192

N W » 2
HERNREN Z 80—
b A Ap= 2o N A Y
o 29l S i e B v A G s S 18
The Refreshing Paradox of Embracing
Innovation for a Return to Antiquity:
An Interdisciplinary Approach to
Integration of Art Historical Research with
Creative Art Practice of Chinese Calligraphy
B¢ Lau Chak-kwong Daniel
VR Iy A 1R 8 R B B Al e Il 282 -
The writer is Associate Professor at the Academy of Visual Arts, Hong Kong Baptist University
MR - SO Bt B R G KB SRR R (R 9E - FRG2/17-18/100) °
Acknowledgement: The content of this essay is involved in the project supported by

Hong Kong Baptist University (project number: FRG2/17-18/100).

BESCRIFE English translation : {548 Lau Wai-kuen Caddie

193



HERE A BE Z AIHT—— B Sl Sk F S ST 3 A A Y B SRS AR

5l

ha(l3

ik ST B O A A A AN [R] SEUA) AR o A R A S O B — RS ORI ST o 4R A SR SR B R A Al A
M o — Ml st B LD B e SRR R A 10 o S R IAE S BT S W 5T B R A 0B RUIT A SRR -
AT AR 9 B0 5L W TR > A 2 T A A BB o AR SCHRE I W 2 G ey B P R0 SR TSR (R SC CREAT 2 O B 5
By v K GEMBESEBUR) 2) > B —E RS 200 ST T AR (RN > S B A AR Ak
AL AT S RS S0~ B SORMVBRE ST > SO B 81 (9 5 BT A AUAE > LS5 A MR ~ RO A 3R R Sl
1 ik BRI

WREE (1622-1693) HBEEAH A (1858-1927) MNHAMEF b ihH EEMAA

MR B R A Ay W) By i AC B R a R AR B SR AW o RUE MBI IR A o M R TG AR R (R4S
R TRIABEIE (1764-1849) At (1775-1855) MIsmE) - M - A B EICERE N ER R EENNE - &
SRR W B A I ANl AT P e N A R b — R ot -

S 2 A AR O TR ) R L R o VE AR S T N T I R U e A B Y e AT A SR A & - MR AR
B (1470-1559) ZWHEMAEAW (1743-1805) Z M — B ZRMEER - > HH T OAFMTF 2 2R o ¢+ &35
10 S BRI B 9 A0 RS ) 36 080 01 A 75 125 JEUARS 1) 2 o % FL R AR 1ty B IR AR D RRAE L1 TR AN 5T - DR
W BELAR R P VSRR Y A o NI R AT DA o] A BB i R 2 A v ML T 2 ) AR TR B TR SRR IR > 3
AV B R R o 5

MRRA A UL CREERA ) R4S T bR R IA B AT U P TR AN A5 1 Fk R 8 - IR AN 22 - 2 o s
(9 [Ras | RAR > 3B W i A ) R 2 U B R PR AR ) o 6

R B AT A T AR R B R rh U TR A A B > DU A BOMF IR A RIRR S22 T8 J1 G ik BRI AR > SR
A L LA T U o R R Y R R R B AL - MR T o DI — B R S s R TR
YERIE N 25 o

1 BlEe® o GRAAMBEEEE - BEER R - BRIERAR - CHWGBUM —— R G 52 3 2 PR Ot e SO D) (B vl - Bl
o SR LB R K SCHIE - 2008) 0 E475%492 -

2 BIESeE  GERMEEEMRUS) o IR BTEY S - GEREL

M c WP TR > 2018) - 3385363 -

Fu Shen, Traces of the Brush: Studies in Chinese Calligraphy (New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery, 1977): 58.

BRPRMER - ORAFHBERED, (A BEAE - 1991) - H175%176

[[5E2

kL H477

U ESTEIFNERaEF SR s s SME

AN “»nn W

194

The Refreshing Paradox of Embracing Innovation for a Return to Antiquity:

An Interdisciplinary Approach to Integration of Art Historical Research with Creative Art Practice ofChinese Calligraphy

Introduction

Historical research of calligraphy and its creative practice fall into different disciplines, with the former being
academic research in art history and the latter being about artistic creation that calls for ceativity. In most cases,
art historians do not double up the role of a practising calligrapher. Notwithstanding, I have years of experience in
conducting research of art history and creating calligraphic works, and try to transgress the boundaries of the two
areas by putting the discoveries from my theoretical research into practice through many of my artistic creations.
This essay aims to illustrate how I apply my art historical research (as reported in my essays such as “Big-character

!and “How Stelae of the Han Dynasty Inspired Zheng Fu”?) to formulate personal

Couplets by Kang Youwei”
theory that integrates art historical research and creative practice. I will also explain how I have incorporated
various ideas in my theory to my recent artworks — including couplets in the oracle-bone, bronze and clerical
scripts in traditional formats as well as such innovative intermedia (inter-disciplinary) artworks as calligraphic

sculptures, large-scale calligraphy performances and site-specific and improvisational works of calligraphy.

Significant roles of Zheng Fu (1622-1693) and Kang Youwei (1858-1927) in the development of the stele-school
of calligraphy in the Qing dynasty

Zheng Fu and Kang Youwei were crucial figures in the development of calligraphy during the Qing dynasty.
The former pioneered the writing of the stele-school calligraphy, while the latter was a great synthesizer

of the theories of the stele school of calligraphy (as he summarized and further developed the views of his
predecessors, like Ruan Yuan (1764-1849) and Bao Shichen (1775-1855). They were most representative of
those advocating a return to antiquity in calligraphy in the Qing period, and yet how did they instill a sense of

newness on the path to the revival of the past? This has been one of the focuses of my research.

