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A FREER COUPLET BY GUI FU

Memory, Style, and Virtue in Qing Calligraphy

ABSTRACT

Couplet in Clerical Script by Gui Fu at the National Museum of Asian Art’s Freer Gallery of Art, dated
to 1793, involves important references to early textual artifacts. This article focuses on how such
references engendered historical experience for scholars in the social circle of Gui. A gift to Huang
Yi, the calligraphy first evokes the sensorial experience of an inscription at Huishan Temple in Wuxi,
Jiangsu Province. In addition, its uniform and vigorous brushstrokes point to the origin story of
clerical script. Weng Fanggang, a colleague of Gui, further took up the eleventh-century concept of
“substantial and thick” to code the style into an expression of sincerity. The calligraphic work details
how Qing intellectuals appropriated ancient texts to commemorate social relationships, pursue
stylistic innovation, and justify aesthetic preference.

A transmitter and not a maker, trusting in and loving antiquity.
RTAME, (FTEF .

From Lunyu sfiag (the Analects)

Introduction

A pair of five-character poetic verses, archaic in form and austere in stroke, sits firmly on a
dark, rich red couplet (duilian %5 or yinglian #2H) (fig. 1). This format, consisting of two
vertical hanging scrolls, is usually hung on the parallel columns of a building as architectural
decoration.? The calligraphy is executed in clerical script (lishu %2), an ancient script type
traditionally believed to have originated in the time of the First Emperor (259-210 BCE) of
the Qin dynasty (227-206 BCE).* The compelling visual effects of this work—quiet, unaffected,
yet forceful—are generated by the careful, almost mechanical alignment of unmodulated
brushstrokes. Most characters in this work are symmetrical and compact, featuring individual
strokes that appear uniform and ample. It is not hard to imagine that the writer maintained
an extremely even speed of writing while steadily holding the brush. One could even describe
these brushstrokes as “vigorous,” “substantial,” and “heavy,” terms that evoke the engraved
characters on some early stone monuments.

Such visual language illuminates a preferred mode of stylistic expression among scholars
interested in epigraphic calligraphy during the second half of the eighteenth century.
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FIGURE 1. Gui Fu (1736-1805). Couplet in Clerical Script, Qing dynasty, 1793. Pair of hanging scrolls; ink on red paper, each image: 99.8 x 24.7 cm.
National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection, Gift of Robert Hatfield Ellsworth in honor of the 75th Anniversary of the
Freer Gallery of Art, F1997.46.1-2



Starting in the seventeenth century, epigraphic materials (e.g., engraved texts on freestand-
ing steles, natural cliffs, bronze vessels, and ceramic tiles) emerged as new models for Chi-
nese calligraphy because scholars viewed these inscriptions as authentic and uncorrupted
examples of early calligraphic styles.® Gui Fu #:% (1736-1805), the author of Couplet in
Clerical Script at the Freer Gallery of Art of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Asian
Art, belonged to a group of epigraphists who specialized in evidential research (kaozheng
27%) (fig. 1). This methodology, still widely used today, advocates that from rigorous textual
analyses one can gather reliable evidence to restore the meanings of Confucian classics and
dynastic histories.® Consequently, the investigation of epigraphic inscriptions and transmit-
ted texts became a valued field of inquiry during this period. Gui and his friends, through
extensive research of historical documents, were able to reconstruct a style of clerical script
that they believed to be congruent with the development of Chinese writing and represen-
tative of Confucian value.

This article offers a close reading of the calligraphic couplet by Gui Fu, with an emphasis
on its references to early textual artifacts. Couplet in Clerical Script exemplifies Qing scholar-
artists’ keen interest in using ancient inscriptions, fabled stories, and early aesthetic beliefs to
pinpoint episodes in history that would appear meaningful within their social context. Eviden-
tial scholars of this period were not just experts in historical texts but also devout believers
in those materials. Their erudition is best exemplified by their ability to navigate numerous
challenging exegeses of classical texts and to piece together what might have happened in the
past. Their faith is shown by their assertion that the lived experiences of ancient people could
be reimagined through textual documents. Calligraphy done by this group of intellectuals
often embodies such transhistorical knowledge and cultural imagination. For the work under
discussion, Gui turned to a wide range of sources, including Han (206 BCE-220) steles, Tang
(618-907) poems, Song (960-1279) letters, and seventeenth-century colophons, in the hope
of channeling equally erudite viewers to moments in time signaled by those textual artifacts.
In addition, these conscious references reinforced the historicity of the calligraphic style as
well as its embodied aesthetic experience.

