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The.Theoretical Value of Hua Rende's Research in the

History of Chinese Calligraphy
Qianshen Bai

The 1980s constituted a watershed in historical studies of Chinese calligraphy. Before
this decade, there were few case studies of individual calligraphers, specific periods, or
individual calligraphic phenomena. Even Mr. Sha Menghai's famous, well-received essay,
"Calligraphy from the Most Recent Three Hundred Years," published in the 1930s, remains
research that, while outlining major schools and commenting on the accomplishments of
important calligraphers, is too general to qualify as an in-depth case study.

With the 1980s, however, research into the history of calligraphy turned toward
greater specialization and sophistication. This trend was led by a group of middle-aged and
young scholars, of whom Hua Rende is representative. As an accomplished calligrapher in
the Stele School tradition, Hua Rende's research interests are also related to this school. His
research can be roughly divided into two phases: in the earlier, he focused on the history of
calligraphy from the Han dynasty through the Six Dynasties period, a time that has been
treated as the stylistic source period of the Stele School. In his later phase, he has focused
on the Qing dynasty, during which the Stele School fully matured. His major publications
include History of Chinese Calligraphy: the Han Dynasty; Complete Works of Chinese
Calligraphy: Epitaphs from the Three Kingdoms, Jin Dynasty, and Southern and Northern
Dynasties; and Collected Essays of Hua Rende. Inheriting the Qian-Jia tradition of plain
scholarship, he integrated new archaeological discoveries, and explored in depth the artistic
trends, social institutions, and historical contexts of calligraphy during specific periods.

Today, Hua Rende's historical researches are widely recognized and respected, but the
theoretical implications of his research have been less fully and clearly understood.
Knowledge of this aspect of Hua Rende's research not only will help us to more fully

evaluate his contributions but will also demonstrate how calligraphy studies should be
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further pursued in contemporary China. Thus, the implications of the theoretical value of
Hua Rende's research go beyond merely evaluating its author's immediate accomplishments.

Before discussing the theoretical value of Hua's research, I would like to clarify the
term "theoretical" as used here. Because, in the Chinese context, the term "theory” has been
very broadly applied to any type of research in calligraphy, it is viewed as the opposite of
practice. Research into the history of calligraphy is thus regarded as part of the "theory of
calligraphy.” Here, however, what I mean by the term "theory" differs from its usual use in
China. I extend it to include an intellectual effort that differs from, yet is related to,
historiography. Any analysis of a phenomenon, any exploration of the general tendencies
and rules of this phenomenon, any generalizing from a phenomenon may be described as
"theory," that is, research with theoretical implications. However, what I intend to refer to
here by "theory” is not something related to philosophy or aesthetics, nor is it derived from
or does it imply metaphysical premises. Any efforts related to the classification of the
historical phenomena of calligraphy or the deduction of general tendencies from historical
phenomena that reach broad conclusions may be viewed as a bottom-up theoretical
construction. Hua Rende’s case studies in calligraphy history may not have been intended
to add up to formal theoretical constructions, yet, they contain rich theoretical value. To
support this claim, I would like to discuss three articles included in the present collection.

"Eastern Jin Epitaphic Stones - With Some Notes on the 'Lanting Xu' Debate” is
important research by Hua Rende. It was first published in the Palace Museum Research
Quarterly in Taipeli, then translated into English by Ian Boyden and published in Early
Medieval China in the United States. Well received both East and West, this article lists
inscriptions on Eastern Jin epitaphic stones excavated over the previous forty years as well
as epitaphs found in reliable records by past scholars. It carefully compares them in terms
of their shapes, forms, materials, and calligraphic characteristics, then analyzes the genesis
of these epitaphic stones.

Hua notes these epitaphic stones were temporary tombstones meant to mark the graves

of deceased northerners. When the northern regions of the Western Jin dynasty were
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conquered by outlying tribes beyond the Great Wall, the elite members of Western Jin
society and government fled south and founded the Eastern Jin, which controlled only the
southern portions of traditional Chinese territory. When members of this displaced elite
died, Hua's research shows that it was expected that their bodies would one day be
transferred to ancestral graveyards in the north. Because they were viewed as temporary,
the stones marking the graves of the displaced northerners were carved by lower-class
artisans in plain physical forms and coarse writing styles that differed significantly from
calligraphic styles popular among the northern elite.

