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Since the emergence of inscriptions made on bones or tortoise shells, Chinese characters have had
a history of 3,700 years. Their different writing forms have evolved into seal, official, regular and cursive
scripts. Seal script is divided into great and small styles; official script, into styles of the Qin and Han
dynasties; regular script, into styles of the stone inscriptions of the Northern Wei Dynasty (386-534) and
the Tang Dynasty (618-907); and cursive script, into Zhang (clerical), modern, and wild styles. Regular
script of the Tang Dynasty is the standard form of Chinese character.
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Legend has it that Meng Tian invented the writing brush 2,000 years ago.

Brushes are classified as soft, hard or mixed ones and are produced in different sizes for writing
large, medium-sized and small Chinese characters. A good-quality brush should have the following
four characteristics: a fine tip, evenness, roundness, and strength. A fine tip means that when the hairs
are squeezed together, they should come to a sharp point; evenness shows when the brush hairs are
dampened and pinched flat at the tip, the end of the hairs should lie in an even line; roundness indicates
that the brush should be full and plump, tapering to the end of the tip; and strength implies that the
hairs should be elastic, so that the brush tip readily regains its original shape after being spread out.
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There are eight basic strokes: horizontal®, vertical®, left—falling®, right—falling@, dot®, hook@,

right-upward ©, and turning ® .
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Chinese characters are mainly classified into eight structural forms: single, top-bottom, top-
middle-bottom, left-right, left-middle-right, semi-closing, enclosing and pyramid.
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Single Structure
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Tracing and copying are two different ways to practice calligraphy. A beginner should start with
tracing and focus on copying. The former helps one grasp the strokes of Chinese characters, and the
latter helps one master the structures.

Tracing: Place a piece of transparent paper on top of the model characters and trace it with brush
and ink as precisely as possible.
Copying: Take the copybook as the model and copy the characters as accurately as possible.

There are many ways to copy Chinese characters, namely, line, check, frame, contrasting, memory,
enlarging and shrinking copying.

s KFHE
Four-Square frame Diagonal-Marked frame
JUEH [l
Nine-Square frame Two-Square frame
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“Well-written strokes constitute a character; well-written characters, a line; and well-written lines,
an article.” More often than not, a calligraphic work is composed of many characters. A character should
be appropriately arranged in a line, and a line, properly set in a work, with each having its own distinct
style and all characters echoing each other. A well crafted calligraphic work is made of well-arranged
characters. The arrangement of characters and lines is known as the art of composition, which was called
the “layout” by ancient Chinese.

There are three forms with regard to the art of composition.

1. There are vertical and horizontal lines. All characters and lines are arranged in good order.

2. There are vertical lines, but not horizontal lines. Characters are lined up vertically, but not
horizontally, presenting a well-arranged calligraphic work with certain changes.

3. There are neither vertical nor horizontal lines. This form is suitable for running and cursive
scripts, creating a sense of vividness and vigour.
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Creation in calligraphy refers to the artistic labor of independently creating a calligraphic work.
Without creativity there would be no art. After one has laid a solid foundation for calligraphy, one can
start to create a calligraphic work. The following points should merit one’s attention:

Making a plan before writing: Before one starts writing, he/she should make a well-thought-out
plan, decide how to write the characters according to the size of the paper and prudently design them.

The first character leading the whole article: The first stroke sets the standard for a character, and
the first character leads all other characters in a calligraphic piece. So it is very important to write the first
stroke and the first character well.

A coherent whole: A good calligrapher should be able to finish writing a calligraphic work in one
go, showing coherent characters and lines.

A poetic conception: When one writes calligraphy, one should enter into the mood of the text he/
she is writing and express his/her own feelings.

An appropriate style: One should adopt an appropriate style, with the size, location and style of title
and seal tallying with the text.
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Chinese calligraphy is an essential part of Oriental art. It is both practical and aesthetic. Various
expressive forms of calligraphy capture the essence of Nature’s appearance, reflecting the calligrapher’s
teelings and wisdom.

