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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.

�e 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 identi�ed. �is 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. �ese approaches demonstrate the 

requirement of the control and integrity of the calligrapher. �e research 

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

the internal and external aspects of calligraphy. �is 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.

�e 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. �e 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 

�is 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. �e 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 identi�ed and explored. 

Practical experiments are then re�ected upon in terms of these common 

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

calligraphy.

�e 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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�e 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?

�e 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 

�e practice of East Asian calligraphy requires the balance of mind and body 

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

practised in Western calligraphy. However, not many Western calligraphers 

understand fully how this can be achieved. �is research therefore clari�es 

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 �.�.�) and in this context 

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

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

a re�ection 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, ����, pp���-���).

Ch’i can be cultivated through di�erent means, such as meditative practice 

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

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

the mind and hand co-ordination (Ch’en, ����, p.���). �ese are notions of 

practising contentment and bodily awareness, developing one’s awareness 

of time and space. �ese 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 ful�lment and harmony for the calligrapher (see Chapter �.�.�).

�is research demysti�es 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 �).

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. 

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

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

and � respectively). �e 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. �e 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 �rst hand insights into both traditions. As a bi-cultural 

artist, I want to explore whether in�uences from East Asia can be applied 

to my Western calligraphy practice. �e 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 di�erent two areas, ‘cross-discipline’ processes can also be developed.

�e 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 identi�es the characteristics 

of Ch’i and analyses the similarities and di�erences between the two 

traditions. 

1.3 METHODOLOGY

�ere are essentially two main strands 

to this research (see Figure �). �e 

�rst strand deals with ‘cross-cultural’ 

processes, of how di�erent aspects of 

East Asian calligraphy traditions are 

incorporated into Western calligraphy. 

�e 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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�e 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 �ndings 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

De�ning 
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 identi�ed (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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�roughout 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. �is 

research has employed a variety of 

methods, which are illustrated in the 

diagram opposite (see Figure �).

�e holistic nature of this study brings 

together many di�erent approaches 

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

researches are conducted to evaluate the development, approaches and 

de�nitions 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. �orough exploration, analysis and philosophical 

and practical processes are employed. Crossing these boundaries has led 

to greater insights into the de�nition of Ch’i and how this notion can be 

applied to Western calligraphy. 

�e 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. �is was needed to compensate for my lack of in-depth 

Figure 3. Diagram showing the various 
methodologies carried out for this research
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knowledge of the programming necessary to pursue this particular aspect 

of the research.

�e contribution of digital media with calligraphy to this research does more 

than just create something ‘new’. �e 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.

�e broad edged pen is the fundamental writing implement for Western 

calligraphy. Experiments were carried out with di�erent writing implements, 

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

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

e�ectively in order to express the marks made with a sense of spirit and 

energy. �ese 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. �is is to 

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

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

working processes involved (See Chapter �).

�e 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.

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

Contradictions in Montbéliard, France (����), �e Spirit of Calligraphy 

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

Scotland (����). �ese 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 ���� to ���� and ���� at the University of 

Sunderland.  �ese symposia have informed my research and were used 

to develop further debates and ideas. �e 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 

�e 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 � presents the processes and characteristics of ‘Ch’i’ and describes 

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

Practical work from di�erent exhibitions is also highlighted for analysis and 

discussion.

Chapter� describes the exploration of digital media and Western calligraphy. 

It clari�es the characteristics of digital media and how new approaches are 

developed to create ‘digital calligraphy’.

Chapter � deals with computational calligraphy and describes the processes 

and approaches developed.

Chapter � is the conclusion, where the key �ndings are highlighted and 

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

2.1 INTRODUCTION

�e 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 speci�c information on the 

in�uence 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, ����; Billeter, ����), or Western practitioners working 

with East Asian traditions (Leach, ����; Flint Sato, ����; Pieper, ����). �e 

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 in�uences 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 �). 

