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T

ai Xiangzhou is one of the most exciting and innovative
Chinese contemporary artists making an international reputation
today. He is an emphatic example of what the American scholar Britta
Erickson means when she says that ink painters are the most idealistic and
intellectually daring of any artists working in China.
He was born in 1968 into a scholarly family in present-day Ningxia in
Northwest China…. an arid desert region watered by the upper reaches of the
Yellow River and with the Great Wall of China on its North Eastern boundary.
Tai’s first ten years coincided with the Cultural Revolution but his most
enduring memories are of how he would accompany his grandfather to collect
water from a spring, where he was enchanted by the sparkling variations of its
flow as the seasons changed.
His artist’s journey is rooted in the ethos of the gentleman-scholars of
old – the Literati and against the grain of the rampant anti-intellectualism
engendered by the Cultural Revolution, he was encouraged to practise
calligraphy and understand it as the foundation stone of Chinese society since
the dawn of civilisation. He continued to study calligraphy as well as the
classics before working for five years in the Conservation Department of the
Palace Museum in Beijing. His next step in 1999, study at the Department of
Digital Media at the Media Design School in New Zealand, was an important
one for the enrichment of his aesthetic development. It led him to embrace
science and technology and enabled him to incorporate them into what became
a completely, original and adventurous pictorial style.
His last period of study – a doctorate at the prestigious Painting Academy at
Tsinghua University – refreshed his awareness of the relevance for him of the
cultural imperatives of the classical canon and in particular those of the Song
period in the 11th to the 13th centuries.
So, he has become a pivotal international figure in the dialectic emanating
from cultural life in China for a century or more. In essence, the story is one in
which artists and intellectuals grapple with how to revitalize Chinese culture.
Are they to jettison the rich but burdensome legacy of China’s glorious past
and adopt western ideas? Or should they dig into the fertile sub-soil of their
own culture for guidance and meaning? Or even better, incorporate some of the
invigorating currents from the assertive West and link them into their own
vision – conditioned as it is by a sophisticated orthodoxy on the one hand and
an intelligent awareness of their changing world on the other.
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These implacable issues are still in doubt although the battle lines have
been more clearly delineated. Broadly speaking there are four main tendencies
in Chinese art today. First is the conservative backlash adhering ever more
tenaciously to the classical traditions. Then, there is the vast factory of artists
trained in Western Realist oil painting. Thirdly, there is an avant-garde
movement which has annexed much of the more provocative work of the
western cutting-edge, without often having truly assimilated the conditions in
which it is being produced. Then there is the small group, a minority of artists,
of whom Tai is one of the most successful, who see themselves as re-animating
those elements of Chinese classical painting that, together with a multiplicity
of other influences, can now best convey contemporary reality in all its
accelerating and confusing complexity.
But what has mattered most to Tai are the ideals of high visual quality and
the artistic autonomy that has allowed him to embrace modernism without
flouting the lessons of his art-historical past.
So, what is this past? It is the glorious flowering of art, culture, scientific
inquiry and technological advance in the Song dynasty – the most civilised
society on earth in that time. And one of the intellectual themes much
studied in this period was that connected with the philosophical implications
of cosmology and astronomy – just the very subjects that form part of Tai’s
interests today. In the Song period these tended to be the source of esoteric and
mythological speculation whereas in Tai’s case, he perceives them as a means to
not only understand the nature of the universe, but its chronology, its origins,
its dynamics, its beauty, its meaning and its ultimate fate.
It was precisely this union of modern scientific inquiry with his mastery of
brushwork and compositional models that were so splendidly in evidence in his
major exhibition last year at the Art Institute of Chicago.
In that show, as in the small group we are exhibiting, is embodied his
rejuvenation of Song traditional idealism on the one hand and his radical
restructuring of it on the other. His command of the fluid rhythms of ink on
silk and paper bathed in ethereal light combine, in his depiction of his floating
rocks, to create a sublime vision of the universe in all its mystery and majesty.
And it is these aesthetic conjunctions that has enabled him to make the
beautiful paintings in this exhibition that take account of the past in order to
make sense of the present.
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Celestial Phenomenon – Stands Unchanging, 2022 (detail)
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Celestial Phenomenon –
Stands Unchanging
跋文 Inscription

