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Preface

Chinese Calligraphy—The Art of Chinese
Characters is written by Dr. Xiaojun Wang,
Professor of the Department of World
Languages and Literature of Western Michigan
University, who is an eminent scholar in the
teaching and research of Chinese language
and culture. This is a textbook that includes
the history of Chinese characters, the art
of character creation, the appreciation of
calligraphy, and writing instruction. Chinese
Calligraphy—The Art of Chinese Characters is
composed of two parts: the art of character
creation and the art of character writing. The
author has discussed the origin of Chinese
characters, the evolution of the “six categories”,
the lines and structures of characters, the
history of calligraphy, the “four treasures” of
the writing studio, the eight basic strokes of
character Yong, the practice and appreciation
of calligraphy and many others. This textbook
comprehensively introduces the art of Chinese
characters and calligraphy. Through the
explanation and illustrations, students can feel
the wisdom of ancient Chinese people, and
appreciate Chinese calligraphy and its charm.

Not only does this textbook introduce
Chinese characters and writing knowledge to
non-native Chinese learners, but also provides
an opportunity for native Chinese to study
Chinese characters. In other words, readers
can benefit from this textbook regardless of
whether their native language is Chinese or
not. There are several features in this textbook.

o~
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The first is the explanation of how Chinese
characters came about, how to write Chinese
characters with pens and brushes and the
appreciation of Chinese calligraphy. It provides
readers with a complete learning path, and
strives to sort out the characteristics and
development of Chinese characters from their
historical evolution. The second feature is that
the format from character creation to character
structure and then to artistic form is very
instructive to the establishment of calligraphy
courses. It helps to enhance students’ aesthetic
appreciation and interest in Chinese culture.
In return, it facilitates the students’ learning,
strengthens their confidence and eliminates
the misconceptions that Chinese characters
are too difficult to learn. The third feature of
the textbook is that by learning the artistry
of Chinese characters and writing system,
students achieve a new perspective and deeper
understanding of the multifaceted Chinese
culture,

| first had an acquaintance with Professor
Xiaojun Wang by adopting his textbook China
in View—From Tradition to Contemporary, and
later his book Amazing Characters & Magic
Brushwork. These textbooks reflect his profound
knowledge of and in-depth research on Chinese
culture and Chinese calligraphy, his pondering
and reflection on teaching and practice in this
field, and his dedication and devotion to the
cross-cultural communication career in which
he is engaged. In the early years of my career, |
taught Art Appreciation in a university in China.
Since moving to the United States, | have been
teaching Chinese language and Chinese culture
for nearly twenty years. The art of character
creation and the art of character writing are
both cultural treasures of China. The teaching
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of Chinese characters and calligraphy is an
essential part of Chinese teaching. Not only
can learners improve their reading and writing
abilities in Chinese, but also appreciate the
art and creativity of the Chinese ancestors in
harmony with nature, and understand the long
history and richness of Chinese culture.

Thank you, Dr. Wang, for sharing this
textbook with Chinese teaching professionals,
researchers of Chinese culture and Chinese
learners. Thank you also for sharing the
profound Chinese culture. In Shi Ming, it says:
“The ‘script’ is to gather all kinds of broad
and vivid colors to create splendidness.”
Studying Chinese culture and the art of Chinese
characters can deepen the richness of Chinese
culture. | express my gratitude to Dr. Wang
for inviting me to share my thoughts here.
| sincerely recommend this textbook to my
colleagues in the field of Chinese language and
culture instruction. | hope that more teachers
and students can experience the artistic fun
from Chinese characters and calligraphy and
enjoy the beauty around us in our daily life. This
will be a lifetime benefit.