Characteristics are then identi�ed and new approaches suitable for Western 

calligraphy are developed.

�e 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 



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 10

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

calligraphy. Within each of these areas, processes and techniques from 

di�erent practitioners are also explored and analysed.

2.2 CALLIGRAPHY IN CONTEXT

Depending on the cultural contexts, the word ‘calligraphy’ can have di�erent 

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”. �is denotes writing that is 

�nely executed with a sense of “aesthetic beauty” (Gürtler, ����, p.��). 

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, ����), 

‘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, ����, p.��). �ese 

two de�nitions 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. �e 

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

visual aesthetics, etc. �e 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, ����, p.�). 

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

can calligraphy be fully developed. �is 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, “�e skill to 

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

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

“�e accidental nicks in form caused by the paper �bre, the running and 

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

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

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

�owing, 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 (����) and Neuenschwander (Skarsgard, 

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

‘beautiful writing’. Burgert suggested that Western calligraphers should 

think in “graphic form” (����, p.��), 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. 

“�e Western calligrapher today must therefore reconsider the letterforms 

from a graphic point of view. �e 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” (����, p.���).

Concerning calligraphy’s de�nition 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, ����, 

p.��). From this, ‘beautiful writing’ is therefore an inadequate de�nition for 

the context of Western calligraphy today. 

Neuenschwander suggests the term “linear graphic” (����, p.��) to de�ne 

calligraphy. �is 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 

– gra�ti, 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. �is allows computational designs 

using lines to be included in the research.

2.3 EAST ASIAN CALLIGRAPHY

�e 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 (����, p.��) 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 di�erent, the written forms all had the same origin 

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

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

writing system. 

�e Chinese characters are the basis of East Asian Calligraphy. �ese 

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

idea or concept. �is 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. 

�e 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 (����) and the 

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

Tongtian Tie (ed. Hui, ����).

�ere 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, �e Art of Calligraphy In Modern China 

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

Chinese Calligraphy held at the British Museum, London in ����. �e book 

provides a detailed account of the development of Chinese calligraphy in 

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

�e Classicists, �e Modernists, �e 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 (����) would scrunch up his 

calligraphy into spherical balls of paper and 

create ‘installations’ from them (see Figure 

�). �ese balls of characters have political 

undertones and Wang suggests they are 

symbols of “the various contradictions 

surrounding calligraphy itself ” (p.���). 

Zhang on the other hand collaborates Figure �. ‘Balls of Chara�ers’ (Wang, ����)
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with female partners to develop the series 

of work Traceology (����), 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 �).

In Chinese Characters �en and Now (ed. Huang, ����), there is a collection 

of prominent essays on di�erent theories of Chinese calligraphy. �ese were 

originally written in Chinese but were published with excellent translations 

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

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

Characters (p.���).

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 �lms, 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, ����), Yau 

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

and that the Chinese writing is more geometric” (p.���). 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 �. ‘Traceology’ (Zhang, ����)
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�ere are numerous general publications on technical and practical skills 

of calligraphy. Books such as Japanese Calligraphy (Suzuki, ����) and �e 

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

insightful instructions on the techniques of using �our paste and Xuan 

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

work created in Chapter �.

2.3.1 Ch’i in East Asian calligraphy

‘Ch’i’ is also known as ‘Qi’ in Chinese or ‘Ki’ in Japanese (see Chapter � 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. �ese 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, ����, p.���) (see Chapter �.�.� also)

�ere are key publications, which refer speci�cally to the notion of Ch’i in 

calligraphy, such as Chiang’s Chinese Calligraphy (����), Sze’s �e Way of 

Chinese Calligraphy (����), Ch’en’s Chinese Calligraphers And �eir Art 

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

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 di�erent components, which are the 

basis for “aesthetic standards” in Chinese art (p.��). 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 di�erent 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.��). She explains that 
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knowing Ch’i is to be in a state of spirituality that transcends knowledge, skills 

and aesthetics, uni�ed into oneness. She also highlights the Taoist notion of 

“stilling the heart” (p.��), 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 ���-���), “Ch’i Yun Sheng Tung” 

(p.��) which Reynolds (����, p.���) translates as the “rhythmic vitality” of 

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

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

�ese terms are the guiding principles used in this research in which new 

approaches and processes are developed (see Chapter �.�.�).

