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An Examination of the Cultural Depth of the
“Scholarly Calligraphy” of Jao Tsung-i

CAI Dianping
School of History, Beijing Normal University

The calligraphic art of Jao Tsung-i (1917-2018), on the one hand, is the
contemporary continuation of the tradition of Chinese literati art. On the other
hand, it is an exemplar of the modern “oriental renaissance man.” Being both
a major scholar and iconic calligrapher, Professor Jao added the much desired
cultural depth to Chinese calligraphy of his time through his “scholarly-style”
theory and practice. He not only had an all-round understanding of various
calligraphic styles and traditions, but also had unparalleled perceptiveness
that helped him transform brushstroke styles of the old masters into his own,
extraordinary curiosity of anything art related, incredible erudition and creative
courage, enabling him to invent a new aesthetic in the midst of tradition and
modernity. His unique aesthetic of calligraphy is known to be sublime yet
rustic, a mix of melancholy and joy.

Professor Jao had the temperament and all-round qualities of a traditional
Chinese scholar but never limited himself to the classical tradition. Instead,
he always tried to absorb new cultural elements from different cultures into
his artwork and succeeded in straddling both worlds. He established himself
as a new kind of artist, part literati in the traditional sense, part academic by
profession. As a result, his unique “scholarly calligraphy” is the epitome of his
life and art.

Keywords: Jao Tsung-i, scholarly calligraphy, calligraphy, art, culture
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