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Calligraphy and Painting



Chinese Calligraphy and Painting

Calligraphy and painting are the two chief forms of Chinese
art, whose very origin can be traced back to several thousand years
ago. Over such a long history, they have been developing side by
side, independently and interactively. This co-existence of the two
forms of arts, as it is, has been reduced to “the same source from
which calligraphy and painting stem”. As a unique cultural
phenomenon in the Chinese and the world civilization as well, it is
natural that here the evolution of calligraphy and painting should be
discussed in the same Book/Chapter. To begin with, we shall
discuss the concept of line, an important element that links Chinese
writing and Painting as an art. A line is a linchpin running through
Chinese calligraphy and painting shaped round or square, possibly
taking on a completely different look. In the following chapters,
we shall embark on a journey into traditional Chinese calligraphy
and painting, with the origin of the Chinese writing system of
characters as our starting point and with the extant works of art as
signposts along the way. We shall find, much like the great
masters of the past did and along their way, ours is a quest for
beauty of the visual arts through the fading images on the wall or
silk or paper through out the ages.

It is virtually impossible to give an exhaustive account of such a
long history of Chinese calligraphy and painting and the underlying
cultural psychology accompanying its creation and appreciation, in
such a slim space. And so inevitably, some artists and their works
have to be left out. However, as the purpose of this book is not to
verify historical facts or to clarify theoretical concepts, but to help

our readers to better understand the way of creating this beauty and
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to see Chinese culture as a whole in a new light, the author contents
himself with sketching a brief outline and leaves it at that. If, after
reading this book, the readers can see Chinese calligraphy and
painting with fresh eyes and take some interests in probing into
traditional Chinese arts, that will be an unexpected dividend to the

author.
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Chapter One. Simple and Original:
Early Chinese Calligraphy and Painting
(The Qin-Han Period and Earlier)

It should be noted at the outset that the transformation of mere
handwriting into a pure artistic form, namely, calligraphy, was not
an abnormal or absurd action on the part of ancient Chinese, but a
proto-culture phenomenon whose birth was co-existent with that of
Chinese culture as a whole. In the remote past when there was no
written language of any kind, Fuxi, a legendary Chinese ruler, used
Eight Trigrams, symbolic constructs of three whole or broken lines,
to represent different things or ideas. After that, people began to
use imitative symbols of writing as a complement to speech. For
example, they created “cloud script” in imitation of basic forms of
clouds, and, by the same principle, they also created “Worm
Script” “tortoise script” “snail script” “tiger-paw script” “mosquito-
foot script” and “tadpole script”. However, these different kinds of
writing systems did not extensively spread even at that time and are
practically impossible to decipher today. Cang Jie, the historian at
the time of the Yellow Emperor, drawing on the work of others,
summarized and classified the basic principles of word formation of
Chinese characters into six categories, namely, pictographic
character,  self-explanatory  characters, associative-compound
characters, picot-phonetic characters, phonetic-loan characters, and
derivative characters. The laying down of such rules for writing
made it possible for people in different places to communicate with
each other, thus ushering in a new age for Chinese writing. At the
same time, it also allowed for variants arising from different means
of writing, thus giving birth to a new artistic form, namely,

calligraphy .
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1. The Development of Chinese Writing Systems

The above is a brief account of the origin of Chinese characters
in antiquity. Judging from such simple yet evocative names as “cloud
script” and “bird script”, we can well imagine how our ancestors
created such scripts on the basis of their intuitive way of grasping
the myriad of objects in Mother Nature. Then, the laying down of
the six-categories rules for the construction of characters, meant that
Chinese characters would develop along a more rational way of
thinking into the art of calligraphy, which gradually attained to
perfection in the next thousands of years. Owing to the lack of
sufficient reliable and continuous chain of objective evidence or
relevant documentation, no one, when commenting on the
antiquity, can possibly ascertaining his account to each and every
detail. Therefore, we are sorry to say that we can only give an
account of the evolution of calligraphy in a reasonable chronological
order as it naturally happened.

According to the findings of archeological excavations, the
earliest Chinese written language form is the oracle bone inscription.
The first excavators of the oracle bones were the farmers of Xiaotun
Village of Anyang County, Henan Province. In 1898 ( the 24th
year of Guangxu Preriod of Qing), they found pieces of tortoise
shells and animal bones while working in the field. Although they
discerned traces of inscriptions on these shells and bones, they
simply went and sold them on the market as efficacious medicine
without any further scrutiny. Liu E, the author of the novel “The
Trawvels of Lao Can”, was the first person to discover the value of
these marks on shells and bones. He tried to detect the connections
between the seemingly haphazard inscriptions. Some time after
that, such important scholars as Sun Yirang, Luo Zhenyu, and
Wang Guowei studied these and established them as Shang Dynasty

writing symbols used for the purpose of divination . It can be seen
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from the oracle bone inscriptions that writing characters at that time
were in the transition from simplicity to complexity, and from
individual forms to composite forms. Although the forms of most
characters had yet to be finalized, there were quite a few phonetic
loan characters whose meaning could be deciphered. The characters
were incised with a sharp pointed instrument on the hard surface of
shells and bones. That is why strokes are so vigorous and forceful in
a style simple and original. Thus, the oracle bone inscriptions should
be considered not only as the earliest written language of China, but
also as the earliest style of Chinese calligraphy.

The economy of the Shang and Zhou Dynasties was sufficiently
developed for bronze ware to become important sacrificial vessels,
which finally took the place of tortoise shells and animal bones as the
medium on which important records were kept. Bronze inscriptions
on the Tripod of Duke Mao and the Plate of State San (the two
Western Zhou articles are both presently housed in the Taiwan
Palace Museum) number up to hundreds of characters each. The
epitome of this writing system, much derived from that of the oracle
bone inscriptions, is in a vigorous, simple and unaffected style.

In the reign of King Xuan of the Zhou Dynasty, Taishi Zhou,
the historian, drawing on the work of Cang Jie, invented a round
and wavy style of writing, called dazhuan (the great seal script).
Shi Gu Wen (inscriptions on drum-shaped stone blocks) carrying
narrations of hunting of the monarchs of the Kingdom of Qin, found
in the early Tang Dynasty, epitomizes this style of writing. Since it
was too complicated to make for fluent and popular writing, Li Si,
the prime minister under the First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty,
together with his contemporaries, simplified it and transformed it
into another kind of seal script called ziaozhuan (the small seal
script) . It is the style still used for seal cutting today. And it is also
the style of writing, which is easier to recognize than the great seal
script, that helped the First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty to realize
his ideal of standardizing the writing system nationwide , which
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