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Red Gate Gallery is proud to present Seamless: Phénix Varbanov's Theatre of

Xuan Paper, with Xiao Huang serving as the curator and Mimi Ding as the

academic curator. The exhibition will run from September 5 to October 4, 2026.
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Seamless: Phénix Varbanov's Theatre of Xuan Paper, 2026 / Red Gate

Gallery 35th Anniversary

Seamless is not a negation of the physical act, but an overflow that exceeds the
conceptual boundaries of "folding." In Phénix Varbanov's practice, folding is but
a point of departure—a pressure exerted upon the fibers of Xuan paper, a
compression of the threefold geo-memories of Sofia, Paris, and

Beijing—whereas the "Non" signifies becoming: the structure that erupts from
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the fissure, the will of the paper to break through from the two-dimensional plane
into three-dimensional space. This dialectic lies at the heart of the exhibition:
folding seeks closure, while Non-Folding enacts an opening—carving channels
of light and air within the interstices of layered paper, and establishing a charged,
explosive "in-between" field amid the tensions of East and West.Marking Red
Gate Gallery's 35th anniversary, this "Theatre of Xuan Paper" presents
Varbanov's latest inquiry into "structure as body." It refuses to reduce ink to an
exotic "Oriental curiosity," nor does it allow abstraction to devolve into mere
decorative style. Here, Xuan paper is no longer a passive medium that merely
bears the brush, but an actively breathing theatre; folding is no longer a terminal
trace, but the prelude to rebirth. What confronts the viewer is not an exhibition
about folding, but a visual universe set in motion by folding and ultimately
transcending it—embodying, as the artist's French name Phénix suggests, the

reconstruction of a new order from ashes and fissures.

By Xiao Huang 2026/08/22
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Phénix Varbanov /2
35 Structure
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HFAIKBIRE

Ink on Chinese xuan paper
65 x 48 cm
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PEAKSEIRE

Ink on Chinese xuan paper
96 x 96 cm
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KA KERE
Ink on Chinese xuan paper
96 x 96 cm
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
96 x 96 cm
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
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Phénix Varbanov FR/MA

09 Structure
2026

FKAKERE
Ink on Chinese xuan paper
96 x 75 cm
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
96 x 75 cm
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
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Phénix Varbanov /MR
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
180 x 96 cm
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
180 x 96 cm
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
296 x 412 cm
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Phénix Varbanov FR/MA

Structure C
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Ink on Chinese xuan paper
120 x 90 cm
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Folding, Tearing, and Rebirth: Phénix Varbanov’s

Theatre of Xuan Paper

By Shawn /Xiao Huang

In the current global narrative of contemporary art, “cross-cultural” has become an overused and increasingly
depleted label. At a time when migration, collision, and multiple identities have become everyday realities,
superficial forms of “cultural collage” often appear weightless. What continues to leave a genuine spiritual
aftershock in the exhibition space are always those artists who resolutely internalize complex personal histories,
geopolitical entanglements, and linguistic tensions, transforming them into the very internal structure of their
work.

It is precisely within this dimension that the practice of Song Xiaosong / Phénix Varbanov unfolds.

Having lived a nomadic existence for most of his life between Paris, Sofia, and Beijing, Phénix takes Xuan

paper as his theatre. Through the visual tensions generated by fissure, structure, and ink, he stages a silent yet
profoundly generative experiment. The recent works soon to be exhibited not only mark a significant phase in his
artistic trajectory; viewed from a decentered geopolitical perspective, but they also offer a crucial occasion to
reassess the artistic value and significance of his practice.

l. Stripping Away and Reconstruction: Beyond the Family Narrative

To speak of Phénix Varbanov is inevitably to encounter a legendary family that almost defined a crucial chapter in
the history of Chinese avant-garde art and early Sino-Western exchange. His father, Maryn Varbanov, was a
Bulgarian pioneer of fiber art who introduced “soft sculpture” and modern spatial art into China, reshaping the
terrain of contemporary art. His mother, Song Huaigui, was a cultural icon who catalyzed China’s transformation
toward modernity and its early fashion awakening.