Zheng Fu was an important calligrapher during the Ming-Qing transitional period, and his clerical-script
calligraphy was much celebrated by major calligraphers and calligraphy theorists of the Qing dynasty.
Representing the transition from Wen Zhengming (1470-1559) of the Ming to Deng Shiru (1743-1805) of

the Qing,’ he gave fresh impetus to clerical-script calligraphy that had been at a standstill for a thousand
years.* My essay “How Stelae of the Han Dynasty Inspired Zheng Fu” is an in-depth study of the evolution of
Zheng Fu’s calligraphic style and the epoch-breaking contribution of his clerical-script calligraphy. By comparing
Zheng Fu’s calligraphy with the associated Han stelae, I inquired into how Zheng had interpreted the richly diverse

brush methods and character structures of a myriad of Han stelae with his distinctly personal style.’

1 Lau Chak-kwong Daniel, “Kang Youwei de bangshu duilian (Big-character Couplets by Kang Youwei),” in Horald Mok and
Chen Yafei ed. Shuhai guanlan er —Yinglian, tiexue, shuyi: International Symposium of the Art of Chinese Calligraphy (Hong
Kong: Department of Fine Arts and Art Museum, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2008): 475-492.

2 Lau Chak-kwong Daniel, “Han bei dui Zheng Fu de qishi (How Stelae of the Han Dynasty Inspired Zheng Fu),” in
Macau Museum of Art ed. Against or Away: Proceedings of the Symposium on Artworks by Ming Loyalists in Early Qing
Dynasty (Macau: Macau Museum of Art, 2018): 338-363.

3 Fu Shen, Traces of the Brush: Studies in Chinese Calligraphy (New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery, 1977): 58.

4 Chen Zhenlian, Lidai shufa xinshang (An Appreciation of the Calligraphy through the Ages) (Taipei: Huifengtang, 1991):
175-176.

5 See note 2.
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Kang Youwei’s Guang Yizhou shuangji (Extended Paired Oars for the Boat of Art) contains his observations
of the aesthetics, history and philosophy of calligraphy in the historical development of calligraphy, among
which he conveyed the idea of the stele-school holding a paramount position. His book became an important

contributing factor in the development of stele-school calligraphy in the late Qing period.®

Zheng Fu and Kang Youwei have played important roles in the development of the stele school of calligraphy
in the Qing dynasty. The following sections set out to illustrate how I applied my research outcomes to
organize and supplement the main ideas and artistic practices of the two calligraphers who had a significant
bearing on the development of calligraphy. Such an endeavor supports the formulation of my personal theories

which integrate the art historical research of calligraphy and creative practice.

Han calligraphy as the foundation: honoring antiquity and demoting the present, tracing the roots

Regarding learning calligraphy, both Zheng and Kang proposed theories that honored antiquity, demoted

the present and traced back in history for the roots as they reckoned that calligraphies by ancient masters
compared more favorably with those of the modern or contemporary times. “How Steles of the Han Dynasty
Inspired Zheng Fu” is my analysis on Zheng’s deep belief in the merit of learning from ancient masters rather
than contemporary ones. Reflecting on his own experience of modeling on the clerical-script calligraphy of
the late Ming and early Qing calligrapher Song Jue (1576-1632), Zheng exemplified the demerits of modeling
on the contemporary clerical script as a “gradual break with the ancients” that eventually led to the departure
from the orthodoxy of the script form.” I have been massively inspired by Zheng’s learning experience.
Undoubtedly, one should trace the roots of the clerical script and embrace Han stelae as orthodoxy, in order
to admire its quaint antiquity and shield oneself from modish mundanity. I often hear of calligraphy lovers

practicing the art by copying the works of their teachers. Indeed they do not understand the principle.

Kang Youwei also clung to the notion that honored antiquity, demoted the present and traced the roots when

it came to learning calligraphy. He used Wang Xizhi, who is widely regarded as the Sage of Calligraphy, as an
example. Wang Xizhi first studied calligraphy under Lady Wei, but he stopped copying his teacher’s works after
he discovered Han stelae and began learning from the more ancient stelae.® By adhering to the views of Zheng

and Kang, I advocate that one should learn calligraphy based on the Han tradition.

The Han stelae Zheng Fu strived after — from imitation to interpretation

Zheng’s aspirations for the art of Han stelae had been built on his lifelong practice of calligraphy. Having
analyzed in detail how Zheng explored various kinds of Han stelae in the essay “How Steles of the Han
Dynasty Inspired Zheng Fu,” I came to my observations as follows. To begin with, Zheng was very serious and
meticulous about studying Han stelae. He scrutinized various physical conditions of the weathering and erosion of
stones as shown on the ink rubbings produced from the original stelae.” He was extremely particular down to every

stroke and the structuring of the characters when he studied the Stele for Cao Quan.'* In his study of Han stelae, he

6 See note 1,477.

7 See note 2, 347-348.

8 Kang Youwei, Guang Yizhou shuangji (Extended Paired Oars for the Boat of Art) (Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 1970): 93.
9 See note 2, 339-340.

10 See note 2, 340.
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did not strive to achieve formal likeness to his models since he “followed his own ideas to introduce elements that
could not be found in styles of the original stelae.”!! For example, Zheng was able to approximate the interplay
of the round and angular strokes and the solemnity of the original stele in his Copy of Stele for Shichen, but he
also put his own twist on the work by means of dramatic lifting and pressing of the brush, conjuring a sense of
movement. The intentional emphasis of the directions of stroke endings and the “drastically twisted forms,” often

found in his other works, “give his clerical script a rather quirky untrammeled quality.”'?

