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MARTA R. BISCEGLIA, ADRIANA IEZZI"

THE NEW ERA OF CHINESE GRAFFITT:
ILLEGAL TAG BOMBING, ANCIENT CHINESE SYMBOLS AND
CHINESE CALLIGRAPHY

Methodological Preface

This paper examines the “New Era of Chinese graffiti” (2020-ongoing) from an
artistic and stylistic perspective by focusing on two of its representative actors,
which are the Yellow Peril crew and the writer Dohak625. Despite emerging from
different cities, backgrounds, and aesthetic influences, both consistently uphold
“old school” graffiti practices through illegal tag bombing and embrace anti-style
aesthetics, simultaneously incorporating elements of Chinese cultural and artistic
heritage. To illustrate their modus operandi, a selection of exemplary artworks has
been made based on the following criteria: (1) recency; (2) use of Chinese
characters; (3) explicit references to traditional calligraphy; (4) geographical
diversity; and (5) the illegal nature of the works. Due to the scarcity and vagueness
of existing literature on the topic, the study incorporated semi-structured
interviews with artists and sources from websites, blogs, and social media.’ The

! Every part of this paper was discussed and finalized jointly and should not be seen as the result of
separately written sections. However, for academic transparency, the contributions can be outlined
as follows: Marta R. Bisceglia was responsible for conceptualization, investigation, methodology, and
drafting the original manuscript. Adriana Iezzi contributed through funding acquisition, supervision,
and critical revision of the manuscript.

*The interviews were conducted by M. R. Bisceglia with the artists between 2023 and 2024. Excerpts
from the interviews cited in this publication are accessible within the dataset (in JSON-LD format)
accompanying the publication Bisceglia, lezzi 2025. The artists’ Instagram accounts consulted are:
totemdongbay (https://www.instagram.com/totemdongbay/); eeelllvvviiis
(https://www.instagram.com/eeelllvvviiis/); dohak625 (https://www.instagram.com/dohaké625/);
yellow_peril_crew (https://www.instagram.com/yellow_peril_crew/).
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collected data have been organized and analyzed within a semantic web archive
based on Linked Open Data (LOD) principles called “WRITE digital archive”
(Pasqual et al, 2024).” The present work offers only a brief glimpse into the broader
phenomenon of graffiti in China since 2020.°* Its aim is not to provide a
comprehensive analysis but rather to outline emerging trends by examining three
representative works from the post-2020 phase of artistic development, with a
focus on the relationship between calligraphy and graffiti, as part of a wider
research initiative.” The current study is divided into three parts: an introduction
providing a brief overview of the Chinese graffiti phenomenon; a central section
exploring the “New Era” and the two selected key actors; and a conclusion that
summarizes its characteristics by placing it in a broader research perspective.

Introduction: An Overview of Graffiti Practices in China

Graffiti art (tuya yishu %152 K)° emerged in mainland China in the mid-1990s,
but it was not until the early 21st century that it developed into a visible artistic
phenomenon in major Chinese cities (Valjakka 2011: 71-4). The introduction of
graffiti art in China is commonly attributed to the contemporary artist Zhang Dali,
who began his work in 1995 (Wu 2000: 749-68) as well as to several writers active
in Hong Kong during the early to mid-1990s (Lu 2015: 31). Originating in Hong Kong
and subsequently spreading to cities such as Shenzhen and Guangzhou, graffiti

* The data from the archive used in this publication can be found (in JSON-LD form) in: Bisceglia, lezzi
2025 [Dataset]. In the “WRITE digital archive,” the selected artworks are described using three levels
of analysis (artistic analysis, linguistic analysis, and socio-political-economic analysis). The archive
is set to be released to the public by the end of 2026.

“ For an in-depth analysis of this phenomenon after 2020, see: Bisceglia 2025, 132-208.