For any curator or writer, such a lineage offers a powerful narrative temptation. Yet to become overly absorbed in
this biographical legend is also to risk obscuring Phénix’s core identity as an independent artist.

What is distinctive about Phénix is precisely his active refusal of the symbolic convenience naturally bestowed by
genealogy. In his compositions, he neither accumulates clichés of “Chinese ink symbols” designed to cater to the
Western gaze, nor does he mechanically appropriate established formats of European abstraction. Instead, he
translates the existential experience of multiple cultural compressions and geographical dislocations into the
internal topological relations of his work.

Here, identity is no longer a label affixed to the surface of the work, but an invisible emotional pressure; culture is
no longer a decorative backdrop, but the deep aesthetic structure of the work itself. In his hands, Xuan paper is
no longer a passive plane docilely bearing brush and ink; it becomes an active, living organism—folded, kneaded,
and rewoven. The traces left upon the paper resemble “spiritual folds,” marks produced after history and memory
have repeatedly shaped themselves through the material medium.
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ll. The Rhetoric of the Fissure: The Fold as Becoming

Upon entering Phénix’s visual world, what first strikes the senses are the omnipresent fissures.

They cut across, spread, and intersect on the picture plane like fault lines left by tectonic movement; they
resemble the dangerous, delicate cracks that appear as glaciers melt; at times, they even evoke a texture
reminiscent of the secret pulsations within the flesh. Within the discourse of Western modernism, the fissure is
often bound to trauma or fragmentation. Yet in Phénix’s aesthetic dialectic, the fissure reveals a vitality closer to
Eastern philosophy: it is not the endpoint of destruction, but the catalyst for “becoming.”

This resonates subtly with the imagery implied by his French name, Phénix—the phoenix. It is not a symbol of
flawless, static beauty, but of a will that reconstitutes itself from ashes and is reborn through rupture. In these
works, dense ink descends like settled coal ash; vermilion surges like magma from beneath the earth; indigo
remains still, like a faint light from the depths of the cosmos. Color seeps, overflows, and finally solidifies within
the fibrous fissures of Xuan paper, as though the collapse of an old order were unfolding simultaneously with the
rise of a new world. The fissure is not the relic of ruin, but the mark of vitality breaking through its confines.

lll. Structure as Body: The Living Space of Xuan Paper

Following the fissures deeper into the work's texture, one encounters the methodological core of Phénix’s
art: structure.

One of his central bodies of work is explicitly titled Structures. The title itself reveals a constructivist ambition: the
artist’s task is no longer to “depict” a pre-existing world, but to reorganize its internal configuration.

In these works, figurative representation has been thoroughly filtered out. Phénix does not depict specific
mountain peaks; he presents instead the state of tectonic pressure, the movement through which mountains rise.
He does not depict the vastness of the starry sky; he captures the energetic trajectories of celestial bodies. He
does not directly paint the flesh, yet he precisely conveys the emotional transformation of a body under pressure,
folded, compressed, and reconstituted.

This methodology completely distinguishes Phénix from traditional ink or paper-based artists. In the
contemporary context, Xuan paper is no longer a passive medium for carrying concepts; it becomes a “body”
endowed with warmth and breath. Through embossing, staining, kneading, tearing, reconstruction, and collage,
Phénix transforms the two-dimensional paper surface into a spatial field situated between painting, relief, and
three-dimensional visuality. When viewers stand before these works, what they experience is not the rapid
consumption of an image, but a living space forcibly opened, breathing inward.

For a long time, Chinese ink has faced a double misreading on the international art stage: it has either been fixed
as an exoticized national heritage or consumed as a decorative style associated with Eastern Zen. Phénix’s
practice offers a third path beyond this binary.

He possesses a profound understanding of the underlying genetic code of Chinese ink art: the breath of Xuan
paper, the subtle gradations of “the five tones of ink,” and the shifting resonance of giyun (spirit resonance).
These elements have long been absorbed into the instinctual foundation of his practice. Yet he decisively
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abandons the codified brushwork of literati painting and the conventionalized imagery of landscape.
What he preserves is the qgi and dynamic force (shi) of ink, rather than any representational form.

