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1 The position of Chinese calligraphy in the history of the world's art is truly unique. Owing to the
use in writing of the brush, which is more subtle and more responsive than the pen, calligraphy
has been elevated to the true level of an art on a par with Chinese painting. The Chinese are fully
aware of this when they regard painting and calligraphy as sister arts, shu-kua, “calligraphy and
painting, ” forming almost an individual concept and always being mentioned in the same breath.
Should there be a question as to which has a wider appeal, the answer would undoubtedly be in
favour of calligraphy. It has thus become an art cultivated with the same passion and devotion,
dignified by as worthy a tradition, and held in as high esteem as painting itself. Its standards are
just as exacting, and its masters have reached heights as unattainable by the common run of men
as the masters in other lines. The great Chinese painters, like Tung Gh'ich'ang and Chao Mengfu,
are usually great calligraphists also. Chao Mengfu (1254-1322), one of the best known of Chinese
painters, said of his own painting:“ Rocks are like the feipo style of writing(with hollow lines in
the strokes), and the trees are like the chuan style of writing (with relatively even and twisted
strokes). The method of painting lies yet in the ‘eight fundamental strokes’ of writing. If there is
one who can understand this, he will realize that the secret of calligraphy is really the same. ”
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2 It seems to me that calligraphy, as representing the purest principles of thythm and composition,
stands in relation to painting as pure mathematics stands in relation to engineering or astronomy.
In appreciating Chinese calligraphy, the meaning is entirely forgotten, and the lines and forms are
appreciated in and for themselves. In this cultivation and appreciation of pure witchery of line and
beauty of composition, therefore, the Chinese have an absolute freedom and entire devotion to
pure form as such, as apart from content. A painting has to convey an object, but a well-written
character conveys only its own beauty of line and structure. In this absolutely free field, every
variety of rhythm has been experimented upon and every type of structure has been explored. The
Chinese brush makes the conveyance of every type of rhythmic movement possible, and the
Chinese characters , which are theoretically square but are composed from the oddest
elements, present an infinite variety of structural problems which every writer must solve for



himself. Thus, through calligraphy, the Chinese scholar is trained to appreciate, as regards line,
qualities like force, suppleness, reserved strength, exquisite tenderness, swiftness, neatness,
massiveness, ruggedness, and, restraint or freedom; and as regards form, he is taught to appreciate
harmony,  proportion, contrast, balance, lengthiness, compactness, and sometimes even beauty
in slouchiness or irregularity. Thus the art of calligraphy provides a whole set of terms of aesthetic
appreciation which we may consider as the bases of Chinese notions of beauty.
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3 As this art has a history of well-nigh two thousand years, and as every writer tried to distinguish
himself by a new type of rhythm, or structure, therefore, in calligraphy, if in anything, we are
entitled to see the last refinement of the Chinese artistic mind. Certain types, such as the worship
of beauty of irregularity or of a forever toppling structure that yet keeps its balance will surprise
the Westerners by their finesse, all the more so because such types are not easily seen in other
fields of Chinese art.
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4 What is of significance to the West is the fact that, not only has it provided the aesthetic basis for
Chinese art, but it represents an animistic principle which may be most fruitful of results when
properly understood and applied. As stated, Chinese calligraphy has explored every possible style
of rhythm and form, and it has done so by deriving its artistic inspiration from nature, especially
from plants and animals - the branches of the plum flower, a dried vine with a few hanging leaves,
the springing body of the leopard, the massive paws of the tiger, the swift legs of the deer, the
sinewy strength of the horse, the bushiness of the bear, the slimness of the stork, or the ruggedness
of the pine branch. There is thus not one type of rhythm in nature which has not been copied in
Chinese writing and formed directly or indirectly the inspiration for a particular “style. ” If a
Chinese scholar sees a certain beauty in a dry vine with its careless grace and elastic strength, the
tip of the end curling upward and a few leaves still hanging on it haphazardly and yet most
appropriately, he tries to incorporate that into his writing. If another scholar sees a pine tree that
twists its trunk and bends its branches downward instead of upward, which shows a wonderful
tenacity and force, he also tries to incorporate that into his style of writing. We have therefore the



“dry-vine” style and the “pine-branch” style of writing.
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5 A famous monk and calligraphist had practised writing for years without result, and one day
walking on a mountain path he chanced upon two fighting snakes, each straining its neck, which
showed strength in apparent gentleness. From this inspiration he developed a most individualistic
type of writing, called the “fighting-snakes” style, suggesting the tension and wriggling movement
of the snakes' necks. Thus Wang Hsichih (321-379), China's “prince of calligraphists, ” spoke
about the art of calligraphy in terms of imagery from nature:

Every horizontal stroke is like a mass of clouds in battle formation, every hook like a bent
bow of the greatest strength, every dot like a falling rock from a high peak, every turning of the
stroke like a brass hook, every drawn-out line like a dry vine of great old age, and every swift and
free stroke like a runner on his start.
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