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Prelude |

People say precious pearls and stones make lakes and mountains
beautiful and famous. And celebrities are the paragon of human society,
they would certainly influence a flourishing country’s morale and for-
tune. In my opinion great scholars should be endowed with extraordi-
nary talents. Their articles and books are known to all. Most of their
works can not yield any profit, however, they are beneficial to the life of
intellectuals. In our history we can find Wang Xizhi of the Jin Dynasty,
Li Sixun of the Tang Dynasty, Su Dongpo of the Song Dynasty and Tang
Yin of the Ming Dynasty. About 500 years later, Liu Yiwen came to the
world. At first he has won his fame as an engraver. Then as a call-
igrapher and painter. Sometimes he would write poems, lucid and mus-
ical. On hearing his recitation all the guests would be visibly moved and
the gathering would appear more enjoyable. Mr. Liu is the embodiment
of both wisdom and passion. I think he has surpassed and outshone most
of ancient predecessors, so to speak.

Mr. Liu was born in Shandong Province. He is stalwart in ap-
pearance, grand and pleasing in manner. He is so lofty and imposing as
Mt. Tai that new acquaintances could not help feeling inferior before
him. In " The Book of Odes”, we can find a poem sharing the same mea-
ning: "How high and steep are the Southern Mountains, all the people
are looking up respectfully at the peaks.” Liu is smart and talented in
art and letters, and unconventional in disposition. His artistic attain-
ments know no bounds, a few hours’ talk would even imply one’s fate in
the past, at present and in future. It is at one with Confucius’ saying:
"How time flies in such a way, so we should not divide the night from
the day.” In ancient times people thought the following were outsta-
nding persons: northerners with southerners’ appearances or vice versa;
northerners appearances with southerners’ dispositions or vice versa.
But I find all the four merits in one and the same Liu. This collection
consists of several dozens of couplets. They represent only a part of his
genius, but the sentences are all new and epigrammatic; the strokes are
smooth and handsome. Readers can easily judge from the characters that
the work was done through the heart of a learned gentleman. Alas! Peo-
ple have never seen a sharper decline of calligraphy in our history as 1t
is in modern times. The malady has come into vogue for nearly a cen-
tury. Quite a number of pseudo-calligraphers refuse to follow classical
conventions and begin to create so-called "new schools”. Calligraphy
giants, such as Wang Xizhi, Wang Xianzhi, Ouyang Xun, Yu Shinan,
Chu Suiliang, Xue Ji, Yan Zhengqing and Liu Gongquan, lived in remote
ancient times. But from Su Dongpo, Huang Tingjian, Mi Fu and Cai
Jing down to Zhao Mengfu, Wen Zhengming and Dong Qichang, we can



often find celebrated tutors and disciples, generation after generation,
achieving their respective reputation. In the past century, however, the-
re seemed a lack of successors to keep the calligraphy tradition. When
royal or pavilion style prevailed, the handwritten model school began to
decline, the stele school became more and more prosperous. Learners
preferred heterodox school rather than orthodox tradition, then degene-
rated into irregularities. Later generations were misled into thinking
that the model school and the stele school were two different schools,
impervious to each other. Of course, that’s an excuse but was all the
rage at a time. Handwritten models are rigid and reserved, adhering to
form and being very punctilious. What Li Sixun said is right: "Major
poem has not been written for a long time". Steles are open and liberal,
but wild and unrestrained in style. That is pseudocalligraphy, the exact
opposite of Du Fu's original objective: another classical school. When
Constitutional Reform and Modernization began in the Qing Dynasty,
people were enthusiastic about western sciences, scholars rejected both
models and steles. They destroyed the tradition altogether, good and bad
alike. For some time there was no rules and regulations, quite a lot of
calligraphers set up schools flying their respective colors. All of them
spread errors and wrong ideas. You can find no refined work, nor tra-
ditional pieces of elegant tastes. Mr. Liu Yiwen, however, has imbued
steles with models, absorbed heterodox and irregular methodology into
orthodox practice. He has also learned his art from many famous ma-
sters, and comprehended by analogy. We can see a ray of light in chao-
s, just like lotus growing in the mud. Liu has done his best to retrieve
the serious loss of ink business and set up the ethos in calligraphy cir-
cles. He is really a rare writer in the world of art and culture. For the
moment the readers may find themselves in a calm and peaceful environ-
ment, real and wonderful. Bright sunshine, gentle breeze, picturesque
mountains, silent rivers, man and nature are mixed into one thing. As if
you are playing music in Lake Dongting, you would not mind how wea-
ther changes. Oh! pleasant life consists in natural phenomena: the wind,
the rain, the cocks’ crow and so on. Humble myself is living in a remote
nonexistent village in Shanghai, but when marvellous music, highbrow
art and literature are ubiquitous in the universe, how can I sit still with-
out wr1t1ng something in response to the promising scholar? Now it is
the spring of 1997, bamboo shoots are sprouting and delicate willow with
yellow buds can be found everywhere.

