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Calligraphy of the Seventeenth Century

TSENG YU-HO ECKE*

Before the seventeenth century, outstanding calligraphers active in the sixteenth centurys
besides Tung Ch’i-ch’ang, were Ch’en Chi-ju, Mo Shih-lung, Mi Wan-chun, and Hsin T’ung.
From their dialectical manifestation to their impressive art works, they were productive and
innovative artists.

Following the seventeenth century, calligraphers reinforced the interests in the studies
of metal-and-stone engravings (chin-shih hsiieh €H2), seal art (chiian-k’e #:%l), archaic
scripts in seals and clerical style increased, translating the quality of cast.and cut lines into
brush art. The discipline greatly enhanced the sensitivity of design. 1In ‘this late period,
calligraphic art widened its scope, becoming, pictorially" bold and decorative. This eighteenth
and nineteenth century con31derably nﬁuenced the art of calligraphy in Japan, and by
which it reached worl e abstractionism in the twentieth century. Compare the art of
calligraphy in preceeding an pfollowmg period, then, measured by the brilliant painting of
the seventeenth century, calhgrhphy of the seventeenth century appeared gentle and tame.

The clanish political and literary climate of the Ming continued into the early Ch’ing
period. Since Tung Ch’i-ch’ang, “orthodox” in art was in the conscience of every artists in
China.* The “individualists™ labelled on the freelancing painters of this period, can also be

*University of Hawaii.

1'The late Ming and early Ch’ing was a period in Chinese history, which saw a proliferation of literary
and political groups (& » it » B v ) which held an orthodox interpretation of Confucious tradition.
Those in authority consider themselves the mainstream (IE5%). The Buddhism terms, ch’eng-tsung B33
and fen-p'ai 43R, were borrowed and applied to the Confucian tradition. There were not a few
treatises on this concept from the Sung period onwards, such as the following:

Sung: Ou-yang Hsiu Ek[B{E, Cheng-t'ung lun Eﬂﬁ%
Chu Hsi 5}&% Tsung lun sheng- ien jf@.

17th century Hsmng

-was known Th ‘tenc{i‘anc;ifﬂmmated in the theories of Tung Ch’i-ch’ang.
outhern and Northern schools (B5]t525%) further stressed the morality
ese-aesthetics for the following centuries.

The concept of ““mainstream’
His division of painting into:t]
of art and artists. It dominatqd
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applied to-the calligraphers. In fact, most of the outstanding calligraphers were at the same
time outstanding painters.

Many of the interesting, but lesser-known calligraphers of the seventeenth century can
be studied in the i-min exhibition held at the University Art Gallery, 1975. The artists selected
here following are divided into three groups for discussion. This is not a comprehensive
survey of all seventeenth century calligraphers, nor a stylistic analysis. This is on i-min
artists’ attitude in relation to the aesthetics.

The first group of painter-calligraphers contains Huang Tao-chou (1585-1646), Ni
Yiian-lu (1593-1644), Yang Wen-ts’ung (1597-1645), and Shih K’e-fa (1602-1645). Although
three of the four were inspired painters, but none were professional artists. They were fully
occupied in governmental offices. Huang Tao-chou a inister of Rites, then Minister
; d-Secretary of the State). Ni Yiian-lu had
Mmlster ‘of Fmance, and Academlclan Yang Wen-ts’ung

1 ,ey attamed high rank all had profound knowledge of history classics, and
were cultivated poets. For the empire they fought in the front and died heroically.

Two more artists were active in this group, Chang Jui-t’u (1569-16447) and Wang To
(1592-1652) both discredited politically and were not really i-min artists. However their
powerful art works should not be overlooked. The political reputation of Chang Jui-t'u
had been recently restored. In any event, during his successful years, Chang Jui-t’u’s gift was
admired together with Tung Ch’i-ch’ang, Mi Wan-chung, and Hsin T’ung. They were
considered the Four Great Masters of calligraphy of the Late Ming period. Chang’s regular
script is husky and weighty, with the strength of Yen Cheng-ch’ing. He has the monumental
carriage and the grandeur of a statesman, and his angularity and pace indicate mutual
influence with Huang Tao-chou, Ni Yiian-lu, and Wang To (Fig. 1).

