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CALLIGRAPHY IS MORE THAN WRITING
XU JIANG

Chinese characters so perfectly bring together the three distinct dimensions of linguistic expression - writing, meaning and sound -
that they have been called the defining “miracle” of ancient Chinese culture. Legends, for example, echo this magical genesis: when
Cang Jie created written characters, it is said that a shower of heavenly corn fell from the sky and spirits cried out at night. Xu Shen
gives a more scientific edge to this primordial evolution of Chinese writing in his prelude to the Shuo Wen Jie Zi : Cang Jie, he said,
created written characters first according to the appearance of natural things; later, humans gave them corresponding sounds.

There were many systems of characters in ancient China. As early as the Zhou Dynasty , from the 11th to 3rd century B.C., scholars
had begun studying them. When the first Chinese emperor Qin Shi Huang unified China in 221 B.C., his Prime Minister Li Si
proposed adopting the single system of characters known as Qin Zhuan ,or Xiao Zhuan, throughout the empire. This was regarded
as so fundamental to national unity that the Emperor had this first unified system engraved on a stone stele erected at Lang Ya Tai.

By the time of the Western Han dynasty( 206 B.C.— 23 A.D.), the study of characters was considered so important it was called Xiao
Xue—Primary Study. Today the phrase Xiao Xue also means “primary school” —an echo of that ancient belief that a great culture
could only be built on solid foundations by studying the most basic rules first, or as the English proverb puts it: “first things first.”

Xiao Xue or Primary Study contains three branches: Zi Shu, Xun Gu and Yun Shu—study of characters and words, of semantics and
of phonetics. Xiao Xue continued to be considered the most basic and important aspect of Chinese education and culture for several
thousands of years, up to the late Qing Dynasty(1616—1911A.D.) and even after Dr Sun Yixian’s revolution at the dawn of 20th

century.

The key to understanding the origins of Chinese calligraphy lies in the fact that writing and meaning are closely intertwined in
Chinese characters, with sounds being assigned separately. It is the combination of writing and meaning in characters that gives
Chinese calligraphy its uniqueness. Although the strokes and structures of Chinese characters impose constraints, they also give
the calligrapher the freedom to innovate, a freedom to explore the contrasts of shading and gradation, of lightness and darkness, as
well as the sparseness and density of the work as a whole. These qualities are fundamental to appreciating the quality of individual

works of Chinese calligraphy.

The history of Chinese calligraphy reflects the continuing tensions between constraint and freedom. The first single system of
characters, Qin Zhuan, was adopted officially in 221 B.C., but its development was cut short by the brevity of the Qin Dynasty, which
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lasted only from 221 to 206B.C. Up to the Western Han Dynasty, there existed eight systems: Da Zhuan, Xiao Zhuan, Chong Shu,
Li Shu, Ke Fu, Mo Yin, Shu Shu and Shu Shu.

The first four systems used characters; the last four used a different system of fonts for different purposes. Later, six systems that
shared the same characters and fonts were introduced. The simplest was Li Shu (also known as Han Li ), “Li” literally means “slave”
in Chinese and this system was used by the lowest classes, which meant it was also the most widely-used and popular system,
given the political reality of the times. Commoners used it in daily communication, as was recorded by both Xu Shen in the Shuo

Wen and Ban Gu in his Yi Wen Zhi.

Li Shu began as the commoners language, but was gradually adopted by all classes. By the end of Western Han Dynasty (206B.C.
—25A.D) it had acquired fixed principles. Gradually it evolved into the form we know today, known as Jin Li. Its structure became
square, with broader lines and simpler strokes, evolving into the style called Li Change, which is seen as the dividing line between
ancient and modern Chinese characters. In fact, in ‘ancient calligraphy’ there are many different characters and different ways of

writing.

The calligraphic tradition has always acknowledged this historical evolution of characters and styles: of Xiao Zhuan from Da Zhuan,
Han Li from Xiao Zhuan and Jin Li from Han Li. Scholars recognized this by calling the process “Ba Fen”, meaning eighty percent

inheritance and twenty percent invention.

According to Cai Wenji (1778.C. ) Kai Shu was created by her father as Ba Fen, using a formula combining eighty percent of Li Shu
plus twenty percent of Xiao Zhuan.

Zhang Huaijin in his book Shu Duan tells the same story, quoting Wang An’s claim that Wang Zhongci disliked ancient Chinese
writing for being too horizontal, with not enough vertical strokes. So he adopted eighty percent of Li Shu and created Mo Kai
meaning “similar to Kai”. Thus it was that Ba Fen—"eighty percent” — came to describe the Kai Shu style of calligraphy. These
ancient Chinese scholars were certainly “number crunchers” long before their time. Perhaps modern computer programmers and

mathematic modelers could take a leaf out of their books.

The Cao Shu style of calligraphy has an equally long history. Since the time of Emperor Han Wu Di of the Western Han Dynasty
(206B.C.—25A.D), a crypto-Li Shu style had existed. The Shu Pin by Yu Jianwu traces the origins of Cao Shu to the Han Dynasty,
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when officials evolved a short-hand style of Li Shu for emergency use. This early rough Li Shu style gave birth to the more sophis-
ticated Cao Shu.

Cao Shu was first written as a whole article and the old style Cao Shu was known as Zhang Cao, meaning “chapter” style. The
Zhang Cao style of calligraphy usually refers to that of Zhang Zhi and Suo Jing, while the writing of Wang Xizhi (321-379A.D.) and
his son Wang Xianzhi(344-386A.D.) is called Jin Cao. By the Tang Dynasty(618—907 A.D.) Cao Shu reached its apogee in the wild
style of Zhang Xu, whose calligraphy is so simple and free that it is as much painting as writing.