Pr. Jin Liu
Chaffey College
April 28th, 2021, Los Angeles, USA
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Chinese characters and calligraphy, as
Chinese cultural treasures, have attracted
more and more people’s interest and
attention with the rise of international
Chinese language education. In 2009,
Amazing Characters & Magic Brushwork was
edited and published by Beijing Language
and Culture University Press. It has been
used as the textbook and welcomed by users
since then. “Chinese Calligraphy” has also
been set up as one of the elective courses in
universities, and there are a large number of
students taking this course each semester.
The reason is that, through this course, not
only can learners learn the most populous
written character in the world and strengthen
their language skills, but also learn about
the origin and internal structure of Chinese
characters, and feel the charm of Chinese
culture. They also have a better and deeper
understanding of Chinese characters and
calligraphy from the artistic perspective. In
view of this, we have made a comprehensive
revision of this textbook based on years of
teaching practice and feedback from readers.
The new textbook is aimed at unveiling the
mystery of Chinese calligraphy by showing the
aesthetic value of Chinese characters from the
two aspects: the art of character creation and
the art of character writing, so that it can help
learners enhance their reading and writing
abilities, master the structure of Chinese
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characters and writing rules, and appreciate
the true meaning of Chinese calligraphy by
experiencing the charm of Chinese characters
and calligraphy.

One of the biggest challenges but
also the most interesting things for second
language learners to learn Chinese is the
Chinese writing system. The earliest Chinese
dictionary Shuowen Jiezi, published in 100
A.D. included 9,353 characters. By 1039
A.D., the number of the characters had
accumulated to 53,525 in the dictionary
Ji Yun. With a history of more than 5,000
years, Chinese character is one of the most
oldest and complicated writing systems in the
world. It is also one of the most popular and
attractive characters. Nowadays it is actively
used by over 1.5 billion people in China’s
mainland, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macao, as well
as Japan, South Korea, and Southeast Asia.

The attraction of Chinese characters
is twofold: one is the construction of the
character itself and the other is the beauty
of Chinese calligraphy. The creation of
characters is fascinating and the various ways
to write them are exquisite. How characters
were originally formed and how they have
come to be presented in artistic handwriting
are a mystery to most people. In fact, Chinese
characters function both as a written language
and as an art. General aesthetic principles
underlie this art. Chinese calligraphy has been
described as “painting without objects or
colors, music without sounds or notes, dance
without performers, and pavilions without
building materials”. The beauty of Chinese
calligraphy is essentially the beauty of nature
=—balance, unity, motion, change, vitality and
rhythm. It represents the true essence of all

5/"
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genuine art.

What motivated me to work on this
textbook was the relationship between
learning characters and practicing calligraphy
for foreign students. When we offered a
course of Chinese Calligraphy decade years
ago, there were no available calligraphy
materials for non-native learners on the
market and there was no connection between
character learning and calligraphy training.
Therefore, the purpose of this textbook is
to introduce characters with an aesthetic
approach, and provide an integrated and
user-friendly textbook for this field. We have
made the following pedagogical approaches
to meet the needs of both students and
instructors.

* Combining character learning with
calligraphy training

The Chinese character has been
nicknamed “the oriental mystical square”
in the West. It is also the major attraction
for many Westerners to learn Chinese.
However, learners often ignore the beauty
of the character when they try to remember
each stroke of a character. Therefore, it
is important for them to see the art that
underlies each character’s construction. It
will motivate the |earners to read and write
the characters tirelessly if they appreciate
the beauty of the character forms first. They
naturally understand how a character is
constructed when they practice calligraphy.
For that purpose, the textbook has integrated
the basic knowledge about characters with
the aesthetics of character writing.

* Combining hard-tip calligraphy with
brush calligraphy

Chinese calligraphy has been traditionally
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considered the art of using a brush to create
an artistic mood and express feelings. Today,
however, we use pencils or hard-tip pens to
write, as they have become more convenient
and popular than brushes. In fact, hard-tip
calligraphy is now considered and accepted
as an art. Therefore, this textbook has
introduced a hard-tip calligraphy section and
designed many exercises for learners to work
on it before they start to use the brush to
write.

e Combining theories on calligraphy
with calligraphy training

Learning Chinese calligraphy requires
not only mastery of the basic theory, but
also a lot of practice. Therefore, this series of
textbooks has two volumes=Textbook and
Workbook. The knowledge of the strokes,
the stroke order, the construction, the styles,
the origins and the appreciation of Chinese
calligraphy is introduced in the Textbook. The
step-by-step exercises on tracing, copying
model works of strokes, radicals, characters,
and a piece of calligraphic work are provided
in the Workbook. There is a section of
questions after each chapter in the Textbook
that is based on the content of that chapter.
These questions can be used as homework
or classroom discussions. The answer keys
are offered in the Workbook. In addition,
the textbook has also designed a chapter
for learners to work on a self-designed
calligraphic project by providing suggestions
and samples for learners to brainstorm.
Learners can use their knowledge and skills on
calligraphy and combine their understanding
of different cultures in their brushwork, so as
to bring their initiative and creativity into full

play.
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e Combining Chinese calligraphy with
Chinese culture

