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ABSTRACT 

Calligraphy Across Boundaries

Motivated by my own position as both a calligrapher and an educator of 

digital media, this practice-led research examines the relationship of East 

Asian and Western calligraphy. It analyses the notion of Ch’i, and how 

this is related to both traditions and also explores the connection between 

Western calligraphy and digital media, asking if notions of Ch’i still apply 

within this domain.

The research uses Brody Neuenschwander’s idea of the ‘Linear Graphic’ to 

explore the creative and expressive qualities of the line and the characteristics 

of Ch’i are also analysed and identified. This is achieved by exploring and 

interpreting classic Chinese principles such as ‘Ch’i Yuen Shen Tung’ 

(Rhythmic Vitality), ‘Harmony of the Mind and Hand’ and ‘Stilling the 

Heart’. As a result, new approaches of ‘Simplicity’ and ‘Spontaneity’ have 

been developed for Western calligraphy. These approaches demonstrate the 

requirement of the control and integrity of the calligrapher. The research 

also places emphasis on the development of one’s ‘self-being’ to cultivate 

the internal and external aspects of calligraphy. This is achieved through the 

creation of calligraphy pieces as part of this developmental process. Digital 

media are also explored by using these same principles and approaches. 

New characteristics and processes such as ‘Layering’, ‘Reusability’ and 

‘Simplicity and Complexity’ in print based calligraphy, as well as ‘Dynamism’, 

‘Customisability’, ‘Impermanence’ and ‘Interactivity’, in computational 

calligraphy have emerged as a result.

The research contributes to a better understanding of the calligraphy 

principles found within East Asia by establishing a framework in which 

these principles can be applied to Western calligraphy. A conclusion is that 

the characteristics of Ch’i do exist in traditional, print, screen, multimedia 

and computational calligraphy and that it can be developed as a personal 

philosophy of creative practice. The research also demonstrates that 

calligraphy can overcome cross-cultural and disciplinary boundaries, 

establishing new relationships and approaches for Western calligraphy.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction  

CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION

1.1 OUTLINE 

This research examines the characteristics and cultural traditions of 

Western and East Asian calligraphy. It analyses the connections between 

the two traditions and elucidates the processes involved by developing 

new approaches and self-expressions for Western calligraphy. It also 

places emphasis on the processes and approaches to calligraphy, and the 

development of the calligrapher, rather than just the visual outcomes. 

Furthermore, this research is about calligraphy rather than typography. 
It deals with the human qualities of letterform making. The research also 
focuses mainly on East Asian calligraphy from China and Japan; and Western 
calligraphy from the UK, America and continental Europe, particularly 

Germany and Belgium.

For this research, the inter-connecting element between the two traditions 

is the notion of ‘Ch’i’, which is a fundamental concept for all East Asian 

calligraphy and other arts. By exploring this theme, similarities in 

characteristics between the two traditions can be identified and explored. 

Practical experiments are then reflected upon in terms of these common 

characteristics, and how the notion of ‘Ch’i’ can be developed in Western 

calligraphy.

The research also evaluates whether these characteristics are common in 

the use of digital media and Western calligraphy. Further analyses of this 

exploration are then developed. 

From this, there are three major elements to explore: the relationship of 

East Asian and Western traditions; the notion of ‘Ch’i’; and the connection 

between calligraphy and digital media.
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The questions posed by this research are:

i. Can East Asian calligraphy traditions and approaches be applied to 

Western calligraphy?

ii. Can Ch’i be applied to both traditions?

iii. What characteristics of digital media can be used for calligraphic 

practice, and can Ch’i be applied to this work?

The research is therefore, divided into two major strands:

i. Cross cultural (East Asian and Western cultures and traditions)

ii. Cross disciplines (calligraphy and digital media)

1.1.1 Cross cultural principles 

The practice of East Asian calligraphy requires the balance of mind and body 

(Davey, 1999). This bodily awareness is gradually being appreciated and 

practised in Western calligraphy. However, not many Western calligraphers 

understand fully how this can be achieved. This research therefore clarifies 

the processes involved in developing these ‘cross-cultural’ ideas.

Central to this research is the notion of ‘Ch’i’, which is a Chinese term (in 

Japanese, it is known as ‘Ki’, please see Chapter 2.3.1) and in this context 

means the “rhythmic vitality” (Reynolds, 1965, p.200), the spontaneous 

gestural movement and energy that are apparent in calligraphy. Ch’i is also 

a reflection of the “body-proper” – the state of “being” that is “projected” 

through the calligraphy, the marks, the gesture and the energy imbued by 

the calligrapher (Billeter, 1990, pp168-174).

Ch’i can be cultivated through different means, such as meditative practice 

of writing East Asian calligraphy (Davey, 1999) or by practising the Taoist 

notion of “stilling the heart” (Sze, 1959, p.18) and “Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin”, 

the mind and hand co-ordination (Ch’en, 1966, p.222). These are notions of 

practising contentment and bodily awareness, developing one’s awareness 

of time and space. These processes help to balance the mind and body. With 

sustained practice, this will bring improvement to the calligraphy as well as 
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a sense of fulfilment and harmony for the calligrapher (see Chapter 3.3.2).

This research demystifies and articulates the notion of ‘Ch’i’ and establishes 

that its characteristics can be experienced and developed in the Western 

tradition. It further analyses the common characteristics and processes 

involved in both traditions and examines how these can be located within 

digital media (see Chapter 4).

1.1.2 Cross-disciplinary principles

Calligraphy is perceived as a traditional process involving sensitivity and 

craftsmanship. How is this sensitivity and craftsmanship maintained whilst 

using the computer and digital media? Can digital media express that same 

‘rhythmic vitality’ that is inherent in traditional calligraphy? To achieve this, 

it is important to understand the concept of ‘Ch’i’, and explore how digital 

media can be introduced to established calligraphy practices. 

The exploration of ‘digital calligraphy’ can be separated into two categories: 

‘print based calligraphy’ and ‘screen based calligraphy’ (see Chapters 4 

and 5 respectively). The former consists of original calligraphy created by 

hand using the principles of Ch’i, scanned and manipulated using existing 

software such as Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator. The outcomes of these 

experiments are paper based and are printed from a conventional desktop 

printer. 

In screen based calligraphy there are ‘multimedia and calligraphy’ and 

‘computational calligraphy’. Multimedia and calligraphy use scanned 

traditional calligraphy and integrate these with sound, movement and 

interactivity. Computational calligraphy utilises the power of programming 

and creativity to create calligraphic marks by various means of inputs and 

interactivity. Both of these screen based calligraphy outcomes are either 

projected or viewed on screen and are not printed. 
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1.2 MOTIVATION AND FOCUS

Being a British Chinese person who practices Western calligraphy, I am in 

a position to have first hand insights into both traditions. As a bi-cultural 

artist, I want to explore whether influences from East Asia can be applied 

to my Western calligraphy practice. The main motivation for this research, 

therefore, is to develop new approaches and theories of calligraphic 

expressions using these ‘cross-cultural’ principles. Furthermore, my roles 

as a practising designer and educator in digital design have also led me to 

question the connection between calligraphy and digital media. By exploring 

these different two areas, ‘cross-discipline’ processes can also be developed.

The principal focus of this research is in the exploration of ‘Ch’i’ in a Western 

calligraphy context. As this notion has yet to be formally documented and 

practised in Western calligraphy this research identifies the characteristics 

of Ch’i and analyses the similarities and differences between the two 

traditions. 

1.3 METHODOLOGY

There are essentially two main strands 

to this research (see Figure 1). The 

first strand deals with ‘cross-cultural’ 

processes, of how different aspects of 

East Asian calligraphy traditions are 

incorporated into Western calligraphy. 

The second strand concerns ‘cross-

disciplines’, of how traditional 

processes may be used with digital 

media.

As the diagram illustrates, the two strands are interrelated and holistic in 

nature with an over-arching theme of  ‘rhythmic vitality’ (Ch’i), which is the 

underpinning process for this research. 

Figure 1. Diagram illustrating the two 
main strands of research
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The research is conducted in two main stages leading to practical outcomes. 

(see Figure 2 below). Stage one involved identifying the meaning of 

calligraphy from a personal perspective through theoretical and practical 

analyses. It also involved identifying the characteristics of Ch’i from literature 

research and then applied these findings to develop new approaches for 

Western calligraphy. Complementary to this are practical research with the 

empirical approaches in acquiring technical skills, development of more 

‘control’ in writing calligraphy and the learning of new software skills. 

Stage One

Defining 
Calligraphy

Identifying 
Characteristics 
of Ch’i

Development of skills

Stage Two

Exploring processes 
of
Cross Cultural 
and  
Cross Disciplines

Practical explorations

Practical outcomes

Traditional 
calligraphy

Print based 
calligraphy

Screen based 
calligraphy

Figure 2. Diagram showing the stages of research

Stage two is separated into the two strands mentioned above: ‘cross-

cultural’ and ‘cross-disciplines’. In this stage, the new skills and ‘control’ , 

and the characteristics of Ch’i already identified (including spontaneity 

and simplicity) which were developed in stage one are applied to pieces of 

calligraphy that are created by practicing the principles found in the East 

Asian calligraphy traditions - It is in the application of these characteristics 

in an experimental way that the empirical method concentrates - it is not 

the intent of the research to ‘measure’ Ch’i, nor to evaluate others’ responses 

to the calligraphy. 
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Throughout the two stages, the research 

results in three main bodies of work: 

i. Traditional paper based 

calligraphy

ii. Digital print based calligraphy 

iii. Screen based calligraphy

Indicative of the nature of practice-based 

research, there is no one set methodology 

applicable to all practitioners. This 

research has employed a variety of 

methods, which are illustrated in the 

diagram opposite (see Figure 3).

The holistic nature of this study brings 

together many different approaches 

and methods of research. Initially, historical, contextual and philosophical 

researches are conducted to evaluate the development, approaches and 

definitions of calligraphy practices in both traditions. 

However, working with both traditions poses many obstacles. Some of 

these involve overcoming the language, cultural and artistic barriers of the 

East Asian traditions. Thorough exploration, analysis and philosophical 

and practical processes are employed. Crossing these boundaries has led 

to greater insights into the definition of Ch’i and how this notion can be 

applied to Western calligraphy. 

The cross-disciplinary study of digital media and traditional calligraphy 

requires developmental and systematic approaches, particularly within 

screen based calligraphy experiments. Some of these experiments were 

conducted employing multimedia techniques which use sound and 

movement with calligraphy. Computational calligraphy, on the other 

hand, required the collaboration of programmers to produce the codes 

for interaction. This was needed to compensate for my lack of in-depth 

Figure 3. Diagram showing the various 
methodologies carried out for this research

R

H

Y

T H

M

I

C
•

V

I

T

AL

I

T

Y
•

Cross Cultural
Historical, Contextual 
and Philosophical 
researches

Practical explorations 
with Empirical 
approaches

Cross Disciplines
Practical explorations 
with systematic 
approaches

Collaboration 
with programmer

CALLIGRAPHY 
ACROSS 

BOUNDARIES

The 
notion 

of 
Ch’i



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 7

Chapter 1 – Introduction  

knowledge of the programming necessary to pursue this particular aspect 

of the research.

The contribution of digital media with calligraphy to this research does more 

than just create something ‘new’. The essence of exploring digital media is 

threefold: to treat digital media as a new tool for calligraphy; to develop the 

‘control’ of creating calligraphic marks on screen; and the analysis of whether 

these marks have the same intrinsic spirit as marks created by traditional 

calligraphy tools.

The broad edged pen is the fundamental writing implement for Western 

calligraphy. Experiments were carried out with different writing implements, 

such as the ‘Coke’ pen (see Chapter 3.8.1) and East Asian brushes. These 

experiments have also led to explorations into how they can be used 

effectively in order to express the marks made with a sense of spirit and 

energy. These experiments are progressive in nature, which required 

systematic approaches (see Appendix B for experimentations with the 

‘Coke’ pen). It should be highlighted that the majority of these calligraphy 

were created without trials, sketches and development sheets. This is to 

be in keeping with the spontaneous and harmonious nature in which this 

research is exploring. As such, each finished piece demonstrates directly the 

working processes involved (See Chapter 3).

The majority of work created for this research was displayed in several 

exhibitions. However, these exhibitions were not studied formally but were 

used as opportunities to group and arrange the works, sometimes in relation 

to the work of others, in order to help conceptualise the characteristics of 

the work.

There were in total two solo and one group exhibitions: Contrasts & 

Contradictions in Montbéliard, France (2001), The Spirit of Calligraphy 

in Montbéliard, France (2003) and Presence & Absence in St. Andrews, 

Scotland (2004). These exhibitions were supported by relevant lectures 

and workshops. In addition to this work, I also curated six international 
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calligraphy symposia from 2000 to 2005 and 2007 at the University of 

Sunderland.  These symposia have informed my research and were used 

to develop further debates and ideas. The exhibitions and symposia are 

mentioned here as part of the context of my activity which informed the 

research, rather than being a central research method.

1.4 OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS 

The next chapter deals with the literature review, which highlights the key 

publications and the limitations of research with short explanations of some 

of the terminologies used in this research.

Chapter 3 presents the processes and characteristics of ‘Ch’i’ and describes 

how new approaches are being developed and used in Western calligraphy. 

Practical work from different exhibitions is also highlighted for analysis and 

discussion.

Chapter4 describes the exploration of digital media and Western calligraphy. 

It clarifies the characteristics of digital media and how new approaches are 

developed to create ‘digital calligraphy’.

Chapter 5 deals with computational calligraphy and describes the processes 

and approaches developed.

Chapter 6 is the conclusion, where the key findings are highlighted and 

discussed. Recommendations for future research are also presented.
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CHAPTER TWO – LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The literature survey has been conducted primarily in these three areas:

i. East Asian calligraphy tradition  

ii. Western calligraphy tradition

iii. Digital media and calligraphy

It is clear from the early stages of the research that there exists a vast 

amount of literature in each of the main areas outlined above, but there 

are apparent gaps in information on how these areas are related to each 

other. For example, there is a distinct lack of specific information on the 

influence of East Asian traditions on Western calligraphy and the same can 

be said about digital media and calligraphy. To overcome this limitation of 

information, the research initially concentrated on Western authors who 

have engaged with the East Asian traditions and their relationship with 

Western art (Read, 1946; Billeter, 1990), or Western practitioners working 

with East Asian traditions (Leach, 1965; Flint Sato, 1999; Pieper, 2001). The 

knowledge gained from analysing these authors and practitioners enabled 

comparisons to be drawn between their theoretical contexts and practical 

approaches to work.

In researching the influences of East Asian traditions on Western Calligraphy, 

the survey has concentrated on the notion of ‘Ch’i’ to articulate the East 

Asian traditions and its relevance to Western calligraphy (see Chapter 3). 

Characteristics are then identified and new approaches suitable for Western 

calligraphy are developed.

The current development of Western calligraphy is also analysed to provide 

a clearer context on which this research can be based.

With digital media and calligraphy, the survey is separated into three 

strands: print based calligraphy; screen based calligraphy; and computational 
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calligraphy. Within each of these areas, processes and techniques from 

different practitioners are also explored and analysed.

2.2 CALLIGRAPHY IN CONTEXT

Depending on the cultural contexts, the word ‘calligraphy’ can have different 

meanings and interpretations. In the Western tradition, calligraphy is 

interpreted as ‘beautiful writing’, from the Greek “kalós”, meaning “beautiful” 

and “graphia”, meaning “writing” or “script”. This denotes writing that is 

finely executed with a sense of “aesthetic beauty” (Gürtler, 1997, p.83). 

However, the term ‘beautiful writing’ can be misleading, as ‘beauty’ is a 

subjective term. What might be beautiful in one culture can be distasteful in 

another. For example, in the Japanese practice of  “Wabi Sabi” (Koren, 1994), 

‘beauty’ can be found and appreciated in rustic ugliness, as in a rusty nail or 

a scribbled letterform. 

In Chinese, calligraphy is “Sho fa” meaning the “method of writing” and in 

Japanese, “Sho do” meaning the “way of writing” (Davey, 1999, p.15). These 

two definitions imply that there is an intrinsic link between the calligrapher 

and the created word. “Method” or the “Way” suggest calligraphy that 

embraces the spiritual and philosophical contexts. 

In this respect, calligraphy has both external and internal aspects. The 

external describes the skill, the graphic, the form, the line, the mark, the 

visual aesthetics, etc. The internal interpretation describes the ‘inner’ 

processes of calligraphy: the development of the self, the cultivation of the 

self-being and the “mind and body harmony” (Davey, 1999, p.7). 

It could be argued that only by developing internal and external approaches 

can calligraphy be fully developed. This is the way in which the calligraphy 

becomes personal and expressive, where it is imbued with the spirit, 

emotions and energy from the calligrapher.
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Steve Skaggs, the American calligrapher and writer suggests, “The skill to 

make legible letters is not calligraphy. It is only in revealing the moving 

hand that calligraphy becomes calligraphy.” (2007, p.35) He further explains, 

“The accidental nicks in form caused by the paper fibre, the running and 

splashing of ink, the carefree and graceful swashing and buckling – these 

are the calligraphy. The calligraphy is found in those aspects of form that 

reveal the hand’s freedom, the gesture, the dance, the tool’s scraping and 

flowing, the intersection of mind and nature that occurs when hand and 

heart move as one. In short, the instantaneous character of the living mark is 

the calligraphy.” (ibid)

Calligraphers such as Burgert (1989) and Neuenschwander (Skarsgard, 

2007) have advocated that Western calligraphy should be more than just 

‘beautiful writing’. Burgert suggested that Western calligraphers should 

think in “graphic form” (1989, p.21), where the letterforms should be made 

appropriate to the text. He also believes legibility should not be the main 

concern and that rhythms, patterns and contrasts in letterforms are more 

important – if it helps to convey meanings and feelings of the work. He says. 

“The Western calligrapher today must therefore reconsider the letterforms 

from a graphic point of view. The forms of the letters must be reworked 

without the regard to tradition. Our task today is to reinvent the formal 

themes of our writing and to give them the proper contrast” (1989, p.127).

Concerning calligraphy’s definition in relation to art, design and craft, 

Neuenschwander sees Western calligraphy as an art form. He advocates 

his personal approach of shifting away from pure skill, but towards the 

“expressive power” and “conceptual insight” of calligraphy (Skarsgard, 2007, 

p.48). From this, ‘beautiful writing’ is therefore an inadequate definition for 

the context of Western calligraphy today. 

Neuenschwander suggests the term “linear graphic” (2000, p.15) to define 

calligraphy. This suggests that calligraphy is shaped by lines and space, 

which become graphic forms. In support of this notion, if the word 

‘calligraphy’ could also be interpreted as ‘calligraphic’, then it might alleviate 
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the pre-conceived ideas of what ‘calligraphy’ is – namely a craft discipline 

with the function of communication through the use of words and writing. 

‘Calligraphic’ or ‘linear graphic’ on the other hand, denotes less strict 

interpretations, widening what might be perceived as relevant to the research 

– graffiti, scribbles of mark making, cracks on a pavement, branches of trees 

or contours of a landscape could all be inspirational and appropriate.

When this concept is applied to digital media, a single digit or a line on 

screen can be interpreted as calligraphic. This allows computational designs 

using lines to be included in the research.

2.3 EAST ASIAN CALLIGRAPHY

The research concerning East Asian calligraphy is limited to China and 

Japan only as they share similar parallels in their approaches and teaching 

of calligraphy. Tanahashi (1998, p.21) explains that East Asian calligraphy 

traditionally covers a wide geographic area including, Korea, China, Japan, 

Singapore and Vietnam, etc. Although the languages being used now in 

these countries are vastly different, the written forms all had the same origin 

that is the ideographs invented approximately 4,000 years ago in China. 

In Japan, ‘Kanji’ which means ‘Chinese letters’ are still being used in their 

writing system. 

The Chinese characters are the basis of East Asian Calligraphy. These 

characters are pictographs and ideograms that represent an object, thing, 

idea or concept. This is unlike Western writing, where the letters express 

sounds that constitute words. Western calligraphers tend to think of letters 

(the alphabet) as a series of structures and forms rather then what they 

visually represent. 

The published materials on East Asian calligraphy can be grouped into 

categories of step-by-step manuals, historical and theoretical references, 

and samplers of historical calligraphy hands for study. Showcases of East 

Asian calligraphy are mainly based on historical models or museum 
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collections. Publications on contemporary calligraphers and their work 

are mainly published in their respective languages, although some include 

English translations. Some of the more interesting publications include the 

Hong Kong ink painter, Lui Shou-Kwan – New Ink Painting (2003) and the 

series of famous Chinese calligraphy masters, such as, Wang Xizhi – Wansui 

Tongtian Tie (ed. Hui, 1997).

There is a great deal of material concerning East Asian calligraphy published 

in Chinese, Japanese and English. It was decided however, to base the survey 

predominantly around materials published in English, as they are generally 

of a very high standard and the materials are appropriate for this research. 

It is also more easily accessible than materials published in other languages 

and it saves time in translating the information.

Key publications in English include, The Art of Calligraphy In Modern China 

(Barrass, 2002), which was published to accompany an exhibition of Modern 

Chinese Calligraphy held at the British Museum, London in 2002. The book 

provides a detailed account of the development of Chinese calligraphy in 

the last century which give rise to four major movements in calligraphy: 

The Classicists, The Modernists, The Neo-Classicists and the Avant-Garde. 

Recent calligrapher-artists such as Wang Nanming and Zhang Qiang gave 

prominence and voice to the Avant-Garde approach to Chinese calligraphy 

and much of their work attempts to conceptualise contemporary calligraphy 

practices. 

Wang in his exhibition Combination: Balls 

of Characters (1992) would scrunch up his 

calligraphy into spherical balls of paper and 

create ‘installations’ from them (see Figure 

4). These balls of characters have political 

undertones and Wang suggests they are 

symbols of “the various contradictions 

surrounding calligraphy itself ” (p.252). 

Zhang on the other hand collaborates Figure 4. ‘Balls of Characters’ (Wang, 1992)
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with female partners to develop the series 

of work Traceology (1996), which focuses on 

subject matters such as sexuality and equality. 

It also extends the theory of abstraction and 

deconstruction of the Chinese characters in 

calligraphy (see Figure 5).

In Chinese Characters Then and Now (ed. Huang, 2004), there is a collection 

of prominent essays on different theories of Chinese calligraphy. These were 

originally written in Chinese but were published with excellent translations 

into English. These insightful essays include Zhao Jiping’s Music and Chinese 

Characters (p.118) and Yau Shing-Tung’s A Mathematician Looks At Chinese 

Characters (p.131).

Zhao is a composer and calligrapher. He suggests that there is a close 

relationship between music and calligraphy such as the use of space, pause, 

rhythm, timing, etc. But most importantly, he advocates that both music 

and calligraphy can express expanses of imageries, concepts and moods. He 

uses the analogy of composing scores for films, where the imagery of nature 

and colour helps to develop the expanse of mood and atmosphere of the 

music. Calligraphy, he propounds, can share the same properties.

In A Mathematician Looks at Chinese Characters (ed. Huang, 2004), Yau 

suggests in terms of writing systems, the Roman alphabet “is more algebraic 

and that the Chinese writing is more geometric” (p.132). He further explains 

that this geometry could be found in the symmetrical properties of Chinese 

characters. It is these qualities that give Chinese writing its unique balance 

and beauty. Furthermore, he concluded by making the comparison that just 

as a calligrapher’s attainment of skill and mastery can be found through 

his calligraphy, a mathematician also reveals his understanding of nature, 

temperament and accomplishment by his conjectures and calculations. In 

this respect, Yau believes, there is a close relationship between mathematics 

and calligraphy.

Figure 5. ‘Traceology’ (Zhang, 1996)



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 15

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

There are numerous general publications on technical and practical skills 

of calligraphy. Books such as Japanese Calligraphy (Suzuki, 2005) and The 

Complete Chinese Brush Painting Course (Wang & Cai, 2003) provide 

insightful instructions on the techniques of using flour paste and Xuan 

paper to mount calligraphy work. These techniques are later used in the 

work created in Chapter 3.

2.3.1 Ch’i in East Asian calligraphy

‘Ch’i’ is also known as ‘Qi’ in Chinese or ‘Ki’ in Japanese (see Chapter 3 also). 

For this research, ‘Ch’i’ is used as it represents more closely the Chinese 

Mandarin pronunciation. 

Ch’i is the energy or spirit of the calligraphic mark. These marks are 

normally evident in the gestural movement of the calligraphy. Ch’i in 

the context of this research is also referred to as the ‘rhythmic vitality’ of 

writing (Reynolds, 1965, p.202) (see Chapter 3.4.2 also)

There are key publications, which refer specifically to the notion of Ch’i in 

calligraphy, such as Chiang’s Chinese Calligraphy (1938), Sze’s The Way of 

Chinese Calligraphy (1956), Ch’en’s Chinese Calligraphers And Their Art 

(1966), and Kwo’s Chinese Brushwork In Calligraphy And Painting (1981). 

Some of these ideas are explored during this research and analysed and then 

translated into practical approaches for Western calligraphy.

For example, Kwo divided Ch’i into different components, which are the 

basis for “aesthetic standards” in Chinese art (p.74). Some of these include 

the forms, use of lines, space consciousness, composition and balance. 

Kwo advocates that these are some of the standards in which East Asian 

calligraphy and paintings are judged.

Sze takes a different approach in conveying Ch’i. She uses a more holistic 

and internal approach – using the principle of the ‘way’ or the ‘tao’ for 

calligraphers to explore the balance of life and art (p.19). She explains that 
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knowing Ch’i is to be in a state of spirituality that transcends knowledge, skills 

and aesthetics, unified into oneness. She also highlights the Taoist notion of 

“stilling the heart” (p.19), where, if the mind is quiet, then it will become more 

receptive. She also advocates the principle from the First Canon of Painting 

by the Chinese painter, Hiseh Ho (A.D 479-502), “Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung” 

(p.37) which Reynolds (1965, p.202) translates as the “rhythmic vitality” of 

writing. Ch’en (1966, p.222) also suggests the principle of “Hsin Shou Hsiang 

Yin”, in describing the process of the mind and the hand working in harmony. 

These terms are the guiding principles used in this research in which new 

approaches and processes are developed (see Chapter 3.4.2).

Other publications such as Davey’s Brush Meditation (1999) provide a similar 

view, where Japanese calligraphy is approached as a meditative and holistic 

process. Chogyam Trungpa’s The Art of Calligraphy (1994) also touches 

upon the religious and spiritual approach to the art. Trungpa’s concept of 

‘Heaven, Earth, Man’ provides an alternative but insightful explanation of 

the notion of Ch’i. This is a traditional Chinese approach, where the act of 

any creative pursuit can be separated into three distinct parts: the first is 

the concept of space in the artist’s mind (Heaven); then the first thought or 

idea or first contact of brush on paper (Earth); and then the execution of the 

work or the idea (Man).

This research also examines the notion of the ‘line’ in East Asian traditions. 

Christine Flint-Sato’s Japanese Calligraphy: The Art of Line and Space (1999) 

provides both theoretical and practical approaches to the line created by 

the brush. She divided the line into the following categories: ‘the dynamic 

line’; ‘the sculptural line’; ‘the natural line’; and ‘the line as expression of 

self ’. These ideas highlight the differences in the use of the line between 

Japanese calligraphy and Western art. In Japanese calligraphy, the line is 

sculptural, three-dimensional and is worked into the writing surface, such 

that it shows strength and vitality. In Western art (e.g. American Abstract 

Expressionism), the line is often two-dimensional, flat, and sits on top of the 

writing surface (oil paint on canvas). These marked differences reflect the 

opposing approaches of the two cultures.
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Other researches conducted include the 

more philosophical approaches relevant to 

calligraphy, such as Leonard Koren’s Wabi-

Sabi (1994), which examines the beauty of 

everyday things and Japanese aesthetics. 

Sharing this sense of aesthetic is the work 

of Toko Shinoda (2002) and Tanahashi’s 

Brush Mind (1998). In their work (see 

Figures 6 & 7), there is a simplicity and 

directness of mark making that is imbued 

with vitality, and personifies the ‘stilling 

the heart’ principle very well. Tanahashi’s 

conference paper Crossing The Cultural 

Barrier In East Asian Calligraphy (2000) 

also provides useful thoughts on the 

artistic, language and cultural barriers 

faced by an “outsider” learning East Asian 

calligraphy. These thoughts essentially 

stem from the pictographic language of 

East Asia. Any ‘Outsiders’ (or Westerners) 

would need to learn this before they can 

better understand the subject. Outsiders 

also need to immerse themselves in 

the East Asian way of thinking, living, 

speaking and doing; it is only through this 

that the subtle nuances of the traditions 

can be truly understood. Otherwise, the calligraphic forms created by the 

uninformed outsiders will look clumsy and awkward. Similarly, by drawing 

influences from the East into the West, the processes have to feel natural and 

the outcomes should look balanced to the viewer.

Figure 6. ‘Untitled’ (Shinoda, 1990)

Figure 7. ‘One Stroke Painting’ 
(Tanahashi, 2004)
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2.3.2 Crossing cultural, language and artistic boundaries

During this literature survey, it has become apparent that certain 

terminologies and concepts from East Asia are difficult to articulate in 

writing. This is not a simple matter of translating the text literally, but to 

depict the concept from one tradition into another that is outside of its 

normal experience. Tanahashi’s paper (2000) highlights this dilemma, “It 

seems there is a complexity of aesthetics which only those who practice East 

Asian calligraphy can understand deeply and which they rarely feel the need 

to articulate”.

This implies that there are certain concepts and knowledge regarding East 

Asian calligraphy that are part of its culture and heritage and they often 

transcend society, philosophy, art and language. Most of the principles 

and language applied to this research are intrinsic and natural to someone 

who practises East Asian calligraphy. This notion highlights some of the 

difficulties faced within this research in articulating some of the East Asian 

calligraphic terms, such as the concept of ‘Ch’i’.

Tanahashi also suggests that through the writing of words, calligraphers can 

appreciate each other’s work across the traditions. With East Asian calligraphy, 

the incomprehension of the language does not hinder this appreciation. Any 

calligraphy work can be appreciated through its forms, visual dynamics, 

gestures, marks and aesthetic values. However, there are nuances to a piece of 

work that only the “culturally trained eye” can appreciate (ibid). One example 

of these nuances is how a piece of East Asian calligraphy should be looked 

at. East Asian calligraphy should always be viewed as containing motion and 

movements. Tanahashi describes this concept as, “Part of the cultural barrier 

is that an outsider views a work of calligraphy as a still photograph while an 

insider sees it as a motion picture”. He describes calligraphy as a “temporal art 

as well as a spatial art” (2000). In this he means the lines of writing dictate a 

flow of movement from the brush. Each character has this flow and direction 

of movement. Some characters are deliberately joined to create tension and 

contrast. From this, one could follow the sequence of strokes and be in tune 

with the gestural energy that the writing imbues. 



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 19

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Arguably, Western calligraphy could be viewed in the same way. This 

notion might become easier to visualise if the viewer were to see letters 

or characters simply as lines. The process of creating a line means there is 

always a beginning, middle and an end. A line, no matter how short, long, 

straight or curved would always contain a sequence, a sense of energy, 

direction and movement. This notion can be found in Ewan Clayton’s 

writing The Calligraphy of the Heart (1996) which suggests that there are 

three stages to the creation of a stroke: attack, development and ending. He 

writes, “The attack (or engagement) is the beginning of the stroke. A crucial 

consideration here is the movement of the pen in the air above the page, as it 

approaches the stroke, for the mark made upon the surface of the paper itself 

is the outcome of this movement. In a similar way the ending is concerned 

with all aspects of the movement in which the pen is lifted off the page at 

the finish of the stroke. Here too the pen’s movement in the air after the 

stroke has been made is important. Letters are the visible traces of invisible 

movement” (p.6). In this respect, the understanding of the line is one of the 

most important skills to master for the development of calligraphers in both 

traditions.

2.4 WESTERN CALLIGRAPHY

Western calligraphy denotes the occidental aspect of this research. Its 

principal writing system is based on the Roman alphabet. The main writing 

implement is the broad edged pen; usually manufactured from steel or hand 

cut from quill, reed or bamboo. Occasionally, the brush is also used.

Geographically, the research includes primarily three main areas of Western 

calligraphy development. These are Britain, Continental Europe (mainly 

Germany and Belgium) and USA.

The majority of literature on Western calligraphy in general can be grouped 

into the three categories: step-by-step manuals, historical references and 

showcases of calligraphers’ work.
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Key publications from these include Anderson’s The Art of Written Form 

(1992), which gives a very comprehensive review of the historical development 

of Western calligraphy and Sheila Water’s Foundations of Calligraphy (2006) 

which provides probably the best instructions and exemplars of different 

calligraphic hands, materials and techniques. 

Periodicals and journals on Western calligraphy are mainly published by 

local societies or individual calligraphy organisations. These are available 

in many countries and the quality and content varies depending on the 

organisation and the editor who runs it. From these, the journals offering 

most value towards the research are the UK calligraphy journals, EDGE 

(ed. Cavendish), from the Calligraphy and Lettering Arts Society (CLAS) 

and The Edward Johnston Foundation Journal (ed. Fleuss) from the Edward 

Johnston Foundation. In America, there exists The Letter Arts Review (eds. 

Gilman & Calderhead) which probably offers more theoretical editorial bias 

in its content.

The research has also included publications that deal with Western 

practitioners who are directly influenced from the East Asian tradition, such 

as Katharina Pieper (Pieper and Sabo, 2001) from Germany and Fabienne 

Verdier (ed. Cheng, and Verdier, 2002) from France. Pieper’s Time Caresses 

So Silently My Breath is a collaboration with the poet Henning Sabo. The 

calligraphic interpretations of Sabo’s poetry display hints of East Asian 

influence. Verdier’s In Love with the Way uses Chinese poems from the Tang 

Dynasty as the basis for her renditions of Chinese calligraphy. Her essay 

also reveals a deep understanding of the culture and traditions of Chinese 

calligraphy.

Until thirty years ago, Western calligraphy was generally regarded as a craft 

or an applied art form. Calligraphy always has a purposeful outcome, be 

it a manuscript, book or writing of prose or poetry. Clarity of letterforms 

is preferred over abstraction. Rhythm in writing is preferred over self-

expression. The calligrapher’s aim is to be an artisan, to achieve technical 

and artistic connoisseurship. This ‘traditionalist’ approach presents a 
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deep-rooted understanding of formal penmanship, techniques, forms and 

structure of calligraphy. 

2.4.1 Recent development in Western calligraphy

Formal penmanship is still the foundation on which 
professional calligraphers base their work. However, 
contemporary calligraphy places much more emphasis on 
expressive creativity than has been the case in the past. The 
interaction between the creative minds, the skilled hand, 
the writing instrument, and the writing surface is now seen 
to be of great value. Western scribes are now exploring 
the abstract qualities that are so much part of Chinese, 
Japanese, and, to a lesser extent, Arabic calligraphy. While 
there are not the spiritual overtones evident in the East, 
the notion that calligraphy can be an outpouring of the 
soul is being grasped in Britain, Europe, Australia, and the 
USA (Thomson, 2004, p.146).

The development of contemporary calligraphy has 

shown many calligraphers moving away from a 

craft based traditionalist approach. Some master 

calligraphers have questioned the meaning and 

development of calligraphy appropriate for today’s 

artistic contexts. For example, Hans-Joachim Burgert’s 

Lundus Scribendi (1982) and The Calligraphic Line 

(1989) explore the potential for new developments 

in calligraphy through experimentations with the 

graphic forms. In these works his letters are distorted 

and stretched, giving the lines a sense of elasticity and 

expressiveness (see Figure 8).