The following discussion centers on three types of textual artifacts that Gui Fu alluded to
in Couplet in Clerical Script. The first section concerns an engraved stone monument. In 1793,
Gui dedicated the work to Huang Yi %%} (1744-1801), a prominent antiquarian scholar with
a similar passion for stone inscriptions. Gui perhaps selected the pair of poetic lines to evoke
the multisensorial experience of an early stone inscription in Wuxi that had enchanted Huang
for years. The bodily interactions with the monument described in an earlier poem constituted
an integral part of the historical enjoyment of this inscription. The second section of the dis-
cussion explores the style of the work in relation to the traditional belief about the origins of
the Chinese writing system. Gui and his friends fashioned a style of plain and vigorous brush-
work using the narrative of the invention of clerical script. Moreover, these antiquarians also
made use of extant Han steles to support the historicity of this new visual language. The final
section situates the possible aesthetic experience of the work in a well-known calligraphic
discourse of the eleventh century. The thick and unmodulated brushstrokes in the couplet
resonate with Song commentary that equates such stylistic features with human characteris-
tics of honesty and sincerity. This connection produced another experience of the couplet, one
in which the calligraphy became a portrait of the writer’s personal traits. The calligraphic work
is thus simultaneously a monument of friendship, a milestone in the development of Chinese
writing, and a perpetuation of medieval aesthetics.
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A Multisensorial Gift

Couplet in Clerical Script is a gift whose meanings were predicated on experience shared by
a group of like-minded friends. In the eighteenth century, evidential scholars frequently
exchanged material objects, not just as a social convention, but also as a mode of collabo-
rative scholarship. Common examples include ink rubbings of epigraphic inscriptions, small
inkstones with brief engravings, calligraphic scrolls emulating ancient steles, and paintings
inspired by antiquarian activities. These objects allowed scholars to inform each other of
new discoveries in the field, debate the identification of ancient characters, and exchange
thoughts on early calligraphic styles. Moreover, some of these occasional works are like
memory capsules, preserving episodes of a personal journey in the quest for ruined historic
monuments. The work by Gui is one such material object embodying both scholarly pursuits
and personal desires.

A native of Shandong, Gui Fu was a well-respected paleographer, philologist, and calligra-
pher of his day.” Like many scholars in his generation, Gui did not gain much success in his
political career but attained cultural distinction mainly through his textual studies. Since his
youth, he had been particularly interested in collecting ancient seals and therefore gained a
profound knowledge of seal script (zhuanshu %), one of the earliest forms of Chinese writ-
ing. In his early thirties, Gui traveled to Beijing to search for opportunities and was quickly
recognized by the antiquarian circle of Weng Fanggang 5 /74 (1733-1818). A towering court
academician, Weng was a scholar of stone inscriptions and an influential tastemaker at the
time.® Gui regularly participated in literary gatherings in Beijing, through which he built a
reputation for himself as an erudite scholar in ancient Chinese writing. He produced several
publications on the study of Chinese characters, including his own dictionary on a variant type
of seal script.® Later, when Gui returned to Jinan, Shandong Province, he devoted himself to
the promotion of local culture. There he raised funds to build Tanxi Academy (Tanxi jingshe
T PURE 7)), which soon became a popular site for literary gatherings and artistic productions
among regional officials, literati, and students.’® Gui left Jinan in 1796 after he was appointed
as the magistrate of Yongping in the far south of Yunnan Province. He died at his post in 1805
at the age of seventy.

The antiquarian network from which Gui benefited is perhaps best illustrated by the
densely inscribed portrait of him in the collection of the Tokyo National Museum (fig. 2)."
Dated to 1789, the image was produced by an obscure painter named Fazao of Jiangnan Y174
123 (dates unknown). The figure at the center is depicted in a three-quarters view against a
blank background. He wears a light blue robe and clasps his hands before him. The plain and
undecorated garment is meant to underscore the identity of Gui as a true scholar who did not
care for exterior embellishment. In his self-inscription, Gui indicates that the painting was
made for his fifty-fourth birthday. Several noted scholar-officials of the late eighteenth cen-
tury, including Weng Fanggang, Jiang Deliang VL& (1752-1793), and Zeng Yu % (1760-
1831), joined this celebration through their inscriptions on the portrait.’ Many of these texts
identify Gui as a person who knew how to “comprehend characters” (shizi %), a glowing
appraisal in the eighteenth century. Cheng Yaotian #£F£ [ (1725-1814), a prominent eviden-
tial scholar at the time, considered “comprehending characters” to be the most daunting task
of his occupation.” These contemporary comments on the painting celebrated the stature
of Gui as a capable paleographer whose skills were essential to the interpretation of classical
texts. The scroll, as a social document, creates the image of a learned antiquarian and situates
him in the community that made such cultural representation desirable.
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FIGURE 2. Fazao of Jiangnan (dates
unknown). Portrait of Gui Fu, Qing
dynasty, 1789. Hanging scroll; light
color on paper, 71.5 x 34.7 cm.
Tokyo National Museum, Gift of
Dr. Hayashi Munetake, TA-451



The scholarship of Gui is marked by his trust in ancient texts and early exegeses. He was
among a group of Qing scholars who offered new annotations to Shuowen jiezi it Cfift'y-
(Explanation of graphs and analysis of characters), the first complete dictionary of Chinese
characters, compiled by Xu Shen #[E (ca. 30-124) of the Eastern Han (25-220)." As pointed
out by Ori Sela, Shuowen studies proliferated in the second half of the eighteenth century
because this dictionary was a useful philological aid.” A clear understanding of Shuowen offers
a foundation for more accurate readings of other classical texts. The approach Gui adopted
to study Shuowen, however, differed from some of his contemporaries.’® Many scholars at
the time prioritized the phonological investigation of Shuowen. Characters that bore a similar
pronunciation, in their view, implied a shared etymological origin and therefore a close seman-
tic relationship. In contrast, Gui focused on the meticulous excavation of texts. To explicate
the meaning of a given character, he conducted an exhaustive search of its historical uses
in ancient documents and used them to instantiate the interpretation of the character in
Shuowen. Such a text-based approach was rooted in the exegetical tradition of Shuowen. Noted
commentators of the dictionary from the Song to the Yuan (1271-1368) dynasties engaged
in similar painstaking comparisons of different early sources. Gui was proud to be a follower
of this lineage of scholarship." His study of Shuowen reflects his belief in the power of texts to
speak for themselves. Gui never aimed to produce meanings for early documents but only to
organize exegetic texts that could illuminate the words of the ancients.

