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Chinese calligraphy is a unique
cultural legacy. It is a sophisticated
language system established through the
association between its components
(characters) and ideas when it serves the
function as a communication medium to
convey thoughts. When it is regarded as a
mode for artistic expression, it can also
reflect the inner life of the calligrapher to
the most subtle variation through the
linkage between the mind and the hand.
The factors that make calligraphy a
fundamental artistic manifestation in
Chinese art largely depend on the high
expressive capacity of its basic
components — lines and abstract forms.
The unique qualities inherent in the tools
employed in the art of Chinese painting
and calligraphy — the flexibility of brush
and the permeability of ink and paper —
share an equal potential with lines and
abstract forms in responding to every
nuance of expression. This provides an
unending source for later calligraphers.

From Pictographs to Abstraction

The origination of Chinese
characters can be traced back to the
symbols of the prehistoric period. Most of
the symbols found in this period are
inscribed or engraved on pottery or rocks.
The similarity in the appearance of these
simple forms or the composition of strokes
rendered difficulty in discerning their
respective functions.

Although the frequently discussed
notion that “calligraphy and painting share

_the same source” points out that there is

similarity between calligraphy and painting
in the manner of manipulating brush and
ink, the fact that they have a close
relationship could not be neglected. To
differentiate, the aim of painting is to
represent objects, while for pictographs,
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communication through the association
between object and symbol is its primary
function. This is one of the six principles
employed in the creation of characters.

Morphologically, the development
of Chinese characters follows a gradual
transformation from pictographs to
abstraction and the coexistence of various
script-forms provides a rich vocabulary for
the art of calligraphy.

The evolution from oracle-bone
script (jiaguwen), the earliest mature
script-form, to the subsequent script-forms
including seal script (zhuanshu), clerical
script (lishu), regular script (kaishu),
running script (xingshu) and cursive script
(caoshu) constitutes a wide spectrum of
distinctive characteristics of lines and
structures.

Oracle-bone script resembles
closely the original objects. As it is carved
on hard materials, it is characterized by
strokes pointed at both ends (Fig.1). Seal
script was standardized and uniformity was
fully achieved during the Qin dynasty due
to the needs of daily usage, but the
resemblance with objects was still retained.
Seal script is characterized by the even and
unwavering strokes (Fig.2). The evolution
of clerical script that followed further freed
from the constraint of the resemblance with
objects. The pictographic quality retained
in seal script was replaced by the
composition of abstract strokes in clerical
script. This greatly enhanced the artistic
expression of Chinese calligraphy. As
observed from the unearthed Han bamboo
andwoodenslips,the characteristic of clerical
script at its inception was still not codified
and the outstanding modulated quality of
its component strokes can be identified
due to the implementation of brush (Fig.3).
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Although regular script, running
script and cursive script were evolved after
the transformation of seal script, they differ
largely in the qualities of their component
strokes and composition. Regular script
strictly follows the geometric rules
governing its composition and the basic
types of its strokes are standardized (Fig.4);
on the contrary, the fluidity and speed in
the rendering of running script or cursive
script contrast sharply with the stability and
orderliness of regular script (Fig.5). After
maturation in the Wei and Jin dynasties,
their structural flexibility was fully
exploited in the Tang dynasty and they laid
down a paradigm for calligraphers in the
later periods.

The different qualities of script-
forms contribute to the wide variety in the
capability of artistic expression and this is
achieved through the direct linkage
between their forms and compositions
with the inner life of the calligrapher.

The Aesthetic Quality of Abstract Lines

As mentioned above, the strict
orderliness and conformity intrinsic in
regular script were explored in the Tang
dynasty in a rather rational approach. This
reveals that calligraphers of the Tang
dynasty regarded regular script as the
means of architectural beauty. Depending
on the varied complexions and
personalities, personal interpretation is
allowed so that distinguished calligraphers
of the Tang dynasty transcended the
convention that guided the conformity of
regular script in varied manners. Ouyang
Xun’s works are imbued with a flavour of
strongly constructed structures and the
brush strokes are sharp and powerful,
whereas in the case of Chu Suiliang the
characters are elegant and slender. The
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heavy and emphatic qualities of strokes are
distinctive in the works of Yan Zhenqing.
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On the extreme pole of regular
script is delirious script (kuangcao) which
was perfected in the hands of Zhang Xu
and Huaisu of the Tang dynasty. Through
rhythmic movement and a single
continuous impulse of the brush in the
writing process, the familiarity with the
technique in manipulating the brush has
prior importance. The legibility of
characters should be retained although it
is reduced to the lowest limit. This reaches
the highest climax as the emotional
impulse of the calligrapher dominates the
creative process. In a sense, the brush itself
becomes part of the artist's body.
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The formal qualities of cursive
script (or running script) are so diversified
that the dionysiac impulse of the
calligrapher is allowed to be expressed to
the fullest extent without any restraint. As
a result, the freely permeated ink, the
intertwined structure of strokes and the
effect of dryness of brush and ink (best
exemplified by the works of Xu Wei, Fu
Shan and Chen Xianzhang of the Ming
dynasty respectively) constitute an endless
variety of original variations that fully
exploited the flexibility of the Chinese
brush and ink (Figs.6,7).

