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ALWAYS LOOKING THE REALITY IN THE FACE
—Foreword to ESSENTIALS OF CHINESE
CALLIGRAPHIC ART
by Zhou Junjie—

[IShen Peng

The closing years of 1970s witnessed a very noteworthy
tuming point in the history of Chinese calligraphy. The turning
point manifested itself in an extensive rejuvenation of the art of
calligraphy in China. As a result of the rejuvenation, calligraphic
creations began in those years to appear across China in an
astonishingly large number. That was certainly an auspicious start
to lead in its wake a calligraphic boom. With the advent of the
boom, the calligraphic public was naturally impelled to seek
solutions to a series of technical problems that directly concerned
calligraphic creation. Then the calligraphic community”s attention
was directed to the history of Chinese calligraphy. After having
explored the history of Chinese calligraphy deep enough, the

community was gradually awakened 1o the needs of improving the




system of traditional Chinese calligraphic canon, of imbibing ideas
related to aesthetic norm from philosophical thinkings of the
West, and of finding out the relations between calligraphy and any
of the whole spectrum of arts and between calligraphy and
traditional Chinese culture. By drawing comparisons between an
art form that is unique to China and one that is unique to the
West, the community began penetrating below the mystery
enshrouding such cultural phenomena as * assimilation ™,
“infiltration ", into the mechanism that had motivated the
evolution of traditional Chinese calligraphy. To sum up, all the
developments, unfolding in the domain of Chinese calligraphy
since the late 70s when a calligraphic creation boom began to
loom above China’s cultural horizon, have been materializing in
the prevalently fixed pattem featuring gradual expansion and
progressive accumulation. In present-day China, an effort at
developing some new theories or improving some existing system of
theories in a certain domain of art is in most cases much less
rewarding than an effort at creating an artistic piece of some sort.
In other words, nowadays theoreticians have to leam to be
patient, to be able to tolerate the agony caused by seclusion,
loneliness or obscurity they are to be subjected to, and even to be
able to afford misunderstandings or incriminations slung in their
direction. Although calligraphic artists have fared just a little
better than calligraphic theoreticians, yet the former also have to
learn to be resigned to some discomfiting or disappointing
situations they have to face when their creations are exhibited to
the critical eyes of the general public. But however adverse the
fate of calligraphic theoreticians may be, all of them are not



cowed into completely giving up their attempts at enlarging and
enriching the domain of calligraphic theories. That in the past two
decades have been arising in China calligraphic theoretical
publications and calligraphic theorists galore can serve as very
convincing evidence testifying to the fact that all the calligraphic
theorists are not discouraged from doing their regular stint of
theorization.

Some scholars have given Chinese calligraphic theorists the
advice of “starting your effort at new calligraphic theorization just
from scratch™. s such an advice worthy of being literally
followed? Not really. When waming a theorist against going overly
proud of his past accomplishments in theorization, you may of
course advise him to always remember to start from scratch every
time he launches into a new project of calligraphic theorization.
But it is simply absurd to exhort all Chinese calligraphic theorists
to try to build a system of Chinese calligraphic theories from
scratch in view of the facts that the system of traditional Chinese
calligraphic theories served as a brilliant guideline attentively
followed by all successful calligraphers in our history and that the
said system is not at all intellectually or artistically inferior than—
say—the system of traditional Chinese painting theories, or that of
classical Chinese literary theories. A great number of calligraphic
rules established by noted calligraphers in our history in
compliance with the system of traditional Chinese calligraphic
theories are extremely truthful and practical indeed, though the
whole body of literature, or treatises, on calligraphic theories as
composed by our ancient gifted calligraphers is invariably couched
in difficult classical Chinese mandarin, instead of Chinese




vemacular. We need not to scrape off or discard entirely the
extant calligraphic theoretic setup and replace it with a completely
“new’ system. What present — day calligraphic theorists have to
do consists—apart from the job of rendering the system of
traditional Chinese calligraphic theories written in  difficult
classical Chinese mandarin into statements written in modemn
Chinese vernacular—in, so I think, adding our new experience
and new theoretical acquisitions to the edifice of Chinese
calligraphic theories. As a matter of fact, the lore of traditional
Chinese calligraphic theories constitutes too rich a lode of
calligraphic conceptualizations to be exhausted or consumed by
our generation or forthcoming generations of Chinese
calligraphers. Every generation of calligraphers adds, as a rule,
something new to such a lode. So far not a generation of
calligraphers has ever dreamed of scraping off the system of
traditional Chinese calligraphic theories; rather it invariably seeks
to build its professional splendor merely on the basis of the old
splendor created by its forerunners.