Analogous to his reliance on ancient texts for etymological studies, Gui also used these
texts to uncover historical experience in his artistic creation, as exemplified by the Freer cou-
plet. In this work, the symmetry of the overall composition and the unwavering brushstrokes
compel a sense of awe, enhancing the poetic imagery produced by the text, which reads:

No one around, the moon is about to set.
Buddha is here, the pines do not speak.’®

AR, AP S,

These parallel verses are from the poem “Night Vigil at the Temple of King ASoka (Ayuwang si
yezuo P& 57 AL)” by Wang Siren T (1575-1646)."° A man of Shanyin (present-day
Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province), Wang was an acclaimed writer of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644)
who came to be recognized for his descriptive travel accounts in finely evocative language. One
of his well-known essays is about the famous sites of Jinan in Shandong.?® Gui’s interest in the
cultural history of his native place must have sparked his appreciation for the literary works of
Wang. In the above poem, Wang depicted a series of quiet and desolate scenes he experienced
during an evening visit to the temple of King ASoka in Ningbo. Such a sense of tranquility was
further magnified by Gui's plain, unmodulated, and unfluctuating brushstrokes in the cal-
ligraphic couplet. Through the solemn style of clerical script, the audience was guided to relive
Wang’s late-night stay at the empty monastery.

The inscription on the couplet states that the calligraphy was intended as a gift for Huang
Yi, a renowned aficionado of stone inscriptions in the eighteenth century:

For the ninth elder brother Xiaosong (Huang Yi). Master connoisseur, please correct my clerical-
script calligraphy. At the time we were both in Jining [of Shandong Province]. On the sixteenth
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day of the eighth lunar month in the guichou year (September 20, 1793). A casual copy. Yunmen
Gui Fu.?

ANAIUIL, FEFIERE, AR, 26\ IR, filik, RFTH:ER.

The passage suggests that Gui transcribed these poetic lines for Huang during their meeting
in 1793. At the time, Huang was as an associate administrator of the canal (yunhedao tong-
zhi JEIEFIAN) in Jining.?? Among the circle of Weng Fanggang, Huang was best known for
his restoration of ancient steles in Shandong and his pilgrimage to the ruined monuments
in Henan.? His impressive collection of epigraphic materials made him a valued member of
this antiquarian community. Several extant letters between Gu and Huang document their
frequent exchanges during their time in Shandong. In the eleventh month of 1788, Huang
carved a seal for Gui, who returned a calligraphic couplet.?* In 1792, Gui and Huang hired an
artisan who specialized in making ink rubbings to search for early inscriptions at Tianzhushan
KAELL in Shandong.? In the seventh month of 1793, Gui asked Huang to acquire ink rubbings
of ancient steles in Jining and Qufu for him. These letters also contain details of their reciprocal
relationship. Huang not only shared his on-site knowledge with Gui but also provided him
access to ink rubbings of important inscriptions. In return, Gui offered his calligraphic skill as
well as access to a local network.

For this group of scholars, ancient artifacts played a huge role in their commemoration
of friendship. In the tenth month of 1793, for example, Huang invited several friends on his
fiftieth birthday to look at an ink rubbing of a broken stele. Dated to the second year (173)
of the Xiping Era (172-178), this fragmented monument was a recent discovery of Huang in
Qufu, Shandong. He also produced a painting for the event.?® The picture depicts a garden
setting in which three figures stand indoors to examine an ink rubbing, while two additional
figures engage in conversation in a neighboring room. In his colophon next to the image,
Huang recorded that his fiftieth birthday happily coincided with the finding of the “Xiping
stele” His guests came to drink wine with him while celebrating his birthday through the
ancient inscription.

Similarly, Gui’s couplet is perhaps meant to speak about their shared interests in epigraphy,
evoking the sensory experience of an ancient inscription that had fascinated Huang Yi for
some years. This inscription consists of two large seal-script characters reading “Hearken to the
Pines (tingsong ¥#5),” carved on a polished rock boulder at Huishan Temple in modern-day
Wuxi, Jiangsu Province (figs. 3 a,b).?” The work was traditionally attributed to the Tang calligra-
pher Li Yangbing Z=f% 1K (ca. 721-787). A colophon of 1791, written on an ink rubbing of this
inscription, suggests that Huang was deeply captivated by the content and style of the stone
inscription.?® In this colophon, Huang first transcribed an early comment by the Qing scholar
Wang Shu T3 (1668-1743):