Xu Jianrong,
in Deluxe Block House.



Prelude II

Chen Pengju

In the history of Chinese calligraphy and seal-cutting Mr. Liu Yi-
wen, like a seal and couplet, will never fade or degenerate. Because this
article is written with a passion for Liu Yiwen’s couplets and calli-
graphy, naturally what is expressed between the lines is his evergreen
aspect.

What is couplet calligraphy? To give a reply to this question, we
have to, first of all, answer what is calligraphy and what is couplet. In
my opinion, of all arts, calligraphy is the only one that is from the
hearts of the human being and the one that is the description of the in-
ner parts of the human being. Genuine calligraphers will never “regulate
other people with calligraphy”. Even if you have a good handwriting,
very standard and perfect, like an opera-actor with clear articulation
and mellow tune, your art still has nothing to do with a calligrapher. 1
have seen sick old men strive to write with shaky hands and little naive
children with every naive stroke. I am touched by both old men and li-
ttle children for they write with great sincerity. We all know Albert Ei-
nstein was a great man. He said, once human beings understand the
heliocentric theory, they would realize the insignificance of themselves
at the same time. This great man who was so close to the universe was
deeply impressed by its magnitude. But I think the time when people re-
alize their own insignificance, they should also be aware of their own
greatness. Scholars are more thrilled by calligraphy than they are by
stars, wilds, rivers, mountains, the Milky Way and all the lines and co-
lours related to the universe. Many artists have climbed high mountains
many times, I believe there is nothing so inviting to them as rock engra-
vings sprawling pleasantly on the cliffs. “Zheng Wengong Stele”, “Stone
Gate Inscription” and “Da Kai Tong” are so forthright, sincere and
majestic that they all seem to have the indomitable spirit which could
move people to tears. Wang Xizhi’s “Foreword to Orchid Pavilion” was
well-written, not without a touch of showing off. But his skill and vigou-
rous strokes are superb and fascinating. Comparing with Wang’s private
life as an unconventional and unrestrained son-in-law, readers may get
an impression that there were two entirely different Wany Xizhis. To be
honest, Wang’s “Orchid Pavilion” was not as good as Zhong Yao’s "Re-
commendation Memorial”, Yan Zhenging’s “Funeral Oration for Ne-
phew” or Su Dongpo’s “Han Shi Model”. One day in Mr. Liu’s office
with windows reflecting the brick walls, we were reading his students’
collections of calligraphy together. He pointed out, heaving a sigh of re-
gret, that the basic skills of his students were quite all right, but experi-
ence is wanting. As he put it, only a man of much experience can be a
crack calligrapher. A good article can be written after experiencing a lot



of pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy. The same is true in penmanship.
Then what is couplet? Couplet is a pair of antithetical phrases or
sentences. By the end of the Five Dynasties, Meng Chang, Emperor of
Shu(now Sichuan Province), wrote “New Year takes in rich life celebra-
tions; Happy festival marks the everlasting spring.” Maybe it is the first
couplet in our history. In addition to the elegant form of hanging, the
pair of antithetical sentences are very particular about the contents. Be-
sides a strict demand for the matching senses of each pair, there is also
much to appreciate and ruminate over the words. I have read quite a few
excellent couplets by modern and contemporary scholars, such as Kang
Youwei, Liang Qichao, Shen Zengzhi, Yu Youren as well as Wu Cha-
ngshuo, Qi Baishi, Zhang Dagian and Wu Hufan. The antithetical sen-
tences by these great scholars are so sublime and exquisite that their
splendour is felt immediately at sight. Hence we may come to the conclu-
sion that excellent couplets consist of abstruse philosophy and artistic
attainments. What couplet is to calligraphy that rhyme is to poetry, it is
a sort of dance in fetters. There are so many calligraphers in the world
but few can dance gracefully with these fetters. Nevertheless, Liu Yiwen
has succeeded in doing so with such extreme taste. Mr. Liu is elegance
itself, and I am sure it is not my personal feeling. Liu Yiwen is from Ri-
zhao County, Shandong Province. He is a typical northerner. But so far
as his feeling and passion are concerned, he is just like a pure south-
erner, very pure indeed. Liu is considerate and careful, he is able to ob-
serve the universe meticulously and thoroughly. Gentle wind, bright sun,
tiny raindrops on red flowers, little birds’ glancing back, fish’s swim-
ming. Besides, he may sigh at the crescent moon, transparent sky, jade
with vapour and icy rock. Especially in this human society, among green
grass, under dim light, sitting opposite one or two devoted scholar
friends, they can get genuine knowledge and express true disposition.
While talking, all of a sudden, you would find tears in his eyes, yes, a
gentleman’s tears. Calligraphy is man’s love and affection to the univer-
se. Calligraphy has possessed all the built-in beauty ever since its co-
ming into being. What calligraphers of hundreds of generations had done
was to trace and express its beauty. Liu Yiwen, however, has never drea-
med of bringing all the beauty of calligraphy into full play. His intention
is to develop and ‘explore some paramount beauty. With great affection
and profound faith, Mr. Liu Yiwen goes back to the origin of calligraphy
directly and straightly. Because of his crystallized passion in penman-
ship, his strokes are full of vitality, at once supple and powerful. People
say ”Life is just a floating gossamer. "Literally speaking, the sentence
means life is short and instable. Actually the word ”gossamer” may imp-
ly budding willow twig, then, what a strong vitality 1t has! It is different
from the other forms of life, such as the marks of the roof leakage, the
broken hairpin or the traces left by past events on a stone tablet. Man’s



life, from its very beginning, is like a gossamer. And just because it is
destined to be tragic and instable that it is so flourishing and vigorous.
And thus we can see its dreary beauty and sublimity. Having devoted all
his love and faith to calligraphy, Liu Yiwen is eager to be perfect. We
should say that his ambition has been realized. He has reached his acme:
he knows life is a gossamer. His elegant and refined calligraphy reflects
his sentimental philosophy of life, especially his couplet calligrabhy, has
aroused and explored the supreme beauty of the art, that is both old and
young.

"Work together with courageous men;

Study the world without written words.”

"Work in office hours, talk with poets in evening, poems written can
be turned into pictures;

Pray for good fortune in Rainbow Bridge, visit steles and meditate,
gifted scholars are worthy of landscape.”

“Zeng Zi introspected into three moral matters every day, Yan Yuan
wrote four philosophical articles in his life;

Emperor Yu valued every quarter of his time, Tao Kan never had an
idle moment.”

”Clean the inkstone and fish would swallow ink;

Make tea and cranes will be away from smoke.”

Mr. Liu Yiwen likes writing this kind of couplets, from which in
turn we can see a true and graceful Liu Yiwen.

[ am eager to write an article which will match Liu Yiwen’s everla-
sting couplet calligraphy, but I am not sure whether the above piece can
express my real intention.
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