Although the Chinese writing system is
quite complicated, it is also very interesting.
In fact, the Chinese character is not just the
symbol created in ancient times, but also
is an essential element in Chinese culture.
Chinese calligraphy plays an important role in
the artistic life of the Chinese people. Every
character reflects the wisdom and creative
power of ancient Chinese people, and
underlies the long and rich history of Chinese
culture and philosophy. One of the purposes
of this textbook is to combine Chinese written
language with Chinese philosophy and art,
and provide students with integrated learning
materials and activities to help them have
a deeper understanding of Chinese written
language, culture and art.

* Combining Chinese characters &
calligraphy with Oriental art

Chinese characters and calligraphy follow
each other like shadows and appear like
partners, which can be traced back a long
time ago. The art of Chinese calligraphy comes
from the artistic approach to creating Chinese
characters, which in turn has promoted the
artistry of Chinese characters. It could be said
that the ancient Chinese have had the pursuit
of art since the creation of the first Chinese
character. The reason why Chinese characters
and calligraphy can spread to the present,
even more widely used is that their fantastic
artistic charm. Just as ideographic writing
system is different from phonetic writing
system, Oriental art is also different from
Western art. It has many distinctive features.
Chinese characters and calligraphy are the
root and the crystallization of Oriental art.
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Learning Chinese characters and calligraphy
opens the door for understanding Oriental
art. In order to combine the learning of
Chinese characters and calligraphy with the
cultivation of students’ aesthetic ability, this
textbook emphasizes the natural beauty,
structural beauty, implied beauty of Chinese
characters, as well as the unique line art
presented by Chinese characters while
introducing the origin, strokes, stroke orders
and structures of characters. As scholar Yang
Xiong in the Western Han Dynasty indicated:
“writings are heart paintings”. Writing Chinese
characters is like drawing with the heart.
Master Yin Guang, an eminent monk, once
also said: “The characters are the treasures
of the world, which can make an ordinary
person a superman, make fools wise, make
the poor rich and noble, and restore health to
the sick”. Chinese characters and calligraphy
not only inherit and spread Chinese culture
and art, but themselves perfectly embody
people’s pursuit of beauty. We can improve
learners’ artistic sentiment through teaching.

This textbook is designed for learners
without Chinese background. Everyone who
is interested in Chinese writing system and
calligraphy can also use it. Therefore, it can
be used not only for college courses, but also
at middle schools, Sunday or evening schools
or for self-instructional purposes. | hope that
this series of textbooks can meet the needs
of both instructors and students who want to
teach and learn Chinese calligraphy while also
teaching and learning Chinese characters.
Since it is intended for general readers whose
native language is not Chinese, | have focused
on methodology of teaching and learning

9//:"
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Chinese as a second language and have not
dealt in details with historical background of
Chinese calligraphy. To improve the future
editions of this series of textbooks, any
criticisms or suggestions are welcome.

Xiaojun Wang
June 2021
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1.1 The Functions of Writing Systems

What 1s the writing system? In short,
writing systems have been created based
on languages, and they have served as a
tool for recording languages. Therefore,
before discussing the writing system of a
language, first understand what language
is. As we all know, language is one of the
most remarkable features of mankind and
the most precious asset. Without language,
there would be no human civilization and no
human progress. Every normal person uses
language. Any production and social activities
are inseparable from language. Language is
a conventional phonetic system and semantic
system. Language becomes creative and
can express infinite content through limited
phonemes and morphemes. “We invent the
world through language. The world occurs
through language™ (Mal Pancoast). Although
human beings use language all the time, it 1s
difficult to give an accurate definition. What
1s a language composed of? [s written text
a fundamental part of a language? Human
beings use language to communicate, and
pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar are
inseparable from communication. Theretore,
language must include these three elements.
Without any one element, human beings
cannot communicate with each other.

