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Introduction

Chinese calligraphy, which began with 
hieroglyphs and, over time, developed into 

the base of the Chinese writing system, is not only 
a way of recording and communication, but more 
importantly, a cultural heritage that has witnessed 
and accumulated in itself the wisdom and traditions of 
each age. As early as Zhou Dynasty, Confucianism sees 
calligraphy as an expression of the calligrapher’s 
character and a way to exercise the ultimate principle 
“Ren”, which refers to “benevolence, humanity, or 
kindness”(Qian, 2007). Taoism, on the other hand, 
sees Calligraphy as a practice to strive for tao, 
namely “the Way” or the nature’s order (Qian, 2007). 
Lanting Xu (Preface to the Orchid Pavilion) by Wang 
Xizhi during Jin Dynasty, is arguably the best 
running script on Earth that exemplifies the most 
sophisticated technique and the Taoism ideology. 
Because of its close tie with Taoist and Confucian 
classics, calligraphy became the writing convention in 
the imperial examination system, which, from mid Tang 
Dynasty to its abolition in 1905, had been the major 
path to office and the scholar status(Pikle,2001). 

Contemporary Chinese calligraphy, as compared 
to traditional Chinese calligraphy, has 

become more obsolete as it recedes from a common 
scholarly practice to a more specialized artistic 
pursuit. However, with the influence of Western modern 
art during the Woodcut Movement in the 1940s, the 
search for a new calligraphic expression has been 
underway. At the same time, a critical questions 
arises as to how to develop a new Chinese calligraphy 
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such that the new expression strikes a good balance 
between preserving its own cultural tie and absorbing 
new ideas from Western convention(Fong,1993). The 
Cultural Revolution in the 60s and 70s certainly 
cannot provide a satisfactory answer to this question, 
as it did the very opposite – labelling anything 
traditional as “counter-revolutionary” and, at times, 
using calligraphy writing on big-character posters 
to attack the capitalist and traditional elements 
of the Chinese society. Such renouncement of the 
tradition, and, in some way, the root of the Chinese 
culture, only catalyzed the national strive for a 
new artistic expression, which culminated in the 
85 New Wave. The reinvented calligraphy during the 
New Wave therefore took on a mission: to review 
both the glorious and the disgraceful in the past 
and to facilitate a conversation between the lost 
tradition and the contemporary national identity.  

In the endeavor for a uniquely Chinese 
calligraphic expression, this exhibition 

aims to explore several possible paths for future 
development of calligraphy as a cultural treasure, 
an expressive art, and an on-going conversation 
that invites reflection on the Chinese national 
identity as well as the lack of national identity. 
Through four selected calligraphic pieces, two from 
the 85 New Wave and two from more recent artistic 
explorations, this exhibition will take you back and 
forth in time to join this collective contemplation 
on themes such as the traditional versus the modern, 
suppression versus expression, legibility versus 
illegibility, and the concrete versus the abstract. 
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Writing the 
“Orchid Pavilion Preface” 
One Thousand Times

Qiu Zhijie’s Writing the “Orchid 
Pavilion Preface” One Thousand 

Times (1990) is introduced first as 
it incorporates both the traditional 
and the modern. “Orchid Pavilion 
Preface” as representing the highest 
achievement of traditional calligraphy 
was copied a thousand times, one time 
on top of another, until the original 
brushstrokes becomes secondary to the 
abstract pattern. The artist himself 
describes this piece as a form of 
“written meditation”, as he transforms 
the traditional into the modern and the 
concrete into abstract. Nonetheless, 
his focus on the process rather than the 
content of the writing resonates with 
the spiritual journey in search of Tao.
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Writing the “Orchid Pavilion Preface” 
One Thousand Times (1990), Qiu zhijie
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Book from the sky

Book from the Sky is made up of Chinese pseudo-
characters printed on hand-made books, long hanging 

scrolls, and large sheets of paper which mimic public 
newspapers found in China. Using a font style from the 
fifteenth-century Ming dynasty but with reference to still 
earlier printed styles, characters are carved as separate 
blocks and then arranged in racks, two racks of characters 
per sheet. The printed books were hand-bound in traditional 
Chinese style, meaning that they are constructed of rice 
paper with dark blue covers and held together by stitched 
binding. Each sheet is folded to make two pages; there are 
nine columns per page, and up to seventeen characters per 

Book from the Sky (1989), Xu Bing
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column. They also contain tables of contents, indexes, and 
glossaries, making them as true to real form as possible. 
While the characters are printed in a traditional script 
style, they do not hold any meaning in the Chinese language, 
as every single one of the characters is made up by the 
artist from myriad of individual parts and radicals of 
real Chinese characters. There are four thousand hand-
carved characters in total, which roughly equates the 
number of characters needed to read Chinese newspaper. 
The characters, owing to the simple and straightforward 
style of the traditional woodcut technique, seem to makes 
a daring statement of the non-existence or the emptiness 
of the culture that is represented by the text, which 
contrasts sharply with the configuration of the piece.