The Gazetteer of Xishan (present-day Wuxi) says that Huishan Temple has a stone couch, located
beneath the moon railing in front of the main hall. Its length is about five chi (approximately
5% feet), and its width is half of [the length]. It has a flat surface that allows one to recline and
look up. Therefore, it is called the “stone couch.” On one side of the stone, there are two seal-script
characters, tingsong (Hearken to the Pines), which is said to be brushed by Li Yangbing of the Tang.
[The inscription] appears aged and fluid and has an archaic tone. It cannot be by someone other
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FIGURES 3a,b. (left) The stone inscription “Hearken to the Pines” beneath a pavilion (left), from Wuxi 8%, Jiangshanduojiao YLILIZ 4% 11 (Shanghai:
Shanghai Renmin meishu chubanshe, 1981), n.p. (right) Detail of the inscription, from Wang Jiakui, “Yuxuandubei: shichuang dingxu ting songfeng
RN A REVFVTFAX, Shufa #5122, no. 11 (2019): 70-71.

than Yangbing. The poem by Pi Rixiu (834-883) of the Tang says, “At dusk, wind rises high in front
of the hall; note after note, pinecones hit the stone couch.” Such was [how one “hearkens to the
pines”]....?

B ZSF A Ak, FEBGTAR T R TURBEZ o o8, rIHHEAD, Sk, TR BER
BT MR R UK A, B URANEE . FERCOREE BB H R RS, AR TEEET
AR SR

The passage by Wang Shu describes a somatic experience of the inscription prompted by
its materiality.> Visitors who only saw the inscription may wonder how one could listen to
pine trees. Indeed, pines cannot make sound, but the contact between pinecones and the
stone couch brought about a sonic element. Once visitors had reclined on the stone couch,
they might recall Pi Rixiu’s poem and relate the inscription to its surrounding environment. A
proper experience of the inscription thus involved not just reading the engraving but also lying
on the stone to feel the wind and hear the fall of pinecones.

The detailed firsthand account by Wang Shu, who traveled to Huishan Temple to enjoy the
inscription in person in 1728, must have inspired Huang to imagine a similar journey. In the
second half of the colophon, Huang regrets that he has visited Jiangsu several times but never
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FIGURE 4. Huang Yi (1744-1801). Copy of the Inscription “Hearken to the Pines," leaf from the album Painting and Calligraphy, Qing

dynasty. Ink on paper, 23.3 x 32.8 cm. Private Collection. Image courtesy of Xue Longchun

had a chance to closely examine the work in situ.’" In 1793, Huang decided to copy these
two seal-script characters for the poet Yin Hongwei ENI§4% (active ca. 1800) because Yin had
agreed to make an ink rubbing of this inscription for him (fig. 4).%% It is unclear if Huang and
Gui talked about the inscription during their meeting in 1793. Nevertheless, Gui's couplet
resonates with the engraving at Huishan Temple in the shared imagery of pines and temple.
While Huang Yi may have regretted never “hearing” the pine trees at Huishan Temple, Gui Fu
could have consoled him, almost with a sense of humor, that pines may not always “speak.”
The couplet thus not only elicited Huang's desire for the seal-script inscription but also under-
scored the multisensorial experience of the engraved calligraphy in Wuxi.

Ancient Style Reconstituted

Couplet in Clerical Script was also meant to perform an ancient calligraphic style that, in Gui
Fu's mind, followed the historical origin of clerical script. In the inscription, Gui used lin [i (lit.,
“to copy”) to designate his calligraphy as “a casual copy.” The term originates from the freehand
copies designed to capture the stylistic features of established calligraphic models. However,
in the seventeenth century the concept expanded to denote the performative interpretation
of early calligraphic works.?® Katharine Burnett has rendered this concept as “innovative tran-
scription,” highlighting the agency of calligraphers who “maintain the originary text but trans-
form the style** Amy McNair has compared the practice to “music compositions that can be
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played many ways.”*® Their insights suggest that these so-called “copies” in late imperial China
were a type of creative performance. Calligraphers engaged in “copying” to perform their sty-
listic preferences and cultural knowledge. For evidential scholars, this kind of innovative tran-
scription was an opportunity to showcase their textual expertise, especially the ways in which
such text-derived knowledge could help verify and reinforce historical narratives. This updated
notion of “copy” thus suggests a line of inquiry related to the style of the Freer couplet: what is
the style used by Gui to transcribe the poem of Wang Siren, and how does the style represent
his conception of the history of Chinese writing?

Gui's writings shed light on these questions. In his essay “Explaining Clerical Script” (Shuoli
FRAR), Gui stated the following:

When writing in clerical script, if one does not clearly understand seal script, the idea that [these
two scripts] are interchangeable cannot be known. If one does not examine enough stele inscrip-
tions, the idea that [these two scripts] involve the increase or reduction [of strokes], and that they
borrow [components] from one another, cannot be known. In its inception, clerical script was a
transformation from seal script, and it thus maintains a close relationship with seal script. Its mul-
tiple mutations [in later times] are like the great-great-grandchildren of the earliest ancestor, the
shared headwaters flowing into different branches, and the wine derived from the rice.*

VERE, ANUIZER, RUAREAN SR 2 5, A2 AR, RIARERIHG IR 2 . S A2 T B,
WILASE. BET— 358, I HIARZ T AR, JCF R Z IRIRERIRR, SN2 IRAIKTE R

The text reveals Gui's desire to return to the origin of clerical script. The investigation of
how various cultural conventions—for example, writing script, object type, place name, and
regional custom—emerged in the first place is at the core of evidential scholarship. By tracing
the sources of those cultural conventions, scholars could gain an understanding of their later
development, thereby illuminating “the meanings and principles” (yili Z&#) of the world.*’
Gui here pointed out a consensus that clerical script developed from seal script. The rela-
tionship between the two scripts underscores that they are not distinct categories but have
significant stylistic similarities. The study of ancient epigraphic inscriptions offered abundant
examples for Gui to substantiate this relationship. He therefore argued that good clerical-
script calligraphy should be based on the method of seal script.