Brody Neuenschwander’s collaboration with the 

film director Peter Greenaway has resulted in 

many interesting projects involving calligraphy and 
Figure 8. ‘Untitled’ 
(Burgert, no date)
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projected images. Films like Prospero’s Books (1991) and The Pillow Book 

(1996) are some of the best examples of this collaboration. In The Pillow 

Book, Western and East Asian calligraphy are written onto naked bodies, 

acting as a metaphor for carrier of words. 

Neuenschwander’s recent publication, Textasy 

(Middendrop. et. al. 2006) examines his own ‘text 

art’ approach to calligraphy and discusses the 

various projects that he carried out which push the 

boundaries of calligraphy. He sees letters as “still life” 

(p.17) and uses them at will for whatever the situation 

and context. This comes from his understanding of 

Chinese and Arabic calligraphy, where he “massage[s] 

Western writing into text-images” (p.18). This 

expressive and malleable quality in writing is clearly 

evident in his work (see Figure 9)

Similar to Neuenschwander, the American 

calligrapher, Thomas Ingmire’s Words of Risk 

(Gullick, 1989) describes in detail the theory and 

processes involved in his expressive and painterly 

approach to calligraphy. Gullick says, “Thomas 

Ingmire writes in pictures” (p.1). He further 

explains, “For centuries artists have incorporated 

words into their work, but the words are usually 

there to inform, rarely to explore expressive 

possibilities” (ibid). Ingmire’s recent commission 

for the Edward Johnston Foundation, The Space 

of Writing (1999) is a box set comprising twenty-

eight sheets of calligraphy written with black ink 

on handmade paper. (see Figure 10) This work 

explores the calligraphic representation of space 

and the boundaries of legibility, where in some 

Figure 9. ‘Please Analyse’ 
(Neuenschwander, 1999)

Figure 10. ‘The Space of Writing’ 
(Ingmire, 1999)
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examples, the texts ceased to be letterforms and are just traces of marks 

with gestural movement. The rationale and processes of these work are 

documented in Ingmire’s essays in Spring Lines (2001, pp65-75) and Codici 

1 (Ingmire, 2003, pp52-61).

In the exhibition Displaced (1994), 

the Irish calligrapher, Denis Brown 

created mixed media work that reflected 

contemporary interpretations of the texts 

from Leviticus in the Bible (see Figure 

11). Some of the work is deliberately 

made controversial in content as well as 

execution – topics such as ‘menstruation’ 

or ‘leprosy’ are used and it was perhaps 

the first time that Western calligraphy 

was approached in this manner.

Some of his recent work explores the use 

of glass. He used a diamond tipped drill 

to engrave calligraphic marks directly 

into layers of glass and an archival print 

of additional texture or calligraphy was 

then placed as the background for the 

artwork (see Figure 12).

The journal Spring Lines (2001) discusses 

Chinese, Japanese, Arabic and Western 

calligraphy traditions and development. 

It also analyses how these cultures 

responded to the rapidly changing 

twentieth century. 

There have been exhibitions in recent years, which looked beyond the 

meanings of calligraphy. Exhibition catalogues such as Looking at the 

Figure 12. ‘Elena’ – layers of engraved glass 
(Brown, 2004)

Figure 11. ‘Cultural Decomposition’ 
(Brown, 1994)
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Same Moon, Modern Japanese and Western Calligraphy (Museum van het 

Boek, 2000), surveys the cultural influences of East Asian traditions on 

Western calligraphy. Catalogues from other calligraphy exhibitions such as 

Beyond Words (Ling, 1999) and Presence and Absence (Coffin-Price, 2003), 

explore the contextual meaning and interpretations of words through the 

calligraphic medium.

The examples of work and publications discussed so far, illustrate the 

diversity and development of Western calligraphy in recent years. These 

examples have demonstrated that Western calligraphy has explored different 

approaches and directions, crossing boundaries of art, religion, conceptual 

thinking, use of materials, and content. In these pursuits, calligraphers have 

also expanded the definitions of calligraphy.

2.4.2 Finding personal interpretations for calligraphy 

Burgert advocates the importance of developing a personal interpretation of 

calligraphy. He stresses the notion of learning “through our hands and our 

intuition what graphic and calligraphic forms are” and that “Calligraphy in 

the modern period has discovered the graphic potential of the line” (1989, 

p.115). In supporting these notions, Brody Neuenschwander wrote in the 

exhibition catalogue Looking at the Same Moon (Neuenschwander, 2000, 

p.15), perhaps the best definition for calligraphy is “the art of the linear 

graphic”. (Neuenschwander derived this definition of calligraphy from 

Abdelkebir Khatibi and Mohammed Sijelmassi’s The Splendour of Islamic 

Calligraphy of 1994). A similar concept appears in The Calligraphic Line by 

Hans-Joachim Burgert (1989); and also in Lettering as Drawing by Nicolete 

Gray (1971). 

Neuenschwander further suggests, “A line of writing, to be calligraphy rather 

than handwriting or typography, needs to show the right combination of 

contrasting and harmonious forms. That is to say, long and short lines, curved 

or straight lines, vertical, horizontal and diagonal lines, must be arranged to 

produce dramatic tensions within an overall stylistic harmony.” (ibid)
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Neuenschwander also explained in the EDGE (Kerr, 2003, p.5) how his 

outlook on calligraphy changed after attending Burgert’s workshop. He 

reflects, “Burgert makes a strict division between typography with its regular 

forms and high degree of function, and 

calligraphy with its elastic treatment 

of forms and spacing and low degree 

of function”. This notion has made him 

realise that the “essence of calligraphy is 

the black and white relationships on the 

page” (ibid).

Neuenschwander’s notion of ‘Linear 

graphic’ suggests the use of  graphic 

lines and forms. This can also be loosely 

translated as ‘calligraphic’ in nature. 

Incorporating these ideas into the 

research has allowed a wider spread of 

work to be studied. In this respect, linear 

graphic and calligraphic are the same and 

are used interchangeably in this research. 

It also infers a process of expressive 

mark making which can occur through 

traditional or digital means. In this sense, 

work such as Maeda’s computational 

designs (1999 and 2000), which use 

programming to create dynamic fluid 

lines could be considered as ‘calligraphic’. 

Mai’s Urban Calligraphy (2004) reflects 

the use of ‘linear graphic’ for the modern 

age. Mai analysed the use and approach 

of graffiti in the urban landscape and 

has developed a philosophy, which is 

deconstructive in nature (see Figure 13) 

and embraces urban architecture and 

Figure 13. ‘Berlin, Paris, Amsterdam’ – 
Urban calligraphy (Mai, 2004)

Figure 14. ‘Slab of snow carved into 
– leaving a translucent layer – horse 
chestnut stalks pinned together with thin 
bamboo’ (Goldsworthy, 1987)
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townscapes for inspirations. It also plays an important role in capturing the 

attention of the youth market and its sub cultures. 

In contrast, the work of Andy Goldsworthy’s A Collaboration with Nature, 

(1990) where natural materials are used to create ‘marks’ within the landscape, 

shows a great sense of calligraphic resonance and a deep understanding of 

time and space (See Figure 14).

2.4.3 Ch’i in Western calligraphy

Articles on the notion of Ch’i and Western calligraphy are very limited. 

Most notable are the essays The Movement Involving Touch (Reynolds, 1965) 

and The New Calligraphic Renaissance (Skaggs, 2000). Indirectly, Edward 

Johnston in the 1930’s wrote several references in Formal Penmanship And 

Other Papers (ed. Child, 1971), which showed a ‘hint’ of East Asian thinking 

although his writing and thoughts are mainly from the Arts and Crafts 

perspective. He says that calligraphy should “make living letters with a formal 

pen” (p.9) He also makes reference to simplicity and truth, in that “…all work 

which is honest and straightforward has a beauty and freshness of its own” 

(p.10). He also refers to the sense of self-development in that he believes, 

“when a scribe has sufficiently matured to be himself his calligraphy will 

emerge in a personal and intuitive way” (ibid).

In a similar context, Reynolds and Skaggs talk of the importance of writing 

involving the whole body and mind. Reynolds says that the sense of  “touch” 

and gestural movement will inevitably give “rhythmic vitality” to writing 

(Reynolds, 1965, p.204). Reynolds’ notion is seemingly inspired by the 

writing of Sze’s The Way of Chinese Painting (1956). He further explains 

that the aims “would be to make us [Western calligraphers] more intensely 

aware at all times of every aspect of our act of writing. Sometimes the right 

relation of movements involving the touch of the pen may open our eyes to 

the inner meaning of the word ‘calligraphy’ ” (1965, p.205). Reynold’s essay 

is perhaps the first Western literature to have mentioned directly the East 

Asian influence on Western calligraphy.
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Skaggs develops from Reynold’s ideas in his essay The New Calligraphic 

Renaissance (2000). He stresses that calligraphy is about the “tactile moment” 

(p.144) and that modern calligraphy is about “revealing the touch” (p.145) 

and does not necessarily have to be totally legible. Calligraphy is more about 

the process, rather than letterform making. He also made a direct reference 

to Ch’i, saying the “…unselfconscious gestural mark communicates a 

gracefulness that flows directly from the spiritual center of the artist. It is 

a kind of honest and truthful expression of what the Asians called chi, the 

creative life spirit”. He makes an analogy of the calligrapher being in “the 

zone” during the act of writing, where the calligraphy is made effortlessly 

and that “the marks breathe with life spirit”. This describes the directness 

in the making of the strokes, without hesitation and deliberation, which 

ultimately leads to a “sense of grace and authority”. His reference to “truthful 

expression” above refers to the integrity of the work, where the marks made 

are not superfluous or unintended. He suggests that the approach of integrity 

in the mark making process is universal and that there is a “cross-cultural 

appreciation” of these qualities (p.146).

However, Western calligraphers rarely attribute Ch’i as their main approach 

for writing. This apparent lack of acknowledgment can only suggest the 

unfamiliarity of the concept of Ch’i in Western writing. Even in Billeter’s 

publication The Chinese Art of Writing (1990) the notion of Ch’i was not 

mentioned directly. Instead he describes this process as the “body sense” 

(p.135) or the “body proper” and “being” (p.168). These terms seem rather 

clumsy and ambiguous. Subsequent conversations with several reputable 

Western calligraphers at the Writing 2002 and Writing 2003 symposia at the 

University of Sunderland (Ann Hechle, Hazel Dolby and Peter Thornton) 

also revealed limited knowledge on the notion of Ch’i. As a consequence 

of this, the Writing 2004 symposium Breath, Spirit, Energy was curated 

(Ling & Clayton, 2004) to address this issue and to promote the East Asian 

traditions to Western calligraphers. These issues will be further examined in 

detail in the Chapter 3.9.

Inspired by Billeter’s writing, this research uses the term ‘Self-being’ to 
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describe the ‘sense of self ’ and the ‘state of being’ of the calligrapher. This is 

to denote the connection between the act of writing and the calligrapher; 

and how this enriches the well-being as well as the development of the 

calligraphy.

2.5 DIGITAL MEDIA AND CALLIGRAPHY
A vast amount of literature exists on digital media and digital art, but 
very little on the subject of digital media and calligraphy. To overcome 
this problem, the scope of the research on calligraphy had to be widened. 
Inspired by Neuenschwander’s description of calligraphy as ‘linear graphic’  
(see section 2.4.2) this research has been directed to look at work that is 
‘calligraphic’ in nature. This has allowed the research to briefly refer to areas 
such as urban graphics and graffiti, computational art, motion graphics and 
digital arts.

General publications that cover the genre of digital art include Christiane 

Paul’s Digital Art (2003), which provides a comprehensive overview and 

theoretical context of the different digital art practices. She comments on the 

characteristics of digital art and its ability to be infinitely manipulated, and 

has the potential of being “a seamless combination of art forms, which can 

lead to a blurring of the distinctions between different media” (p.27). Michael 

Rush’s New Media in Late 20th-Century Art (1999) approached digital work 

from a fine art perspective. He also discusses the place of authenticity and 

authorship in digital arts (see Chapter 5.7), which has an important role 

in the research concerning computational calligraphy. Bruce Wands’ Art of 

the Digital Age (2007) also mentioned the concept of authenticity and the 

‘original’. This idea is used for discussion in Chapter 4.2.2 relating to print 

based calligraphy. 

In relation to the issue of ‘rhythmic vitality’ in digital media, there is 

little specific material, but in John Maeda’s Maeda @ Media (2000), he 

disseminates his philosophy and approach to computational work. It reveals 

that computational designs are not mechanical and cold, but organic and 

human. His computational designs usually look very simple, but carry highly 
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intelligent and creative thinking. For example, his computational design 

work for the Japanese companies Morisawa and Shiseido, show how he 

uses programming to create the designs directly, which results in work that 

commands a sense of sophistication and simplicity that would be hard to 

achieve using normal commercial software. His other publication, Creative 

Code (2004) showcases Maeda’s influences on computational design through 

the work of his ex-students and colleagues such as Ben Fry, Casey Reas, 

David Small, Joshua Davis, etc. Most of their work is found in the Internet. 

They highlight the advancement of computational work and provide a 

comprehensive picture of the theories and approaches of computational 

design. More details of these individuals’ work will be discussed later in 

Section 2.5.3.

The literature survey relating to digital media and calligraphy is separated 

here into three strands:

i. Print based digital calligraphy

ii. Screen based digital calligraphy

iii. Computational calligraphy

2.5.1 Print based calligraphy

In terms of publications, there are only two books specifically about 

Western calligraphy and digital media. These are George Thomson’s Digital 

Calligraphy (2003) and Calligraphy and Photoshop (2004) which explain 

practically the processes involved in making digital calligraphy. These are 

print based approaches using Adobe Photoshop or Illustrator as the main 

software, and a digital pen and tablet as the main tools. 

One of the reasons for this lack of information concerning digital media and 

Western calligraphy is because this is only a recent development. Notably, 

Denis Brown from Ireland, and George Thomson and Tim Donaldson from 

the UK, have explored the use of digital media for their work in some depth. 

Brown (2004) advocates the use of computer digits as the ‘digits’ of our 
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hands (fingers that create calligraphy) – 

a direct twist on the meanings of words, 

to draw parallels of words and linguistic 

meanings within calligraphy. He asks 

the question whether a bar code could 

be a form of digital calligraphy (see 

Figure 15). He writes, “Like medieval 

manuscripts, a bar code is a document 

that communicates via a pattern black 

and white lines, in thick and thin 

strokes. In that sense it is a digital 

calligraphy” (Brown, 2004). Brown has also explored the use of archival 

printing inks and papers for the use of inkjet printers – giving permanence 

and value to work that is digital rather than entirely hand made. 

Thomson on the other hand has a more functional and straightforward use 

of digital media and calligraphy. His digital calligraphy includes typefaces 

that he has designed, based on his own calligraphic writing. The typeface 

is then ‘typed’ on to the screen and arranged to look like calligraphy. He 

also scanned calligraphic works and manipulated them digitally. These 

approaches are used by other calligraphers such as Herman Zapf (1987) 

Julian Waters (2003) and Timothy Donaldson (2007).

In an article in the Design Journal (vol. 2, issue 2, 1999), Computer Aided 

Calligraphy: Where Write Isn’t Wrong, Thomson devised a system of using 

random algorithms to create letters of slightly variable shapes from a set of 

standard fonts. In this way, the letters will look less ‘mechanical’ but more 

like calligraphy, as they have degrees of inconsistency. He also argued that 

there should be no distinction between calligraphy and type design based 

on this method of production. He suggested that if a script font can create 

“a regularity, evenness of visual colour and rhythm to the text – all desirable 

qualities” (p.46), then it is worthy to be considered as calligraphy. He further 

explained that one of the key advantages of working in this way is the “very 

fast production of accurate script that retains the rhythmic vitality of hand-

written calligraphy” (p.48).

Figure 15. ‘Digital, pertaining 
to the fingers’ (Brown, 2004)
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Other calligraphers also suggest there should not be any distinction between 

calligraphy and type design. It is not the methods produced that should be 

scrutinised but how they are used and what they look like that matters. The 

American calligrapher Julian Waters supports this way of thinking, “Whether 

made with ink on Japanese paper, or by manipulating Bezier outline curves 

on a Macintosh computer, letterforms are still conceived by humans, using 

the mind, the heart and the hand. As Paul Standard said ‘Geometry can 

produce legible letters, but art alone makes them beautiful. Art begins 

where geometry ends, and imparts to letters a character transcending mere 

measurement’ ” (Scripsit, 2003, p.3).

2.5.2 Screen based calligraphy

As pointed out on page 27, Brody Neuenschwander is perhaps the only 

Western calligrapher to have worked extensively with films such as Prospero’s 

Books (1991) and The Pillow Book (1996), and large projection work such as The 

Christoph Kolumbus Opera (1998), Writing to Vermeer (1999), The Bologna 

Towers Project (2000), and ‘Writing on Water’ (2006). His collaboration 

with the film director and artist Peter Greenaway constantly pushes the 

boundaries of calligraphy in both the physical as well as the aesthetic sense. 

In many of their collaborations, the calligraphy is no longer written on paper, 

but is written on human bodies, or projected on to the stage or the sides of 

buildings, where the calligraphy is written live to an audience. The technical 

processes become secondary, but the calligraphy has contextual importance 

to the film or installation that simply cannot be achieved by normal means.

Denis Brown on a smaller personal scale also experimented with video, 

sound, and installation. His video Dance of Line (2006), encapsulates the 

use of the different media very well. In this work, he collaborated with 

the cellist, Rohan de Saram, and synchronised his performance of writing 

with the performance of music. The video creates a multitude of layers and 

expressions through the writing of dynamic marks and music – giving a 

different form of expression for calligraphy. In complete contrast, his latest 

video work, Reductionist Calligraphy – uses “no words, no gesturalism; just 
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ink dropped into water, moving 

beautifully by itself ” (Brown, 2008). 

This time, drops of black inks are 

filmed floating within water. The 

ink trails in the water create their 

own ‘calligraphic’ marks and with 

the accompanied music, it evokes 

a strong sense of mood and vitality 

(see Figure 16 for movie). 

2.5.3 Computational calligraphy

Computational calligraphy uses 

programming codes to facilitate 

the creation of ‘linear graphics’ (Neuenschwander, 2000) and ‘textual 

representation’ (Piñón, 2006). Due to the nature of digital media, most 

research in this area can be found on the Internet as the World Wide 

Web has facilitated a greater dissemination of programming codes and 

practices. These approaches have brought about the development of several 

independent programming languages for computational designs. These 

include DNB – Design By Numbers (Maeda, 1999) Macromedia Flash’s 

ActionScripts (Macromedia, 2000), and Processing (Fry and Reas, 2001).

Some works are significant to the computational nature of this research 

– such as work by Maeda’s MIT lab, Ben Fry, Casey Reas, Golan Levin et 

al. Most of this information is related to the computational mark making 

approach, using the programming language Processing (Fry & Reas, 2001). 

These practitioners also have their own websites and these provide a good 

cross-referencing of contemporary digital work. For example, Ben Fry’s 

approach of using computational design as a tool for information gathering 

and processing is very creative and functional. It presents this data in a 

three-dimensional, organic and fluid manner. His works anemone (2004) 

and Visualising Haplotype Structure (2004) are very good examples of this 

approach. In anemone, he devised a program which monitors the traffic 

Figure 16. The movie ‘Reductionist Calligraphy’ 
(Brown, 2007)
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flow of data and usage of a website and 

represents this in an organic structure, 

that changes depending on the usage of 

the site (see Figure 17).

Although this work seemingly has no 

relationship to calligraphy, it nevertheless 

shows that the computational approach 

can produce work that is generative by 

itself, and in this example, is a piece of 

linear graphic where no two designs are 

the same. 

A different approach is demonstrated by 

Casey Rea’s use of Processing to create 

print based art works (http://reas.

com/) For example, in his Tissue Print 

series (2002), thin organic hairlines are 

generated and printed using archival 

inks and paper (see Figure 18). These 

limited edition prints look like ink 

drops in water and have a similar 

mood to the work of calligrapher Denis 

Brown’s Reductionist Calligraphy (2007) 

mentioned previously, where inks are 

filmed being dropped into water (see 

Figure 19).

Golan Levin’s approach perhaps shows 

the nearest relationship to calligraphy, in 

that some of his processing works can be 

interpreted as ‘linear graphic’ in nature 

(http://www.flong.com). In Meshy (1998) 

and Yellowtail (2000) the linear qualities 

are very different. In Meshy, (see Figure 

Figure 17. Image from ‘anemone’ (Fry, 2004)

Figure 18. Image from the ‘Tissue’ series 
(Reas, 2002)

Figure 19. A print from ‘Reductionist 
Calligraphy’ (Brown, 2007)

http://reas.com/
http://reas.com/
http://www.flong.com/
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20) the user creates lines of mesh which 

can be animated and manipulated in 

real time. In Yellowtail (see Figure 21), 

the lines register the user’s gestural 

movement and create strokes that run 

“end-over-end… repeats according to 

its own period, producing an ever-

changing and responsive display of 

lively, worm-like textures” (ibid).

These experiments show the variety 

and possibilities that are inherent in 

computational designs. In this respect, 

many of the ideas can be translated into 

computational calligraphy and these 

experiments are discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 5.

Most of these computational works use 

Processing, which is an ‘open source’ 

programming language. This means 

that programmers are encouraged to share their codes and practices with 

each other via the Internet so other programmers are allowed to manipulate 

and adapt the codes for their own needs. This open source approach has 

developed into a widespread Internet community. However, this approach 

has raised the question of ‘authenticity’ in computational design (Gleeson, 

2004). She writes, “Digital reproduction enables mixing and matching 

chunks of visual imagery, audio sound-bites, textual narratives and digital 

data from a variety of sources and representing them as a new statement, 

independent of all its sources” (p.13).

In this respect, the ownership of codes can be vague but perhaps this is 

not important. Gleeson also said “Both the open source code and the listed 

examples of work elucidate the point that digital replications, enhancements 

Figure 20. ‘Meshy’ (Levin, 1998)

Figure 21. ‘Yellowtail’ (Levin, 2000)
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and multiplicity are nothing if not the material to create a unique piece of art 

whose authenticity lies in its creative manipulation of all types of information 

as opposed to an object primed for the art market” (ibid). It is this ethos that 

makes open source codes so popular, as it is dealing with the mindset of 

creative exploration rather than monetary exploitation.

Another aspect to open source codes is the higher level of control that the 

artists/programmers have over their work. They do not have to rely on 

commercial software that dictates to some degree what they can and cannot 

produce. This flexibility of  ‘control’ from the maker would also determine the 

control that the user has over the work. In this sense, the artist/programmer is 

using codes as a malleable material, moulding and shaping it in a creative way. 

Collaborations in digital media are common practice. This is highlighted 

in the publication Generative Design (2001), from The Friends of Ed series, 

which showcases the creative potential of digital media and programming. 

Four computational designers Golin Levin, Lia, Adrian Ward and Meta were 

asked to create computational work based on the theme of ‘life & oblivion’. 

They then discussed their work and approaches in detail. Their discussions 

summarised the need for computational artists to create their own software, 

rather than rely on major commercial software which often lacks the 

flexibility and control that they need for their kind of creative outputs.

Other artists such as Amit Pitaru’s 

Sonic Wire Sculpture (www.pitaru.com) 

introduce 3D, sound and computation. 

The Sonic Wire Sculpture (2003) 

interacts with the user’s movement when 

using the digital stylus, and the sound 

is emitted (high and low frequencies) 

according to the position of the marks 

made. This is further enhanced by the 

marks rotating in a three-dimensional 

space (see Figure 22 for movie).
Figure 22. The movie Sonic Wire Sculpture 
(Pitaru, 2003)

http://www.pitaru.com
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Taking this approach further, The 

Body Brush (2002), developed by a 

research team at the City University of 

Hong Kong (Ip, Hay and Tang, 2002)), 

uses the participant’s movement within 

a physical space to produce marks on 

screen (see Figure 23 for movie). This 

programme literally uses the human 

body as a brush. It essentially creates 

a virtual 3D painting within a space, 

with a limitless palette of colours, 

shapes and forms. The installation also allows the user to move through 

this space and react with the marks made.

Survey into PhD research reveals no matching studies, but there is one 

example in Hong Kong that touches upon the digital media aspect of this 

research. Siu Hang Chu’s PhD thesis, Making Digital Painting Organic 

(2007), has developed software, which facilitates Chinese ink painting and 

calligraphy and presents one of the most realistic renditions of digital ink 

dispersion (see Chapter 4).

This is software that would emulate 

the properties of Chinese ink (ink 

dispersion algorithm) through the 

use of a digital pen and tablet (pp.11 

to 12). This is perhaps the closest 

example yet of software being able 

to produce authentic looking brush 

marks and calligraphy. (see Figure 24). 

In his PhD thesis, Chu illustrates his 

understanding of ‘rhythmic vitality’ 

(p.21) and emphasises the importance 

of having “vibrancy” in the marks that 

his software can produce (ibid). 

Figure 23. The Movie, ‘The Body Brush’ (Ip, 
Hay and Tang, 2002)

Figure 24. Examples of Chinese 
calligraphy by the virtual Chinese brush 
(Chu, 2007)
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2.6 SUMMARY

This literature survey is separated into three areas: East Asian traditions, 

Western traditions and Digital Media and calligraphy. The survey establishes 

that there is a wealth of materials on each of the areas identified, but it also 

highlights the lack of published materials that connect them together. To 

overcome this limitation, the research had to be broadened to include 

Western critics and practitioners who have been directly influenced by 

the East Asian traditions. Their theories and approaches were analysed, 

formulated and adapted for the research. For example, from studying Billeter 

(1990) the notion of ‘self-being’ was developed to describe the ‘sense of the 

self ’ and the ‘state of being’ of the calligrapher. Through Flint Sato (1999), 

the different qualities of lines in Japanese calligraphy were analysed and this 

is later applied in my practical work, which will be discussed further in the 

next Chapter.  

General literature on the contemporary development of Chinese calligraphy 

reveals that some contemporary calligraphers are employing conceptual 

approaches to calligraphy. The works of Wang Nanming (1992) and Zhang 

Qiang (1996) demonstrate well that Chinese calligraphy can be used in this 

way. Other essays such as Zhao Jiping and Yau Shing-Tung suggest there are 

similarities between calligraphy, music and mathematics. It is understood 

these similarities lie in the processes and the approaches used in each of the 

disciplines.

The survey also establishes the notion of ‘Ch’i’ and its traditions and 

approaches. Literatures about ‘Ch’i’ in East Asian calligraphy are plentiful. 

The most useful are Sze’s The Way of Chinese Calligraphy (1956) and Kwo’s 

Chinese Brushwork in Calligraphy and Painting (1981). From Sze, it is 

understood that the notion of ‘Ch’i is underpinned by the term ‘Ch’i Yen Shen 

Tung’ (p.37). Sze also highlights the Taoist principle of “stilling the heart” 

(p.19), which reflects the process of observation, practising of contentment 

and being generally more bodily aware of one’s self-being. Ch’en (1966) also 

suggests the principle of ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’, which is loosely translated 

as the “co-ordination of the mind and hand” (p.222). These are the main 
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principles used in the research, where the characteristics of Ch’i are identified, 

and new approaches and processes are further developed. Kwo (1981) uses 

the principles of ‘aesthetic standards’ (p.74) to denote Ch’i. From this, the 

forms, the use of lines, space consciousness, composition and balance are 

used as the standards by which Chinese calligraphy is judged. 

Tanahashi (2000) discusses the problems of cross-cultural practices, in 

that the culture, language and artistic traditions are natural barriers which 

tend to prevent an ‘outsider’ from understanding deeply the nuances of the 

traditions and practices. This suggests that any cross-cultural work requires 

a deep knowledge and understanding of the nuances of language, culture and 

traditions. He also advocates that East Asian calligraphy should be viewed 

as though it is a piece of motion picture. Each character depicts the gestural 

movement of the brush as well as revealing the tension and dynamics of 

the strokes. It could be argued that Western calligraphy can be viewed in 

the same way because each stroke of the Roman letterforms also shows the 

gestural movement and the energy imbued by the calligrapher.

There is very little literature about Ch’i in Western calligraphy.  Those that 

cover it are the essays The Movement Involving Touch by Reynolds (1965), and 

Calligraphic Renaissance by Skaggs (2000). Both describe the ‘internal’ aspect 

of Western calligraphy in that calligraphers should be more bodily aware of 

their movement and the sense of touch of the pen. Reynolds suggests that 

in understanding this process, the outcome will lead to ‘rhythmic vitality’ in 

writing.

This ‘rhythmic vitality’ is evident in the work of many contemporary 

calligraphers’ work who have also explored and pushed the boundaries of 

calligraphy. Practitioners like Burgert (Germany), Brown (Ireland), Clayton 

(UK), Ingmire (USA) and Neuenschwander (Belgium) have shown highly 

developed theoretical and practical approaches in their work; this also 

reflect today’s artistic contexts. 

Burgert (1989) and Neuenschwander (2007) advocate the importance of 
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developing a personal interpretation of calligraphy. Burgert is interested in 

the potential of the graphic form, and how the lines can be used as a means 

of expression. Neuenschwander’s use of ‘linear graphic’ (2000) to define 

calligraphy has widened the scope of this research. Using the principle of the 

‘linear graphic’ to explore traditional and digital work helped to develop the 

theoretical thinking behind the expressive mark and showed how ‘rhythmic 

vitality’ can be part of this approach. It allowed other disciplines, such as 

urban graphics, mark making and computational designs, to be included 

in this research; in this respect, both traditions employ the ‘linear’ aspect 

in their work. It is the quality of the line and the energy imbued by the 

gestural movement that gives it the ‘rhythmic vitality’. These calligraphic 

marks essentially define the positive and negative spaces and ultimately 

give it form, movement and energy. It also denotes a certain time, place and 

space, from which the work stems.

The lack of published materials on digital media and calligraphy is not 

surprising, since it is still a relatively new discipline. It is evident from the 

digital work of calligraphers such as Brown, Thomson, Donaldson and 

Neuenschwander, that the potential of digital calligraphy exists and that these 

calligraphers have opened up other possibilities of calligraphic expression. 

In the area of print based calligraphy, it is apparent that the use of digital media 

has many unique properties such as the use of layers, choices, reusability, 

unpredictability, etc. and new processes involving these properties will be 

further discussed in detail in Chapter 4.3.

In screen based calligraphy, the properties are slightly different, in that it is 

not paper based but offers interactivity, sound and motion. Some examples, 

such as Neuenschwander’s projection work, also allows live rendering 

of calligraphy on screen. This cross-disciplinary approach has enabled 

calligraphy to be expressed in different ways and these new processes of 

screen based work will be discussed in Chapter 4.4 also.

Within computational calligraphy, it is apparent that computer codes can 
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be used as a creative medium. Practitioners such as Maeda, Fry, Reas, etc. 

demonstrate the potential of what computation can achieve. It is understood 

that the development of the ‘open source’ approach of sharing codes through 

the Internet has changed the perception of ‘ownership’ and that the monetary 

value of the work is not important, but it is the creative outcomes that 

matter. These works demonstrate the diversity and possibilities of adapting 

the ‘linear graphic’ into computational designs. From this, the research also 

looked at the issue of authenticity and authorship, control by the maker 

and the user. More details of these characteristics and approaches will be 

discussed in Chapter 5.

The survey of existing literature has identified themes across boundaries. 

Namely they are the linear graphic, rhythmic vitality, the control, and the 

integrity of the work. These themes can be applied to both traditions, and 

it is from this that new processes will be developed, within the context of 

Western calligraphy and digital media. The following chapters will elucidate 

these new processes.
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CHAPTER 3 – CH’I IN CALLIGRAPHY

3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter analyses the concept of Ch’i ( ) in the East Asian tradition and 

establishes working definitions, which are then applied to examples of 

practical work within the context of Western calligraphy. The aim is not to 

quantitatively fix ‘levels of Ch’i’, but to identify some common concepts and 

processes of calligraphy.

In East Asian calligraphy, ‘Ch’i’ is the intangible quality that is behind all 

brushwork (Sze, 1956). It is perceived to be the traces of the spirit and 

vital energy left by the gestural movement of the calligrapher. In Western 

calligraphy, this concept is outside its normal experience – it is sometimes 

acknowledged but not necessarily deeply understood and might not even be 

accepted as a real phenomenon. This chapter therefore aims to clarify what 

‘Ch’i’ is and the context in which it relates to Western calligraphy. It will also 

elucidate how it is cultivated in Western calligraphy and what place it has 

within digital media.

3.2 CH’I IN CONTEXT

The Chinese character ‘Ch’i’ can be literally translated as ‘breath’. From the 

different studies by Sze (1959), Reynolds (1965), Laughlin (1981) and Wong 

(2005) - the notion of breath as soul and spirit of things can be found in 

similar contexts from different cultures. Reynolds writes, “In Sanskrit this 

breath is Prana; in Greek, Pneuma; in Latin, Spiritus.” (1965, p.204). Wong 

further explains that these words “cover the range of meanings from wind 

and breath to spirit” (2005, p.154). Laughlin’s research on the Navajo Indians 

suggested a similar notion. According to Laughlin, in “Navajo philosophy the 

hidden dimension of things is called nilch’i, or Wind” (n.d. p.14). He further 

explained that the Navajo believes that all things in the world, including 
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people, are manifested by this Wind that “flows in and out of all things” 

which is termed “bii’asti” – the “animated energy within” (ibid).

As this suggests, the notion of ‘Breath’ is not unique to East Asian philosophy 

as many cultures have developed independent terms to describe this 

concept. These traditions share the principle that ‘breath’ is the energy or 

life force that transcend through the cosmos and beings. The similarities 

here lie in that ‘breath’ is the vital energy or the essence of ‘life’. When this is 

applied to the context of calligraphy, it refers to the energy and the ‘self ’ that 

is released through the calligrapher’s being, via the writing implement into 

the calligraphy. Hence, the slightest hesitation, anger, serenity or any other 

emotions are recorded and revealed in the writing.

3.3 CH’I IN EAST ASIAN CALLIGRAPHY

Ch’i is an elusive term, one whose meaning can be sensed 
without difficulty but which no simple definition can cover. 
The fundamental fact that it has to be grasped through 
intuition indicates that an intellectual definition would fall 
far short. (Sze, 1959 p.59)

It is clear from Sze (1959) that the articulation of Ch’i is 

complex and not easily put down in writing (see Chapter 

2.3.1). To articulate the notion of ‘Ch’i in calligraphy, most 

writers (particularly Kwo, Reynolds and Sze,) have based 

their research on the term ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung’ (see Figure 

25). This principle was first referred to in the First Canon of 

Painting by the Chinese painter, Hiseh Ho (A.D 479-502), 

In this canon, he used the phrase ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung’ to 

describe: “the ideas that Ch’i (the Breath of Heaven, the Spirit) 

stirs all of nature to life and sustains the eternal processes of 

movement and change; and that if a work has ch’i it inevitably 

reflects a vitality of spirit that is the essence of life itself. Man’s 

Figure 25. The 
Chinese characters 
for ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng 
Tung’ (Wai, no 
date)
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spiritual resources are regarded as a direct manifestation of this creative 

power of Heaven” (Sze, p.37). 

The first character “Ch’i” ( ) is the same character that is used in the notion 

of Ch’i, which means ‘breath’, and in this context could also mean ‘spirit’ or 

‘energy’

The second character ‘Yun’ ( ) can be translated as “resonance”, “vibrations” 

or “rhythm” or “rhythmic” (Reynolds, 1965, p.204).

The third character “Sheng” ( ) literally means ‘to grow’, or ‘alive, or ‘life’, or 

‘vitality’. 

The final character ‘Tung’ ( ) can be translated as ‘to move’, or ‘gestural’ or 

‘movement’. 

As such, ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung’ can be translated as “Heaven’s Breath, 

moving rhythmically, produces life-movement” or “operation of the spirit 

of life-movement” or “spiritual rhythm expressed in the movement of life”, 

or “Heavenly Breath’s rhythm vitalizes movement” or “rhythmic vitality” 

(Reynolds, 1965, pp202-204).

