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Natural Grace

—Starting from Shao Yan's Modern Writing Art

Liu Xiaochun

[t’s unfortunate that in modern Chinese calligraphy
the number of artists who are guided by external
splendor far outnumbers those who adhere silently to
the study and creation of calligraphy. Luckily, Shao

Yan belongs to the latter group.

The exploration by China’s contemporary artists,
Shao Yan among them, often reminds me of a
phrase — natural grace, such as the unconventional
grace of Xu Bing’s calligraphy, the wild graceful
style of Cai Guogiang, the grand grace of Shang
Yang's landscapes,the quiet grace of Zhou Sicong’s
lotus series, the calm grace in Chang Jin’s landscape
paintings, and the free grace in Ma Yansong’s archi-
tectural design . . . Gao Minglu proposed the idea of
“Spirit School”. Though well intentioned when he
creatively put forward the idea against the Japanese
idea of “Appearance Resemblance School”, his ar-
gument fails to grasp the main points. If Gao could
study “School of Natural Grace”, perhaps he could

break fresh ground.

The importance of “natural grace” is not palpable
yet, but as time goes on, it will gradually manifest

its value.

In the vast western aesthetic system there are a
number of aesthetic categories including the beauti-

ful, the sublime, the tragic, the comedic, grotesque,

Flowers of Evil, etc. Most aesthetic phenomena in
China can also be interpreted using these aesthetic
categories. But “natural grace” is not among them.
The rationale of “natural grace” never appeared
in the western aesthetic scheme. It is a unique
viewpoint originating from distinctive, traditional
Chinese culture including Book of Changes, Taoism,
ChuangTzu, Zen, poetry, literature, calligraphy,
traditional painting, and integral intellectuals. As
an aesthetic category, it will not decease along with
traditional culture. It, instead, is unfolding and ex-
panding its power in the hands of wise contemporary

intellectuals and artists.

“Natural grace” embodies a twofold meaning in
Shao Yan's art: the unrestrained grace state and the

grand grace in artistic character.

Shao Yan, while indulging in traditional calligraphy,
manages to step out of traditional calligraphy. Also,
Shao masters modern calligraphy but his mindset is
not restrained by it. Similarly, Shao steps into the
realm of modern paper writing art, modern writing
apparatus, and modern writing art actions, but he
is also able to elevate himself beyond these specific
regimes. Shao refuses to be restricted in artistic
forms and concepts. His artistic independence is not
impaired by any enforcement. He travels back and

forth seamlessly through distinct artistic forms and

concepts. That is his unrestrained grace.

Shao abandons the writing brush to create “ink
emission’ calligraphy. Yet “grandeur natural grace”

is his coherent aesthetic character.

As an aesthetic category, the most prominent feature
of “natural grace” is modesty and silence, under
which there are many sub-concepts, such as indiffer-
ence, aloofness, reclusive, trance, ecstasy, natural,
plain, simple, and desolate. In addition, there are
some important relevant concepts, such as natu-
ral spirit, natural mood, and vitality. The impact
of western culture will not curb “natural grace”.
Instead, the unprecedented cultural exchange nour-

ishes and empowers “natural grace”.

Shao Yan changes his artistic style several times
over thirty years. He himself divides his artistic
development into three periods, each lasting one de-
cade. In light of that, I split up his calligraphy and
writing art creation experience into three parts as
per his representative series of his most prominent

personality.

I: Sea series. The series is characterized by writing
one single word-sea. The conflict among strokes and
frames and the overall dynamic sense are accentu-

ated, whereas the readable nature of the character



“sea’ is underplayed, thus the nature of the works
swings between calligraphy and painting (abstract
painting). In terms of ink, a protuberant character
is “ink wash’ (pinyin: Chong Mo), so that the works
carry extremely complex and subtle “double hook"
light ink image. Shao frequently uses thick brushwork
in the series to convey the mood and image of sea-
scape. Shao Yan is the son of the sea-latent images of

the sea, rocks, boats etc. often appear in his works.

I1: T name the second part the “bhoat-shaped or
pagoda structure’ series. In the form of a separate
phrase or verse, the frame structure hecomes more
prominent and the images often appear to he pago-
das or boats, steady but with dynamic implication.
We can detect the heritage of the previous period in
the edge of the works and in the use of “ink wash”
technique. In the second period, Shae Yan more of-
ten uses keen brushwork to communicate the images

of sailing or mirage.

