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STUDY ON THE INTERACTION BETWEEN YAN
ZHENQING'S CALLIGRAPHY AND THE "ZHENGZI™
MOVEMENT

ABSTRACT

As a famous minister of the Tang Dynasty and great calligrapher, Yan Zhenging had a
tremendous social influence at that time, and the “ZhengZi" movement was also flourishing in the
Tang Dynasty, thus there must be an interaction between Yan Zhenging and the "ZhengZi"
movement. For a long time, the relevant researches in academia have focused on the specialized
study of the Tang Dynasty's “ZhengZi" Movement and the Works of "ZiYangXue". There are also
many studies on Yan Zhenging's calligraphy. However, there are few studies that combine specific
individuals with "ZhengZi" movements. In this case, through a variety of research methods, this
thesis conducted a joint investigation on Yan Zhenging's calligraphy and the "ZhengZi"
movement. The research of the thesis shows that: Yan Zhenging's three representative works of
steles, Duo Bao Pagoda Stele , Yan Qin Li Stele, Yan's Family Temple Stele, have a great
difference in the selection of Chinese characters. The three steles have a large span of time. If we
take Yan Zhenging writing Gan Lu Zi Shu as a time node, it can be found that the selection rate of
the "ZhengZi" in the Duo Bao Pagoda Stele is much lower than that of Yan Qin Li Stele and Yan's
Family Temple Stele. This thesis proves through a large number of examples that this change was
caused by the influence of the specification of "ZhengZi" on Yan Zhenging's calligraphy creation.
In addition, Yan Zhenging's calligraphy inherited Yan's family studies and created a new style of
calligraphy. He provided a paradigm for the regular script calligraphy in the critical period of the
formation of the regular script character, which promoted the high maturity of the regular script
calligraphy. Yan Zhenging's calligraphy had been loved by literati of the past dynasties. Therefore,
the thoughts of "ZhengZi" in it also influenced the people who learned calligraphy in the later
generations. The thoughts of “ZhengZi" had thus been passed down and developed. On the basis
of this research, this thesis provides some meaningful references to the development of
contemporary Chinese character specification work by examining the connotation of ancient
thoughts of “ZhengZi" and combining the current development of Chinese characters.

Key words: Yan Zhenging, "ZhengZi" movement, calligraphy, regular script Chinese character,

interaction
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STUDY ON THE INTERACTION BETWEEN YAN
ZHENQING'S CALLIGRAPHY AND THE "ZHENGZI"
MOVEMENT

Chinese characters changed greatly due to the evolution of their shapes and forms during the
Qin and Han dynasties as well as the Wei-jin period. In addition, during the Southern and
Northern Dynasties, the social situation was turbulent, and the north and south were blocked,
therefore people often make mistakes when copying the characters at that time. After the Southern
and Northern Dynasties, the development of Chinese character fonts has produced a large number
of variant characters, which makes the use of words in society very chaotic. In the Tang Dynasty,
the country was unified, thus the society became stable. Besides the economy gained development,
and the political power was strong. The cultural and educational undertakings also made great
progress. At this time, the chaotic character use situation in the society has been unable to meet the
needs of the development of social culture. Therefore, it was required that Chinese characters must
have a more uniform and standardized use norms. The "ZhengZi" movement was emerging under
such a social background. “ZhengZi", in simple terms, was to study and sort out the variant
characters and determine the standard fonts and usage norms of the script fonts. Under the
advocacy efforts of the official government of the Tang Dynasty and a group of folk scholars and
scholars, the "ZhengZi" movement flourished and many “ZiYangShu" appeared.

Gan Lu Zi Shu is a "ZiYangShu" compiled by Yan Yuansun in the Tang Dynasty. It inherited
and developed Yan's family studies and focused on practical purposes such as the official
examination. It arranged 1,656 Chinese characters in a sequence of four levels of “Ping Shang Qu
Ru”, a total of 804 groups. It mainly organized two types of Chinese characters, one is the
different fonts of the same character, and the other is the common easy-mix characters. For the
different fonts of the same Chinese character, the author divided it into three categories: “Su”,
“Tong” and “Zheng”. The author explained and limited the scope of application of the variant
characters, and used the "ZhengZi" as the normative character to establish a relatively complete
set of Chinese character use norms.

Yan Zhenging (709-784), was a famous minister of the Tang Dynasty and also a great
calligrapher. He created a regular script calligraphy font called "YanKai", and Yan Zhenging, Zhao
Mengfu, Ouyang Xun, and Liu Gongquan were also called the "four greatest masters of regular
script calligraphy ". Yan Zhenqing’s main representative works include Duo Bao Pagoda Stele ,
Yan Qin Li Stele, Yan's Family Temple Stele, etc. And Yan's running script calligraphy was also
fantastic, his Ji Zhi Wen Gao was hailed as " the second running script calligraphy of the world "
after the Lan Ting Ji Xu of Wang Xizhi.

In addition, Yan Zhenqing's calligraphy inherited Yan's family studies and created a new style
of calligraphy. He provided a paradigm for the regular script calligraphy in the critical period of
the formation of the regular script character, which promoted the high maturity of the regular
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script calligraphy, and makes the calligraphy aesthetics turn from pursuing “romantic charm" to
pursuing " rules and regulations™.