Meanwhile, Zheng’s personal interpretation of Han stelae has been demonstrated in his quest for what later
calligraphers called “bronze-and-stone flavor.” Shi Runzhang (1618-1683) believed that the antique and austere
aura in Zheng’s calligraphy was derived from the peculiarity of the damaged Han stelae.!’ To mimic the elusive
and spontaneous broken strokes of the characters on the worn ancient stelae, Zheng rubbed the dry brush tip

on the paper from time to time to produce the chipped effect reminiscent of Han stelae with jagged strokes of
Chinese characters.!* The bronze-and-stone flavor evoked in Zheng’s clerical script is actually a manifestation of a

special kind of aesthetic appreciation about fragmentation in his exploration of brush methods.

Lastly, Zheng’s caoli, or the cursive-clerical script, transgresses the boundaries of the cursive and clerical scripts
by incorporating cursive intentions in his clerical script, “immensely enhancing the connections between the

»1s

strokes and the fluidity of the calligraphy.

Visiting stelae

What is noteworthy is that Zheng Fu was an iconic calligrapher who actively participated in the trend of
visiting ancient stelae in the early Qing dynasty. During the late Ming and early Qing periods, the practice of
conducting evidential research with the use of bronze-and-stone inscriptions started and gradually grew in
popularity among scholars. When scholars of both the north and the south (schools) were fervently searching
for stelae, Zheng also looked for bronze-and-stone inscriptions, or epigraphic writings extensively as he
realized the enormous aesthetic value of the Han stele calligraphy, building a solid foundation for his study of

Han stelae and clerical-script calligraphy.!®

Deeply influenced by Zheng, I have visited many places to see for myself the Han stelae. More important ones
are the Han-Wei stelae and cliff inscriptions found in Shandong, such as at the Confucius Temple in Qufu, the
Dai Temple in Tai’an, Mount Tai and Zoucheng, and in Shaanxi, such as Hanzhong and the Stele Forest in
Xi’an. It has been particularly important for me to observe the characters on the stones in original size during
those field trips. First, the full-size rubbings of many stele calligraphies have been modified and rearranged into
a rather portable size edition, rendered the number of characters in each line different from that on the original
stones. In today’s reproduction of stele rubbings, the numbers of characters in each line are adjusted for printing

purposes. As a result, the harmonious spatial relationship between characters and lines in the original work can

11 See note 2, 343.

12 Ibid.

13 Shi Runzhang, “Jiujian zeng Zheng Gukou (For Zheng Gukou as Gift at a Drinking Party),” in Yushan quanji (Collection
of the Complete Writings of Yushan), juan 22, engraved edition of the Qing, volume 11, 9b-10a.

14 See note 2, 350.

15 See note 2, 354.

16 See note 2, 338-339.
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Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai (site

photo)
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[l — Plate 2
CBRl BE R 248 (R HLIE F)

Cliff Inscription on Mount Tie (site photo)
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Cliff Inscription on Mount Gang (site photo) Cliff Inscription on Mount Ge (site photo)
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no longer be seen in the print edition. Studying the original stelae is helpful in reconstructing the concepts of

spatial composition and the interactive aura between strokes, characters and lines in the original calligraphy.

Also, learning about where the authentic works are kept or have been relocated helps us understand the subtle
relationships between calligraphy, nature and human geography, and on-site investigations of them allow us to deeply
grasp the rich historical and cultural meanings carried in these original works of calligraphy. To give an example, when

I visited the Confucius Temple in Qufu, Shandong, I did not only see the wonderful brushwork of the Stele of Ritual
Vessels of the Eastern Han, expressed via the bountiful variations of lifting and pressing of the brush, but was also greatly

impressed by the local veneration for Confucius and the profound Confucian philosophy and culture.

Other examples are the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley (Plate 1) engraved on the huge cliff on the south-
eastern slope of Mount Tai and several large sites of cliff inscriptions found in Zoucheng, (Plates 2-4) which I
have visited myself. While there, not only did I discover the grandeur and imposingness of the calligraphy evoked
by the impressive size of the characters, but also investigated the traces of the weathering and erosion that have
caused damage to the cliff inscriptions over long years. On one hand, I was able to directly experience the ancient
history. On the other, I could re-establish the ancient brushwork through the observation of the stone carving of
the characters, recognizing the unique aesthetics of the stokes” weightiness, austerity and natural charm. These
helps cultivate the “bronze-and-stone flavor” that Zheng Fu, Kang Youwei and other stele-school calligraphers
had strived for. From examining the extant physical conditions of stelae at where they are kept, to impressing the
natural spirit of calligraphy on my mind and conjuring up the abstract “bronze-and-stone flavor” on the paper
with the brush tip, it was a long process of internalization. The more frequently one conducts site visits to stelae,
the more intense the feelings one can have for the archaic stone inscriptions, and naturally there are the “bronze-

and-stone flavor” and the spirit of ancient calligraphy in their works.

In short, field trip as a method emphasized in stele-visiting offers us an unforgettable artistic experience of
calligraphy. It teaches us much more than reading stele rubbings or their reprints in a studio. By summoning up
the strength and working up a sweat to search for stelae in the mountains and ancient temples, the stele seckers
experience first-hand the continued vitality of ancient calligraphy in an energetic and active way. When they try
to reconstruct the antiquity, austerity and vigor of the ancient stelae and cliff inscriptions, they also harmonize
these artistic qualities and convert them into nourishment or inspiration for their creations. This is one of the

important elements of my belief “embracing innovation for a return to antiquity.”