[11: Shao Yan fiies to the highest and dives down the
deepest in the third part-1 call it the stage of inter-
active advance between “ink emission” and “thin
and vigorous cursive script”, which started in 2007.
He incidentally tried ink emission using a medical
syringe, and the effect turned out to be very exciting.
He later created Thirty-Six Ink Tactics composed
of 36 writing art pieces, which was a great success.
After that, | repeatedly hear him talking about the
magic of “speed” and “outhreak’. By the end of
2007, seven stents were placed into his heart in two
operations due to heart disease and in 2009, another
one was placed in his heart. The syringe thus became
an important part of his life. The connotation of life
experience and human care are deeply infused into

ink emission,

The instant explosion feature of “ink emission”,
similar to the nature of cursive script, stimulated
a novel modern calligraphy, which T named “Shao
Yan’s thin and vigorous cursive script”. The third
stage continues to use separate phrase or verse but
steps back to calligraphy from the previous middle
ground between calligraphy and painting, bringing
an enhanced identifiable nature. Thin and pliable
brushstrokes emphasize longitudinal dimension,
therefore the structure (pagoda or hoat shapes,
etc.) becomes thinner and steeper. When occasional
transverse brushstrokes conflict with the overall
thin structure, the works achieve an unexpected

grand unification.

Shao Yan started a new writing art project in 2011-
in a ceremonious field, he conducted ink emission on
rice paper, and the ink traces form grains naturally
later under the impact of water. This project, when
performed in the 800 Art District of Shanghai, is
called “running ink”, but I prefer to call it “ink

emission”.

In the interactive advance of “ink emission” and
“thin and vigorous cursive script”, the line is most
important—a thin line like a lightning., The line,
embodiment of his profound artistic style, explodes
instantly. The starting of a calligraphy work is like a
punch, and his ink emission sword brandish. There is
an ancient story that calligrapher Zhang Xu watched
the swordplay of Madame Gongsun, and got inspired
to become a master of cursive script. The story can
be remotely applied in Shao Yan’s works. Although
some works disclose their textual meaning, the soul
of calligraphy is still present. The life elements of

calligraphic spirit are still embodied.

The dynamic line flows like a drunken or infatuated
person. So how is it related to quietism or “‘natural

grace”?

Quietism is not a deathly stillness but a dynamic en-
vironment. Its essence is to surpass earthly barriers.
In quietism, inaction becomes all-encompassing,
and the quiet embraces all dynamics. The reclusive
are those who have gone through carnal temptations,

despised them, and then remain disenchanted.

The wild part of cursive script shall not be catego-
rized into “natural grace”. But the grandeur part
of cursive script belongs to it. Zhang Xu and Huai
Su helong to the latter group, thus to the “natural
grace’ school. Calligraphy of “grandeur natural
grace” is characterized by flowing style accompa-
nied by concrete embodiment, and the coexistence of

mountainous firmness and swirling agility.

Shao Yan’s follows Zhang Xu and Huai Su’s “gran-
deur natural grace’” style. The form is different but

the nature is intrinsic.

Shao Yan’s works demonstrate another feature —
large blanks. His most characteristic works of cal-
ligraphy often run vertically, leaving large blanks on
the left and right sides. In his ink emission works,
the ink flows continuously leaving bulky blanks on
the paper. In his “ink grains” works, the line traces

trigger a sentiment of trance...
Shao’s lightening lines, as well as various other
elements, constitute the overall “grandeur natural

grace” in his artistic character.

April 4, 2012, Beijing
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The Trace of Mind

Zhu Qingsheng

Shao Yan's art has a double “trace of mind".

The first “trace of mind” is the traditional spirit of Chinese art and the roots of oriental culture that are displayed

by calligraphy as the trace of mind.

The second “trace of mind” is Shao’s awareness towards body and life after a vital surgery. This awareness has
inspired him to discover a creative tool-the syringe, and the works which are done by it are deeply concerned

with society and reality.
Shao Yan enters the world of artists with the achievements of a calligrapher.

As a calligrapher, his works actually insist on the innate character of Chinese art, which is not using the de-
scription of objects and representation of the reality as a method. Among his warks, there have never been any
realistic images or any imitation of the visible world; rather, with a simple line or a word, they display the com-
prehension and touching feelings of people towards the world and life. What's different about him is that he has
opened a new path beyond the traditions of Chinese calligraphy with his new method of modern calligraphy since
the 1980s. Although there are many types of modern calligraphy, their achievements are different. Shao Yan has

always stayed on top and several times he has received the highest awards in the realm of Chinese calligraphy.

This particular exhibition of Shao Yan’s has exceeded completely the realm of calligraphy. First of all in tools,
he has totally deserted the brush, the traditional tool to express comprehension and inspiration. He uses a sy-
ringe that gaved his life during the cardiac surgery, and filled with ink, which is as thick as blood. It is infusion

and also an outcry, and thus a combination of his life and art.

However, a life-and-death experience did not turn Shao Yan into a solidary man. He did not merely transform
his awareness of life into a lonely and lofty personal experience; rather, after his recovery, he uses catastrophes
{such as earthquakes) and social injustice (such as wealth polarization) as the contents for his writing, criticism,

and appeals. He takes painstakingly efforts for society and his words are like outcrys.

A life—and-death experience changing into a deep concern for the human world, a trace of mind into traces of

blood, fleoding in the universe.

b )
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