This proposal, in essence, is a retelling of the origin myth of clerical script. The story had
been recorded in several classical texts and functioned as a part of the traditional narrative on
the invention of Chinese writing. For example, Zhang Huaiguan 5R1%5 (ca. 8th century), the
famed Tang historian of calligraphy, described the emergence of clerical script as follows:

As for clerical script, Cheng Miao, a man of Xiagui from the Qin, created it. Miao’s style name was
Yuancen. At the beginning he served as a prison officer in the county’s office. When he was con-
victed, the First Emperor imprisoned [Cheng Miao] in Yunyang. Ruminating [in the jail] for ten
years, [Miao] transformed the square and round shapes of big and small seal scripts into three
thousand characters of clerical script. Presenting them to the First Emperor, who thought [this
invention] could be of good use, [Cheng Miao] was appointed as the Imperial Censor. Because
memorial presentations [at the court] were frequent and numerous, yet characters of seal script
were difficult to write, clerical script was thus used. Because clerks [used it] to aid the [speed] of
writing, it was therefore called clerical script.®

138 ARS ORIENTALIS 53



A, T NPT R, FTCA, M BRR, AR, 1 S R, L4,
N TR 2 =7 J2 W, J 2, Bt LIRS, B I, JoT R, LA
B, S,

The passage above establishes that clerical script was adapted from seal script, an idea that had
been reiterated by Gui in his writing. Building upon this, Gui interpreted that the earliest form
of clerical script should have maintained some stylistic characteristics of seal script. While
clerical script is simplified and distinctive, he believed that it embodied the principles of seal
script because of their shared origin.

While many of the original monuments of seal script, such as the state-sponsored stele
inscriptions of the Qin dynasty, had long been lost, eighteenth-century scholars were able to
gain some idea about their styles through early copies of those inscriptions.®® For example, the
Stele of Mount Yi (Yishan bei I1114%), attributed to the Qin statesman Li Si 2= (d. 208 BCE),
survives in a reengraved copy made by Xu Xuan %%§% (916-991) and Zheng Wenbao ¥ #
(953-1013).% An ink rubbing of this tenth-century re-engraving at the Freer Gallery shows
the perceived hallmarks of the Qin seal script: the structure of each character is utterly sym-
metrical, and individual strokes are uniform and even (fig. 5).
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FIGURE 5. Zheng Wenbao (953-1013) and Xu Xuan
(916-991). The Re-engraving of the “Stele of Mount Yi,"
Northern Song dynasty, 993. Ink on paper,

150.6 x 70.9 cm. National Museum of Asian Art,
Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection, Gift

of Peking University, F1976.35.1

c =l

1557
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The formal qualities of Qin seal script could also be found in the clerical-script couplet by Gui,
especially in his emphasis on structural balance and even brushstrokes. These stylistic similarities
suggest that the artist applied the brush method of seal script to his writing of clerical script. By
this intentional choice of style, Gui asserted his belief in seal script as the origin of clerical script.

Although the criteria of “abbreviation” were never specified in this historical narrative, Gui
Fu and his friends turned to renowned Song scholars for evidence. The study of engraved texts
first emerged as a specialized inquiry known as Jinshixue 4% (study of bronze and stone
inscriptions; commonly translated as “epigraphy”) in the eleventh century.’ As classical exam-
ples of this tradition, the inscriptive catalogues by three of the most notable epigraphists—
Ouyang Xiu P51 (1007-1072), Zhao Mingcheng 7% (1081-1129), and Hong Gua i
(1117-1184) —were frequently referred to by later antiquarian scholars.? In one calligraphic
couplet, Huang Yi even identified these treatises as collectively representing the timeless stan-
dards of epigraphy.** The legacy of Song scholars was thus instrumental in the study of clerical
script during the eighteenth century. A notable example is from the work of Hong Gua. In a
comment on an anonymous inscription in Sichuan, Hong described what he considered to be
the predominant feature of clerical script:

The method of clerical script originated in the Qin dynasty. Perhaps because it was simple and
easy, scribes and clerks used it to facilitate the writing of office documents. The dots and strokes
[in clerical script] do not possess the dynamic configuration of upward and downward [brush]
movements. . . . Looking at these few characters, one can observe the model writing at the time.*

AN B, EHOLE D), T AER, MESCEZH], RABEMINZ S . . Bl ]
Z&ikm.

Hong here identified the lack of movement in brushstrokes as a sign of the earliest style of
clerical script. While the inscription Hong saw is no longer extant, “dynamic configuration” in
the text could have referred to a type of highly animated clerical script later developed during
the Han period. For instance, the Stele for Xia Cheng (Xia Cheng bei & #&ii%!) of the Eastern Han
is known for its intensely gestured brushstrokes (fig. 6). The longest horizontal stroke in the
character you 17 (lit., “to have”) possesses both “upward and downward movements,” because
it is not only fluctuating but also heavily modulated toward the end (fig. 7). In contrast, the
same character in Gui's work presents an even and stable horizontal stroke (fig. 8). It appears
that Gui intentionally avoided those wavering brushstrokes, probably with reference to the
statements by distinguished Song epigraphists such as Hong Gua. In doing so, he proclaimed
the ancient source of his clerical-script calligraphy and reimagined the origin of clerical script.

