
Cai Guo-Qiang: To Explore A “Natural” Attitude 
in the Midst of Uncertainty and Risks

Photo by Lonnie Graham, courtesy The Fabric Workshop and Museum



“I strive after gunpowder’s uncontrollability while at the same time 
exerting control, all in an attempt to transform this ambivalent 

standoff into something miraculous.”



Self-Portrait, 1983. 
Oil on canvas. 40 x 31 cm
Courtesy Cai Studio

I am a controlling person by nature. I 
tend to be cautious and timid, just like 
my father, who also loved to paint.

This is perfectly fine in life, but not in 
art.



Wandering, 1985
Oil on canvas. 91.5 x 89.5 cm
Courtesy Cai Studio

Not to mention there was a lot 
more control being exerted in 
Chinese society at the time… 



Self-Portrait: A Subjugated Soul, 1985/89
Gunpowder and oil on canvas

167 x 118 cm
Photos courtesy Cai Studio

I break free of control through the natural energy of 
explosion, liberating myself and finding pleasure in 
the freedom of creation.



Primeval Fireball: The Project for Projects, 1991
Seven gunpowder drawings. Gunpowder on paper, 
mounted on wood as folding screens
Installation view at P3 art and environment, Tokyo, 1991
Photo by Yoshihiro Hagiwara

In this way, the creation of 
art faces risk and the 
challenges of the 
unknown…



Fetus Movement II: Project for Extraterrestrials No. 9, 1990
Gunpowder and ink on paper, mounted on wood as eight-panel folding screen

200 x 680 cm
Collection of Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo

Photo by André Morin, courtesy Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain



A Certain Lunar Eclipse: Project for Humankind No. 2, 1991
Gunpowder and ink on paper, mounted on wood as seven-panel folding screen

200 x 595 cm
Guggenheim Abu Dhabi

Photo by André Morin, courtesy Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain



Volunteers picking up stencils for Odyssey, Houston, 2010. 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston

Sometimes my creative process is open to live audiences, who then become bound to the artist.

Photo by Everett Taasevigen, courtesy Museum of Fine Arts, Houston Photo by I-Hua Lee, courtesy Cai Studio



Ignition of gunpowder painting The Spirit of Painting at the 
Salón de Reinos (Hall of Realms), Madrid, 2017. 
Commissioned by Museo Nacional del Prado
© Museo Nacional del Prado

They, too, feel the uncertain anxiety and 
apprehension after the fuse has been lit, 
and together we await the result of fate. 



Odyssey, 2010
Gunpowder on paper, mounted on wood as 42-panel screen
3.15 x 49.38 m overall
Commissioned by the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
Photo by I-Hua Lee, courtesy Cai Studio



Ignition of Transience I (Peony), Melbourne, Australia, 2019
Commissioned by the National Gallery of Victoria

Photos © Tobias Titz Photography

I make use of risk, turning it into the wings of creativity. 



Installation view of Transience I (Peony) and 
Transience II (Peony) at the National Gallery of 
Victoria, Melbourne, 2019. 
Photo © Tobias Titz Photography



Photos © Tobias Titz Photography



Day and Night in Toledo, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas, 260 x 600 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

I am always striving to express the invisible with the visible. Allowing for invisible energy to 
manifest its own charisma means accepting its results that may surprise you.



Black Poppy, 2016. Gunpowder on canvas. 152.5 x 1097 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

Because you are not only using gunpowder to express energy,



you are letting it become the energy itself.



Gong Fu, 2019
Gunpowder on glass and mirror

183 x 150 cm
Photos by Sang Luo and Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

An artist always wants to tell the painting what 
it is, but sometimes you have to relinquish 
control to the painting itself, letting the materials 
demonstrate what they are in more natural 
ways, making miracles and miraculous art 
possible.



Childhood in the Mirror 1 and 2
2019. Gunpowder on glass and mirror. 100 x 100 cm;183 x 150 cm
Photos courtesy Cai Studio

It is a spiritual manifestation of the 
intercourse of two kinds of energy: that of 
humans as a force of nature and of 
gunpowder as a force of nature… 



Cai Guo-Qiang during the creation of Heaven Complex, 2017
Photo courtesy Cai Studio

But during the process of painting, I still have many considerations: selecting 
gunpowder with different effects, determining the quantity, deciding on 
ways of creating forms, including where on the canvas to add pressure and 
how much… 



I continuously expose my true desires as a controller and dictator. 

