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Dharmajoy

Zheng Zhou is a highly introspective person. In order to capture fleeting
inspirations that spark his creativity, he lives a largely hermetic life in
his studio, nestled amidst lush greenery. Zheng not only handcrafts
his own frames but also single-handedly manages the arduous tasks
of his studio—from installing underfloor heating, treating walls to
constructing staircases—a one-man construction crew. Through daily
labor, he engages in devout, almost religious practice. In his view, only
a state of utter emptiness can nurture thundering revelation. This way

Interview Location: Zheng Zhou's studio in Fuyang District, Hangzhou of life embodies the Taoist principle: “Reaching the ultimate emptiness,

Interview Date: July 26-27, 2025 concentrating on the central stillness, all things work together, from this
Interviewer: Liang Shuhan, Ph.D. in Art History, university professor, magazine editor-in-chief, | observe their returning.” Yet Zheng continually wrestles with himself
researcher of Modern art, and writer in the realm between the figurative and the abstract. He repeatedly
SERcmEE BRI SR B T (= challenges himself, seeking to transcend his deeply ingrained self
shaxBfE - 2025 7 B 26-27 H through the power of god, while also striving to resolve the inherent
Rend | RETHE > BITEEL - SR « MR - RNERBMEHRE - BIFE paradox of emptiness—for to imbue nothingness with meaning is

to negate its very essence. Zheng’s artistic philosophy follows the
modernist tradition, acknowledging that the structure and space he
conceives are detached from reality, representing only a pursuit of pure
transcendenceinart.
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ou decide when a painting
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There’s no such thing as completion. Comple
indescribable flash of inspiration. Painting n¢

completes—it can go on endlessly. What makes n
is when the canvas reveals something unexpeci
delightful. It's unforeseen, utterly unfamiliar, and fills me
ecstasy. | can't name this feeling. Words struggle to cap
it—it's akin to the Buddhist concept of “dharmajoy.”

BREAEE (TR EEES =&¢;ﬁ
SHIRMEN —PINRE - BEHE AR

ERIU—HETX - %%%FTXWEEL*
EENRS - BEFE  BHEE 0 BRE
LL@@%%ﬁﬁomnaﬁﬁﬁ’ﬁ%gl

=|= \
|=| *EEILA



Are your paintings abstract in essence?

| don’t really see my work as abstract. Even
if it looks abstract now, who knows—it might
gradually become figurative. It's hard to say.
One thing left a deep impression on me: When
| was working in my studio at Beijing’s Huan Tie
Art District, | felt incredibly stifled one day. Then
| suddenly thought of using white paint—just
slapping it down on each canvas, sometimes
twice per piece. Suddenly, | felt relieved.
Since then, dots have always appeared in my
paintings, but | never imagined they'd become
so densely packed as they are now.

Are you interested in some form of mysticism?
Because | sense a certain spirituality in your
work. You're not an atheist, are you?

I'm definitely not an atheist. | believe everything
is predestined—there’s no such thing as
“man always triumph over fate.” Everything is
predetermined. | started painting in my teens,
entered the Affiliated High School of Zhejiang
Academy of Fine Arts (China Academy of
Art) in 1986, and was admitted directly to the
printmaking department after graduation. I've
always been painting. Questions like “Why
do | paint?” or “What’s the point of painting?”
never crossed my mind. But now | understand
the purpose of painting—it’s a tool for spiritual
cultivation, and in this regard, it's unparalleled.
Painting differs from what language describes,
what music conveys, or what film narrates. That
sudden flash of insight can only be experienced
during the act of painting. Yet this revelation
doesn’'t occur with every painting, and it defies
simple description.

Has your painting been influenced by your
otherinterests?

No. | think I've moved past that stage. For
instance, | used to have things | wanted to paint,
but now | don't have subjects | wish to depict.
When | paint, | completely empty my mind—I
think of absolutely nothing.

RV EEZHRAIE ?