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

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

process. Chogyam Trungpa’s �e Art of Calligraphy  (����) 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. �is is a traditional Chinese approach, where the act of 

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

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

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

work or the idea (Man).

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

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

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 ’. �ese ideas highlight the di�erences 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, �at, and sits on top of the 

writing surface (oil paint on canvas). �ese marked di�erences re�ect 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 (����), which examines the beauty of 

everyday things and Japanese aesthetics. 

Sharing this sense of aesthetic is the work 

of Toko Shinoda (����) and Tanahashi’s 

Brush Mind (����). In their work (see 

Figures � & �), there is a simplicity and 

directness of mark making that is imbued 

with vitality, and personi�es the ‘stilling 

the heart’ principle very well. Tanahashi’s 

conference paper Crossing �e Cultural 

Barrier In East Asian Calligraphy (����) 

also provides useful thoughts on the 

artistic, language and cultural barriers 

faced by an “outsider” learning East Asian 

calligraphy. �ese 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 

in�uences from the East into the West, the processes have to feel natural and 

the outcomes should look balanced to the viewer.

Figure �. ‘Untitled’ (Shinoda, ����)

Figure �. ‘One Stroke Painting’ 
(Tanahashi, ����)
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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 di�cult to articulate in 

writing. �is 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 (����) 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”.

�is 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. �is notion highlights some of the 

di�culties 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” (����). In this he means the lines of writing dictate a 

�ow of movement from the brush. Each character has this �ow 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. 
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Arguably, Western calligraphy could be viewed in the same way. �is 

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

or characters simply as lines. �e 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. �is notion can be found in Ewan Clayton’s 

writing �e Calligraphy of the Heart (����) which suggests that there are 

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

writes, “�e 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 o� the page at 

the �nish 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.�). 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. �e 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. �ese are Britain, Continental Europe (mainly 

Germany and Belgium) and USA.

�e 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 �e Art of Written Form 

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

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

which provides probably the best instructions and exemplars of di�erent 

calligraphic hands, materials and techniques. 

Periodicals and journals on Western calligraphy are mainly published by 

local societies or individual calligraphy organisations. �ese 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 o�ering 

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

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

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

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

Gilman & Calderhead) which probably o�ers more theoretical editorial bias 

in its content.

�e research has also included publications that deal with Western 

practitioners who are directly in�uenced from the East Asian tradition, such 

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

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

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

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

in�uence. 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. �e calligrapher’s aim is to be an artisan, to achieve technical 

and artistic connoisseurship. �is ‘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 �ill 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 pa�. �e 
intera�ion between the creative minds, the skilled hand, 
the writing in�rument, and the writing surface is now seen 
to be of great value. We�ern scribes are now exploring 
the ab�ra� qualities that are so much part of Chinese, 
Japanese, and, to a lesser extent, Arabic calligraphy. While 
there are not the �iritual overtones evident in the Ea�, 
the notion that calligraphy can be an outpouring of the 
soul is being gra�ed in Britain, Europe, Au�ralia, and the 
USA (�omson, ����, p.���).

�e 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 (����) and �e Calligraphic Line 

(����) 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 �).