Yan Zhenging gave a high evaluation of Yan Yuansun’s Gan Lu Zi Shu in his old age. As the
nephew of Yan Yuansun, he wrote Gan Lu Zi Shu with his own calligraphy, which was known as
Yan Zhenging writing Gan Lu Zi Shu. In 774 A.D., it was engraved on the stele, after which it was
widely circulated around the world with a high degree of literary value and calligraphy value. As a
famous minister and calligrapher at that time, Yan Zhenging writing Gan Lu Zi Shu had produced
great repercussions from the two aspects of “ZhengZi" and calligraphy. At the same time, the
thoughts of “ZhengZi" and norm of "ZhengZi" in Gan Lu Zi Shu also directly influenced Yan
Zhenging's calligraphy creation in his old age.

Chapter 2 through 4 of this article list dozens of examples of characters, while researching
the evolution of the Chinese character font, the examples also analyzed the reasons for the choice
of characters in Yan Zhenging's three masterpieces in Duo Bao Pagoda Stele , Yan Qin Li Stele,
Yan's Family Temple Stele. It is worth noting that the three inscriptions were written in different
periods of Yan Zhenging, and the age span was large. Therefore, they had formed different
relationships with Yan Zhenging writing Gan Lu Zi Shu. Duo Bao Pagoda Stele was created in
752 A.D., and its creation date was more than 20 years earlier than Yan Zhenqing writing Gan Lu
Zi Shu. During this period, Yan Zhenging was in the early stage of calligraphy creation. At this
stage, Yan Zhenging gradually established his own calligraphy style, and the “YanKai” was
initially formed. Yan Qin Li Stele and Yan's Family Temple Stele were both the masterpieces of
Yan Zhenging's calligraphy in his old age. The former was written in 779 A.D., while the latter
was written in 780 A.D.. Both of them were later than Yan Zhenging writing Gan Lu Zi Shu, but
they can still be seen as a synchronic relationship. During this period, Yan Zhenqing’s calligraphy
had changed in maturity, and it had become increasingly sophisticated. Due to the different writing
ages of the three inscriptions, chapter 2 through 4 of this article have different focuses when
conducting research of Chinese character fonts and analysis of the reasons for using different
character fonts: Chapter 2 focuses on the analysis of the "SuZi", "TongZi" and the possible
reasons for using these character fonts. Chapter 3 focuses on the analysis of the "ZhengZi", and
the possible reasons for using “ZhengZi". Chapter 4 conducts a joint investigation of the three
inscriptions, focusing on the possible reasons for the use of “SuZi” , "TongZi" and "ZhengZi" in
different inscriptions, and discusses the interaction between Yan Zhenging's calligraphy creation
and the thoughts of "ZhengZi" through the character fonts selection phenomenon .

When Yan Zhenging created the Duo Bao Pagoda Stele and the other works of the same
period, he was still less influenced by the thoughts of “ZhengZi". Therefore, there are relatively
more "SuZi" in the works of this period. After the analysis in the Chapter 2, it can be inferred that
Yan Zhenging had the following reasons for using " SuZi" in the Duo Bao Pagoda Stele: (1) In the
actual use of the character fonts in the society, the use of the "SuTi" or the "TongTi" of the
character was much higher than its "ZhengTi". The author himself was also consistent with the
actual use of the character fonts, forming a specific writing habit, and may not even be realized in
the creation that the common font is actually not the “ZhengTi". (2) In the "SuTi" or the "TongTi"
of the character, there were components that could highlight the individual calligraphy style. (3)
To avoid some components and knot relationships that were more difficult to handle in the
"ZhengTi", and to choose a configuration that is easier to write. (4) To conform to simplify the
trend of the regular script.
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Through the comparison analysis in the Chapter 3, we can find that Yan Zhenging had been
influenced more by the norm of the "ZhengZi" when he was writing Yan Qin Li Stele. When he
was faced with the choice of fonts, his selection rate of “ZhengZi" was about 7.5 times that of "
SuZi" and "TongZi"( Read Chapter 3 for details). This may benefit from the completion of Yan
Zhenging wrting Gan Lu Zi Shu five years before he wrote Yan Qin Li Stele. In this period of
calligraphy creation, Yan Zhenging took the norms of "ZhengZi" as the first principle of fonts
selection.

The comparison and analysis in the Chapter 4 can more intuitively show the influence of the
thoughts of "ZhengZi" on the choice of character fonts in Yan Zhenging's calligraphy creation
process. The three inscriptions, Duo Bao Pagoda Stele , Yan Qin Li Stele, Yan's Family Temple
Stele , were written in different periods of Yan Zhenqing, and the age span was large. Therefore
Yan Zhenging also had different font choices for the same character in different inscriptions.
Through a large number of illustrations, it can be found that Yan Zhenging's selection of
"ZhengZi" in his old age is much higher than that of the early years, even though many of the
characters in the positive characters are not the most popular in the actual use of the language.
Many of the "ZhengZi" were not the most commonly used in actual use of society, and some of
them were very complex. Besides, they may not convenient for artistic processing in the process
of calligraphy creation. Despite this, Yan Zhenging still put the norms of “ZhengZi" on top of
these influencing factors, which shows the importance attached to the norms of “ZhengZi" in his
old age. And it is for this reason that the thought of “ZhengZi" had greatly influenced the
calligraphy creation in his old age.

Although the Chinese character norms of the dynasties have emerged from a specific time
background and they have the greatest rationality under certain social, political, economic and
cultural conditions, we can still learn the thoughts of “ZhengZi" that transcend time and space
restrictions, and to seek more reference for the development of contemporary Chinese character
normative work. On the basis of research, this article provides some meaningful references to the
development of contemporary Chinese character normative work by examining the connotation of
the ancient thoughts of "ZhengZi" and combining the current development of Chinese characters.
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