Tanahashi has a simpler and succinct interpretation of this – “the resonance 

of ch’i is vibrant” (1998, p.43). To place this in a calligraphic context, one 

can describe a piece of calligraphy as having a sense of energy, resonance, 

rhythmic vitality and movement – with the presence of the calligrapher’s 

self-being through the marks that are made. 

Tanahashi further suggests that: “Ch’i has little to do with intellectual analysis 

or the intentional making of effect. It also has little to do with struggling or 

forcing. It is a gentle and natural flow of energy that is open to spontaneity; 

and lies largely in the realm of non-thinking – a relaxed but highly focused 

and concentrated force that manifests in a non-hesitating, decisive, and 

unbroken stream, which can only be cultivated with sustained training” 
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(ibid). This suggests that Ch’i cannot be induced deliberately nor can it be 

created artificially. It also implies that Ch’i can only happen through focused 

but spontaneous gestural movements to create calligraphic marks that would 

resonate on the page. However, it does require that “the hand, the mind, and 

the person are all present even in one stroke.” (Tanahashi, 2000).

Ch’en (1966) describes this process as “Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin” (p.222), which 

literally means ‘the mind and hand in harmony’ or ‘the co-ordination of the 

mind and hand’. Similar to ‘Ch’i Yin Shen Tung’, ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’ is 

another ancient Chinese principle, which implies that the calligrapher (the 

mind) and the calligraphy (the hand) should be unified as one. This denotes 

a sense of spontaneity, integrity and control.

Robert C. Morgan eloquently described this process in the work of the 

contemporary Chinese calligrapher Tong Yang-tze, “As her stroke swings 

across the space… we sense the ease of the pure light entering through 

a doorway of a darkened room. It is here that we catch a glimmer of her 

ecstatic grasp of the ‘ch’i’ – the eternal flow of energy, the unrelenting 

moment where the cursive ideograph is taking shape, even though its 

meaning may be obfuscated through the expressiveness of her mind/eye/

hand co-ordination” (Morgan, 2001, p.3) This observation suggests that the 

calligraphic marks made by Tong are direct and spontaneous. It also implies 

that her self-being is controlled and unified during the process of writing. 

In order to develop this control and mind-hand co-ordination, the Chinese 

calligraphers practice the principle of ‘Stilling the Heart’ (Sze, 1956, p.19). 

This principle comes from the Taoist philosophy and it implies the nature of 

practising contentment. Through moments of quietness, the mind becomes 

more receptive and the body is in tune with one’s self-being. This process 

facilitates the control and spontaneity of movement during the act of 

calligraphy. It is an approach towards the ‘simplicity’ of things – this means 

that the mind is rid of any unnecessary distractions and the calligraphic 

strokes made are the absolute essential marks needed, with no superfluous 



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 45

Chapter 3 – Ch’i in Calligraphy 

stokes or retouching afterwards. This also suggests a sense of honesty of the 

marks, as well as revealing the integrity of the calligrapher.

3.3.1 Aesthetic standards

From a different perspective, Kwo suggests that to cultivate Ch’i in calligraphy, 

there must be a certain level of aesthetic standard in the work. Some of these 

include form, line, composition, balance and space consciousness,

Kwo advocates that without form there is nothingness (1981, p.56). It provides 

structure to shape and reality. Through lines, the marks become calligraphy, 

which in turn gives it form and shape. “Lines define form, suggest space, 

connote surface [and] indicate movement” (p.62). He further explains, “Even 

a dot may serve the same function as line” (ibid). 

Kwo also believes the perception of space is an intuitive activity, closely linked 

to one’s seeing and feeling (p.65). In calligraphy, space is created by perceptive 

observation and the gestural quality of the lines. He explained, “The Ch’i 

expressed in calligraphy is an essential means of creating the atmosphere 

of space, for space is the stage upon which all action and movement takes 

place.” (p.66).

Arguably, a good piece of calligraphy should strive for balance both internally 

and externally. Within East Asian calligraphy, the external balance does not 

convey symmetric but asymmetric composition. Within this asymmetrical 

balance, there is usually an element of contrast. This could include elements 

such as contrasts in size (large and small), texture (rough and smooth), colour 

(e.g. black and red), scale and proportion, etc. Having contrast in calligraphy 

creates visual interest as well as kinetic dynamism between the elements.

3.3.2 The development of the self-being

So far the different qualities of ‘Ch’i’ in various contexts have been examined. 

It is identified that ‘Ch’i’ or the ‘Rhythmic Vitality’ can be found in calligraphy. 
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Rhythmic vitality comes from the principle of ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung’ and 

it is practised through the concepts of ‘Stilling the Heart’ and ‘Hsin Shou 

Hsiang Yin’, the co-ordination of the mind and the hand. These promote 

the cultivation of the self-being. It is a process of sustained training of 

the mind and the body. It concerns developing a better sense of bodily 

awareness of the ‘here’ and ‘now’. It is about having an accepting attitude 

and openness to creating work. Verdier, the French-Sino calligrapher, 

describes this process as, “Like a human being the world breathes, and a 

calligrapher must have his heart open so as to breathe into his stroke the 

pulse of the universe. For that, he must try to cultivate receptivity, discover 

wholeness, be attuned to his emotions and his inner being” (ed. Cheng and 

Verdier, 2002, no page number). 

Historically, the notion of ‘Ch’i was believed to be something that you are 

either born with or not. You cannot study it, nor can you cultivate it. The 

first canon by Hsieh Ho (5th Century) actually stipulated that the ‘Ch’i Yuen’ 

is innate and cannot be taught or acquired through time. This idea was not 

refuted for almost twelve hundred years until the 17th century when the 

artist, Tung Ch’i-Chang voiced his disagreement, “… Ch’i Yuen Shen Tung, 

the first is an instinctive talent, which cannot be achieved by learning. But, 

to a certain extent, it may be learned. To read ten thousand books, and travel 

ten thousand miles… then, whatever you paint, the landscape will be a lively 

and inspiring one.” (Kwo, 1981, p.75)

This advocates that ‘Ch’i Yuen’ is closely related to one’s life experience and 

the cultivation of self-being. In the modern context, it is widely accepted 

that ‘Ch’i’ can be studied and it is innate within everyone. It is through 

understanding it and cultivating it that this rhythmic vitality is then naturally 

imbued in all our creative activities, be it pottery making, drawing or taking 

a photograph. It could be argued that it is the ‘Ch’i’ that makes a Picasso 

different to a Pollock. In calligraphy, this is perhaps more apparent. One 

could name the calligrapher simply by looking at the letterforms, as the 

writing would have individual qualities of ‘Ch’i’ of the person.
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There are many ways in which to develop one’s self-being. These could include 

brush meditation (Davey, 1999), religious and philosophical practices, such 

as the notion of Heaven, Earth, Man (Trungpa, 1994) or Wabi Sabi (Koren, 

1994), and aesthetic development (Kwo, 1981).

Although these practices are seemingly different, they do all lead to the same 

metaphysical development. Billeter (1990) suggests that calligraphers need 

to develop the body to be more integrated with their activities, such that “the 

state of being and the forms we produce when writing are connected” (1990, 

p.135). He further explained that a calligrapher with a developed body sense 

would “generally possess better marshalled energies, a more sharply focused 

activity… a better internal bearing which they communicate to the characters 

involuntarily” (pp.135-136). This seems to suggest that a calligrapher with a 

cultivated self-being is more aware of his activities, space and time – leading 

to a flow and spontaneity of writing.

3.3.3 Developing new approaches

From the analysis conducted thus far, I have translated the term ‘Ch’i Yun 

Shen Tung’ and identified the following characteristics, which are applicable 

for Western calligraphy:

i. A natural flow of energy (Ch’i)

ii. The rhythmic pattern of writing (Yun)

iii. The vitality of letterforms (Shen)

iv. The gestural movement of the calligrapher (Tung)

Arguably, these characteristics could be identified in Western calligraphy, 

but if they are to be developed, then the calligrapher needs to turn to the 

practices that cultivate Ch’i, such as the principles for ‘Stilling the Heart’ 

and ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’, in order to develop new approaches for Western 

calligraphy. These new approaches might be summarized in Western terms 

as developing ‘Simplicity’ and ‘Spontaneity’ and I have constructed the 

diagram below to illustrate these rationales (see Figure 26).
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Chi Yun Shen Tung

 Western calligraphy 
(Linear Graphic with Rhythmic Vitality)

Approaches and practices of Ch’i

Principles of Ch’i

Characteristics of Ch’i

Ch’i

Breath
Spirit

Energy

Yun

Vibrations
Resonance

Rhythm
Rhythmic

Shen

Growth
Life

Alive
Vitality

Tung

To move
Gestural

Movement

‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’

[The co-ordination of mind and hand]
 [The control and the spontaneity]

‘Stilling the Heart’

[The simplicity, quietness, 
contentment, integrity and the 

development of self-being]

Approach of 
Spontaneity

Approach of 
Simplicity

Figure 26. Diagram showing the processes and development of Ch’i for 
Western calligraphy (Ling, 2008)
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The approach of simplicity concerns the abandonment of non-essential 

elements in the mind as well as in the work. It is to practise the quiet and 

receptive nature of contentment. It is also about being more bodily aware of 

the moment – through these developments of self-being – the integrity and 

the standard of the calligraphy should be apparent. 

The approach of spontaneity in calligraphy relates to the co-ordination of the 

mind and hand. It is the control and the engagement of the brush and ink on 

paper; and the execution of the brush strokes and the gestural movement. The 

writing should be written with a sense of confidence and naturalness. Even 

with more formal writing, the manipulation of the implement is an intuitive 

act. With more expressive strokes, the quality of the line is paramount and 

this can only be achieved by writing without hesitation. Both of these East 

Asian approaches can then be applied for the use of ‘linear graphic’ (Western 

calligraphy). Demonstration and analysis of this process through practical 

work are discussed in section 3.6. 

3.4 CH’I IN WESTERN CALLIGRAPHY

Some of the East Asian principles mentioned so far can be deemed to be alien 

concepts within the Western tradition. Instead, most Western calligraphy is 

generally described as a ‘lively’ piece of work, or it is a piece of ‘sensitive’ 

writing, or the marks are ‘expressive’, or it is simply ‘beautiful writing’. As 

discussed in Chapter 2.2, these adjectives generally describe the external 

nature and aesthetic qualities of calligraphy but do not reflect the inner 

qualities of the calligrapher.

As identified in the previous section, the general characteristics of Ch’i are 

energy, rhythmic, vitality and movement. These characteristics suggest 

processes that are by nature external and internal. Although Western 

calligraphy is often deemed as an external process, it can be argued that these 

inner qualities already exist but are not readily apparent because the vocabulary 

being used is not a recognised part of its tradition. By analysing the different 
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theoretical writings from Western calligraphers (particularly Johnston and 

Reynolds), similarities between the two traditions can be identified.

3.4.1 Sharpness, freedom and unity

Fairbank (1948, p.17) commented that Edward Johnston’s 

principles for formal penmanship are “sharpness, freedom 

and unity” (see Figure 27). 

The sharpness of letterform is one of the essential aesthetic 

standards by which Western calligraphy is judged. By 

“sharpness”, Johnston is relating to the broad edged pen 

where it “cuts into the surface and makes a trough the exact 

width of the pen beyond which the ink cannot spread. This 

gives a clean firm edge to the letter or stroke” (Wellington, 

1948, p.26). Johnston also stresses that “the trueness of 

the pen strokes shows itself in three characteristics: the 

strokes are: Sharp-edged, Uniformly made and Swift” (ed. 

Child 1971, p.118). Arguably, these characteristics share 

the same sensibilities of East Asian calligraphy. “Sharp-

edged” could be interpreted as the distinct graphic forms 

that give Western calligraphy its ‘resonance’ and beauty. 

“Uniformly made” suggests the ‘rhythmic’ in writing, speed and consistency 

of standards. “Swift” denotes the gestural ‘movement’ and suggestion that 

the strokes should be spontaneous and direct.

“Freedom” in this instance implies ‘disciplined’ freedom, in which the 

calligrapher needs to acquire a certain level of skill and control before good 

work can be achieved. Johnston describes this process as, “The good scribe 

cultivates such uniformity of action until it becomes habitual” (ed. Child, 

1971, p.142). This disciplined freedom draws parallels to the sense of ‘control’ 

found in East Asian calligraphy and reflects the natural state of self-being, 

similar to that of the ‘Stilling the Heart’ principle. After the attainment of skills 

and discipline, ‘freedom’ can then be applied to the rhythm of writing. 

Figure 27. Calligraphy 
by Johnston 
demonstrating 
his principles of 
‘sharpness, freedom 
and unity’ (Johnston, 
1938)
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The third element, “unity”, is perhaps the most intriguing of all. In this, 

Johnston was referring to the unity of ‘the making’, ‘the maker’ and ‘the 

outcome’, advocating the union of ‘calligraphy’, ‘man’ and ‘life’ itself. This line 

of thinking is perhaps best illustrated by his comments that the ambition 

of a calligrapher is “to make living letters with a formal pen”. This reference 

to letters as living entities is repeated in later years, ‘Our aim should be, I 

think to make letters live… that men themselves may have more life” (ed. 

Child, 1971, p.9).

Johnston also advocates that “Truth is Beauty” in all things (Johnston, B. 

1948, p.34). In this context, ‘truth’ suggests the simplicity, honesty and 

integrity of the calligraphic marks made by the calligrapher. Johnston says,

Even in a straightforward rendering of the utmost simplicity 
there is a personal touch, but, in any deliberate departure 
from such simplicity, the scribe is intruding his own 
ideas. This he may rightly do, if he keep to the terms of his 
safeguard: to be true to his letters, his pens, and his author 
will actually help him to be true to himself. 
(ed. Child. 1971, p.144)

Johnston believes that “work that is honest and straight-forward has a 

beauty and freshness of its own” (ed. Child, 1971, p.18) and that the “broad 

nib, ‘honestly’ used, is an inexhaustible suggester of variety proper to itself ” 

(1971, p.123). 

Arguably, Johnston’s principles of “sharpness, freedom and unity”, share 

similar themes to the East Asian calligraphy. For ‘sharpness’ suggests a 

certain requirement of aesthetic standard and sensibility, ‘freedom’ a certain 

degree of practiced discipline and ‘unity’ to bring together the calligrapher’s 

whole being to create the calligraphy. These are all essential elements that 

East Asian calligraphers practise. 
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3.4.2 Rhythmic vitality

Lloyd Reynolds is perhaps the first Western calligrapher to address directly 

the notion of “Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung” in Western calligraphy (1965, p.202). 

Inspired by Alfred Fairbanks’ description of calligraphy as “writing is a 

system of movement involving touch” (Reynolds, 1965, p. 197). Reynolds 

applied this principle to his research on Chinese calligraphy. In cross-

referencing different materials, it seems that he was influenced by critical 

writings on Chinese art at the time (the sixties) – namely by Mai-mai Sze, 

Chiang Yee and Arthur Waley. These writers used the term ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng 

Tung’ to describe the notion of Ch’i in East Asian calligraphy. It has already 

been explained in section 3.3 that ‘rhythmic vitality’ is one of the many 

translations used to describe this principle. Reynolds subsequently used 

‘rhythmic vitality’ to describe this concept for Western calligraphy. From 

this perspective, ‘rhythmic’ describes the rhythm pattern of writing, as well 

as the rhythm within the strokes of the letterforms. It also describes the flow, 

the spontaneity and the movement of the calligrapher. ‘Vitality’ on the other 

hand describes the resonance, the vibrancy, the liveliness and the energy of 

the work, such that they are the “living letters” that Johnston was referring 

to earlier.

3.4.3 The flow

Some artists in the West use the concept of ‘flow’ 

to describe the sense of being in the “zone” (Skaggs, 

2000, p.146) – the ultimate experience during the act 

of creation. Edward Johnston also wrote about this 

concept, referring to the process as, “Runs with the 

freedom of a channelled stream” (1971, p.142). The 

Irish calligrapher Denis Brown has created a series of 

works based on this theme. In the work Inkflow (2006) 

Brown wrote in calligraphy (see Figure 28) the text by 

Csíkszentmihályi, “Flow: the state in which people are 

so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to 

matter” (no date). 
Figure 28, Inkflow 

(Brown, 2006)
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Paradoxically, although Csíkszentmihályi’s idea of “Flow” is from a Western 

psychological perspective, it shares a similar sense to that of ‘Ch’i’. During an 

interview with Elizabeth Debold, Csíkszentmihályi said, 

…the fact that you were completely immersed in what 
you were doing, that the concentration was very high, that 
you knew what you had to do moment by moment, that 
you had very quick and precise feedback as to how well 
you were doing, and that you felt that your abilities were 
stretched but not overwhelmed by the opportunities for 
action. In other words, the challenges were in balance with 
the skills. (Debold, 2002).

This is in parallel with the approach of spontaneity developed for Western 

calligraphy (see Section 3.3.3). The American calligrapher and writer, Steven 

Skaggs shares the same thought: “…the fundamental idea of calligraphy is 

making ‘living marks’… that marks come alive when they are made with a 

sense of confidence, engagement, an unselfconscious tap into the flow that 

is somehow beyond yet also within the calligrapher. When that happens 

– and all of you know it when it happens – the calligrapher becomes an 

instrument; the egoistic wall between self and other dissolves; page, mind 

and world unite. It’s facilitated because the calligrapher is engaged, not only 

in intellectual choices, but in movement of the body. Sensuality resides in 

every stroke.” (Skaggs, 2007, p.32). 

This approach of spontaneity demands also a sense of ‘control’ – be it the 

mastery of the pen, knowledge of materials or the gestural movement 

involved. Through this ‘control’, the calligrapher can imbue the strokes with 

confidence and conviction and facilitate the ‘flow’ that Csíkszentmihályi was 

referring to before.

The concept of ‘flow’ or ‘spontaneity’ is one of the elusive qualities of 

Ch’i, in that the creation of calligraphy is drawn from what Billeter calls 

the “resources from the body proper” and that “the calligraphic form is 
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expressive only if it proceeds from a gesture emanating from the depths of 

our bodily subjectivity” (Billeter, 1990, p.157). 

This idea of drawing the “resources” from within one’s self-being can be found 

in the Chinese notion of “Heaven, Earth, Man”. Chogyam Trungpa (1994) 

explains that in any creative work there are three distinct but interconnected 

parts. The first is termed ‘Heaven’, suggesting the initial thought or idea. This 

is followed by ‘Earth’, which denotes the first contact of the brush on paper. 

The final part is ‘Man’ where the idea from the mind turns into reality on 

paper. This notion suggests the interconnections between the metaphysical 

(Heaven), the hand (Earth) and the work (Man). It is through this process 

that we can find the approach of spontaneity (pp. 20-21). Ch’en shares a 

similar view, 

The Chinese artists, calligraphers and painters alike have 
often talked about Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin, a concept which 
may be interpreted as the co-ordination between the mind 
and the hand. It implies that the artist had a mental image 
of what he proposes to commit on paper. His problem is 
to make what he eventually commits to paper conform as 
much as possible with what he has in mind. In this sense, 
a calligraphic piece is a type of automatism, a realisation of 
an artistic concept through the application of sophisticated 
brushmanship. When the calligrapher’s art is mature, his 
work is a grand display of linear ecstasies. (1966, p.222) 

Ch’en also suggests that Chinese calligraphy is comparable “to what is 

known as ‘action painting’ in Modern Art, to regard a calligraphic piece as a 

record of the muscular urges of the hand that holds the brush, to see it as the 

outcome of the battle between the mind and the hand of the artist.” (ibid)

3.4.4 Automatism

The ‘action painting’ in modern art that Ch’en was referring to is a direct 
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result of the control of the mind and hand. This process is generally termed 

‘Automatism’, and is comparable to the ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’ principle found 

in Chinese painting. It is well documented that artists such as Motherwell 

and Tobey (Winther-Tanki, 2001, pp.45 & 51) were influenced by East Asian 

brushwork and philosophy.

Motherwell in particular sees automatism as an innovative way to create new 

forms (Sandler, 1968, p.29). It could be argued that although ‘Automatism’ is 

mainly an abstract mark making process, the forms are nevertheless linear 

graphic in nature. Motherwell describes the process of Automatism as:

i. It cuts through any a priori influences - it is not a style.

ii. It is entirely personal

iii. It is, by definition, original

iv. It can be modified stylistically and in subject matter at any point 

during the process (Renshaw, 2002, p.303) 

These processes seem to suggest a directness of approach and the marks 

rely on the artist’s ‘self ’ and that it should be entirely personal, fluid and 

spontaneous – hence, allowing for chance and ‘accident’ that might occur 

as part of this process. This reflects Skaggs’ earlier remarks that it is through 

“revealing the moving hand” and the “instantaneous character of the living 

mark” that are the calligraphy (See Chapter 2, p.11). This is closely akin to 

the principle of ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’ to calligraphy mentioned above. The 

nature of these works personify the gestural movement and the energy of the 

artists As a result, Action Painting has also now fed back to contemporary 

Japanese and Chinese calligraphers such as Zhang Qiang, documented in 

Chapter 2.3.

These themes seem to share similar characteristics to those found in Ch’i 

and are related to traditional and digital calligraphy. For example, the 

nature of ‘control’ is similar to those found in digital media, especially 

computational calligraphy, where the programmer has a direct approach 

and control over his coding and work, but the mark making might include 

elements of chance or spontaneity.
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3.5 CH’I IN DIGITAL MEDIA

It is apparent from the literature survey that there are very few published 

items connecting Ch’i and digital media. However, writers such Christiane 

Paul (2003) and Michael Rush (1999) have provided theoretical underpinning 

and outlined general characteristics of digital media and New Media Art. 

Christiane Paul (2003, p.67) describes how digital art generally requires the 

participation of the user/audience and hence is interactive. The work is also 

dynamic and it is customisable and can be changed and adapted in many 

ways. To support Paul’s description, Michael Rush (1999, p.170) states that 

once the image is digitised, it “renders it infinitely malleable”, due to the 

flexible and fluid nature of digital media.

It has been established so far that the characteristics of Ch’i in East Asian and 

Western calligraphy share some common ground. It is also understood that 

the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity are also transferable between 

the two traditions (see Sections 3.3 and 3.4). Arguably, these characteristics 

and approaches should also co-exist within digital media. To see if this is 

the case, the research uses Neuenschwander’s interpretation of the ‘linear 

graphic’ (2000) or the calligraphic line in order to identify aspects of Ch’i 

in digital media. As mentioned in the Literature Survey, Neuenschwander 

suggests that ‘linear graphic’ is about exploring the graphic potential of the 

line as well as moving ‘calligraphy’ from a traditionally legible and functional 

art to a more abstract and expressive one. 

Calligraphy works created with digital media are separated here into three 

strands: print based, screen based (please see chapters 4 for multimedia and 

calligraphy and chapter 5 for computational calligraphy). The explorations 

of the linear graphic in digital media have developed new processes that 

are unique to this medium. Within print based calligraphy, some of these 

processes include the exploration of the linear graphic and the use of layers 

providing elements that can be manipulated and arranged in a hierarchical 

order. These elements are reusable and can be changed in infinite ways. The 



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 57

Chapter 3 – Ch’i in Calligraphy 

curator George Fifield describes this digital process as “ The artist’s ability to 

effortlessly reposition and combine images, filters, and colors [sic], within the 

friction-less and gravity-free memory space of the computer, endows them 

with an image-making freedom never before imagined.” (Rush, 1999, p.168).

In multimedia and calligraphy, Chuang states, that “…using digital 

techniques to animate calligraphic characters is the way to visualize 

‘ch’i’, the important concept in traditional calligraphy. By the image of 

calligraphy in motion, it becomes easy and ‘friendly’ for modern people to 

approach and sense what calligraphers stress as “the flow of line” ”(2004, 

p.14). In this “flow of line” Chuang was referring to the rhythmic vitality 

of the line. In digital media, this can be enhanced through movement or 

animated sequence. This is perhaps best demonstrated in the 1997 Apple 

iPod commercial (see Figure 29).

Figure 29, The Movie, iPod commercial (Apple Inc., 2007)
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Within computational calligraphy, some of the main processes include 

exploring the dynamism and expressiveness of the linear graphic. It also 

explores different aspects of interactivity and user/audience participation. 

The use of computation also allows experiments to explore the nature 

of randomness and control (of the maker, the codes and the user). The 

importance of the rhythmic vitality is also highlighted in the development of 

software, such as Chu’s Virtual Chinese brush, (2007) that could realistically 

render Chinese ink dispersion and authentic brush marks. From his PhD 

thesis he stressed the importance of having rhythmic vitality in developing 

this programme, 

A good 3D brush model should generate realistic brush 
footprint automatically from the brush posture. Without 
such a model, it is difficult for an artist to produce a stroke 
that looks as if painted in a bouncing rhythm with an elastic 
brush. Rhythmic vitality, which is the essence of Chinese 
art, is lost in the process of adjusting control points or 
parameters. This is analogous to the need for motion 
capture to provide lively character motions in computer-
generated animation. When executing spontaneous 
strokes with a real brush, it is the elasticity of the brush 
that completes the strokes’ vibrancy; that is, the response 
of the flexible brush itself to the artist’s motion also plays 
an important part in producing the final appearance. This 
is essentially why strokes made with Chinese brushes can 
be so eloquent. (Chu, 2007, p.21) 

This understanding of the movement, spontaneity, rhythmic vitality and 

subtle qualities of the brush has made Chu’s research unique in his field. 

Chu’s work will be discussed further in Chapter 4.2.1.

Berzowska’s MA thesis (1998) researched into ‘Computational Expressionism’ 

and suggested that the marks made by computation have a sense of dynamism 

and movement that is akin to abstract expressionism in painting. This 

denotes that digital marks can also convey expressive and personal qualities. 
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In addition, as discussed earlier, (see Section 3.4.2) rhythmic vitality can 

be found in Western calligraphy. These findings suggest Ch’i does exist in 

the external and internal aspects of calligraphy and linear graphic that are 

created with digital media. It is also established that digital media are fluid 

and flexible medium, facilitating the flow of lines, movement and animated 

sequences. The research also reveals that control by the maker in traditional 

and digital calligraphy are very important and the processes discussed can 

be developed through the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity and the 

cultivation of self-being.

The following sections will demonstrate how the approaches of simplicity 

and spontaneity are used in traditional and digital calligraphy.

3.6 PRACTICAL WORK IN CONTEXT

In the following three sections, work from two exhibitions and a symposium 

are examined to explore and demonstrate the different aspects of Ch’i in 

Western calligraphy. 

The four main characteristics of Ch’i: energy, rhythmic, vitality and 

movement are identified and explored in this body of work: The approaches 

of simplicity and spontaneity are also used to place these pieces of work 

in context. 

The first body of work is The Spirit of Calligraphy (2003) a solo exhibition 

held at the CAPM, Montbéliard, France. From over twenty-five pieces of 

work, nine pieces are selected here. 

The second set of work comes from the group exhibition Presence and 

Absence (2003), which toured the UK. The exhibition deals with the elusive 

powers of words and its layers of meanings. The body of work here explores 

the elusive qualities of the words. It also explores the potential of the linear 

graphic and the qualities of the lines made by using different tools.
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The third set of work concerns the Writing 2004 International Calligraphy 

Symposium –Breath, Energy, Spirit held at the University of Sunderland. 

Delegates at the symposium explored the processes, tools and materials of 

East Asian calligraphy. They also experimented with ways in which these 

newly gained knowledge and skills can be applied to Western calligraphy. 

The experience from this symposium will be examined to identify how East 

Asian traditions can be applied to Western calligraphy. 

It should be highlighted again that these exhibitions were not studied 

formally, they were used instead as opportunities to showcase work which 

uses the principles of simplicity and spontaneity mentioned earlier in this 

chapter. Since these exhibited pieces were created spontaneously, the work 

therefore have no pre-conceived planning, sketches or ideas sheets. The 

work themselves are the process. The work therefore, are considered to be 

in continuous stages of development, rather than just ‘finished’ pieces of 

work. They serve to demonstrate how Ch’i can be developed as a personal 

philosophy to a creative process.

3.7 THE SPIRIT OF CALLIGRAPHY EXHIBITION

The body of work from this exhibition explores the characteristics of Ch’i 

in Western calligraphy and demonstrated the practice of ‘Stilling the Heart’ 

and ‘Hsin Shou Hsian Yin’ (co-ordination of mind and hand) principles. The 

work used the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity to illustrate how the 

characteristics of Ch’i are present in Western calligraphy.

3.7.1 My Family Book I 

This piece of work explored the personal and expressive nature of Western 

calligraphy which employs the approaches of both simplicity and spontaneity. 

It strove to present a deeply personal and complex subject matter in a book 

form with simple calligraphy designs.

In June 2001, a batch of old family photographs was discovered. These images 

of members of the paternal family prompted a series of thoughts about my 
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personal history and heritage. It also 

provoked questions of the ‘unspoken 

love’ within a family.

My Family Book I was produced over 

the course of four days in a residential 

workshop in Grantham Hall (2001) 

under the tutelage of the British 

calligrapher Peter Thornton. Most 

of the photographic images were 

photocopied and then either collaged 

or transferred on to the pages using 

cellulose thinners. Other elements 

such as the background were created 

using a printing roller and collages 

of various thin Oriental papers (see 

Figures 30 to 37 )

The first few pages reflected the 

questions that I have for my paternal 

Great Grandfather, whom I had never 

met before and about whom I know 

nothing. The portrait of his stern 

looking face intrigues me. It raised 

questions about my heritage and 

culture. I know nothing about him. 

What is his name? Where does he 

come from? What was he like? What 

conversation would he have with 

me if he were still alive? I wanted to 

create a dialogue between him and 

myself. I imagined that I was a small 

child talking to him. These are the 

inspirations for the first few pages for 

this book (see Figures 30 and 31).

Figure 30. Page 2, “I have never known you” 
(Ling, 2001)

Figure 31. Page 5, “Where are you from” (Ling, 
2001)

Figure 32. Page 6 “Father, oh father, what are 
you thinking about?” (Ling, 2001)

Figure 33. Page 7 “I don’t know you at all. 
Does it matter? But I know you love me” 
(Ling, 2001)
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The book then leads into pages 

about my father, who is a quiet and 

unassuming man. He never talks 

about his past and his history is a 

mystery to me. These images of him 

as a youth reveal a part of his life and 

history that I know very little of, and 

it is intriguing to know what is he 

thinking at the time. What were his 

aspirations in life? How do I feel about 

the father and son relationship and 

the unspoken love he has for me? (See 

Figures 32 and 33).

The third part of the book is dedicated 

to the women in the family. I wanted 

to dedicate a page to my grandmothers 

and my mother, who all helped to raise 

me when I was a child in Hong Kong. 

The sentiment here describes the idea 

that after members of a family have 

passed away, only photographs and 

memories remain. (see Figure 34)

The last part of the book relates to my 

own family – my wife and daughter. 

On some pages, I used my passion for 

calligraphy as a metaphor to illustrate 

the unspoken love that I have for 

them. Some of the lines include: “All 

of you in one line”, “From all of the words that I have painted, all my words 

are you” and “Three letters of the alphabet, all different, all as one” (See 

Figures 35, 36, & 37).

Figure 35. Page 11. “From all of the beautiful 
things in the world” (Ling, 2001)

Figure 36. Page 12. “The whole of you in one 
line” (Ling, 2001)

Figure 37. Page 14, “From all of the words 
that I have painted, all of my words are you” 
(Ling, 2001)

Figure 34. Page 8  ‘My Family Book I’ (Ling, 2001)
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The book uses the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity and the 

characteristics of Ch’i: energy, rhythmic, vitality and movement. This 

allowed the designs to evolve over the course of four days. Although 

every page was created intuitively with no pre-planning, the pages have a 

progressive nature which flows from page to page. 

With most of the pages, the starting point comes from the photographs. 

Times were allocated each day to reflect on these images, and instinctively 

words will evolve to convey the feelings, emotions, questions or observations 

of these images. These ‘Stilling the Heart’ moments offer a point of reference 

and simplification of unnecessary ideas. This way of working is very appealing, 

as it relies on the ‘self ’ and the receptiveness of the ‘being’ to release the sense 

of creativity. The ‘mood’ of each page usually starts with the background, 

which is mostly created with a printing roller. The unexpected nature of the 

rolled marks then dictates what and where the next mark should be made. 

Using the process of layering, the page is then gradually built up in this way, 

until it reaches a point that suggests a pause. With most pages, the number 

of layers and elements are few. This approach of simplicity gives the pages 

directness and a quite resonance of pace and energy. The flow of energy and 

movement of the writing are helped by the use of Italics. This gives a sense 

of flow and rhythm to the words and aids readability.

Subconsciously, the colour scheme for the pages revealed two distinct 

differences. The pages dealing with the past and the paternal family are set 

in muted, earthy colours, whereas the pages concerning the present and the 

immediate family are set in brighter, more colourful schemes. Traditional 

gilding using gesso was also executed for the first time, adding subtle contrast 

and resonance to the page.

My Family Book I started as a very personal rendition of calligraphy. The 

reflection of the self-being is apparent in the words and the calligraphy. The 

writing itself has a sense of vitality and reflects very well a particular time 

of my life. 
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The pages of the book were subsequently scanned and then turned into a 

piece of multimedia work, My Family Book II. This was produced to gauge 

the impact of digital media on an existing piece of work (for more details of 

this, please refer to Chapter 4).

3.7.2 The Wind Blows

In The Wind Blows (Ling, 2003), the words came from a 

moment during a calligraphy workshop that I was running 

in the Lancashire countryside, in which the sound of the 

stream outside inspired these words: “The wind blows, 

The water flows, My heart grows, With the thoughts of 

you!” (See Figure 38)

This piece demonstrates that when the mind and the hand 

are in harmony then the whole creative process becomes 

natural and almost intuitive. The background textures were 

created by using printing rollers, one with acrylic gold paint 

and the other with black Sumi ink on top. Serendipitously, 

the single splatter on the top right creates a good contrast 

and balance to the design. The four lines of calligraphy were 

then added once the inks were dried. The red Chinese seal 

of my name was added finally to add contrast to the page.

The principle of  ‘Stilling the Heart’ suggests that in a moment of quietness 

and contemplation, the mind becomes more receptive (Sze, 1956). This piece 

demonstrates this principle and was conceived by a quiet moment inspired by 

the natural environment. This demonstrates the cultivation of the self-being 

and the growth of the ‘space consciousness’ that Kwo (1981) was referring 

to (see 4.3.1). The calligraphy in this piece emphasises the characteristics of 

energy and rhythmic pattern which generated a flow to the writing.

Figure 38. ‘The Wind Blows’ 
(Ling, 2003) 
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3.7.3 All of You in One Line

All of You in One Line (Ling, 2003) has a very 

simple design. It consists of a large brush 

stroke and six words of calligraphy in capitals, 

“all of you in one line”. This was achieved 

by using a large flat brush for the strokes and 

a small Chronicle metal nib for the writing. 

The colours were created using gouache (see 

Figure 39).

I wanted also to examine how a seemingly 

complex issue can be conveyed by using very 

basic calligraphic designs and the minimum 

amount of words. I was inspired by Flint Sato’s 

writing on the different quality of lines in East 

Asian calligraphy (1999). She mentioned “The 

line as an expression of the self ” (p.52), which suggests that a line can reveal 

the self-being of the calligrapher. I was intrigued to see if a line can express 

the self-being of someone else, encapsulated in one stroke of the brush. In 

this case, the line represents my daughter (aged six). It is a slightly unsteady 

line suggesting an uncertain future that awaits her. This work reflects the 

feelings that I had for my daughter at the time.

