International Congress of Aesthetics 2007
“Aesthetics Bridging Cultures”

The Power of Script in the Culture of
Chinese Characters

Noriko Kaya, Professor, Department of Art
Education, Osaka University of Education,
Japan

Introduction

East Asia has a history of art and culture originating in Chinese characters. Although
different structures and characters are being used today in the languages of China, Korea
and Japan, acceptance of the culture of Chinese characters or its influence can be still
recognized in the origins of these languages. What correlations and special features can
be seen in the structures, calligraphy and writing styles of the languages in the region
where the culture of Chinese characters exists? | would like to point out these
characteristics of the Chinese language in particular in order to examine the differences
from, and common features with, other languages used in other cultural regions.

Engraved Characters

The inscriptions on ani mal bones destd

existing characters, were used for the purpose of fortune-telling in the Yin

period figures 1. (1) Engraved characters on tortoise carapaces, (2) its rubbing . The

purpose of the engraving ancient characters was to communicate with God about
everything in life. Fortune-telling was done by the selected man in the society. Therefore
the communication between God and human means the authority of the crown to other
people. Carapace or bone is stiff material, so to engraving the curved line is difficult.
Many lines are straight. These characters have symmetrical form and the constructed

lines are perpendicular. We can find tiger and elephant in  figures 1. (3), (4) . These

are like pictures but not pictures. Character is in a system as language. We can see the
ideographic way in these figures.

| fig.1(3)

fig.1(1) | fig1(4)

Figures 1. Oracle Bone Inscription, Yin Period: Cir.1300-Cir.1025 B.C.
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Tortoise shell and cow"s shoulder bone both are spacious for engraving sentences.
Engraved characters are not only written language but also the figurative model. In the
late Yin period the both are fine and stylish. These holy characters that connected God
and humans were engraved on tortoise shells and animal bones.

Eventually, when human society had reached maturity, the characters were then cast in

bronze artifacts to symbolize the authority of a certain group  figures 2 . This is a

formal plate for ceremony. These engraved or cast sentences have a memorial meaning.
Each of the lines for a character is often roundly and each of the figures keeps a balance
in movement. The content of sentences is to praise the exploits of the chief in the society.
When societies formed, the characters were used to symbolize the various groups of
leader and were status symbols. The characters were often cast in bronze on various
artificial such as bowls, plates, or vases. The internal surfaces of those would often be
decorated with characters describing family history and to be praised down to future
generations.

Figures2. San Shih Ban,861-827B.C., Ta Chuan Script

There is one of most important ceremonial bowl  fig.3 . This bowl was made of

bronze that had the meaning of the symbol of the authority. The internal surface of the
bowl would have an inscription about the authority of the leader of a group. It was called
.,1ing* that wused as ceremoni al b thiwvform [ 1]t
This char acTng'r arse prreeasle nbtoswl,,. I'ts 1 mpo
3 legs, have continued to be in the present script of the character. We can see this
character contains all the structural elements of the real bowl. This character contains 3
aspects of the meaning.

1. Made of bronze bowl itself
2. Ceremonial bowls as a symbol of power
3. Shape of the character that has the important elements of the real bowl

That is to say, this character means not only bowl but also symbol of power.
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Figures3. Ta Y u TingWestern Chou Dynasty (ca.1100-256B.C.) Ta Chuan Script

This is engraved script too, but the material is stone  figure 4 . It is the monument of

the first Emperor in Ch“in Dynasty. We can see the structural form in the script and point
out the symmetrical style. This is the first standard script that was determined by the first
Emperor. The first Emperor unified weights and measures and engraved the inscription
by his prescribed script. The script has signified the authority of the Emperor to the
people, namely, the style of script acquired the meaning as symbol of authority. To
engrave and engraved character both have the characteristic of everlasting.

Figures 4. Ti Shan Ke Shih Elected by Ch"in Shih-huang-ti (r.221-210B.C.)

Later, the use of writing brushes had become popular, and the style of character usage
shifted fr”n d e‘nwgrriatviimg. ”



l nternati onal Congress of Aesthet]i

Using Brush and Growth of Calligraphy
We can see the movement in written with the flexible and elastic animal hair brush

figure 5 . Each stroke of characters does not represent figure in nature directly, but

the unity of various strokes evoke movement and artistic forces that sympathize with
animate nature itself. I t , s ard somepdace thin, someplace thick. This work is the
preface of poems really its draft written by Wang Hsi-chih who is the most great
calligrapher in china. This work has been admired from the point of pulse of brush,
especially the flaw of lines. His calligraphy has been described as being “like a dragon
scaling Heaven"s gate and a tiger lying at rest in a phoenix“s chamber.” Sun Chien Li
who was great calligrapher in Tang dynasty criticized the Wang"s calligraphy works in
his written SuPut in the following quotationfiMind and hand in perfect co-ordination.
All his strokes are worked through the tip of the brush, each stroke endowed with varied
rhythm, each dot with subtle resilience”.

Chinese calligraphy originated in observation of the phenomenal world and represents
various aesthetic effects by calling to mind the forces of nature, but written language is
governed by conventional rules. Calligrapher had acquired the received forms of
characters in order to produce legible texts.

