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Traces in the Void: The Manifestation of Data Time in Sui Jianguo’s Work
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Abstract

This article focuses on Sui Jianguo’s core body of works that revolve around the problem of time
since 1987, tracing the structural evolution from material time to embodied time and ultimately
to data time. Beginning with Plaster Cube under Flushing Water One Week (1987), it identifies
the moment when time first intervenes in material as a natural force—the “zero point of time” in
Sui’s practice. It then examines the semantic and conceptual shift from Ball Paint and Passage of
Time to The Shape of Time (2006-), revealing how time moves from behavioral extension to
formal generation, where “form” becomes the manifestation of temporality. The Traces (2008-)
series marks the de-corporealization and systematization of time, with “void” functioning as a
generative interface of temporality and, following Yu Mingfeng’s notion of the “ontological
event,” attaining a philosophical dimension. Finally, Garden in Data Cloud (2018-2023) employs
3D scanning and algorithmic processes to construct an ecological field of data time, where time
acquires the ability to sustain itself. Through these analyses, the article elucidates the
transformation of both time and judgment in Sui Jianguo’s art—from time being maintained to
time maintaining itself—situating his practice within the systemic logic of contemporary art

history.
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