In a complete installation format, multiple copies of the “books” are spread in a large rectangle 
across the ground, with long scrolls draped in rounded 
forms above. Columns and rows of open books on the ground 
then form a continuous wave which spans the length and 
with of the rectangle. The accurately aligned volumes and 
the negative space in between the volumes also aid in 

Book from the Sky (1989), Xu Bing

Book from the Sky (1989), Xu Bing
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creating the linearity of the wave. The hanging scrolls, 
on the other hand, visualize the gravity of the scrolls 
as well as that of Chinese character as a cultural icon 
and heritage. It seems to squeeze the space from above, 
suggesting the power of the heaven and also alluding to the 
name of the piece, Book from the Sky. The four walls in the 
exhibition room, too, are filled with panels and panels of 
vertical scrolls, creating a world completely encompassed 
and overwhelmed by pseudo-characters. The configuration 
of the room, which is largely symmetrical, indicates an 
orthodox and almost ceremonial atmosphere, and the supposedly 
calligraphy-like text images conveys the gravity of such 
authenticity. The invented nature of the text, however, 
belies its orthodoxy appearance. The all-encompassing 
format of this installation piece asserts a strong presence 
of the iconic culture and tradition, while the illegible 
nature of the text undoes the effect. The audience, then, 
are likely to be caught in the contradictory messages 
of the content and the format, anxiously struggling to 
come up with an interpretation while feeling frustratingly 
lost in this world of the indecipherable.(Cease,2014)

The aisle and passage space in the exhibition are 
designed so as to allow close examination while, 

at the same time, conveys an unbridgeable distance. The 
paths, therefore, function as “white space” that makes 
the piece largely interactive. As the audience walk into 
the piece, they naturally follow the path that is exempt 
from the coverage of the text, while in almost every 
direction, they are wrapped up by myriads of meaningless 
text. They are allowed to look closely onto the walls, the 
ground, and the scrolls above, yet the perfect alignment 
of the set up psychologically restrains them from being 
too close to the text. Aside from being caught off guard 
by the evoked confusion, frustration, and anxiety, 
some audience may also find themselves outrageous about 
the desecration of tradition. Emotionally provocative, 
Book from the Sky thereby forces the audience to reflect 
on not only the validity of the text and its embodied 
culture, but also their relationship with the text and 
their role in either promoting or destroying the culture. 
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The third piece Ten Thousand (2012) is by Monika Lin, 
an American-born Chinese artist who also strives to 

construct a conversation on socio-political and historical 
issues. Despite the fact that she did not grow up in China, 
she came to strongly associate with Chinese culture, and she 
has personally described her experience living in Shanghai 
as “different but feeling like home”. This shows that not 
only native Chinese but also members of the Chinese diaspora 
around the world are giving their effort to preserve Chinese 
calligraphy, and in general, Chinese culture. In this piece, by 
writing the character “米”(rice) ten thousand times and placing 
each sheet down on the gallery floor, Lin physically connected 
herself to the peasants who literally support the country by 
laboring in the rice field. She hopes to call attention to the 
uncomfortable truth that the privileged life of the literati 
and the scholars who pursue fine arts and politics is only made 
possible by the work of innumerable peasants. Again, viewers 
are put on the spot to reflect on the social reality of both 
imperial and modern China – peasants make up the majority of the 
Chinese population, yet their welfare is largely overlooked. 

Ten thousand

Ten Thousand (2012), Monika Lin
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The last piece Floating Memory (2015) 
by Leah Wong concludes the exhibition 

by bringing the conversation back to a more 
hopeful note. An installation piece featuring 
paper calligraphic characters hanging from the 
celling and projected onto the wall, Floating 
Memory calls attention to the abstract beauty 
of Chinese characters. As the characters are 
distorted from hanging, only the strokes and 
radicals are visible here and there – a call 
to reconstruct the meaning of calligraphy by 
deconstructing the characters and a call to 
go back to the root of our writing tradition.

Floating memory

Floating Memory (2015), Leah Wong
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Just like the the ever-evolving exploration 
of a new calligraphic expression, 

China as a nation is ever-developing, not 
only with regards to economic power, but more 
importantly, in the aspects of social welfare, 
cultural awareness, and national identity. As 
we enter the information age and with more and 
more people preferring typing over writing, 
calligraphy, the root of the Chinese culture, 
is at the risk of being forgotten. Hopefully 
this exhibitioncould serve as a little 
reminder to look at the Chinese calligraphic 
tradition in a new light – one stroke is 
more than a stroke, it is a living record to 
the tradition, the modern, the concrete, the 
abstract, the glorious, the disgraceful, and 
eventually the possibilities that the future 
holds for a nation that remembers and dares. 

Book from the Sky (1989), Xu Bing
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