Evidential scholars also used surviving stele inscriptions, such as the Zhang Qian Stele
(Zhang Qian bei 5RIEA#), to support the historicity of this style of clerical script. Dated to
186, the Zhang Qian Stele was originally erected in Dongping County of Shandong Province as
a memorial to an unrecorded minor official, one Zhang Qian of the Eastern Han period. This
monument is most celebrated for the plain, unmodulated, and sharp-edged strokes. Some
characters on the stele feature strokes of even thickness (fig. 10). The starting point of each
stroke is often marked by a distinct square edge. The uniform, blunt, and forceful brushstrokes
are also reminiscent of the formal characteristics of seal script. In the Freer couplet by Gui, the
character you displays a striking resemblance to the same character in the Zhang Qian Stele in
terms of the overall shape and stroke modulation (see fig. 9).
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FIGURE 6. Attributed

to Cai Yong (133-192).
Stele for Xia Cheng,
Eastern Han (25-220),
170. Ink rubbing dated
to the Song dynasty,

ca. 1001-1200. Ink on
paper, album of 30 leaves
(with inscription and
colophon), 26.4 x 15.6 cm.
Art Museum, The
Chinese University of
Hong Kong, Gift of Bei
Shan Tang, 1981.0126

FIGURE 7. Detail of the character you, from FIGURE 8. Detail of the character you, from Gui Fu, FIGURE 9. Detail of the character you,
the Stele for Xia Cheng (fig. 6) Couplet in Clerical Script (fig. 7). National Museum from the Zhang Qian Stele (fig. 10)
of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collec-
tion, F1997.46.1-2

In the eighteenth century, the Zhang Qian Stele was taken up by Weng Fanggang and his
close associates as one of the preferred models of clerical script.*® After examining the stele
in person in 1779, Weng wrote a long poem about his experience. Two lines from the poem
touch upon the style of the inscription and how it represents the authentic style of the “clerk”:

The method of clerical script originates from [the writings] of clerks.

[The Zhang Qian Stele] shows the genuine, unadorned idea of that time (Qin dynasty):
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Slanted brushstrokes, not in the shape of bird tails; the leftward strokes, not in the form of waves.
With the dynamic configuration of [each character], the brushstrokes come into their natural
vertical and horizontal positions.*’

PR ADE R, WL EANE
AR IR, BESA R B

In Weng's view, the Zhang Qian Stele signifies an ancient style of clerical script because it
appears plain and unadorned. The “bird tails” and “waves” here refer to the kind of gestural
brushstrokes that could be observed in the Stele for Xia Cheng. Weng seemed to agree with
Hong Gua that the earliest form of clerical script should not have such flamboyant brush
movement. The even and ample brushstrokes in the Zhang Qian Stele thus testify to the his-
torical development of clerical script. Identifying the inscription as “the style of the clerk,”
Weng fashioned the Zhang Qian Stele into a fountainhead of clerical script.

Other prominent calligraphers in the circle of Weng Fanggang also embraced this type of
plain and dense brushstroke. For example, Yi Bingshou f#5E4% (1754-1815), a close friend
of Weng and Gui, gained distinction for his study of the Zhang Qian Stele.*® The straight and
powerful brushstrokes in his Couplet on Venerable Officials evoke characters from this Han
monument (fig. 11). Qian Yong &89k (1759-1844), another noted calligrapher of the period,
also promoted this style of clerical script.*® His Couplet in Clerical Script in the Freer Gallery
features similar even and dense brushstrokes (fig. 12). These extant works indicate that
belief in the original style of clerical script evolved into a shared visual language in the late
eighteenth century.

FIGURE 10. Artist unknown. Zhang Qian Stele, Eastern
Han (25-220), 186. Ink rubbing dated to the Qing
dynasty. Ink on paper, 26.5 x 18 cm. University of
California, Berkeley, East Asian Library, Chinese
Rubbings Collection, Hsin 65
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FIGURE 11. Yi Bingshou (1754-1815). Couplet on Venerable
Officials, Qing dynasty, 1813. Pair of hanging scrolls; ink on
gold-flecked paper, calligraphy (each): 162.7 x 32.9 cm,
mount (each): 215 x 40 cm. Princeton University Art
Museum, Bequest of John B. Elliott, Class of 1951,
1998-64a-b. Image courtesy of the Princeton

University Art Museum



FIGURE 12. Qian Yong (1759-1844). Couplet in Clerical Script,
Qing dynasty, 1816. Pair of hanging scrolls; ink on gold and
silver printed colored paper, 16.3 x 38.17 cm. National
Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer
Collection, Gift of Robert Hatfield Ellsworth in honor

of the 75th Anniversary of the Freer Gallery of Art,
F1998.116.1-2

The Idea of “Substantial and Thick”

