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Fig. 3. Fung Ming Chip, Heart Sutra, 2001.
Pair of hanging scrolls; ink on paper.
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Art: Past as Present in Contemporary China
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of
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The Heart Sutra is one of the most recited and studied
texts in East Asian Buddhism. The famous reference
to the first of the five skandhas, “Form is emptiness;
emptiness is form [BEIEZE, ZZEIE ] is so widely
quoted that it almost sounds like a cliché. But the
teaching goes further, pointing to the emptiness of all
things that constitute human existence: form (rapa),
feeling (vedana), volition (sankhara), perception
(samjna), and consciousness (vijiana). Because of its
profound message in the striking brevity of 262 Chinese
characters, the Heart Sutra has inspired generations of
artists. It has been chanted, copied in calligraphy, and
even incorporated into paintings for centuries. The work
primarily discussed here, The Shadow of Wisdom (Fig. 1),
a part of the series Bodhi Tree by Ren Tianjin (b. 1962),
also carries the text of the Heart Sutra. More than a play
between form and emptiness, Ren’s trees embody the
five aggregates themselves, layered in shadowy yet vivid

forms that grow out of his own mind and experience.

Tree

Ren Tianjin traces his first profound encounter with
calligraphy to the fall of 1986, when he stayed with
his mentor, Hong Pimo (1940-2005), at the Buddhist
Academy of China’s Mt. Lingyan campus. One evening,
in the Hall of Fragrance, Hong gave a calligraphy
demonstration while Ren assisted by preparing paper
and stamping seals. Outside, the woods stirred with the
sound of wind in the pines, while curious young monks
gathered inside, asking questions late into the night. At
dawn, Ren awoke to the chanting of sutras, joined by
the resonant beat of drums and bells across the temple
grounds. Immersed in calligraphy and the rhythms of
Buddhist practice, he later recalled the experience as
“like a painting, an indescribable painting.” This moment,
where art and spiritual atmosphere converged, planted

the seeds for his later artistic explorations.

Ren’s Heart Sutra, Small Square III (Fig. 2) explores light
and shadow through layers of dark ink that create a
sense of order within chaos. His wild, running script,

reminiscent of Wang Dongling’s influence, appears more

fluid and shadowy, as if dissolving into water. The ink
bleeds across the paper, blurring strokes into ripples and
currents, evoking the depth of a shadowy pool. The text
of the Heart Sutra in The Shadow of Wisdom creates a
similar effect. The result is an immersive surface that
draws the viewer into the liquid, transient qualities of
the Heart Sutra, capturing the fleeting movement of ink
across absorbent paper. This interplay of shadow and
wetness also appears in the work of Fung Ming Chip (b.
1951) (Fig. 3). In one series of diptychs, Fung rendered
the text of the Heart Sutra in two contrasting ways. On
one scroll, he wrote the characters in pale ink; on the
other, he inscribed the words with only water. When
dark ink was later brushed over the dampened paper,
the hidden text emerged as ghostly traces, where the
fibers resisted full absorption. By exploiting the material
qualities of ink and paper, Fung gave form to the central
teaching of the Heart Sutra: the inseparability of form

and emptiness.

Both Fung Ming Chip and Ren Tianjin experiment with
compressing and layering calligraphic text into abstract
compositions, moving beyond traditional formats to
capture an essence rather than a literal transcription of
scripture. As Natasha Heller explains, transcribing a sutra
was not necessarily intended to create a text for practical
reading.! The visual elements and bodily discipline of
copying the text could generate merit. In this context, no
matter how “fuzzy” the resultant texts look in their works,
the process of copying matters as their devotional acts.
Yet their approaches diverge. Fung’s Heart Sutra organizes
calligraphy into invisible grids, producing an abstract,
formally restrained effect. Ren’s Shadow of Wisdom,
particularly by contrast, leans toward representation,
drawing on the imagery of the Bodhi tree to anchor his

compositions in recognizable form.