Epitaph calligraphy is an important component of traditional stele calligraphy, and
Hua's article convincingly analyzes this critical link in the historical development of
epitaphic stones. His conclusion that the inscriptions on Eastern Jin epitaphic stones were
written and engraved by artisans who did not practice the styles of contemporary elite
calligraphy is important because it undercuts a major contention of Guo Moruo. Guo
believed that extant Tang copies of Wang Xizhi's Lanting Xu (Preface to the Gathering at
the Orchid Pavilion) derived not from Wang's original work but from a post-Eastern Jin
forgery. Guo came to this conclusion because, while Wang worked during the Eastern Jin,
the styles of surviving examples of his Lanting Xu show little resemblance to the styles of
epitaph inscriptions securely dated to the Eastern Jin. This caused Guo to theorize that
extant Tang copies of the Lanting Xu do not derive from Wang's style but reflect a later style
that developed after the Eastern Jin. In effect, he supposed that Wang wrote in a style close
to that found on Eastern Jin epitaphic stones, or at least in a style substantially different from
later models of what has long assumed to have been Wang's style in calligraphy. Hua
counter-argues that, during the Eastern Jin, the styles of elite calligraphy and engraved
inscriptions by artisans were quite different, and he therefore concludes that Guo was wrong
to use writing by artisans to challenge the authenticity of the elite style of extant copies of
Wang's Lanting Xu. In effect, Hua maintains that the traditional understanding of Wang's
style, while somewhat diffused by a long accumulation of stylistically variable exemplars,

nevertheless remains, even in its variability, substantially different from authenticated
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artisanal styles of the Eastern Jin.

Granted this point, the question arises, does this article have theoretical implications
that extend beyond the calligraphy of the Eastern Jin? The answer to this question may be
approached by a consideration of yingchou (calligraphy made for social occasions). I have
devoted considerable attention to this phenomenon since the late 1990s, and I have come
to believe that yingchou are an important component of calligraphy that over time has had
considerable impacts on the creation, circulation, and social functioning of calligraphy
generally, a topic I discuss in the Chinese version of my Fu Shan’s World.

Nevertheless, there are significant questions about the role of yingchou in calligraphy
history. Were the styles and functions of yingchou in different periods similar? Were their
impacts the same? When did yingchou become a prevalent social phenomenon? Do general
rules govern its social functions? Given the present lack of detailed descriptions and carefut
analyses of yingchou, these questions are difficult to answer at present. But given Hua
Rende's argument that the elegant, graceful calligraphy of the Eastern Jin scholar-officials
circulated only among aristocrats who immigrated from North to South as a result of the
turmoil that interrupted the Jin dynasty, and based on my own study of yingchou calligraphy
in the late Ming-early Qing period, I proposed the following hypothesis in the Chinese
version of Fu Shan’s World: "In general, in a period in which the social boundaries between
different social classes were relatively clear and strict, calligraphy was an art of the elite.
Although yingchou calligraphy was made for social purposes, it was used and circulated
among members of the elite class who shared a common cultural background and aesthetic
orientation. Not only was the volume of yingchou calligraphy relatively small compared to
other periods, but also the high artistic sophistication of recipients and viewers in elite
circles would have conditioned calligraphers to write their yingchou calligraphy with great
care and in styles practiced by that elite. While the accomplished, sophisticated calligraphy
of Eastern Jin aristocrats was the product of a cultural environment based on a strict social
hierarchy, in other historical periods, boundaries between social classes were fuzzier owing

to rapid social, economic, and cultural changes as well as to social dislocations. In this
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context, more frequent interactions between high and low societies would have impacted
the creation and use of calligraphy." Although this theoretical hypothesis needs testing
against the evidence of detailed case studies, it was initially inspired by Hua Rende's
research on Eastern Jin calligraphy.

In addition, the definitions, interactions, and fluctuations of high and low cultures raise
theoretical issues that in recent decades have attracted scholarly attention in western
academia. Because the Six Dynasties period was characterized by a strictly hierarchical
social system, comparing this period with other periods with respect to the degree of
interaction between upper and lowér social classes should prove an important research
subject in future studies in the history of calligraphy. However, such comparative research
in future historical studies must be based on solid, bottom-up case studies such as those by
Hua Rende.

Hua's "Analysis of the Inscription for the Buddhist Pictorial Engraving Commis-
sioned by Zheng Changyou and the Problem of Whether Inscriptions for Northern Wei
Buddhist Pictorial Engraving Were First Written and Then Carved" is a short article with
a long title. At first glance, its title makes this article seem like a discussion of a concrete
technical question in Northern calligraphy, but its significance goes well beyond the
technical dimensions of stele calligraphy. The Inscription for the Buddhist Pictorial
Engraving Commissioned by Zheng Changyou is one of the so-called Twenty Inscriptions
for Buddhist Pictorial Engravings in the Longmen Caves. In his famous Guang Yizhou
shuangji (Expansion of the Yizhou shuangji), Kang Youwei (1858-1927) characterized this

inscription in elevated terms, describing it as "the direct descendant of clerical script and

the origin of regular script," "vigorous, substantial, and dense," "serene, powerful, and
dignified."

Hua Rende conducted a detailed analysis of the Inscription for the Buddhist Pictorial
Engraving Commissioned by Zheng Changyou with interesting results. Most importantly,
in studying the text of the inscription, he discovered that characters had been omitted

accidentally from the text, and that other characters are missing strokes. But these kinds of

EABBELE 15



mistakes and omissions were not ones that would likely have been made by literate persons,
and therefore the carver must have been an illiterate who only carved what had been written
out previously by someone else. In the end, Hua believes that the Inscription for the
Buddhist Pictorial Engraving Commissioned by Zheng Changyou was first written on its
stone in red ink and was subsequently engraved by an illiterate carver.