All of you in one line uses the principles of ‘Stilling the Heart’ and ‘Hsin 

shou Hsing Yin’ (co-ordination of mind and hand). It also demonstrates the 

approach of simplicity. There is a process of quiet gentleness, even though 

the work was created spontaneously and in a very short time and this reflects 

the sense of control and the integrity of the work.

The characteristic of ‘resonance’ relates to the quality or state of the self-

being (internal nature) as well as the eventual aesthetic outcome (external 

nature). It is evident here that the energy and resonance of the stroke and 

the calligraphy have a sense of formal balance and gentleness.

Figure 39. ‘All of you in One Line’ 
(Ling, 2003)
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3.7.4 Be Still

Be Still (Ling, 2003) was inspired by the 

words of Lieh Tzu’s “To a mind that is still, 

the whole universe surrenders” (Sze, p.19). 

The work is based on the memories of the 

Lindisfarne Isles, off the coast of the North 

East of England. The visual suggestion of the 

tranquil causeway leading to the Isles and 

the words “be still, and listen to the 

silence of your heart” complement 

each other. The composition is deliberately 

constructed to suggest a feeling of quiet 

contemplation and a sense of place and a 

journey (see Figure 40).

Watercolours were used for the landscape, as I wanted to create a translucent 

quality to the background. The calligraphy was written with a size four 

Chronicle nib. The composition is deliberately constructed to suggest a 

sense of journey, leading your eye towards the far distant horizon.

Sze (1956) suggests that to cultivate one self, there need to be moments 

of emptiness of the mind (Sze, p.18) in order to promote “the freedom of 

the inner activity of the spirit” (p.19). This process describes the principle 

of “Stilling the Heart” (ibid), which is employed in this piece of work. Be 

Still also reflects effectively the process of contentment, quietness and the 

development of the self-being. The work evokes a sense of reflection and 

contemplation, which resonate a quiet feeling of solitude and the state of 

being ‘present’ at the moment (Billeter, 1990, p.135)

3.7.5 To Nowhere I’ve Gone

“To nowhere I’ve gone, from nowhere I return” (Ling, 2001), are the words 

of German poet and philosopher, Henning Sabo. These texts are the only 

examples in this body of work that are not my own. I find these words 

Figure 40. ‘Be Still’ (Ling, 2003)
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inspiring as they capture the sense of 

place and journey that is so important in 

the ‘Stilling the Heart’ principle.

The calligraphy is written spontaneously 

with variant layers of blackness and 

density of Sumi ink. This was to promote 

the sense of words coming and moving to 

and from no fixed point. The four small 

gilded gold dots are placed loosely in 

the four corners of the paper to enhance 

this transient quality. The background 

calligraphy was written with an Automatic pen and the 

smaller writing with a Chronicle nib (see Figure 41).

Kwo mentioned earlier in Section 4.3.1 that, “The Ch’i 

expressed in calligraphy is an essential means of creating 

the atmosphere of space, for space is the stage upon 

which all action and movement takes place” (1981, p.66). 

This piece of work reflects this “atmosphere of space”, 

and the resonance of the piece is at first glance quite 

busy, with the background words acting as textures. 

The main line of text is placed in the middle of the page, 

followed by the red Chinese seal, to draw the eye towards 

the writing. To Nowhere I’ve Gone used the ‘Hsin Shou 

Hsiang Yin’ principle, where the calligraphy was written 

in a spontaneous manner to reflect the nature of its 

conception.

3.7.6 All My Words Are You

All My Words Are You (Ling, 2003) was inspired by the 

thought that ‘words’ are the essence of calligraphy; and 

in the same way we can say that children are the essence Figure 42 ‘All my words are 
you’ (Ling, 2003)

Figure 41. ‘To nowhere I’ve gone, from 
nowhere I return” (Sabo, 2001), Calligraphy by 
Manny Ling, (2003)
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of their parents. Continuing on the theme of father and daughter, the words 

“all my words are you” used this metaphor to describe the love between 

father and daughter (see Figure 42).

To give the work a gentle resonance, the background is painted with diluted 

gouache. The calligraphy follows no particular style and it is arbitrarily and 

spontaneously made up to convey a sense of naivety and gentle passion. The 

colour scheme is also deliberately very soft to complement this feeling. The 

top and bottom of the work are gilded with gold and bronze metal leaves 

and powder to add visual weight and contrast to the design.

Ch’en (1966) suggests that the principle ‘Hsin Shou 

Hsiang Yin’ (or the co-ordination of the mind and 

hand) implies a certain level of control from the 

calligrapher, such that when he has a mental image 

of what he wants to produce he should be able to 

produce it. This process is applied to the work and 

becomes evident in a sense of vitality and movement 

in the writing.

3.7.7 Morning Sunlight

As an extension to All My Words Are You (2003) is the 

work Morning Sunlight (Ling, 2003); the motivation 

for this piece was inspired by the moment of seeing 

the sunlight streaming through the kitchen window 

early one morning. 

Thicker gouache with a warmer palette was used for 

the background this time. Some of the horizontal 

bands are spare bits of paper and cards that were 

cut up into strips and collaged onto the work. The 

calligraphy “morning sunlight, welcome in, 

warm my heart and let the day begin” fills the 

spaces in between (see Figure 43).

Figure 43 ‘Morning Sunlight’ 
(Ling, 2003)
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The principles of ‘Stilling the Heart’ and ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin’ are used in 

this piece of work, where the conception of the design and the calligraphy 

were created in one sitting. The work shows a good sense of control and the 

warm colour scheme and the style of the calligraphy help to create a strong 

sense of energy and rhythmic vitality.

3.7.8 Life Is The Silence

Life Is The Silence (Ling, 2003) was developed 

from a series of works that explored the use 

of Chinese collage techniques developed by 

Brody Neuenschwander. The words “Life is 

the Silence in between each Heartbeat” are 

inspired by the practice of ‘Stilling the Heart” 

(see Figure 44).

There was no formal instruction available at the 

time to say what materials should be used for 

the Chinese collage technique so experiments 

were initially conducted using rice flour. This 

unfortunately has the tendency to pick up easily 

all sorts of fluff and dirt from the environment. 

Various other flours and starches were used 

and eventually wheat starch was found to be the best. These experiments 

were confirmed later from publications by Wang & Cai (2003) and Suzuki 

(2005), which provide appropriate instructions for the use of using starch 

paste with Xuan paper.

Chinese Xuan paper (also known in the West as Rice paper) was cut up 

into long strips. These were then pasted onto stretched paper (Fabriano 5, 

350 gms, hot pressed). Writing was applied with a brush to the Chinese 

paper beforehand – as in the word ‘life’ at the bottom right hand side of the 

work. Chinese or Sumi ink has to be used for this, as it is water resistant and 

permanent. Once it is dried, it can be pasted onto the main piece of work 

Figure 44. ‘Life Is The Silence’ 
(Ling, 2003)
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without smearing. Diluted acrylic matt medium is then painted all over the 

work to seal in the paper. This stops the ink from being absorbed through 

the paper when a calligraphy pen is used afterwards.

The two words “life” are written with a Chinese brush and the words “life 

is the silence in between each heartbeat” are written with a quill. This 

collage technique allows overlapping of paper, which gives some part of the 

calligraphy semi transparency and the effect of layering. In this example, it 

allows the precise placement of the words – suggesting the pulsing of the 

heart with the writing in between. This layering technique is reminiscent of 

those used in digital print based calligraphy (see Chapter 4.3.1.1). The subtle 

transparencies of the paper give the work a unique quality.

“Life Is The Silence” uses the principles of ‘Stilling the Heart’ and Hsin Shou 

Hsiang Yin’. It also uses the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity, which 

employ the processes of simplicity, control and development of self-being. 

The calligraphy has a sense of energy and rhythmic vitality, which also 

suggest the rhythm of life and the pulsing of the heartbeats.

3.7.9 Find Yourself

Find Yourself (2003) is a sequel to My Family Book I (2001). My son was born 

one year after the book was made. It had been thought that another page 

should be added to the book to include him, but somehow this does not feel 

right as the original intention would have been altered. The original book 

was produced for a particular moment in time and the integrity of the work 

would have been destroyed if more pages had been added. It was therefore 

decided to do a separate piece of work, using completely different materials 

(See Figure 45).

Find yourself bears some similarity to the Greek aphorism “Know thyself ” 

(www.wikipedia.com), but this happens to be coincidental, for the connection 

was only discovered afterwards. The words “Just as I am now discovering 

about you, you have a whole lifetime to discover about yourself ”, refers to the 
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idea that as my son grows up, he 

will hopefully discover about his 

own identity, culture and heritage. 

The portrait in the work is my son’s 

paternal great-great grandfather.

This collage technique using 

wheat starch was also used in the 

piece Find Yourself. The work was 

executed on a piece of MDF board, 

white washed with white gesso. 

One half of the background was coloured over with blue acrylic and a large 

Chinese character ‘Family’ (  ) was written in the middle of it. Strips of 

paper were then collaged onto the MDF using Spray Mount and wheat paste 

and the calligraphy was then applied on top. The portraits are photocopies 

of the original and these also were collaged onto the MDF. 

The composition of this piece is punctuated by the placement of the vertical 

bands to split the work into two halves. The right suggests the past and the 

left the future. This perhaps gives the work a slight sense of disorientation 

and is deliberate so as to encourage the viewer to ‘find’ the information 

within the work.

3.7.10 Summary for ‘The Spirit of Calligraphy’

This body of work from ‘The Spirit of Calligraphy’ exhibition demonstrates 

clearly the principles of ‘Stilling the Heart’ and ‘Hsin Shen Hsiang Yin’, and 

the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity being used within Western 

calligraphy. The spontaneous nature of the writing has imbued the work with 

a sense of rhythmic vitality and proves that the many characteristics of Ch’i 

can be identified from these pieces. The calligraphy also shows a distinctive 

character and personality, which reflect my self-being. Some work like All of 

you in one line and Be Still show the simplicity and contemplative nature of 

Ch’i and exemplify the principles of ‘Stilling the Heart’ (Sze 1959). The Wind 

Figure 45 ‘Find Yourself ’ (Ling 2003)
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Blows and Morning Sunlight show the inspirational and receptive nature of 

the self, which reflects my understanding of my own bodily awareness and 

the concepts of ‘Body Sense’ and ‘Body Proper’ (Billeter, 1990). My Family 

Book I shows that calligraphy can be used in very personal and expressive 

contexts. It also demonstrates that calligraphers do not have to rely on other 

people’s texts for inspiration. Using my own texts for the majority of the 

work allowed me to interpret the words, according to my own understanding 

of them and this has enhanced the sense of freedom and creativity in my 

work. The work from this exhibition was executed in a very simple and 

direct manner and the calligraphy and the words were legible and can be 

easily read. As a result, this led me to the next stage, where I explored more 

abstract calligraphy, where the linear graphic, rather than the words convey 

the emotions and meanings.

3.8 THE PRESENCE AND ABSENCE EXHIBITION

In section 3.3.1 I mentioned that Kwo refers to the importance of the lines 

in calligraphy. The line is used to suggest form, space, surface, movement, 

energy and emotions. A line, no matter how long or short or what it looks 

like will have a certain sense of vitality. But how do we make lines more ‘alive’ 

and expressive? The work from this exhibition explores how these qualities 

can be achieved using the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity.

This was the first time that I had, in some pieces, used only a single word for 

a piece of calligraphy. This is known in Japanese as “ichi ji sho” meaning “one 

character calligraphy” (Flint-Sato, 1999, p.22). Although this is practised in 

East Asian calligraphy, it is nevertheless a relatively new approach in the 

Western tradition.

This one word approach is the focus of the linear and expressive qualities 

of the calligraphy. In the foreword to the exhibition catalogue the curator 

Valerie Coffin Price (2003), writes, “There is an idea that the word is written 

in stone, that it is something definitive and solid, to be relied upon. This 

belies the real nature of language, which is fluid, subtle, often elusive. Words, 
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it seems to me, are really written in layers. Layers upon layers: of knowledge, 

which shift, collide and interweave.” 

She further suggests that words have elusive powers that transcend through 

culture and beliefs. A simple word can have many interpretations, depending 

on its moods, contexts, culture and language. The collection of calligraphy 

here explores this power, and at same time has created a natural transient 

quality. It is much stronger when the sixes pieces of work are viewed together 

as a whole.

In the following sections the exploration and the different categories of lines 

will be analysed and then the body of work from the Presence and Absence 

exhibition will be discussed and examined (see Appendix C for PDF of 

catalogue).

3.8.1 The explorations of lines

In Japanese Calligraphy (1999), Flint-Sato suggests that there are different 

categories of lines. They are “the dynamic lines”, “the sculptural line”, “the 

natural line” and “the line as expression of self ”. 

In Japanese, ‘the dynamic lines’ are often referred to as “sen ga ihite iru” (p.9) 

meaning, “the lines are alive”, suggesting the lines have energy, power and 

vitality.

A ‘sculptural line’ has a three dimensional quality and this can only be 

achieved by the brush writing into the paper, so creating an impression or 

“oku ni iku yon a kanji” meaning, “penetrate the page deeply” (p.20). 

In ‘the natural line’, the writing should look at ease and not be forced. It 

concerns the naturalness of the writing and is considered to be the “expression 

of the life force” (p.40). A similar thought is expressed in Western calligraphy, 

Clayton describes this feeling as, “if your pen is rhythmically skating over 

the surface of the page. Flow without hesitation in and out of each stroke 
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and on to the next” (1996, p.11). This suggests a sense of ‘flow’ or spontaneity 

in the writing, where there is rhythm and vitality in the strokes.

‘The line as an expression of the self ’ suggests that the “inner self is revealed 

through the line” (p.52). The Japanese call this “shin sen sakuhin” meaning 

“the heart in the line” (ibid). More importantly, Flint-Sato writes, “The 

calligrapher is forced into a position of complete honesty. There is no place 

for deceit or much conscious interference in the writing of the final piece” 

(ibid). This refers directly to the notion of integrity and the genuine intentions 

of the calligrapher. In supporting this, Kwo states that, “A good line must 

show its solidity” (1981, p.178). What he means by this is that a line, however 

bold or thin, should carry enough conviction of strength and integrity. The 

line should look as if it belongs to the paper and to the calligrapher.

In the Western context, Johnston mentioned the principles of “sharpness, 

freedom, and unity” (see section 3.4.1), which suggests that the calligraphic 

line should be sharp, controlled and complete. The idea of sharpness is 

normally associated with the broad edge nib, as various pressures can be 

controlled to give the stroke sharpness. However, it could be argued that 

not all strokes need to be sharp and, depending on the tools that are used 

it is sometimes not possible to have sharpness in writing, and sometimes a 

rugged line can look just as expressive and dynamic as a sharp one.

Burgert (1989) also talks about how strokes of letters can be stretched 

or compressed to create more interesting graphic forms. He stresses the 

unnecessary need for legibility in calligraphy, as this is the role of typography. 

His main interest is in the graphic forms of letters which he believes can convey 

emotions and moods without the calligraphy having to be read first.

So far, the different theories about lines in calligraphy have been examined. It 

is evident that in both East Asian and Western tradition the line is perceived 

as a very important element in calligraphy. However, one element has yet to 

be discussed, and that is the theory of  ‘contact’ or ‘feedback’ in calligraphy. 

Writing with a brush has a different feedback to that of a pen. Writing with 



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 75

Chapter 3 – Ch’i in Calligraphy 

a pen on different papers gives different feedbacks, too. Quite importantly, 

writing calligraphy on a hard tabletop, compared to a softer surface, feels 

completely different. Some Western calligraphers prefer to write on a 

padded surface. Clayton writes, “I always write on a pressure-sensitive 

surface. I place some padding under my paper of sufficient thickness to 

give the surface a slight springiness… A resilient surface like this feeds back 

more information about the quality of contact between pen and paper than 

does a flat, unyielding surface. If you want to develop your understanding 

of contact, this point is essential” (1996, p.4). In support of this, Edward 

Johnston was known to write calligraphy on a pad of twenty-four sheets of 

blotting paper.

In attempting to experiment with these different ideas, East Asian brushes 

were used and a homemade ‘Coke’ pen was also developed (see Figure 46). 

This is a pen nib made out of the soft aluminum from a Coca Cola can and 

taped to a long wooden coffee stirrer. I was initially introduced to this new 

writing tool by Peter Thornton in 2001 but never really took to it. Later, the 

use of this pen was inspired by the workshop of Brody Neuenschwander at 

the Writing 2003 symposium held at the University of Sunderland.  I have 

subsequently developed and refined my own version of this pen, which was 

used in the work for this exhibition. 

Figures 46 & 47. A home made ‘Coke’ pen with an example of 
the writing produced (Ling 2003)
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The pen can produce a beautiful array of marks, full of energy and vibrancy 

(see Figure 47). With the correct handhold and gestural movement, it can 

produce very engaging and direct feedback to the calligrapher and the 

immediacy and contact made are almost as close as writing with one’s finger. 

The quality of line is not ‘sharp’, as in the Johnstonian sense, but is, instead, 

rugged but expressive. The nib vibrates as the stroke is created, causing the 

ink to come out at different speeds – hence the rugged splattering effect. 

At first, the pen felt very difficult to control, but with sustained practice I 

managed to develop my own approach to the use of this pen. I prefer the 

‘over-hand’ grip rather than the normal ‘pencil’ grip. This is similar to holding 

a dinner knife, where the hand is held over the handle, with the thumb 

pressing against the nib to provide a firmer grip; I also always stand to write 

with this pen as this allows a greater movement of the arm rather than using 

just the wrist.  By standing, I also have both feet firmly placed on the ground 

and this facilitates a better flow of energy through the body. This posture 

and approach also allow better contact between the pen and paper and the 

feedback is very immediate and responsive. This also reflects the concept of 

the ‘Body Sense’ (Billeter, 1990, p.135) where the 

calligrapher and the calligraphy are ‘connected’ 

through the development of the self-being.

This approach of using the ‘Coke’ pen is 

reminiscent of the processes of ‘Automatism’ 

mentioned in Section 3.4.4. The marks 

made with the ‘Coke’ pen can be regarded 

as expressive, personal and original and its 

forms can be modified at any point during 

the writing process. As mentioned earlier this 

level of control can be developed only through 

sustained practice (please see Appendix B for 

examples of developmental work).

Through this practice I have developed a 

Figure 48. Example of writing 
with the ‘Coke’ pen with the paper 
moved around to facilitate better 
stroke movement (Ling, 2003)
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technique of turning the paper around as I write in order to accommodate 

the movement of the strokes. This technique allows the movement to be 

more natural and for the strokes to travel around the page in different 

directions. This gives the writing an immediacy of contact and spontaneity 

in movement (see Figure 48).

These techniques and approaches are used in the work for the Presence 

and Absence exhibition (2003). It also uses the technique of layering texts 

with stripes of Chinese Xuan paper. The collage technique is used for its 

transparency and layering properties and also helps to enhance the ‘presence 

and absence’ qualities that are relevant to the theme of this exhibition. 

3.8.2 Flower

In Flower (2003), the marks in the background were 

created using the ‘Coke’ pen. This was then covered 

over with strips of the Chinese Xuan paper. The 

smaller alphabet flower was originally written on 

paper, scanned (with the image flipped horizontally) 

and printed out and transferred on to the page using 

cellulose thinners. The bottom of the page is a strip 

of brown paper off cut from another piece of work 

– to provide a solid ground for the marks to sit on 

and also to represent the earth. The use of space 

and diagonal dynamics helps to provoke a feeling of 

airiness and lightness. The small alphabet flower is 

like a dandelion floating in the air (see Figure 49).

In Flower, I wanted to explore abstraction in 

calligraphy. This abstract quality was at first very 

difficult for me to master but I found that observing nature, and seeing how 

strokes of letters can imitate the branches of bushes and trees, made the 

approach to abstraction much easier. The marks are not totally abstract and 

certain letters of the alphabet can be seen without too much difficulty. The 

lines offer a sense of movement and energy that are different from pen strokes 

Figure 49. ‘Flower’ (Ling, 2003)
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created with a broad edged nib as these lines are more fluid and brush-like, 

rather than the typical thick and thin lines that are normally associated with 

Western calligraphy. The quality of the lines has a natural and dynamic feel, 

reminiscent of Flint-Sato’s reference to ‘the natural line’ and ‘the dynamic 

lines’ (sen ga inhite iru).

In terms of the characteristics of Ch’i, the work shows a sense of energy, 

rhythmic vitality and movement, but at the same time it has a ‘quiet’ quality, 

which reflects the ‘Stilling the Heart’ principle.

3.8.3 Letters

Letters (2003) deliberately uses a ‘golden section’ 

composition to denote the Western artistic 

tradition. The background and the horizontal 

part are written with the ‘Coke’ pen. The 

background was covered with Chinese Xuan 

paper and then collaged with the horizontal 

band of lower case letters from the alphabet. 

The word ‘letters’ was then written vertically 

from top to bottom with a Chinese brush. 

Dots of gilded gold were affixed to add subtle 

contrasts to the piece (See Figure 50).

In Letters, I was exploring the use of space within 

calligraphy. Flint-Sato remarked that space in 

Japanese calligraphy is not regarded as empty. In fact, Japanese calligraphers 

see it as a “full”, “active” and “positive” space. In Japanese this is “jujitsu shita 

kukan” (1999, p.55). She further explained that Japanese calligrapher “does 

not ponder how to fill it [the space], but how best to activate it” (ibid). From 

this, the space in Letters is regarded as ‘full’ and not empty; and it is regarded 

as an integral part of the work.

Tanahashi (1998) also supports this theory; he writes, “A painting without 

Figure 50. ‘Letters’ (Ling, 2003)
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negative space is like music without silence. For music to have intensity, 

the silent part must be done well: a still moment can be the highlight of a 

performance”, (p.73). He further explains, “We cannot create space. When 

we try to make it, it is dead. But without our effort it does not appear. When 

we let it come, it is alive”, (p.75). 

In Letters, the lines create the space. The inter-connecting spaces of the 

letterforms (or abstract linear graphic) are far more interesting to me. Some 

of these spaces are filled with diluted ink to give a sense of contrast and 

balance to the marks; the work also shows characteristics of energy and 

movement. It is also interesting to note that the qualities of the lines written 

with the brush and the ‘Coke’ pen are fairly similar. There is a sense of fluidity 

to the lines which gives it a rhythmic vitality that is different to that found 

in the works in the Sprit of Calligraphy exhibition. The lines also suggest the 

‘sculptural’ quality and “shin sen sakuhin” meaning “the heart in the line” 

(Flint-Sato, 1999, p.52).

3.8.4 Music

With Music (2003), the right hand column 

is composed of capital letters written with a 

‘Coke’ pen. The letters were then transferred 

onto the background a couple of times, with 

some fading on and off, representing the sound 

of bass rhythm. The word “Music” was then 

written directly onto the paper with a Chinese 

brush, using clean clear water. The writing here 

is large, soft and flowing. While this was still 

wet the same word was written with the ‘Coke’ 

pen, but this time the word was smaller and 

heavier and was written in one flowing stroke 

with no pauses. As the ink made contact with 

the water it ran into the lines of brush writing. 

As the two words ‘collide’, the inks flow into Figure 51. ‘Music’ (Ling, 2003)
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each other, almost growing like an organic element. The resonance of this 

effect is quite dramatic (see Figure 51).

Although the words become illegible at the end, it nevertheless captures the 

rhythm and texture of music. There is a good sense of energy, movement 

and rhythmic vitality in the marks made that reflect “the dynamic lines” or 

“sen ga ihite iru” – meaning “the lines are alive” (Flint-Sato, 1999, p.9).

3.8.5 Dance is Life

In the DVD Wild Cursive II (2006) the Taiwanese dance 

director Lin Hwai Min describes how calligraphy has close 

connections with dance. He says, “A piece of calligraphy 

is not only black ink on white rice paper. They are traces 

of energy, left by the masters, when they danced with the 

brush”. With this notion in mind, the piece Dance is Life 

was written with a Chinese brush and was modelled on 

a dancer stretched in mid-air, leaving traces of energy 

behind. The background was written with the ‘Coke’ 

pen and was covered with layers of Chinese Xuan paper 

afterwards. The words ‘dance is life’ were deliberately 

written like Chinese writing and are very light, as though 

they are dancing through the air (see Figure 52).

There is a sense of simplicity and control about this piece, which reflects the 

co-ordination of the mind and hand (Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin) principle. The 

fluidity and delicacy of the line (particularly the word ‘life’) was very difficult 

to achieve and was also more difficult as there was only one chance to get 

it right. The quality of the lines suggests a natural flow and “the line as an 

expression of the self ” (Flint-Sato, 1999, pp 40-52). The state of self-being is 

evident in the resonance of the work. Although it is a piece about energy and 

movement, there is also a sense of controlled rhythm, like that of a dancer.

Figure 52. ‘Dance is Life’ 
(Ling, 2003)
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3.8.6 Red Flowers

The last two pieces of work did not make it into 

the exhibition, but they used new techniques 

that are worth mentioning. In Red Flowers 

(2003) the calligraphy was initially written with 

an automatic pen (see Figure 53). This was then 

transferred to the red mount board. The same 

letters were then written over again using the 

same pen, but this time loaded with Dr. Ph. 

Martin’s bleed proof white pigment (this is a 

very opaque paint). The entire piece was then 

covered with Chinese Xuan paper using Spray 

Mount. Two slits were then cut through the 

paper and peeled back revealing the bright red 

colour of the mount board underneath; this 

also adds a strong visual contrast to the work, reminiscent of Japanese 

screens. This technique also gives it a sensual quality, partly enhanced by 

the revealing and concealing of the letters, as well as by the thin slits of red 

coming through the pale white paper.

The writing this time was executed with broad edged nibs and the letter 

shapes are much more refined and legible than those made from the ‘Coke’ 

pen. Although there is a sense of dynamism and rhythm in the writing, there 

is also a serene calm resonating from this piece, contrasting well with the 

two thin red lines coming through. There is also nothing adorned on the 

Xuan paper, apart from a single gilded gold dot on the top left corner in the 

middle of the small calligraphic flower; this highlights Flint-Sato’s idea of 

‘activating’ the space (1999, p.55).

3.8.7 Calligraphy is Dance

Calligraphy is Dance (Ling, 2003) shares the same sentiment as that of 

Dance is Life shown in Section 3.8.5. The difference with this version is that 

the calligraphy is arranged in a more structured manner, with less ambiguity. 

Figure 53. ‘Red Flowers’ (Ling, 2003)
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The composition is based on a central axis, suggesting balance 

(which is crucial for a dancer). The black calligraphy was 

written with the ‘Coke’ pen, scanned and then transferred onto 

the red mount board. Some of the strokes were then repeated 

using the automatic pen and Dr. Ph. Martin’s bleed proof white 

pigment. The words ‘Calligraphy is dance’ were written with a 

small Chronicle nib to add sharpness and control to the writing. 

The concept behind this was to suggest the white calligraphy 

springing out from the masses of black letters below. The 

different qualities of the lines give a very clear contrast to the 

piece. There is a sense of movement and rhythmic vitality to 

the writing, which reflects the co-ordination of the mind and 

hand as well as the spontaneity of writing (see Figure 54).

3.8.8 Summary for ‘Presence and Absence’

It is clear that the pieces of work in Presence and Absence are 

very different to these in The Spirit of Calligraphy exhibition. 

The departure from legible calligraphy was an interesting episode. Exploring 

the abstract qualities was uncomfortable at times as it was not my usual 

experience. I found that using layers and observing representations from 

nature helped to ease this process. I have also explored new tools, such as 

the ‘Coke’ pen, and materials such as writing on Chinese Xuan paper. The 

technique of layering down strips of Chinese Xuan paper also opens up new 

ideas for designs and composition.

This set of pieces also shows that the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity 

can be applied to Western calligraphy with contrasting outcomes. One 

could argue that the writing in this series, compared to the work in the Spirit 

of Calligraphy, is more fluid and sculptural. This is partly because of the 

tools used, as they gave more direct contact and immediate feedback during 

the act of writing. This showed the importance of the feel and sensitivity 

required for calligraphy.

Figure 54. 
‘Calligraphy is 
Dance’ (Ling, 
2003)
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The different aspects of the lines were explored using the theories of Kwo 

(1981) and Flint-Sato (1999). Lines give form to writing and also convey 

different emotions and visual ideas, such as the work Dance is Life – where 

the lines are used as a metaphor for the movement in dance. In Music the 

letterforms represent rhythms in music. Those pieces also show how the use 

of different tools produce different kinds and qualities of lines. This results 

in the writing being imbued with different senses of resonance, energy and 

movement, such as the differences found in the two series Flowers and 

Letters. Finally, Kwo advocates that lines and space are intrinsically linked, 

and the examples shown here have demonstrated this principle where space 

has been used in effective ways.

3.9 WRITING 2004 SYMPOSIUM – BREATH, SPIRIT, ENERGY

Breath is a bridge between body and mind. Probably 
because of this, the ancient Chinese thought that breath 
was everywhere. They perceived breath as an activity of 
the atmosphere and as a symbol of transpersonal force, 
essential in art. (Tanahashi, 1998, p.61)

Breath is a conditioner of energy, mental and physical  
(1998, p.69)

From the research so far, there is an apparent gap of knowledge about East 

Asian traditions and how they can be related to Western calligraphy. The 

Writing 2004 calligraphy symposium was curated (Ling & Clayton, 2004) 

to establish a forum for discussion about tools, techniques, approaches, 

the philosophy of East Asian calligraphy and how these could be used in a 

Western context. The theme was Breath, Spirit, Energy: Western Calligraphy 

meets the East Asian Tradition, in which the main tutors were Kazuaki 

Tanahashi – Zen calligrapher, writer and peace activist from USA; and 

Christine Flint Sato – Sumi painter and author from Japan. A Shintaido 

teacher, Masashi Minagawa was also invited and provided daily exercises to 
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prepare the mind and body. Nobuyoshi 

Matsui from Boku Undo, one of the very 

few surviving Sumi ink makers in Japan 

who still carries out the process by hand, 

was also present to provide information 

about the different properties and usage 

of Sumi ink sticks (see Figure 55).

Other Western calligraphers such as 

Ann Hechle, Hazel Dolby and Professor 

Ewan Clayton were also invited to assist 

the delegates in transferring their newly gained knowledge into Western 

calligraphy.

As the title of the theme suggests, “Breath, Energy, Spirit”, explored the 

metaphysical elements and their relationship to calligraphy. It reflected the 

cultivation of the self and the understanding of the internal and external 

aspects of calligraphy such as ‘Stilling the Heart’ and ‘Hsin Shou Hsiang 

Yin’ principles.

Throughout the week, delegates were challenged with new ways of thinking 

and working by exploring East Asian materials through the tutelage of 

Christine Flint Sato. She taught the delegates techniques of grinding the 

Sumi ink sticks and how to use the ink in creative ways. She also explained 

the different kinds of East Asian brushes and how to use them in practical 

experiments. Different types of calligraphy paper were also examined and 

used, and Nobuyoshi Matsui provided an insightful seminar on the making 

and the scientific properties of Sumi inks. This first hand information 

provided the participants with detailed information that would not have 

been possible through normal channels such as books or the Internet.

From Kazuaki Tanahashi, the participants learnt the philosophical and 

spiritual approaches of East Asian calligraphy. They grasped the concept of  

‘Stilling the Heart’ and developed their own sense of bodily awareness. They 

also delved more deeply into their own self-being, trying to understand what 

Figure 55. A selection of Sumi ink sticks 
from Boku Undo, Japan.
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calligraphy meant to them. Such enquiries 

challenged the delegates’ understanding 

of who they were as people and how they 

perceived time and space and, ultimately, 

calligraphy.

The example shows how delegates were 

taught to view nature from a different 

perspective (see Figure 56). It reveals 

the connection of nature and calligraphy 

and how simple work like this can reveal 

a sense of stillness and contentment.

Through daily Shintaido exercises, 

the delegates learnt to enhance and 

renew their energy, which contributed 

to the development of Ch’i. This in 

turn encouraged a better awareness of 

time, space, mind and hand control in 

writing. Kazuaki Tanahashi promoted 

these concepts through his workshop 

with writing single Chinese characters. 

The delegates were encouraged to write 

one or two characters in each session. 

Taking turns, each delegate walked up 

to Tanahashi and he then held each 

participant’s hand as he or she wrote, 

teaching them to feel the flow of his 

energy and to understand the rhythm and movement in the writing of the 

characters (see Figure 57).

Tanahashi’s intention was to make the participants aware of the presence of 

energy in the writing. I found his method enlightening, as the contact and 

engagement of his energy on my self-being as very apparent. His gestural 

Figure 56. The practice of stillness and 
contentment, connection to nature and 
calligraphy (Anon, 2003)

Figure 57, Tanahashi holding a delegate’s 
hand as she wrote.
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movement also translated into the rhythm of writing, which is more revealing 

than watching a demonstration or practising by oneself.

The delegates managed to cope in various degrees with the cross-cultural 

differences of writing a new language, as well as practising the philosophical 

and spiritual aspects of East Asian calligraphy. From these approaches, the 

delegates soon realised that calligraphy is more than just writing – it is a way 

of conducting oneself and it is a way of life. I later wrote about this experience 

in an article for the EDGE journal, “It made me appreciate that the brush is an 

extension of my hands. The ink is my blood streamed with energy and my life 

force and the paper is the earth that I walk on.” (Ling, 2004 p.9)

An integral part of this symposium was the master class after the introduction 

to East Asian traditions where all participants had their own projects. Personal 

tutorials and open sessions with the tutors (Ewan Clayton, Hazel Dolby 

and Ann Hechle) were organized to 

talk through the ideas and to ease the 

translation of East Asian traditions to 

Western calligraphy and all delegates 

worked at their own pace. This is 

demonstrated by the example shown, 

written by the Danish delegate Anita 

Karlsen. She was encouraged to write 

spontaneously and to explore the 

unique qualities of the different tools 

and materials (see Figure 58).

3.9.1 Summary for ‘Breath, Spirit, Energy’

From this symposium the participants experienced the philosophical and 

spiritual approaches of East Asian calligraphy. They also explored the 

different tools and materials from East Asia and had first hand experience 

in applying these new experiences into Western calligraphy. In sharing 

their experiences they learnt the value of patience and commitment, and 

Figure 58. Example of calligraphy from the 
symposium (Karlsen, 2003)
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developed an open attitude to calligraphy. Crucially, in using the brush in a 

formal manner, they also experienced what it is like to feel the energy when 

they are writing. For many of the participants this was their first experience 

of Ch’i. As a result, they have gained knowledge about the processes of 

breath, energy, movement and their own self-being.

3.10 SUMMARY

From this Chapter, it is recognised that the qualities of East Asian calligraphy 

are appreciated by Western calligraphers but not many have sufficient in-

depth knowledge to use them directly in their own work. Some have a basic 

notion of what Ch’i is, but have no first hand experience or understanding 

of how to integrate it into their work. This research has identified certain 

principles of Ch’i, and its characteristics are also documented and were later 

applied to Western calligraphy. 

It is understood that Ch’i literally means ‘breath’ but this notion is not a 

unique phenomenon exclusive to East Asian tradition. The Greeks, Sanskrit 

and the Navajo Indians, for example, have similar ideas about ‘breath’ being 

the essence of life and how it directly affects all living things in the world.

Through the writing of Sze (1959), Kwo (1981), Tanahashi (1998) and Flint-

Sato (1999) the notion of Ch’i in East Asian context is elucidated. The term, 

‘Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung’ is identified to be the main principle that associates with 

Ch’i (Sze 1959). Inspired by Sze’s writing, Reynolds (1965) uses the Western 

interpretation ‘rhythmic vitality’ in writing to describe this phenomenon. 

This proved to be a very important finding for the research, as it shows how 

the essential characteristics of Ch’i can be applied to Western calligraphy. 