Ren’s work also participates in a broader visual lineage.
His expressive calligraphic style recalls the modernist
calligraphers Inoue Yaichi (1916-1985) and Wang
Dongling (b. 1945), whose gestural brushwork resonates
with the bold, monochrome abstractions of American

abstract expressionists, such as Franz Klein (1910-1962)



and Robert Motherwell (1915-1991).> Ren’s theoretical
interest also lies in the artistic conversation between
Euro-American modernism and the Chinese calligraphic
tradition. His Bodhi Tree series as a whole, however, seems
more representational than abstract. Most importantly,
his work is conceptually and formally grounded in a
single organic element: the tree. And this tree represents
Ren’s realization of the skandhas as a buddha-nature.
His Bodhi Tree series also evokes the etymological
significance of skandhas, meaning “multitude, quantity,
aggregate,” generally in the context of body, trunk, stem,
empirically observed gross object, or anything of mass

that can be detected by the senses.?

Ren also turns his calligraphies, as the “trees” of the heart,
into the three-dimensional form. The East Wind, an eight-
foot-tall sculptural work now installed in front of the
Asian Art Museum in San Francisco, translates the cursive
characters for “east wind” into sculptural form. At first
glance, the piece resembles a Taihu rock, but it is in fact
cast in nickel silver, erupting from the fluidity of ink into a
solid, tree-like presence. The title recalls a famous line from
the Romance of the Three Kingdoms: “Everything is ready
except the east wind,” a phrase about preparedness and
the necessity of one final, missing element. By rendering
this metaphor in sculptural form, Ren deconstructs the
conventions of traditional Chinese art, where words
usually remain confined to ink on paper. Instead, he
reimagines them as mass and volume. The result resists
easy classification. Neither rock nor tree, the sculpture
embodies the layered materiality of calligraphy, metal, and

metaphor, coalescing into a new artistic language.

Leaves

Ren’s Bodhi Tree series began with an encounter in Mauritius,
off the southwest coast of the Indian Ocean. Standing before
a massive old tree, he felt the play of sunlight, air, and wind
through its leaves. In that moment, he recalled a well-known
phrase: “One flower, one world; one leaf, one tathagata [—{E—
3R, —H—1# 57].” Although this saying does not appear
verbatim in scripture, it echoes ideas from the Brahma’s
Net Sutra and the Flower Ornament Sutra, which both

emphasize the boundless interconnectedness of worlds
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and beings. In the Brahma’s Net Sutra, Vairocana Buddha
describes his realm as a lotus platform surrounded by
a thousand leaves, each leaf containing a world that
unfolds into countless worlds. The Flower Ornament
Sutra similarly teaches that a single tathagata’s body on
one lotus seat pervades all worlds. In these traditions,
the lotus becomes a symbol of buddha-nature—the
inherent potential for enlightenment present in every
being. Like the lotus rising unstained from the mud,
tathagatagarbha gives rise to the five skandhas of

human existence yet remains pure at its core.

Ren’s encounter with the tree in Mauritius can be seen
in this light. Though it was not the historical Bodhi
tree under which Sakyamuni attained enlightenment,
the experience transported him imaginatively to
Bodhgaya and led to a realization: every tree has the
potential to be the Bodhi tree. From this insight grew
a series of ink paintings that weave together conscious
and subconscious impressions. In these works, Ren
transforms fleeting observations of trees into meditations
on enlightenment. Rendered in monochrome ink, his
images shift between vegetal forms and the symbolic
Bodhi tree. The series ranges from Lotus, a single cursive

o

character of “&,” to Five Aggregates, where shadowy
trees accumulate in layered formations. Together, they
allude to the lotus as a symbol of buddha-nature, rising
unstained from the mud, yet containing within it the
fullness of awakening. The Shadow of Wisdom I marks
the apex of Ren’s exploration of the skandhas through
layered imagery. In this work, tree forms are overlaid
with leaves inscribed with the Heart Sutra, turning the act
of writing into a record of the artist’s own thoughts and
feelings. Through washes of ink and the play between
emptiness and substance, light seems to break through
the image, evoking the shifting shadows of trees and the
passage of time. This use of tonal layering contrasts with
his Five Aggregates, where the trees are rendered in solid,
opaque ink without textual inscription. Together, these
approaches reveal Ren’s evolving meditation on form,

emptiness, and the layered nature of perception.

