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Boundaries serve to de�ne territories, things, and 

people. In art, however, boundaries also refer to 

the ways in which particular forms are created and 

appreciated. Examining TJ Ren’s production over a 

comparatively brief span of eight years (2015–2025), it 

is di�cult to assign him a single identity—whether as 

a calligrapher, oil painter, sculptor, or experimental 

artist. His calligraphic works, although deeply rooted 

in traditional structures and brush techniques, appear 

strikingly “non-traditional,” infused with modernist 

concepts and a contemporary visual vocabulary. 

Clearly in�uenced by the Japanese calligrapher Inoue 

Yūichi ( , 1916–1985) and by his own teacher 

Wang Dongling ( ), TJ nevertheless refuses 

to remain con�ned to their stylistic paradigms. 

Instead, he consistently trespasses boundaries between 

calligraphy and painting—as in The Shadow of Wisdom, 

where Buddhist texts are written on leaves falling from 

a Bodhi tree—and between writing and non-writing—as 

in The Heart Sutra, executed in grass script with double 

shadows, or Beginning of Spring, where characters are 

deconstructed into unreadable forms. Such strategies 

set him on a path distinctly more experimental and 

contemporary than that of his predecessors.

TJ further explores diverse media, working with 

acrylics on canvas and creating metal sculptures. Yet, 

across his oeuvre, the viewer invariably perceives the 

persistent presence of calligraphic elements, and more 

profoundly, the spirit of Chinese writing elevated to 

both historical and philosophical registers. For TJ, 

the divergence between Eastern and Western art lies 

�rst in a linguistic gap. At the same time, calligraphy 

provides a crucial point of encounter, allowing Chinese 

traditional pictorial art and modern and contemporary 

Western art to communicate within the shared 

concept of “pure abstraction.” Several of his works 

employ palette knife and canvas as if they were so�-

hair brushes on xuan paper, producing landscapes that 

echo the Song–Yuan masters. These compositions resist 

simple classi�cation as either Eastern or Western. As 

TJ himself notes: “Regarding material selection: if 

one wishes to begin painting from the calligraphic 
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brushstroke while achieving a three-dimensional 

e�ect, thick-bodied paint is essential. Using a palette 

knife to ‘write’ with paint on canvas allows the rhythm 

and cadence of calligraphy to emerge vividly.”

Equally signi�cant are his sculptural works, such as 

Taihu Rock, executed in stainless steel and nickel silver 

in naturalistic yet fantastic forms. By incorporating 

the characters dong feng ( , “east wind”) and dong 

yuan ( , “east garden”) into the classical category 

of “scholar’s rocks” or “stones for appreciation”—a 

distinct form of Eastern art — TJ traverses the boundary 

between two- and three-dimensional media. In doing 

so, he forges a link between traditional landscape 

aesthetics and contemporary spatial con�gurations. 

These sculptures, displayed prominently at the Asian 

Art Museum in San Francisco and the Shanghai 

Museum’s new Pudong campus, testify to how an artist 

can embed social and cultural meaning into artistic 

practice and exert a broad, enduring in�uence on 

international audiences.

We live in an era of unprecedented technological 

advancement yet deep social, geopolitical, and economic 

division. This context recalls the art of the famous 

painter Shi Tao ( ), who lived through the turbulence 

of the late 17th and early 18th centuries. Against the 

mainstreams of his own time, Shi Tao once wrote: “In 

the past I was satis�ed with the saying ‘I use my own 

method,’ … but now I realize matters are not so simple. 

Amidst the great void, there exists but one method; if 

one can obtain it, then whatever one does follows that 

method…… In the future, those who speak of method 

may call it my method, or that of the ancient masters, 

or even the method of the universe.” For him, “the 

establishment of the method of one-painting (yi hua, 

) completes the ten thousand things.”

Which path TJ will pursue in the future remains 

uncertain. Yet this book o�ers a timely re�ection on his 

practice, illuminating the dynamics and possibilities 

that lie ahead for both artists and critics. Boundaries 

are continually being rede�ned, and artistic creativity 

must draw upon multidisciplinary, cross-cultural, and 

trans-technological resources. Nevertheless, regardless 

of the trajectory taken, the maintenance of a free spirit 

and an open mind will remain essential to the process.