The overwhelming dionysiac
climax is replaced by the tranquil state of
mind as disclosed through the realization
of the ideal of harmony (zhonghbe). This
results in the restraint and upright
movement of the brush. It is used in
Chinese art as a criterion to judge the moral
standing of the calligrapher. In the widest
sense, this may be similar to the manner in
which Tang artists regarded regular script, -
but it focuses on the untrammelled spirit
and deliberation in manipulating the brush
without driving to any extreme (Fig.8).
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The incorporation of different
elements is yet another approach to
explore the potential beauty of abstract
lines. The distinctiveness of different script-
forms does not pose an obstacle to
calligraphers, on the contrary, the effort to
incorporate these elements could be found
in the works of many calligraphers.

Zheng Xie, the renowned literati
artist of the Qing dynasty, had successfully
incorporated different script-forms into
one piece of work and created a particular
script-form known as miscellaneous script
(liufenbanshu). More calligraphers focus
their interest in the calligraphic strokes.
The rise of the stelae school (beixue) in
the mid to late Qing dynasty enabled
calligraphers to seek inspiration from the
abundant archaic stelae excavated as a
result of archaeological findings (Fig.9).
Wu Changshuo imbued the rhythmic
vitality to the even and unwavering quality
of the brush strokes in seal script, while Yi
Bingshou reinterpreted clerical script as he
employed the quality of boldness in
manipulating the brush (Fig.10). It is not
simply a kind of aesthetic awareness, but
it serves as a metaphor for an aspiration to
strengthen the power of his own nation.
Jin Nong, one of the “Eight Eccentrics of
Yangzhou”, was preoccupied with the
effect caused by different tools in rendering
calligraphic strokes. He employed the
flatness of the brush to represent traces
marked by the knife that is absent in the
effect made by the brush. This particular
kind of script-form imbued with an
eccentric flavour is known as lacquer script
(qishw).

Calligraphic strokes also constitute
a uniting element with other forms of art.
They are coherent with nature regardless
of their abstract quality. From the
perspective of connoisseurship, names
drawn from nature such as “swans flying




in the clouds” or “a swift snake” have been
coined to describe the impression given by
calligraphic strokes; on the other hand, the
myriads of changes of nature may inspire
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calligraphers in their creative activity. In
this sense, calligraphy and painting have
umbilical relationship as summarized in
“studying from nature”. Furthermore,
calligraphic strokes are employed in literati
painting and attained a chief and
fundamental position. Thus a multi-
talented literati artist is required to be
proficient in poem (language), calligraphy
(abstract strokes), painting (image) and
seal carving (strokes created by knives)
with equal competence.

Conclusion

Chinese calligraphy has an infinite
potential for artistic expression and this
enables it to play a major role in Chinese
art. As it is loaded with the essence of the
Chinese humanistic realm, it remains to be
the most enduring tradition with the
unending experimentation and exploration
of calligraphers through the ages.

The exhibits of the "Contemporary
Chinese Calligraphy" exhibition are
selected from "The 6th National
Calligraphy and Seal Carving Exhibition"
held at Beijing at the end of 1995. After 16
years' progress, this exhibition of a
nationwide scale is regarded as an
important event in the calligraphy circle in
mainland China. The exhibits also include
selected items submitted by a number of
Hong Kong calligraphers. This serves to
illustrate the convergence of multiple
currents into an ultimate source and
reflects the wide stylistic spectrum in the
creative activity of contemporary Chinese
calligraphy. ’

Tang Hing-sun
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Fang Zhiyong

Calligraphy in clerical script
(exh. no. 110)
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Wu Guangyuan
Calligraphy in running-
cursive script

(exh. no. 115)
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Liu Caichang

Calligraphy in cursive script
(exh. no. 112)
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Xu Jiayang
Calligraphy in clerical script

(exh. no. 116)
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Ye Minren

Calligraphy in clerical script
(exh. no. 117)
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Liu Ou’an

Couplet in running script
(exh. no. 113)
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Rong Haoran

Calligraphy in regular script
(exh. no. 114)
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Huang Jian
Calligraphy in cursive script
(exh. no. 120)

£YE #E (REFELL)
Jin Hongda Calligraphy in regular script
(exh.no. 111)