In The Shadow of Wisdom, the leaves appear suspended
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upside down, reversing the familiar heart-shaped form
of the Bodhi leaf. This inversion recalls a long tradition
in China of inscribing or painting on Bodhi tree leaves,
which flourished from the late seventeenth to early
nineteenth centuries. Here, Bodhi tree leaves served
as a frame and medium that determined the overall
composition and materiality of written and painted
work. A closer precedent for Ren’s use of Bodhi leaves
is the Qing calligrapher Weng Fanggang (1733-1818),
who wrote the characters for “heart” (:03) and “sutra”
(£2), the abbreviated title of the Heart Sutra, on a
pair of Bodhi leaves (Fig. 4). * In his postscript, Weng
recalled seeing monks making gauze from Bodhi leaves
decades earlier, a memory that resonates with Ren’s
own reflections. For Ren, the sound of monks chanting
at Mt. Lingyan, blended with the deep tones of drums
and bells, remains etched in memory: “That year, I was
twenty-four years old” When he later stood before the
ancient tree in Mauritius, these memories resurfaced. He
imagined a novice monk transcribing scripture beneath
rustling leaves that whispered with sacred presence.
Such moments, he suggests, collapse past and present,
carrying the viewer back to the time of Sakyamuni’s
meditation. The scene offers not just visual inspiration
but an enveloping sensory experience, shaped by

sunlight, air, and the gentle music of nature.

Both Weng Fanggang and Ren Tianjin link the Heart
Sutra to the natural form of the Bodhi leaf, but their
mediums highlight a key difference: Weng inscribed
directly on leaves, while Ren reimagined them in
ink and paper. As Michele Matteini rightly observes,
Weng’s calligraphy was shaped by the veins and
uneven surface of the leaves, whose texture resisted full
absorption of ink.’> Ren, by contrast, created leaves out
of absorbent paper, allowing for greater control. Yet in
both cases, the arboreal origin of the medium points
to the omnipresence of tathagatagarbha, the buddha-
nature that pervades all existence. Ren’s inverted Bodhi
leaves also echo a phrase in the Heart Sutra: beings
are “inverted with dreamlike thoughts (Eiff]Z48),” but
can awaken through the wisdom of emptiness. Just

as multiple inverted leaves form a tree, they together

create the “shadow of wisdom.”

In The Shadow of Wisdom, Ren fuses calligraphy, ink
painting, and the teachings from the Heart Sutra into a
layered embodiment of the five skandhas. The inscribed
trees invite viewers to encounter the accumulation of
form, feeling, perception, volition, and consciousness—
the aggregates that construct human experience. Ink
washes shift between opacity and translucence, evoking
impermanence, while the heart-shaped Bodhi leaves
inscribed with sacred text root the work in the wisdom
of Sakyamuni. Ren suggests that every tree can be the
Bodhi tree, just as buddha-nature exists in all beings.
His use of ink, paper, and tea reinforces this connection
to the natural world as a vessel of enlightened essence.
By integrating diverse media into a single practice, Ren
expands the visual language of Buddhist art. Ultimately,
The Shadow of Wisdom offers a powerful vision of life’s

fleeting yet illuminated experiences.

Notes

1 Natasha Heller, “Between Zhongfeng Mingben and Zhao
Mengfu: Chan Letters in their Manuscript Context,” in Buddhist
Manuscript Cultures: Knowledge, Ritual, and Art, edited by Stephen
C. Berkwitz, Juliane Schober, and Claudia Brown (London:
Routledge, 2008), 110.

2 Ren’s monograph discusses the artistic and conceptual
conversations between the abstract expressionist movement
and the twentieth-century East Asian calligraphers. Ren
Tianjin, Xiandai shufa chuangxinxing zhi bijiao yanjiu—
cong Inoue Yiiichi dao Wang Dongling IS EBIFTH <
LEBRZE—MH EBE—EEZUE [A Comparative Study on
the Innovativeness of Modern Calligraphy—from Inoue Yuichi
to Wang Dongling] (Hangzhou: Zhongguo meishu xueyuan
chubanshe, 2021). ]

3 Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1872), 1141.

4 For further discussion on Weng Fanggang’s Heart Sutra,
see Michele Matteini, “Written on a Bodhi Tree Leaf,” Res:
Anthropology and Aesthetics 75-76 (2021), 48.

5 Ibid, 47-48.