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Ignition of Heaven Complex, 2017
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Heaven Complex No.1, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas, 300 x 750 cm
[Artwork Not Extant]

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio

Here, I first used an explosion of color gunpowder to create 
a vivid garden full of phantasms and lust,





so beautiful that one cannot bear to lay a finger on it!



“Bravo!” Cai Guo-Qiang with Sir Simon Schama and the BBC production team of Civilisations
celebrating the success of Heaven Complex No.1, 2017 

Photos by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio



Ignition of Heaven Complex, 2017
Courtesy Cai Studio

The canvas is then returned to the ground, where it is scattered with black 
gunpowder. This is then covered with an empty canvas and detonated again!



Heaven Complex No.1 and 2, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas. 300 x 750 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

The two canvases are then unfolded. 
The colors on the lower canvas (here) are now forever suppressed beneath the black. 



Heaven Complex No.3, 2017. Gunpowder on canvas. 300 x 750 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

While the upper canvas (here) is abstract chaos! Like a spiritual imprint of the canvas below.
My creative life never stops oscillating between control and anti-control, between dictatorship 
and democracy.



The Vague Border at the Edge of Time/Space Project, 1991
Gunpowder on paper, mounted on wood as seven-panel folding screen 

200 x 595 cm
Collection of Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain

Photo by André Morin, courtesy Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain

I endeavor to meet with serendipity and pleasant surprises within 
the risk created by this ambivalent standoff. 



Castillo Encounter with the Unknown: Cosmos Project for Mexico, 2019
“Cosmic Nebula” on the plaza.

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio

In a sense, gunpowder possesses a “cosmicality.” 



Castillo Encounter with the Unknown: Cosmos Project for Mexico, 2019
“Cosmic Nebula” on the plaza.

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



Project to Extend the Great Wall of China by 10,000 Meters: 
Project for Extraterrestrials No. 10, 1993

Realized at the Gobi desert, west of the Great Wall, Jiayuguan, Gansu Province, 
February 27, 1993, 7:35 p.m.

Photos by Masanobu Moriyama, courtesy Cai Studio

The moment of explosion creates a space-time chaos that connects itself with the infinite and 
unknown world. 



I am deeply aware that, regardless of an artwork’s size, its power is limited. But if it is possible to 
connect time and space for just one fleeting moment, a limited artwork can glean power from 
limitless history and nature, rendering its power infinite as well.

Photo by Masanobu Moriyama, courtesy Cai Studio



Footprints of History: Fireworks Project for the Opening Ceremony of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games
Commissioned by The International Olympic Committee and The Beijing Organizing Committee for the Games of the XXIX Olympiad

Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

This is the methodology that I strive toward: using one moment to 
express the infinite; using the tangible to express the intangible. 



Sky Ladder
2015
Realized off Huiyu Island, Quanzhou
Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio

I created Sky Ladder for my 100-year-old grandmother.



Head On, 2006
Installation view at Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, 2009.

Deutsche Bank Collection
©FMGB Guggenheim Bilbao Museoa, 2009; Photo: Erika Barahona-Ede

This is also the conceptual through line that underlies my two-dimensional 
painting and three-dimensional explosion events, installations, public art 
projects, and more. 



Heritage, 2013
Installation view at the Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane, 2013

Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane
Photograph: Natasha Harth, QAGOMA

Courtesy: Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art



Courtesy: Queensland Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art



Bringing to Venice What Marco Polo Forgot, 1995
Realized at Palazzo Giustinian Lolin and Grand Canal

Commissioned by the 46th Venice Biennale, Italy
Photos by Yamamoto Tadasu, courtesy Cai Studio



Study for Uffizi: Gunpowder Test, 2018. Gunpowder on canvas. 122 x 244 cm
Photo by Yvonne Zhao, courtesy Cai Studio

When painting with oils or watercolors, we pay attention to questions of what, how, and why 
we paint. When painting with gunpowder, however, I also have to study the materials 
themselves…



Cai Guo-Qiang during the creation of 
Color Gunpowder Drawing for 

City of Flowers in the Sky: 
Daytime Explosion Event for Florence, 2018.

Photos by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio 

…as well as the techniques involved in using these materials. 



Cai Guo-Qiang meeting with scientists at the Getty Research Institute, 2017

Over the past three years, scientists and conservators at the Getty Center in Los 
Angeles have been researching the materials and techniques I use in my work.

Photo by Sang Luo, courtesy Cai Studio



Analysis of gunpowder painting samples by Getty Research Institute

Being researched as a living artist means that, whether I 
want to or not, I have to learn about the lifespan of every 
kind of color gunpowder on my paintings!