Before the universe was born there was something in the
chaos of the heavens. It stands alone and empty, solitary and
unchanging. It is ever present and secure. It may be regarded
as the Mother of the universe. Because I do not know it’s
name, I call it the Tao. If forced to give it a name, I would
call it ‘Great’. Because it is Great means it is everywhere.
Being everywhere means it is eternal. Being eternal means
everything returns to it. Tao is great. Heaven is great. Earth
is great. Humanity is great. Within the universe, these are
the four great things. Humanity follows the earth. Earth
follows Heaven. Heaven follows the Tao. The Tao follows
only itself. Heaviness is the basis of lightness. Stillness is
the standard of activity. Thus the Master travels all day
without ever leaving her wagon. Even though she has much
to see, is she at peace in her indifference. Why should the
lord of a thousand chariots be amused at the foolishness
of the world? If you abandon yourself to foolishness, you
lose touch with your beginnings. If you let yourself become
distracted, you will lose the basis of your power. The great
Tao flows unobstructed in every direction. All things rely
on it to conceive and be born, and it does not deny even the
smallest of creation.
落款 Signature: ‘3rd March, 2022. Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Tai Xiangzhou’
形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 37 × 202 cm (141/2 × 791/2 in.)
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2
Celestial Phenomenon
Wandering around the Sky, 2022
形式 Ink on silk, 尺寸

92 × 60 cm (361/4 × 231/2 in.)
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
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3
Stands Unchanging, 2022
跋文 Inscription

Before the universe was born there was something in the chaos of the
heavens. It stands alone and empty, solitary and unchanging. It is ever
present and secure. It may be regarded as the Mother of the universe.
Because I do not know it’s name, I call it the Tao. If forced to give it a name,
I would call it ‘Great’. Because it is Great means it is everywhere. Being
everywhere means it is eternal. Being eternal means everything returns to
it. Tao is great. Heaven is great. Earth is great. Humanity is great. Within
the universe, these are the four great things. Humanity follows the earth.
Earth follows Heaven. Heaven follows the Tao. The Tao follows only itself.
Heaviness is the basis of lightness. Stillness is the standard of activity.
Thus the Master travels all day without ever leaving his wagon. Even
though she has much to see, is he at peace in his indifference.
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou on 3rd April,the Shangsi festival’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
形式 Ink on paper
尺寸 60 × 60 cm (231/2 × 231/2 in.)
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Celestial Phenomenon – harmonize inner
light and become one with the dust, 2022
形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 91 × 60 cm (353/4 × 231/2 in.)
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
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Sun shower in a spring mountain, 2022

形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 71 × 134 cm (28 ×523/4 in.)
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
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Eternal Heaven and
Enduring Earth, 2022
跋文 Inscription

The Tao is like an empty container: it
can never be emptied and can never be
filled. Infinitely deep, it is the source
of all things. It dulls the sharp, unties
the knotted, shades the lighted, and
unites all of creation with dust. It is
hidden but always present. I don’t
know who gave birth to it. It is older
than the concept of God. The spirit
of emptiness is immortal. It is called
the Great Mother because it gives
birth to Heaven and Earth. It is like a
vapor, barely seen but always present.
Use it effortlessly. The Tao of Heaven
is eternal, and the earth is long
enduring.
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
形式 Ink on paper
尺寸 41 × 60 cm (16 × 231/2 in.)
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Celestial Phenomenon – At peace in indifference, 2022 (detail)
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7
Celestial Phenomenon –
At peace in indifference, 2022
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’

22

形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 120 × 120 cm (471/4 × 471/4 in.)
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Celestial Phenomenon –
a recursive process, 2022
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 139 × 24.5 cm (543/4 × 91/2in.)
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Celestial Phenomenon –
Cleanse the inner vision, 2022

形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 68.5 × 35 cm (30 × 133/4 in.)
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
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Galaxy and Heaven, 2022
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 58.5 × 37 cm (23 × 141/2 in.)

28

Celestial Phenomenon – The supreme good is like water, 2022 (detail)
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11
Celestial Phenomenon –
The supreme good is like water, 2022
跋文 Inscription

Nurture the darkness of your soul until you become whole. Can you do
this and not fail? Can you focus your life-breath until you become supple
as a newborn child? While you cleanse your inner vision will you be found
without fault? Can you love people and lead them without forcing your
will on them? When Heaven gives and takes away can you be content with
the outcome? When you understand all things can you step back from
your own understanding? Giving birth and nourishing, making without
possessing, expecting nothing in return. To grow, yet not to control: This is
the mysterious virtue. The supreme good is like water, which benefits all of
creation without trying to compete with it.
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangzhou’
钤印 Seal: ‘Xiangzhou’
形式 Ink on silk
尺寸 36.7 × 202 cm (141/2 × 191/2 in.)
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Stone Appreciation, 2022
落款 Signature: ‘2022 Xiangru’

(daughter of Tai Xiangzhou)
形式 Oil on canvas
尺寸 30 × 40 cm (113/4 × 153/4 in.)

13
Orange, 2019
落款 Signature: ‘Xiangru 2019’

(daughter of Tai Xiangzhou)
形式 Oil on wood
尺寸 15 × 22 cm (6 × 81/2 in.)
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