In his compositions, ink is no longer gently “written” upon the surface of the paper; it is reorganized through
folding, pressing, striking, and tearing. Within this labor of physical force and material confrontation, one can
perceive both the precise control of void, substance, and giyun in Chinese aesthetics, and the intensity of
physical action associated with Western Abstract Expressionism. Ink is placed within the structural tension of
modernity: negotiating conflict and achieving coexistence through rupture.

Within this “coexistence,” ink fully escapes the visual-perceptual limitations of the flat surface and gains an almost
sculptural spatial dimension. Phénix allows ink to cease being merely a “trace” attached to paper; instead, it
becomes an “event” produced by the combined action of paper fiber, water, gravity, and action. As Xuan paper
undergoes kneading and reconstruction, ink settles and accumulates within overlapping folds and deep ruptures,
generating undulations and shadows like miniature terrains. Ink here is no longer an elegant literati “ink play”
(moxi), but a material presence endowed with weight, speed, and optical illusion.

This is Phénix’s fundamental activation of ink. He removes the heavy historical burden of the literati tradition while
preserving the sinews of Eastern spirit; he absorbs the gestural tension of Western modernity while refusing the
rootless imitation of abstract art. Through the deconstruction and reorganization of ink’s internal genetic structure,
he not only opens a new field beyond the boundaries of tradition, but also allows this ancient medium to
re-establish, within the contemporary visual field, a modern language endowed with both historical depth and
contemporary spiritual temperament.

IV. Traces of Transit: Nomadism, Memory, and Nonlinear

Sedimentation

Running parallel to his exploration of spatial mechanics is another important series: Traces of Transit. This body
of work concerns the measurement of time, as well as individual migration within the conditions of globalization.

Phénix’s own life trajectory is itself a vast history of nomadism: childhood in Sofia, upbringing and education in
Paris, followed by long periods of movement between Beijing and the Eurasian continent. Yet he does not treat
these experiences as autobiographical lyricism. Instead, he abstracts them into a system of traces on paper:
layered folds become the indices of time; diffused ink marks become evidence of transit; tears in the paper
suggest the fractures of memory.

To fully decode this system, one must place it within the spiritual triangle formed by Paris, Sofia, and Beijing.
Paris gave him the modernist edge and methodology, enabling his experiments to move beyond regional limits.
Sofia brought the historical echoes and tragic fatalism of Eastern European upheavals; as the homeland of his
father, Maryn Varbanov, it gave the fissures in his work a heavier historical dimension. Beijing, meanwhile,
remains an unseverable cultural matrix, carrying, within his subconscious, the deep resonance of the golden age
of Chinese avant-garde art embodied by his mother, Song Huaigui.

This geographic movement is not a one-way narrative of “going global,” but a continuously looping and
self-proliferating trajectory. He begins from Sofia, completes a process of cultural grafting and linguistic
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acquisition in Paris, confronts the heavy echoes of family and history upon returning to Sofia, and finally arrives in
Beijing with a visual grammar forged abroad—Beijing being the true spiritual and cultural point of origin of his
artistic life, opened by Song Huaigui.

V. Conclusion: Regaining Freedom in the “In-Between”

It is precisely on the basis of this complex triangle of Beijing, Paris, and Sofia that Phénix offers a paradigm
beyond narrow identity politics. He refuses to turn ink into an Orientalist object of spectacle for Western
consumption. Instead, through a decentered act of reconstruction, he transforms it into a universal language
concerned with how to rebuild connections in a fractured world.

This is where the penetrating force of his work lies: it dismantles cultural barriers. What viewers encounter before
these works is no longer a specific form of Eastern exoticism, but one of the most fundamental experiences of
human existence—seeking a crevice under pressure, and constructing order at the site of rupture.