Photos courtesy Getty Center



Five Olympic Rings: Fireworks Project for the Opening Ceremony of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games
Commissioned by The International Olympic Committee and The Beijing Organizing Committee

Photo by Lin Yi, courtesy Cai Studio

I also have to understand the pollution index of gunpowder, and use the influence of 
government projects to propel the development of sustainable fireworks.



Gunpowder test for Elegy: Explosion Event for the Opening of Cai Guo-Qiang: The Ninth Wave, 2014
Photo by Yuyu Chen, courtesy Cai Studio

I have been pushing for the research and development of nontoxic 
products that emit minimal smoke and sulfur.



Regular firework lift charge 
generates lots of smoke development of low-smoke lift charge development of smoke-free lift charge

Photos courtesy Cai Studio



Built-in microchip

Moreover, I pushed to develop technology that allow firework shells 
to contain computer chips,



Transient Rainbow, 2002
Realized over the East River, from Manhattan to Queens, New York, June 29, 9:30 p.m

Commissioned by the Museum of Modern Art, New York for the opening of MoMA Queens
Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

and therefore can create precise shapes by specifying the time and position of detonation, 



Black Ceremony, 2011
Realized outside Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha, December 5, 3:00 pm

Commissioned by Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern Art
Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

as well as computer ignition systems that can realize dynamic rhythms.



Elegy: Explosion Event for the Opening of Cai Guo-Qiang: The Ninth Wave, 2014
Realized on the riverfront of the Power Station of Art, Shanghai, August 8, 5:00 p.m

Commissioned by the Power Station of Art, Shanghai
Photo by Lin Yi, courtesy Cai Studio

With these technologies and my artistic creative choreography, fireworks 
performances no longer have to rely on extreme duration or sheer quantity. 
Viewers can be perfectly satisfied with other qualities…



City of Flowers in the Sky: Daytime Explosion Event for Florence, 2018
Realized above Piazzale Michelangelo, November 18, 3:50 pm

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio

With efforts on various fronts, we are doing our best to minimize the environmental 
impact of fireworks. 



“Confronting social questions with regard to 
gunpowder’s destructive and healing qualities.” 



Over a millennium ago, the Chinese sought to concoct 
an elixir of immortality. Their solution created an 
explosion, and hence they named the accidental 
discovery “fire medicine”—the Mandarin word for 
gunpowder. In this sense, gunpowder possessed a 
miraculous and healing effect from the beginning, and 
was not intended for destruction.



Whenever I use gunpowder, I also 
face the social questions regarding its 
destructive and healing qualities. 



Cai Guo-Qiang (pictured with daughter Wen-You) conducting a 
test for The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Project for the 
20th Century, New York, 1996
Photo by Hong Hong Wu, courtesy Cai Studio

After emigrating to the U.S. in 1995, I 
realized a series of miniature 
“mushroom cloud” explosions



The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Project for the 20th 
Century, 1996
Realized at various sites that include Nuclear Test Site, 
Nevada; at Michael Heizer’s Double Negative (1969–70), 
Mormon Mesa, Overton, Nevada; at Robert Smithson’s 
Spiral Jetty (1970) Salt Lake, Utah; and at various sites 
looking toward Manhattan, New York
Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

at symbolically potent locations in 
America, including at the Nevada 
National Security Site, where nuclear 
tests were conducted. 



Cai Guo-Qiang entering the Nuclear Test Site, Nevada, 1996
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

After gaining permission from the FBI, Department of Defense, and Department of Energy, 
I became the first holder of a Chinese passport to enter the test site.



Las Vegas, 1996
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

At our hotel near the Las Vegas casinos, we secretly assembled petite handheld 
“bombs” composed of cardboard tubes from fax machine and gunpowder from 
firecrackers purchased in Chinatown.



The Security Site had more than 1000 pits like this, created by underground nuclear explosive tests.

Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



Houses and bank vaults destroyed by shock waves of tests of the atomic bomb
Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



Highway destroyed by a test

Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



600m tall platform lift created for testing the Hiroshima atom bomb.

Photos by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio



The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Project for the 20th Century (Nevada Test Site), 
1996
Realized at Nevada Test Site, February 13, 1996
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

When the soldiers turned their attention away, 
I let out a miniature mushroom cloud from my 
hand with a “pop”! We were quickly retained. 
The base telephoned Washington and 
dispatched Humvee trucks that went across the 
sandy expanse to come inspect my explosives.
To these experts of nuclear weaponry, my 
firecracker powder was like an international 
joke.



