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Dai Zhou : Utopia of the sea

2024 06.21 - 2024 07.21

Platform China Contemporary Art Institute is pleased to present the solo exhibition "Utopia
of the Sea" by Dai Zhou, opening on June 21, 2024. This exhibition is a retrospective and a
summation of Dai Zhou's latest phase of creation, featuring carefully selected works, including
pieces from her solo projects "Gold Coast” at Art Basel Hong Kong 2024 and "The Fold" at
Beijing Dangdai Art Fair 2024. The exhibition will be accompanied by a critical essay written
by Wang Min'an and will run until July 21, 2024.

Utopia of the sea

By Wang Min’an

In Dai Zhou's paintings, there is always a solitary woman. She appears trapped in an enclosed space:
either caught on a spiraling staircase, leaning against a railing, or simply standing alone within the
frame. She is always shown from behind, never facing the viewer. She gazes into the distance,

burdened with silent thoughts, withdrawn and isolated. Her back embodies her solitude.

However, in other moments, she escapes this enclosed interior and merges with the sea. She
connects with the ocean in various postures—sometimes facing the sea and gazing into the wind,
sometimes lying on the beach in contemplative relaxation, sometimes enveloped by swirling waters,
sometimes frolicking with the waves, and at times seeming to be engulfed by the sea, appearing
and disappearing. The sea, as a boundless, fluid non-space, places her in a different state: she

remains alone, yet seemingly not lonely.

Perhaps the sea is her companion in creation. Indeed, the sea is often personified as feminine. The
sea and women are intimately connected, even mutually generative. As Hélene Cixous writes in
"The Laugh of the Medusa": "Our seas are what we make of them, whether teeming with fish or
not, whether clear or murky, red or black, high or low, narrow or wide, we are the sea, the sand,
the coral, the seaweed, the tides, the swimmers, the children, the waves" ("The Laugh of the
Medusa," 40). The sea’ s playful joy, its subversive pleasure in transgressing order and norms,
speaks to a female freedom. Luce Irigaray also remarked that the sea's fluidity, its boundary-
destroying force, its rolling waves, tides, and unpredictable rhythms challenge the male-centric

authority. The ocean’ s movements symbolize the free breath and blood flow of womanhood.

In Dai Zhou's work, women and the sea fold into one another. Both are transformed. This is a sea
of black, red, purple, and yellow, but never the typical blue. The sea is in a state of wild color

transformation, representing the creation of the feminine—the sea does not present itself in natural
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hues but in lines, vortices, and intersecting bold colors. These lines, vortices, and color intersections

make Dai Zhou's depiction one of a sea-fold or fold-sea.

Deleuze also touched upon the relationship between the sea and folds. After the publication of his
book "The Fold", he received many letters, including one from a group of surfers who said that
their activity was about creating folds. This is perhaps the most beautiful description of folds. The
sea generates its own folds, and the clash between humans and the sea creates new folds—the

folds produced by a surfboard slicing through water.

In Dai Zhou's paintings, the folds of the sea are generated by women. How do women create these
folds in the sea? Firstly, we observe that men cannot generate folds in the sea; men tend to oppose
and conquer the sea. Men and the sea have a binary opposition, just as land and sea are
oppositional. If the sea is close to women, then men are akin to the land. Land always resists and
confines the sea: "In our culture, reason has long belonged to solid ground, whether island or
continent, with expansive lands stubbornly repelling the water, leaving it only the shores; whereas
non-reason has belonged to water, or more precisely, to the vast, tumultuous, and ever-changing
sea, leaving only faint traces and waves, whether stormy or calm. The sea is always a pathless
route.” (Foucault) This kind of sea belongs to women. Men, on the other hand, demonstrate their
masculinity by conquering the sea: in Hemingway's novels, men muster a lifetime of experience to
overcome and conquer the natural power of the sea; in Friedrich's paintings, men exhibit a proud
disdain for the raging sea; in Turner's works, men endlessly battle the waves, ultimately calming
the restless sea through their avatars, ships. In Charles Vickery's paintings, the rolling waves are
merely a playful yet balanced game. This is a game between the sea and the sailboats, the sea and
the rocks, the sea and the land. The sea in Vickery's work is dynamic, but not as violently engulfing

as in Turner's; it is a recurring play of waves colliding with rocks, boats, and shores.

This is the sea through the eyes of men. The sea, as violent irrationality and as a metaphor for the
feminine, is tamed. Once tamed, the sea becomes an ambiance—this is Monet's sea. Here, the sea
seems lost, bewildered, drowsy, cloaked in mist at a moment, awaiting the awakening by time and
the sun. The sea now does not display its power but its mood, exuding a gentle glow, surrounded
and complemented by the sky, sun, breeze, and air. These are tranquil yet extraordinary moments

of the sea.