The characteristics are energy, rhythmic, vitality and movement:

i. A natural flow of energy (Ch’i)

ii. The rhythmic pattern of writing (Yun)

iii. The vitality of letterforms (Shen)

iv. The gestural movement of the calligrapher (Tung)

By incorporating these characteristics with other established principles such 
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as ‘Stilling the Heart’ (Sze, p.37) and ‘Hsin Shou Hsian Yin’ the co-ordination 

of the mind and hand (Ch’en p.222), new approaches of ‘simplicity’ and 

‘spontaneity’ were developed. These approaches helped to translate these 

ideas into Western calligraphy.

There are some references in Western tradition that have a similar sensitivity 

to those found in Ch’i. They are namely, Johnston’s principles of  ‘sharpness, 

freedom and unity’ (Fairbank, 1948) and Csíkszentmihályi’s notion of “Flow” 

(no date). These suggest a certain aesthetic standard and spontaneity in 

writing which is similar to what has been discussed already.

Ch’i in Digital Media is also explored. In Berzowska’s research on 

‘Computational Expressionism’ (MIT, 1998), it was suggested that digital 

marks can be expressive and dynamic and this concept is clearly evident 

in the work of computational designers like John Maeda and Ben Fry. 

Chu’s research with the virtual brush (2007) demonstrates that, with an 

understanding of the rhythmic vitality of writing, digital software can be 

produced to convey very convincing and realistic rendition of Chinese 

brushwork.

It is apparent that to understand Ch’i it is necessary to experience it through 

practice; therefore a collection of work was executed to examine if the 

characteristics of Ch’i could be found using Western calligraphy. Different 

tools and methods of work were explored. The approaches of simplicity 

and spontaneity were used throughout and the characteristics of Ch’i were 

examined. These results show that Ch’i is cultivated through the receptive 

observation of life and the development of the self-being. It also showed that 

the discipline of control and integrity in making the work are required.

The first set of work was the The Spirit of Calligraphy exhibition, 

which demonstrated clearly that the two approaches of ‘Simplicity’ and 

‘Spontaneity’ could be applied to Western calligraphy. It is also evident that 

the characteristics of Ch’i are also apparent in this work.
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The second set of work came from the Presence and Absence exhibition. 

Inspired by the writing of Kwo (1981), Kazuaki (1987) and Flint-Sato (1999), 

the different qualities of the line in East Asian calligraphy were examined. 

Flint-Sato describes some of these qualities as the “dynamic lines” which in 

Japanese is “sen ga ihite iru” (p.9) meaning, “the lines are alive”, suggesting 

that the lines have energy and power; and “the line as an expression of the 

self ” suggesting that the “inner self is revealed through the line” (p.52). These 

concepts relate closely to the idea of ‘rhythmic vitality’ and place emphasis 

on activating the space surrounding the line, as well as understanding the 

control needed when making the line. 

Burgert (1989) advocates the expressive quality of the graphic form and that 

calligraphy does not have to be legible to convey meaning and emotions. 

Using these ideas as a basis, the work experimented with the abstract 

qualities of calligraphy.  A new tool, the ‘Coke’ pen was used for most of 

the work executed in this exhibition. This pen gives an immediate feedback 

and directness of line, which is liberating. The approaches of simplicity and 

spontaneity were also used to create the work. The final results demonstrated 

that these approaches can be applied to Western calligraphy, and the 

resonance and vitality of the lines were quite different, depending on the 

tools that were used.

Lastly, the Breath, Energy, Spirit  –Writing 2004 calligraphy symposium was 

established to provide Western calligraphers with opportunities to learn 

about East Asian traditions, approaches, tools and materials. They also 

gained first hand experience in applying these approaches in their own work. 

This symposium offered to Western calligraphers a better understanding of 

the philosophical and spiritual approaches of East Asian calligraphy. As a 

result of this, the delegates realised that Western calligraphy is more than 

beautiful writing and that the cultivation of the self-being is an important 

process within calligraphy.

The highlight for me from this experience was the teaching of Tanahashi. 

He used the method of holding and guiding the students’ hands to write 
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Chinese characters. Through this method, I felt the sense of movement and 

the direct transference of his energy into my writing. This is perhaps one of 

the best ways to experience the concept of ‘Ch’i’. 

In the following two Chapters we will examine the relationship of Western 

calligraphy and digital media and the different characteristics of Ch’i within 

digital marks will be examined by exploring other practitioners’ work. My 

own work will also be analysed to illustrate the processes of Ch’i used in 

digital media.
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CHAPTER 4 – DIGITAL MEDIA AND CALLIGRAPHY

4.1 INTRODUCTION

Technology has not killed calligraphy, merely caused it 
to shift focus. As calligraphy has become unnecessary to 
communicate language, it has dispensed with words. It is 
almost as if calligraphy has been relieved of a burdensome 
task it has borne on its shoulders all these centuries. This 
is only possible because the essential nature of calligraphy 
is not in the words and letterforms themselves. 
(Skaggs, 2007, p.33)

Skaggs’s comment above suggests that calligraphy does not necessarily have 

to be text based; that it can come from the presence of the maker, the gestural 

movement, the energy and the vitality of the marks. This concept opens 

up the interpretation of calligraphy and supports the theories mentioned 

in Chapter 2.4.2 proposed by Burgert (1989) and Neuenschwander (2000), 

particularly the reference to the term, ‘linear graphic’.

With these thoughts in mind, this chapter sets out to analyse the linear 

graphic of digital calligraphy. It also examines the notion of Ch’i within a 

digital context, demonstrating this through practical work which uses the 

approaches of ‘Simplicity’ and ‘Spontaneity’ (see Chapter 3.3.3). It will also 

apply the established characteristics of Ch’i to the digital work, and they 

are:

i. A natural flow of energy (Ch’i)

ii. The rhythmic pattern of writing (Yun)

iii. The vitality of letterforms (Shen)

iv. The gestural movement of the calligrapher (Tung)

This chapter is separated into three parts. The first part (Section 4.2) deals 

with the context of digital media, where some of its unique processes will 
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be discussed. The concept of ‘authenticity’ and ‘the original’ will also be 

analysed. 

The second part of the chapter (Section 4.3) deals with print based 

calligraphy, which includes bitmap and vector calligraphy. Their unique 

processes are analysed and these are demonstrated by using examples of 

my practical work.

The third part (Section 4.4) concerns screen based calligraphy, where the 

processes of multimedia and calligraphy are examined. The calligraphy 

from My Family Book I (2001) will be used to demonstrate the processes of 

using multimedia. The result of this is a self-running movie of My Family 

Book II (2003). 

4.2 DIGITAL MEDIA IN CONTEXT

The exploration of calligraphy and digital media consists of two strands: 

print based and screen based calligraphy. As the table below demonstrates 

(see Figure 59), within print based calligraphy there are bitmap calligraphy 

and vector calligraphy. In screen based calligraphy there are multimedia and 

calligraphy, and computational calligraphy.

With bitmap calligraphy, the principal software used is Adobe Photoshop. 

In vector calligraphy, the software used is Adobe Illustrator and InDesign. 

Within multimedia and calligraphy, the software Macromedia Director 

and Lingo programming were used. In computational calligraphy, the main 

programming language is Processing and ActionScript. In screen based 

calligraphy, only multimedia work will be discussed in this chapter and 

computational calligraphy will be covered in the following one. 
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Print based calligraphy Screen based calligraphy

Bitmap calligraphy using 

Photoshop

Multimedia & calligraphy using 

Director and Lingo

Vector calligraphy using 

Illustrator and InDesign

Computational calligraphy using 

ActionScript and Processing

Figure 59. Table showing the strands and software used within print based 
and screen based calligraphy

4.2.1 Developing new processes using digital media

In developing new processes, the dichotomy between the traditional 

(calligraphy) and the new (digital media) has to be understood. Integrating 

any traditional disciplines with digital media is a delicate and complicated 

endeavour. On the one hand, the values and contexts of the old cannot be 

ignored; in the other, a new perspective has to be developed that is in keeping 

with the technologies and artistic values of the time. 

A sense of balance has to be achieved; as Rick Valicenti, the American 

designer and lettering artist puts it, “We can always use the computer to 

make statements that are right for today, but at the same time you have to 

keep that balance, with high tech and with the high touch… It sums it up for 

me – the pursuit of balance. I can run the mouse and I can run my hand. You 

have to balance the commercial work, the personal work, the technology-

based imagery and the hand-generated imagery, appealing to big audiences, 
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and then appealing to just myself. Where is that balance? I would say that is 

what I am pursuing all the time.” (Gilman, 1995, p.29) 

Comparatively, some digital calligraphy can be over-produced and this is 

dictated by the software’s special effects and fancy filters. The results are 

often too ‘gimmicky’ or ‘mechanical’ and devoid of spirit. However, with 

digital calligraphy being a new discipline, there are no established rules 

and Thomson (2004) advocates that filters and effects should be used with 

discretion, but “On the other hand, the rules have not yet been written. The 

art form of computer calligraphy is very new and all of us can participate in 

defining it.” (p.13) 

As a result, the practical research here has developed its own ‘rules’ relying on 

tacit experience and intuition. Its first rule is not to create digital calligraphy 

solely through the use of digital media, but to use other properties of the 

digital medium to support traditional calligraphy. The second rule is that 

since writing calligraphy directly using a digital pen and tablet into the 

computer is unsatisfactory, as it feels too smooth, an alternative technique 

has to be developed – such that it will maintain the idiosyncrasies of hand 

written calligraphy, but created by digital means. 

With this in mind, a new technique has been developed within print 

based calligraphy – initially by scanning traditional calligraphy, and then 

manipulating it later using software such as Adobe Photoshop. Through this 

process (see Figure 60 below) the expressive and gestural qualities that are 

inherent in the traditional calligraphy are still preserved. Quite importantly, 

the tactile qualities of writing calligraphy are maintained, because the 

calligraphy is still created by hand and as such will still process the ‘rhythmic 

vitality’ that is necessary in ‘Ch’i’. Through the scanning of original calligraphy, 

the characteristics of Ch’i are still apparent, and in some cases are enhanced 

through digital techniques such as enlargement, layering, repetitions, etc.
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Figure 60. Diagram showing the process of print based calligraphy

Another process developed in this research is the exploration of the 

boundaries and definitions of calligraphy. By defining calligraphy as 

‘calligraphic’ or ‘linear graphic’ (see Chapter 2.4.2) calligraphy can be 

interpreted as a process of mark-making. The marks do not have to be the 

typical thick and thin strokes found in traditional calligraphy, nor letterform 

based. With the notion of ‘linear graphic’ the research can encompass a 

wider range of marks and possibilities; thus leads to greater freedom and 

the creative use of digital media and traditional calligraphy. 

However, the balance in creating a technique that produces calligraphy 

using digital media could be problematic because computer hardware and 

software have so far ignored the tactile qualities that are crucial in making 

calligraphy. To put this notion in parallel with painting, the designer Meta 

suggests, “No program will ever be able to truly emulate the wide range of 

subtle qualities that interact to form a real painting, the nuances of [colours] 

mixing on a palette, the tactile quality of the surface of the paint on canvas, 

the smell of the paint. In fact, in attempting to emulate such real world 

experiences one is using the computer for the exact thing that a computer is 

weakest at. Its strength is not emulation of pre-existing experiences but the 

creation of entirely new ones.” (Levin, G. et. al, 2001, p.148)

Digital media and technologies, as the designer Meta (2001) suggests, should 

not be used to simulate traditional tools and media. The results will always be 

‘unauthentic’ and the processes can never simulate the same tactile qualities 

that are so important in creative disciplines. Similarly, in calligraphy, the 

‘act’ of writing is just as important as the work itself. The gestural movement 

Original
Calligraphy

Scanner Digital
Format

Software Output
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and the sense of touch are vital elements in calligraphy practices. The feel of 

the writing implement on paper is a necessary sensation for the calligrapher. 

This sensation is also a crucial element for the development of ‘Ch’i’ in 

calligraphy (see Chapter 3.8.1).

In this sense, the practical research follows Meta’s suggestion in not 

emulating existing experiences available through digital media alone, but the 

creation of new experiences through the integration with traditional media. 

Furthermore, these new techniques bring a sense of the ‘hand-made’ within 

the digital domain. These approaches also require a sense of ‘spontaneity’ 

during the creation process in order to permeate the ‘rhythmic vitality’ that 

is so important in ‘Ch’i’.

However, recent research has shown that authentic brush marks can be 

produced by software, such as Chu’s ‘MOXI - Real time ink dispersion 

programme’ (2005). This is perhaps one of the best examples of ink 

dispersion and simulation software available 

(non commercial). Using a digital pen and tablet, 

authentic brush marks can be created using this 

programme to facilitate East Asian painting or 

calligraphy. The cursor in this case is a digital 

rendition of a Chinese brush, simulating real time 

changes to its position, angles and the splaying of 

the brush’s hair to create textured marks similar 

to the characteristics of a real brush (see Figure 

61; and Figure 62 for Movie). The resulting marks 

when printed (inkjet) onto Chinese Xuan paper are 

almost indistinguishable from the real thing. 

He has also developed the interface to simulate a 

real life set up, with an inkwell at the top of the 

screen. A pad of tissue paper is adjacent to this to absorb water from the 

brush, hence controlling the wetness and amount of ink on the brush. The 

Chinese Xuan paper is set in the middle of the screen (see Figure 63).

Figure 61. Image showing the 
hair of the Virtual Chinese 
Brush dynamically splitting 
or splaying, depending on the 
angle and movement used 
(Chu, 2007)
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The uniqueness of his software is the 

ability to splay the bristles of the brush 

as with a real brush, hence producing 

very convincing and authentic looking 

marks on screen.

His PhD thesis ‘Making Digital 

Painting Organic’ (2007) also highlights 

his understanding of ‘rhythmic vitality’ 

and an awareness of having “organicity” 

and “spontaneity” (p.5) in creating 

brushwork using this programme. He 

stresses the differences between the 

two terms, “While organicity is more 

about the final appearance, spontaneity 

is about the process.” (ibid). Critically, 

Chu has developed a program that can 

produce very authentic looking brush 

marks but the hardware (third party 

commercial digital pen and tablet) still 

lacks feel and tactile feedback (I have 

tested this firsthand in Hong Kong, 

November 2006). It can be argued that 

if this lack of tactile sensation detracts 

from the sense of rhythmic vitality but, 

judging from his digital calligraphy 

work (see Figure 64), the sense of 

vitality and movement in his writing is 

still evident.

Figure 62. Movie of Chu’s Virtual Chinese 
Brush (2007)

Figure 63. The interface and set up of the 
Virtual Chinese Brush (Chu, 2007)

Figures 64. Example of Chu’s digital 
calligraphy (2007)
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4.2.2 The concept of ‘authenticity’ and the ‘original’

Chu’s research has inspired the thinking on the concepts of  “authenticity” 

(Goodman, 1968) and “the original” (Wands, 2006, p.12) within digital 

media. The file of a piece of digital calligraphy is essentially mathematical 

data, which can be transferred or stored and printed at will. Traditional 

calligraphy is always considered to be an original with no two pieces of work 

being exactly the same. 

Goodman’s theory in Art and Authenticity (1968, p.99), describes a painting 

as “autographic”, meaning it is a one off original. He argues that a copy 

of the original painting is still an original in the sense that there are still 

subtle differences in the ‘copy’. He also suggests that a music performance is 

“allographic”, meaning all performances are original and genuine instances of 

the music score, and the original manuscript or score is the ‘original’ (p.113). 

Similarly in printing, Goodman describes an etching plate as being original 

and therefore, autographic and any prints made from this plate are instances 

of the original work (p.114), bearing in mind the slight variation of the prints 

depending on the application of ink and pressure of the press.

As such, a copy of a poem is also allographic, because the information 

(essentially the words) copied is the same. But it can be argued that a 

calligraphic rendition of the poem is autographic, because it is an original 

piece of work.

With this in mind, the electronic file of a piece of digital calligraphy can also 

be described as original, and thus, autographic, and the prints from this 

file are genuine instances of this original work. However, because digital 

prints are identical in all instances (unless you change the paper or the types 

of printing method from say, inkjet to laser print), it poses the question of 

whether they can be described as ‘original’? Howard Rigatti (2008) discussed 

similar situations within photography, where the negative of a photograph 

is the original (similar to a digital file) and where the photographic prints 

made from it (be they by the photographer who took it or by another 

person) are not originals. He says, “Just like a designed object, photographic 
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prints are multiples of themselves, generated from a single negative that is a 

source without being an original. There is no original print, just as there is 

no original designed object” (p.46).

The answer to this debate is perhaps beyond the scope of this research, 

but an intermediate solution could be that if there are strictly controlled 

limited digital edition instances of the original (i.e. a limited print run and 

the file is destroyed or not copied or not used again) and that particular 

instances are observed (i.e. the manual numbering and signing of the 

prints), then that might provide more convincing reasons why these 

prints can be described as original, and since the process started with the 

production of a digital piece of work in mind, then its intention and the 

outcome are authentic, too.

To support this line of reasoning, Dutton (2003) uses the term ‘expressive 

authenticity’ to describe authentic instances of work that is created from 

within oneself and is expressive in nature. He relates this notion to a music 

performance where he describes, “…authenticity is seen as committed, 

personal expression, being true musically to one’s artistic self, rather than 

true to an historical tradition” (2003, no page number).

In this context, since all the digital calligraphy created for this research is 

expressive and personal in nature, and since most of the pieces are one off 

or controlled limited prints, then these can be considered as autographic, 

authentic and original and should have the same artistic value as a traditional 

piece of work.

4.3 PRINT BASED CALLIGRAPHY

The practical exploration of print based calligraphy explores the qualities of 

the linear graphic and whether the characteristics of Ch’i can be found in 

digital media. The approaches of ‘Simplicity’ and ‘Spontaneity’ developed 

in the previous Chapter are also adapted and used in the practical work 

discussed here.
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4.3.1 Bitmap calligraphy

The main software used in bitmap calligraphy is Adobe Photoshop. Initial 

practice with a digital pen and tablet proved unsatisfactory as the tactile 

feeling and feedback from the pen were too detached from the real thing. 

Also, it is not possible to create lines of writing like that of a pen and the 

gestural movement is restricted because of the small working area of the 

digital tablet. An alternative method of ‘inputting’ calligraphy has to be 

developed. The main technique used for this is to scan traditional calligraphy 

and then manipulate it using Photoshop. Because of this, Photoshop has 

influenced the properties and techniques used in bitmap calligraphy. Within 

Photoshop, there are many features, filters and special effects available. The 

approach taken however has deliberately been simple and the four processes 

of bitmap calligraphy are identified for analysis:

Layers

Choices

Using type

Reusability

4.3.1.1 Using layers

One of the main advantages of using Adobe Photoshop is the layering 

function. This allows graphical elements to be moved around the ‘canvas’ 

and in sequential hierarchical order. It also allows for the precise control of 

different manipulations of each layer. 

Letterscape 1 (1999) was produced to test out firstly the process of transferring 

scanned calligraphy and mark making into Photoshop, and secondly to 

explore the use of layers (see Figure 65). This initial test suggested that the 

best method is to have the different elements scanned as Greyscale TIFF 

format. This allows colour to be applied on to the images afterwards, giving 

more control to the placement of colour and opacity. This test has only 

three calligraphic elements: the background marks, the alphabet (repeated 

four times) and the Chinese character ‘ ’ (in Chinese – ‘Sho’, meaning 

‘book’ or ‘writing’). 
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Figure 65. ‘Letterscape 1’, digital calligraphy (Ling, 1999)

With this process each calligraphic element is imported into individual 

layers. The design and layout are then juxtaposed by moving the elements 

around within each layer. Other image manipulation techniques such as 

colour, opacity, paint mode, etc. are also used. The size and repetition of 

the different elements are also easily controlled. However, it is important 

that the original shapes of the letterform are not altered – something 

which is so easily achieved with unnecessary filters and effects tools. 

Interestingly, by using repetitions and displacement of sizes and colour, 

the rhythm and vitality of the writing is enhanced with a greater sense of 

movement and energy.

When using layers, the physical elements can be switched on and off, 

duplicated, moved around and aesthetically enhanced. When comparing 

these techniques to those of traditional methods, it can be argued that 

using digital media is relatively easier and more controllable. The design and 

composition of the work can also be easily adjusted. There is no concern 

about making mistakes, as these can be easily rectified by using the ‘History’ 

tool or the ‘Undo’ command. For a traditional piece, everything has to be 

considered and mistakes are not easily rectified. 
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We can see from this that the process of using digital media to create an 

effective looking piece of work (not considering the contextual meanings for 

the moment) has its advantages. Once all the calligraphic elements are on 

the page one can have limitless variations (reusability and choice) of designs 

from these. 

However, this ease of use provided by digital media does have its drawbacks 

– it has made the process of making calligraphy less challenging and 

fulfilling for as discussed earlier, the physical act of writing is very important 

in calligraphy. During the digital process, the physical act of writing is not 

there so the process becomes more detached and it is the software that 

creates the effects and designs, not the wetness of the ink, or the materials 

that are used. 

This research is not to prove which medium is 

better, but to see what can be achieved when both 

are used together. The intention here is important, 

as it is possible to work in a traditional approach 

to imitate the digital process and vice versa. As the 

work ‘The Moon Descends’ (2000) demonstrates, by 

using matt medium varnish, layers of calligraphy can 

be achieved by using traditional tools and materials. 

Unlike the digital process, where one can move 

the elements around the ‘canvas’, this approach is 

more challenging as one has to decide where to put 

down the different elements intuitively. Through 

this approach of spontaneity, the act of making 

the calligraphy is far more challenging, as there is 

very little room for error (see Figure 66). This process of using layers and 

approach of spontaneity is also demonstrated in the Family Book I illustrated 

in Chapter 3.7.1.

Through the traditional methods of layering, the visual elements can also 

have their hierarchical order. In this example, the background is covered in 

Figure 66. ‘The Moon 
Descends’, traditional 
calligraphy (Ling, 2000)
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vertical rolled marks. The Chinese calligraphy (written with an Automatic 

pen, not a brush) is placed directly on top of these marks. This is then ‘glazed’ 

with water-based matt varnish. This helps to ‘flatten’ the elements and allows 

additional layers to be added without affecting the layers below. The layers of 

Western calligraphy are then added to balance the composition. The layers 

here, opposed to the digital process, are fixed and permanent and the work’s 

‘History’ cannot be changed. This would have been different had digital 

processes been employed.

‘The Moon Descends’ demonstrates that it is possible to create through 

traditional means layers and other techniques found in the digital process. 

4.3.1.2 Having choices

The process of creating calligraphy and working spontaneously is about 

making choices. In traditional media, the choices are unlimited. With digital 

media, the choices are restricted to the system that is pre-defined (in this 

case, Photoshop). 

Digital media perhaps offer greater flexibility in the variation of outcomes 

available. However, there are some disadvantages of working with the 

digital process, too. To take Letterscape 1 as an example, each element of 

the calligraphy is scanned and imported as an individual layer. Although 

these layers can be manipulated, the calligraphy is predetermined and 

fixed. If the calligraphy needs to be adapted, then it has to be rewritten and 

rescanned, which can slow down the process. What is new is the ability to 

create variations of compositions through the use of pre-scanned elements. 

(See 4.3.1.4 Reusability) Hence, the challenging part of the digital process is 

the making of calligraphy by putting these elements together – not in the 

writing of the calligraphy itself.

Also, within this process, there is no sense of using the ‘material’ as it is in 

traditional media. Apart from the computer processing time, which is almost 

instantaneous these days, there is no need to wait for the ink to dry or to 
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mix the ink and wash the tools. As mentioned before, the dichotomy here 

is that with greater choices, there is less ‘feel’ – digital technology increases 

the ease of producing work but it has also reduced the tactile quality at the 

same time.

The table below (see Figure 67) illustrates some of the choices available in 

digital calligraphy. Namely, they are:

The choice of history (to go back in time or undo)

The choice of layers (to reveal or conceal, to manipulate each layer, etc)

The choice of speed/time (to create more variation of work and different 

ideas)

The choice of outcome (for print, for design, for screen based work, etc)

Choices Digital calligraphy Traditional calligraphy

History The History function allows 
the user to ‘go back in time’, 
as each operation is recorded 
and can be tracked back or 
even to have certain functions 
repeated to save time

Not possible, unless scraping 
off (if possible) the part that is 
not needed

Layers The hierarchy of the Layers 
can be switched around and 
manipulated

Layers are possible but are 
fixed once they are put down

Speed/Time Variations of the work can 
be created in the available 
time, giving more choice and 
variety of outcomes

This is pre-determined by the 
traditional process, stretching 
paper, waiting for the ink to 
dry, preparing materials, etc

Outcome Once it is in a digital format, it 
can be transferred to different 
outcomes such as from print 
to screen and vice versa

Outcome is pre-determined 
and fixed, be it paper based or 
another outcome, unless it is 
scanned or photographed for 
digital output

Figure 67. Comparative table showing the different kinds of choices available 
to digital and traditional processes
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The choice of ‘Layers’ as described in 4.3.1.1 allows visual elements to be 

placed within individual layers. The hierarchy of this can be changed and 

manipulated. The layers can also be hidden or shown, allowing variations 

of results.

The choice of ‘Speed/Time’ demonstrates that digital media offer more 

variation of outcomes, within the time available. This ‘Speed/Time’ factor 

is perhaps one of the fundamental differences between digital media and 

traditional calligraphy.

The choice of ‘History’ allows the calligrapher to ‘go back in time’ to any 

previous stages of the work. In Photoshop, each operation is recorded and 

hence allows the user to ‘undo’ any changes made to the work. It can also 

record sequences of functions and repeat these automatically, saving time 

and effort.

The choice of ‘outcome’ allows digital calligraphy to move between print 

based or screen based media. With traditional calligraphy, the outcome is 

pre-determined and fixed, be it paper based or on any other material, unless 

the work is scanned or photographed for digital output.

These choices are arguably unique to the nature of digital calligraphy and it 

illustrates some of the major differences from traditional calligraphy. 

4.3.1.3 Using type

As mentioned in Chapter 1.1, there is a distinction between calligraphy and 

typeface. ‘Calligraphic’ typefaces often do not take into account the intrinsic 

qualities of hand written letterforms – imperfection and variety of forms. 

Since calligraphy is written by hand, inconsistencies do occur and it is these 

inconsistencies that give calligraphy its unique characteristic. A typeface, 

on the other hand is much more regular and mechanical in nature and the 

regularity of forms is more consistent. Neuenschwander explains, “A font 

(unless it is a raw style) is composed of forms that are perfectly consistent 
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with the machine they appear on and have no sense of the presence of the 

human hand.” (2007)

George Thomson (1999) has a different view and debates if a font can be 

produced to share the same qualities of calligraphy such as vitality, rhythm 

and movement, etc. When these qualities are present in a typeface, then it 

could be considered to be calligraphy. Other calligraphers also agree with this 

sentiment. Julian Waters for example, argues that as long as the letterforms 

look like calligraphy and serve their purpose, then it does not matter if it is 

type or calligraphy.

Thomson (1999) has created fonts that are based on his own calligraphic 

hand. He devised a system using a random algorithm, which makes variations 

of letters to the font being set. This gives the font a sense of inconsistency 

and slight irregularity of forms, which is more akin to calligraphy. 

Another example is Herman Zapf ’s “Zapfino” (1998), which is perhaps one 

of the most versatile script typefaces designed that captures authentically, 

the spirit of calligraphy by producing the numerous variations of letters 

necessary to make it look like calligraphy. Zafino is based on the calligraphy 

of Herman Zapf and the typeface uses Opentype technology and has over 

1400 characters. The full use of alternate characters makes the typeface 

unique, as they are all interchangeable. They are also fully supported with 

ligatures and symbols. With practice, the typeface can be set to look like 

calligraphic writing (see Figure 68).

Inspired by Thomson and Zapf ’s work, the typeface ‘Impetuous’ (1999) was 

designed to bring across some of the hand made qualities of calligraphy 

into a typeface design (see Figure 69). This was achieved by scanning the 

calligraphic writing of each letterform (rather than drawing them) and each 

letter was then imported into Macromedia ‘Fontographer’ – a commercial 

font design software. In this typeface, inconsistencies are deliberately 

maintained – for example, the variant thicknesses of the strokes and the 

slight differences in the x-height of each letter. It could be argued that 
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because the letterform of ‘Impetuous’ is hand written (calligraphy) rather 

than hand drawn, the characteristics of C’hi are maintained in the rhythm of 

the writing, even though it has been transformed into a typeface. 

Figure 68. Zapfino typeface showing the use of the alternate characters and 
the sense of being a piece of calligraphic writing.

Figure 69. ‘Impetuous’ typeface (Ling, 1999)
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Impetuous was subsequently used in He Wishes For The Cloths Of Heaven (see 

Figure 70), which was created for the Beyond Words exhibition (Sunderland, 

1999). This piece of work was created entirely from the computer as the 

‘calligraphy’ was typed out and layered in Photoshop. Each line of texts was 

placed in a separate layer to facilitate the design and layout. The original size 

is A4, which was then enlarged to A1 size and printed for the exhibition. The 

enlargement also enhances the impact of the piece. 

Figure 70. ‘He Wishes For The Cloths Of Heaven’, digital calligraphy using 
the font, ‘Impetuous’ (Ling, 1999)

The result of this was deemed successful as feedback from visitors to the 

exhibition did not realise that the work was created entirely digitally. The 

reason for this is perhaps that the letter shapes are scanned directly from hand 

written forms rather than hand drawn outlines. This helped to give a sense 

of fluidity to the letterforms. It could be agreed that some characteristics of 

Ch’i are evident in the work, as the energy, movement, rhythmic vitality and 

self-being are present. The use of layers also gives the piece a sense of depth 

and texture.
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One could argue this is strictly speaking a piece of ‘typographic’ design and 

not calligraphy. However, the feel and look of it is calligraphic and for the 

purposes of this research it is acceptable to classify this approach as digital 

calligraphy – using font converted from original calligraphy (see Figure 71).

Essentially, I see this kind of work as digital mark making.

Figure 71. Diagram showing the process of digital calligraphy – using font 
converted from original calligraphy

Following on from this, I wanted to create a piece of work that simulated the 

‘typographic’ design feel of a double page spread format, but done entirely 

using traditional processes. In The Raven’s Cry (2000), the calligraphy on the 

right is created by using layering with 

spontaneous approaches (similar to 

The Moon Descends, see 4.3.1.1). It was 

later cropped and juxtaposed with the 

page on the left. The writing on the left 

is hand written, deliberately making a 

simple contrast to the page opposite 

(see Figure 72).

From these experiments, it is clear that the processes are generally 

interchangeable. It is through this flexibility in the working process that 

the approach of spontaneity and simplicity can be applied. This method of 

working also demonstrates that with informed knowledge and experience, 

the boundaries between digital media and traditional methods can be 

obliterated. Quite importantly, the characteristics of Ch’i from the original 

calligraphy were also maintained even though it was converted to a font 

afterwards. However, careful attention needs to be paid to the kerning and 

Original
Calligraphy

Fontographer
Software

Font Photoshop
Software

Output
(Digital

Calligraphy)

Figure 72. ‘The Raven’s Cry’ (Ling, 2000)
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spacing of these calligraphic fonts, as they might alter the rhythmic pattern 

of the text.

4.3.1.4 Reusability

Once the calligraphy is in a digital 

format, the work can be reused creatively 

in different ways. This provides the user 

with many possibilities and variations. 

With the right sense of balance and 

judgement, the user can create variations 

of design using the same calligraphic 

elements. 

One example of this is the work The 

Spirit of Calligraphy (2002). It was 

originally created for a calligraphy 

competition organised by the 

Calligraphy and Lettering Arts Society 

(CLAS) in London. The initial design 

was conceived by writing each individual 

word separately and then scanning them into Photoshop. These were then 

layered together to form the initial black and white design (see Figure 73). 

The same scans were subsequently adapted for the competition piece (see 

Figure 74), which is in colour and in the form of a book jacket design. 

The composition of the calligraphy has been changed slightly to suit the 

square format. There are also repetitions of the same calligraphy used in 

the background. 

Figure 73. ‘The Spirit of Calligraphy’ 
(Ling, 2002)
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Figure 74. ‘The Spirit of Calligraphy’ book jacket design, digital calligraphy 
(Ling, 2002)

The final piece (see Figure. 75) utilises a long and thin landscape format. 

This piece of work was used for The Spirit of Calligraphy exhibition in 

(Montbéliard, 2003). All the words were separated and placed into a 

horizontal line and additional calligraphy (the alphabet) and background 

shapes were added. 

Figure 75. The final version of ‘The Spirit of Calligraphy’, digital calligraphy, 
(Ling, 2003)

These works demonstrate the many ways in which digital media can be 

used in calligraphy; by understanding the processes involved, the creation 

of digital calligraphy can be creative and varied. The characteristics of Ch’i 

are still evident in each piece of work, despite the calligraphy having been 
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adapted for different use in each case. What has changed perhaps is the 

resonance of the work, as the difference in format, background, layers, 

textures, colours, etc. affect the energy of each piece of work.

4.3.2 Vector calligraphy

The main items of software used in vector calligraphy are Adobe Illustrator 

and InDesign. These are different to Photoshop in that they use Bezier curves 

to create outline shapes, rather than bitmap images. This means they are 

resolution independent and can be resized without loss of resolution.

The outline technology has prompted research to explore the potential of 

the digital line. It also explores how these lines can be used in different ways, 

compared to those used in Photoshop. This has led to the following four 

processes being developed:

The use of lines

The use of repetitions

Unpredictability

Simplicity and Complexity

4.3.2.1 The exploration of vector lines

The qualities of line found in bitmap calligraphy and vector calligraphy 

are very different. Bitmap calligraphy uses pixels to form the shape of the 

line, which is scanned from original calligraphic marks. This gives the line 

a quality that is very similar to its original source. However, being a pixel-

based process, it is resolution dependent, which means that it cannot be 

enlarged more than its original size without loss of quality in detail.

Vector calligraphy uses postscript software such as Adobe Illustrator 

or InDesign, which enables the construction of very accurate designs, 

comprising smooth, non-pixelated lines and fills. It works around the 

principle of plotting a series of points, which are then connected by lines of 

a designated weight, style and thickness. The final image is not resolution 
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dependent, and is capable of being 

enlarged or closely scrutinised without 

any loss of quality. Elements created 

in Illustrator or InDesign can be used 

as stand alone designs or exported for 

use in other software packages, such 

as Photoshop.

The characteristics of these smooth 

outlines allow the research to be 

carried out to develop a different way of approaching calligraphy. Much of 

the vector calligraphy works conducted are inspired by the computational 

work of Maeda, Levin et al (see Figure. 76), urban graphics (graffiti) and 

contemporary graphic and image making techniques. 

As mentioned earlier, the term ‘linear graphic’ is used to explore other 

associations of calligraphy. This provides a wider scope for interpretation 

and the creation of artwork. In this instance, ‘Calligraphy’ using Vector 

software does not have to have the thick and thin strokes that is typical of 

traditional Western calligraphy. Vector calligraphy in this context is about 

exploring the linear graphic, the properties of these lines and how these can 

be used within the context of Ch’i.

For vector calligraphy, the font Impetuous is used again to provide the outlines 

needed to create the calligraphic shapes; the shapes of the letterforms are 

then manipulated using different processes.

5.3.2.2 The use of repetitions

Inspired by the computational line work such as that by Maeda (see Figure 

76 above), I wanted to explore how this could be achieved without using 

any programming. The ‘Blend’ tool in Adobe Illustrator, for example, gives 

a unique repetition of lines and shapes (See Figure. 77) and this allows for 

many interpolations and variations. 

Figure 76. ‘Infinity’ (Maeda, 2000)
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For the Blend tool to work, at least two 

separate elements in outline form are 

needed. Depending on the thickness of 

line, colour, position and size, the blend 

tool will interpolate the ‘in-betweens’ 

and morph the outlines together. This 

sometimes, provides very unpredictable 

but interesting results. Using the ‘step 

and repeat’ (see Figure 78) and the 

‘rotation’ functions (see Figure 79), further 

experiments can be achieved using these 

processes.