Huang Tao-chou in regular script and draft script malntams a uniformly high quality.
There is perserverance and dedication. He wa ut an’ artist of distinction. His
draft script slides to one side, a manneusm eas ped-ftom Huang T’ing-chien (Fig. 2).

Ni Yiian-lu.in ier - p and angularity close to that of
Chang Jui-t’u. trokes are tralghf’WIth little modulation. A partial amount of Huang
T’ing-chien is also evident. In later years, his line became round and had the implicit
winding movement of Mi Fu. Ni Yiian-lu has wider capacity and was the more versatile
artist of the four (Figs. 3 and 4).

Yang Wen-ts’ung was a close associate of Tung Ch’i-ch’ang. A graceful but not a forceful
calligrapher, his style is confined in the Tung School (Fig. 5).

Shih K’e-fa was a celebrated hero for his patriotism, but little was known as an artist.
His calligraphy has a vigorous disposition. Although there are only a few surviving works
by him, one can see the potential he did not fully realised. He was not affected by Tung Ch’i-
ch’ang but was perceptibly inspired by the early Ming artists. He retained the best of classical
tradition with clear intellect and personal strength.

These statesman-calligraphers did not remain active into the Ch’ing period. Their spirit
is closer to that of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. After the death of these patriots, their
works were particularly respected and collected. Judging by the large hanging scrolls, these
statesman-calligraphers seemed to have preferred the format: d thé dramatlc wide-cursive
scripts. The large numbers may d
frequent requests for

long vertical for ts. in the Chmese architectual setting. It demand writings that are
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visually decorative and physically majestic. These artists treated their calligraphy as “pictorial
art” with the poetical content of the words secondary. The performance of their penmanship
is cardinal and the action is strongly felt. There was a legend circulated about Chang Jui-t’u
in his popular days that he was the incarnation of water-constellation. To hang his calligraphy
would prevent fire. Such a symbolism may be childish, but it may suggest the magic power
affiliated with the decorative aspect of calligraphy. However in the works of late Ming, with
the statesman-calligraphers, the pace is conspicuously compelled and pressed, it is different
from the rhythmic pace of T’ang and Sung artists.

The second group of artists contains Wang Shih-min (1592-1680), P’u-I
and Cha Shih-piao (1615-1698). They belonged to the more onformist\of ‘the seventeenth
century, emotionally balanced and technlcally smooth,: proach is close to that of
Tung Ch’i-ch’ang, representi : the connoisseurs.

Wang Shih-min e sober logi n nfucianist, upholding the continuity of
the mainstream. His painting and calhgraphy are ritual exercises. Art is a discipline that
communicates the body and mind. The mere exercise itself is a fulfilment. His clerical script
is bold in comparison to his usual painting manner, but nevertheless is proper and relaxed
(Fig. 6).

P’u-ho tends to the Ch’an tradition. Like artists in Japan, he went into the Ma-Hsia
landscape of Southern Sung. His poetry and calligraphy accompanied paintings that were
punctuated within the developed mystic. His able writing with a worn brush is guided by
Hsien-yii Shu. In his own period his writing has the touch of Wang Ch’un and Chou T’ien-
ch’iu. P’u-ho did not venture beyond the boundary of a settled style (Fig. 7).

Cha Shih-piao fits into the same romantic lyricism practised by Ch’en Chi-ju. He has a
gentle flavour of his own (Fig. 8). On the whole artists’ works in this group are consolational,
passive, peaceful, and mildly expressionistic.

The most dedicated artists belong to the third group of painter-calligraphers: Representing
here are Ch’en Hung-shou (1599-1652), Kung Hsien (16202-1689), Chu Ta (1626?-17057),
Fu Shan (1607-1684), and Shih-t’ao (1614—1720?) Each of these artist has his own dynamic
personal style of painting each/owned a passmnate temperament They were the proud
“man-of-the-hill,” obstina ndividuals ‘and stubbornly independent. They were professional
artists and earned living eir art. However, to keep the wen jen integrity, never had they
commercializing their works in catering to the average taste (Fig. 9).