HERBESECHFREHRN > MAME
REEEHR SROEREMEENART »
BERHR - B—HFBEIREKRER © &K
FUARRBZME T FENRIR > B—RK
B RERT - ABMRABIAEER > 44
B—REE 15 HEKR—T > ANEEW
T ABRBAMRBRBIRT - A% > &K
HEE LMET R, - ER8ER7E -
HHEE LRERERRAMEIR T o

REFEHEBEHM ERRERIE ? ARk
FEEARAVIEm P& BB B L RISRA © (R
B2 EMHmEIL o

HEEFZEMRE - ZBEFREN—TIH
EEHER > AEFE TAEBRI BNEE
FIENSEREEEERN - HE+REMALE
EE7 ) K2 1986 FLHHE (PREIEMS
Bo) Midh > REZBBFRIXE T ERRER >
WMEFRIRTE > F—EHHMEEEZ - [HAMT
BEEEE?) TEEIRETER?1 88
FIEFE BN RELEE - BERRIREHL
T EEAMERA—ERETHN—EIA
AE—HMLEREAMRILN - EENESH
MBYERPG ~ SHEEENRA « ERALOR
FRERARE - © g RAMNFAIAERE REETE
BENBREPTRERRE - BEEREILA
EBESKRENEIFRREFEHAIULER > E&
R #5% P A BE R sR S 2Rt o

MHNEEFREXIECHMS HEBRNR
ElE ?

RE - AAIAEERLE T ABERSER T o tban -
UaERBENRA  BRREREEM
BHHKRT  AR/RESHRETEEME
B > SRR EEAE -
HEIHELREE RS ZE

BT > REFMEBE > FOLAES ALK




But it must be difficult to achieve a state where
you think of nothing, right?

The problem is, whatever | can think of, | can
paint. But what emerges from that process is
inevitably base, inevitably falls short of what |
desire, inevitably fails to capture those elusive
flashes. So | let it happen spontaneously—
and that moment can only occur in a state of
emptiness. | create entirely through being led
by my inner self. In this process, I've realized
that only when you think of nothing can you
truly be yourself. The you that you want to show
othersisn’t the real you.

The state of “dharma joy” you mentioned earlier
must manifest differently in each painting, right?
So each pieceis truly irreproducible?

Exactly. Each experience feels profoundly
distinct—utterly unprecedented. This holds
meaning for my soul, a significance beyond the
grasp of my reason, knowledge, or cognition.

So you don’t work with preconceived ideas
before starting a painting, right?

Only when I'm empty can unexpected things
emerge—the parts that surprise me are the
ones | keep. Given my training in painting, |
could depict any specific form without issue.
But | feel figurative work carries an element of
artificiality, so | gradually reduce these specific
forms, waiting for that moment—one that only
chance can bring. Perhaps you see all this as
just doodling, yet strangely, the style of these
works remains remarkably consistent. Trying to
avoid yourself is actually quite difficult. | simply
hope that during the painting process, divine
inspiration will help me create miracles. So,
don't deliberately want something specific—
that will inevitably produce something artificial
and base. You don’t want to be just stuck with
yourself! | strive for difference every single
moment.

By > {BEARE HIREY - HAREREY > 24
EAFFEAER > WARRERE TBI—TF.
HYABEIER ARy - FRIXFLFL B R E B AR %
£ MER—RABtL IBEERIMARE T A EE
BE -RETEENN B CHALERIER
TEEBREED > KA HE > IEEFEER
FEMEHEAZ SEMEIEENE S © (REE
HAFAIABR TR HELAREEIERNR -

A REIR NEE) REEZESEER
HBSIREAFRAEIE » BESHEm bR
EAAERNT ?

> B—RORZEHERAER > SRR
MRUERRBBEN > ERENFZNERNE
% EREEERRTAIEAIAIENE 5
SOAIFEHERIRY o

HREREE—EE A MLREEMR
AR T 2

RAEENER » FEEEEEEAFENRA
REERAIEOME THRNT o AR
PR mEEGR » RS ER—ERRNA
KEZRAMBEN - ERRETARERX
EHYERA > FTU TS B ERELERRITER
g0 EHRERME > RAEBRATEEE-
thFRERREERZEE BE » BEF
BB ELEFmMIERE IR — R
BEEMREC - HERRHN - RMERE
HRENBREETNBEHERENHLEFESTH -
FRLL > AREZIBME TMEE ) B > BT
REVE ERMMAY > BARDY o RARERER
WEATBC | RERESLEHEL—1% -



| can show you a painting—this one right here. Sometimes |
practice calligraphy; it helps me focus. After writing with a large
brush, | always wash it, then wipe it clean on this paper—and yet
it still becomes a painting of mine! | didn’t even look at it, nor did |
plan to paint anything, but it appeared anyway. | suppose that’s
just the force of life at work.