As the above examples show, the work 

has a unique sense of rhythmic vitality, 

movement, energy and texture. All the 

lines have the same thickness (0.25 mm) 

and by overlaying them, they look like 

meshes and have aesthetic qualities that 

are different to traditional calligraphy. 

The lines also become sculptural and 

alive (having energy, power and vitality), 

which is reminiscent of Fint-Sato’s 

references of the “sculptural line” and 

“the dynamic lines” (see Chapter 3.8.1).

4.3.2.3 Unpredictability

There is a certain degree of 

unpredictability with some of these 

outcomes. Although the parameters are 

set (e.g. number of repeats, degrees of 

rotation) beforehand by the user, there 

is still no notion how the calligraphy 

Figure 77. Calligraphy, created using the 
‘Blend’ tool in Adobe Illustrator. (Ling, 2006)

Figure 78. Same calligraphy repeated, using 
‘Step and Repeat’ (Ling, 2006)

Figure 79. Using ‘Rotation’ (Ling, 2006)
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might look until it appears on the screen. It is this ‘unpredictability’, which 

gives the work its unique experience. The paradoxical notion of being in 

control and not in control at the same time is another unique feature with 

working in this way.

It is mentioned earlier in Section 4.3.1.2 that with digital calligraphy, there 

is no sense of the ‘material’ as it is virtual. Through repetition of lines the 

calligraphy can be folded and bent like materials. This gives the calligraphy a 

different dimension, as it no longer needs to be read, but rather to be looked 

at and be ‘touched’ by the viewer. This notion of the ‘material’ – calligraphy 

seemingly moving, moulded like clay, flowing like cloths are some of the 

unique qualities of using Vector software. In the work Materialism (2006) , 

the marks are repetition of a crooked line. When repeated like this, it looks 

like lines on monetary notes (the catalyst for materialism) and yet, the group 

of marks look like a piece of material, it looks physical and has a certain 

artistic value which is interpretative to the viewer (see Figure 80).

Some traditionalists advocate that 

calligraphy should be legible and should 

communicate literal contexts. Yet, the 

work ‘Materialism’ is calligraphic, but 

it is not ‘legible’ – they are not even 

words, and yet they communicate 

certain artistic values. The relationship 

between the linear graphic and the 

calligraphic forms becomes unified, but 

at an abstract and conceptual level. 

4.3.2.4 Simplicity and complexity

In essence, the processes for these experiments are very basic: rotation 

repetition and layering. Through the use of rotation and repetition, a single 

simple letter shape can evolve into something that, because of its complexity 

looks very different. 

Figure 80.  ‘Materialism’ (Ling, 2006)
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The idea of simplicity was inspired by Tanahashi’s workshop at the Writing 

2004 Symposium – Breath, Spirit, Energy (see Chapter 3.9). Maeda in 

‘The Laws of Simplicity’ (2006) suggests “Simplicity and complexity need 

each other” (p.45) and that “The rhythm of how simplicity and complexity 

occur in time and space holds the key” to this notion (p.46). The following 

experiment shows how a simple letter ‘M’ from the typeface ‘Impetuous’ 

(see Figure 81) can be manipulated into a complex design by using rotation 

and repetition (see Figure 82).

Figure 82. ‘Complexity’ (Ling, 2006)

The resulting image has a more aggressive resonance, which is totally different 

to its original shape (letter M); this transformation is totally unpredictable 

and is a result of ‘complexity’.

However, this example is too regular and ‘perfect’ in its shapes and does not 

Figure 81. ‘Simplicity’ – a letter ‘M’ (Ling, 2006)

MMMM MMM
MMMM
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suggest the notion of time and space very well. To improve upon this idea, I 

have constructed a Gothic letter ‘M’ and as the letter is rotated, part of the 

letter is deliberately moved to create a variation in shapes as it repeats itself. 

The resulting work looks more vibrant and has a sense of energy that is quite 

unique to itself (see Figure 83).

From this experiment, we can see that ‘imperfect’ symmetry is more 

interesting and unique than perfect symmetry. Maybe this reflects on the 

idea that technology can achieve the perception of perfection, but it is the 

imperfection that gives the work its human quality.

The final piece of work SCIENCE was created for the Design4Science 

exhibition (2007). The work was inspired by a quotation, “Most of the 

satisfaction is from the fun of exploring, doing things that nobody else has 

Figure 83. From ‘Simplicity to Complexity’ – 
imperfect symmetry (Ling, 2006)
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ever done before” from Fred Sanger, 

the biochemist who discovered the 

structure of protein in the 1940’s 

(Wikipedia). I decided to separate 

the letters from the word SCIENCE 

and then to apply the rotation and 

repetition techniques to these letters. 

These letters were then layered with 

different paint modes, so that the 

subtleties of the overlaps create 

interesting textures. The quotation is 

then added to the bottom of the page 

using the Impetuous font. The word 

SCIENCE is then added vertically 

in the middle of the page to add 

contrasts to the greyscale image (see 

Figure 84).

I had the intention of making these letters the ‘building blocks’ of the word 

SCIENCE by rotating and repeating them to make them look like molecular 

structures. The letters are arbitrarily placed on the page to further suggest 

the organic nature of molecules. The final piece was an inkjet print on A2 

size matt paper.

4.3.3 Summary for print based calligraphy

There are notable differences between bitmap and vector calligraphy. With 

bitmap calligraphy the work generally relies on scanned calligraphy and the 

use of layers to create the results. These techniques result in work that still 

maintain the characteristics of Ch’i and, in some case enhances it. It also 

allows the reusability of the same elements to create variations of work in 

less time than traditional techniques.

Figure 84. ‘SCIENCE’ (Ling, 2007)
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The distinction and debate between type and calligraphy has also been 

discussed. It seems that if the font is created from calligraphic forms, and the 

eventual outcome looks like a piece of calligraphy, then it could be classified 

as calligraphy. This method is illustrated in the work He Wishes For The 

Cloths Of Heaven (1999), where the final outcome is almost indistinguishable 

from traditional calligraphy.

With vector calligraphy, the outcome is based on outline forms. The quality 

of the line is usually smooth and sharp compared with bitmap calligraphy 

where it is more ‘organic’ looking and generally features the thick and thin 

strokes found in traditional calligraphy.

Using techniques such as rotation and repetition, a simple letterform can 

look very different. This ‘simplicity and complexity’ idea is illustrated in the 

experiments featured in Section 4.3.2.2 

With the right techniques, the work created in both bitmap and vector 

calligraphy can look good, as well as showing the characteristics of Ch’i.

4.4 SCREEN BASED CALLIGRAPHY

Within screen based calligraphy, there are multimedia and calligraphy and 

computational calligraphy. Only multimedia and calligraphy will be discussed 

here. The processes and characteristics for computational calligraphy will be 

discussed in the following chapter.

Multimedia and calligraphy use the software Macromedia Director and the 

related programming language Lingo. It uses visual elements taken from My 

Family Book I (2001) discussed in Chapter 3.7.1. Pages from this book were 

scanned and then imported into Director. 
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4.4.1 Multimedia and calligraphy

The blending of image, sound, and text that we see at work 
in multimedia is an indication of a new quality that leaves 
the postmodern era of fragmentary aesthetics behind: we 
are actually passing through newly created audiovisual 
textscapes. The impenetrable white of the printed page 
has, at last, become a transparent space to pass through. 
Multimedia is essentially a three-dimensional collage of 
text-images that we experience in a succession of layers… 
(ed. Leeson, 1996, p.276)

The above quote from Rudolf Frieling suggests that multimedia creates a 

‘three dimensional collage’ of information and that, with this, contextual 

meanings can be enhanced or altered. It also creates work that is to be 

viewed primarily from the computer monitor or projected at a larger scale 

where audience participation is obligatory. He further explains, “The artistic 

quality of a multimedia artwork eventually depends on the extent to which 

both the surfer and the flaneur are provided with a satisfactory experience”, 

(ed. Leeson, 1996, p.278). This seems to imply that multimedia work has to 

work on both the passive and the active audience.

The properties of multimedia and calligraphy are similar to those found in 

print based calligraphy. The only difference is that once the multimedia piece 

is converted to a projector file (a self running file in this case), the properties 

are fixed and cannot be manipulated.

As with print based calligraphy, the letterforms are all hand written first 

and then manipulated using computer software. The advantages of using 

multimedia are the facility of using sound (music), movement and a timeline. 

It allows the layering of time and the sequencing of ‘pages’. This sequence is 

continuous, and is fixed within a certain time frame. Controlling how these 

sequences can be animated helps to highlight the important parts of a piece 

of work as well as emphasising its contextual meaning. This is different to a 

book, where the pages have to be turned manually in one’s own time. With 
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screen-based calligraphy, the viewer is freed from this and the timing is set 

and the context (calligraphy) is displayed within a certain time frame.

4.4.2 My Family book II (Multimedia, 2003)

The software used in this was ‘Director’ which has a built in programming 

language, ‘Lingo’, that can control how the elements on the page behaves. 

It is a very powerful application for creating interactive or self-running 

multimedia presentations, particularly those using bitmap images (in this 

case, scanned calligraphy).

Macromedia Director uses the language of the theatre: the designer is the 

‘director’, the page (screen) is called the ‘stage’ and the scanned pages, graphic 

elements, music and programming codes are imported as ‘cast members’. 

The director has control over what the audience can see and how it is to be 

seen (layering, opacity, movement, etc) and the extra dimensions of having 

a time frame, animation and music add to this control. Once the work is 

finished, it is then exported as a ‘projector’ file where all the visual elements 

are encapsulated into one playable file. In some cases, this ‘projector’ file 

can be converted to other formats (reusability), such as QuickTime movie or 

Windows Media movies to avoid cross-platform issues.

To ensure that the programming (Lingo) and the multimedia presentation 

work properly, a multimedia designer, Olivier Laruelle was enlisted. The 

presentation was premiered in the Writing 2003 symposium – Breath, Spirit, 

Energy - (see Chapter 3.9) at the University of Sunderland. The end product 

is a self-running QuickTime movie that runs for 5 minutes and 41 seconds 

(see Figure 85).

This work is deliberately made to be self-running rather than interactive 

(this aspect will be explored further in computational calligraphy, see 

Chapter 5). It is not intended that this presentation should be a digital 

book, where one can ‘turn’ the pages interactively like that of the Turning 

the Page of the Lindisfarne Gospels in the British Library (www.bl.uk).
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Scanned pages from My Family Book I (2001) (See Chapter 3.7.1) were 

imported into the software Director, and Lingo scripting was used to 

control the various aspects and effects of the multimedia piece; these 

included transparency, layers, fading, etc. The music Eastern Wind by 

Kiriakou (‘Lifescapes’, 2000) was also used to compliment the work (see 

Figure 85 below). 

Using the pages of the book as a metaphor for the linear sequences and 

movement, the pages merge from one to another. This is a different 

experience to viewing a book, where the pages have to be turned manually. 

When the work is presented in an auditorium, the viewers are immersed in 

the work. This audience participatory experience (see Chapter 5.9.3) perhaps 

Figure 85. The Movie ‘My Family book II’ (Ling, 2004)
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enhances the impact of the work and attracts a greater emotional response. 

This is a sentiment shared by Frieling, “When words move, freed from fixed 

patterns of pages and written on surfaces other than white paper, they take 

on a different aspect and can become haunting, seductive….” (ed. Leeson, 

1996, p.271)

In contrast to the normal method of developing a storyboard and sequences, 

this multimedia work was created spontaneously – but in the same order 

as the pages from the book. The layers, movement and pace of the images 

were all decided intuitively. As the images are scans from the book, it can 

be argued that the characteristics of Ch’i are maintained. With the addition 

of multimedia effects, the energy, rhythmic vitality and movement are 

emphasised. The addition of music has given the work an extra dimension 

and the audience participatory experience gives the work a different level of 

emotions and response.

What this multimedia presentation does not offer is the personal connection 

that a book might give. The tactile quality and the ‘interaction’ of turning 

the pages in one’s own time and space might make the words easier to 

comprehend and thus, provide a more personal feel to the participatory 

experience.

4.5 SUMMARY

This Chapter set out to discuss the development of new processes by 

exploring the qualities of the linear graphic and digital media. The practical 

work involved used the established approaches of simplicity and spontaneity 

and the characteristics of Ch’i identified in the previous Chapter. This was to 

determine whether these approaches could be used within digital media and 

to see if the characteristics of Ch’i are still apparent in digital forms.

Calligraphy is a gestural act and current commercial software or hardware 

are generally not designed to facilitate such activity. In general, the digital 

pen and tablet are too restrictive and do not offer authentic feedback for 
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writing, which is a crucial element in calligraphy. Also, much commercial 

software does not create authentic marks, as the digital marks tend to look 

too stiff or smooth or mechanical.

An exception to this is Chu’s virtual brush (2007) which can simulate very 

authentic looking brush marks and ink dispersion. The cursor in this case, 

is an image of a Chinese brush, which moves in real time to the user’s 

movement. One of the unique features of this software is the splaying of 

the brush’s hair, reacting in real time to the movement of the hand. Quite 

importantly, Chu stresses in his PhD thesis the importance of understanding 

the rhythmic vitality in brushwork when developing this software, so that 

the digital brush marks created are imbued with vitality.

In Chu’s thesis, the authenticity of the digital mark was questioned and 

this has led to research into the notion of ‘authenticity’ (Goodman, 1968) 

and ‘the original’  (Wands, 2006). Digital work is essentially mathematical 

data, which can be either stored as a digital file or printed. As such, digital 

calligraphic works can be deemed as ‘autographic’ as they are original 

pieces of work. However, since digital prints are identical in all instances, 

it might be incorrect to suggest that each print is an original and should 

therefore be classified as ‘allographic’. The conclusion to this analysis is 

that if limited prints are produced and certain conditions are controlled, 

(such as the original file being destroyed or not used again, and that the 

prints are signed and numbered) then it could be argued that they can be 

perceived as originals.

It has become apparent that digital calligraphy is a relatively new area and 

that new rules need to be established (Thomson, 2004). This research 

therefore, did not want to create calligraphy that was entirely digitally based, 

but to relied on both the traditional media as well as the digital platform to 

create the work.

Using Neuenschwander’s definition of the ‘linear graphic’ (2000) the research 

explored the qualities of the digital line. Within print based calligraphy there 
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are bitmap and vector calligraphy. The bitmap line is more ‘organic’ looking 

as it is generally scanned from traditional calligraphy. Vector lines on the 

other hand are smoother and use Bezier curves to control the contours and 

thicknesses of the line. 

From practical experiments, new processes have been developed in bitmap 

and vector calligraphy. These are illustrated in the table below (Figure 86).

The processes offered by these media were identified as Layers, Choices, 

Using Type and Reusability for bitmap calligraphy and the use of Repetition, 

Unpredictability, Simplicity and Complexity for vector calligraphy.

It has been shown that many of the characteristics of Ch’i are evident and 

apparent in the digital work. For example Letterscape 1 (2001) demonstrates 

the process of scanning original calligraphy and then importing it into 

Photoshop. Each element is placed in a separate layer, allowing it to be 

manipulated individually – for opacity, paint mode, colour, movement, etc. 

Using layers is perhaps one of the most useful processes in bitmap calligraphy. 

This versatility promotes the flow of working spontaneously and as such has 

enhanced the rhythmic vitality of the work. 

Bitmap calligraphy Vector calligraphy

Processes Using Layers

Having Choices

Using Type

Reusability

The use of lines

The use of repetitions

Unpredictability

Simplicity and Complexity

Properties Uses pixels

Resolution dependent

Uses outlines

Resolution independent

  Figure 86. Table showing the different processes used in 
Bitmap and Vector calligraphy.
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Having the option of choices is another unique features of digital media.  

Most notable is the choice of speed/time, which allows more variations of 

the same work to be created in the time available, this giving the calligrapher 

the opportunity of picking the best work. There is also the choice of history, 

where one can go back to any stage of the work to redo something or to have 

particular actions recorded and to be repeated, hence saving time. Once the 

outcome is in a digital format, the work can be transferred within print or 

screen based work or between programs. The versatility and reusability of 

the digital format is demonstrated in the work Spirit of calligraphy (2002), 

where, from a simple black and white design, it was easily changed into other 

designs – each having a different sense of resonance and vitality.

The process of using a font has also been explored. A calligraphic font 

Impetuous (1999) was designed, based on my own writing. This font was 

used to explore the relationship between calligraphy and typeface design and 

the conclusion was that a distinction should be made between calligraphy 

and type design. However, many practitioners such as Thomson (2004) 

and Waters (2003) advocate that as long as the intention is to produce a 

calligraphic font to imitate calligraphy, and that it has the characteristics of 

calligraphy then it should be considered as calligraphy. Impetuous was used 

in the work He Wishes For The Clothes Of Heaven (1999) which demonstrate 

how a calligraphic font can be made to look like a piece of calligraphic 

writing. It also clearly shows the energy and rhythm of the letterforms, as 

well as the vitality and resonance of the page.

As discussed earlier, vector calligraphy uses Bezier curves to determine 

the lines. Inspired by the computational work of John Maeda, I wanted 

to create work that looks like computational designs but does not use any 

programming. By using simple processes such as repetition, rotation and the 

blend tool, unique but unpredictable work can be produced. The resulting 

work looks like meshes of letterforms, like a piece of material that can be 

moulded into shapes (see Figure 80).
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Another process of vector calligraphy uses the idea of simplicity and 

complexity. A simple letter can be rotated and repeated to create a multiple 

shaped pattern. (see Figures 81 & 82). This pattern takes on a totally 

different resonance and characteristic than it had before. When different 

angles of rotation and the axes are changed, the patterns become different 

again. The work SCIENCE (2007), illustrates how this process can be used 

to create calligraphy that represents patterns of molecules.

With multimedia and calligraphy, the calligraphy is also scanned from a 

traditional source. Using Director, the work can be made to move in certain 

directions and to follow a particular time line. This versatility allows the 

calligrapher to determine the mood and pace of the piece. The Family book 

II (2003) demonstrates the use of layering, movement, sound, time line, 

repetition, etc to great effect. It could be argued that, compared to the 

book, the multimedia piece is much more powerful and profound. When 

projected in an auditorium, the audience is submerged into the work, 

giving the work more impact and resonance.

So far, the many processes of digital media have been discussed and 

we have seen how digital media and traditional calligraphy can be used 

together, and that the characteristics of Ch’i exist in digital work. In 

this way, new processes have been established to facilitate this way of 

working. 

Nevertheless, one of the major drawbacks of digital media is the inability 

to simulate the tactile and gestural qualities of traditional calligraphy. 

Although software such as Chu’s Virtual Brush (2007) can create very 

authentic looking brush marks, the hardware is still not capable of matching 

the feel and feedback of real writing implements and this is perhaps one of 

the main negative aspect of digital calligraphy.

In the next Chapter, ‘computational calligraphy’ is examined to see if 

interactivity and programming can produce calligraphic marks that imbue 

the same vitality and energy that is apparent in traditional and digital 

calligraphy.
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CHAPTER 5 – COMPUTATIONAL CALLIGRAPHY

5.1 INTRODUCTION

The process of information visualisation demands a 
partnership between artist and data. The artist sets in 
motion the visualisation, which in turn, reveals truths the 
artist  could not have known. The digital metamorphosis 
of the procedure gives us a new and seemingly limitless 
palette, where everything is data and any display seems 
possible. (Wattenberg, 2004, p.78)

This chapter analyses the nature of computational art and the relationship 

between computation and calligraphy. It establishes the contexts of 

computational calligraphy and demonstrates how this is put into practice. 

It also determines whether the notion of Ch’i can be applied to work that is 

generated by computer codes.

Computational art is usually created by the programmer/artist, who is 

proficient in conceiving the ideas, writing the codes and generating the 

software. The computational calligraphy demonstrated here enlists the 

collaboration of programmer/artists to create the work. In addition, work 

created by independent individuals is also analysed and discussed.

In this research, the science behind the programming is not scrutinised, but 

instead the research concentrates on the theory and visual impact of the 

computational calligraphy outcomes.

5.2 COMPUTATIONAL CALLIGRAPHY IN CONTEXT

The context of this research explores the relationship between computation 

and calligraphy. It sees the practice of programming as an art form and a 

creative pursuit (Greenberg, 2007, p.XXII). It also explores the potentials 

of the ‘linear graphic’ (Neuenschwander, 2000) and ‘textual representation’ 

(Piñón, 2006) using computation as an expressive medium.
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Computational calligraphy is a relatively new area and computational artists 

are generally not calligraphers but are programmer/artists who can translate 

the beauty of codes into digital linear graphics onto a screen. Computational 

calligraphy is, in essence, the making of digital marks by the use of codes. 

Unlike traditional calligraphy, the outcomes are not entirely letterform 

based, but rely on different computational approaches to create works of 

linear graphic. 

Joanne Berzowska’s research on Computational Expressionism (1998) 

describes how computational lines are different to the ‘real’ line – “They 

differ insofar as their appearance and behaviour does not follow any laws 

of physics. They are not bound by the ballast of physicality, and thus can 

change form more easily than their physical counterparts.” (p.17). She further 

explains that,

The qualities that inform the present definition of computational drawing 

are algorithm, dynamism, interactivity and emergent behaviour. The line 

can be:

1. Display self – Algorithmic Appearance

2. Animate self – Dynamism

3. React to actions – Interaction

4. React to objects – Behaviour (p.60).

Berzowska’s observation echoes Wattenberg’s earlier statement, which 

suggests that within computation anything is seemingly possible, because 

the materials used are different to those of traditional art. John Maeda, 

who explored this process, wrote, “Computation is intrinsically different 

from existing media because it is the only medium where the material and 

the process for shaping the material coexist in the same entity: numbers” 

(2001, p.251).

In Scrolling Forward, David Levy (2001, p.138) states that, “all digital 

materials are made up of both the digital representation and the 
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perceptible forms produced from it.” Applying this idea to computational 

calligraphy, the ‘digital representation’ of computational calligraphy is 

the programming codes. These are materials that exist, usually within 

a computer (unless they are printed out). It is a material that ‘runs in 

the background’ and cannot be touched like a physical object. The 

‘perceptible forms’ are the visualisation of this material on screen – the 

computational calligraphy itself (see Figure 87).

In this sense, there are two levels to computational calligraphy:

i. The digital representation (the computation, the programming)

ii. The perceptible forms (the computational calligraphy created by the 

user/audience)

The ‘digital representation’ is the numbers and 

codes, which control how the linear graphic 

would look, behave and interact with the user/

audience. In this respect, the programming codes 

are the computational calligrapher’s materials and 

medium.

Generally, the ‘perceptible forms’ require the user 

to interact with the computational part to create 

the work. The work can react in a structured pre-

determined way or it can appear in a randomised 

manner. The work can be transient or it can be 

permanent. The work can also be generative and 

build upon itself (Meta, 2001, p.148).

As the diagram illustrates (see Figure 87), 

computational calligraphy is about exploring the 

process, not necessarily just the final outcomes.

Figure 87. Flow chart 
illustrating the Digital 
Representation and Perceptible 
Forms of Computational 
Calligraphy (Ling, 2008)

DIGITAL MATERIAL 
(Computational calligraphy)

DIGITAL 
REPRESENTATION

(The programming codes)

PERCEPTIBLE 
FORMS

(The outcomes, the 
computational work)
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5.3 THE APPROACHES OF COMPUTATIONAL CALLIGRAPHY

In writing the computation, the programmer/artist needs to understand a 

series of set rules, syntaxes, methods and mathematical conventions in order 

to create the work. Computational artists usually work with mathematics, 

computer programming, digital media and other disciplines to produce 

their work. 

Inspired by John Maeda (2001) and Golin Levin’s (2001) writing, the 

approaches taken in this research are to explore computation as a creative 

process. It analyses its relationship with the linear graphic, paying particular 

attention to the expressiveness and dynamism of the digital marks. The work 

involves the programmer/artist to create the codes, and the user/audience 

to interact or participate with it.

The notions of interactivity and participation are explored. Some work needs 

interaction from the user/audience to create the work, whereas some work 

does not need any input at all and runs by itself. The programmer/artist can 

also set the parameters of how these marks are made. These could include 

the direction, rotation, opacity, permanence, movement, colour, thickness 

of line, types of lines, etc. 

Another approach taken for this research is the term ‘textual representation’, 

coined by Richard Piñón (www.caligraft.com), which uses linear graphic 

and letterforms to create computational work. The intention of this is to 

explore the representation of letterforms in a computational environment 

and to see how dynamism and expressiveness can be incorporated into 

computational calligraphy. The research also explores the customisability 

of computational calligraphy, demonstrating how work can be adapted and 

changed by altering the codes. The multiplicity of the digital media also 

helps to highlight the impermanence of the work and the context in which 

it relates to time and space.

All the work produced in computational calligraphy is created entirely 

through the use of programming. This is so that the work will show authentic 

characteristics true to the digital medium.
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5.4 PROGRAMMING LANGUAGES

… for an artist or designer to program is to break the 
boundaries of commercial tools. Creative programming 
offers the possibility of activating your own models and 
inventing new kinds of software. (Simon, J, 2004, p.46) 

The codes used in this research are primarily ActionScript and Processing. 

At the beginning of the research, ActionScript was used as it provided a 

platform to try out ideas quickly. Later, the use of Processing was preferred as 

it is more versatile and powerful. Processing is an ‘open source’ programming 

language, which allows a community of programmers to share and exchange 

their codes and ideas. The community here might include mathematicians, 

computer scientists, programmers, musicians, artists and designers. The 

open source ethos promotes greater creativity and challenge, as there is a 

genuine appreciation of each other’s work. Also, Processing is free and offers 

more control for the programmers/artists to change and adapt their codes 

than in the case with proprietary commercial software.

5.5 COLLABORATIONS WITH PROGRAMMERS

The work featured in this chapter is a mixture of collaborative and independent 

work by individuals. Within the collaborative work, the computational skills 

of Olivier Laruelle and Paul Michalet were utilised. Most of their work 

featured here formed part of their studies on computational calligraphy 

while they were MA students at The University of Sunderland. They were 

under my tutelage and supervision at the time, and the work demonstrated 

in this chapter is a result of this collaboration; Andrew Richardson, a Design 

lecturer colleague at the University of Sunderland, also contributed other 

collaborative and personal work. Some of the works shown are part of his 

PhD research on the craft of computation. This way of working marks an 

obvious difference to the previous examples of art practices included in this 

research, and the works are credited in the captions to indicate authorship 

and joint authorship.
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Usually, ideas for projects were initially discussed between the programmer 

and myself. They then create the codes to articulate these ideas into visual 

computational forms. Further discussions and developments are usually 

carried out, fine-tuning the work throughout the process until a satisfactory 

conclusion is arrived at.

Apart from developing the ideas, my role is to test the functions, and the 

‘control’ of the mark making process. As a calligrapher, I am also able to bring 

in a unique perspective on the linear graphic within the computation, so that 

the marks are distinctively ‘calligraphic’ in feel, like those of Sound Stroke 

(Laruelle & Ling, 2005) where the marks were deliberately made to imitate 

my calligraphy – but with a digital feel (see Section 5.8.2 for more detail).

Independent work by Richard Piñón is also highlighted as it provides a good 

demonstration of the particular processes involved, highlighting specific 

characteristics of computational calligraphy.

5.6 COMPUTATIONAL AND TRADITIONAL CALLIGRAPHY

As mentioned earlier, the computational calligraphy for this research has 

taken a more linear graphic approach, producing digital mark making rather 

than entirely letterform based work.

It is difficult to compare computational calligraphy with traditional 

calligraphy, as the intentions and the perceptible forms are very different. 

With traditional calligraphy, there are usually artistic and aesthetic intentions, 

written with a pen or brush, resulting in a piece of work that is physical and 

‘real’ and its emotions and feelings are communicated through the words. 

With computational calligraphy, the intention is different in that it is more 

about exploring the creative potential of computation and calligraphy. 

Although the artistic and aesthetic intentions still exist, the words are not 

necessarily the main focus. Instead, the linear graphic is present, where 

the tactile and visual experience of the user/audience interacting with the 
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programme creates the work. This results in work that is transient and 

impermanent (unless the whole experience is recorded). 

There is one element that both traditional and computational calligraphy 

share – and that is the bodily presence of the maker – the human touch 

that gives these works their unique qualities. Regina Gleeson writes, “It is 

fascinating to take contemporary examples of both digital and handmade 

line and see both have elements of interests as both have succeeded in 

creating a mark of human expression” (2004, p.13). This is perhaps the key 

to computational calligraphy, in that although the work is created entirely 

in the digital domain, it is still a product of the human hand and mind (The 

idea of bodily presence will be elaborated in Section 5.8.1).

Ira Greenberg also adds, “Once transferred to digital language in the 

computer every element of the image can be modified. The image becomes 

‘information’, in the computer, and all information can be manipulated” 

(2007, p.170). This fluid transference of data however, brings into question 

the authenticity and authorship of digital art, particularly in the form of 

computational calligraphy. 

5.7 AUTHENTICITY AND AUTHORSHIP OF COMPUTATIONAL 

CALLIGRAPHY

Today, many people strive to combine the traditional 
arts with the computer; and while they may succeed at 
producing a digitally empowered version of their art, 
they are not producing true digital art. True digital art 
embodies the core characteristics of the digital medium, 
which cannot be replicated in any other (Maeda, J, 2001, 
p.251) 

As Maeda suggests, digital art is a distinctive art form and has its own 

idiosyncrasies and characteristics. This also applies to computational 
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calligraphy, where the processes and outcomes are very different to those of 

its traditional counterparts. In this respect, a distinction should be made as 

the authenticity and authorship of traditional calligraphy differs from that of 

computational calligraphy.

 

It was established in the previous chapter (see Chapter 4.2.2.) that the 

rendition of a piece of traditional calligraphy is always an original and 

‘autographic’ but the authorship of the texts belongs to the writer. With 

digital calligraphy, where the outcome is printed, the work is still deemed 

as ‘autographic’, as long as particular conditions are observed such as signed 

limited edition prints and quite importantly, if the original intention was to 

produce a piece of digital work in the first place.

With computational calligraphy, this theory has to be approached with an 

alternative perspective, as the processes and materials used are different.

In 1936, Walter Benjamin’s The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction states that every work of art is “unique” and has an “aura”, 

“authority” or “presence”, which gives the work its authenticity and authorship. 

However, this “aura” diminishes or ceases to exist if the art is mechanically 

reproduced (ed. Arendt, 1973, pp 211-218). Michael Rush (1999) argues that 

Benjamin’s theory does not necessarily apply to the current context of digital 

art. He says, “Using new technology artists are now able to introduce new 

forms of ‘production’ not ‘reproduction’” (p.168). This idea certainly applies 

to computational work, such as computational calligraphy, where each 

experience with the program is a ‘production’ in itself.

Rush further explains that Benjamin’s concept of “representation of the real”, 

and the ideas of “reproducibility” and “perspective” in 1936 are not relevant 

to the “digital world” of today. Rush argues that there are no agreed notions 

of the ‘real’ in digital art and that it is “becoming a new reality for which a 

new critical and aesthetic language must yet be developed” (p.170)

Christiane Paul (2003) debates “Whether the concepts of authenticity, 
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authority, and aura are destroyed through these forms of instant 

reproducibility is debatable, but they have certainly undergone profound 

changes” (p.28).

It will normally be agreed that the programmer/artist writes the codes and 

produces the computational work. The authorship in this case is clear – it 

belongs solely to the programmer/artist – unless it is a collaborative work in 

which case there are multiple authors to the work. However, the authenticity 

of the codes is questionable, because the computation would have been 

written with prescribed syntaxes or parts reused from other sources. This is 

the normal practice for most if not all programming processes, particularly to 

those that are ‘open-source’ such as Processing. It could be argued, therefore, 

that most programming codes are ‘inauthentic’ but the perceptible form – 

the final outcome itself – is ‘authentic’, as all instances of the work are original 

and each has an ‘aura’ that is unique to itself. This theory is illustrated in the 

table below (see Figure 88).

PROGRAMMING 
CODES
(The digital 
representation)

OUTCOMES 
(The perceptible forms)

AUTHENTICITY Inauthentic (as codes 
are shared and reused 
from other sources)

Authentic (every 
instance of the work is 
original)

AUTHORSHIP The author is the 
programmer/artist

The author is the user 
(be it the programmer/
artist or the audience)

Fig 88. Table showing the Authenticity and Authorship of 
computational calligraphy
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Regina Gleeson also suggests in an open source environment, the authenticity 

of digital work may be not that important, but rather the creative ideas are 

the main valuable commodity. She concludes by stating, “…even though the 

perception of the original work of art’s authenticity has indeed been challenged 

by digital reproduction and enhancement technologies, digitisation has not 

wiped out the original; rather it has relocated authenticity in a manner that 

challenges the money-driven art market and not the artwork” (2004, p.13). 

Maybe this is one of the reasons why open source computational art is so 

popular – because the artists are producing work for creative exploration 

rather than monetary gains.

5.8 CH’I IN COMPUTATIONAL CALLIGRAPHY

In Chapter 3.3.3, new approaches of simplicity and spontaneity for Western 

calligraphy were established. These approaches were based on the four 

characteristics of Ch’i: energy, rhythmic, vitality and movement. It was also 

concluded in Chapter 5.5 that Ch’i exists in digital media and calligraphy. 

Hence, in order to identify the processes of Ch’i in computational 

calligraphy, the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity are also used, so 

that comparisons can be drawn and identified.

5.8.1 Bodily presence and connection

Software – operating systems, programming languages, 
and applications – to some degree create a gestalt-like 
reality in the computer, the so-called spirit in the machine. 
Thus, perhaps the passion people feel for their machines is 
really a connection to the spirit imbued within the machine 
(the software) – which of course is the human presence.” 
(Ira Greenberg, 2007, p.42)

The approaches of simplicity and spontaneity imply that Ch’i in calligraphy 

is created as a direct result of the connection between the human touch, 
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the mind and the bodily presence of the calligrapher. Greenberg’s statement 

above suggests that, within computation, there is the human presence of 

the programmer and the connection he has with the codes. This connection 

also appears between the codes (the outcome) and the user/audience. It is 

through this bodily presence and the connection between the programmer 

and the codes (and afterwards from the codes to the user) that demonstrates 

the processes of Ch’i in computational calligraphy (see Figure 89).

To develop this idea further, Golan Levin describes a process within 

digital media that shares similarities with the approaches of simplicity 

and spontaneity, in which the co-ordination of the mind and hand, the 

integrity, the spontaneity and the control are apparent in programming. 

Levin explains the questions that he asks when creating digital media are, 

“for how long can I feel it to be a seamless extension of myself? – and – to 

what depth can I feel connected to another person through it ?” He later 

adds, “To answer these questions, an interactive medium must become a 

kind of extension – a sort of prosthesis, which is so adapted to us that our 

awareness of it drops away when we engage with it. To do this, we must 

rethink what it means for a medium to be personal, for a defining feature 

of our modern ear is that nearly everything we touch or experience is 

impersonal and canned” (2001, p.178).

Levin is suggesting that the programmer/artist and the codes are unified as 

one entity. The codes are the direct transference of the programmer/artist’s 

User
Codes

(Bodily presence)Programmer

Figure 89. Diagram illustrating the connection between the programmer/
artist and codes, and the codes with the user.
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mind. When there is co-ordination between the mind and hand, there is 

control, integrity and spontaneity in the coding and the computational 

outcomes.