Phénix’s art has always remained suspended in a state of the in-between: between East and West, between
tradition and the contemporary. Yet this “in-between” is by no means an eclectic compromise. It is a center
charged with tension and explosive force. Here, Xuan paper is folded into the flesh of the world; ink becomes an
undercurrent that activates bodily experience; the fissure is transformed into a conduit through which a new order
comes into being.

In September 2026, when we stand before this recent body of work at Red Gate Gallery in Beijing’s 798 Art
District, what we will encounter is not merely an exhibition, but a visual universe—built from fissure, structure,
and ink—that is still vigorously in a state of vibrant becoming.

Written at Tsinghua University, June 24, 2026
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Phénix Varbanov RMRAHAETRIFT, KFEZERMFALA, SEERFEAN, BRZAR. EEBRERSZFEAZRFEI
B, AT RMNEFEEARZR. SRULEMSEERPEECERIAEREKMEK, BbINEERNKRE LI MEE R
RBEFRAMICIZ: BR. RE. FTE. BEEK. S, SIS2K HR. Z+55F%, FEEBRTNIIRRH. 22X
BEE), R —NHRAMERMCUNETE, tEESELBCHNENS, BELE. R, EEMEY, BT 7RIS/
fE&R. Phénix F 2023 FIRBERET SRR,

Phénix Varbanov was born in Sofia to a Bulgarian father and a Chinese mother, both artists. After studying at the Ecole
nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris, he joined the Chinese Art Academy in Hangzhou. Although he has continued
to work with paper and ink using traditional Chinese techniques, his practice has constantly blossomed with the techniques
and memories that his appetite embraces: rubbing, crumpling, folding, ink dilution, imprinting, conceptual art, abstraction.
He has been exhibiting in Paris and Beijing for over twenty years. Exemplary of an open and cosmopolitan culture, always
ready to venture beyond his own marks, he produces with painting, drawing, installation, and photography a body of work
of strong unity.
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Xiao Huang (Shawn), Ph.D. in Art, is a distinguished expert in cultural and tourism industry planning and a seasoned curator. He

currently serves as the Planner of the major cultural project Century Masters, Vice Chairman of Century Masters (Beijing) Culture
Communication Co., Ltd., Director of the International Art Exchange Professional Committee at the Beijing Foreign Cultural Trade
Association, and Guest Professor at several academic institutions.

Xiao Huang has long been dedicated to the cross-disciplinary planning and academic integration of the cultural industry. While
spearheading the multi-platform expansion of major cultural projects, he has pioneered an academic paradigm that utilizes visual
archives to participate in the construction of national cultural memory. Through these efforts, Century Masters has been established
as a benchmark for contemporary national cultural IPs and international communication.

Simultaneously, Xiao Huang has deeply engaged in the study of Chinese material-expression painting. He has constructed a tripartite
theoretical framework—"material physicality, material language, and material spirit"—and has published multiple significant papers
in core academic journals (CSSCI) while serving as the chief editor of three important academic anthologies. As a curator for the
China National Arts Fund, he has organized key national academic exhibitions, including "Splendor Paper Art for Millennia", "Tracing
the Word, Seeking the Image", and "Timeless Return". By building a comprehensive framework that bridges theoretical research and
practical dissemination, he stands as a pivotal driving force in the research and international communication of Chinese
material-expression painting.
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Brian Wallace first arrived in China in 1984 and began organizing exhibitions for young Chinese artists at the Ancient
Observatory and other places from 1988 — 1990.

In 1991 he opened Red Gate Gallery in Beijing’s 600-year-old Ming Dynasty Dongbianmen corner tower.

Over the last 35 years, the gallery has been engaging and promoting Chinese artists by exhibiting the best of Chinese
contemporary art as well as facilitating cultural exchanges and dialogues between China and the rest of the world
through its vibrant Artist-In-Residence Program established in 2001.

In 2017, Red Gate Gallery moved to 798 Art Zone focusing on Chinese contemporary art and international cultural
exchange.

Red Gate is recognized both as a tour de force and trail blazer in the history and development of the contemporary
Chinese art scene.
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