> This paper is part of results of the ERC project titled ‘WRITE - New Forms of Calligraphy in China: A
Contemporary Culture Mirror’ (GA. 949645) that aims at analyzing how new forms of calligraphy in
contemporary China have been playing a pivotal role in the redefinition of Chinese cultural identity.
For more information about the project, see: https://writecalligraphyproject.eu/.

¢ For the etymological explanation of the term tuya yishu and other definitions of the term “graffiti”
in Chinese, see: Bisceglia, Iezzi and Merenda 2024: 27-28: https://www.1088press.it/en/graffiti-in-
china-enhanced-digital-edition/ii-chinese-graffiti-art/.
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gradually expanded throughout China, including to smaller urban centers such as
Wuhan, Shenzhen, and Chengdu (Sanada and Hassan 2010: 11). By the mid-2000s,
propelled by the diffusion of underground culture, graffiti had extended its reach
to most major Chinese cities, gaining prominence in Beijing and Shanghai
(Valjakka 2016: 357-71). The late advent of the graffiti movement in China - already
contaminated by new experiments related to post-graffiti’ - gave rise to a hybrid
form of graffiti art. This emerging style not only echoes the foundational principles
of American graffiti but also merges with broader street art practices (Bisceglia, et
al. 2024: 16). Such a “fusion” has fostered a new current within the global and
collective phenomenon of graffiti, one that reflects a widespread cultural
aspiration to construct a global identity marked by distinct local characteristics.

In mainland China, in fact, “contemporary graffiti has its own characteristics”
(Valjakka 2015: 263) that distinguish it from graffiti practices elsewhere in the
world. These characteristics concern several key areas: (1) Control and
censorship. Unlike in many Euro-American cities, where graffiti is often associated
with vandalism, criminality, or class struggle, graffiti in China is not typically
perceived in these terms. Instead, it occupies a liminal space and is often described
as “half legal, half illegal” (Bidisha 2014). Certain designated areas, known as
“semi-legal walls,” allow for the creation of graffiti with relative freedom. (2)
Commercial purposes and beautification. In China, it is common for graffiti writers
to collaborate with both local and international commercial brands, contributing
to advertising campaigns or producing artwork for business openings, such as
tattoo studios, graphic design firms, and retail spaces. Collaborations with
governmental or institutional actors for urban beautification projects are also
frequent. (3) Importance of web and social media. Chinese graffiti writers make
extensive use of online platforms and social media to discover global graffiti trends,
share their own work, and engage with broader artistic networks. (4) Writers’

7 Contemporary graffiti has evolved beyond its initial focus on lettering into the broader,
interdisciplinary sphere of post-graffiti, which embraces diverse media such as stencils, posters,
sculpture, and digital dissemination. Rooted in graffiti and street art, post-graffiti spans multiple
artistic fields, including design, fashion, architecture, and calligraphy, facilitated by the Internet’s
role in global circulation and inspiration (Ganz 2005). As Borhes (2018) notes, the term “post-graffiti”
remains fluid and contested, encompassing stylistically heterogeneous practices that resist fixed
aesthetic or conceptual boundaries.
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artistic background. Most Chinese writers have an artistic background linked to
their academic studies, which they experiment with and develop on the streets to
open job opportunities. (5) Crews like artistic collectives. Crews in China function
similarly to “artistic collectives” and are characterized by their lack of territorial
affiliations, strong inter-city solidarity, and flexible membership structures, often
with overlapping affiliations. (6) More than a Tag® While tags - pseudonyms used
by graffiti writers - are present, Chinese graffiti often incorporates more than just
a simple name. Tags may take the form of chengyu (four-character idioms), poems,
seals, or abstract concepts. It is also common for individual writers to use multiple
tags (Bisceglia 2024). (7) Chinese graffiti style. Although from the beginning
“Chinese graffiti has been based on Euro-American graffiti, a search for
‘Chineseness’ and an attempt to develop a specific ‘Chinese style’ is evident in
many local creators” (Valjakka 2011: 84). Many crews use and redraft Chinese
characters and traditional cultural elements - such as calligraphy, classical
painting motifs, Buddhist iconography, and Taoist principles - into their graffiti to
create a “Chinese graffiti style” (Zhongguo tese de tuya yishu * F R RS 2
7K).” Notable examples include the Beijing Penzi crew and the Kwanyin Clan from
the Chinese capital (fig. 1)."

