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Confucianism and Calligraphy

Emphasis on one’s character
• Ren (benevolence, humanity, kindness)

• Good moral character is important for social 
harmony

• “Knowing how to cultivate his own character, he 
knows how to govern other men. Knowing how to 
govern other men, he knows how to govern the 
kingdom with all its states and families.”

• In order to govern well, rules must have ren



Confucianism and Calligraphy

Self-cultivation
• Calligraphy is a reflection of one’s body

• Reflects emotions, feelings, mental condition

• Comparison of brush strokes in somatic terms 
(blood, flesh, bones)

• Calligraphy reflects one’s moral character

• Su Shi (Song dynasty poet, artist, calligrapher)

• “Either beautiful or ugly, a calligraphic work 
can tell the moral character of the calligrapher. 
It is beyond question that beautiful brush-
writing must be created by a noble person and 
ugly brush-writing must be created by a mean 
person”



Daoism and Calligraphy

• The Dao (“the Way”)

• Goal: live in harmony with the universe/nature

• Go along with natural forces and energy

• Live a balanced life

• Thought to be able to achieve eternal life 
through harmony with the universe



Daoism and Calligraphy

• Incorporated naturalness and harmony in 
calligraphy through movement between brush 
strokes

• Important during the Jin Dynasty

• Reflected in Wang Xizhi’s work

• Natural flow shown in Master Wu’s 
demonstration



Han Yu
• Tang dynasty scholar
• Believed Buddhist calligraphy was not as good 

because Buddhists strived to “keep their heart 
unmoved and passionless.”
• Limited ability of self-expression

Buddhism and Calligraphy
• Sutras, records of the Buddha’s teachings
• Important in copying scripture

• Aided in preserving scripture and spreading Buddhism in 
China

• Varied opinions on Buddhist influence on calligraphy



Su Shi
• Song dynasty calligrapher, poet, artist
• Believed Buddhist practices (such as meditation) 

helped calligraphers achieve stillness and focus
• Wrote a poem to Buddhist calligrapher Ts’an Liao

Buddhism and Calligraphy

“With quietude you comprehend the myriad 
movements of things, 
With emptiness you encompass ten thousand 
scenes.
You observe the world as you move about 
among men,
You examine yourself when reclining on a cloudy 
peak”



Sutra Script



Conclusion
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