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Qiu Zhijie,  Three Flat-Topped Hills: At Dusk (detail), 2022
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DOWNSTAIRS

Qiu Zhijie

Forms of Meditation series:
Ink on paper, 140 x 70 cm

1. Forms of Meditation: Inverted Pyramid, 2022
11. Forms of Meditation: Mirror Image, 2022
12. Forms of Meditation: Flat Wave, 2022
14. Forms of Meditation: Spiked-Peak Wave, 2022
15. Forms of Meditation: Circular Platform, 2022
24. Forms of Meditation: Pyramid, 2022

Under the Sky series:
Ink on paper scroll, 300 x 49.5 cm

2. Under the Sky I, 2022
4. Under the Sky II, 2022
5. Under the Sky III, 2022
7. Under the Sky IV, 2022
8. Under the Sky V, 2022
10. Under the Sky VI, 2022
16. Under the Sky VII, 2022
18. Under the Sky VIII, 2022
19. Under the Sky IX, 2022
20. Under the Sky X, 2022
21. Under the Sky XI, 2022
23. Under the Sky XII, 2022

The Art of War series:
Ink on paper scroll, 260 x 96.5 cm

3. Thirty-Six Stratagems, 2022*
6. The Art of War, 2022*
9. The Methods of the Sima, 2022*
13. The Methods of the Li Jing, 2022*
17. Wuzi, 2022*
22. Yellow Stone out of the Three Worlds, 2022*

*English translations of these works are visible under ultraviolet light

Paper Reliefs:
25. Evolution Series: Lover, 2016, 171 x 113 cm
26. Empire Series: Anchor, 2016, 150 x 150 cm
27. Empire Series: Babylon Tower, 2016, 118 x 80 cm 
28. Empire Series: Greece, 2016, 150 x 150 cm
29. Empire Series: Evolution, 2016, 118 x 79.5 cm
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UPSTAIRS Qiu Zhijie

All works upstairs:
Ink on paper, 70 x 70 cm

30. Black Mountain and Blue Sea: Fool’s Boat, 2022
31. Purple River: The Interpretation of Dreams, 2022
32. Social Integration, 2022
33. Social Exchange, 2022
34. The Return of Scavengers, 2022
35. Illusion of Power (Yellow Plateau), 2022
36. Green River: Irrigation, 2022
37. Green River: The Evil of Science, 2022
38. Intersection of Two Rivers: Green Politics, 2022
39. Global Cities, 2022
40. Morandi Snow Mountain - Imperial Cemetery, 2022 
41. Green Wave: Where Giants Are Silent, 2022
42. Red River: Wave Rider, 2022
43. Submarine: Alchemy Castle, 2022
44. Ink Surrounding Red: Ancient Battlefield, 2022
45. River of Forgetfulness: Morandi Mine, 2022
46. Red Surrounding Ink: Cry and Echo, 2022
47. Three Flat-Topped Hills: At Dusk, 2022
48. Underwater Is Subconscious, 2022
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Qiu Zhijie
Qiu Zhijie (b. 1969 Zhangzhou, China) is a leading figure in 
contemporary art practice, based in China.

For Qiu Zhijie, art should be part of life and support 
social responsibility. His practice embraces calligraphy, 
poetry, teaching, criticism and curating, he is a thinker 
and cartographer, and has earned worldwide critical 
recognition for his concept and practice of “total art”. His 
idea of total art is a creative response to a rapidly changing 
twenty-first century – with Qiu living through profound 
cultural shifts in China and characterising the present 
moment as one of division. Through broad research 
and enquiry, he works to form and reform connections: 
between the past, present and future; different cultures, 
disciplines and languages; and encompasses a multitude 
of art forms. Always starting by questioning assumptions 
and then creatively fashioning new worlds, his way of 
working destabilises long standing divisions between, for 
example, the East and the West.

Qiu is a renowned calligrapher and painter, recognising 
that traditional Chinese arts can highlight the roots of 
certain forms of knowledge whilst being adaptable to 
contemporary challenges. However, when asked who he 
is his standard response is “a mapper”, because this brings 
together his many occupations as a teacher, artist, curator, 
poet, thinker, researcher and writer. With mapping he  
has found an ideal means for practicing total art, distancing 
himself from existing ideas (the birds-eye view of the map), 
creating new landscapes for people to navigate and  
think across. 