® Being the most basic form of graffiti, created with spray cans or markers, the “tag” is the backbone
of the writing phenomenon. The evolution of the tag is the personal style of its author. All pieces,
even the largest, most colorful, and elaborate ones, remain, in essence, signatures. Different writers
who join can decide to use one comprehensive tag, as a symbol of the crew. All terminological
references in this paper are taken from “Glossary” chapter in Bisceglia, ef al 2024: 193-99:
https://www.1088press.it/en/graffiti-in-china-enhanced-digital-edition/glossary/.
° For more information about the spreading and the peculiar characteristics of graffiti in China, see:
Bisceglia, et al 2024: 17-29: https://www.1088press.it/en/graffiti-in-china-enhanced-digital-
edition/ii-chinese-graffiti-art/.
1 For more information about these crews, see: Bisceglia, et al 2024: 31-111:
https://www.1088press.it/en/graffiti-in-china-enhanced-digital-edition/iii-beijing-capital-of-
china-capital-of-graffiti/; lezzi 2018; lezzi 2019; lezzi 2020.
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Figure 1: Examples of Kwanyin Clan’s works (2007-2016), spray paint on wall, Beijing. Courtesy of the

artists.

The listed characteristics are peculiar of the first phase of development of graffiti
in China which spanned approximately from 2005 to 2015." Following a period of
decline that started right around 2015 and building on these early features, a new
phase in the evolution of Chinese graffiti began to emerge around 2020. This
resurgence - referred to as the “New Era of Chinese Graffiti” (Bisceglia 2023) - is
characterized by a return to illegal bombing and a contemporary revival of ancient
calligraphic scripts as traditional cultural symbols. Rather than representing a
radical break, this phase extends the ongoing artistic pursuit of ‘Chineseness’ that
had already begun in previous period, with renewed stylistic innovations. This
significant trend - evidenced by the publication dates of numerous graffiti posts

! After a preliminary phase (early 90’s-2005), characterized by the activity of a few writers, such as
Zhang Dali and Li Qiuqiu in Beijing and some others in Hong Kong, the second phase of the
development of graffiti in China (2005-2015) is characterized by the emergence of the first crews, the
establishment of the first halls of fame and a great influence of foreign writers and styles (2005-2008);
the third stage (2009-2013/4) was the real “golden era” of Chinese graffiti with the proliferation of
writers, crews, graffiti-related events etc. Then, due to increasing political control and rising costs in
big cities, the development of graffiti art significantly slowed down, and the number of writers
dropped dramatically.



on Instagram - emerged in response to, and was accelerated by, social isolation
brought about by pandemic-related lockdowns.

1. The “New Era of Chinese Graffiti”: Between Tag-bombing and the Artistic
Reimagining of Chinese Identity

In contrast to the initial phase of the Chinese graffiti movement (2005-2015) -
when many writers primarily created works for commercial purposes or in
collaboration with institutions to beautify urban environments - a significant
number of artists, beginning around 2020 during or after the COVID-19 pandemic
and associated lockdowns, have opted to resume painting illegally in abandoned
locations. Most of the leading figures in this new phase direct their creative focus
toward the reinterpretation of Chinese scripts, particularly the “oracle bone script”
(jiaguwen W & 3C)," the “seal script” (zhuanshu % 15),"” the “bird-worm seal
script” (niaochongshu % H1+47),* and various references to Daoist talismanic script
(fulu 575 )."” The decision to modernize these ancient calligraphic styles using
spray paint may be partly attributed to their visual affinity with the “bubble style”

12 Oracle bone script is the earliest known and deciphered form of Chinese writing to date. This script
was used during the latter half of the Shang dynasty (c. 1600-1046 BCE). It is a highly pictographic
form of writing.