According to statistics, there are currently

ngﬁ
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about 6,500 languages 1n the world, 2,000 of
which are used by less than 1,000 people each.
Of all 6,500 languages, 3,866 languages have
their own or borrowed writing systems, the
remaining 2,634 languages have no written
text. It is thus clear that the writing system 1s
not a basic element of a language. Languages
without writing systems are still languages:
those who can’t write still communicate
using spoken language. The writing system 1s
important, but not a necessary component of a
language.

Languages with writing systems can be
divided into spoken and written languages.
Historically, the writing system has always
developed gradually after its spoken
counterpart appears. The spoken language
always precedes the written language. Even
though the writing system was originally
intended to record spoken language, it also
made up for the limitation of the verbal
language in transcending time and space.
There would be no record of the language
without written text. If the language is
not passed down, the culture and history
that 1t carries would disappear as 1t 1t had
never existed. The writing system can
record thoughts and events, so not only can
culture and history be passed down, but
the verbal language can be retained despite
its limitations of distance and geographic
location. The writing system also offers more
efficient communication, promoting scholarly
thought, and accelerating the dissemination of

knowledge and culture. It could be said that
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inventing writing systems is one of mankind’s
greatest achievements. The writing system
is a symbol of the transition from primitive
society to civil society and it is a milestone in
the development of human civilization.

The writing system is actually a set
of symbolic system used to represent and
record pronunciation and semantics in spoken
language. The earliest appearance of the
writing system can be traced back to about
5,000 years ago. There are many different
explanations for the origin of the writing
system. Some scholars believe that religion
promotes the generation of the writing system,
while others believe that the writing system
was created in response to the need for early
business records. These claims have yet to be
confirmed by archaeological and academic
research. The ancient Greek philosopher
Plato (427 B.C.=347 B.C.) spoke about the
myth of writing system’s origin from ancient
Egypt in his famous dialogue set Phaedrus. It
is said that a god named Theuth invented the
writing system and was very excited to tell
his invention to the ancient Egyptian King
Thamus, believing that his invention would
enable the Egyptians to enhance memories
and cleverness—a panacea for memory and
intelligence. Thamus did not agree with this
statement. He believed that the text allowed
people to put information on paper without
comimitting to memory, and since the readers
did not need to think, it was not true wisdom.
Although none can confirm the myth’s

authenticity, it faithfully reflects the role of the
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text. There 1s no doubt that human beings need
to record important information in details, and
the generation of the writing system is closely
linked to the practical needs of human beings.
As Aristotle (384 B.C.-322 B.C.) puts it,
“Speech 1s the representation of the mind, and
writing is the representation of speech”.

Primitive text was a tool for human
beings to record a particular thing. Text in
various languages began as simplified forms
of pictures; people left commonly accepted
symbols on rocks, metals, barks, and so on.
These early writing systems belong to the
pictorial text and can be roughly divided into
two categories. One is the ideographic script,
that 1s, the form is expressed, and the other is
the phonetic script, which correlates a symbol
with a sound. The ideogram has nothing to do
with the sound. Rather, the ideograph’s glyph
can be linked to the meaning of the character,
such as the early Chinese characters. Although
people live in ditferent dialect areas and
their pronunciations are different, the written
characters’ meanings remain the same. The
phonetic script 1s not necessarily related to the
meaning of the character; rather, the sound
1s marked by the pictorial text. For example,
ancient Egyptian, Roman, and Latin have
developed into phonetic symbols through this
process. Different letters represent different
sounds, which combine to form a syllable,
culminating into a phonetic transcription to
record sound.

We can see from the composition

and development of the primitive text,
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Figure 1-1 There is a plaque written in Sanskrit
in Zhengjue Temple, China.
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the composition and development of any
language’s text have three components: shape,
sound, and meaning. Different relationships
between shape, sound and meaning make
different characters. When people write,
they use different ways to connect written
symbols with speech and semantics;
therefore, the creation of written systems
differs from each other. Some characters
focus on the relationship between spelling
and pronunciation, others closely relate
writing symbols to meanings, and some
characters have both parts of the phonetic
and 1deographic symbols which can be called
ideographic characters. Although more than
3,000 languages in the world have their
own writing systems, they can basically be
divided into three categories according to the
combination of shape, sound, and meaning in
various writings: (1) phonetic writing systems,
such as Latin alphabet, Arabic alphabet,
Cyrillic letters, Sanskrit letters (Figure 1-1),
etc.; (2) syllabic writing systems, in which
one character generally corresponds to one
syllable, such as Japanese syllabic script—
kana; and (3) ideographic writing systems
usually use one character to represent one
morpheme. The character itself may have
parts that represent meaning and sound, such
as Chinese characters in Chinese language.
Chinese characters are the written
symbols of the Chinese language, and they
make up one of the oldest writing systems
in the world. The emergence and use of

