the caretakers of those ancient Buddhist sculptures learned of
the equal gaze of their contemporary counterparts, would their sorrow over
the sculptures’ mutilations be eased? One cannot help but wonder. These
bodily restorations parallel the ancient Buddhist tale from The Great Tang
Dynasty Records of the Western Regions, in which the younger brother of
the King of Kucha, who did good deeds, miraculously regained his phallus
with the help of Buddha—"through the power of charity, his body gradually
regained its male form.” Buddhist tales like this prompt us to contemplate
the purpose of the body and its relationship to life and to reconsider the
dialectical significance of bodily integrity and ableism in different historical
periods.

Qi's latest works were created during the pandemic, reminding us of gender
and queer theorist Jack Halberstam’s reflections on epidemic outbreaks
in the 1990s. Halberstam sees them as a crisis of time, because people
faced with death tend to compress all future life into "the here, the now, the
present.” Anxiety makes people abandon common sense and logic. Critical
disability theorist Alison Kafer advocates using the life experiences of
disabled bodies to challenge the common temporal limits in society. Noting
the contradiction between the finite body and the high-pressure culture
of our times, she interprets procrastination as spontaneous meditation
demanded by the body. Kafer argues that this time is never wasted, but
rather used for reflection. Focusing on the body does not necessarily lead
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to anxiety-triggering perfectionism and ableism. Instead, it encourages us to
pace ourselves according to our bodily needs. This mentality helps us cope
with our own fragility and unavoidable social anxiety. In these philosophical
reflections, which echo Qi's practice, time and healing go hand in hand. If
individuals contextualize their bodies and healing rituals within a broader
time frame, they may recognize the absurd obsessions with a perfect and
flawless body.

Text by Claire Li

This exhibition is realized with the support of Taoxichuan Art Center/
Taoxichuan Glass Studio and Glass Art Caravan.

About the artist

Qi Zhuo was born in 1985 in Fuxin, Liaoning, China, and now lives and
works between Paris, France and Jingdezhen, China. Qi Zhuo graduated
with honors from the Le Mans School of Art and Design (with a DNSEP
diploma), before completing the KAOLIN postgraduate program at
ENSA Limoges in France and the Geneva University of Art and Design
in Switzerland. Zhuo's practice contains reflections on multiculturalism
and cultural misunderstandings. He deploys various materials such
as ceramics, glass, metal, and paper, exploring their history, cultural
significance, and internal traditions. By transforming these materials,
he establishes a delicate balance and creates a comprehensive artistic
language.

On the surface, Qi Zhuo's works are humorous and poetic but they
are also full of contradictions and uncertainty. As a Chinese person
in a foreign country, he tries to interpret the social environment from
the perspective of the "other", while examining his own culture from a
foreign perspective. The differences and misunderstandings generated
by the collision of different cultures and languages become a way of
communication. Qi Zhuo's works use this context to set up a variety of
"mistakes" for the audience.

More information about the artist >>>
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