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Introduction

(1)

One major area in traditional Chinese culture is the art of Chi-
nese calligraphy. Unfortunately, Chinese calligraphy is often
misunderstood to be merely a pursuit to scribe pretty Chinese
characters. Unbeknownst to many, mastering the art actually
requires one to cultivate one’s temperament in additional to being
technically adept. Indeed, the art of Chinese calligraphy was long
ago recognized to be “a testament to one’s moral character”“),
“an expression of one’s inner emotions”(z), and an art that re-
quires seamless coordination between the hands and mind®.
Hence, Chinese calligraphy in the Tang Dynasty was accordingly
described as shudao/shodo “&3& (a pursuit towards enlighten-
ment via the path of studying calligraphy)” rather than shufa “&3%
(methods and techniques in scribing caIIigraphy)”(4). In fact, the
influential A Narrative on Calligraphy (or Shu Pu, &&E) written by
Tang Dynasty’s Sun Guoting (Fi8 ) largely focused on discuss-
ing personal temperaments in scribing calligraphy rather than
individual calligraphic techniques.(s)

As such, to fully appreciate a masterpiece of Chinese cal-
ligraphy (often known as “%&*“, which refers to an outstanding
and exemplary work that is worth for all to study and observe),
aside from examining its apparent aesthetics, one must also
consider the overall manner expressed in the work, the personal
background of the calligrapher, its textual content, as well as the

historical and cultural context in which it was written.
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Sadly, there are currently no satisfactory English translations of
prominent classical Chinese calligraphy masterpieces such as
Cao Quan Stele (E£), Lanting Xu (=) and Huai Su’s Au-
tobiography (183 B ). For instance, Patricia Ebrey’s English
translation of Cao Quan Stele possesses numerous misinterpre-
tations® and even renowned translator Lin Yutang's (MEEE,
1895-1976) translation of Lanting Xu contains significant errors
and omissions that can lead to a great deal of misunderstand-
ing of the original text!"). Itis therefore exceedingly difficult for
English speakers to fully appreciate the wonders of these mas-
terpieces as they cannot completely and accurately comprehend
the scribed texts and their cultural implications. The present book
shall provide readers with precise, annotated, line-by-line and
high fidelity English translations of five classical Chinese cal-
ligraphy masterpieces. Translations are accompanied by brief
historical backgrounds of the artworks as well as comments and
footnotes to guide readers to better understand their values and
cultural significances. The five selected masterpieces are:

1. Cao Quan Stele (B2 H#) by an unknown calligrapher (185AD);

2. Lanting Xu (B= M%) by Wang Xizhi (£&&, 303-361AD);

3. Elaborations on the Chronicle of Ni Kuan (fR E&1tk) by Chu Sui-
liang (#&# R, 596-658AD);

4. A Poem on General Pei (3844 E M) by Yan Zhenqing (BEE ), 709-
785AD);

5. Huai Su’s Autobiography (3% B fUth) by Huai Su (€%, 725-785
AD or 737-799 AD).

It is my sincere hope that this book can help English speak-
ers to resonate with and wholly appreciate the wonders of these
great works.

KS Vincent Poon
Jan 2019
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Footnotes

(1). KS Vincent Poon & Kwok Kin Poon, A Narrative on Calli-
graphy by Sun Guoting #E&35E. Toronto: The SenSeis, 2018,
p.25, Line102, “BRIRRZFRET , THMEA".

(2). Ibid, p.25, Line 101, “BAALEEEM , FERE"
(3). Ibid, p.53, Line 257, “SER N F".
(4). As indicated in (P EIELKFFR)

MUMEEMLE (EiRm) s . "TRAZSERY , &
BB, TR, | BEHE (EEEREE)
E— (FFE8%) B : "HBRERRE , ERETAE
Ro Fidm , AEMREERL, ABEE 6 LY
WM. 1 FatE (BAEIE) : "EEYLEMSE,
BREFE, | BEERUAZEREZER, "8, —
7, BRER K BARSEERSZRZ,