Evolving new styles from older ones also produced the calligraphy calied Xing Shu. Xuan He Shu Pu recorded that when Li Shu
became less popular, the more formal and restrained Kai Shu(known as Zhen Kai) and the wilder Cao Shu styles were supplanted
by a third interim style known as Xing Shu. This retained distinct characteristics of its predecessors-the Xing Shu which follows Kai
Shu is known as Zhen Xing, and that which follows Cao Shu as Xing Cao. Xing Shu is easy to read despite the connection of strokes

within characters and between them..

While these various styles have greatly influenced the art of calligraphy, the achievements of that art depend just as much on the
creative possibilities of the brush. Cai Yong said that Calligraphy’s magnificence grows out of the softness of the brush, a softness
which, paradoxically, dictates the myriad forms it takes from character to character-through the rounded and angular quaiities of the
strokes to the lightness and darkness, dryness and wetness of the ink. Together these elements show how words are associated or
detached in meaning according to the calligrapher’s mind and also the reader’s. But beyond this meaning, the calligrapher’s

character and personality are also expressed through his writing.

In the past century, China has been transformed and with it the society that nurtured the calligraphy | have outlined. Historically, the
Chinese used calligraphy in daily life: writing notes, letters, diaries, poems, essays, notices, official and legal documents and finally,
epitaphs. A Chinese intellectual ideally began learning how to write with brushes the day he began using chopsticks. Writing clearly
and elegantly was a sine-qua-non of official life. Many emperors were famous calligraphers. Their writings were engraved on stone
steles that are still found prominently displayed beside those of the great calligraphers, which is hardly surprising as the art of
calligraphy includes among its many disciplines the study of such inscriptions.

In the 20th century, the pen supplanted the brush in daily life. Now it too has been overtaken by the computer keyboard: this is
Calligraphy’s current crisis-how to survive in a technology-driven world without selling its soul.
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Today, the majority of calligraphers are groups at either end of the spectrum of their art. Amongst the traditionalists there are some
who adhere so loyally to the past that they fail to evolve either styles of their own or push forward new frontiers within the art. This
conservatism overlooks the essential exploratory spirit of Calligraphy as an ever-evolving art form that can be as boldly experimen-
tal and as innovative as any other. To write exactly as the ancients wrote is to ignore the role that innovation has always played in
Chinese calligraphy, the experimental origins of all ‘traditions’ within Chinese calligraphy, as well as the demand that each genera-

tion contribute something new to the future.

At the other end of the spectrum there are those who abandon all tradition in favour of change for its own sake. It de-constructs
Chinese characters without regard for meaning. At its most extreme, it is concerned only with superficial effect: strength of characters,
strength of writing or strength of episode. Writing becomes a matter of mere shock tactics, using deliberate mistakes as a device, in
the manner of Da Zi Bao, the big character posters. This form is intent only on extreme conceptualism, decoration, even at times

treating calligraphy as a minor adjunct of video art.

Instant communication and the speed of digital technology have outstripped the slow measured movement of the calligrapher’s
brush. But do they offer the same mirror into the writer’s mind and heart? | doubt it. What is the irreplaceable dimension that
calligraphy can offer us? What has it been, what is it now, and what can it become?

These are the questions raised in this exhibition, which is divided into three sections: “Shu Duan Bu Duan”, “Shu Hua Bu Hua” and
“Shu Wang Bu Wang”. The first shows the Chinese calligraphic tradition of consistency between character and writing in works that
“grasp the old spirit”. The second includes work from East Asia and the Islamic world, revealing other calligraphic traditions and
similar crises about the nature of calligraphy in a modern world. These works, while more like lively paintings, still belong within the
sphere of calligraphy. Works in the exhibition’s third section explore more tenuous relationships with the traditions of calligraphy,
revealing how far calligraphy can travel from its traditions and origins without ceasing to be calligraphy.

These works reveal how calligraphy, whatever its varying philosophies, remains a unique way to convey information about both the
world and the individual wielding the calligrapher’s brush: how this individual sees, thinks, feels and experiences that world. Which
is why this exhibition, like its subject matter, is about much more than mere writing. It is about life and living. | trust you will find it as
lively, rich in tradition, yet boldly innovative as the Chinese culture from which it springs.
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In 1991, Wang Tao graduated from the Department of Traditional
Chinese Painting, Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts, majoring in
calligraphy. His teachers were Liu Jiang, Zhang Zu'an, Wang
Dongling, etc. In 2005,he completed the calligraphy course for

graduate students at the China Academy of Art, under the tutor-
ship of Wang Dongling. He is a member of China Calligrapher Association, Deputy Dean of Ma Anshan Institute of Art, Curator of

Ma Anshan Gallery, Standing Committee of City Young Man'’s Association, chief secretary of City Calligraphy Association, Presi-
dent of JiangDong Seal-cutting Club, and Honorary Representative of the Japan Calligraphy Institute. His work was included in
the Exploration Exhibition of Modern Calligraphy in 1994, First international Calligraphy Biennial Exhibition, and Nanjing Tri-
annual Exhibition of Achievement in Calligraphy and Media exhibition, among others. He has also won the Prize of Special

Invitational Works.
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A common man in fact

A real man indeed

A conceited pedant addicted to the ink world
Each time | find him stare at the painting paper
holding Chinese brush-pen closely

| for sure know

This fellow

WangTao

Is a real Wang

Who graduated from Zhejiang University of Art
He will always

stride forward with enthusiasm in the work
Only in his sincere soul

Will his crying passion for art

calm down KEHk