Couplets with characters collected from Han Stelae

Zheng Fu’s approach to studying Han stelae has had a considerable impact on my artistic practice. He was not
entrapped by a single style of Han stelae or clerical script, as he copied Han stelae in various styles and availed
himself of their features. In 2018, I adopted Zheng’s approach to create a series of couplets using characters
collected from Han stelae, performing a rather personal interpretation while striving after the pneuma of
eighteen Han stelae. Widely diverse in style, those Han stelae have been analyzed and categorized in various

ways by calligraphers and calligraphy critics from the Qing dynasty to contemporary times.!” For example,

17 Hua Rende, Hua Rende shuxue wenji (Collected Works of Hua Rende on Calligraphy) (Beijing: Rongbaozhai Press, 2008):
146-148.
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from the Eulogy on Shimen
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Kang Youwei once set out various “ethos of script” of the “clerical method”, such as swiftness, uninhibitedness,

loftiness, luxuriance, sumptuousness, placidness, conciseness and gracefulness.'®

I would instead regard the many stylistic features of Han stelae in the context of the stelae as viewed from the
development and evolution of script types. First, the Han clerical script bridges the archaic scripts and the later
ones. Evolved from the simplified seal script, the Han clerical script is written with pliant strokes characterized
by “silkworm head and goose tail” — the beginnings of strokes are in reversed-tip hidden in strokes resembling
the heads of silkworms; the upward tapering endings of slanting strokes extend outward like the tails of geese.
This complementary brush method that emphasizes “lifts” and “presses” has created a stark contrast in the
thickness of the strokes, whichris-absent from the seal script, and increases the rhythm of wielding the brush,
presenting the flowing grace of dots, strokes and lines in full. It also unleashes the expressive potential of

the brush, and in turn stimulates the emergence of some later script types.!” With the horizontally extending
structure, squarish form; balanced core and the solemnity conjured up by these features, this type of script

that became fully developed in the Han dynasty is therefore appropriate for serious and respectful context
such as recording historical events, commemorating the contribution of officials and chanting praises to rulers.
Based on my understanding of the features of the Han stelae calligraphy, I rendered a series of couplets with
characters collected from Han stelae. (Plates 5-16) While interpreting the Han stele calligraphy in diverse
styles with my brushwork, I studied how to use the varying speed of the brush, rhythm of the lines, dry and
wet effects, and the tonal gradations of ink to represent the differences in styles of Han stelae, like the sublime
slenderness of the Stele of Ritual Vessels, the squatness of the Stele for Zhang Qian, the weightiness of the Stele
for Heng Fang, the robustness of the Jiaoguan Stele and the flowing elegance of the Stele for Cao Quan.

Unlike the epigraphic calligraphy mentioned above, which is relatively neat in form, the “moya inscription”
engraved directly on rocky cliffs is another type of the Han clerical script. Carved on the uneven and cracked
surface of the rocks, such calligraphy is unusual in its composition. Characters with untidy lines and strokes in
different lengths strike a balance by stretching, retracting and avoiding each other, forming a harmonious unity
with the natural cliff walls. Traces of weathering are evident on the edges of the age-old strokes. After analyzing
the characteristics of this category of stone inscriptions, I created the Four-character-line Couplet with Characters
Collected from the Eulogy of Xixia (Plate 17) and the Seven-character-line Couplet with Characters Collected
from the Eulogy on Shimen. (Plate 18) I drove the brush slowly and steadily to gain robustness and austerity in
the former while the calligraphy of the latter shows features of the cursive-clerical script in the swift execution.
The vertical hanging stroke of the character “sheng” (J}) was particularly long, drawing inspiration from the
exaggerated extension of the final stroke of the last character in the clerical script of Han bamboo slips. A dry brush
was used to imitate the traces formed from the weathering and erosion on the cliff inscriptions more than 1,800

years ago and to suggest the bronze-and-stone flavor and the inartificiality that is beyond words.

The third category of Han clerical script is the script bordering on the seal script. The heritage of seal script is
traceable on certain Han clerical-script works with round corners and elongated structure. Following this line

of analysis, I created five couplets with characters collected from this category of Han clerical script. (Plates

18 See note 8, 40.

19 Lau Chak-kwong Daniel, Harmonic Synergy between Tradition and the Contemporary — Chinese Calligraphy and Seal
Engraving by Daniel C.K. Lau (Hong Kong: Academy of Visual Arts of Hong Kong Baptist University and Asia One Books,
2010): 11
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19-23) Displaying strong expressiveness and conveying curious charm, these calligraphic works demonstrate

how I integrated the ideas and concepts about the seal and clerical scripts:

Couplets with characters collected from oracle-bone inscriptions, bronze inscriptions and stelae of the Northern

and Southern Dynasties

Both Zheng Fu and Kang Youwei advocated calligraphy theories that honored antiquity, demoted the
contemporary, traced back into history for the roots and were based on the Han tradition. By expounding their
views in more details, I regard the Han clerical script as the soul of calligraphy and propose that one should
first learn the Han clerical scriptfor a sound foundation before modeling on the ancient oracle-bone and
bronze scripts, and then the later stelae of the Northern and Southern dynasties. As previously mentioned, the
Han clerical script bridges the more ancient types of script and the later ones. If one can master the profuse use
of the brush and its aesthetic content of the Han clerical script, he will be at his liberty to blend the various
styles and diverse artistic languages of the Han clerical script when writing other types of script, bringing in

new artistic charm and rendition.
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Six-character-line Couplet with Five-character-line Couplet with Four-character-line Couplet with
Characters Collected from the Stele for Characters Collected from the Stele Characters Collected from the
Cuan Baozi for Cuan Longyan Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra

Valley of Mount Tai

Kang Youwei pointed out that lively pictographic elements, peculiar forms and distinctive composition could
be found in the bronze script.?’ For that reason, when I put together characters to create a series of couplets in
the bronze script, I chose to incorporate the vivid pictographic elements and further studied the varied forms
of characters and composition. (Plates 24-34) The character structuring of those bronze-script couplets is more
complex than that of the clerical-script ones, with their weighty brushwork, though there are occasional lighter
strokes. In most cases, the couplets convey a natural charm, thanks to the varying sizes of characters in a single
pair of lines. I composed more couplets in the same way using the oracle-bone script, (Plates 35, 36) which
stress the pictographic elements and primitiveness of the archaic script. While the ancient people mimicked the
effects of the natural phenomena using abstract engraved lines, my interpretation is to produce sleek and sharp
brushstrokes in the swift but sometimes inhibited execution in pursuit of the hastiness of the ancients cutting

slender strokes.

20 See note 8, 25.
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Another series of my couplets was composed with characters adopted from stelae of the Northern and
Southern dynasties. Frequently found in those stelae is the transitional script between the Han clerical and
regular scripts. I made deliberate effort to explore how to incorporate the diversified brushwork and artistic
spirit of the Han clerical script into those couplets in order to create a more diverse artistic language. Kang
spoke highly of the Northern and Southern stelae and ranked the Cliff Inscription of Shimen in the “divine
class.”?! T borrowed the squat form of the characters and the expanded execution with the bronze-and-stone
flavor from the Eulogy on Shimen of the Han in my own interpretation, (Plate 37) which is reminiscent of the

Cliff Inscription of Shimen in its untrammeled quality and peculiarity.

Kang was a huge admirer of the Stele for Cuan Baozi for its “austerity, antiquity and variant forms of

»22

characters.”?> To point out the features of the Stele, (Plate 38) I combined the structure of the regular
script with the brush'method that integrates the clerical script and regular script, and emphasized the
angular brushwork withthe revealed-tip at the beginnings, endings and turns, inspiring the crispness and

straightforwardness of the original work.

My interpretation of Stele for Cuan Longyan, which Kang also regarded as “divine,”?® took reference of the
combination of round and angular turns and sturdy character forms of the clerical script in the Stele, while
applying elongated structuring to approximate its uniquely untrammeled quality. (Plate 39) In addition, Kang
praised without reserve the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai and called it the “big-
character calligraphy of all time.”?* To assimilate the merits of vigor and robustness in the Diamond Sutra, my

couplet is marked with plump and round strokes and the broad form of characters. (Plate 40)

Through the composition of the above couplets with characters collected from the Han stelae, oracle

bone inscriptions, bronze inscriptions and the stelae of the Northern and Southern Dynasties, I retrace the
path taken by the stele-school calligraphers, who embraced a return to antiquity as innovation during the
calligraphy restoration movement of the Qing dynasty. Although Zheng Fu, Kang Youwei and I owe our
calligraphy to the ancient stelae and cliff inscriptions, we are innovative in our exploration of brushwork
and the development of calligraphic styles and artistic spirit. The three of us from different times in history
followed the same track when exploring calligraphy, but our works are drastically different in terms of the
charm of brush and ink. Zheng focused on Han stelae and endowed his work with vibrancy and wildness
by using dramatic lifting and pressing of the brush. Despite Kang’s theories that support Han tradition, the
essential influences from the stelae of the Northern and Southern Dynasties on Kang’s calligraphic works
are evident in his weighty and unornamented brushwork and emphatic characters written with varying
tempo and steer of the lines. I base my calligraphy on the study of the brushwork and styles of Han stelae,
model on oracle-bone and bronze inscriptions and the Northern and Southern stelae. I strive for the natural
charm of damaged bronze ritual vessels, weathered stone stelae and cliff inscriptions with the use of my dry
brush. Worth noting is my attention to the speed and rhythm of the brush, the dry and wet effects, and the
tonal gradations of ink for an overall subtlety and sophistication. Hence, my calligraphy is permeated with
a feminine tenderness while its austere and robust brushwork emits an antique bronze-and-stone flavor,

contrasting starkly with the general masculinity of Zheng’s and Kang’s calligraphy.

21 See note 8, 69.
22 See note 8, 50.
23 See note 8, 69.
24 See note 8, 68.
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Calligraphic sculptures

Kang Youwei developed reformative theories of calligraphy, which-were in line with his political

ideals.?’ Infusing the revolutionary spirit of his calligraphy theories’into my recent exploration of combining
calligraphy with other creative media, I have finished a variety of intermedia artworks. The first thing to
discuss is calligraphic sculptures. It is well understood that calligraphy is a two-dimensional art form while
sculpture is three-dimensional, yet both put the same emphasis on space. This commonality serves as a
platform for the two art forms to communicate, for their seeming difference to spark off surprises. While
exploring the integration of and interaction between calligraphy and sculpture, the important thing is how to
make them work together and achieve synergy, so that the ideas and emotions of the artist and the content

of the artworks can be expressed more profoundly. A good example is Awestruck (Plate 41) which shows the
synergy between calligraphy and the naturally aged teak wood and reflects my amazement at the wonder of the
ageing wood and nature. Written on an uneven surface, the seal-script characters “jingtan” (awestruck) enhance
the coarseness-of the weathered wood with the serrated strokes, and break with the traditional small seal script
of the Qin ‘and.the Han, which is elongated in form and symmetrical in structure. The austere style is a result

of the'bronze-and-stone flavor that I have absorbed from ancient stone inscriptions.

