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On Calligraphy and Life

I
In a Chinese legend, Chang Jie was the first one to invent scripts to record messages. And before that
invention, the primitives could only remind himself by the knots they made in ropes. True or not, the legend
gives us a hint that from the very beginning, writing as an art was part of spiritual life of man, and had
some relation to his inborn creativity.

11
How did art come into this world? Western wise men like Democritus and Aristotle ascribed it to human
imitation to his life in nature and society. Kant took notice of the dynamic power of mankind in perceptual
activities. And according to him, this kind of artistic creativity helped man in breaking through the bandage
naturally and socially. Man uses his excessive energy to play the game and by the way of it created a
man-made artistic world. Indeed, existence of man to some extent is confined by all kinds of bounding
things. As we know, even in the most “democratic” society, people are always feeling some field to be
overcome in order to actualize freedom in the real sense. At the deepest bottom of his nature, man longs
the freedom all the time in history. Every step man takes in the way towards freedom leaves himself a
sorrier expectation. Thus many people have to doubt there is a solution for man to get rid of the dilemma.
Fortunately, man has an inborn gift and he has opened a free universe where they can play his talents to
the utmost. In this sense, art like calligraphy could be regarded some compensation and expansion of his
actual living conditions.

1
People tend to say that art is a reflection of reality in the form of image. And from it, they derived a
conclusion that art is determined by material reality. Yet, in my understanding, the key sense in the above
definition of art overlooks something important and misses the subject that is indispensable in a reflection
of reality. Before art as one of perceptual ways coming into this world, or before the active man appearing,
the whole nature including magnificent mountains, broad rivers and gloomy forests had existed for millions
and millions years. It was only after the self-conscious mankind made his appearance in history, did
nature begin to obtain new aesthetic significance. So artistic value can be nothing but the result from
man’s dealing with nature. Han Yu, one of literati in the Tang dynasty, once made a comment upon his
contemporary named Zhang Xu who was famous by the name “Cao Shen (the sage among irregular
character scribers)”. Zhang in his life did not pay attention to anything but fine writing art. Whenever he
was touched, he would translated his emotions into the Chinese scripts through the brush of his pen. From
the brush-touches, people can figure out Zhang’s anger, worry, joy, frustration, hatred, longing, indignation,
even his fantasy in drunkenness. It was said when Zhang’s writing, his pen-brush touches could repre-
sented the power of heaven and earth, sun and moon, stars and comets, thunder and storms, beasts and
birds, trees and flowers, even rhythms of dancing, and shouting and crying in battles. So we can imagine
how intensive and sensitive Zhang’s mind was when he made his creation in the field of calligraphic art.

v
As a product of the subjective experience, ancient handwriting artists called calligraphy “mind-painting”.
An in the history of its development, Chinese characters-writing as an art become more and more subjective,

which, we guess, was much influenced by Buddhism ideology. The developing course finally came to the



statement that mind is the essence of calligraphy, and here the spirit of the Chinese art was rendered to
substance of mind. Xiang Mu, a calligrapher in the Ming dynasty, made an assertion “writing is mind(’s
mark)”. In his opinion, whenever mind moves in the universe, it will somehow show itself, in the form of
virtue as a result of cultivation, or in the form of essays or of hand-writing as some emotions reveal. In
other word, physical writing may be the external form and sign of metaphysical mind. According to him,
if only the original mind is there, must its proper appearance be shown in a way. That is called, -

Essence moves within and signs can be found outside; mind can be recognized through its marks.”