From this, it could be argued that the process of Ch’i in computational 

calligraphy can be found in the digital representation (the programming 

codes) and the perceptible forms (the outcomes). Within the digital 

representation, the programmer/artist requires control and integrity in order 

to write elegant codes. The knowledge and experience developed to control 

the codes is similar to a calligrapher needing to develop his control with a pen 

and an understanding of his materials. With an experienced programmers/

artists, they ‘write’ the codes with ‘flow’ and when this happens, there is a 

direct connection being established between the programmers/artists and 

their codes. They are constantly simplifying their thought processes and 

articulating the visual ideas into codes spontaneously. Like artisans, they 

approach programming as a craft and the codes as malleable materials 

that one can mould into shape. The Norwegian digital artist Marius Watz 

summarises, 

…I think many artists (and designers) who work with 
digital media are rediscovering the issue of craft, both in 
terms of attention to detail and as a way to get closer to 
the medium. That is certainly true for artists working with 
computational media.

Creating with code can be like working with a material, 
albeit a constantly morphing one. Algorithms have their 
own material qualities, one might feel liquid, another rigid. 
One solution might be delightfully unstable; another can 
provide just the right control. When coding you are very 
“close” to the work, sometimes you can almost physically 
sense the dynamic qualities of an algorithm. (2006)

Hence it can be argued that bodily presence can be found in the programming 

of computational work. From the hands of an experienced programmer/
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artist, each piece of computational work has a unique sense of Ch’i that 

is particular to the self-being of the maker. Computational artist, Olivier 

Laruelle (2008) explains, “Code is very relevant to the person. You get a style 

or you adopt a style…” Like handwriting, the ways in which the codes are put 

together reveals the character or personality of the programmer/artist.

The French digital designer Paul Michalet (2008) also writes, “I would agree 

that there is a bodily presence in the work, but the connection between 

this “presence” and the result, be it a mark or anything, may not be direct 

unless the author truly mastered this particular tool…” He further explains 

that unlike a calligrapher, the programmer/artist is physically detached from 

a writing tool and that there is hardly any bodily movement when codes 

are written. However, the energy is instead “driven by one’s abilities to 

manipulate abstract and rational instructions processed by computational 

means” (ibid). 

Within the perceptible form, the user (be it the programmer/artist or 

the audience) would have to interact with the work. This usually involves 

movement with the mouse or other forms of input such as gestural 

movement using web cam or video camera or sound using microphone. 

The movement or sound normally triggers off the computation and the 

work is then created. The digital designer Meta, describes this process as “a 

movement and flow that is completely dynamic and fluid and alive” (2001, 

p.108). It is this ‘movement and flow’ that highlights the characteristics of 

Ch’i in computational work. 

However, some of the characteristics offered by computational calligraphy 

can reflect aspects of bodily presence not just directly through physical 

mark-making via the hand, but by responses to sound, to other devices, or 

to environmental factors, as explored in the following sections.
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5.8.2 Use of other devices

The real challenge is to discover the intrinsic properties 
of the new medium and to find out how the stroke you 
“draw” via computation is one you could never draw, or 
even imagine, without computation. 
(Maeda, J, 2001, p.175) 

As Maeda suggests the aim of computation is to produce marks that are 

not possible with organic tools. Computational calligraphy should therefore 

aim for marks that it is not possible to create 

traditionally. These marks then are ‘authentic’ 

to the digital genre.  

To achieve this, Processing and ActionScript 

allow a multitude of input methods. These 

could include the mouse, sound, movement, 

etc. Each input method establishes the 

connection and can enhance the participatory 

and visual experience of the user/audience.

For example, Oliveir Laruelle (2006) created a 

set of untitled interactive works for a live music 

performance. The computation was designed so 

that the various marks reacted with the music 

(the sound) being played. In participatory work 

like these, the connection between the work 

and the audience is very important. From the 

audience’s point of view, the marks that were 

created enhanced the music being played. The 

marks show a sense of dynamism, depth and 

expressiveness. The linear graphic is organic 

looking, which flows endlessly within the 

screen, constantly moving and reacting to the 

sound being played (see Figure 90).
Figure 90. ‘Untitled’, computational work 
created for a concert (Laruelle, 2006)
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In the collaborative work Sound Stroke (Laruelle & Ling, 2005), a program 

was developed to explore the linear graphic that is ‘authentic’ to the digital 

media. Compared to the Virtual Brush developed by Chu (2007), which 

has a hyper realistic rendition of inks and brush marks, (see Chapter 4.2.1) 

– Sound Stroke deliberately creates calligraphic marks that look digital and 

not organic. To follow Maeda’s idea above, the marks made here are not 

trying to imitate the pen, nor is it too organic looking and this balance adds 

to the ‘authenticity’ of this piece of work. As shown in the illustrations, the 

marks from the initial experiments utilised external sounds to trigger the 

marks (see Figure 91). In this case, the marks 

were predefined circular graphic forms. The 

louder the sound, the bigger and denser 

the circular shapes become. However, this 

was deemed to be unsatisfactory because 

of the lack of control in the mark making 

process. The second version relies on the 

digital pen to create the marks (see Figure 

92). The strokes were quite ‘blocky’ and 

mechanical looking – which has a certain 

aesthetic appeal. This was fine-tuned in the 

third version where the strokes are slightly 

more refined and sophisticated (see Figure 93). This version has pressure 

sensitive marks, so the application of pressure on the stylus will create a 

thicker line. This will make marks that appear like a pointed brush mark – 

thin at the top and bottom and thicker in the middle. However, to produce 

a ‘decent’ mark was very difficult, but the process was the more enjoyable 

because of it. The dexterity required to create a ‘decent’ mark on screen 

is a challenge. The marks also slowly fade away leaving layers of semi 

transparent marks. The program also allows changes of colour and texture 

by pressing certain keys on the keyboard. This allows one to write with 

one hand and to change the colour or texture of the marks with the other. 

The final illustration shows a QuickTime movie of one of the sequences 

captured on screen (see Figure 94).

Figure 91. Initial experiment, using 
sound as an input device. The louder 
the sound the bigger the circular marks 
(Laruelle & Ling, 2005)
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Sound Stroke experimented with 

bodily presence via sound, but 

also shows the mind and hand 

being in control of the digital 

representation and the perceptible 

forms, which offers more control 

to a calligrapher.

5.8.3 Use of environment

Aside from intentional input via 

sound, computational calligraphy 

can respond to ambient sound 

in the environment, or to other 

computer devices, or to other 

environmental factors such as 

movement or temperature. It 

might not be obvious that the 

exhibition environment can also 

be influencing factors in how the 

computational calligraphy is made 

and as a consequence affects the 

Ch’i in the work. For example, work 

that requires sound as the input 

might require the environment 

to be secluded from unnecessary 

external noise and the user might 

have to be quite close to the 

microphone in order for the sound 

to be recognised. This would affect 

the movement and the dynamics 

of the work.

Figure 94. The Movie ‘Stroke Sound’ showing 
sequence of strokes (Laurelle & Ling 2005)

Figure 93. Final version showing the differences in 
the strokes (Laruelle & Ling, 2005)

Figure 92. Second version of ‘Sound Stroke’ using 
a digital tablet and pen. Note that the strokes 
are fairly ‘blocky’ and are not pressure sensitive 
(Laruelle & Ling, 2005)
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Conversely, an open environment is needed in order for some work to 

function. For example, during the Presence & Absence exhibition (Coffin-

Price, 2003) Andrew Richardson’s Ambience (2003) showed how the merest 

faint traces of footsteps or conversation from viewers would trigger the 

computer to oscillate words into a wave pattern across the screen (see 

Figure 95). Across the room another piece of interactive work Cycles of life 

by Gurpreet Singh (2003) will make an organ sound when the touch screen 

is activated (see Figure 96), and this organ sound will in turn trigger off 

Ambience, and send the text spinning. In this way, the machines are seemingly 

‘connected’ to each other. The environment in this case is facilitating the 

connection between the two machines and has made a positive difference to 

the participatory experience for the user/audience. The environments used 

in this example have greatly influenced the work, making them seemingly 

more alive and closely allied. As a result, the work Ambience took on a 

different sense of energy and vitality – that the work is active without direct 

interaction from the user/audience.

Figure 95. ‘Ambience’ (Richardson, 2003)

Figure 96. ‘Cycle of Life’ (Singh, 2003)
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To summarise these sections, the research shows Ch’i can be found in the 

digital representation and the perceptible form of computational calligraphy. 

This is achieved through practicing the approaches of simplicity and 

spontaneity. It is identified that these approaches highlight the co-ordination 

of mind and hand, integrity, spontaneity and control within programming. 

It also illustrates the bodily presence and the connection between the 

programmer/artist and the codes and the codes with the user/audience.

The movement and flow of marks created by various input devices 

demonstrate the importance of control and the connection that is needed 

between the codes and the user/audience. Most of these interactions require 

gestural movement, spontaneity and the human touch, and as a result give 

rise to Ch’i in the work. 

It is also demonstrated that the environment in which the work are 

presented can affect the Ch’i in the work. This is illustrated in Ambience, 

where the interaction with another piece of work Cycle of Life established 

a ‘connection’ between them and as a result provided Ambience with an 

outcome that shows a different sense of vitality and energy.

5.9  CONTROL IN COMPUTATIONAL CALLIGRAPHY

The problem with a Photoshop filter is its limited range of 
expressive possibility. Each filter has a rational consistency, 
which is absolutely necessary for generating predictable 
results and overall reliability. But the rationality built into 
the tool makes it hard to find new solutions. Coding allows 
you much greater freedom to build in levels of control, and 
also levels of randomization and even irrational processes 
that don’t always work but can lead to exciting, unexpected 
results. (Greenberg, 2007, p.5)

From Greenberg’s statement, it is clear that computation offers much more 

control, freedom and flexibility over commercial software packages like 
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Photoshop. Coding is also a creative medium allowing the programmer/

artist and the user/audience to expressive themselves in infinite ways. 

Controlling the process is perhaps one of the most important characteristics 

of computational work. The programmer/artist needs to have control over 

his work, so that it articulates as closely as possible his intentions and ideas. 

If the work is interactive and participatory, then the user/audience, too, 

needs to have the control to create the work. ‘Control’ therefore, is a major 

issue for computation, and relates to calligraphy practices and Ch’i in the 

ways in which ink splatter or gesture may be welcomed as unpredictable 

factors. Sometimes, this control can be limited by the introduction of 

‘randomness’ into the programming. This deliberate use of randomness 

in computational work relies on the elements of chance rather than direct 

control from the user.

This research has identified that the ideas of control can be separated into 

three categories:

Control and randomness

The control from the programmer/artist 

The control from the user/audience

5.9.1 Control and randomness

‘Randomness’ in computational work is rather misleading in that the 

randomness is established by pre-determined variables set by the 

programmer/artist within certain parameters or values. The computation 

‘randomises’ these variables according to the action, thus, demonstrating 

another form of control used by the programmer/artist.

For example, Andrew Richardson’s Random Draw (2003) programme 

(see Figure 97), uses ActionScript and relies on pre-determined ‘random’ 

variables. Each time the programme is activated, a range of ‘grass-like’ linear 

marks (the random variables) will appear on screen but in different places 

each time. Using the same approach, In Random Draw II (2003) the marks/

shapes are changed to transparent shapes, where the opacity can be altered 
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to give the work a different visual experience 

(see Figure 98).

Similarly, in Spirals 4 (2003) Richardson created 

the computation that places four ‘random’ spiral 

marks on the screen and each time the spirals 

will be in different positions (see Figure 99).

These simple computation experiments highlight 

the ‘random’ properties of computational work, 

which can be controlled by the programmer/

artist and with minimal audience/user 

participation. 

The collaborative programme Draw (Richardson 

& Ling, 2002) takes this approach a step further 

in that it involves user/audience participation. 

Using Actionscript, the process allows the user/

audience to choose what parameters should 

govern the linear graphic’s appearance on 

screen. There are three parameters: ‘angle’, 

‘thickness’ and ‘length’. Each parameter has a 

range of value from 0 to 10000 which the user 

can type into the fields. As the mouse is moved 

across the screen, marks within the range will 

be ‘randomly’ emitted. For example, if the ‘angle’ 

is set at ‘90’ then the marks made will be created 

within the angles of zero to ninety degrees. This 

same method is applied to the ‘thickness’ and 

the ‘length’ of line (see Figure 100).

This ultimately gives the users choices and control but at the same time 

the linear graphic is unpredictable because of the random variables set in 

the codes. There is a direct connection between the user/audience and 

Figure 97. ‘Random Draw’ 
(Richardson, 2003)

Figure 98. ‘Random Draw II’ 
(Richardson, 2003)

Figure 99. ‘Spiral 4’ (Richardson, 2003)
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the software, because the marks are instantaneous, and the participatory 

process provides the user/audience with a more personal experience. The 

impact of these linear graphics is powerful as many visually exciting marks 

can be created in a very short time. In terms of the characteristics of Ch’i, 

the linear graphic shows the gestural movement of the mouse clearly and 

because of the random nature of the linear graphic, the marks are full of 

energy and vitality.

5.9.2 Control from the programmer/artist

Most computational work relies on progressive alterations and fine-tuning 

of the codes to produce the final result. Sometimes this is dependent, to a 

certain degree on ‘accidents’ or self-discovery. Joshua Davis describes his 

approach to computational work, “For me, the art form is not the few days 

it takes me to write the program; it is the few weeks I will spend living with 

the work, waiting for the work to evolve. Pressing the space bar, pressing 

the space bar, always waiting to capture that moment in time: the beautiful 

accident” (Davis, 2004, p.142). It is this link between the accidental results 

Figure 100. ‘Draw’ (Richardson, 2003)
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the artist sees while he is programming and the main idea that he wants to 

achieve at the end that sometimes guides the programmer/artist to the final 

conclusion of work. 

In this respect, the process is similar to that of calligraphy. The calligrapher 

is governed by the sense of gestural movement, which produces the flow of 

marks. Accidents and ‘unintentional discoveries’ occur which can sometimes 

give the work unique expressive quality.

Computational art is ultimately controlled by the codes which are basically 

instructions to be carried out through a digital process. The artist therefore, 

can also determine or control the level of difficulty involved when reacting 

to the computational work. This can range from the computer simply doing 

all the work to a requirement for the user to acquire a certain degree of 

control in order to create the work. For example, the work Sound Stroke 

discussed earlier was created deliberately with this thought in mind. As 

with traditional calligraphy, the calligrapher needs to have control over the 

tools that are used. Sound Stroke demanded the digital pen be used slowly 

and thoughtfully, thus increasing the need for deliberate control by the 

calligrapher/user (see Section 5.8.2 )

As suggested earlier, there are various ways in which marks can be created 

within computational calligraphy. Some require participatory interaction and 

some are self-generating computational work that does not require any user 

interaction at all (apart from starting the programme). This latter approach 

is demonstrated in the collaborative experiment Marks 2 (Laruelle & Ling, 

2003). Based on the calligraphic marks that I created, Laruelle programmed 

these marks to ‘grow’ and traverse across the screen without interaction 

from the user (see Figure 101). The renditions of the marks however, are 

different each time it is used. The computation randomly picks out these 

marks and places them onto the screen in different positions each time.

Although the user has no control over how the marks behave or were created, 

Laruelle has nevertheless managed to control the pace in which these marks 
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move and grow on the screen. The 

deliberately sedated movement gives the 

marks a unique sense of tranquillity and 

the illusion that the marks are ‘growing’ 

also gives the work an organic feel.

Using a similar approach, Marks 4, 

(2003) continues with the same process, 

but this time the screen is split into black 

and white parts. As the program starts 

with an empty screen, calligraphic marks 

quickly grow from the dividing line. As 

the marks get bigger the pace of the 

movement slows down. The introduction 

of these subtle changes in speed provides 

the calligraphic marks with a different 

sense of organicity, vitality and energy 

(see Figure 102).

The calligraphic lines here are much 

more defined than those in Marks 2 and 

there are greater contrasts between the 

strokes to make the computational work 

visually more dynamic. 

It is evident from these examples of 

computational calligraphy that there 

are different processes controlled by 

Laruelle. In terms of the characteristics of Ch’i the control of the speed and 

movement in each case creates very different levels of energy and vitality. 

The approach to the work is simple and, although there is no interaction 

involved, the audience still feels ‘connected’ to the work through viewing 

the calligraphic marks gliding across the screen and becoming part of the 

process.

Figure 101. ‘Marks 2’ (Laruelle & Ling, 2003)
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5.9.3 Control from the user/audience

Even when you are designing computational forms that 
transform in ways beyond your control, never forget that it 
is you, and not the computer, who is affecting the change. 
Left alone, a computer would never initiate change because 
it does not have intent (Maeda, 2001, p.217).

Unlike traditional calligraphy, some computational calligraphy requires the 

interaction of the user/audience to create the work (see also Chapter 5.10.4). 

Figure 102. ‘Marks 4’ (Laruelle & Ling, 2003)
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Arguably, it is the user/audience and what he does with the program that 

gives the computational work its worthiness. Without it, the work is ‘useless’. 

It has to involve the user/audience at some stage to have any significance. 

Hence, the user/audience plays an important role in the whole process of 

creation. Christiane Paul adds, “In some cases, the visual manifestation of 

an artwork is ultimately created by the viewer: without input, a work of art 

may literally consist of a blank screen” (2003, p.68).

This theme is illustrated in this collaborative work; ‘Angel Army In Love’ 

(Laurelle, Kern & Spiegal, 2003) – calligraphy is created by German 

calligraphers Michael Kern and Herta Spiegal during the Writing 2003 

Symposium at the University of Sunderland. Laruelle is testing the process 

of control and interaction and the 

calligraphy on screen moves under the 

direction of the mouse. If the mouse 

moves to the left, then the words will 

rotate anti-clockwise and visa versa. 

When the mouse moves to the top 

then the rotation will speed up, move 

to the bottom and the rotation will 

slow down. Using the same action 

with the mouse button held down will 

cause the words to enlarge and rotate accordingly. This kind of interactivity 

is intuitive to the user and requires no prior experience or prompts. 

Furthermore, the connection between the user/audience and the work is 

immediate. This enhances the visual and participatory experience with the 

work (see Figure 103).

In relation to the control and the context of Ch’i, the digital representation 

shows that Laruelle has good mind and hand co-ordination and connection 

with the medium. The perceptible representation offers the user control in 

how the calligraphy looks and behaves and the direct connection between 

the computational calligraphy and the user/audience offers a unique 

participatory experience.

Figure 103. ‘Angel Army in Love’ (Laruelle, 
Kern & Spiegal, 2003)
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With Skylark (Richardson, 2003) the user is able to dictate the flow of words 

on screen by the movement of the mouse (see Figure 104). By dragging the 

paper aeroplane across the screen, words from a poem will appear. Once 

all the words from a sentence are displayed, the sentence will then drop 

to the bottom of the screen like rain or blow away like leaves in the wind. 

This process of using animation and movement to illustrate the words is 

effective and provides more impact than traditional calligraphy methods. 

The work has quiet and subtle qualities that reflect the bodily presence of 

the programmer which is reflected in the thoughtful and gentle approach to 

the computational work. 

In reflecting on control in computational calligraphy, it has been established 

that control can be balanced by randomness within computational 

calligraphy. Variable elements in the computation adds unpredictability 

to the mark making process and the 

outcome relies to a certain degrees on 

chance and accidents.

The control of the programmer/artist 

can dictate the level of difficulty for 

the user/audience in their interaction 

with the work. The elements of speed, 

movement and flow add to the appeal 

of computational work.

This balance between control and 

chance can be seen to have parallels 

with traditional calligraphy, but there 

are some particular characteristics 

offered by computational calligraphy 

which can be described in more detail.

Figure 104. ‘Skylark’ (Richardson, 2003)
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5.10 CHARACTERISTICS OF COMPUTATIONAL CALLIGRAPHY

In Section 5.2, Joanne Bersowska identifies the qualities of computational 

drawing as ‘algorithmic appearance’ (displays self ), dynamism (animate self ), 

interaction (react to actions) and behaviour (react to object), (1988, p.17).

Christiane Paul describes the main characteristics of digital art as “interactive, 

participatory, dynamic, and customizable…” (2003, p.67). Her description 

suggests that digital art involves user /audience participation and that the 

work is usually lively and active and can be adapted and changed in an 

infinite number of ways. Similarly, Regina Gleeson remarks that digital work 

has characteristics of  “replications, enhancements and multiplicity” (2004, 

p.13) and Michael Rush describes “The new power that digital technology 

brings to the image renders it infinitely malleable” (1999, p.170). 

In making sense of this variable material, and of the many practise-based 

experiments that this research encompassed, the statement by Paul, 

Gleeson, Rush and Bersowska suggest different viewpoints from which the 

material could be explored and analysed. From this range, I have narrowed 

down the materials to four key areas for analysis which are: Dynamism, 

Customisability, Impermanence and Interactivity.

Each area suggests different categories of experience and programming 

issues to look at and explore further and these will be analysed further in the 

following section.

5.10.1 Dynamism 

“Both movement and physical change are very important 
elements of computational art, just as important as shape, 
color [sic] and composition are to a painter. Because 
a computer contains a processor that constantly and 
consistently assimilates data, manipulates it and can output 
continually metamorphosing sets of objects, computation 
is a most natural medium for the exploration of dynamism 
(Berzowska, 1998, p.35).
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This section analyses the dynamism and the expressiveness of the linear 

graphic in a computational environment. When compared with traditional 

calligraphy, the dynamism and expressiveness of the marks comes from the 

way the strokes are written. With computational calligraphy, the dynamism 

of the linear graphic is controlled by the codes. The codes usually affect both 

the way in which the marks appear and the movement of them on screen. 

With the right combination of processes the dynamism of the linear graphic 

can be used as an expressive medium. A distinction should be made between 

‘movement’ and ‘dynamism’ as movement of the linear graphic does not 

necessarily make the line expressive. In some cases, the movement merely 

shifts the linear graphic from one place to another. The expressiveness comes 

from the changing dynamics of the line as it moves.

This is illustrated in the work Hilos, (Piñón, 2006). This explores the process 

of the dynamic lines, using movement to control the expressive quality of the 

linear graphic. It relies on the process of using particles that ‘swim’ along the 

outline of the letterforms. Each time the work is activated; random colours 

are used on the constantly moving lines (see Figure 105 for movie).

Figure 105. The Movie Hilos, (Piñón, 2006).
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At the beginning of the sequence the movement of the lines is vigorous and 

the textual representation is very loose (almost abstract). As the movement 

and speed slow down, the word ‘Srings’ becomes much sharper and the 

lines are more defined and less energetic than before. This transformation is 

repeated again in a loop.

This work demonstrates how movement, speed and the linear graphic can 

easily affect the dynamics of the marks. There is a greater sense of energy 

when the marks are more abstract and moving faster, but the rhythmic 

vitality of the lines is more apparent once the word becomes clearer and 

more defined.

… the core expressive element of computing is not at the 
software application level, using sliders, spinners, dialog 
boxes, and filters; but at the lower level of computation, 
most accessible through direct programming. I like to 
think of programming as the material level of computing, 
the place to get, at least metaphorically, your hands dirty. 
(Greenberg, 2007, p.8)

As Greenberg suggests, expressiveness can come occur in the programming 

stage of computation work. However, the programming codes are not 

usually scrutinised by the user, apart from the programmers themselves, so 

it is in the perceptible form that expressiveness can be experienced by the 

user/audience.

Arguably, the level of expressiveness can be controlled by the programmer/

artist and it is the expressive quality of the linear graphic that gives the 

work authority. The self-expression of the computational calligraphy helps 

to make an imprint of the artist. Likewise a computational artist, despite 

having to keep to rigid conventions of programming still needs to find 

ways to communicate how he feels as a human being (Wands, 2006, p.19). 

It is in this self-expression that we find energy, vitality and the flow of the 

artist’s being.
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Berzowska argues that both organic and digital marks can have expressive 

qualities. She writes, “The skills necessary to develop an expressive proficiency 

in the medium are those of thinking mathematically, of programming, 

of translating artistic vision into a concise, mathematical algorithm, and 

approaching composition in an explicitly procedural way.” (p.29). She 

suggests that expressiveness in computational work can be found in the line, 

which corresponds to the gestural movement created by the user. She says, 

“The line is crucial in this work, because computational expressionism is 

primarily concerned with the gestures that are made, that are reflected in 

the on-screen presentation.” (p.13) This illustrates the importance of gestures 

and movement in computational calligraphy. 

The collaborative work with Paul Michalet demonstrates the use of gesture 

and movement to create expressiveness and dynamism in letterforms. The 

letterforms used are from my typeface ‘Impetuous’ (Ling, 2000). 

The first piece of work, A for Attraction 

(Michalet & Ling, 2007) uses only the 

letter ‘A’. Starting with a blank screen, 

as the mouse is moved, different 

sizes of the letter ‘A’ will emerge and 

congregate together to form a larger 

‘A’ of the same shape. The movement 

and dynamism shown is similar to 

a magnet attracting metal filings. 

Furthermore, when the mouse rolls 

over the letters, it repels and floats 

to another part of the larger A. This 

creates an illusion that the letters are 

alive and have a sense of intelligence 

(see Figure 106).

Using the same approach, the second piece of work Alive & Well (Michalet 

& Ling, 2007) uses the letters ‘A’ and ‘N’. This time, the screen starts with 

Figure 106. ‘A for Attraction’ 
(Michalet & Ling, 2007)
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the words ‘Calligraphy is Alive & Well’. As the mouse rolls over these words, 

variant sizes of the letters ‘A’ and ‘N’ will appear and attach themselves to 

the words. When the mouse moves over the words, the letters will repel and 

float to somewhere else (see Figure 107).

The irony behind this work is that the final image of ‘Calligraphy is Alive & 

Well’ does not look well at all. This visual pun illustrates that humour is also 

possible in computational calligraphy.

Although these pieces of work share the same approach, they have 

different expressive qualities. As Berzoeska said in the earlier quotation, 

movement and physical change are important parts of computational art. 

The expressiveness and dynamism found in this collaborative work is the  

product of the human movement and the computation, mediating between 

the hand and the screen. This also gives the work a unique energy, movement 

and vitality that are the characteristics of Ch’i.

5.10.2 Customisability

Customisability is a term that loosely describes other properties within 

computational calligraphy, such as adaptation, replications and multiplicity.

Christiane Paul says digital art has “multiple manifestations and is extremely 

hybrid.” She adds that the digital medium can be used in a multitude of ways, 

“It can present itself as anything ranging from an interactive installation 

with or without network components, software art written by the artists, 

purely Internet-based art, or any combination thereof” (2003, p.67). Paul’s 

observation suggests that the digital medium can be used in many ways 

or forms. The flexibility of computation means variations of work can be 

replicated and customised with other functions or linear graphics leading to 

different aesthetic outcomes. In this respect there are no established rules 

and conventions on how computational calligraphy can be created.
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The customisability in computational calligraphy shares similarities with 

the characteristic ‘reusability’ found in print based calligraphy (see Chapter 

4.3.1.4). For example, in the print based work of ‘The Spirit of Calligraphy’, 

the same calligraphic writing were adapted and used in different contexts 

and purposes (see Figures 73-75). This multiplicity of approaches to the 

same work allows different ideas to be developed quickly, like those found 

in the Marks series (Laruelle & Ling, 2003) and the Random Draw series 

(Richardson, 2003) mentioned earlier.

In the examples, Write Arabic Today! and Write Latin Today! (Laruelle, 2003), 

each work explored the textural representations of using pseudo-letterforms 

from the respective cultures (see Figures 108 and 109). The works essentially 

shared the same programming codes apart from the Arabesque and Latin 

letterforms. When the mouse is dragged across the screen, the shapes fall 

randomly along five invisible lines on the screen. The arrangements of 

the ‘letterforms’ are randomised and different each time. These examples 

highlight the customisability of computational calligraphy and the different 

sense of Ch’i the work projects through the adapted work.

Figure 107. ‘Alive & Well’ (Michalet & Ling, 2007)
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5.10.3 Impermanence

Rudolf Frieling says that texts or mark making on any surface shows traces 

of an individual act – the graffiti on a train or chalk writing on a blackboard, 

have different permanencies. They also chart the personality or expressions 

of the writer/artist. Unlike written words on paper, there is a sense of 

‘temporariness’ with digital media, a blank screen is filled with materials one 

minute and gone the next (ed. Leeson, 1996, p.270). As such, computational 

calligraphy can be described as a transient medium and is intrinsically linked 

with the idea of time and space.

Computational marks and lines 

are driven by ‘dynamism’– a sense 

of motion and energy are created 

as marks appear and disappear 

on screen. The semi-permanence 

of these marks gives the work a 

rhythmic vitality that is crucial 

for its being. These marks can be 

randomly formed; they can grow 

and have presence and form. It is a 

form of digital mark making which 

exemplifies the characteristics of 

Ch’i in computational calligraphy 

– in the energy and gestural 

movement of the marks.

Computational calligraphy also 

offers a different visual and 

participatory experience from 

traditional calligraphy. The major difference is that with computational 

calligraphy there is no real physical document to hold after the experience. 

The artwork is the programming codes and the work on screen (which are not 

normally printed.) This impermanency adds to the appeal of computational 

calligraphy in that there are limitless numbers of times that someone can 

Figure 108. ‘Write Arabic Today!’ (Laruelle, 2003)

Figure 109 . ‘Write Latin Today!’ (Laruelle, 2003)
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use the work. Hence, the experiential qualities of computational calligraphy 

are different compared to traditional methods.

In dealing with the concept of time and space, the research has established 

two separate categories of time, which I termed: ‘representational time’ and 

‘participatory time’. 

Representational time is the viewer’s perception of the time used for 

something to happen, such as the time taken to write a line or a word. 

Kandinsky (1925, p.98) suggests, “length [of a line] is a concept of time”. He 

further explains “the more animated the curved line becomes, the longer 

is the span of time it represents.” This suggests that different lines would 

signify different annotations of time. From this, a parallel analysis can be 

drawn with the linear graphic within calligraphy. Normally, an energetic line 

is perceived to be executed more quickly than a line that is more restrained. 

When there is a mass of lines, as in a paragraph of text, the rhythm of the 

writing denotes the speed, and hence the time taken for the text to be 

written. With computational calligraphy, this is enhanced by the dynamics 

and impermanence of the marks and the real-time movement created by 

the user.

When this happens, ‘participatory time’ is present. This occurs when the 

user is interacting or participating with the computational calligraphy. Since 

this is happening in real-time, the user/audience would have a sense of how 

long something has taken to be created or to be experienced. For example, 

My Family Book II (Ling, 2003) is a self-running multimedia movie. This 

would be considered to be within the context of participatory time, because 

the user/audience is viewing the movie as an audience (see Chapter 4.4.2).

Another idea was proposed by Burgert, which suggests, “Time reflects 

emotion”. He further adds, “Time is an aspect of the execution of the work 

and lends an element of expression…” (Burgert, 1989, p.125). This indicates 

that time has an emotional element, which gives the line an expressive quality. 
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With computational calligraphy, there is the added feature of movement, 

which also enhances the notion of time. 

Within computational work, the canvas is the screen. The notion of space is 

perceived differently as there is no ‘real’ surface. The linear graphic situates 

within the confinement of this space, moving in all directions, for this space 

can appear three dimensional, rather than just sitting in one plane. This 

gives computational calligraphy a sense of depth and a ‘virtual space’ which 

it is not possible to replicate in traditional calligraphy.  

In the collaborative work Flow (Laruelle & Ling, 2003), the digital marks 

are seemingly moving in a black empty space. When the mouse is pressed, 

digital marks emit from the cursor and then flow and fade away like leaves 

in the wind. By using the arrow keys, the direction and the flow of marks can 

change. As the marks change their direction of flow, the movement becomes 

slower and then gradually builds up speed again (see Figure 110 below).

In Flow, I wanted to give the user/audience the experience of interacting 

within a space (albeit a virtual one) which provided ‘participatory time’ 

with the work. When time, space and movement are working together, they 

demonstrate the characteristics and processes of Ch’i. The participatory 

time gives the user/audience a sense of being in the ‘present’ and connected 

with the work. The gestural movement and interaction in this case, adds 

dynamism to the mark making process. It also gives the illusion that the 

work is in a three-dimensional space. The impermanence of the marks also 

helps to convey the concept of time, as the marks gradually disappear after 

the movement.
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5.10.4 Interactivity 

In computation, it [interactivity] embodies the dialogue 
between machine and artist. The adaptation of computation 
as an art medium has engendered new forms of interactive 
shaping of form and content. (Berzowska, 1998, p.41)

It could be argued that any 

connection from a viewer to a piece 

of artwork is ‘interactive’ in some 

ways. The viewer’s engagement 

with the work builds up a mental 

response to the work. In the case 

of traditional work, the perception 

of the work does not change, as 

most likely the traditional work 

is static and does not move. 

With computational work, the 

engagement is different and goes 

beyond the usual perception and 

experience of traditional work. 

Digital media allow the work to 

be controlled by the codes or the 

user/audience through a variety of 

input methods.

The process of interactivity within digital media can be interpreted as ‘action’ 

and ‘reaction’, which affect a certain ‘behaviour’ that results in an outcome. 

This seemingly simple process carries many permutations and differences. 

An input device, such as a keyboard, mouse, web cam, digital pen or tablet, 

usually instigates the ‘action’. The ‘reaction’ can be pre-determined and 

follows a certain sequence or it can be ‘random’ as shown in the work Draw 

(Richardson & Ling, 2003).

Figure 110. ‘Flow’ (Laruelle & Ling 2003)
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From the work discussed so far, the involvement of the user/audience 

can be described as participatory. The experience of interacting with the 

computational work means there is an engagement between the user/

audience and the work. In traditional art, the participatory experience is 

usually limited to the maker and the artwork and the audience normally 

does not participate in any active role in the creation of the art. In digital 

media, this participatory experience is different and sometimes a piece of 

work will not exist without the involvement of the user/audience.

5.10 SUMMARY

This chapter has explained the relationship between computation and 

calligraphy. The research sees computation as a creative medium and 

explores the ideas of the  ‘linear graphic’ (Neuenschwander, 2000) and 

‘textual representation’ (Piñón, 2006) by using programming languages 

ActionScript and Processing.

Inspired by David Levy’s Scrolling Forward (2001), computational calligraphy 

is identified to have two levels. The first is the ‘digital representation’, 

which is the computation or the programming codes. The second part is 

the ‘perceptible forms’, which is the final outcome or the computational 

calligraphy that is produced. The digital representation is a unique feature 

of computation, in that the material (the codes) cannot be touched as can 

a real document. Unlike traditional calligraphy there are no ‘real’ artefacts, 

but only the final outcomes on screen. 

The relationships between traditional and computational calligraphy have 

been compared. Regina Gleeson suggests that the digital line and traditional 

line have “marks of human expression” (2004, p.13). This suggests that the 

digital line could have qualities of the human touch and can be expressive 

and emotional as a result. 

The flexibility and the ‘open source’ ethos of computation put the authenticity 

and authorship of the work into question, as the nature of open source 
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programming means the codes are usually adapted or reused from different 

sources. Walter Benjamin (1936) took the view that any reproduced art form 

will loose its ‘aura’ and that the presence of the ‘moment’ is lost. Michael 

Rush argues that Benjamin’s ideas might not apply to the current context of 

digital art in that “it produces new forms of ‘production’, not ‘reproduction’” 

(1999, p.168). In this respect, every instance from computational calligraphy 

is an authentic production. However, because of the nature of open source 

programming, the codes should be considered to be ‘inauthentic’. The 

authorship of the codes, however, would belong to the programmer/artist. 

In the case of collaboration with other programmer/artists, then the work 

would be considered to have multiple authorships. Regina Gleeson (2004) 

suggests that perhaps the authenticity of digital work is not that important 

after all, as most computational works are created for creative explorations 

rather than monetary gains. In this respect, the nature of authenticity in 

computational calligraphy is perhaps less important than in traditional and 

digital print based calligraphy.