The other kind of my calligraphic sculptures is the ones that to carve the wood in the manner of brushwork
in order to produce three-dimensional calligraphic lines. (Plates 42-44) Regardless of whether the strokes are
carved in high relief (raised lines) or in intaglio (lines carved beneath the surface), they follow the direction
of the wood’s natural pattern and texture for a great sense of movement. One especially long stroke in the
calligraphy, which shows borrowings from the clerical script of the Han bamboo slips, stretches to its fullest

extent in a given space and catches everyone’s eye with its vigor and forcefulness.

The Riptide Series (Plate 45) consists of four calligraphic sculptures. In series no. 1, (Plate 46) the characters
“jichao” (riptide) would be evocative of the sculpture that was created by following the twisting of the wood.
Drawing references from the tilted form and the outwardly extending structure of the Cliff Inscription of
Shimen and from the jagged strokes and the archaic flavor of the Eulogy on Shimen, (Plate 19) the long stroke
of the character “chao” (i#l) creates a downward tension against the upward momentum of the three pointed
ends above. Rows of curved grooves on the artwork’s surface symbolize tides and currents and increase the
sense of movement conjured up by the calligraphic strokes. It can be viewed from another angle, (Plate 47) in
which the four pointed arches bring to mind the multiple layers of tides and evoke simplicity in the interplay
between the void and solid. The two different angles draw a striking contrast between the dynamic and
tranquil presentations. As for series no. 2, (Plate 48) the natural wavy form of the wood is retained on one side,
and the other side is engraved with “chaoshui” (#17K), meaning “tide”, in cursive-seal script. (Plate 49) Made
up of five curvy lines of varying length, the seal-script character “shui” (’K), meaning “water”, resembles the
running water for its pictographic quality. Shui, the radical of the character “chao”, echoes the other shui on
its left to visually underline the fluidity of water. The form of series no. 3 (Plate 50) is composed of two wave-
shaped parts facing each other. With reference to the manipulation of the center-tip in the bronze-script Wang
Sun Bell Inscription and its exaggeratedly elongated form of characters, the strokes of the seal-script character
“chao” radiate along the diameter towards the top of the sculpture. On the other side of the work, the clerical-
script character “chao” (Plate 51) is carved with borrowings from the long vertical stokes of the Eulogy on
Shimen and Han bamboo slips. To add some fun elements, the water radical “shui,” which is colloquially
referred to as “three drops of water,” has turned into comfortably spaced droplets of different sizes in this

case, enhancing expressiveness and vibrancy. Series no. 4 (Plate 52) is a composition of arcs which are the
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simplified form of the character “shui.” Those arcs followed the natural distribution of the veins of the scented
rosewood. (Plate 53) Here natural elements are in perfect harmony with a‘man’s input to this piece of art. The
four calligraphic sculptures in the series demonstrated the manifestation of calligraphy beyond brushwork. The
synergy established with other elements in the artwork (such as the handling of the positive and negative space
and the natural shape of and pattern on the material) can highlight the conception and content of the work,

as well as increase the level of appreciation. The “rip tide,” as suggested in the title Riptide Series, which was
created for the exhibition “Riptide: Creative Works of Chinese Calligraphy and Seal Engraving as a Response
to the May Fourth Movement” (hosted at the Dr Sun Yat-sen Museum), draws inspiration from the clash of
the old and new cultures during the May Fourth Movement. The traditional and non-traditional elements of

calligraphy in the sculptures have thoroughly shown the integration of old and new forces.

Kang Youwei’s theories of big-character calligraphy

Bangshu, or the plaque script, refers to big-character calligraphy. I have conducted an in-depth analysis of
Kang Youwei’s theories on such calligraphy in the essay “Big-character Couplets by Kang Youwei,” and here
are my major arguments. To start with, Kang based his aesthetics of big-character calligraphy of the Northern
and Southern Dynasties, praising it for “appealing with its unaffected simplicity and strength” and for
“employing the brush method of the clerical script.” From the viewpoint of practical application, the hybrid of
the regular and clerical scripts is clearly visible from a far distance because it combines the pronounced strokes
of the regular script and the stable and outwardly extending structuring of the clerical script. Without a doubt,

it is an appropriate choice of script in many situations.?®

For the brushwork of the big-character calligraphy, Kang thought highly of the Cliff Inscription of the Baiju
Valley for its angular turns and of the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai (Plate 1) for its
rounded ones, and surmised that the angular and rounded brushwork could complement each other. Kang
admired the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley for the reminiscences of the cursive and seal scripts,

vigorousness and augustness in terms of its rendering and style.?”

For the structuring of the big characters, Kang suggested that they should be “broader than enough,” which
stood in opposition to Su Shi’s (1036-1101) idea of a compact structure. He strongly believed that large-

size characters need to display a sense of majestic elegance and that it would be best if the work could emit
“tranquility” and “refined simplicity,” disagreeing with the pure demonstration of the strokes’ strength and the

brush’s speed.?

Calligraphy performances and site-specific and improvisational works of calligraphy

Deeply influenced by Kang Youwei’s theories of big-character calligraphy, I base my creation of works of
big-character calligraphy on the rounded brushwork and broad character structuring of the Diamond Sutra in
the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai, (Plate 1) striving for naturalness, tranquility and refined simplicity.

