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Detail reads top to bottom:
TWO

;(goging, Square Word Calligraphy, Two Poems by Longfellow, POE"é\S(
Ink on paper 4 vertical panels mounted as one, 137.2 x 69.9 cm LONGFELLOW

each

Exploring the relationship between language and communication Xu Bing, the recently
appointed Vice President of The Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, will be exhibiting a
number of his pieces as part of CHINA NOW, the UK'’s largest ever festival of Chinese
culture, at the Albion Gallery from 6 May to 23 June.

Xu Bing often takes calligraphy as a starting point for his highly methodical practice, and
recombines elements drawn from genuine Chinese characters to invent new ones. Xu Bing’s
work draws attention to the arbitrary nature of language. One example is the way he twists
two languages together; his invented characters look Chinese yet on closer examination they
are constructed from English words.

Xu Bing's highly distinctive practice is influenced by a life-long fascination with language. Both
parents taught at Beijing University and as a result he developed a fondness for historical
books at an early age. When the government reformed the Chinese written language by
simplifying characters as part of a drive for widespread literacy, language seemed unstable to
Xu Bing and he began to explore its forms.

The show will feature Xu Bing’s stunning signature works which include Square Word
Calligraphy, Landscripts and Book from the Ground previously shown at MOMA.

1. Square Word Calligraphy

Square Word Calligraphy highlights Hong Kong's role as a meeting ground for East and West.
It is a new kind of writing, almost a code, designed by Xu Bing which at first glance appears to
be Chinese characters, but in fact it is a new way of rendering English. With a bit of practice,
however, one observes that each character is made up of Roman letters spelling the words
from texts which have a particular resonance for the artist. The texts include poems by



American poets such as Longfellow and Emily Dickinson, sayings from Chairman Mao and
even nursery rhymes.

2. Landscripts

In Landscripts, Xu Bing turns language into pictures and pictures into language. These are
landscape vistas which have been literally drawn out of words. In place of descriptive brush
marks there are Chinese characters arranged so that the character for stone ‘shi’, for
example, is repeated in different sizes to indicate the area of the landscape which is a cliff.
Clusters of the ‘cao’ character, meaning grass, represent verdant fields in intricate
landscapes.

3. Book from the Ground

This work, recently shown at MoMa in New York, takes the form of a computer screen and
wall texts and is Xu Bing’s ongoing experimental quest for a common language of
international signs and symbols. Xu Bing has collected all the existing icons, pictograms or
signs which are displayed in airports stations and other public spaces. These everyday
symbols which give us instructions (‘no entry’, ‘emergency exit’, ‘cross here’ et al) have been
turned into units of a new script, legible to speakers of any language. Users can interact with
a computer to write their own sentences in this new language.

Xu Bing comments:

“No matter what outer form my works take, they are all linked by a common thread, which is
to construct some kind of obstacle to people's habitual ways of thinking... These obstacles
derive from intentionally mixing up different received concepts to create a sense of
estrangement and unfamiliarity.”

Xu Bing, born in Chongging, China in 1955, grew up in Beijing until 1975 when he was
relocated to the countryside for two years during the Cultural Revolution. In 1977, he enrolled
in the Central Academy of Fine Art in Beijing where he studied printmaking. He received an
MFA from the Central Academy in 1987. In 1990 he moved to the United States and still lives
there today, in Brooklyn, New York. In 2008 he was elected Vice President of The Central
Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing.
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