In addition to its value as an authentic historical style, this mode of clerical-script calligraphy
was also theorized by scholars around Gui as an expression of sincerity. One of the basic tenets
in the practice of Chinese calligraphy is that “writing is the delineation of the mind.”*° This
age-old belief allowed later calligraphers to justify their own stylistic choices and distinguish
themselves from others. Gui and his close associates were known to have criticized their pre-
decessor Zheng Fu (# (1622-1693), whose clerical-script calligraphy was popular in the first
half of the eighteenth century.” The signature style of Zheng, as shown by one of his extant
works, stresses tenuous, sometimes erratic, brushstrokes (fig. 13). The character wu it (lit.,
“not have”), for example, appears animated due to the wavering and tilted horizontal strokes.
In contrast, the same character by Gui conveys stability through the strong and uniform brush-
work. Many evidential scholars maintained that the “broken” quality of Zheng's brushwork

144 ARS ORIENTALIS 53



FIGURE 13. Zheng Fu (1622-1693). Poetic Maxim, Qing dynasty,
1691. Hanging scroll; ink on paper, image: 115.6 x 45.7 ¢m,
overall with mounting: 248.3 x 64.8 cm, overall with knobs:
248.3 x 74.3 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
Gift of Julia and John Curtis, in memory of Marie-Héléne and
Guy Weill, 2015, 2015.784.9

deliberately simulated the worn surface of aged stone monuments, thereby deviating from
ideals of authenticity and spontaneity.> To their eyes, Zheng’s style of handwriting revealed
an ostentatious person, disingenuous by the standard of the Confucian ideal. To remedy this
“defect,” they promoted even and unaffected brushwork because an early aesthetic concept
had equated such stylistic expression with the image of an authentic and truthful man.

Weng Fanggang was one of the central figures who put this stylistic choice in established
aesthetic terms. He adopted the term zhihou )5, “substantial and thick,” as a prescription for
the ideal calligraphy and poetry.>* In one colophon, Weng essentialized such qualities as the
most important principle of Chinese calligraphy:

Though calligraphy is a minor field of study. After the seal and clerical scripts, the standard script
was developed. After [the styles of] the Han and Wei (220-266) periods, [the styles] of Jin
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(266-420) and Tang (618-907) periods were established. If [this development] were summarized

in one phrase: it is to be substantial and thick.>*
EE/INE, TSR AR LIRS, BB AR A, 35— Ak, FEE e R.

In Confucian classics, the meanings of zhi, or “substance,” and hou, or “thickness,” usually stand
in opposition to wen 3, or “embellishment.”*> Identifying someone as “substantial and thick”
means that the person does not care to be “embellished” and is thus upright and honest.
This dichotomy often prioritizes the unadorned and sincere expression of oneself as the most
desirable manner of artistic and literary production. Weng employed this archaic rhetoric to
fashion himself and his group into unpretentious models.

The term zhihou also evoked a preferred method of brushwork that had been well enunci-
ated in the art criticism of medieval China. Huang Tingjian #£EX (1045-1105), a renowned
calligrapher and poet of the Song dynasty, had promoted the idea of zhihou in his calligraphic
practice. In a letter, he argued that one should model the “substantial and thick” brushstroke
in ancient calligraphy:

[You] are very engaged with learning calligraphy. During the spare time after the cultivation of
moral character and the study of classics, [calligraphy] is indeed a hobby superior to others. How-
ever, one must take the ancients as the teacher. Although the method of brush aims to be clear
and energetic, the substantial and thick [brushstroke] must be the foundation. When ancients
talked about calligraphy, they considered the firm and forthright [brushstroke] that sinks [into
the paper] as good. Tang-dynasty calligraphers compared the calligraphy of Xu Jihai (Xu Hao 135,
703-782) to “an angry tiger wresting a rock” and “a thirsty stallion racing toward a spring.” [From
these metaphors one may] understand the general idea of what [the ancients considered as good].
Among the mistakes of calligraphy, seductive beauty is a trivial flaw, while frivolity is a significant
illness. One must directly lay each brushstroke in an upright and regular position. Then, when
those brushstrokes are released, the running-script calligraphy can be made naturally. Although
cursive-script calligraphy is cursory, the intention of each brushstroke should be upright and reg-
ular. Most important, one should avoid deliberately decorating and stitching [each brushstroke]—

this is not what makes calligraphy.>®

AR NS, BERRE iR, R . ARSI N L, SREREROE ), LUVEIE A A
A, AT R A HECE S, MRS P, IBBTER, LR NEZH, %

YE LN, BRI, BZHE S iE. R, BARAT, BRI, TSR I, f
SHIRORER, (A

The above passage clarifies the value of zhihou. Huang defined the term as a style of brush-
stroke that is not only sturdy but also vigorous, likening it to the outburst of energy often
associated with powerful animals such as the tiger and horse. Characters constructed by such
brushstrokes would be “substantial and thick” because they appear to “sink (chen 71)" into the
surface of the paper, almost as if they were engraved.