As mentioned by renowned Tang Dynasty Calligra-
pher Yu Shinan, “to grasp the essence of shudao/
shodo (&18), one must perceive and understand it in
the mind but not by brute physical force.” Ming Dy-
nasty’s Dong Qichang also wrote, “at the highest level
(of calligraphy), one’s spirit must not be absent. To
create an outstanding piece of calligraphy, one must
inject one’s mind and soul into the work and write with
one’s heart. This philosophy is certainly not exclu-
sively restricted to shudao/shodo (&3&) but applies

to everything else that we do.” Qing Dynasty’s Bao
Shichen wrote, “the essence and ingenuity of shudao/
shodo (£18) is temperament, while being capable to
scribe well the exterior physical forms comes second.”
Hence, it is apparent that personal character and
mind are fundamental to scribing calligraphy. The
term shudao/shodo (&31&) originated long time ago; it
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is a term that is frequently seen in writings by people
of the Tang Dynasty regarding Chinese calligraphy.
(interpreted by KS Vincent Poon)

Source: RBFEXRR, (PREAFEAFHE)  BER: ER
AERERH , 1991, p.73.

(5). See footnote (1).

(6). In “Later Han Stone Inscriptions” (Harvard Journal of Asiatic
Studies, vol. 40, no. 2, 1980, pp. 325-353), Patricia Ebrey pub-
lished an annotated English translation of Cao Quan Stele that
contains numerous misinterpretations. The major misinterpreta-
tions are highlighted as follows:

i.) “SAB A" was misinterpreted as “(Cao Quan) comes from
Chiao-ku”. This phrase should be interpreted as “(Cao Quan’s)
ancestral home (¥ &) was in the county of Xiaogu (3EER)".
The phrase does not necessarily mean Cao Quan was physi-
cally born and came from there.

i.) “BEEFE) , iBi%K[E" was simply interpreted as “all shared
in the benefits”; “BEEB E1” was omitted and not translated.

iii.) “BR AR Z 48" was incorrectly interpreted as “looked in the
abstruse and was attentive to details”. “#&” is actually “F##&
Z 2" which refers to the study of various arts of prophesizing
that are based on classical Chinese teachings.

iv.) “BE X R ER" was incorrectly interpreted as “there being no
written words he did not investigate”. “4%” here should be “f&&
(well versed with thorough and comprehensive understanding)”
not “investigate”.

v.) “‘SHEE | FPEEA” was erroneously interpreted as “Many
generations will record his virtue; his name will not be lost”. “&}
f&” is absolutely not “record one’s virtue” while “E%&” here in
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fact refers to the family name Cao not just Cao Quan.

vi.) “EIEBRE” was incorrectly interpreted as “his colleague fell
under the influence of his virtue”. “BR” here is certainly not “fell
under the influence of”.

vii.) “B 27 &” was incorrectly interpreted as “his stern de-
meanor stimulated the soldiers”.

viii.) “R SRR was incorrectly interpreted to carry the meaning
of “[clothes] to keep them warm”.

ix.) “4BBA A" was incorrectly interpreted as “The villages
became enlightened”. “48” here is actually “#/[g] (directed to-
wards)”. ““BBA 34" is in fact an idiom derived from I Ching (
S#&) ) and carries no meaning of “villages being enlightened”.

x.) “FrE&1BEEE < B was incorrectly translated to “People
were going up and down, bowing and giving way on the steps
of the audience hall”. “FB&1E " should together be interpreted
as the adjective of the main object “EiZR & & (steps/stairs of the
audience hall)”. “People” is absolutely not the main object of the
phrase.

xi.) “BRBAfE , & E" was erroneously interpreted as “His (Cao
Quan) exceptlonal wisdom was ample; his virtue and propriety
were manifest”. “BAf5” is actually a common term describing
the ruling Emperor while “68” means “praise”, and so “E&E"
refers to the ruling Emperor’s virtue and propriety being seen
and shown to all. The entire sentence was hence written to
proclaim the ruling Emperor not Cao Quan.

xii.) “BRIEIE” was incorrectly interpreted as “To make a gap
towards the peaks”.

xiii.) “4BEASE , BEB” was incorrectly interpreted as “The