Because the written version of the inscription in red ink has not survived, we are
unable to judge the quality of its original calligraphy. But after studying many inscriptions
of the same period, Hua Rende made a reasonable inference: those who commissioned
Buddhist pictorial engravings were satisfied so long as their names and prayers were
engraved into the rock near the relevant imagery. That is, while the commissioners were
concerned about the content of these inscriptions, they cared little about the quality of their
calligraphy and carving. Moreover, the Buddhist monks responsible for managing the
production of these images were often rather careless in the way they dealt with their
accompanying inscriptions. Without knowledge of these background conditions, when
Kang Youwei reviewed one of these carelessly engraved inscriptions thirteen hundred years
after it was made, he declared it, together with other inscriptions from the Longmen Caves,
an excellent example of Northern Wei epigraphic calligraphy. This inscription was thus
transformed into a canon of Chinese calligraphy.

Kang's glorification of the /nscription on the Buddhist Pictorial Engraving Commis-
sioned by Zheng Changyou immediately raises the issue of "canon-formation." However,
Hua Rende's bottom-up analysis of the historical conditions under which Northern Wei
Buddhist pictorial engravings were created raises serious theoretical questions about the
nature of their role in the history and (thanks to Kang Youwei) the historiography of Chinese
calligraphy. The question of how a canon is formed has been an important theoretical issue
in the West, but in the field of Chinese calligraphy studies, this issue has not attracted
sufficient scholarly attention. With the emergence of the Stele School of calligraphy in the
Qing dynasty, many ancient anonymous writings that had not received critical or artistic

attention were gradually brought into an expanding canonical system, which in itself is good
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reason for us to study the process of canon formation. In my book, Reflections on the Issue
of Canonicity in Chinese Calligraphy, 1 have made a preliminary study of this issue,
research that benefited from Hua Rende's article on the Inscription for the Buddhist
Pictorial Engraving Commissioned by Zheng Changyou.

Above, I have discussed two of Hua Rende's carefully detailed case studies of period
calligraphy. But the article that best reflects his erudite knowledge of ancient calligraphy
and his ability to generalize and make logical inferences is his "On the Model-Book and
Stele Schools of Calligraphy." The "Model-Book School” (Tiexue) and "Stele School”
(Beixue) are two critical yet not clearly defined concepts. It was Hua Rende who has
carefully observed various phenomena in the history of calligraphy and pointed out the
basic distinction between these two schools: while the Model-Book School treats calligra-
phy by famous calligraphers from successive dynasties as models of learning, the Stele
School draws inspiration from pre-Tang stone engravings by anonymous calligraphers or
artisans. Remarkably, he hits the mark with this simple, single comment! With this
definition, many confusing problems in the history of calligraphy are neatly résolved. For
this reason, I cited Hua Rende's research when defining my research goal at the beginning
of my Fu Shan’s World, which deals the emergence of the Stele School in the early Qing
dynasty.

Why point out the theoretical value of Hua Rende's research into the history of
calligraphy on the occasion of publishing his collected essays? Because, since the 1980s,
those interested in theoretical models when researching calligraphy have paid more
attention to building philosophical constructs than to absorbing research by calligraphy
historians. Often, in studies of ancient calligraphy theory, modern literary theories, or other
theoretical topics, researchers' understanding of "theory” has suffered from a considerable
limitation: researchers have overlooked that the art of calligraphy unfolded in concrete
historical contexts - that calligraphers have worked, and continue to do so, in varying
contexts that differ in period, region, and social circumstance. Since these historical

contexts have critically influenced the conditions under which calligraphy has been
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produced, it is essential to incorporate the research materials and conclusions of historical
case studies into the formulation of theoretical interpretations of the history of calligraphy.
In the West, some scholars who have contributed significantly to the formation of major
theories are themselves art historians; for instance, Panofsky and Baxandall are experts on
Renaissance art. As an example of the latter's work, interested Chinese readers may consult
Mr. Cao Yiqiang's translation of his Patterns of Intension. In this work, Baxandall shows
how several theories have been derived from case studies. Chinese scholars, too, can
develop new theoretical proposals based on studies of the history of calligraphy.

Several years ago, in an article on current state of calligraphy study, [ commented, "In
the twenty-first century, there should be two major components of Chinese calligraphy
studies: detailed historical studies and broad theoretical concerns. Each component can
profit from stimulation by the other. Practitioners of each approach should respect, value,
and utilize the discoveries of the other in the context of a healthy interaction between the
two not only to create case studies with theoretical implications, but also to formulate broad
and general theories of calligraphy made more meaningful by being grounded in historical
research.” I believe that, in its current state, theory-making in calligraphy would, when
devising theoretical interpretations of historical developments in Chinese calligraphy,
profit from greater attention to the history of those developments. For this reason, I suggest
readers pay close attention to the theoretical implications of Hua Rende's research into the

history of Chinese calligraphy.
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