13 Seal script refers to ancient Chinese writing forms originated during the Zhou dynasty (c. 1046-256
BCE), persisted during the Warring States period (475-221 BCE) and evolved during the Qin dynasty
(221-206 BCE). 1t is characterized by a strong pictographic nature.

" Bird-worm seal script is a highly decorative variant of seal script. Dating back to the Spring and
Autumn (770-476 BCE) and Warring States (475-221 BCE) periods, it was mainly cast or engraved on
weapons, It is characterized by intricate, intertwined strokes, which form characters with bird, fish,
worm, and insect-like elements added to the semantic element.

' Daoist talismanic script refers to a sacred and esoteric form of writing, primarily in Daoism, rooted
in ancient shamanic traditions. It emerged during the Eastern Han dynasty (25-220 CE) and is used in
rituals and spiritual practices to invoke spirits, protect against evil spirits, and heal illnesses. The
script in talismans is typically characterized by intricate strokes, symbols, and diagrams, often
incorporating a mixture of various scripts and graphs, including curvilinear strokes and visual
motifs, to convey mystical power. For more information about this script, see: Legeza 2005.

6



- arounded, old-school lettering technique commonly used for illegal throw-ups.*
A throw-up is an art form in its own right; its style is immediate, typically simple
and “rubbery,” yet never trivial, making it ideally suited to the illegal tag-bombing
practices that characterize this new stage of Chinese graffiti.

1.1 Yellow Peril: The Resurgence of Tag Bombing with Ancient Nuances

One of the most prominent crews of this “New Era” of graffiti in mainland China is
Yellow Peril (YP). Founded around 2020, Yellow Peril - Huanghuo (3¥4#) in Chinese
- aims to promote graffiti written in various Asian languages and includes
members from across the globe. Determining the exact affiliations of individual
writers in China can be challenging, since graffiti crews are not bound to a single
city and often maintain fluid, amicable relationships with one another.
Nevertheless, Yellow Peril currently appears to include Exas, Paradise, Zato (also
known as Zeit), Funk, Elvis, Reset, Dongbay, and Meimeng, who is also affiliated
with the Sinoghetto crew.” The group's formation coincided with a period of
global social unrest. Notably, during the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020,"
Exas - a writer from Beijing - was inspired to establish Yellow Peril. The
movement's global resonance and its critique of systemic racism prompted Exas to
reflect on issues of racial identity and representation within the graffiti scene,
leading to the creation of a crew that foregrounds Asian voices and scripts in public
space. Exas sought to create a crew dedicated to supporting graffiti written in
Asian scripts and the timing felt particularly appropriate. In an interview (Steyels

16 A throw-up represents the first evolution beyond a tag: it is a stylized rendering of one’s signature,
executed quickly but on a large scale, using a limited palette and often lacking fill-in, the color applied
within the letter forms.

7 There is a lot of overlap between members of YP and Sinoghetto. Sinoghetto is another important
Chinese crew that also incorporates Chinese characters and cultural references into their work. You
can visit their Instagram account here: ghettosino (https://www.instagram.com/ ghettosino/).

¥ The “Black Live Matter” protests refer to the global wave of protests sparked by the killing of
George Floyd in May 2020, which brought renewed attention to systemic racism and police violence,
particularly in the United States.

1 To see the artworks of Exas, visit: fat_spoon_x (https://www.instagram.com/fat_spoon_x/).
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2022), he explained that having grown up listening to rap and engaging with
various forms of Black culture, he felt compelled to act in support of the Black
community. The name Yellow Peril - originally a xenophobic term used to
stigmatize Asian immigrants - had been reclaimed by Asian American activists
during the civil rights era of the 1960s and aligned with Black power movements
such as the Black Panther Party (ibid.).