No system of theories in an art domain in any epoch can
remain completely unchanged for all the social changes taking
place in that epoch. The system of traditional Chinese calligraphic
theories is no exception. The theoretical addition produced by a
generation of calligraphers to accrue to the edifice of Chinese
calligraphic theories usually bears marks of the epoch in which the
generation flourishes. New calligraphic theories developed by the
current Chinese calligraphers are indubitably imprinted with
epochal marks of their own. It is evident that when the current
Western philosophical thinkings, modem notions arising from the



latest developments of sciences, and innovative logic schemes
fresh from creatively formulating minds of the West are applied to
interpreting the system of traditional Chinese calligraphic theores,
that would necessanily amplify the logical dimension of the said
system. What needs to be pointed out in this connection is this:
Intellectual products  originated with the Occident—however
enlightening and freshening it can be—ecan and should never be
gorged on uncritically. All sorts of ideology, logic, or philosophy
originated in China are not rational or scientific. Values of the
East are, like those of the West, superior in their own peculiar
way. These two systems of values are simply incomparable; either
system has its unique merits and demerits. Any nation needs to
preserves its peculiar national traits. China’s system of traditional
calligraphic theories should never be reduced to the status of a set
of trivial arguments fit only for playing the role of “evidence in
support of some aesthetic propositions pul forward by some
* authoritative” Western philosopher” . As pointed out above, the
theoretical addition produced by a generation of calligraphers to
accrue to the edifice of Chinese calligraphic theories usually bears
marks of the epoch in which the generation flourishes. The
theoretical addition made by the contemporary generation of
calligraphers to accrue to the edifice of Chinese -calligraphic
theories ought, as a matter of course, to bear the marks of the
epoch characterized by its happening to be overlapping the 20th
century and the 21st century. In other words, in the present
calligraphic generation’ s theoretical contribution to the edifice of
Chinese calligraphic theories should be integrated (1) the

solutions it sets forth to the major, or pressing, issues most
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calligraphers in China are now facing, (2) the proper criterion to
be adopted by the calligraphic public for evaluating contemporary
calligraphic creations, (3) the moral or professional standard, by
which a newly emerging calligraphic style or trend in China can be
duly assessed so as to determine whether it has some intrinsic
worth or whether it has been endowed with more than sufficient
vitality to survive competitions in calligraphic cireles. It must be
admitted that only a small proportion of all the contemporarily
produced calligraphic pieces can be rated as truly immortal
creations. Why? What are the causes that have engineered the
outcropping of so overwhelming a majority of artistically shallow
calligraphic  creations? Some calligraphic works have been
extravagantly advertised as admirably avantgarde masterpieces,
but in fact they are creations of very poor taste. In such cases
disregard for fundamental aesthetic principles is so glorified as 10
be understood as a devilish knack of concocting absurdities at
will. In recent years a greal number of calligraphic exhibitions
have been housed in shockingly exquisite and costly art galleries,
but most of the calligraphic pieces on display there are just ugly
childish affairs. Although most of our calligraphic theorists
(including mysell) are in the habit of professing that we would
firly adhere to the system of calligraphic theories we have been
popularizing, more often than not we would shrink from involving
ourselves in any argument with an opponent who expressly wants
to unreasonably blast our system of calligraphic theories.
Sometimes we even connived at some outrageous distortion of our
professional faith, though, we know, such connivance was

tantamount to depreciating our professional faith. A true theorist



should never allow himself o stoop so low. He should be
courageous in the face of grim actualities. Though he can tolerate
within reasonable confines the disparities between his calligraphic
canons and his opponent’ s, he should never stand what has
already gone beyond those confines. In creating his calligraphic
works he is independent and original. But he should always be
watchful so as to rid himself of narrowmindedness and free himself
from sectarian mentality in the face of an onsel from an adverse
system of calligraphic theories. We believe his tolerance of
different systems of calligraphic theories within reasonable
confines can do no ham 1o his independence and originality in
artistic creation. Rather, such tolerance tends to even more
actively arouse his calligraphic or theoretical imagination. In a
calligrapher, a unity of tolerance, independence, originality,
pluralism is a token attesting to his attainment of sublime
professionalism and generous personality. The general public may
assess the calligraphic community from manifold perspectives such
as competency on the part of the community's leadership, the
policy by which activities of the community have been guided,
prevalent social circumstances and influence. However, for a
professional calligraphic theorist, his assessment of performance of
the calligraphic community as a whole can be based only on his
outlook and ethic that are crystallized from the system of
calligraphic theories he has professed to uphold. Why? Because it
is the theories he has sincere faith in that can unfailingly
penetrate into the core of a complication and serve as a guideline
for unraveling that complication. On the other hand, a system of
theories would be inane or even misleading, if it is logically
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untenable. Moreover, it must be not only correct but also
deepgoing; otherwise it would sound just hollow.

Zhou Junjie, author of this book, once said, “In a
competent calligrapher, ought to reside the unity of profound
reason and intuition coupled with sharp insight in matters of arts.
Such a unity presupposes his acquisition of all traits peculiar to a
true scholar. ™ This is a statement or proposition | highly value. It
must be an outcome of his long cogitation maturing in the course
of his calligraphic practice spanning decades. He began his
calligrapher’ s career at the end of the 70s. While practicing
calligraphy, he applied himsell consistently to composing
calligraphic treatises. His calligraphic practice and his exertion
dedicated to composing treatises, though they are reciprocally
beneficial to each other’ s improvement, are in essence two
different types of endeavor. That accounts for the fact that we can
get ourselves practically nowhere with our attempt at evaluating his
calligraphic creations from the perspective of the dual norm of “4
rather’ s plus 4 no’s” propounded by Fu Shan. And that also
accounts for the fact that the cogitational pattem going into
formulating a theory is different from that going into creating a
calligraphic piece. Indeed either employs a “language™ of its
own. Theory cannot be regarded simply as nothing more than a
piece of experience clothed in words: nor can theory be equated
with a piece of an individual s unique experience, though there
do exist some hidden ties between theory and experience.

It is inconceivable that a successful artist would belittle the
influential role played by theories in the course of his creation of

artistic works or can remain ignorant of the theories important for