Chinese characters have had a major impact
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on Chinese civilization, not only preserving
and spreading the records of spoken Chinese,
but also enabling Chinese civilization to
be passed down and developed. Chinese
characters are an important symbol of China’s
transition into a civilized society. Chinese
characters have broken the limitations of
time, allowing later generations to understand
the thoughts, culture, and achievements of
their predecessors over thousands of years.
Through Chinese characters, culture can be
passed on to future generations so that the
Chinese civilization can continue. Chinese
characters have also broken the limitations
of space. They have not only been used in
different dialect areas in China, but also by
neighboring countries and nations to record
different languages and have spread to other
countries in Asia and around the world.
People from different countries and regions
can communicate effectively with Chinese
characters and translation through the shared
written language. Chinese characters not
only record spoken Chinese, but they also
exist independently of the spoken language.
They are the written form of Chinese and
are essential tools for people to think and

comimunicate,

1.2 The Main Features of Chinese
Characters as |ldeographic
Characters
1. Chinese characters are the ideographic

writing system in the world; it is the longest-

lasting writing language and boasts the largest
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Figure 1-2 Cuneiform writings on clay tablets
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number of users in the world. Although
Sumerian cuneiform writings (Figure 1-2),
Egyptian hieroglyphs, and Mayan hieroglyphs
have appeared throughout history, these
primitive writing systems have stopped
being used. Chinese characters can be traced
back to 3,500 years ago and are still widely
used today. In addition to China’s mainland,
Chinese characters have also been borrowed
by Vietnam, North Korea, South Korea and
Japan to record their national languages.
Today, some Chinese characters are still
used in the writing systems of Japan and
South Korea; Singapore, Malaysia and other
countries also use Chinese characters to a
certain extent. Chinese characters also act as
one of the official writing systems used by the
United Nations today.

2. Chinese characters correspond to
Chinese morphemes. The basic unit of Chinese
writing i1s a character. These characters are
mostly monosyllabic. Chinese morphemes are
mainly monosyllabic as well. Therefore, the
monosyllabic Chinese characters are used to
record the monosyllabic Chinese morphemes,
creating a system in which one morpheme
always represents a specific syllable. One
character, one syllable, and one morpheme
all correspond to each other, making Chinese
characters easy to use. Ancient Chinese poetry
generally is divided into five-character poems
and seven-character poems. Five-character
poems have five characters, representing
five syllables and five morphemes, per line.

Seven-character poems have seven characters,

>~
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representing seven syllables and seven
morphemes, per line. The poem’s form 1s neat
and uniform, the semantics are matching or
antithetical between upper and lower lines,
and the poems are often catchy. However, it
should be noted that the constituent units of
language are words rather than characters.
The vocabulary of ancient Chinese 1s mostly
monosyllabic, allowing words and characters
to correspond; modern Chinese vocabulary,
conversely, is dominated by two-syllable and
multi-syllable words. Therefore, a Chinese
character does not necessarily equal one
word. Chinese characters are units of writing,
but words are language units. Monosyllabic
Chinese characters cannot display the
boundaries of words. There is no space
between individual words and words. Learners
who use Chinese as a second language need
to pay special attention to the characters while
reading and writing.

3. Chinese characters are the unity of
shape, sound and meaning. Chinese characters
are mainly ideographic, meaning the glyphs
and meanings are closely related. But most
of the characters have shape, meaning and
sound. Many Chinese characters have both
meaning radicals and sound indicators. In
the case of a single character, its shape not
only shows the meaning and sound, but
can also carry rich historical and cultural
factors. In 1995, Japan began the practice
of an annual Chinese character selection.
In recent years, many Asian countries have

also chosen to select an annual character. At
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