The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Project for 
the 20th Century, 1996. 
Gunpowder on paper, 301 x 403 cm. 
Fogg Art Museum, Harvard  University Art 
Museums, Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

A few months later, we received a request from Washington to report whether 
we had experienced any physical abnormalities since our visit.



Drawing for The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Project for the 20th Century, 1995–96. 
Gunpowder, ink, and dried lingzhi mushroom on paper,  20-page folding album , Lingzhi 
mushroom: Approximately 16 x 10 x 9 cm irregular dimensions. Solomon. R. Guggenheim Museum
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio
The Century with Mushroom Clouds, Tian’anmen: Project for the 20th Century, 1996-1998. 
Gunpowder and ink on paper, 183 x 65 cm.

My technical director replied: the radiation was great! 
My wife got pregnant as soon as I came back! 



Fineberg, Jonathan. Art Since 1940: Strategies of Being Second Edition, pp. 483-486. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
2000.

This work ended up on the cover of a textbook on art history in the 20th century. 



The Century with Mushroom Clouds: Project for the 20th Century (Nevada Test Site), 
1996
Realized at Nevada test site, February 13, 1996
Photo by Hiro Ihara, courtesy Cai Studio

The artist’s hand that releases a mushroom cloud 
symbolizes the hand of mankind—the gains, losses, 
and ambivalences that we have experienced from the 
time we first kindled fire to the time we attained 
nuclear power.



Black Fireworks: Project for Hiroshima, 
2008
Realized at Motomachi Riverside Park 
near the Atomic Bomb Dome, 
Hiroshima, October 25, 2008, 1:00 p.m
Commissioned by Hiroshima City 
Museum of Contemporary Art
Photo by Seiji Toyonaga, courtesy 
Hiroshima City Museum of 
Contemporary Art

The day I received the 
Hiroshima Art Prize for 
contributing to global 
peace, I used a 
specially-developed 
black daytime firework 
at the site of the 
bombing. A pitch-black 
flower bursts forth to 
blossom in the blue 
sky.



It is a requiem for the 
victims of Hiroshima, 
and a communication 
of the anxiety and 
terror in the new 
century. 

Photo by Seiji Toyonaga, courtesy Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art



Enrico Fermi

At 3:25 p.m. on 
December 2, 2017, the 
75th anniversary of 
Fermi’s “controlled 
nuclear chain reaction,” 



Color Mushroom Cloud, 2017
Realized above the former CP-1 site, University 
of Chicago in commemoration of the 75th 
anniversary of the first controlled self-sustained 
nuclear chain reaction, December 2, 3:25 pm
Commissioned by UChicago Arts and the Smart 
Museum of Art
Photo by John Zich, courtesy Cai Studio

I ignited a 75m-high “color mushroom 
cloud” over the University of Chicago, 
at the precise place and time of Fermi’s 
discovery. 



It explores this historic 
discovery and the 
complicated heritage it 
has created for human 
society.

Photo by Wen-You Cai, courtesy Cai Studio



I am deeply aware of the gravity in the very act of 
commemorating this event, and, with the artwork’s complexity 
and ambivalence, I allude to the trepidation and responsibility of 
contemporary science and human civilization, including our rapid 
development of the internet and artificial intelligence. 

Of course, this is not without humor or satirical impulses…

Photo by Jean Lachat, courtesy Cai Studio



People always ask me about 
the significance of using 
gunpowder. Sometimes I 
reply: "Even with the 
ceaseless terror and violence 
all over the world, even with 
mankind creating forces 
capable of mass destruction, 
there are still people who use 
explosive energy to create 
beauty. This in itself adds an 
iota of hope for human 
beings.”

Photo by Zoheyr Doctor and Reed Essick, 
courtesy Cai Studio
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Unmanned Nature: Project for the Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art, 2008
Gunpowder on paper and water pond

400 x 4500 cm
Photo by Seiji Toyonaga, courtesy Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art

The use of gunpowder allows me to enter into the unknown. It allows me to coexist with the 
uncertainty inherent in art and life. While creating art, I try my best to retain the natural process and 
truth in a dialogue between man and gunpowder.



“Natural” in Mandarin is an excellent word that at once denotes cosmic nature, earthly nature, and an 
existential nature of letting things take their course with unaffected ease.

This last definition is the best possible state for art as well as for life.

Photo by Seiji Toyonaga, courtesy Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art



Thank you!


