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Zhou Song's Inflating Series is a masterful study in pictorial framing. Each image depicts bodies, sometimes
full-length, at other times only featuring sartorial details, compressed within the painting's circumscribed
edges. Song's portraits of middle-class individuals expand as though balloons. Shirts unbutton, ankles bloat
out of constricting heels, grubby hands grasp edges of jackets or reach for cigar nubs, trying to grab onto
anything for stability, while faces redden and contort under pressure. The fleshy frame of the human body,
ornamented by workwear, here risks spilling into a more immutable social and cultural boundary: that of
personal space. These inflating bodies abrasively stretch their well-heeled suits and risk overflowing into
adjacent expanding figures, were it not for invisible lines that seem to order each body into distinct
compartments. Their expansion is further counterbalanced by Song's clever approach to the picture’s frame.
Rather than a standard rectangu-lar mount, Song skews the regular shape and form of the paintings’ edges.
Their linearity counters the almost pillowy softness of the inflating bodies, imparting a sense of violent

restriction to forms that would otherwise grow and float away freely.

Expansion and containment, freedom and restriction, inside and outside: the painting's frame has historically
set into play a series of contradictions that govern acts of viewing and interpretation. The Renaissance the-
orist Leon Battista Alberti first conceived the concept of the painting as a window, its circumscribed edges
framing an illusion of reality for a viewer. " His conception of pictorial space understood artistic representation
as coextensive to lived reality. To put it simply, the artist was responsible for depicting a world familiar to the
viewer's own, endowing the viewer with an interpretive authority to unravel the painting's iconographic sig-
nificance. Western Modernist movements successfully challenged Albertian pictorial framing, establishing
painting's independence from other media and past artistic traditions. By treating the canvas as exactly that—
a surface on which to apply paint—artists distanced themselves from the task of mimetic representation,
from the demand that painting had to represent something. For Song's hyperrealistic approach to painting
instead hearkens back to pre-modern approaches to pictorial framing. Yet, as will be explored in this text, his
photoreal-istic paintings do not strive toward documentary fidelity, but rather capture a heightened vision of

reality in all of its contemporary promise, fear, and contradiction.

Song destabilizes the notion of the frame as the image’s boundary through a critical exploration of the forces
that shape human potential. On a macrocosmic level, the notion of inflation and expansion central to these
works is concerned with the cosmic accidents that make life on earth possible in the first place. Earthbound
bodies revolve on a planet that turns 460 meters per second, fixed in orbit around a single star within a
universe in constant expansion—a universe without a limit or a frame. Yet these same bodies are grounded by
an op-posing force, that of gravity. From anindividual's comparatively static position on the ground, it is almost
impos-sible to conceive of the constant movement and growth of the cosmos. Though gravitational forces
maintain the physical integrity of bodies and functioning natural ecosystems, Song encourages viewers to
imagine the limitless expansion of the human form, pulled and extended by the same expansive forces that

propel the universe’s perpetual growth.



For humankind, such expansive forces driving growth, mobility, development, manifest more acutely in social processes. Modernization and
industri-alization dramatically revised the terms of social progress, from collective to techno-capitalistic concerns. The utopic ambitions behind the
urbaniza-tion and economic acceleration of contemporary metropolises likewise reshaped the terms of political and cultural hegemony, where
bourgeois elites manage both the distribution of capital and power and the cultivation of cultural taste. * As explored by the sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu in his study of social class in France, the social world functions as a system of power relations, where distinctions of taste allow for the
exercise of social judgment. As a group with discretionary purchasing power, access to higher education, and opportunities to act as both
consumers and creators of cultural products, the dominant class naturalizes their relationship to culture as essential and natural; that is, as they
determine what constitutes taste and they move through social and cultural institutions without restrictions or confusion, what Bourdieu refers to as
a “habitus.” The lower class receives such products—art, fashion, ideas—as trends that connote stylishness and contemporaneity. An upwardly
mobile middle class fits somewhere in the middle. Through capital accumulation, they too are able to access an elite social world—buying clothing,
education, homes—that suggest their material wealth. Yet their social mobility is not always marked by confidence and liberty, but often by anxiety,
self-consciousness, and naivete, as they attempt to maneuver within a social world that often seems unnatural and uninviting. Art is bound to similar

negotiations, where freedom of expression s limited by demands of taste and the market.