Forms of Meditation, 2022
In traditional Chinese art forms such as calligraphy, self-
development is thought to come through repetitive 
copying of the works of preceding artists (i.e. calligraphic 
texts) would be written out thousands of times by 
apprentices. Whilst Qiu is critical of parts of this tradition, 
his work often carries the sense of fully embodied learning 
that underpins this long-standing approach. In Forms of 
Meditation, Qiu shows his virtuoso mastery of traditional 
Chinese painting. This plain ink process is so sensitive that 
the width and shape of each line is linked to the artist’s 
breath and the controlled hand movement. It shows up 
even the smallest lapse in concentration, meaning that 
successful delivery requires a calm state of mind akin to 
meditation. Deliberately void of text, this series evokes the 
energy of a more spiritual space.

Under the Sky, 2022
Some of these maps are populated by fictional places 
and mythical paradises, such as ‘ELDORADO’, ‘SHANGRI-
LA’ or ‘WONDERLAND’. Some reflect human struggles, 
between ‘EMPIRE’ and the branding of oppositional forces 
like ‘TERRORISM’ or ‘EVIL HERESY’. Others suggest the 
emotional fallout of events, large-scale social movements 
or the institutions bound up with human possibility (like 
a ‘FREE TRADE ZONE’). In places they offer a ‘RESTING 
PLACE’ or suggest moral direction (‘ROAD TO RUIN’), in 
others a shadowy landscape of mushroom clouds evokes 
fear and destruction. Throughout, the range of ideas 
creates space for poetics, contemplation and discovery. 
Made using traditional Chinese ink painting and woodblock 
prints, they reflect Qiu’s ability to repurpose traditional 
forms of communication. His work challenges the 
didacticism connected to some forms of historic Chinese 
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cultural practice, but also the wordless aesthetics of some 
Western art forms, making space for both ambiguity  
and language.

The Art of War, 2022
This series of works can be placed together to make one 
large map. Referencing important military texts from China 
– which have had a global influence on the thoughts of 
business leaders and politicians – Qiu explores conflict and 
global shifts in power. The artist writes:

“Selected key ideas and concepts from texts such as 
The Thirty-Six Stratagems, The Art of War of Sun Tzu, The 
Methods of the Sima and Wei Liaozi. The Art of War of Sun 
Tzu dated more than 2000 years ago, has been cited in 
both modern wars and commercial wars until today. But 
in fact, the core idea of the whole Chinese art of war is to 
avoid war, to start a war with caution and ‘to subdue the 
enemy without fighting’. Therefore, this group of maps 
about the art of war emphasises a sense of conflict and  
the waxing and waning power of various forces.”

English translations of these works are visible under 
ultraviolet light. 

Paper Reliefs, 2016
This series of paper reliefs takes on the form of a relic or 
monument discovered within an archaeological dig. The 
subtitles, ‘Anchor’, ‘Greece’ and ‘Babylon Tower’ suggest 
dramatic historical or scientific subjects, whereas ‘Table 
Cloth’ and ‘Lover’ suggest something more domestic 
and personal. In each case we are left to try to decipher 
the coming together of objects that transgress different 
categories: cultural and natural, synthetic and organic, 
recent and past. Using the weight of archaeology but 

leaving these remains open to interpretation, Qiu is offering 
a space to think about how we might choose to tell stories 
about the past and the effect that has upon us. Through 
the use of the terms ‘Empire’ and ‘Evolution’, they play  
with our sense of geological time, scale, importance  
and power. 

The Colour Experiments Series, 2022
These new drawings, located around the balcony, reflect 
Qiu’s interest in pioneering imaging technology – remote 
sensing*. Qiu considers these images to be “new human 
experiences” and maps them onto our existing knowledge 
systems. His texts encompass things like missing 
information (‘PUBLIC SECRETS’), history (‘LUDDITES’), 
mythology (‘PHOENIX NEST’) and more elusive poetic 
phrases (‘A BUSY AUTUMN’). The Colour Experiment 
Series suggests that these new ways of looking have 
to be integrated into the complicated and sometimes 
contradictory systems that continue to construct our sense 
of the world. 

 
*Remote sensing monitors radiation emitted across large 
geographic regions, and can gather information about 
terrains, habitats, temperatures, weather systems and 
man-made and natural structures, representing the data 
through bright colour images. It can be used to predict 
the weather, monitor global disasters like forest fires and 
heavily supports various military operations.
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The new works of Qiu Zhijie and this exhibition have 
been created at a time of a rapidly developing, fractious 
geopolitical landscape, and a return to chilling relations 
between centres of power. This is underpinned by 
an unsustainable dependence on the extraction and 
distribution of resources. Against this backdrop, Qiu’s 
sprawling maps, infused with logical indicators of 
topography as well as illogical projections of fantasy, 
surreal linguistic play, and philosophical provocations, 
represent an entangled, complicated, contradictory world 
which for all its diversity, is also inseparably co-dependent.

