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Beauty and Happiness:
The Most Sacred Language
Jean-Michel Othoniel

Last May, in a historical first, a work of contemporary art was added to the collection of
the Palace of Versailles. The title of the artwork is “Les Belles Danses” (The Beautiful
Dances). With its cool jets of water shooting out as if dancing, this fantastic fountain of
glass beads was created by the French contemporary artist Jean-Michel Othoniel.

text by Han Yeah-Joon, photos by Kim Young-Ah

In 2011, the French government held an
international design competition for re-
building the Water Theatre Grove in the
gardens of the Palace of Versailles,
which had been destroyed by a storm.
The following year, the honor of being
chosen for this project was bestowed
upon the team of landscape designer
Louis Benech and artist Jean-Michel
Othoniel. Who is Jean-Michel Othoniel?
He is the man who had already adorned
his home city with a monumental work
that dazzlingly transformed the Palais
Royal — Musée du Louvre Métro Station
to mark the 100th anniversary of the
Paris subway system in 2000. Othoniel's
choice of placing value on the continuity
between past, present, and future, and
creating something new through dialogue
with the place was then, and is now
again outstanding. His glass bead foun-
tain took inspiration from the dancing
exploits of King Louis XIV, but it has a
dynamic appeal that transcends history.
Othoniel's signature bead motif is al-
ready familiar from his recent works, but
this time the theme is not necklaces, but
flowers. Flowers bear a wide range of
meanings and symbolism, while at the
same time literally belonging to the world
of nature. Moreover, are they not the
most universal symbol of beauty? Otho-
niel admits that it is vitally important to
choose a theme that is intelligible to
different cultures, as this enables more
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people to enjoy his works: "Over the
past 20 years |'ve been traveling the
world, studying the culture of each area
visited. As a Frenchman living in Paris, |
feel that my works should be fully Paris-
ian while also forming a global bond of
sympathy.”

Othoniel's new muse is the lotus.
The lotus has the qualities of mystery,
opening in the morning and closing at
night, and of strength, producing a clean
flower even when it grows in mud. Otho-
niel has focused on this changeability
and two-sidedness. During his repeated
visits to Korea, while developing the mo-
tif for his lotus works, Othoniel became
deeply impressed by the Buddhist image
of Sakyamuni attaining enlightenment
while seated on a pedestal engraved
with lotus leaves. This experience has
given him a desire to dig into the funda-
mental and spiritual things that exist be-
neath surface appearances.

Similar to Baudelaire's Les Fleurs du
Maf (Flowers of Evil), the title of Otho-
niel's new work, "Black Lotus,” combines
two conflicting words. He has also cho-
sen the same title for his solo exhibition
of 10 new works, currently running at
Seoul's Kukje Gallery K3 until March 27.

In "Black Lotus” the glass beads are
replaced by a sculpture of continuous,
smooth, strong-looking black anodized
aluminum. As you walk around the sculp-
ture, the black curves that represent the

lotus petals overlap irregularly to pro-
duce a sight that seems always new.
Then you begin to perceive the old, re-
peated lines of beads differently, too.
You seem to experience forms retreating
into abstraction and sparkle into re-
straint as your outward-directed gaze
moves toward the interior.

Othoniel began to attract internation-
al attention in 1992, when he exhibited
sculptures using wax and sulfur at the
ninth «Kassel Documenta» art exhibi-
tion. He based the subject matter of
those artworks on his own painful experi-
ence of losing a lover. His interest was
naturally attracted to processes of
change, through which something pass-
es from one condition to another, and he
thematized the vulnerability of materials
that change with the passage of time.
That value always came first for himin a
beautiful art work. It's just that in his
youth he had to confront and struggle
with beauty in order to talk about it,
whereas now he has attained the matu-
rity to accept beauty simply as it is. And
he puts this rather beautifully: "In our
anxious world, what | can do for people
is to create beauty, If | can give other
people some Joy and happiness through
my works, | believe there's nothing mare
valuable than that.” @

Photographer Kim Young-Ah captures the warmth and
vitality of places around the world through eyes as
pure as a child's.
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