Within the crew, artists such as Dongbay and Elvis have emerged as pivotal figures
in the revival of illegal tag bombing in China, particularly distinguished by their
incorporation of ancient Chinese calligraphic scripts into contemporary graffiti
practice.

1.1.1  The Art of Dongbei H 1t :* Esoteric Symbols and Tech Motifs in
Harmonious Diversity

An illustrative example of the synthesis between the revival of illegal tag bombing
and the integration of ancient Chinese calligraphic scripts into contemporary
graffiti practice is Dongbay’s artwork Dongbei 1t (fig. 2), created in Beijing in
2022. In this masterpiece,” the artist rendered his large-scale tag “Dongber It”
(“Northeast”) in black and blue, employing a visual language that fuses graffiti
aesthetics with the formal qualities of Chinese “small seal script” (xizozhuan />
%%).” The name “Dongbei,” which denotes China’s northeastern provinces of
Liaoning, Jilin, and Heilongjiang, likely reflects the artist’s roots in this region. The

% At present, no biographical or provenance information is available about this artist. He is most
likely originally from southern China, and his artistic training appears to be self-taught, lacking
formal academic training.

! A masterpiece is a graffiti piece of excellent quality, and a particularly successful graffiti.

*2 Small seal script is an archaic script style of written Chinese evolved from the “great seal script”
(dazhuan K %F). 1t was standardized by Li Si Z517 (280-208 BCE), the Prime Minister of Qin Shi Huang,
the first emperor of the Qin dynasty. It was designed to unify writing across the empire, becoming
the official script of the time. Compared to great seal script, it exhibits greater uniformity and
regularity, characterized by more symmetrical characters and strokes refined into smooth, flowing
curves. After the Qin dynasty, it was primarily used for ornamental purposes, and it remained the
preferred script for seal carving (zhuanke %-%1).

8



central characters, stylistically reworked into squared forms evocative of
xiaozhuan, are accompanied on the right by the smaller inscription “ Huanghuo ¥
" (“Yellow Peril”), subtly incorporating elements of the archaic birds-and-worm
seal script. The entire composition evokes the zhuanshu style associated with
Daoist talismanic script in three notable ways: (1) through the visual simulation of
talismanic glyphs characterized by twisted, elongated strokes; (2) through the
addition of small blue circles along the strokes of “Dongbei,” resembling talismanic
stars; and (3) through decorative swirls in the inscription “Huanghuo.” These
ornamental flourishes - squiggles, swirls, and symbols - represent a distinctively
“Chinese graffiti style” that arguably replaces traditional graffiti motifs such as
three-dimensional arrows, tribal forms, or spades, typically associated with the
wildstyle” tradition. The vertical alignment of the blue circles subtly refers to jiace
fi /if, the bamboo strip writing system of ancient China, thereby embedding a
historical allusion within a contemporary work. Simultaneously, the piece evokes
the image of “war or combat robots”* through the anthropomorphic features of
the characters “dong ®,” “bei 4t,” and “huo #%.” The powerful, grounded “legs”
and gestural “arms” of these animated characters reinforce the tension between
technological aggression and mystical protection. Beyond the contrast between
the themes of robotics and magic, further complexities arise from the piece’s
layered contrasts: (1) the juxtaposition of Chinese characters with Latin letters,
such as “2G” on the left (another crew Dongbay is affiliated with) and “YP” for
“Yellow Peril” on the right; (2) the fusion of seal script with talismanic design; (3)
the dynamic interplay between graffiti and traditional Chinese calligraphy; (4) the
rare pairing of black and blue as dominant colors; and (5) the semantic tension of
the word “Dongbei,” a compound that unites two opposing directions - east and
north. Altogether, these seemingly incongruent elements are resolved in a
composition that foregrounds harmony within diversity, echoing the

» Wildstyle is a graffiti style characterized by highly intricate and dynamic compositions. Letters are
distorted, interwoven, and often overlapped to create a unique visual impact. Common features
include 3D arrows, tribal patterns, spikes, puppets, and other decorative elements that convey
motion and intensity.
*  To see some examples of  “war or combat robots,” see:
https://images.alphacoders.com/112/1127136.jpg.
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philosophical principle of yin-yang balance inherent in traditional Chinese

calligraphic aesthetics.”