Few artists in the seventeenth century could escape the theory propounded by Tung
Ch’i-ch’ang, who divided painters into two schools. He used the division of Buddhism: the
Northern and Southern Schools. In the classification of Tung Ch’i-ch’ang, the division is
more to do with the attitude of the artists, which stressed on the standard of professional
(hang-chia TT%, or critically, commercial) and the non-professional (/i-chia I, or literati,
wen jen). Juan Yiian (1764-1849) then, in the nineteenth century classified calligraphers into
two schools. He also used the division of Northern and Southern Schools. However, his is
a stylistical division by #’ieh-hsiich W52 and pei-hsiich T2, The Southern School are masters
of manuscript style which is graceful and intimate. The Northern School are masters following
the monumental steles tradition which is structural and majestic.

Aesthetically speaking, whether under the influence of Taoism, Buddhism;-Cenfucianism,
or Ch’an, Chinese philosophy preferred to comouflage pa§smg;—~:ji;et*‘ motion be nakedly
exposed in art. Tung Ch’i-ch’ang’s approach is mnﬁneﬁ thls b@u&éar‘y The seventeenth
century, after Tung and before Juan, the charact 5f i-min art is the amount of emotional
that is allowed in their w Though some of these artists surrendered to religious order,
most of them readily exp stheir state of restlessness and were eager to show their un-
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conformity. Behaving in “eccentric”” ways through the political pressure, their stand was
expected and admired.

On the technical side, Tung Ch’i-ch’ang was careful to distinguish between his two art
mediums. He habitually signed with the name “Hsiian-chai” %% on his paintings but
“Ch’i-ch’ang” & on his calligraphy. The early Ming painter-calligraphers, Wen Cheng-
ming or T°ang Yin, used separate brushes and inks for their painting and calligraphy. They
regarded them as two art forms in spite of the acknowledgement that these are twin arts.
However, the painter-calligraphers of seventeenth century used the same brush for both. The
tonality and brush lines between painting and calligraphy are closest ever.

Ch’en Hung—shou elongated his characters with-a long and lean brush, obviously the same

t astic strokes are as fine as his line-
. Huang T’ing-chien, but much more
5] 1stort10n, as tense and firm, identical to his human
figure. While ¢ rush progresses, it produces thick or thin lines, wet or dry tonality that
creates pamterly relief with in and out spacial depth (Fig. 10).

This painterly indulgence is also shown in Kung Hsien’s writing. One can note in both
his painting and calligraphy, the same gradation from dark to light as the newly fed brush
runs out of ink. Using a round full-middle tip, Kung Hsien writes with seal-script steering
motion as Wu Chen of the fourteenth century. His character structure is graceful which
indicating his discipline in Shen chiao hsii B23¥. He was a careful and thorough artist
with sequential logic. In painting, he displays a brooding self-awareness and sombre mood
which do not show in his writing, only small works accompanying painting. He had a great
self-esteem regarding his own painting but was rather silent about his calligraphy.

Chu Ta was a more conscientious calligrapher. He preferred a worn brush for both
painting and calligraphy. There is little modulation but honest solid lines. He possessed an
inner simplicity with wholesome delivery. There is a naiveté: ‘suggesting concealed wisdom.
He often claimed to copy after a certain older: ‘master, but none of his writing resembles the
person he mentioned. Although Chu Ta’s ‘own words on art is yet to be collected and studied,
owerful artist of the time. On occasions, writing in wild-cursive script, he
ng dynamism which is basical and plain. His composition has the simplicity
ofa stampmg-seal design. He was a master of seal-engraving (Fig. 11).

Fu Shan was one artist of this group who enjoyed a reputation as calligrapher before
that of a painter. His paintings, original and suggestive, are few but of high quality. His
calligraphy is often characterized by taunted distortion (Fig. 12). He recorded many of his
own observations. Like Chu Ta, he believed in studying the old masters to enable one to
be dissimilar from them. As he said: “Calligraphy must be able to change (pien #), otherwise
it has no merit.”

