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Self Account of Pen Ploughing

Lin Xiu

When practising calligraphy in my childhood, I once took no interest in various calligraphic styles and schools.
Because of my boyish, naughty and energetic nature, my grandfather forced me to practise calligraphy and to
study poetic rhythm from Master Liu Sizu with a beating ruler on the desk, trying to bridle my temperament.
Under this circumstances, I had no choice but to reluctantly recite those basic poems and sentences from the Pupil
Regulations, such as “Clean desk and right position brush—pen and ink—stone; Rubbing ink-—stick slantingly
shows absentmindedness; Improper wording reflects moral sickness” and etc. At that time, the study that I was
most willing to do was to read poems aloud. I could read those poems that I loved repeatedly and tirelessly for
hundreds of times just for self—amusement.

I started the study of poem writing with word matching. I followed Master Liu Sizu to recite the so—called Word
Matching Song, such as “Cloud to Rain, Snow to Wind, and Sunset Glow to Clear Sky”. Master Liu encouraged
me with fried horsebeans. A right matching won me one piece of horsebean and a wrong one lost me one piece
for penalty. In order to win those horsebeans, I gradually learned how to give correct word matching, and how
to accurately differentiate the four tones of most frequently used words. In Master Liu’s words, “This girl has
the talent of poem writing, but I don’t expect much on her calligraphy.”

While studying in junior middle school, 1 happened to find that a couplet on the pillars of a Chinese medicine
shop looked familiar, and later recognized them as belonging to the regular script of YAN style. I was thus
slightly pleased with myself. After that, I also discovered that the three characters of “#h2Ed"(a well-known
shopping mall) engraved in a plaque came fror}l the LIU Style. And to my_surprise, the LIU style that I had
despised as “thin as a lath” actually looked so lively and vigorous. A strong desire for good calligraphy was

rising from my heart. I started my daily practice since.

For the six years in middle school, 1 practised calligraphy either by following the regular script of ¢OU and LIU

» &

styles, or by imitating the running script of the “Two WANGS” style, or by learning the ancient seal script and
the modern official script. I spent much time on studying and practising the center brush tip writing method and
the word dot—line structures.

In the autumn of 1962, I went to study in the Chinese Literature Department of Nankai University with an ideal
of becoming a dramatist. I was taking with me the moon—shaped ink—stone and the copper paperweight that had
been handed over to me by Master LIU. However, due to the heavy academic work and the crowded dormitory
in the university, I once dropped my daily practice of calligraphy for a period. Fortunately, the free and
disengaged vacations allowed me time to visit seniors and masters in the art circles in Beijing like Sheng Congwen,
Li Kuchan, Jiang Zhaohe and Bao Yugui. I had learned a lot from their experience and comprehension of arts.
During that period, my major interest in calligraphy was gradually shifting from the regular script of OU and
LIU styles to the running hand script of the “Two WANGs” and Yan Zhengin styles. At that time, I practised
calligraphy randomly, just for self—amusement.

Life is unpredictable. In the early summer of 1968, I was politically investigated and my dormitory uncivilly
rummaged due to fabricated charges such as so—called “White Expert Model”. In late August of that year, I was
finally admitted to the Greater Xing’an Forest Mountains to take so—called ideological re—moulding through
physical labour. And I still had the ink—stone and the copper paperweight inside my bag.

The 8 long vears in the remote, thickly—forested mountain areas made me taste all sorts of bitterness and
hardships in life. I once worked as a stove burner, a tree branch cutter and a timber size surveyor. Among the
79 workers in the remote timber farm named as WaPengGou, 1 was the only female worker. In evenings, I read
books and practised calligraphy under lamp, while listening to the rustling of wind blowing over pine trees. Only
at this moment, my heart was relieved and comforted by poems and calligraphy. And for the first time in my
life T realized that poems and calligraphy were really intelligent forms through which people could express their

true selves. 1 fell in love with the calligraphy art and deeply believed that the black—and—white clear world on
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the paper was absolutely better than the prevailing chaotic real world at that time.

