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The butterfly is a frequently recurring motif in Vivien
Zhang’s recent work. The shape originates from the
butterfly projection method devised by Bernard J.S. Cahill
in 1909. Due to its more accurate representation of land
area, this octahedral map projection—which unfolds the
Earth into the shape of a butterfly—is regarded as a visual
solution that is more geopolitically neutral to regional
politics and provides us with an alternative logic for
understanding the world.

Map projections are often seen as “husks” of the Earth,
while the butterfly’s skin carries a more profound
metaphor: butterflies mimic each other’s patterns to evade
predators, and some species undertake intergenerational
migrations for survival and reproduction. The exhibition
title, Paths Unseen, alludes to the ways in which migrations
and assimilation within an individual’s history subtly
shape behaviors and interpersonal relationships (the artist
moved between multiple countries during her upbringing
and is currently based in the United Kingdom). Drawing on
the mimicry and migratory mechanisms of butterflies, this
exhibition explores how individuals move through, adapt
to, and assimilate within social structures, reflecting on
contemporary issues such as identity formation, collective
consensus, and strategies of survival.
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This painting incorporates the patterns of multiple Painted Lady
butterflies, with a butterfly silhouette derived from the Cahill
butterfly map projection, presented as an abstract, scrunched-
up form. The artist has been studying the migration routes and
trajectories of butterflies; the Painted Lady requires up to six
generations to complete its migratory journey from Africa to the
UK in order to survive. Through this, the artist reflects on human
experiences of movement, exploring how migration reshapes
identity and how intergenerational memory is carried forward
through time.
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The silhouette in this work draws on the moth-like form of an
early, unrefined version of Cahill’s butterfly map projection and
incorporates visual characteristics of the glasswing butterfly.
A repetitive arrangement of circles gradually stretches and
compresses into ellipses toward the edges of the canvas—a
reference to mathematician Nicolas Auguste Tissot’s theory,
which illustrates the distortions inherent in map projections.

By invoking the glasswing butterfly’s transparent wings

as a mechanism of camouflage, the artist reflects on the
interdependence and conformity of individuals within society, and
the subtle balance between assimilation and self-expression.
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The artist has collected several mid-20th-century postage
stamps from Mexico and, here, presents them as archival
material alongside the “butterfly map” paintings. In the image,
the world is flattened using the butterfly projection method,
with North America placed at the center—positioning Mexico in
a prominent location. These stamps serve as a clue, revealing the
cartographic sources behind the artist’s research and practice,
while extending her ongoing reflection on geopolitical identity.
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The artist juxtaposes different painterly languages within a single
composition: textured, mosaic-like “flame” motifs are scattered
across the canvas, standing in stark contrast to the smooth,
orderly grid in the background. The crumpled forms are derived
from an abstraction of map projections, while trompe I'oeil
techniques are employed throughout the work to enhance a sense
of depth and layering. The work reflects on how spatial and depth
perception are shifting in the digital age.
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The artist continues to investigate methods of map projection in
this work. The crumpled form is derived from the Bartholomew
Tetrahedral projection—an ocean-oriented projection method
that centers on the seas. The use of cool tones such as blue and
green further evokes an oceanic presence. The intersecting lines
in the background echo a grid of latitude and longitude, serving
both as cartographic cues and as threads that weave the image
together. By rethinking the construction and order of the painting,
the artist questions our current anthropocentric ways of seeing
and understanding the world.
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Vivien Zhang
Born in 1990 in Beijing; lives and works in London.

Vivien Zhang received a BA in Fine Art from the Slade
School of Fine Art, London in 2012, and an MA in Painting
from the Royal College of Art, London in 2014. Recent
solo exhibitions include: Flat Earth, Pilar Corrias, London,
UK (2024); undo undo undo, Pilar Corrias, London, UK
(2022); Lorem Ipsum, Long March Space, Beijing, China
(2021), etc. Recent group exhibitions include: Dream
Screen, Leeum Museum of Art, Seoul (2024); Chaque vie
est une histoire, Palais de la Porte Dorée, Paris (2024);
Abstraction (re)creation — 20 under 40, Le Consortium,
Dijon (2024); Boundless Reverie: Chinese Savoir-Faire and
Contemporary Art, K11 Foundation, Hong Kong (2024);
Barbe a Papa, CAPC Musée d’art Contemporain de
Bordeaux, Bordeaux (2022); The Disconnected Generation,
Song Art Museum, Beijing (2022), among many others.
Vivien Zhang was the recipient of the Abbey Award 2016-
17 at the British School at Rome.
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This exhibition is organized by Assistant Curator Gao
Liangjiao and Associate Curator Wu Yiyang at the
Aranya Art Center.
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