That must be your “factory settings,” | suppose.

Onh, right! You're absolutely right. Actually, | also try to envelope
myself in my own world, creating a self-sufficient creative
environment. Look, this is my sharpening machine, and these are
all the tools | use to make frames (Zheng shows Liang around his
woodworking workshop). | make all my own frames.
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Reveries (2019), ink on Chinese paper, 58.8 x 96.4 cm
Image courtesy of the artist
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You learned carpentry, too?

If you can paint, you can do anything. But whether it's photography, printmaking, or even the
sketches | made casually long ago—nothing has really changed. It's still me. You can strive
for making new changes every day, but in the end, you can’t escape yourself. Aimost all my
finished works now are formed by chance, yet | can't shake off who | am.
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What significance do you think chance holds?
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Chance is precisely what
holds meaning, because
chance isn't something
you create—it can only be
attributed to the divine. And
when you approach it in
awe, isn't that a gesture of
reverence? That reverent
attitude is crucial. In this
process, you learntorevere.
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This reminds me of Plato’s theory that poets, through
divine possession, speak for the gods.

Perhaps there is no specific god. The more | paint, the
more insignificant | feel. Only through arduous labor
can one become truly faithful. Every morning, before
breakfast or washing up, | begin painting. Only then can |
achieve complete reverence.

Do you typically work on one painting at a time, or do you
tackle multiple pieces simultaneously?

It often goes like this: I'll mix a color, intending to use it
on one particular painting. But then I'll walk past another
work and suddenly feel that it's not the right one for that
color. So I'll apply the paint to a different canvas instead.
That’s why | have to work on several pieces at once.
Everything is entirely left to chance or serendipity.

| prefer not to call it god, because the term is inherently
limiting—like the Christian God or the Buddhist deities. So
I'd rather refer to it as the ultimate being.

Yes, ultimate being is a more accurate term. It might
sound rather arcane, but | interact with It every day. As
| labor and create daily, my heart grows increasingly
tranquil and humble. When that humility becomes as
utterly insignificant as dust, that is when | reach the truest
state.

Perhaps the paradox of life lies precisely here: when we
fully recognize and accept this humble existence, our
physical bodies may have already reached their end.

Perhaps the ultimate meaning of life is then fulfilled. The
soul, like water, returns to the sea, never needing to come
back again.

| noticed that many of your works from 2017 and earlier
featured human figures, but these figures have partially
disappeared in your later pieces. What are the ideas
between your figurative and abstract works?

| feel figurative painting tends to be overly narrative, while
abstraction holds greater power. Yet pure abstraction
can easily become sterile. So | look for a meeting point
between the two.
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My realm lies in the space
where the figurative leans
toward abstraction and the
abstract bends toward the
figurative.
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Is there a tendency in your creative process to use abstraction as a form of subversion against
figurative representation?

Not at all, because | primarily draw from my own feelings. A profound inspiration for me came
from Zhuangzi's parable Ziging Carves a Chopping Block (Woodworker Ziging carved a piece
of wood and made a bell stand, and when it was finished, everyone who saw it marveled, for it
seemed to be the work of gods or spirits. When the marquis of Lu saw it, he asked, “What art
is it you have?” Ziqging replied, “l am only a craftsman—how would | have any art? There is one
thing, however. When | am going to make a bell stand, | never let it wear out my energy. | always
fast in order to still my mind. When | have fasted for three days, | no longer have any thought of
congratulations or rewards, of titles or stipends. When | have fasted for five days, | no longer
have any thought of praise or blame, of skill or clumsiness. And when | have fasted for seven
days, | am so still that | forget | have four limbs and a form and body. By that time, the ruler and
his court no longer exist for me. My skill is concentrated, and all outside distractions fade away.
After that, | go into the mountain forest and examine the Heavenly nature of the trees. If | find
one of superlative form and | can see a bell stand there, | put my hand to the job of carving; if not,
I let it go. This way | am simply matching up ‘Heaven’ with ‘Heaven.’ That's probably the reason
that people wonder if the results were not made by spirits.” from Mastering Life, Zhuangzi). This
has been my creative approach since 2017. Of course, | still incorporate some figurative forms,
but they remain free. If they become constraints, | break them down, yielding to compositional
structure, and ultimately stumbling upon something unexpected. In other words, | don’t oppose
figurative painting; | simply discard any method that hinders the free expression of my imagery.
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Soin terms of art, what influences have shaped you?