Those years in the Greater Xing’an Mountains have been deeply printed in my mind and will accompany me all
my life. Poems that I wrote during that period, such as “Cloud and Mist (metaphorical expression, referring to
calligraphic artworks) around Four Walls Seem to Be Bed Curtains. Dipping in Dreary Rain from Empty Steps to
Write”, “Homeland Mountains Are Still Green in Dreams. Pillow—side Moon Looks Icy Cold When Lonely Tears
Coming Down with a Broken Heart”, were authentic portraits of my life in the immense forests and snowy
mountains. During that period, I had cultivated a profound friendship with other workers in the timber farm.
They taught me how to climb mountain sides covered with thick snow, how to chop wood and make timber
products, and even how to recognize animal footprints. The extremely abominable environment of —40°C tempered
my will. I gradually learned to face and deal with difficulties and hardships. Four Chinese characters®H 58 A~E.",
meaning “Persistent Endeavor Leads to Growing Strength”, were hung on the wall of my little wooden cabin. The
calligraphy copybooks and some incomplete remnants that I had brought with me accompanied me to live through
those hard years. 126 poems condensed with my painstaking efforts had been written during those years, and my
calligraphic skills matured and refined at the same time. It was from then on that my literature and art life truly
began. -

The year 1976 Wit?lessed shaking changes in China. In the autumn of that year, I came back to Beijing. I began
to look for and visit those old art masters who had instructed me ten years ago. Every time I listened to their
misfortunes and legendary stories during those years, I rejoiced that they had lived through their misfortunes, but
at the same time, I couldn’t help thinki:rjlg that art Wés still a tough road to cover.

Today, 40 years have passed. The world has changed tremendously. Ink—stick has been replaced by ready—to—use
Chinese ink, and my moon—shaped ink—stone been dust—covered for years. However, the instructions and
encouragement from those seniors and masters are engraved in my mind and often sound beside my ears. These
years, 1 have devoted myself to refining my poetry—writing and calligraphy. Gradually I come to comprehend the
following art philosophies: that calligraphy art is a scholarship much more profound than a simple handicraft skill,
the deeper you are engaged in, the more you are conquered by its marvelousness; that calligraphy demands arduous
practice with one’s own hand for days and nights; that self—moral cultivation is the foundation of art level
enhancement, as the saying goes, “a noble—minded man always takes self—cultivation as his life doctrine”; that
extensive learning from different art schools to absorb essence is the necessary process to obtain creative flexibility
and to reach the acme of perfection; that pufe hand skill does not make true art, to achieve progress, knowledge
is equally important to hard practice; that a pupil should never forget his teachers, and a teacher should never let
his students down, which has enabled the hundreds of years of development of Chinese Culture; that one’ s
wisdom and talent should be spent wisely to realize his life ideal, too much sociality wears away one’s time and
energy; that one should be modest, prudent and broad—minded, strict with himself but lenient to others; and one
must first master basic calligraphic rules in order to pursue creativity and self—style. Genuine understanding and
observing these philosophies makes success within your reach.

Time flies. Looking back and forward, emotions well up in my heart at the age of sixty. The well-known poet
Yuan Suiyuan of the Qing—Danasty wrote in one of his poems that “Granny Acts like a Little Girl, Refusing to
Show Up before Hair Is Well Dressed”. It has been more than 50 years since I first picked up a brush to learn
calligraphy at the age of five. The deeper I enter the art realm, the more timid I feel. Still believing “My Hair
not Yet Well Dressed”, I am very cautious in presenting my artworks.

Today the calligraphy circles is boomed with talents and promising youngsters. I will need to make more vigorous
efforts for new progress. Here, I have selected some of my Calligraphy artworks in the past 10 years to make this
book. The publication of this book is, on one hand, to meet the expectations of my friends and teachers, while

on the other hand, to make a little contribution to promote the development of the Chinese Calligraphy art.
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