\Y%
Therefore, mind as the ultimate substance is the fountain of all beings. Mind embraces the past and
present in time, and all things here and there in space without any relativity. To some extent, mind effuses
milliard of beings as it resonates to inspiration like echoes in a grand valley. Mind can transfigures into
mountains and rivers as well as a flower and a grass-leave, also the substance can demonstrate itself
through functions, i.e. a man’s actions and movements like walking, talking, eating and wearing in his daily
life. In this way, mind that effuses milliards and things that are traceable to the origin both constitute a
relation of the one and the multiple. Phenomenally they are not one; essentially they are not multiple. Both
in Buddhist philosophy and calligraphic art, the identity of one and multiple is the principle to be sought by
religious and artistic practitioners. In the terns of ancient Chinese calligraphers, good hand-writers should
learn from nature outwardly and struggle for the mind inwardly. Zhang Hai-huang, who lived in the Tang
dynasty, once talked about calligraphy, and he said, a good handwriting learner should observe the uni-
verse and experience the unification behind the diversified things. Through all-encompassing mind’s
motivation, one can finally touch “the only-one-sign”. So, “the mystery of heaven comes upon him, and
wonder-work converges in the one mind.” In this process, as we were told, a calligrapher was able to
transpose his unrealizable aspiration, and dispel his piled-up depression in his career.
VI
Here, one may ask how to learn from nature outwardly as well as quest for mind inwardly. I think the
most effective resort is to find enlightenment that leads to the mystery of the universe. The term of
enlightenment here contains a double meaning: one is enlightening in Chinese characters, which requires
a learner to practice by imitating ancient tablet inscriptions for long until he can spiritually converse with
the ancients; the other is enlightening outside the characters. A handwriting learner must be like a Zen
monk travelling in the world whose enlightenment can only come until he repeatedly reading the great
book of nature. Yu Shi-nan, a calligrapher in the Tang dynasty, once said “The mystery of calligraphy can
only be conjectured in spiritual communication; and the ingenuity of the writing art must be reached by
mind not by eyes.” Su Dong-po asserted that the universal li(principle) governed all things between
heaven and earth. One who gets li can do everything freely and properly. And a monk named Bian Guang
had it expressed that calligraphy is just like the Buddha Shakyamuni’s heart-seal, based on mind and
reached by sudden enlightenment, cannot be transmitted by hands and tongues.
VII
Because of the import of mind, a good calligrapher should preserve his own mind-nature. As we know,

Mencius is the greatest thinker in the ancient China who taught people how to cultivate themselves
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spiritually. One of his mottoes is: “I am good at growing up righteous Qi for my heart.” According to
Huang Ting-jian, one of the literati in the Song dynasty, one who wants to nourish oneself spiritually must
make efforts in two ways. Inwardly, he should persevere in morality and justice, and outwardly he should
expand himself by studying the wise and sage. Only going through the process, can he do away with
vulgarism and establish noble character. In history of Chinese calligraphy, Liu Gong-quan had a motto,
well-known as “zheng-xin-shuo(theory of righteous heart)”, that right using of brush-pen depends on the
user’s righteous heart. In the terms of Yu Shi-nan, a righteous heart and harmonious mind is favorable to
get at the ingenuity of writing art. Otherwise, one is unable to write beautifully. In a word, unless one’s life
is sublimed and noble spirit is grown up, in addition to his deep academic cultivation, one cannot enter into
the field where his personality and the fine writing art are both admirably wonderful.
VIII
Nowadays, people are fond of “innovation”. And there is someone who started to learn handwriting
technique just yesterday and he has imagined that he would create something new. This novel-fond wind
is rampant in our calligraphic circle where we can from time to time see a master-hand, who always trys
to please people with unconventional or even anti-conventional tricks. Around such a master-hand, more
often gathered a brood of new stars with very weird traits. Birds of a feather flock together. So we have
to see some groups like guilds, and their works are actually lack of freshness, and following the same
patterns. To me, the fashion of quest for weirdness and novelty is dangerous and it may ruin the traditional
art of calligraphy. Any art cannot take novelty as its objective but to represent our mind-nature, and to
reveal life’s truth. Innovation should be a result of artistic activity rather than its starting-point. In this
sense what we need is to enrich, nourish and expand the mind to the utmost, until it identifies with the
universe. If the universe is like a big tree, all flowers in it must be different naturally. Each flower has
differentiated itself from others, which is correspondent to the ultimate principle that uhifying one contains
differential multiples.
IX

The ancient Chinese calligraphy, needless to say, carries esthetical value and practical function. We even
might as well say it is a practical art. Calligraphy as art never stop its development. When it came into
being, it was to replace the old custom that the primitives made knots in ropes to record events. And to
simplify handwriting technique, the Li type of script made its appearance. The Cao(irregular) type brought
about a revolution in the history of Chinese writing system. In the modern time, as hard-pens gradually
take the place of brush-pens, and computers seem to drive out traditional writing instruments. Chinese
calligraphy as a art seems to suffer a deadly strike. Undoubtedly, characters-writing technique is losing its

I
practical value, slowly but irreversibly. However, I think the situation is not totally bad for Chinese

g calligraphy, and I think the impact can be transferred into a new motive for its development, as its prac-
’~ ticality declines, calligraphy’s esthetical value will gain than before. In this sense, the character-writing art
3
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(Translated by Dr. Song Lidao)
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