If one wants to constantly improve his/her calligraphic skills, he/she must keep practicing, read
books to be cultivated, participate in social activities and come close to nature. If one with an excellent
character, rich experiences and abundant knowledge keeps practicing, he/she will surely become a good
calligrapher.

Su Dongpo (1037-1101), a famous ancient poet and calligrapher, once said, “One who has used
piles of writing brushes is not necessarily a good calligrapher, but one who has read tons of books will
surely get the essence of the art of calligraphy.” Jiang Kui (1155-1221 ), another poet and calligrapher,
wrote in his book On Calligraphy, “A good calligraphic work must first of all be written by someone with
an excellent character...”
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To study the art of calligraphy, one should first start with copying a noted calligrapher’s models
until he/she has a good command of them. Following that, one should then copy models of other great
calligraphers, and appreciate famous calligraphic works of the past generations as much as possible, to
cultivate his/her taste for the calligraphic art. It is also important to study the theories on calligraphy.

Jiuchenggong Liquan Inscription, an excellent piece of Ouyang style regular script, has the same
style as the Huadu Temple Inscription. Lord Yugong’s Epitaph and Lord Huangfu Dan’s Epitaph consist of
thin and narrow characters. All the above four were written by Ouyang Xun, the famed calligrapher of
the Tang Dynasty.

Both Ouyang Xun and his son, Ouyang Tong (625-691), were famous calligraphers in the history of
calligraphy and were known as Ouyang Senior and Junior. Master Daoyin’s Epitaph is the representative
work of Ouyang Tong.
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Jiuchenggong Liquan Inscription Lord Huangfu Dan’s Epitaph
by Ouyang Xun by Ouyang Xun
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The charm of Chinese calligraphy is inseparable from the writing brush. In On Handwriting
Brush, Cai Yong (133-192) of the Han Dynasty says, “With a soft-tipped brush, one may create various
wondertful calligraphic works.”

One who is good at writing with a brush will find it easy to write with a pen. As the strokes and
structures of the characters remain the same, one only needs to make some changes in holding the pen
and in movements. When writing with a pen, one does not need to start a stroke slightly towards the
opposite direction, nor finish a stroke with a slight backward move. One need only pay attention to the
lifting and pressing of the starting, moving and closing of a stroke, and the speed of writing.

Pen writing is simple, quick, and quite practical. A good work of pen calligraphy also has great
aesthetic value.
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Wang Xizhi (303-361), a famous calligrapher of the Jin Dynasty (265-420), was known as the Sage
of Calligraphy. One day, his father told him a story about Zhang Zhi, a renowned calligrapher of the
Han Dynasty (206 BC-220 AD) who practiced writing assiduously and washed his brush in a pond
every day. Eventually, the pond’s water turned black. Wang Xizhi was determined to follow suit. From
that day on, he sat by a pond near his house to practice writing calligraphy. He used the water from the
pond to prepare ink and cleaned his brush and inkstone in the pond. As time went by, the pond’s water
indeed turned black. People can still visit the site of Wang Xizhi’s “Ink Pond” in Shaoxing City, Zhejiang
Province to this day.
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Wang Xianzhi (344-386) learned to write calligraphy from his father Wang Xizhi. Before long, the
son was very proud of his calligraphy. One day, he wrote a character K and showed it to his father. With-
out saying a word, his father added a dot to the character, turning K into K . Wang Xianzhi showed the
character K to his mother. His mother said, “Only the dot shows real skill.” Upon hearing this, Wang
Xianzhi felt ashamed. He went to ask his father for instruction. His father pointed at 18 big jars in the
backyard and said, “You should keep practicing with the use of the water from those 18 jars. After you
have used up all of the water, you will know the essence of calligraphy.” From that day on, Wang Xianzhi
practiced very hard every day. Later, he also became an excellent calligrapher like his father.
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