In addition, Huang contrasted zhihou with zimei 24, or “seductive beauty,” another critical
concept in calligraphic theories. Amy McNair has pointed out that the latter term was used as
a metonym for the style of Wang Xizhi 3 (303-361), the Sage of Chinese calligraphy.®’
Because none of his original works are extant, the style of Wang is most clearly exemplified
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FIGURE 14. Attributed to Wang Xizhi (303-361).
Upon Receiving Your Letter (Shideshutie 13 1),
dated to 992. Engraving, ink on paper. One

page from the Chunhua getie VEIL I (Model
letters in the Imperial Archives in the Chunhua
Era), vol. 6; cover: 34.1 x 13.1 cm. Smithsonian
Institution, Freer Collection, Purchase —

Charles Lang Freer Endowment, F1980.202f

through trusted early copies.®® The fluent flow of intensely modulated inked lines in Upon
Receiving Your Letter (Shideshutie 1##351Y), an engraved copy of a short letter by Wang, are
representative of his cursive-script calligraphy (fig. 14). The work is collected in the Chun-
hua getie FALEDE (Model letters in the Imperial Archives in the Chunhua Era), a famed cal-
ligraphic compendium first compiled in the late tenth century.®® Such floating, gestural, and
conscious movement of the brush is exactly what Huang tried to argue against: the frivolous
and pretentious use of the brush. Huang believed that the “substantial and thick” brushstroke
was an authentic ancient method because it avoided deliberate embellishment and did not
appear overly decorative. It is quite likely that Weng shared this conviction and appropriated
the concept as a pathway toward spontaneity.

Both Huang Tingjian and Weng Fanggang put the theories they advocated into practice.
Their extant calligraphic works illustrate how they incorporated such moral concepts in their
artistic creations. In Scroll for Zhang Datong, Huang employed a thick and vigorous brushstroke
to “engrave” each large character on the paper (fig. 15). The beginning section of each stroke
is solid and firm, generating an impression of the great strength that the artist had conveyed
to his brush. In Comments on Calligraphy, Weng seemed to have maintained a slow speed of
writing to allow each solid brushstroke to fully saturate the absorbent paper (fig. 16). The
z-shaped component in the character zhi 2, for example, is almost reduced to a round vertical
line (fig. 17), while the use of dense ink adds to the overall feeling of “thickness.” Weng trans-
formed all the sharp-edged strokes into a plump inked silhouette. Although these two works
differ from Gui's Couplet in Clerical Script in terms of personal style and script type, they share
a visual language that favors the use of the heavy and centered brushstroke. Such a stylistic
choice suggests that Gui followed Weng and Huang to develop his own “substantial and thick”
brushwork expressing a genuine and unadorned self-image.
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FIGURE 15. Huang Tingjian (1045-1105). Scroll for Zhang Datong (opening section), Northern Song dynasty, 1100.
Handscroll; ink on paper, calligraphy: 34.1 x 552.9 cm, colophons: 34.8 x 303.3 cm, mount: h. 36.4 cm. Princeton Uni-
versity Art Museum, Bequest of John B. Elliott, Class of 1951, y1992-22. Image: Courtesy of the Princeton University
Art Museum
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FIGURE 16. Weng Fanggang (1733-1818). Comments on Calligraphy,

Qing dynasty (1644-1911). Hanging scroll; ink on bark paper, 77.3 x 28.1 cm.
National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection,

Gift of Robert Hatfield Ellsworth in honor of the 75th Anniversary of the
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Freer Gallery of Art, F1998.98

Conclusion

This article has attempted to unpack the meanings of Gui Fu’s Couplet in Clerical Script to his
contemporary audience. With the amplification of evidential research in the second half of the
eighteenth century, scholars made use of transmitted texts and stone inscriptions to recon-
struct episodes of the past that they believed to be historically authentic, culturally signifi-
cant, and personally meaningful. The couplet reflects an inventive application of this scholarly
methodology in the artistic arena. In 1793, Gui prepared the couplet as a gift to Huang Yi, who
at the time was fascinated by the early inscription “Hearken to the Pines,” a seal-script engrav-
ing on the stone couch at Huishan Temple in Wuxi. According to a Tang poem, one should not
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FIGURE 17. Detail of the character zhi, from Weng Fanggang, Comments on Calligraphy.

National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection, Gift of Robert
Hatfield Ellsworth in honor of the 75th Anniversary of the Freer Gallery of Art, F1998.98

only view this intriguing monument and read its inscription, but also rest upon it to feel the
wind and hear the drop of pinecones. Gui chose these poetic lines, which contain tropes of
temple and pines, to simulate the multisensorial experience associated with the inscription in
Wuxi. The selection of this textual content was significant because it enabled Huang to envi-
sion a historical experience that he had long desired.

The couplet also presents Gui’s interpretation of clerical script in its uniform and vigorous
brushstrokes. In particular, the artist adopted the brush method of seal script to reimagine the
correct form of clerical script but avoided its animated and gestural style because those formal
features were not considered historically accurate. Gui and his friends drew on extant stele
inscriptions to substantiate their claims about the principle of clerical script. The style of the
Zhang Qian Stele, for example, accords with what they conceived of as the original style of cler-
ical script. The square and unmodulated brushstrokes in the stele soon evolved into a popular
stylistic source during the period. Weng Fanggang then infused this type of brushstroke with
the idea of “substantial and thick.” First articulated by Huang Tingjian in the eleventh century,
this aesthetic concept promotes the upright and compact brushstroke—as opposed to the
“seductive” style of Wang Xizhi—as an honest expression of the writer. To the antiquarian com-
munity of the eighteenth century, this style of clerical script signified not just an authentic
style from the past but also a genuine representation of the self. Thus, the Freer couplet by
Gui Fu details how evidential scholars appropriated textual artifacts to commemorate social
relationships, pursue stylistic innovation, and justify aesthetic preference.
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