Brody Neuenschwander’s collaboration with the 

�lm director Peter Greenaway has resulted in 

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

(����) are some of the best examples of this collaboration. In �e 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. ����) 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.��) and uses them at will for whatever the situation 

and context. �is comes from his understanding of 

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

Western writing into text-images” (p.��). �is 

expressive and malleable quality in writing is clearly 

evident in his work (see Figure �)

Similar to Neuenschwander, the American 

calligrapher, �omas Ingmire’s Words of Risk 

(Gullick, ����) describes in detail the theory and 

processes involved in his expressive and painterly 

approach to calligraphy. Gullick says, “�omas 

Ingmire writes in pictures” (p.�). 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, �e Space 

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

eight sheets of calligraphy written with black ink 

on handmade paper. (see Figure ��) �is work 

explores the calligraphic representation of space 

and the boundaries of legibility, where in some 

Figure �. ‘Please Analyse’ 
(Neuenschwander, ����)

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

with gestural movement. �e rationale and processes of these work are 

documented in Ingmire’s essays in Spring Lines (����, pp��-��) and Codici 

�  (Ingmire, ����, pp��-��).

In the exhibition Displaced (����), 

the Irish calligrapher, Denis Brown 

created mixed media work that re�ected 

contemporary interpretations of the texts 

from Leviticus in the Bible (see Figure 

��). 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 �rst 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 ��).

�e journal Spring Lines (����) discusses 

Chinese, Japanese, Arabic and Western 

calligraphy traditions and development. 

It also analyses how these cultures 

responded to the rapidly changing 

twentieth century. 

�ere have been exhibitions in recent years, which looked beyond the 

meanings of calligraphy. Exhibition catalogues such as Looking at the 

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

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

Boek, ����), surveys the cultural in�uences of East Asian traditions on 

Western calligraphy. Catalogues from other calligraphy exhibitions such as 

Beyond Words (Ling, ����) and Presence and Absence (Co�n-Price, ����), 

explore the contextual meaning and interpretations of words through the 

calligraphic medium.

�e examples of work and publications discussed so far, illustrate the 

diversity and development of Western calligraphy in recent years. �ese 

examples have demonstrated that Western calligraphy has explored di�erent 

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

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

also expanded the de�nitions 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” (����, 

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

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

p.��), perhaps the best de�nition for calligraphy is “the art of the linear 

graphic”. (Neuenschwander derived this de�nition of calligraphy from 

Abdelkebir Khatibi and Mohammed Sijelmassi’s �e Splendour of Islamic 

Calligraphy of ����) . A similar concept appears in �e Calligraphic Line  by 

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

Gray (����). 

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. �at 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, ����, p.�) how his 

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

re�ects, “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”. �is 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. �is 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 (���� and ����), which use 

programming to create dynamic �uid 

lines could be considered as ‘calligraphic’. 

Mai’s Urban Calligraphy (����) re�ects 

the use of ‘linear graphic’ for the modern 

age. Mai analysed the use and approach 

of gra�ti in the urban landscape and 

has developed a philosophy, which is 

deconstructive in nature (see Figure ��) 

and embraces urban architecture and 

Figure ��. ‘Berlin, Paris, Am�erdam’ – 
Urban calligraphy (Mai, ����)

Figure ��. ‘Slab of snow carved into 
– leaving a translucent layer – horse 
che�nut �alks pinned together with thin 
bamboo’ (Goldsworthy, ����)
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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, 

(����) 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 ��).

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 �e Movement Involving Touch (Reynolds, ����) 

and �e New Calligraphic Renaissance (Skaggs, ����). Indirectly, Edward 

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

Other Papers (ed. Child, ����), 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.�) 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.��). He also refers to the sense of self-development in that he believes, 

“when a scribe has su�ciently 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, ����, p.���). Reynolds’ notion is seemingly inspired by the 

writing of Sze’s �e Way of Chinese Painting (����). 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’ ” (����, p.���). Reynold’s essay 

is perhaps the �rst Western literature to have mentioned directly the East 

Asian in�uence on Western calligraphy.
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Skaggs develops from Reynold’s ideas in his essay �e New Calligraphic 

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

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

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 �ows 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 e�ortlessly 

and that “the marks breathe with life spirit”. �is 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 super�uous 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.���).