The research has identified that the bodily presence and the connection 

is present in computational calligraphy. Ira Greenberg says there is 

human presence in the codes (2007, p.42). This process happens when 

the programmer/artists is in the flow of writing the computation, and a 

connection is established as a result. The codes almost become materials 

that are malleable, where the programmer/artist can mould and shape 

them to produce the work (Watz, 2006). Golan Levin also advocates that 

computation work should be an extension of the programmer’s being as his 

codes can connect with the user/audience (2003, p.178). This suggests that 

the development of the co-ordination of mind and hand, integrity, control, 

and spontaneity facilitate the bodily presence and connection and hence 

also, the development of Ch’i.

The series of works Sound Stroke (Laruelle & Ling, 2005) demonstrates the 

bodily presence and the connection in using various input devices and the 

deliberate control needed in order to create decent calligraphic marks. The 

connection between the user and the work is immediate, and the results are 
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true to the digital domain in that the marks are made to look digital and not 

to imitate traditional calligraphic marks (Maeda, 2001, p.175). With practice, 

these digital marks show a sense of flow and rhythmic vitality, similar to the 

qualities of traditional calligraphy.

The work Ambience (Richardson, 2003) and Cycle Of Life (Singh, 2004) 

show that the environment also plays an important part in computational 

calligraphy and how it affects the Ch’i of the work. The nature of these works, 

which react to sound, is seemingly making a connection between the two 

works through the participation of the user/audience and the use of space 

within the gallery setting. This demonstrates that computational calligraphy 

does have ‘presence’ and spirit, which enrich the participatory experience.

It is identified that control is another important process in computational 

calligraphy. The programmer/artist has control over the digital representation 

and the perceptible form. The works Random Draw, Random Draw II and 

Spiral 4 (Richardson, 2003) illustrate that randomness is another form of 

control. Conversely, In Draw (Richardson & Ling, 2002), the random linear 

graphic outcome requires user/audience participation. It also involves the 

user by requiring input values to determine the range of parameters of the 

marks. This autonomy in the creation of the linear graphic provides the 

user/audience with a direct personal connection with the work. As such 

the energy, rhythmic vitality and movement of the marks created were 

immediate and expressive.

The collaborative works Marks 2 and Marks 4 (Laruelle & Ling, 2003) 

demonstrates the control of the programmer/artist to manipulate the 

randomness, movement and speed of the calligraphic marks. This gives the 

work a unique sense of vitality and energy. The calligraphic marks in this 

work also become ‘organic’ as the movement creates the illusion that the 

work is growing and alive.

In Angel Army In Love (Laruelle, Kern & Spiegal, 2003) shows that the user/

audience can also have control over how the linear graphic are generated 
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and emphasised the importance of user/audience participation to give the 

work significance and usefulness. 

To summarise the processes discussed so far, a diagram was devised which is 

based on the one used in Chapter 3.3.3 (See Figure 26), where the processes 

and development of Ch’i for Western calligraphy are illustrated, and the 

approaches of Simplicity and Spontaneity are identified. The diagram 

(Figure 110) builds on this, and adds the key computational characteristics 

of Dynamism, Customisability, Impermanence and Interactivity, which are 

refined from the characteristics named by Berzowska (1989), Rush (1999), 

Paul (2003) and Gleeson (2004). 

Dynamism can be found in the digital representation and the perceptible 

forms. In this context, the digital presentation can be described as a dynamic 

system or the transference of data within computation can be described as 

dynamic (Paul, 2003, p.68). The perceptible forms on the other hand are the 

dynamic lines, which are the result of the codes. With the additional control 

of movement, speed, colour, etc. the dynamism of the linear graphic can be 

expressive and powerful. This is best demonstrated in work Hilos, (2006), 

by Richard Piñón, where the dynamic lines are constantly moving around 

the edges of the word ‘Srings’, creating abstract forms one moment and then 

changing to clear legible letterforms the next.

Expressiveness is intrinsically linked to dynamism. The work A for Attraction 

and Alive & Well (Michalet & Ling, 2007) proved that computation can be 

expressive and fun. It produced letterforms that are seemingly ‘alive’ and 

‘intelligent’, reacting to the movement of the mouse and attaching themselves 

to each other. This work demonstrates the control and the co-ordination of 

the mind and hand necessary to articulate such subtle wit into the work.

Customisability shares similar properties with adaptation, replications and 

multiplicity. It generally describes the flexibility and fluidity of computational 

work. Codes or graphics can be adapted to produce other forms of work 

which allows many ideas to be tested. For example, in the works Write Arabic 
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Figure 111. Diagram showing the characteristics of Ch’i and the processes of 
computational calligraphy (Ling, 2008)
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Today! and Write Latin Today! (Laruelle, 2003) the codes were not altered 

that much between the two programs and only the linear graphics have 

changed to represent each respective culture. The two programs highlight 

the multiplicity of this approach and also the differences in Ch’i tha the work 

projects as a result.

Impermanence is a unique characteristics of computational work, as the 

visual element can be present one minute and then gone the next. In this 

respect, impermanence is closely linked with the idea of time and space. 

This feature offers the user/audience a different participatory experience 

over traditional calligraphy. 

In the context of time and space, two new terms were established – these are 

‘representational time’ and ‘participatory time’. Representational time refers 

to the viewer’s perception of time taken for a mark to be created. This is 

inspired by Kandinsky’s idea that “length is a concept of time” (1925, p.98). 

Participatory time concerns the time taken when the user is interacting or 

participating with the computational calligraphy.

In the work Flow (Laruelle & Ling, 2003), the calligraphic marks are 

seemingly floating in a virtual space and the interaction requires the user 

to experience the ‘participatory time’ with the work. This gives the user/

audience the sense of being in the ‘present’ in the moment and is connected 

with the work.

Interactivity in computational calligraphy is different to those of traditional 

calligraphy. Generally, with computational calligraphy the participation of the 

user/audience is required to create the work. In essence, computational work 

requires ‘action’ and ‘reaction’ to create the outcome. This seemingly simple 

process can change depending on the codes, the control, the randomness, 

input devices used, the use of environment, etc. As demonstrated in the 

works Random Draw, Draw or Sound Stroke, each program required different 

forms of interaction and participation from the audience and resulted in 

different participatory experiences.
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This chapter has shown through practical work and theories the different 

processes of Ch’i in computational calligraphy. It has also identified the 

different categories of the computational process. It establishes that the 

processes of computational calligraphy display the characteristics of Ch’i: 

energy, rhythmic, vitality and movement. The approaches of Simplicity and 

Spontaneity were also used to reflect upon the processes of computational 

calligraphy, most importantly those of bodily presence and the connection 

between the programmer/artist, the codes and the user/audience. 

In identifying these Ch’i-like key characteristics and processes from the 

notoriously complex field of computation, in a language intended to be 

understandable to practitioners, these findings are intended to be of use to 

calligraphers who wish to cross boundaries between disciplines.
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CHAPTER 6 - CONCLUSION

6.1 THE CONTEXT OF THIS RESEARCH

The nature of this research was guided in the first instance by my own 

position as a calligrapher balanced between Eastern and Western traditions. 

I am also a designer and educator, familiar with new technologies and the 

potential that digital media have for traditional processes. Hence, when 

defining what areas the research should cover, I selected three areas that 

might help focus this enquiry. First, the relationship between the East Asian 

and Western traditions was explored. The second was to analyse the notion 

of Ch’i in calligraphy and the third was to establish the connections between 

Western calligraphy and digital media.

The research questions that underpinned this research, which will be 

addressed in the following sections, were:

i. Can East Asian calligraphy traditions and approaches be applied to 

Western calligraphy?

ii. Can Ch’i be applied to both traditions?

iii. What characteristics of digital media can be used for calligraphic 

practice, and can Ch’i be applied to this work?

Ch’i proved to be a central theme, both to the understanding of East Asian 

calligraphy and also to the creation of a possible bridge between the two 

traditions and thence into digital media. In analysing and establishing this 

theme, common characteristics and processes between the two traditions 

were identified and new approaches to calligraphy were developed.

The research itself was undertaken in two stages. The first stage began by 

exploring the definition of calligraphy and the identifying the characteristics 

of Ch’i. The second stage dealt with practical explorations of processes and 

then investigated the development of new cross-cultural approaches and 

cross-disciplines in calligraphy.
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As outlined in Chapter 2, an extensive survey of literature was carried out 

in the first stage and it revealed a lack of published materials that directly 

relate to the areas of cross culture and cross disciplines. For example, there 

are very few publications that deal directly with the relationship of the two 

traditions. This is the same for materials that relate specifically to Ch’i and 

Western calligraphy and to the relationship of digital media to Western 

calligraphy. The research therefore concentrated on each of the individual 

areas and then sought to establish connections and common concepts 

between them through practical experiments and theoretical analysis. The 

aim of the research was not to fix or evaluate, but to identify characteristics 

and processes which might prove useful across boundaries. 

6.2 CALLIGRAPHY IN CONTEXT – EAST AND WEST

In starting to address the first research question concerning East Asian 

and Western calligraphy, it was necessary to define the scope and area of 

exploration (see Chapter 2.2) and the practices of calligraphy. Importantly, 

in exploring the practices, processes, and philosophies, as well as the media 

used, a major difference between East and West was identified. In the Chinese 

tradition, calligraphy is “Sho Fa” meaning the “method of writing”. In the 

Japanese tradition, calligraphy is “Sho Do”, meaning the “way of writing”. 

The terms “method” and “way” suggest the development of the practice of, 

as well as the spiritual and philosophical approaches to, calligraphy. This 

suggests that East Asian calligraphy has both external and internal aspects 

in its tradition.

In the Western tradition, calligraphy is commonly defined as “beautiful 

writing” – this suggests writing that is finely executed with a sense of 

“aesthetic beauty” (Gürtler, 1997, p.83). Put simply, this describes only the 

appreciation of the craftsmanship and visual aesthetics of calligraphy, which 

are generally the external aspects of its tradition. This definition does not 

convey the expressive nature of calligraphy, nor does it convey any sense of 

the calligrapher’s being. 
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 It is shown in the writings of Burgert (1989), Neuenschwander (2000) and 

Skaggs (2007) that Western calligraphy does not have to be legible, nor does 

it need to communicate through words. Calligraphy can convey meanings 

and emotions through graphic forms and the ways in which it is written. 

Neuenschwander used the term ‘Linear graphic’ (p.15) to denote the graphic 

potentials of the line. This approach places less emphasis on the words but 

more on the expressive qualities of the lines and graphic forms. He also 

advocated the development of the “expressive power” and “conceptual 

delight” of calligraphy (Calderhead, 2007, p.48).

Burgert (1998) suggested that it is the line and its graphic forms that make 

the calligraphy. Steven Skaggs took these ideas further and advocated 

that calligraphy is not the written words themselves, but is found in the 

movement of the pen when the “hand and heart moves as one” and it is 

the “instantaneous character of the living marks” that makes it calligraphy 

(2007, p.35)

It would seem therefore that the definition of ‘beautiful writing’ is no 

longer appropriate for today’s contexts. The approaches used by Burgert, 

Neuenschwander and Skaggs reveal a more modern approach to Western 

calligraphy. It sees calligraphy as an art form and places more importance 

on the gestural, conceptual and expressive qualities of the line, than the 

traditional definition of ‘beautiful writing’. 

Having discovered these more personal interpretations of Western 

calligraphy, the research explored further the external and internal aspects 

of calligraphy. These are deemed to be important parts of the calligrapher’s 

development. The external aspects include the skills, the graphic forms, the 

lines, the marks, the visual aesthetics, etc. The internal aspects describe 

the development and cultivations of the self-being and the ‘mind and body 

harmony’ of the calligrapher (see Chapter 2.2).

Therefore, in answer to the research question “Can East Asian calligraphy 

traditions and approaches be applied to Western calligraphy?”, the answer 
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is broadly, yes, but the “approaches” need to include the “way” of working 

rather than simply applying aesthetic styles, or using Eastern Asian tools.

 

As described in this section, East Asain and Western concepts and values have 

certain aspects in common, although they may use different vocabularies. In 

particular, the use of Neuenschwander’s definition of ‘linear graphic’, used in 

conjunction with the word ‘calligraphic’, has enabled the research to follow 

a less formal interpretation of calligraphy than at first seemed possible, thus 

widening the scope of the research areas that could be explored in order 

to include mark making, graffiti, urban graphics, increasingly abstract 

letterforms (see Chapter 3) and computational calligraphy (see Chapter 5). To 

support this view, the literature from East Asian calligraphy also highlights 

the importance of the line. Kwo (1981) and Flint-Sato’s (1999) writing on the 

different qualities of lines in Japanese calligraphy has influenced the work I 

created for the Presence and Absence exhibition (see Chapter 3.8).

Interpreting calligraphy as ‘calligraphic’ and using the term ‘linear graphic’ 

to describe works that are less text based, allowed the research to be less 

confined by tradition, and led onto the further research questions.

6.3 CALLIGRAPHY ACROSS CULTURES – CH’I

The second research question concerning whether Ch’i can be applied to both 

Eastern and Western traditions, meant that Ch’i had to be defined in a useful 

way without attempting quantitative evaluation. The research developed 

working definitions of Ch’i, likely to be of use to calligraphy practitioners. 

Some of the common definitions of ‘Ch’i’ as ‘breath’, were found to be shared 

by other cultures. It transpired that the Greeks, Sanskrit, and Navajo Indians 

all shared similar ideas about “breath” as the essence of life and the vital 

energy found in nature and all living things (see Chapter 3.2).

Further research was then undertaken to examine how concepts relating 

to Chi could be translated into a variety of Western terms. One of the 

difficulties this research faced was the articulation of some of the East Asian 
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texts, where merely translating the words is not accurate enough to describe 

the particularity and significance of the terms. Fortunately, being Chinese, 

I was able to understand most of these idiosyncrasies and, with additional 

research and analysis, I was able to overcome these complications. As a result 

of this, key findings for the research were developed (see Chapter 3.3).

The writings of Sze (1959); Ch’en (1966); Kwo (1981) and Flint-Sato (1999) 

suggest that Ch’i is both an internal and an external process. Further studies 

revealed that the notion of Ch’i is derived from the First Canon of Painting 

by Chinese Painter Hsiseh Ho (A.D. 479-502). This ancient writing first used 

the term ‘Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung’ (Sze, p.37), which Tanahashi translated it 

as, “the resonance of Ch’i is vibrant” (1999, p.43). Inspired by Sze’s writing, 

Reynolds (1965) described Ch’i in Western calligraphy as the ‘rhythmic 

vitality’ of writing. In this context, ‘rhythmic’ refers to the pattern of writing 

and the rhythm within the strokes of letters. It also relates to the flow and 

spontaneity of writing and the gestural movement of the calligrapher. 

‘Vitality’ on the other hand refers to the vibrancy, liveliness and energy 

resonating from the work (see Chapter 3.4.2).

By translating the term ‘Ch’i Yun Shen Tung’, I have identified and translated 

the characteristics of Ch’i, which can be applied to Western calligraphy. 

They are:

i. A natural flow of energy (Ch’i)

ii. The rhythmic pattern of writing (Yun)

iii. The vitality of letterforms (Shen)

iv. The gestural movement of the calligrapher (Tung)

The first research question helped to establish that the best way to understand 

Ch’i is to practice and experience it. This idea was inspired by Ch’en’s writing 

on the Chinese principle of ‘Hsin Shoi Shen Yin’ (1966, p.222) and Sze’s 

concept of ‘Stilling the Heart’ (1959, p.19).

‘Hsin Shoi Shen Yin’ essentially means the harmony or co-ordination of the 

mind and hand. It describes the concept of writing spontaneously without 
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hindrance and also covers the disciplined control and the spontaneous 

approach to writing.

‘Stilling the Heart’ is the practice of contentment, in that through moments 

of quietness and concentration the mind becomes clear and powerful. It is 

in these moments that the release of creativity and the flow of Ch’i can be 

found. This concept describes a simple approach to calligraphy in which the 

mind is uncluttered and the calligraphic marks created are direct, expressive 

and have integrity.

By distilling these principles, two approaches were developed:

i. The approach of Simplicity

ii. The approach of Spontaneity

These approaches are both internal and external processes, which prompted 

further reflection on the findings that Western calligraphy is often perceived 

as an external process, and so Ch’i might be difficult to apply. Further research 

into theoretical writings revealed that the internal processes do exist to an 

extent in Western calligraphy, but are not apparent due to the vocabulary 

being used. Similar references made to the approaches of simplicity and 

spontaneity can be found in Edward Johnston’s Formal Penmanship and 

Other Papers (ed. Child, 1971) and Elizabeth Debold’s interview (2002) with 

Csíkszentmihályi discussing the concept of “Flow” (see Chapters 3.4.1 and 

3.4.3 respectively).

As discussed in Chapter 3.6, these approaches were explored through the 

practical work for the exhibition Spirit of Calligraphy (2003). These works 

demonstrated that the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity can be used 

in Western calligraphy and that the characteristics of Ch’i can be identified. 

It also revealed that emotional and expressive calligraphy can be achieved 

by using these approaches. The work, such as My Family Book I (2001), 

demonstrates that calligraphy can convey very personal and emotional 

subjects. All of you in one line (2003) and Be Still (2003) are very simple, 

but still show effectively the contemplative nature of Ch’i and the principle 
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of ‘Stilling the Heart’ (Sze, 1959). The Wind Blows (2003) and Morning 

Sunlight reveal the receptive nature of my self-being and bodily awareness 

and demonstrate clearly the principle of ‘Hisn Shou Shen Yin’ – the co-

ordination of the mind and hand (Ch’en 1966).

Inspired by the writing of Kwo (1981) and Flint-Sato (1999), the works from 

the Presence and Absence (2003) exhibition explored the expressive nature 

of the line and the abstract nature of calligraphy. For this, a ‘Coke pen’ was 

made to facilitate the expressiveness of the work. The pen gave immediate 

and direct feedback which enhanced the expressive qualities of the line. The 

work also explored Burgert’s (1989) approach of stretching or shortening the 

line to the gestural movement of the pen, as well as developing the ‘linear 

graphic’ forms of the writing.

6.4 CALLIGRAPHY ACROSS DISCIPLINES

The third research question concerning Ch’i and digital media starts from a 

common perception that mechanised, computerised media may have little 

in common with traditional calligraphy, or with Ch’i.  However, Chapter 

4.2.1 described that the exploration of digital media and calligraphy is a 

relatively new area, and therefore, the rules and traditions have yet to be 

established. I continued to use the established approaches of simplicity 

and spontaneity, plus the characteristics of Ch’i (energy, rhythmic, vitality 

and movement) to develop new processes for digital media and calligraphy 

through practical work. 

Digital media is a notoriously complex and fast moving area to research, but 

in identifying the characteristics and processes of digital media in relation to 

calligraphy and Ch’i, new insights are offered. Processes with digital media 

were identified in Chapter 4.3. A technique was developed by scanning 

traditional calligraphy into the computer and then manipulating it using 

Photoshop. The use of the digital pen and tablet were explored but eventually 

abandoned as the physical feedback proved inadequate during writing. 

Within bitmap calligraphy the processes explored were layers, choices, using 
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type and reusability. Within Vector calligraphy the processes were examined 

under the headings of: the use of lines, repetition, unpredictability, simplicity 

and complexity. Each process was explored through practical work to identify 

its characteristics, and its relationship to aspects of Ch’i. 

From these processes, reusability was identified to be the most useful and 

important process. The ease and re-adaptation of work into different designs 

quickly changes the way calligraphy can be approached (see Chapter 4.3.1.4). 

In The Spirit of Calligraphy (Figures 73-75, pp110-111) the series of works 

demonstrated the flexibility of the digital medium in changing, adapting and 

reusing existing calligraphy once it has been digitised.

Some processes are found to be common to traditional calligraphy and 

digital media. For example, in exploring the process of layering I have 

created a digital piece, Letterscape 1 (Figure 65, p.101), and compared it 

with a traditional piece, The Moon Descends (Figure 66, p.102). The works 

illustrate clearly that the process of layering is applicable to both. 

In vector calligraphy the use of lines was developed further as they were 

identified as being different from bitmap lines (see Chapter 4.3.2.1). 

The smoothness of the vector line allowed the research to experiment 

creatively with different processes such as repetition, rotation, simplicity 

and complexity. Work such as Simplicity to Complexity (Figure 83, p.117) 

shows how a simple letter shape can change into linear graphics that are 

very different in terms of Ch’i.

When discussing Multimedia art, Rudolf Frieling (1996, p.276) described 

it as a “three dimensional collage”, where different elements could be 

manipulated to convey a moving sequence. Using these techniques the 

multimedia calligraphy work My Family Book II (Figure 85, p.122) was created 

by scanning elements from pages of My Family Book I (Figures 30-37, pp.61-

62). This, with the addition of music and digital collage techniques, resulted 

in a powerful and emotional piece of narrative, where the audience becomes 

immersed in the projection of the work. This offers a different participatory 

experience to turning pages of a book.
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In the context of computational calligraphy, Chapter 5 described 

programming as a creative process (Maeda, 2004). It explored the potential 

of the linear graphic (Neuenschwander, 2001) and ‘textual representation’ 

(Piñón, 2006), which investigate the use of letterforms with computation. 

Inspired by David Levy’s writing in Scrolling Forward (2001, p.138), the 

research separated computational calligraphy into two levels: the ‘digital 

representation’, which is the programming codes, and the ‘perceptible forms’, 

which are the final outcome of the computational work.

It was established in Chapter 5.2 that in digital representation, the 

computational artists create the codes that control how the linear graphic 

behaves or functions. Golin Levin suggests that there is a direct connection 

between the programmer/artist and the codes that he writes (Levin, 2003, 

p.178). 

In the perceptible forms, the codes generally require the interaction or 

participation of the user/audience in order to activate the computational 

work otherwise it is ‘useless’ and has no significance. This process places 

the control in the hands of the user/audience; and this usually involves 

movement, gestures or sound to activate the work. Meta described this 

process as “a movement and flow that is completely dynamic and fluid and 

alive” (2001, p.108).

Concepts of ‘authenticity and authorship’ were also identified as being an 

area of difference from traditional calligraphy. In Chapter 4.2.2, Goodman’s 

theory in Art and Authenticity (1968, p.99) was used as a basis to debate 

whether digital calligraphy can be viewed as an original piece of work. The 

research concluded that prints of digital calligraphy could be classified as 

‘original’ and ‘autographic’ if the work are strictly controlled limited prints 

and that the original intention was to create a piece of digital calligraphy in 

the first place. With computational calligraphy, the research used Walter 

Benjamin’s theory of “mechanical reproduction”  – that a piece of work 

might loose its “aura” or “presence” through duplication and reproduction 

(ed. Arendt, 1973, pp 211-218). However, it was argued that Benjamin’s 
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theory does not apply in the current context of computational calligraphy, 

because each experience with the program is a “production” in itself and not 

a “reproduction” (Rush, 1999, p.168).

In establishing the relationship of Ch’i in computational calligraphy, the 

approaches of simplicity and spontaneity were also used. In Chapter 5.8.1, 

Levin referred to the idea that when the programmer/artist write with 

spontaneity and ‘flow’, the codes often reflect the bodily presence and the 

connection of the programmer/artist. As such, each piece of code has its 

own style and personality that is unique to the programmer/artist (Laruelle, 

2008). This establishes that bodily presence and connection share similarities 

with the processes of Ch’i in calligraphy, where the co-ordination of the mind 

and hand, the integrity, the spontaneity and control are important elements 

in programming.

The processes of Ch’i was further analysed with the use of different input 

devices and the use of the environment. In computational calligraphy, 

various devices can be used to interact with the perceptible forms. These 

could include the mouse, digital pen and tablet, microphone for sound 

input and video/web camera for detecting movement. Most of these devices 

would rely on gestural movement to create the interaction with the work 

and as such created the energy and rhythmic vitality that highlights the Ch’i 

in computational work. The collaborative work Sound Stroke (see Figures 

91-94, pp.142-143) demonstrated the use of the microphone for sound input 

and later the use of the digital pen to create calligraphic marks on screen. 

The pressure sensitive calligraphic marks required deliberate and considered 

control of movement. As a result of this level of control, the participatory 

experience was made more enjoyable and challenging. It is evident from 

this work that the ‘connection’ between the programmer, codes and user/

audience is present and that the linear graphic shows movement and 

rhythmic vitality.

The works Ambience (Richardson, 2003) and Cycles of Life (Singh, 2003) 

demonstrated how the Ch’i of computational calligraphy can be affected by 
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the placement of work within an environment. In these examples, the works 

are seemingly interacting with each other, creating a sense of vitality and 

presence that are different if they were working by themselves.

It was identified that ‘control’ is a very important aspect of computational 

calligraphy. Three categories of control were identified, and they are: 

control and randomness, control of the programmer/artist and the control 

of the user/audience. With control and randomness, it was established 

that randomness is another form of control. The unpredictability of the 

randomised marks produced different work each time and these outcomes 

sometimes rely on chance and accidents. These qualities are demonstrated 

in the work Random Draw series (Richardson, 2003) and Draw (Richardson 

& Ling, 2002), and Marks 2 (Richardson, 2003), and relate strongly to the 

Ch’i characteristic of vitality.

Christiane Paul suggests that it is the user/audience’s interaction with the 

work that gives it validity and significance (2003, p.68). The work Angel 

Army in Love (Figure 103, p.152) illustrates how the user can intuitively 

control the functions of computational calligraphy. Using the mouse only, 

the calligraphy on screen can be animated and controlled, providing the 

user/audience the autonomy of how the perceptible forms should look.

From these different processes and approaches, four key characteristics 

were identified for computational calligraphy. These are: dynamism, 

customisability, impermanence and interactivity. From these, dynamism 

is the most important in respect of Ch’i, as it relates to the expressiveness 

and vitality of computational calligraphy. Dynamism within computational 

calligraphy is controlled by the codes and with the right balance of processes 

the linear graphic can be used as an expressive medium. These qualities 

are best demonstrated in Richard Piñón’s work Hilos (2006). (See Figure 

105, p.153).

Through the various analysis and practice demonstrated thus far, it has 

shown that Ch’i exists in digital calligraphy and computational calligraphy. 
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Although the vocabulary used in each area might be different, the processes 

and approaches are governed by those found in traditional calligraphy. For 

example, the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity are used throughout 

as a process to compare the different areas. It is found that in each case, 

my personal engagement with these approaches varied. With traditional 

and digital calligraphy, the process and outcomes relied on my own input 

and hence I feel more ‘connected’ with the work. As for computational 

calligraphy, the approaches are shared with the collaborating programmer/

artist, hence, I felt at times less engaged with the process.

6.5 CALLIGRAPHY ACROSS BOUNDARIES

Working across the boundaries of cultures or disciplines is challenging 

but rewarding, if concepts can be found in common. This research has 

identified those common concepts, as well as areas of difference. Influences 

from East Asian calligraphy can be applied to Western calligraphy, if the 

internal and external ways are understood. Ch’i can be applied to Western 

Calligraphy if the vocabularies are translated, and the processes of simplicity 

and spontaneity are understood. Ch’i can even be applied to digital media 

if the characteristics and processes are worked with. If Western calligraphy 

is approached as the art of the linear graphic, then understanding across 

boundaries might be enhanced.

In bridging these cross-cultural boundaries, new processes and approaches 

were created such that Western calligraphers can understand and practice. 

These include employing the approaches of simplicity and spontaneity. 

This involves the cultivation of the calligrapher’s self-being by practising 

contentment and the co-ordination of the mind and hand. In exploring 

this framework of internal and external aspects, the calligrapher’s bodily 

awareness and control in writing are developed.

The research also illustrated that the characteristics of Ch’i could be applied 

to both traditions. Reynolds (1965) originally used the term ‘rhythmic 

vitality’ to describe the notion of Ch’i in a Western context but the research 
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has added more to this definition. It establishes that Ch’i is the natural flow 

of energy that expresses the calligrapher’s gestural movement through the 

rhythmic pattern of writing, which results in letterforms that are resonant 

with vitality in the eyes of the viewer and in the activity of the calligrapher.

In overcoming cross-disciplinary boundaries, the research demonstrates 

that Western calligraphy and digital media can be used together and the 

notion of Ch’i can be applied to form new creative disciplines of print based 

and screen based calligraphy. These disciplines require the approaches of 

simplicity and spontaneity and the development of bodily awareness. The 

practical outcomes show that calligraphy with digital media can be full 

of energy, demonstrate rhythmic vitality and gestural movement of the 

calligrapher.

6.6 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

This research is acknowledged to be early exploration along boundaries that 

are rarely visited, and much more research is possible, especially practical 

research, and research on working across the boundaries of computer 

programming and art. 

A particular potential area of theoretical research lies in exploring Edward 

Johnston’s writing, for its findings so far have revealed that his theories 

and ideas share many similarities with the East Asian tradition. These 

include the approaches of simplicity, truth, integrity, spontaneity, unity 

and his famous quotation, “Our aim should be… to make letters live… that 

men themselves may have more life” (ed. Child, 1971, p.9). His ideas run 

parallel to some of the characteristics found in Ch’i. and could substantially 

inform the cross-cultural calligraphy by researching whether his theories 

and teachings were influenced by Eastern thoughts and philosophies. In 

addition, the research has established new insights into his main principle 

of calligraphy – “sharpness, freedom and unity” (Fairbank, 1948). In 

Johnston’s Formal Penmanship (ed. Child, 1971, p.142) the original order of 

his principle is “sharpness, unity & freedom”. My rationale has given more 
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prominence to ‘unity’ by placing it as the concluding item (See Chapter 

3.4.1). This is because in the Chinese tradition, unity is the harmonious 

conclusion to all things. 
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APPENDIX A

A DVD is included with this thesis which includes the PDF of Calligraphy Across 

Boundaries and all associated selected images (high resolution), movies and interactive 

work featured, organised as per chapter.

Chapter 2 Movie - Figure 16, The Reductionist Calligraphy

  Movie - Figure 22, The Sonic Wire Sculpture

  Movie - Figure 23, The Body Brush

  

Chapter 3 Movie - Figure 29, iPod Commercial

  PDF of images - Figures 30-45, The Spirit of Calligraphy exhibition

        Figures 49-54, The Presence and Absence exhibition

  PDF of My Family Book I

  PDF of Article - Writing 2004 symposium as featured in the EDGE,  

  October 2004. vol. 10, issue 3, pp8-10.

Chapter 4 Movie - Figure 62, Chu’s Virtual Chinese Brush 

  PDF images - Figures 65, 66, 69-84

  Movie - Figure 85, My Family Book II

  

Chapter 5 Movie - Figure 94, Stroke Sounds 

  Computational Calligraphy Figures 97-98, Random Draw series

      Figure 99, Spiral

      Figure 100, Draw

      Figures 101-102, Marks Series

      Figure 103, Angel Army in Love

      Figure 104, Skylark

  Movie - Figure 105, Hilo

  Computational Calligraphy Figure 106 A for Attraction

      Figure 107 Alive and Well

      Figure 108 Write Arabic Today!

      Figure 109 Write Latin Today!

      Figure 110 Flow
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APPENDIX B

Slide presentation of a series of experimentation using the ‘Coke’ pen.
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APPENDIX C

The PDF of the Presence and Absence catalogue is available in the CD.

Presence and Absence This is a joint collaboration between the University 

of Sunderland and The Crawford Arts Centre, St. Andrews, Scotland. This 

is a group-touring exhibition of letter form based art. The curator is Valerie 

Coffin-Price and Manny Ling assisted in the co-ordination of artists invited 

for the show and designed the exhibition catalogue and related promotional 

materials. The opening show was exhibited at the Crawford Arts Gallery 

in St. Andrews and travelled to: The Meffan, Fofar; St. Fergus Gallery in 

Wick, Swanson Galler in Thurso, Inverness Museum and Art Gallery, Iona 

Gallery in Kingussie and The Hub in Sleaford. Manny Ling also exhibited six 

pieces of work. He also jointly held a weekend conference with his colleague 

Gurpreet Singh at the Crawford Arts Centre. The theme was the personal 

integration of new technology and traditional processes. The audience 

are local calligraphers and crafts persons. Other artists involved: Louise 

Archbold, Gary Breeze, Valerie Coffin Price, Incisive Letterwork, Thomas 

Ingmire, Reiltin Murphy, Tom Phillips, Jini Rawlings, Charmian Mocatta, 

Marianne Reim, Andrew Richardson, Gurpreet Singh, Rosalind Wyatt 

and Mary White. Professor Ewn Clayton provided an critical essay for the 

catalogue. This project was kindly supported by The Scottish Arts Council 

and Fife Community Services.
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Invited speaker, Letter Exchange lecture series, Art Workers 
Guild, London.

Invited speaker, CLAS Education Day – Is there a future in  
calligraphy,  Imperial College, London.

Invited tutor for residential course, Spontaneous Approaches to 
Western Calligraphy at Higham Hall, Cumbria.

Curator, Writing 2007 – A Sence of Place, International 
calligraphy symposium and master classes at the University of 
Sunderland.

Invited artist, a travelling group exhibition, Design for Science, 
The Nobel Museum, Sweden, Manchester Museum of Science 
and Industry (MOSI), Sunderland Museum and Winter 
Gardens.

Invited speaker, Three point in time CLAS conference, 
Barton under Neewood.

Curator, Adolf Bernd, travelling exhibition with catalogue. 
Workshops and talks at the Design Centre Gallery, The 
University of Sunderland and the University of Kankaanpaa, 
Finland.

Curator, Writing 2005 – Words and Contexts International 
calligraphy symposium at the University of Sunderland.

Curated Writing 2004 – Breath, Spirit, Energy International  
calligraphy symposium at the University of Sunderland. 

Selected by jury, a set of calligraphy work for travelling group 
exhibition The Living Letters II, with catalogue. Exhibition 
shown in London, Walton-on-Thames and Halifax, .

Invited artist and co-organiser, travelling group exhibition, 
Presence and Absence, Crawford Arts Centre, St. Andrews, 
Scotland. Exhibition travelled to many venues in Scotland and 
England. Also designed the catalogue. The exhibition were 
sponsored by The Scottish Arts Council.

Mar 2008

Nov 2007

Aug 2007

Jul  2007

Apr 2007

Nov 2006

Jul 2006

Jul 2005

Jul 2004

Nov 2004

Dec 2003

APPENDIX D

List of exhibitions, workshops and Symposia that I was involved with 

relevant to the research:
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Curator Writing 203 – Renewing the Creative Process, International 
calligraphy symposium at the University of Sunderland. 

Solo exhibition, The Spirit of calligraphy (L’esprit de la calligraphie). Invited 
by the City of Montbéliard (CAPM). Open lecture and workshops.

Calligraphy works featured in Hermskeek, M. (2003) Passie voor Letters 
(Passion for Letters), Cantecleer, pp27, 56 and 58.

Calligraphy works featured in Thomson, G. (2003). Digital Calligraphy: 
How to Create Perfect Lettering from Your Desktop. Watson-Guptill. pp. 
137-138, 147-148.

Selected by jury, a set of calligraphy work for travelling group exhibition 
The Living Letters II, with catalogue, London and Walton-on-Thames.

Curator, Writing 2002 International calligraphy symposium at the 
University of Sunderland.

Solos Exhibition, Contrasts & Contradictions Invited by the City of 
Montbéliard (CAPM). Open lecture and workshops.

Curated ‘Writing 2001’ International calligraphy symposium at the 
University of Sunderland.

Selected by jury, work for group exhibition ‘Words as Images’ organised by 
the Society of Scribes and Illuminators, London, UK.

Curator, ‘Writing 2000’ International calligraphy symposium, The 
University of Sunderland.

Curator and exhibited in international group exhibition Beyond Words, 
with catalogue, Vardy Arts Gallery, The University of Sunderland, England.

Jul 2003

Mar 2003

Feb 2003

Jan 2003

Sept 2002

Jul 2002

Mar 2001

Jul 2001

Nov 2000

Jul 2000

Dec 1999
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