Dai Zhou's depiction is different from all these. He paints a woman's sea. Such a sea is not an
object to be conquered; it displays itself. How does it exhibit itself? Through its folds and its
disintegration—the water perpetually collapsing and reforming into vortices. Each vortex generates
smaller vortices, infinitely so, as if the entire universe were "a pond of matter with various waves
and ripples". This is the sea's self-universe. In Dai Zhou's paintings, the sea has no sky, no sun, no
turbulence; there are no crowds, objects, or noise. This is the sea's interiority. Its disintegration

stems from both cosmic vitality and its internal forces.
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The vast sea is composed of the smallest, windowless, and doorless Leibnizian monads. For Leibniz,
matter constituted by monads can move and disintegrate because it is intrinsically both fluid and
elastic. The fluidity of matter is its mutability—because it flows, it can change. In contrast, elasticity
implies the hardness of matter itself—only solid hardness can possess elasticity. This solid hardness
gives matter a tight structure. No matter how tiny, no matter how much it is in a state of flow and
disintegration, matter still has a stable side, a strong adhesive structure. In other words, matter is
both mutable and stable, both flowing and solid. These minute, indivisible, and indestructible parts
form a Leibnizian "fold." Thus, the flow and disintegration of matter can be endless, but it ultimately
cannot decompose into mere points; it can only break down into infinitely small folds. In this sense,
water composed of monads also has a stable side, its own structure. Even if it is not confined by a

seawall, it cannot dissolve infinitely, cannot split endlessly, cannot fragment into mere points.

This is why it can fold—not only does it fold upon itself, displaying itself through self-folding, but
it also folds together with women. Their folding is their mutual becoming. Dai Zhou depicts the
mutual becoming and folding of women and the sea. How do the sea and women fold? There is a
way of folding that encompasses life and death: a woman rising vertically from the water symbolizes
the birth of Venus, while a woman lying horizontally and sleeping in the water signifies Ophelia's
death. As Marguerite Duras said, in the depths of the sea, there is both the certainty of life and the
spectacle of death. Life is embodied in the goddess Venus's light step on the waves, while death
resembles a mermaid floating on the water. Ophelia's death, as Shakespeare described, is marked
by "her clothes spread wide, And, mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up." The origin of life and
the destination of death are both in water. Entering the water and folding with the sea can mean
both death and rebirth for women—not just the life-death dichotomy but the death of all that was
old and the rebirth of new possibilities; it simultaneously opens and releases, while also closing

and burying mercilessly.

The folding of women/the sea in Dai Zhou's paintings is of another kind. It is not the folding of life
and death, but the folding of body and water, and consequently, the folding of reality and fantasy.
It is real because its folds are tangible, occupied by countless vortices. It is fantastical because
these folds, while vortex-shaped, also carry a surreal hue—a dreamlike color. For women, the sea
has never been a wild, alien force to be conquered; instead, it is a utopian dreamscape to be folded
and generated together. Women in the sea, as Bataille suggested, are like drops of water merging

into the ocean, much like an accident merging into fluidity, a dream merging into a utopia.
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I About Artist |

Dai Zhou, born in 1991 in Shenyang, Liaoning, currently lives and works in Shanghai. Dai Zhou's painting subtly transforms
with each change and experience in life, constructing a profound and perceptible psychological space through the stacking
and folding of flat color blocks. This reflects Dai Zhou's attention to everyday life and foreign lands, an attention that has
become a catalyst for self-transformation. The embrace, confrontation, and acceptance of the unknown gradually emerge
in his works. Dai Zhou's significant solo projects include: "Utopia of the Sea", Platform China, Beijing (2024); "The Fold",
Beijing Dangdai Art Fair, Beijing (2024); "Gold Coast", Art Basel Hong Kong, Hong Kong (2024); "Nature Theatre II",
Platform China, Beijing (2023); "Nature Theatre", Platform China, Beijing (2022).

I' About Platform China |

Platform China Contemporary Art Institute was established in 2005 in the Caochangdi Art District of Beijing. Initially
founded as a non-profit art experimental space driven by audacity and ideals, it aimed to create a platform for artistic
communication and dialogue between China and the international community. In late 2015, it relocated to D07, 2nd Street,
798 Art Zone. As a participant and promoter of Chinese contemporary art, Platform China is dedicated to constructing
the Chinese art ecosystem. It serves as a comprehensive art institution for the exchange, research, collection, and
management of contemporary art.
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