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

for writing. �is apparent lack of acknowledgment can only suggest the 

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

publication �e Chinese Art of Writing (����) the notion of Ch’i was not 

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

(p.���) or the “body proper” and “being” (p.���). �ese terms seem rather 

clumsy and ambiguous. Subsequent conversations with several reputable 

Western calligraphers at the Writing ����  and Writing ����  symposia at the 

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

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

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

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

traditions to Western calligraphers. �ese issues will be further examined in 

detail in the Chapter �.�.

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. �is 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. �is has allowed the research to brie�y refer to areas 

such as urban graphics and gra�ti, computational art, motion graphics and 

digital arts.

General publications that cover the genre of digital art include Christiane 

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

theoretical context of the di�erent digital art practices. She comments on the 

characteristics of digital art and its ability to be in�nitely manipulated, and 

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

lead to a blurring of the distinctions between di�erent media” (p.��). Michael 

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

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

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

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

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

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

based calligraphy. 

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

little speci�c material, but in John Maeda’s Maeda @ Media (����), 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 (����)  showcases Maeda’s in�uences 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. 

�ey 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 �.�.�.

�e 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 speci�cally about 

Western calligraphy and digital media. �ese are George �omson’s Digital 

Calligraphy (����) and Calligraphy and Photoshop (����) which explain 

practically the processes involved in making digital calligraphy. �ese 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 �omson and Tim Donaldson from 

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

Brown (����) advocates the use of computer digits as the ‘digits’ of our 
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hands (�ngers 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 ��). 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, ����). 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. 

�omson 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. �e typeface 

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

also scanned calligraphic works and manipulated them digitally. �ese 

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

Julian Waters (����) and Timothy Donaldson (����).

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

Calligraphy: Where Write Isn’t Wrong, �omson 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.��), 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.��).

Figure ��. ‘Digital, pertaining 
to the �ngers’ (Brown, ����)
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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. �e 

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, ����, p.�).

2.5.2 Screen based calligraphy

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

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

Books (����) and  �e Pillow Book  (����), and large projection work such as �e 

Christoph Kolumbus Opera (����), Writing to Vermeer (����), �e Bologna 

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

with the �lm 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. �e technical 

processes become secondary, but the calligraphy has contextual importance 

to the �lm 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 (����), encapsulates the 

use of the di�erent 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. �e video creates a multitude of layers and 

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

di�erent 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, ����). 

�is time, drops of black inks are 

�lmed �oating within water. �e 

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 �� for movie). 

2.5.3 Computational calligraphy

Computational calligraphy uses 

programming codes to facilitate 

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

representation’ (Piñón, ����). 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. �ese approaches have brought about the development of several 

independent programming languages for computational designs. �ese 

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

ActionScripts (Macromedia, ����), and Processing (Fry and Reas, ����).

Some works are signi�cant 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, ����). 

�ese 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 �uid manner. His works anemone (����) 

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

approach. In anemone, he devised a program which monitors the tra�c 

Figure ��. �e movie ‘Redu�ioni� Calligraphy’ 
(Brown, ����)
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�ow 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 ��).

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 di�erent 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 (����), thin organic hairlines are 

generated and printed using archival 

inks and paper (see Figure ��). �ese 

limited edition prints look like ink 

drops in water and have a similar 

mood to the work of calligrapher Denis 

Brown’s Reductionist Calligraphy (����) 

mentioned previously, where inks are 

�lmed being dropped into water (see 

Figure ��).

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.�ong.com). In Meshy (����) 

and Yellowtail (����) the linear qualities 

are very di�erent. In Meshy, (see Figure 

Figure ��. Image from ‘anemone’ (Fry, ����)

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

Figure ��. A print from ‘Redu�ioni� 
Calligraphy’ (Brown, ����)
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��) the user creates lines of mesh which 

can be animated and manipulated in 

real time. In Yellowtail (see Figure ��), 

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).

�ese 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 �.