Biography
Qiu Zhijie (b. 1969 Zhangzhou, China) lives and works in 
Beijing. He is vice president of Central Academy of Fine 
Arts and dean and professor of the School of Experimental 
Art at the Central Academy of Fine Arts, and professor 
of the School of Intermedia Art at China Academy of 
Art. Major solo exhibitions include: Mappa Mundi, UCCA, 
Beijing (2019); Living Writing, 21st Century Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Kanazawa (2018), Journey without 
Arrivals, Van Abbe Musuem, Eindhoven, travelling to 
Centre d’Art Contemporain, Genève and Lunds Konsthall, 
Sweden (2017-2018). He has contributed to the 56th 
Venice Biennale (2015); the 31st São Paulo Biennial (2014); 
the Göteborg Biennial (2013); the 53rd Venice Biennale, 
Chinese Pavilion (2009); The Real Things: Contemporary 6th 
Chinese Art, Tate Liverpool (2007); the Gwangju Biennale 
(2006); the Yokohama Triennale (2005); and the 25th São 
Paulo Biennial (2002). Qiu also curated the first video art 
exhibition in China in 1996, and, between 1999 and 2005, 
a series of exhibitions called Post-sense Sensibility, the 
purpose of which was to promote the work of young 
Chinese artists. In 2012 he was the curator of the 9th 
Shanghai Biennale.

Thanks
Our thanks to Qiu Zhijie who has worked with us to 
realise an exhibition during a pandemic, producing these 
incredible new bodies of work specially for Talbot Rice 
Gallery. Warm thanks to Lulu Zhang who assisted so 
significantly from the studio. 

A very special thanks to our colleagues at the Confucius 
Institute for Scotland in the University of Edinburgh, 
particularly Natascha Gentz, for their generous support. 
Thanks also to Mario Cristiani, Giulia Contri and Galleria 
Continua for their support in bringing these remarkable 
works to Scotland for the first time. 

Thanks as always to our colleagues who support and 
champion the gallery’s programme from across the 
University of Edinburgh and Edinburgh College of Art, 
particularly Juan Cruz and Francine Shields. 

Thanks to those who enabled the project through their 
support: Amanda Catto and Lottie Thorne at Creative 
Scotland. Warm thanks to Charles Esche.

Special thanks to those technicians who supported gallery 
technician Colm Clarke: Luke Collins, Joe Etchell, Giulia 
Gentili, Pavlos Georgiou, Luke Gregg, Jack Handscombe, 
Sarah Laing, Henry Martin, Jen Martin and Casey Miller. 
Thanks also to Jing Lu.

Many thanks to our new group of Volunteer Exhibition 
Assistants who bring our exhibitions to life.



Qiu Zhijie, Forms of Meditation: Pyramid (detail), 2022



Talbot Rice Gallery 
The University of Edinburgh
Old College, South Bridge,  
Edinburgh EH8 9YL

16
Published by Talbot Rice Gallery on the occasion of  
Qiu Zhijie, 29 October 2022 to 18 February 2023

Director: Tessa Giblin

Exhibitions Manager: Melissa MacRobert

Curator: James Clegg

Assistant Curator: Stuart Fallon

Gallery Technician: Colm Clarke

Gallery Assistant: Vira Putri

Front of House Assistant: Monika Stepanikova 

Proofreading by Miranda Blennerhassett.

Installation photography by Sally Jubb Photography,  
all exhibition views courtesy Talbot Rice Gallery.*

All rights reserved. The translation, the total or partial 
adaptation and the reproduction by any means (including 
microfilm, film and photocopies), as well as the electronic 
storage, are reserved in all countries. 

The publishers would like to thank all those who have 
given their kind permission to reproduce material for this 
book. Every effort has been made to achieve permission 
for the images and texts in this catalogue. However, as 
in standard editorial policy for publications, the publisher 
remains available in case preliminary agreements were not 
able to be made with copyright holders.

 
©2022 the artists, writers and Talbot Rice Gallery

978-1-8381232-8-4

Talbot Rice Gallery, The University of Edinburgh, Old 
College, South Bridge, Edinburgh EH8 9YL, UK
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