Figure 2: Dongbay (YP), Donbei Wk (Northeast), 2022, spray paint on wall, Beijing. Available at:
https://www.instagram.com/p/CfgyOTérmih/.

1.1.2 Flowing Dualities: The Coexistence of Nature and Institutional Control in

Mao Wang }ifi T’s Work

Another representative piece of the artistic production of the Yellow Peril is the
artwork titled “Mao Wang i 1 (Elvis Presley)” (fig. 3) created by the writer Elvis*
in 2021-22 at Guangzhou University Town. In this oeuvre, the artist wrote his tag
“Mao Wang J#% 1" in Chinese characters using a black outline and a white fill-in.

* One of the core principles depicted in Chinese calligraphy is the concept of yin & yang. To know
more about it, see: Li 2009: 175-184.

*¢ As with Dongbay, at present no biographical or provenance information is available about this
artist. He is most likely originally from southern China, and his artistic training appears to be self-
taught, without formal academic training.

 The name Mao Wang i T literally means “King of Cats” in English. This is a playful nod to Elvis
Presley, whose nickname “The King” (of Rock 'n' Roll) is being humorously adapted into Chinese. The
term Mao i means “cat,” which adds a layer of whimsy and light-heartedness to the name, possibly
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This inscription is superimposed on a non-fully aligned Aanzigezi i 74% ¥ grid.
The hanzigeziis a grid made from horizontal and vertical lines crossing each other
to form squares traditionally used for practicing Chinese writing and calligraphy.
The artist’s intent in deviating from the grid while tracing the strokes, and even
going off it, seems to reflect a desire to transcend its constraints. The character
mao i (cat)® is written in small seal script, characterized by its childlike,
primitive, and naive quality, and by its pictographic forms.” Incorporating a
“head” into the graffiti design,” the artist personifies the tag, imbuing it with a
human-like presence that suggests consciousness or agency. Simultaneously, he
integrates the grass radical (J{/~*) - a symbol traditionally associated with
vegetation and nature - into the space designated for the “head.” By overturning
or reorienting one of the two tufts of the “grass” radical, he subtly disturbs its
symmetry, introducing visual tension. This intervention not only balances the
composition aesthetically but also introduces a layered semantic contrast between
man and nature. This deliberate imbalance functions as a visual strategy for
achieving equilibrium: the organic, unruly form of nature (represented by the
grass radical) is juxtaposed with the implied structure and identity of the human
(the “head”). This interplay embodies a symbolic tension and harmony between
human and natural elements - a theme deeply rooted in classical Chinese thought
and lyric poetry, where humanity is often portrayed not in opposition to nature,
but in ongoing dialogue with it. In this context, the composition of the character
enacts a kind of symbolic convergence: the natural radical crowns - or even
appears to grow out of - the anthropomorphic form, suggesting that the human is
not separate from nature, but fundamentally entangled with it. Visually and
semantically, the artist achieves balance through contrast - between spontaneity
and intention, wildness, and identity - evoking the yin-yang dynamic and the
Daoist ideal of unity between humanity and the natural world. The character thus

reflecting the artist’s intention to blend cultural references in a fun and engaging manner (Huang
2009).
% To see the archaic forms of the mao character,  visit:
https://www.zdic.net/zd/zx/xz/%E7%8C%AB.
* In an interview, this style is assimilated to “oracle bone script” (No Apologies 3 2021: 188).
*® The radical “ 4§ ” means “dog,” and is shaped as an animal with a head, two legs and a tail; however,
the round shape of the head recalls that of a person rather than of a dog.
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becomes more than a name or tag. It serves as a layered emblem of coexistence
and mutual definition.