Most of these computational works use 

Processing, which is an ‘open source’ 

programming language. �is 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. �is open source approach has 

developed into a widespread Internet community. However, this approach 

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

����). 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.��).

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 ��. ‘Meshy’ (Levin, ����)

Figure ��. ‘Yellowtail’ (Levin, ����)
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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. �ey do not have to rely on 

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

produce. �is �exibility 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. �is is highlighted 

in the publication Generative Design (����), from �e 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’. 

�ey then discussed their work and approaches in detail. �eir discussions 

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

rather than rely on major commercial software which often lacks the 

�exibility 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 �D, sound and computation. 

�e Sonic Wire Sculpture (����)  

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. �is is further enhanced by the 

marks rotating in a three-dimensional 

space (see Figure �� for movie).
Figure ��. �e movie Sonic Wire Sculpture 
(Pitaru, ����)
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Taking this approach further, The 

Body Brush (����), developed by a 

research team at the City University of 

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

uses the participant’s movement within 

a physical space to produce marks on 

screen (see Figure �� for movie). �is 

programme literally uses the human 

body as a brush. It essentially creates 

a virtual �D painting within a space, 

with a limitless palette of colours, 

shapes and forms. �e 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 

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

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

dispersion (see Chapter �).

�is is software that would emulate 

the properties of Chinese ink (ink 

dispersion algorithm) through the 

use of a digital pen and tablet (pp.�� 

to ��). �is is perhaps the closest 

example yet of software being able 

to produce authentic looking brush 

marks and calligraphy. (see Figure ��). 

In his PhD thesis, Chu illustrates his 

understanding of ‘rhythmic vitality’ 

(p.��) and emphasises the importance 

of having “vibrancy” in the marks that 

his software can produce (ibid). 

Figure ��. �e Movie, ‘�e Body Brush’ (Ip, 
Hay and Tang, ����)

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

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

Western traditions and Digital Media and calligraphy. �e survey establishes 

that there is a wealth of materials on each of the areas identi�ed, 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 in�uenced by 

the East Asian traditions. �eir 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. �rough Flint Sato (1999), 

the di�erent 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. �e works of Wang Nanming (����) and Zhang 

Qiang (����) 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.

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

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

�e most useful are Sze’s �e Way of Chinese Calligraphy (����) and Kwo’s 

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

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

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

(p.��), which re�ects the process of observation, practising of contentment 

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

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

as the “co-ordination of the mind and hand” (p.���). �ese are the main 
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principles used in the research, where the characteristics of Ch’i are identi�ed, 

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

the principles of ‘aesthetic standards’ (p.��) 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 (����) 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. �is 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.

�ere is very little literature about Ch’i in Western calligraphy.  �ose that 

cover it are the essays �e Movement Involving Touch by Reynolds (����), and 

Calligraphic Renaissance by Skaggs (����). 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.

�is ‘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 

re�ect today’s artistic contexts. 

Burgert (����) and Neuenschwander (����) 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’ (����) to de�ne 

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’. �ese calligraphic 

marks essentially de�ne 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.

�e 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, �omson, 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 �.�.

In screen based calligraphy, the properties are slightly di�erent, in that it is 

not paper based but o�ers interactivity, sound and motion. Some examples, 

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

of calligraphy on screen. �is cross-disciplinary approach has enabled 

calligraphy to be expressed in di�erent ways and these new processes of 

screen based work will be discussed in Chapter �.� 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. �ese 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 �.

�e survey of existing literature has identi�ed themes across boundaries. 

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

integrity of the work. �ese 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. �e following chapters will elucidate 

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

3.1 INTRODUCTION

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

establishes working de�nitions, which are then applied to examples of 

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

quantitatively �x ‘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, ����). 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. �is 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

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

di�erent studies by Sze (����), Reynolds (����), Laughlin (����) and Wong 

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

similar contexts from di�erent cultures. Reynolds writes, “In Sanskrit this 

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

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

and breath to spirit” (����, p.���). 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.��). 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 “�ows 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. �ese traditions share the principle that ‘breath’ is the energy or 

life force that transcend through the cosmos and beings. �e 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 di�culty but which no simple de�nition can cover. 

