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FOREWORD

In his calligraphy, the Chan abbot Zhongfeng Mingben had created a
style of his own, the so-called willow-leaf-style. What intersted me
most when I studied his calligraphy was the question of individuality.
How could a person of the 13th century create such an idiosyncretic
style against the background of a powerful, well established
classical calligraphic tradition? How could something new come out
of something old? Zhongfeng Mingben was a Chan monk with close
ties to the scholar elite of the time. Thus he had access to orthodox
traditional works of calligraphy and was familiar with the history
and developments of this art form. Yet as a monk, he was free to
write his own style. Essentially, his style can be described as
xingshu written with zhangcao method.

Interestingly, Zhongfeng Mingben’s works were neither collected
nor discussed by connoisseurs of calligraphy in China. In the Yuan
period, when it was important to preserve and refine the calligraphic
heritage, such an individualistic style of writing was perhaps seen as
something too unsettling, a threat to the orthodoxy. Only later, in the
early Ming period when China came again under Chinese rule, some
young calligraphers took Mingben’s art as a starting point to develop
their own, new style.

In Japan, the situation was quite different. Zhongfeng Mingben had
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many disciples from Japan. When they returned to their home
country these monks often took a piece of calligraphy from the
brush of their master with them to Japan. There, the newly
established warrior class was still struggling to find its own cultural
identity. Neither the imperial taste nor the orthodox tradition
imported from China were fitting models. The Chan philosophy, its
ethics and its aesthetics perfectly suited the needs of these new
rulers. This is why Zhongfeng Mingben’s works were highly
treasured in Japan and well preserved.

Both, the Yuan period and the calligraphy of Chan monks are fields,
which have not yet been sufficiently studied. My work on
Zhongfeng Mingben and my interest in the Yuan period began when
I wrote my M.A. thesis on the woman painter Guan Daosheng
(1262-1319). She was a lay buddhist and Zhongfeng Mingben was her
spiritual advisor.

Although this book is only a monograph on Zhongfeng Mingben I
would like to stress the importance of the social network, the mutual
influences, the lively interactions between him and the people he
knew. Handscrolls and letters are wonderful documents of this
network. To recreate the life and to ain a deeper understanding of the
art of an individual, one has to look beyond the individual at the
larger picture.

I feel very honoured and am deeply grateful to my teacher, Professor
Fan Jingzhong, that he made it possible to publish this book in
Chinese. My heartfelt thanks go to the translators, Dr. Bi Fei and
Mrs. Yin Lingyun for their excellent work. A translation is truly a
scholar’s bridge. It is my hope, that thanks to this translation, the
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material has now been made accessible to Chinese scholars and that
you will feel inspiered to pick up the brush from where I left it and
continue to explore the rich Chinese tradition of Chan calligraphy.

Heidelberg, in the year of the monkey, with the first meihua 7 in bloom,
Uta Lauer
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