However, in some large-scale calligraphy performances, I have to extend the understanding of Kang’s theories

25 See note 8, 4-5.
26 See note 1, 478-479.
27 See note 1,479.
28 See note 1, 480-482.
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beyond the traditional concept of wielding the brush by hand, and bring my whole body into play with the big
brush. Such large-scale calligraphy performances require vigorous physical strength, and therefore subvert the
tradition of creating calligraphy in a quiet studio. Apart from the knowledge of the brushwork, structuring

of the big characters and untiring practice of copying them,the prerequisite for giving such performances is
that I increase my body strength. In addition, I use interactive elements that engage the artist, calligraphy,

the surroundings and even the audience, introducing contemporary and new elements to supplement Kang

Youwei’s theories of big-character calligraphy and the aesthetics of ancient epigraphic calligraphy.

I once put on a large-scale calligraphy-performance and a workshop for an event entitled “Tapping the
Metropolis Rhythm: Whole-body Rendition of the Calligraphic Brush” (Plate 54) at the invitation of the
Hong Kong Museum of Art. Prior to the event, the Museum called for registration on Facebook and asked
the participants to write a line in Chinese about their impressions of Hong Kong. Subsequently I created a
heptasyllabic quatrain that was permeated with feelings for Hong Kong by adopting and integrating some
words and lines offered by the participants:

With opulence and glamour,
the Victoria Harbor is clothed in a glow;
At South Hill is relished the human touch
that warms every remembrance.
Billowing and white,
the waves in Shek O roar and roll;
On the same boat we ride out,

in the spirit of Lion Rock, united.?

On the day of the performance, I summoned up much of my physical strength to write the poem on four large
canvases (W 850 cm; L 1980 cm). (Plate 55)3° With reference to the rounded brushwork and broad character
structuring of the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai , the strokes are executed with hints
of the cursive script to embody the spirit of the Sutra while reiterating Kang Youwei’s theories and practice

of big-character calligraphy. As I revitalized the aesthetics of the archaic stele calligraphy and Kang Youwei’s
theories of big-character calligraphy, I introduced a number of new elements. For example, the artist’s body
that danced with the large brush and its rhythmic movements extended the brushwork’s momentum and
spirit. Formless corporeal vigor and passion surpass formal beauty. I also interacted with the audience, such as
inviting a child to impress a huge seal on the canvas. These interactions have intensified the improvisational

aspect of the calligraphy performance and added to the fun of writing.

While practicing my interdisciplinary approach to integration of art historical research (especially on Kang
Youwei’s theories of big-character calligraphy) with creative art practice of Chinese calligraphy, my other

work Large-scale Chinese Calligraphy Performance in Commemoration of the 100" Anniversary of the May
Fourth Movement further explores the notions of audience engagement and interaction.?' In 2018, I was invited
by Dr Sun Yat-sen Museum to conduct the performance (performance date: May 4, 2019) with my own literary

composition that eventually transformed into ten huge Chinese characters in the following two vertical lines:

29 Translated from Chinese by Dr. Vaughan Mak.
30 For online viewing of the performance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2joaf8w49rY.

31 For online viewing of the performance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AZeulUb7LVg.
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Unfold the May Fourth culture,

Open up the way of democracy, science and vernacular language. (Plate 56)

Without telling the audience about the above literary content before my performance, I however encouraged
them to guess the ten characters one by one in the course of my performance. The riddle-like game was intended
to enhance the audience’s interest in their participation in the event. As the audience found out the correct
characters one by one through my hints, they had great sense of achievement. The audience were literally
involved in the whole process of my calligraphy performance as if they were creating the work together with
me. (Plate 57) Through improvisational dialogs and discussions, the audience seemed to travel with me back

to the time of the May Fourth Movement a hundred years ago to reconstruct the picture of people’s pursuits at
that time and the spirit of the'movement. Reminiscent of the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount
Tai (Plate 1) that I research via Kang Youwei’s theories of big-character calligraphy, the brushwork conveys

an extraordinary sense of pliancy that sits well with the piece’s robust style. The last stroke is modelled after
the longest vertical strokes in the Eulogy on Shimen and the bamboo slips of the Han dynasty. To express an
overwhelming strength, the momentum and grandeur of this particular stroke, I created an utterly speedy stroke
by wielding the brush while running backward at full speed. As an outburst of ecstasy and satisfaction, the last

stroke was rendered in an emotionally unrestrained, vivid and thorough manner.

My belief of “embracing innovation for a return to antiquity” is seen as an essential part of putting on site-
specific calligraphy performances. Ink Dance at Historic Relics (Plate 58) is one example.’? In 2013, the
performance took place at the Kai Tak Campus of Hong Kong Baptist University, which is the historic site of
the former Royal Air Force Officers’ mess. Hong Kong Baptist University revitalized the site and converted

it into the Academy of Visual Arts. The revitalization project earned an Honorable Mention in the 2009
UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards for Culture Heritage Conservation. Created in such context and
surroundings, the gigantic couplet exemplifies the significance of the revitalization and its profound impact on

education:

From the Royal Air Force, a historic relic was revitalized;

To nurture modern talents at the Academy of Visual Arts, Hong Kong Baptist University.*

With the vigorousness borrowed from the roundness and austerity of the Cliff Inscription on Mount

Tie (Plate 2) and Eulogy in Fuge, the couplet’s archaic style resonates with the richly historical building. The
performance itself has an important meaning, too. The calligrapher and the audience, who were present in the
historical site to create the calligraphy or witness how the couplet was rendered, engaged in active interaction
on matters of cultural heritage preservation, history and calligraphy as we exchanged views on the chosen sites

and calligraphy, and experienced the historical place first-hand.*

32 For online viewing of the performance: http://heritage.lib.hkbu.edu.hk/view.php?id=10786 and http://heritage.lib.hkbu.
edu.hk/view.php?id=10787.