�e fundamental fa� that it has to be gra�ed through 

intuition indicates that an intelle�ual de�nition would fall 

far short. (Sze, ���� p.��)

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

complex and not easily put down in writing (see Chapter 

�.�.�). 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 

��). �is principle was �rst referred to in the First Canon of 

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

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 

re�ects a vitality of spirit that is the essence of life itself. Man’s 

Figure ��. �e 
Chinese chara�ers 
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.��). 

�e �rst 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’

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

or “rhythm” or “rhythmic” (Reynolds, ����, p.���).

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

‘vitality’. 

�e �nal 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, ����, pp���-���).

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

of ch’i is vibrant” (����, p.��). 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 e�ect. It also has little to do with struggling or 

forcing. It is a gentle and natural �ow 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). �is suggests that Ch’i cannot be induced deliberately nor can it be 

created arti�cially. 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, ����).

Ch’en (����) describes this process as “Hsin Shou Hsiang Yin” (p.���), 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 uni�ed as one. �is 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 �ow 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, ����, p.�) �is observation suggests that the 

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

that her self-being is controlled and uni�ed 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, ����, p.��). 

�is principle comes from the Taoist philosophy and it implies the nature of 

practising contentment. �rough moments of quietness, the mind becomes 

more receptive and the body is in tune with one’s self-being. �is 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 super�uous 
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stokes or retouching afterwards. �is 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 di�erent 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 (����, p.��). It provides 

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

which in turn gives it form and shape. “Lines de�ne form, suggest space, 

connote surface [and] indicate movement” (p.��). 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.��). In calligraphy, space is created by perceptive 

observation and the gestural quality of the lines. He explained, “�e 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.��).

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. �is 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 �e development of the self-being

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

It is identi�ed 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. �ese 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, ����, 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. �e 

�rst canon by Hsieh Ho (�th Century) actually stipulated that the ‘Ch’i Yuen’ 

is innate and cannot be taught or acquired through time. �is idea was not 

refuted for almost twelve hundred years until the ��th century when the 

artist, Tung Ch’i-Chang voiced his disagreement, “… Ch’i Yuen Shen Tung, 

the �rst 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, ����, p.��)

�is 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 

di�erent 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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�ere are many ways in which to develop one’s self-being. �ese could include 

brush meditation (Davey, ����), religious and philosophical practices, such 

as the notion of Heaven, Earth, Man (Trungpa, ����) or Wabi Sabi (Koren, 

����), and aesthetic development (Kwo, ����).

Although these practices are seemingly di�erent, they do all lead to the same 

metaphysical development. Billeter (����) 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” (����, 

p.���). 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.���-���). �is seems to suggest that a calligrapher with a 

cultivated self-being is more aware of his activities, space and time – leading 

to a �ow 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 identi�ed the following characteristics, which are applicable 

for Western calligraphy:

i. A natural �ow of energy (Ch’i)

ii. �e rhythmic pattern of writing (Yun)

iii. �e vitality of letterforms (Shen)

iv. �e gestural movement of the calligrapher (Tung)

Arguably, these characteristics could be identi�ed 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. �ese 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 ��).



© Manny Ling. Calligraphy Across Boundaries    Page 48

Chapter 3 – Ch’i in Calligraphy 

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’

[�e co-ordination of mind and hand]
 [�e control and the spontaneity]

‘Stilling the Heart’

[�e simplicity, quietness, 
contentment, integrity and the 

development of self-being]

Approach of 
Spontaneity

Approach of 
Simplicity

Figure ��. Diagram showing the processes and development of Ch’i for 
We�ern calligraphy (Ling, ����)
















































































































































































































































































