Cézanne. Cézanne’s contribution to modern art lies in structure—it’s precisely Cézanne’s
structural approach that Cubism primarily absorbed. Every stroke in Cézanne’s work is
interconnected; it's entirely rationalized. Cézanne’s paintings are based on life studies; he
worked from objective nature. However, his structure is extracted from that objective nature,
his art serves the structure above all else, because his eyes saw only structure. Before
Cézanne, painting served content, but his structure served the painting itself. If that counts as
traditional, then my painting is also traditional. Unlike the system represented by the Central
Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing, | never painted according to Soviet standards since | was a
child. When | began studying painting, | happened to purchase a collection of foreign sketches
at a Xinhua Bookstore in Wenzhou. | was particularly drawn to Rubens’ works within it. Later,
during a study program in Wenzhou, | encountered the sketches of Fechin (Nicolai Ivanovich
Fechin, 1879-1955). After entering the Affiliated High School, my primary focus was drawing—
studying works by masters like Holbein, Durer, Rubens, and da Vinci. For color theory, |
immersed myself in Impressionism, later expanding to the work of Pierre Bonnard (1867-1947).
Having read Bonnard’s biography, | learned that he applied the same colors across different
canvases.
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The tradition you’'ve embraced is essentially that of
Modernism.

That's right—it's not classical tradition. You see, every single
dot in my paintings serves the composition. That principle is
ingrained in my bones. But I'm well-versed in classical tradition
too. | began studying human anatomy back in art school.

Was it inevitable that you evolved from such a rigorously
classical structure to your current style?

| wouldn’t call it inevitable. My teacher Ma Yuru had a profound
influence on me, particularly in resolving color issues. Under
his guidance, | studied the colors of Impressionism and
Matisse during my affiliated high school years. That’'s why, no
matter how | paint, my colors never break. It’s a foundation
built in my youth—I can’t overthink it, because once | start
overthinking, that element of chance disappears, leaving only

inevitability.

“‘Dharmajoy” is not something one can anticipate. What is the
relationship between necessity and chance in your creative

process?

| believe in destiny — everything is predetermined. The
outcomes arising from the “dharma joy” achieved by chance
are also predetermined. Necessity is destiny, so | do not

Oppose necessity.
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So what do you think is the essence of modernism?
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It's human nature. For instance, gravity determines that you can decide whether a
line is straight or not—this bodily experience is actually the foundation of modernist
structure. Strokes | make may seem like random scribbles, but they're all structured.
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When did you first become interested in modernism?

| started learning about Impressionism in high school; that
inevitably led me to Cézanne, the Post-Impressionist painter; that
understanding in turn paved the way for appreciating Picasso, and
thus modernism itself. | think modernism is elitist in essence, and its
theoretical framework is remarkably rigorous. Only after undergoing
the baptism of modernism can one recognise that painting
incorporates within itself an ecology, and that color serves as an
exceptionally potent tool for expressing emotion.

How do you maintain a state of emptiness when painting?

Laozi said, “Heaven attains the One and becomes clear; Earth attains
the One and becomes tranquil.” When you focus on a single point,
you inevitably attain quietude. Here is another of Laozi's sayings, “The
sage has no fixed mind; he takes the mind of the people as his own,”
but it may have been misinterpreted. A silk manuscript version of Tao
Te Ching was at some point unearthed, revealing it was not “the mind
of the people” but “the mind of hundred reflections.” (“The People”
and “hundred reflections” are homophonous in Chinese). This made
me think: | always aspire to follow my inner self, my heart, but which
heart should I follow? | found the answer in this passage: it is the heart
that abruptly arises in a single instant—and that is the most liberated
heart.

So what are you struggling with right now?

