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Cao Shu Means Everything

Prelude to a Collection of the Works of the First Intemational Cao Shu Calligraphy Exhibition
By Shen Peng

The use of the brush decreased dramatically after the Western pen was introduced into China more than a century
ago. Finally, it has been abandoned in daily life as people have completely switched over to the pen. With the
advent of the computer, a paperless revolution has occurred. The young generation prefers typing to writing. Even
though the cultural environment has been transformed, people are still fond of calligraphy. For thousands of years,
Chinese intellectuals have appreciated the beauty of calligraphy. Today, calligraphy is widely practiced and works
of calligraphy are selling well in China . This reflects not only the enterprise of calligraphers, but also the attraction
the art still have for the Chinese people at large. Calligraphy is a remarkable art, being both elegant and popular at
the same time. We are moving, | believe, into a new era where calligraphy is regarded as pure art, with practical
communication being a secondary second goal.

Although the practical function of communication has always co-existed with the aesthetic qualities of Chinese
calligraphy, its artistic nature has remained preeminent during its long historical evolvution and development. Callig-
raphy is a very specific Chinese culture form. Its charms originate from its strong ability to express a calligrapher’s
feelings and personal character, which makes it impossible to be replaced by typing. In a sense, calligraphy as an
art will benefit from the separation of practical functions and artistry. Calligraphers are thus able to pay more atten-
tion to its visional creation and poetic expression. They can focus more on research into what inspired earlier
calligraphers and the further development of this art.

Compared to painting, calligraphy is sybolic. It is a highly abstract art, with lines making up characters. A work of
calligraphy starts with a single stroke, then a second, a third, up to hundreds and thousands more. Among all the
styles, Cao Shu is the most symbolic one. Weng Fanggang (1733-1818) said: After years of study in a remote
mountainous area, | got the inspiration that everything in the world can turn into a Cao Shu image. Everything can
be a symbol, a line. In a word, everything can be calligraphy.

In his Words and Their Stories, Xu Shen (58-147A.D.) said that: Cao Shu started from the Han Dynasty (206B.C.-
25A.D.). At the beginning, writing was simplified and did not obey the rules of Li Shu. It was called Cao Shu as it was
roughly and freely written, usually for emergency use. There were three variants in the early period -- Cao Shu,
Zhang Cao and Jin Cao. In the Tang Dynasty (618-907A.D.) Jin Cao was written more loosely. When the strokes
were continuous this created a peculiar appearance, which was called Kuang (meaning wild) Cao. Kuang Cao is
also known as Da Cao.



We know from the above that Cao Shu was first written for its convenience and quickness. Cao Shu was motivated
and developed that way. Many ancient works of Cao Shu show how well such practical functions and artistry were
integrated, among which the Shi Qi Tie (Seventeen Notes) was the best example.

Cao Shu became more simple and fluid as its magnificent and extraordinary brush strokes incorporated the dots
and lines of the more regularly written characters.Today, the artistic value of Cao Shu is far beyond its value as a
means of communication, a function that is much weakened as that of artistic creation reaches its peak. Cao Shu
is created by calligraphers and appreciated as an art form rather than for its meaning. Calligraphy is more art than
writing.

Calligraphers can express their emotions, thoughts and feelings via Cao Shu. Their works reflect the human spirit
and Zeitgeist. This is not an easy goal, though. As a matter of fact, it is one that calligraphers have to strive to
achieve.

Excellent Cao Shu works seem to embody nature’s glamourous vitality. It has the “one stroke” spirit. Just as
romantic poets and musicians, calligraphers need passion and inspiration to create Cao Shu. Maybe they should
coincide with some kind of good luck and gain new life from some kind of brokenness .Calligraphy is an art of the
line, with one following another, the movement and fluctuation flowing out of a calligrapher’s hand. Ancient calligra-
phers pursued principles such as “all strokes should rise and fall, stretch out but return ” These are the typical
aesthetic characteristics of lines in Chinese calligraphy. Cao Shu is the best example of the fluctuation of lines. They
are purely abstract. They have nothing to attach to.

Ancient Chinese calligraphers were inspired by nature that gave their works life and energy. Suo Jing (239-303A.D.)
said in his Cao Shu Shi that Cao Shu can appear as slender as a crescent, as swift as a startled bird, as tight as
wings to be stretched, as calm as bars to be raised. Xiao Yan, King Wu of Nan Liang (502-557A.D.), described Cao
Shu in a similar way in his Cao Shu Zhuang: Cao Shu, he said, goes either as fast as a disturbed snake swirling into
the grass or as wavering as muddy water. The great calligrapher Su Shi (1037-1101A.D.) agreed, saying that King
Wu’s word fitted Cao Shu perfectly. More detailed descriptions were given by Jiang Kui (1155-1221A.D. ), who said
that Cao Shu may be likened to a person’s posture: it may be as modest as bowing for respect or as angry as
quarreling. It may be that of rowing a boat or riding a horse, singing and dancing or beating and jumping.



The calligrapher himself always seeks to exploit such diversity. All of the above-mentioned metaphors are used to
point out how Cao Shu is such a special variant of Chinese calligraphy. It means if a calligrapher hopes to create a
fine and fresh piece of Cao Shu, he needs to master the basic skills well in order to inherit the tradition. In addition,
he should immerse himself in nature in order to free his mind and hands for writing.

“Everything in the world can be Cao Shu.” This phrase is appropriate for both the past and the present. It reminds
calligraphers to break out of their present mindsets and create something that is majestic and gorgeous that will
reflect the spirit of time. By studying natural shapes more closely calligraphers can gain inspiration and achieve a
better attitude towards their calligraphy. Cao Shu is usually regarded as the highest calligraphic achievement of an
era. It embodies the culture and spirit of the time. In history there were peak times of Cao Shu and many famous
Cao Shu calligraphers and masters. In recent years, however, Cao Shu has not been doing very well, in large part
because of its complexity. Some calligraphers simply give up.

To help meet that challenge, the China Academy of Art and the Hangzhou Culture Association organized the Hangzhou
International Calligraphy Festival 2005. They set up the International Cao Shu Works Exhibition alongside the
Modern International Calligraphy Works Exhibition. The purpose is obvious. Cao Shu and modern calligraphy have
something in common: they are both highly abstract. We can benefit tremendously from these works. The participat-
ing calligraphers are from diverse geographical and cultural backgrounds. Their works reflect the depth of their
research and the freshness of their inspiration.

The Zhejiang Provincial Government and the Hangzhou Municipal Council, as well as leaders of the China
Academy of Art , have provided very good conditions for the exhibition. The planners and organizers have shown
themselves to have very open minds and great artistic talent. If I'm not wrong, it was the organizers’ idea to name
the exhibition “Calligraphy - Open Time and Space of Calligraphy.”The present is a time of amalgamation of the
ancient and the modern, the East and the West. Let’s go ahead bravely, yet cautiously.

12.9. 2005
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