33 Translated from Chinese by Dr. Vaughan Mak.

34 Lau Chak-kwong Daniel, “Breaking Through While Embracing Conventions in Chinese Calligraphy,” in Magazine Editorial
Team ed., AVA # 5 Magazine (Hong Kong: Academy of Visual Arts, Hong Kong Baptist University, 2016): 63.
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Ink Dance at Historic Relics (2013)

(Man in photo.is the writer)
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i 7.1 JL Plate 59
G Rty (2015) (RIFEEFRRE F)
The Heavens Declare the Glory of God (2015) (creative process)

The Heavens Declare the Glory of God is an experiment of combining calligraphy performance with aerial
photography and video art.’* (Plate 59) I went to the hillside of the Lower Shing Mun Reservoir and rendered
the big characters of verse 1 of Psalm 19, which says, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies
proclaim the work of his hands.” (New International Version) Drawing references from the rounded brushwork
and broad character structuring of the Diamond Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai, I created the
work with inspiration from the Bible and nature. While I was creating the couplet on the hillside, I was in the
midst of sublime nature, which allowed me to turn my inspiration into raw and awkward brushwork without

any ornamental effects, and simply captured the resonance of the work’s spontaneity and boldness with nature.

For the work Wings of the Dawn,¢ (Plate 60) I drew inspiration from the Bible and adopted from the verses:
“If I rise on the wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea, even there your hand will guide me.”
(Psalm 139: 9-10, New International Version). Following the calligraphic style originated from the Diamond
Sutra in the Stone Sutra Valley of Mount Tai, I deliberately chose Shek O Headland (Plate 61) to be the site of
this calligraphy performance to highlight the distance of “the far side of the sea” mentioned in Psalm: Shek O

Headland is on the southernmost tip of Hong Kong Island, which is in turn at the south of southern China, the

35 For online viewing of the performance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qodFK1YvEuA.

36 For online viewing of the performance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VHmIoBBB-cg.
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@ 7N+ Plate 60 @ 7N +— Plate 61
CRBIG R (2016) CrBRE RBEE)  (AERTRE )
Wings of the Dawn (2016) Wings of the Dawn (creative process)
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o> BE T EENE RS  ULBEEWERSE . (AT EEE BAEEHEESA) - &) barbarian land of the ancient times. The bird’s eye view of the aerial camera and the unmanned drone circling
HELAVE - S CHRILEBEIAE) (=) B GBS0 LS - JEBERO S ok sh iy o L VR E P R o in the air hint at clements in the verses such as “wings” and flying.”
REY) o RECHTEFKERER > WAFERIBAZH > ECUBEERE - BB EEREHE LA TGS . L. . .

The dawn, cool breeze, tides and rocks are elements of nature indispensable to this calligraphy performance.
Ty AR N B B i JRE S 3 8 > BT S B TR SR AR > R IR B R A S o TR B A R A s Not only do they create the context of the Bible verses, but they are also the embodiment of the calligrapher’s
o2 pursuit of the harmonious relationship between himself, calligraphy and nature, which I firmly believe are

God’s creations. “Actually it was rather difficult to move my body on the rocks, but I also found unexpected

joy. Blending well with its surroundings, the natural and inconspicuous brushwork completely preserves the

CRlRAL L) A5 Tk R BT AN B R PR Bl « 3 (B L) SEFAE FIRPUKIESS e b DIBEE
ER CEE) FPRETIURSE T AR LR R SEMSMTIEL] - TEEKSE (RN GITE

texture of the rock’s surface as well as traces of how the calligrapher made an effort to balance himself on the

rocky shore and render the calligraphy. In a nutshell, this calligraphy performance has forged a new path for

32 BB - (EPBEEETHRESICRZEN) - WAVA # SHRE RN © AVA # SMagazine (B @ Fis & K&
HSLEAITRE - 2016) > HE3
33 44 - B+ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qodFK1YvEuA ° 37 See note 34.
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creation by integrating Chinese calligraphy with site-specific performance, aerial photography and video, and

demonstrated the performer’s spiritual journey.”?®

Conclusion

“Embracing innovation for a return to antiquity” is a path for people who simultaneously embrace tradition
and seek a breakthrough in developing a personal style. While reshaping the aesthetic content of ancient
calligraphy, artists not only develop brushwork with personality and a set of personal artistic language and
ideas, but also create intermedia artworks with their own creativity and unlimited imagination. Adopting an
interdisciplinary approach that integrates art historical research and the creative practice of calligraphy, I
achieved a body of work merging my historical research on calligraphy with creative works of calligraphy, and
came up with a number of unexpected discoveries, particularly the refreshing contemporary elements. All these
are strong proof that “embracing innovation for a return to antiquity” can greatly enrich the ideas, substance

and artistic spirit of artworks in terms of conception and art practice.

Editor’s note: Creative undertakings and resulting artworks discussed in this essay, unless otherwise specified, took place
in Hong Kong in 2018. Artworks in the images, except for plates 1 to 4, are created by Lau Chak-kwong Daniel. All images
provided by the writer.

38 See note 34.