One thingis: how much to retreat from the figurative and how much to
advance into the abstract? That’'s what'’s troubling me at the moment.
Trying to submit to the structure is to remain rational, yet what | truly
seek are those serendipitous elements—things that surprise me. This
state is what Picasso meant when he said, “| do not seek, | find.”
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Zheng Zhou

Born 1969 in Wenzhou, China

Currently works and lives in Hangzhou,
China

Zheng Zhou is a painter of instinct,
conveying onto canvas observations
from the world, as ad hoc as they may be.
His strokes, furtive yet decisive, depict
an urgency to grasp that mesmeric
multitude of the cosmos, the ‘phenomena’
we, or more precisely he, is a witness
to. Referencing | Ching (“The Book
of Changes”), Zheng channels the
astronomical, remarking the myriad of
components that make up our universe,
mimicking its duplicity through his subject
range, hues and techniques.

A prolific painter, Zheng debuted by
studying Printmaking at the Zhejiang
Academy of Fine Arts, which led to a post
at the Printmaking Department of the China
Academy of Arts from 1994 to 1996. Zheng
subsequently shifted his creative practice
towards one of painting, pursuing a Masters
in Oil Painting at the China Academy of
Art from 1997 to 1999, following which he
became a lecturer at the China Academy of
Art Affiliated High School from 2000-2010.
Throughout these years of tuition and
pedagogy, Zheng painted systematically
and doggedly, before relocating to Beijing
in 2013 to work as an artist. Over the
course of several decades Zheng, now
based in Hangzhou, created canvas after
canvas, depicting a range of phenomena,
albeit away from the public eye—a private
stream of observational consciousness.

Figures, crowds, animals, objects—
elements of the quotidian are the
protagonists of Zheng's vision, except none
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are depicted quite as is. Consider Walking
Around the Cliff of Happy Journal (2017):
a group of figures clad in winterly gear
are depicted in action, hand or leg raised,
their dexterity emphasised by contouring
their largely white bodies by citrine hues
against a darker backdrop. In addition to
the individuals’ painterly overlap, cerulean
lines connect them, as if each character
were a star in Zheng’s anthropomorphic
constellation. In the distance, plum blocks
seem to allude to an urban sprawl whilst
in the foreground a shroud of black adds
compositional depth whilst a window of
light in the bottom left creates a hint of
figurative voyeurism. The composition is a
loose yet defined expression of an instant,
amoment frozenin time.

Veering from the anthropomorphic, fauna
equally plays a returning role in Zheng’s
paintings, each animal taking on a pseudo
spiritual or existential stance. Bird (2016)
depicts a stand alone stork, the winged
creature most associated with childbirth
and delivery, whereas in Bird Whisperer
(2016) swallows hover over a man’s
clowned face appearing contrastingly
free as his facade and torso sink into an
indistinct unctuous fluid. Fusion (2017)
visualises a stag - a creature linked to
strength and virility, on its hind legs—
unexpectedly feeding from the cupped
hands of an individual hovering outside a
building window. The Moment of Ecstasy
(2016) envisions a more erotic exchange
with a dog, often cited as man’s best friend,
sexually pleasuring an upright woman.
The line between humanity and animalism
is thus considered, shifted and moved,
suggesting at once a complicity and form
of role reversal.
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The segments of life captured by Zheng
vary in warmth and emotive standing, from
the seemingly joyful Cartier-Bressonesque
leap of a young girl in Rosy Plash (2017) to
the ominous, tenebrous vision of a devilish
figure amidst a crackling fire of snakes in
Song of Fear (2017). Zheng equally jumps
between technical approaches, from the
abstract block colour outlines used in Baby
(2016) and Descend Baihua Hill in Rain
(2017) to the freeform painterly trickles in
King of Beasts (2017) and Structure of the
Chair (2016). Darting between imagery
and mood, tonalities and method, Zheng
creates breaks between space and vision,
capturing at once the complete rapture
and depth of this world, both physical and
mental.

Deliberately varied, Zheng's body of work
is marked by an unapologetic pluralism.
Casting a sort of painterly net, Zheng
captures and entangles the variance of
existence as defined by the possibilities
of what is and could be, but also how one
perceives it. Indeed, each painting acts
as an epistemological outlet, a canvased
portal onto a segment of our cosmos.
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