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On Square Word: New English Calligraphy (An Introduction to Square Word Calligraphy 
& Square Word Calligraphy Red Tracing Line Book)
‘’New English Calligraphy,’’ is a writing system invented and designed by Xu Bing. Essen-
tially, “New English Calligraphy” is a fusion of written English and written Chinese. The 
letters of an English word are slightly altered and arranged in a square word format so 
that the word takes on the ostensible form of a Chinese character, yet remains legible 
to the English reader. As people attempt to recognize and write these words, some of 
the thinking patterns that have been ingrained in them since they learned to read are 
challenged. It is the artists’ belief that people must have their routine thinking attacked 
in this way. While undergoing this process of estrangement and re-familiarization with 
one’s written language, the audience is reminded that the sensation of distance between 
other systems of language and one’s own is largely self-induced.

Xu Bing finds his family roots in Wenling of Zhejiang province. He was born in Chongqing, China in 1955. In 1977 
he entered the printmaking department of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Beijing (CAFA) where  he completed 
his bachelor’s degree in 1981 and stayed on as an instructor, earning his MFA in 1987. In 1990, on the invitation 
of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, he moved to the United States. Xu served as the Vice President of CAFA 
from 2008 to 2014 and is now the professor of CAFA, advising PHD students. He currently lives and works in Bei-
jing and New York. 
Solo exhibitions of his work have been held at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, The Metropolitan Muse-
um of Art, the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Washington DC; the New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York; the 
British Museum, London, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Joan Miro Foundation, Spain; National Gallery of 
Prague and the Spencer Museum of Art, Kansas, amongst other major institutions. Additionally, Xu Bing has shown 
at the 45th, 51st and 56th Venice Biennales; the Biennale of Sydney and the Johannesburg Biennale amongst oth-
er international exhibitions. 
Over the years, Xu Bing’s work has appeared in high-school and college text-books around the world including 
Abram’s “Art Past – Art Present,” Gardner’s “Art Through the Ages” and Greg Clunas’s “Chinese Art” a volume in 
the “Oxford History of Art” series, Jane Farver’s Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin 1950s – 1980s (Queens 
Museum of Art Press) and Art Worlds in Dialogue (Museum Ludwig Press). In 2006, the Princeton University Press 
published “Persistence/Transformation: Text as Image in the Art of Xu Bing” a multidisciplinary study of Xu Bing’s 
landmark work “Book from the Sky.” In 2008, Professor Robert Harrist, Chair of Chinese Art at Columbia University, 
New York, began teaching a graduate seminar entitled “The Art of Xu Bing.” In 2011, the Virginia Museum of Fine 
Arts published “Xu Bing: Tobacco Project” and Albion published “Xu Bing”. In 2012, the New York University Press 
published “Xu Bing and Chinese Contemporary Art” (edited by Hsingyuan Cao and Roger T. Ames) and Beijing Cul-
ture and Arts Press published “Xu Bing: the Birth of the Phoenixes” (edited by Zhou Zan).
In 1999, Xu Bing was the recipient of a MacArthur Fellowship in recognition of his “capacity to contribute impor-
tantly to society, particularly in printmaking and calligraphy.” In 2003 Xu Bing was awarded the Fukuoka Asian 
Culture Prize, and in 2004 he won the first Wales International Visual Art Prize, Artes Mundi. In 2006, the Southern 
Graphics Council awarded Xu Bing their lifetime achievement award in recognition of the fact that his, “use of text, 
language and books has impacted the dialogue of the print and art worlds in significant ways.” In 2010, he was 
awarded a  Doctor of Humane Letters by Columbia University. In 2015, he was awarded the 2014 Department of 
State-Medal of Arts for his efforts to promote cultural understanding through his artworks. He was appointed A.D. 
White Professors-at-large by Cornell University in April 2015.