The simultaneous expansion and confinement of Song's inflating bodies, pressed flush against each other, reflect the contradictory social
positioning of the contemporary middle class. Their attempts to move across class divides are met with resistance, as they swell into a collective,
anonymous body whose individual expression is limited. This series continues Song’s ongoing interests in exploring the technological dystopianism
of contem-porary societies, where the interference of machines in life and labor limit possibilities for subjective freedom. He draws upon theories of
the uncanny throughout his oeuvre, a psychoanalytic concept that refers to a process of defamiliarizing reality. Reality is made strange in order to
critique ideas and precedents often accepted as standard, and open viewers to critique assumptions that they might hold about the self in the world.
However, unlike many of his works, including the series Soldiers-Weeping, Dirty Flowers, and Metamorphosis, which picture fish guts filling the empty
frames of machine guns or taking the shape of flowers and butterflies to explore the violent intersections between art, nature, and science, Inflating
Series em-phasizes the absurdity of daily life. It focuses on the quotidian decisions made by the middle class in order to maneuver through their
social ambitions. Here, the clothing people wear and the urban communities they constitute are injected with a shrewd humor, to prompt viewers to

self-reflect on the practices they engage to fitin and perpetuate hegemonic norms and behaviors.

! Leon Battista Alberti, De Pictura (1435); on the history of pictorial framing, see Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Windows (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press, 2009).

2 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste [1979], trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984).



Dress, more than any other element, serves to establish middle class social conventions.
The inflation of bodies draws particular attention to the clothing that each individual wears.
Their dress is marked by conformity, rather than individuality; suits, dress shirts, pocket
squares, heels comprise the costume or uniform of a business class, only distinguished by
color. The repetition of bodies, each distinct but dressed similarly to adjacent bodies, merge
into a unified corporate body. To this end, we may understand fashion as what Michell
Foucault termed a “disciplinary practice,” a practice that constitutes the subject. In this case,
profes-sional clothing serves to discipline bodies as docile laborers within capitalist
institutions, effacing any measure of individual expression. * Suits have historically served
this function; their straight edges literally discipline varying human shapes into linear forms,
endowing gravitas and an outward signifier of professionalism to its wearer. Song draws
attention to the process by which business professionals sacrifice comfort and personal
style to present themselves as serious workers. As their bodies inflate, their “disciplining”
uniforms also begin to lose their order:in Keep Calm for example, a jacket nips at the buttons
at the center of the frame, at the point of bursting, while a necktie, an accessory meant to
restrain, floats freely in the air, as a pair of glasses fall off a face cut off at the edge of the
frame, the individual's foot swelling in pointed shoes that appear a few sizes too small. In
comparison, Moments of Exis-tence pictures the complete subsumption of self into outward
appearance: a disembodied face, eyes closed, rests peacefully in a polished shoe, the

triangular frame taking the shape of its pointed form.

Just as the picture’s frame struggles to contain the inflating bodies, so too do the boundar-
ies of clothing strain by the individuals’ expansion. These willing acts of sartorial discomfort
adopted daily by those jostling to advance in technocapitalistic societies is paralleled by the
contorted positions that the inflating bodies assume to fit their frames: legs pitched at right
angles to torsos, faces flush with the borders of the frame. Song explains this visual tension
in terms of the institutional disciplining of the subject: “everyone is squeezed and in conflict
with the expansion of the self..[T]he positions in the social systems are in contradiction with
the self-liberalizing will of the individual” The opposition that emerges between self-
expression and social conformity is expressed compositionally. In Us and Inflating Society,
Song con-ceives his figures as a puzzle, as interdependent though conflicting parts,
together meant to reflect the physical and sociopolitical living conditions of dense, urban

populations.

Fig 1 Us/ OillonCanvas /120 x90cm 2019

Fig 2 Inflating Society / Oilon Canvas /160 x 160cm 2021

® Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison [1975], trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Books, 1977).



Fig3 Limitless / Ol on Canvas /100 x100cm x2 2019 Fig4 {DNA) /OilonCanvas /100100 x 141cm 2019

Song's treatment of the pictorial frame consolidates his nuanced exploration of the middle-class condition in
contemporary society. The inflating bodies are often compressed within triangular frames, a geometry as
com-plex as it is simple. Song understands the triangle as the “simplest and most fundamental among all
shapes, the most powerful and mysterious.” In their simplicity, they reflect the magnitude of universal systems,
from simple communities, to sophisticated ecosystems, complex industrial societies, to the impenetrability of
the cosmos. The triangle is understood as an ordering geometry across historical periods and belief systems,
from the Christian Trinity to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, a behavioral theory that organizes human
requirements for a fulfilling life across various tiers. Yet Song's use of the triangle as a framing device
destabilizes as much as it orders. Whether compressed in diamonds in Limitless, stretched across equilateral
triangles in DNA, or even perpetually connected in the circular form of Reincarnation, the unexpected
geometries of the frames that con-tain Song's inflating bodies ask the viewer to rethink their relationship to the
painting. His irregular frames solicit the viewer to break from a standard, distanced mode of artistic
apprehension in order to involve their own body to follow the picture’s lines and direction. A viewer, in turn, is
asked to contemplate the frame of their own body, and to imagine the boundaries, physical or otherwise, that

limit its growth and expansion.

[Dr. Victoria Addona is a FRQSC postdoctoral fellow (2020-22) in the Department of Art History and
Commu-nication Studies at McGill University. She received her PhD in the History of Art and Architecture

from Harvard University.]
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