The green background, evocative of a field, and the inclusion of the radical tian H
(“field”) in the bottom right - rendered in a form resembling a pictographic wheel
- contribute to create a composition that is both visually engaging and
semantically legible. The artwork is designed to attract attention not only through
its aesthetic appeal, but also through irony and a subtle political undercurrent,
addressing themes such as the tension between nature and control. In the first
character, mao i (“cat”), natural and animal elements extend beyond the
confines of the grid and are set against the expansive green backdrop. This stands
in contrast to the depiction of Wang F (“king”),” which is placed within a perfect
grid and set against the gray of the unpainted wall. This stark arrangement
symbolizes authority, control, censorship, and containment. In the upper left
corner of the piece, the characters “Huanghuo 5% (Yellow Peril), signed with
the crew tag “YP,” were written in non-simplified forms. Their placement recalls
the format of a colophon, akin to an artist’s signature, as typically seen in large-
character calligraphic works (dazi shufa K515i%).”

*' The depiction of the character wang T recalls the Jian-du )5 style, which refers to ancient
written bamboo or wooden slips. Bamboo slips are called zAujian 7y 4], while wooden slips are called
mudu A Ji. The characters on Qin bamboo slips follow the style of oracle bone and bronze
inscriptions, and they are generally easy to read as they are closely related to the later regular script
(kaishu % 15 ). To see the archaic forms of the wang =L character, visit:
https://www.zdic.net/zd/zx/qx/%E7%8E%8B.

%2 Dazi shufa K117 refers to the practice of writing oversized Chinese characters, often with
expressive brushstrokes and bold visual impact. This style is traditionally associated with public
inscriptions, banners, or murals, but it also has deep historical roots in calligraphy, where scale
becomes a medium of emotional and physical expression. The use of large characters can amplify the
writer’s gesture and presence and has been explored in both classical and contemporary settings.

12
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Figure 3: Elvis (YP), Mao Wang }i - (Elvis Presley), 2021-22, spray paint on wall, University Town,

Guangzhou. Available at: https://www.instagram.com/p/CUR782svd_X/.

1.2 Dohak625 and the Anti-Calli-Graffiti Style: Exploring Beauty and Decay

Dohaké625 was born and currently lives in Guangzhou. He speaks Cantonese,
Mandarin, and Hakka, and he has no formal education in calligraphy, art, or
aesthetics. He began his journey in the graffiti world in 2020. Although his primary
tag is Dohak625, he seldom uses it, favoring instead the tags daoke 7] % and jianshi
)=, which both mean “swordsman”, and ziluolan 5 & or simply /an B, which
means “violet”. The artist describes his style as a “low-budget style.” He prefers
not to use expensive materials for his graffiti, finding greater appeal in more
affordable options. His creative process aligns with that of many writers: he finds
a spot, works on it, completes it, and then leaves. He typically improvises during
his artistic endeavors and seldom creates drafts (interview by M. R. Bisceglia 2023).

7 33

His style can be also assimilated to the graffiti “antistyle,”* a broad term

% Anti-style graffiti refers to a subversive aesthetic within graffiti culture that challenges traditional
norms of beauty, symmetry, and technique. Often called 'ignorant style' or 'free style', it
intentionally uses crude forms, distorted letters, and improvisation as a way to reclaim graffiti from
over-polished or commercialized trends (Ganz 2005). Regarding this style, Dohak625 expressed: «In
my past life experiences, there have been more tragedies, chaos, dirtiness, misfortune, absurdity,
accidents, humor, and so on. These negative keywords tend to have a chemical reaction with my
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encompassing a contemporary form of graffiti that intentionally disregards
traditional norms related to spray-can control, color schemes, and intricate details.
Many of the writers who incorporate Chinese characters into their work gravitate
towards the “antistyle,” although only a few explicitly identify themselves in this
way, and the majority do not wish to be associated with this category. Dohak625’s
artworks also conform to a modern Chinese calligraphy trend knows as “ugly
calligraphy” (choushu H13). Coined in the 1980s, the term “ugly calligraphy”
describes calligraphic styles characterized by disharmony, asymmetry, and
inconsistency in appearance (Vermeeren 2020: 137). As to his personal relationship
with traditional Chinese calligraphy, Dohaké625 affirms:

I think the relationship between Chinese calligraphy and me is like that
between a father and son. As a son, I am greatly influenced by my father, and
this influence will likely last throughout my life. However, when the son
turns eighteen and steps out into the world, the time they spend together
may gradually diminish, though their bond will always remain. The son will
meet more people and continue to be shaped by these new influences.
(Interview by M. R. Bisceglia 2023)

An intriguing example of Dohak625’s reinterpretation of calligraphy within an
anti-style graffiti context is his early work “ Ziluolan 3 & i (Violet)” (2020, fig. 4).
The work consists of the three characters of the title, which refers to the tragic
love story of the late Chinese writer Zhou Shoujuan (1895-1968). Born at a time
when arranged marriages were customary, Zhou was unable to marry the woman
he truly loved. He expressed his affection for her in his writings, referring to her
by the English name “Violet,” which translates into Chinese as Ziluolan % 4 .
Inspired by this story, Dohak625 adopted Ziluolan as one of his primary tags.
Although his use of color is often spontaneous, the prominent presence of purple
in this piece is a conscious attempt to replicate the natural tones of violet flowers
using spray paint. The jagged, irregular contours of the characters evoke wild
floral growth and are characteristic of Dohak625’s anti-style. As shown in fig. 4, the

cheap materials and improvisation. The result is interesting and satisfying to me, so I continue
creating in that manner» (interview by M. R. Bisceglia 2023).
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central stroke of the character /an B extends downward beyond the wall toward
the ground, creating a visual connection with roots and anchoring the character
“Violet” to the earth - mirroring the flower’s relationship to soil. Inscribing the
word “violet” and emulating the flower’s visual traits at a demolition site amid
urban ruins, the artist seeks to reassert nature’s presence and restore beauty to a
degraded, neglected environment. This work functions as a form of critique,
consistent with the ethos of graffiti, which often centers on the reclamation of
public space. In this case, however, the act of reclamation is extended beyond
personal expression to include the recovery of space for nature itself. The visual
structure of the characters conveys a sense of rootedness and shelter: the vertical
strokes act as anchors to the ground, while the roof-like forms of the upper strokes

symbolically offer protection to the natural world.

Figure 4: Dohaké625, Ziluolan %% 5 Wi (Violet), 2020, spray paint on wall, Guangzhou. Courtesy of the
artist.

Conclusion

The so-called “New Era of Chinese Graffiti” distinctly challenges traditional artistic
norms and is characterized by three major trends: (1) a proclivity for breaking
conventions through illegal tag bombing; (2) the contemporary renewal of ancient
calligraphic scripts; and (3) a shift toward anti-style aesthetics that deliberately
reject conventional standards of can control, color harmony, and technical
refinement. The central theme unifying this “New Era” is antinomy - the
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coexistence of opposites - which is vividly expressed in the three artworks
analyzed. Dongbay’s piece contrasts esoteric symbolism with technological motifs;
Elvis’s work juxtaposes elements of nature against structures of institutional
control; and Dohak625 explores the tension between beauty and decay. Each artist
reflects a duality resonant with the yin-yang principles, wherein each element
contains the seed of its opposite. To convey this complexity, Chinese characters
are often stylized as zoomorphic forms and embedded within the specific
environmental contexts where the artworks are created.

The revival associated with the “New Era” can be interpreted as a response to the
lockdown period, characterized by a collective desire to reclaim public space and
reassert individual identity - often through the lens of traditional Chinese cultural
forms - and connecting to a broader artistic movement that emerged in reaction
to these events.
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