
229. A Book From the Sky 

Xu Bing. 1987-1991 C.E. Mixed-media installation 

 Video at Khan Academy 

 a book produced by Chinese artist Xu Bing in the style of fine editions from the Song and Ming dynasties, but 

filled entirely with meaningless glyphs designed to resemble traditional Chinese characters.[1]  

 The book, which consists of four volumes totaling 604 pages, was printed in a single print run of 126 copies 

between 1987 and 1991 

 Title changed from original western influence name to one that was popular:  thedecided to adopt the name 

that was already in popular use, Tiānshū. In Chinese, the term tiān shū (“divine writing”) originally referred to 

certain kinds of religious texts, but is now used to mean “gibberish”; it has thus been suggested that Nonsense 

Writing would be a more appropriate translation of the title 

 The book is composed using a set of 4,000 characters, as this is roughly the number of characters in common 

usage in modern written Mandarin. These characters were designed on the basis of the Kangxi radicals, so that 

“in terms of density of strokes and frequency of occurrence, they…appear, on the page, to be real 

characters“.[2]:55 In addition to these, page and fascicle numbers were indicated using tally marks based on the 

Chinese character 正 
o This was one of the last remaining traditional printing factories in China, which after the Cultural 

Revolution mainly produced state-sponsored reprints of classical texts using pre-Revolution woodblocks 
o The characters were carved into individual pieces of movable type made from pear wood 

 Reactions: 

o Critical reactions to Book from the Sky were initially dismissive. In 1990, an article in a Beijing 

newspaper,[6] said to have been authored by an agent of the Ministry of Culture, described it as “ghosts 

building walls” (simplified Chinese: 鬼打墙; traditional Chinese: 鬼打牆; pinyin: guǐ dǎ qiáng), i.e., 

obfuscation for the sake of obfuscation.[5] Meanwhile, “New Wave” artists found it too “traditional and 

academic”.[2]:63  
o Nevertheless, the 1988 exhibition of the book at the China Art Gallery attracted a broad audience that 

included not only artists, but also professors and editors, some of whom visited the exhibition 

repeatedly in an attempt to find even a single real Chinese character.[2]:58 Later critics viewed the work 

more positively 

 considered to be a representative of the “1985 Fine Arts New Wave” 
o interpreted as “a primary symbol of the broad liberalization movement that characterized the years 

prior to the Tiananmen massacre”. 
o Thought of as “a radical challenge to how we think about language, writing, literacy, and human-

machine relationship”  
o according to Xu, his main purpose was to “expose the fact that Chinese literary culture is ‘boring’ 

or‘tedious’ 
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