Important contributing factors to the blossoming of the art of calligraphy in East Asia
were the essential power of the shapes of the Chinese characters and the human behavior
to express his/her inner self through the use of a writing brush. The beginning figures of
characters were transformed beyond recognition into schematic designs, however the
correlation between phenomena in world or nature and written, especially with brush,
have been embodied through which critics and scholars have described calligraphy. What
is the viewpoint of critic in Chinese calligraphy concerning the becoming of characters?
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Figure 5. Preface to the Orchid Pavilion Collection, Wang Hsi-chih (303-361)

The Ideographic Way of Chinese Characters

All the beginning, many writing systems were ideographic, but most evolved to be
phonetic over time. Chinese Characters have remained ideographic. Originally, the form
of Chinese Character was influenced by how people saw the world. I will take some
examples ” figure 61 .The character of Sun [ ] represents the sun, and the character of
moon [ ] represents the moon. The sun is always full or round for human, on the other
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hand, the moon is sometimes full or around, but sometimes a crescent for human. So the
form of ancient character describes the characteristics of the actual subject.
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Figure 6. Examples of Ancient Characters, from Oracle Bone Inscriptions to Seal Script

The meaning of structural form of Chinese Characters is the essence of subject, world or
nature. It has come out through the strokes of person by engraving or writing. When
person strokes the lines, he is always affected by their feeling. Thus the relation between
nature and human has been deeply and developed the traditional calligraphy in China.

Structural characteristics are desired in the k 6-shu ( square style) and fluidity is

desired in the t s éslau@ a very cursive style of writing). However, both writing
styles have a common root, and the manner of handling the writing brush must be
dynamic and express movement. Moreover, it has been found the same essence in the
principles of painting and calligraphy in China. That is, “spirit resonance, life-motion
( ))and “structur al me t(h od ). " me paintsreand
calligrapher should endow his work with life and movement through harmony with the
spirit of nature.? This is deeply related to the fact that written languages have come to
hold sway over vocal languages, and that poems and calligraphic works have come to
form an organic genre.

The Correlation between Chinese Calligraphy and Confucian Ideas

An act of appreciating visual forms of written words is not very special to the races that
have phonogram or ideogram culture. A phenomenon that such an act became deeply
connected with ideas, has been handed over from age to age, and formed an area of art,
however, is characteristic of Chinese character cultural area. The roots of the
phenomenon are traced back in ancient China, and it developed with the progress of
Chinese characters and spread to Korea and Japan. With acceptance of Chinese characters
as the basis, these countries established calligraphy culture as well as their own peculiar
view of art. Here | would like to show what has been mention to Chinese calligraphy, and
would like to consider with the correlation between calligraphy and confusion ideas.

Liu Xie who lived in Lian of the Southern Dynasty in China wrote in his book entitled
Wenxindiaolong® The mi nd has already entrust
ideogr aphs i n TheGhinese manrfer ofscteating ealdigraphy is described
as being always with poems as literary works. With meters or rhythms, poetry enables
auditory appreciation, and as the embodiment with writing brush and ink, they are
appreciated visually. How people in his days attached importance to rousing stratified

CcsS

of

ed

t

\

20 (

h €

oi



l nternati onal Congress of Aesthet]i

and integrated images in both creation and appreciation is reflected in his statement to
follow the above: “ Wh e n shapes oftChinesg charasteks.i
Therefore, refine characters, and when writing sentences, make a careful selection: the
first point is to avoid strangeness; the second point is to omit using the characters of
similar shapes; the third point is to consider what to do about repetition of characters; and
the fourth point is to choose a well-balanced set of characters in terms of number of
strokes.

This first systematic book on theories of literature in China was compiled around 502
A.D., when poets were already required to come up with good ideas on how to select
ideograms. What was specifically listed as above suggests criteria in appreciating works
of calligraphy thereafter. Then, what have they thought about their ideograms that are
refined when they create poems?

The introduction of Shuowenjiezi, a book which Xu-Shen of the later Han wrote around
the end of the 1% century and is the oldest book on ideograms as well as a book on
philosophy, explains the origin of their ideograms by citing the art of divination: * S e
shapes in the heaven and laws on the ground; look at patterns of animals and whether the
country is good or bad; feel things close and sense things faraway through phenomena.
Thus fortunes are told for the first time, and symbol s t hat have Thusil
may be interpretable as this: ideographs derived from actions of ascertaining the situation
of all nature and that the numerousness of Chinese characters is theoretically the
embodiment of such actions. Ideographs which are used to create poems or calligraphy
have a microcosm in themselves. A person who engages in expression or representation
considers what to select from among so many shapes to create of a new world of his/her
work in the world of poetry or calligraphy. The idea that calligraphy and painting are of
the same origin, which traces back to the statement of Chang Yen-yuan in Tang, and the
view that poetry, calligraphy, and paintings are the three supreme genres of art in North
Song can be considered the formation
Creation in China.

Conclusion

Calligraphy is a metaphor for Chinese cultural tradition for a long time. The philosophy
of Chinese calligraphy provides a foundation of Chinese character as the embodiment of
various phenomena, and without this standpoint, how East Asian view of calligraphy
formed cannot be explained. On the other hand, there are different histories in each
culture, but the social practice that cultivates such mental legacy is diverse and changing.
The wave of computer technology is coming now, as a problem of Aesthetics, an
intercultural point of view form which Chinese character culture or East Asian culture
should be reviewed will be presented.

! For further details of the early development of Chinese writing, see William G. Boltz, The Origin and
Early Development ahe Chinese Writing System, American Oriental SefsAmerican Oriental
Society, 1994.

2 This point has already argued in the 5 century. The first principle of painting as defined by the critic Hsieh
Ho (fl.ca.479-502) is “breath-resonance-life-motion”. About the expanding this definition, see Wen C.
Fong, “Ch"i-yun sheng-tung:Vitality, Harmonious Manner, and Aliveness,” Oriental Art12, no.3, Autumn
1966.
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