It was said that one day, he tumbled into a valley near his home town, T’ai-yiian. There
he found a forest of cliff-engravings dated back to Northern-Ch’i (late sixth century). Since
then, he developed his own personal style. He preceded Juan Yiian and provided the tendency
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. He engraved his own seals, preferring the rugged
stele style to the poised school of Wang Hsi-chih. He declared that calhgraphy, in the hand
of Mi Fu of the eleventh century, had been crlmlnallx isguided. -

umbled‘than suave,
«~rather plain than assembled.
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Although he was a reébected artist in his time, disturbed by his chaotic world, he felt
the arts were of minor important, and earned his livelihood as a school teacher and herbal
doctor. After 1644, the fall of Ming, Fu Shan was a self appointed Taoist priest.

What do the arts contribute to the 7ao? and
 what has the Tao to do with the art of calligraphy?

Here his word Tao is actually used in the Confucian sense, the man-to-man relationship
of a rational order. The following is a poem on calligraphy which he wrote to his son:

To be a calligrapher one must be a man first, -
The man ts usual, his wrltmg is mzturally an ne(differ t)

o Jinger, and the arm,
Nor is it a labyrinth of numeralogy, let the yin-and-yang calculate
the forthcoming fate.
The “snatch” in the heart is the real captive.
For those who wish to follow Wang Hsi-chih, he should meditate
on Liu Kung-ch’iian’s words.
Before studying Yen Chen-ch’ing’s writing, understand him as a
man first.
With inner integrity of China, the brush-tip will win the
conquest.

Such is the ethical mood in the spirit of i-min.

On the emotion that projects the art energy, even in normal times, political and social
pressures had been sensitively felt by artists and poets. When the Marichu; a normadic tribe
of the north seized the empire, the people s emotion was ‘even more drastic. However, one
must also remember, not every patriot ¢an become a Chu Ta or Fu Shan. The metaphysical
implication in art was wn in China a long: time ago. It does not lic in the tradition, nor
the knowledge, but in ¢; rtist’s own ability to transcendent and evoke. Calligraphy as a
pictorial art is not descriptive. The important condition is its physical pressence that transpose
the passion. By the abstract nature of calligraphy the emotion is not specific but suggested.
Due to the political pressure these artists’s oddity and unconventional manner, as the man
and in art, were tolerated by the most conservative minds in China. Their distortion and
stylization were understood.

Shih-t’ao, the most popular artist of all time, is one of the most penetrating aestheticians.
In calligraphy, he went through the discipline of sutra manuscript. Then blending the clerical
script his characters are horizontally inclined, as in the writing of Su Shih, preferring a new
and sharp brush for both painting and calligraphy. His writing always has tonality, and he
sometimes simply wrote in pale translucent ink. He never wrote in large size (Fig. 13).

Shih-t’ao though never elaborate his own calligraphy, but the first chapter of his Hua
yii lu EFES is on “The Oneness of the Brush-stroke” —&, which he explalned further in
Chapter 17, “Inclusion of Writing” 5&=F.

i . formation. Knowing
not the lnﬁmte Fill the sea-of-ink with
ountain of brushes Then let go and encompass the widest form, allow
and ample in scope. Never be lost beyond, and never be tied in the

substance and train wit
changes, admit the em
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boundary. Of this world, never be obstinate on methodology, nor rely on the talent given by Heaven.
Everything that can be expressed in painting can also be expressed in calligraphy. Calligraphy and
painting though two different means, lead to the same end. Oneness is the fundamental principle.
From Oneness proceed to changes. To change while forgetting the fundamental, is to be like a
child who has forgotten his ancestry. . . .

In Shih-t’ao’s “oneness’ is the ontological artistic principle, and the “ancestry” of all
arts. It is the moment “perception” by means of “art” becomes “physical presence.” Every
period has its changes, but not by following the man-made tradition—*“orthodox” or
“heterodox.” It should start from the fundamental “onen where lies the understanding
yre “never be lost beyond and never
‘methodology nor rely on the talent
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