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Calligraphic Reading, and the Misadventures Therein:
Preface to the Lanting Gathering [J. Rantei-jo] by Ogishi (Wang Xizhi)
Jeroen Bode
Ibaraki University

Abstract: The correct rendering and reading of Sinographs (i.e., kanji) has long been a challenging area, as

is apparent in the winding road of the two graphs 14 (6) and 1% (kai), which are quite similar in form yet

markedly different in meaning. The calligrapher and the reader can approach this issue in two disparate
ways, namely, by understanding the graph in context versus approaching it simply as an artistic presentation.
Using the Preface to the Lanting Gathering by Wan Xizhi, these two perspectives are explicated in detail.

Author’s note: Since the reference materials are in Japanese, the names of Chinese historical persons and lo-
cation are given in the Japanese style, unless the Chinese is known.

Introduction

I[n this article I would like to address the topic
of reading kanji and at times the misadventures
that occur therein. The reasons behind that can be
insufficient attention span or reading something
else than is actually there perhaps as the mind is
hindering the correct input by the eyes. Perhaps
there are other reasons involved in the complicat-
ed act of reading (not at all an easy skill as such).
The last 16 years I have been doing Japanese
calligraphy as a member of the Shoyukai organi-
zation. At present with an ex ante 4" Dan the
source material for me is not restricted to only
basic texts to study kaisho (H#, standard style),
gyosho (173, cursive style) and sosho (5E, very
cursive style). An important criterion for selecting
appropriate material for long calligraphy works
(cf. fig. 7) is (my) technical skill or lack thereof.
Normally, the calligraphy teacher makes the se-
lection. Since a few months ago this has become
the Rantei-jo (Preface to the Lanting Gathering)
written in A.D. 353 by Ogishi (Chinese: Wang
Xizhi). There are other source texts for calligra-
phy to choose from. For comparison purposes to
see if there a stylistic structure in old Chinese
sources I am also reading Kyiiseikyii Reisen-mei
(L =R R4 by Oyoku [Ou Yang Xun], which
was written in 632, and the Senjimon (T )
written by a descendant of Ogishi named Chiei
(& 7k), who was a Zen Buddhist priest in the early
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7th century. These two works, the former a de-
scriptive text (it reads like an on-site investigation
report, including time and persons involved) on
the Kyiiseikyi palace (formerly known as
Jinjukyir), a water spring, and finding it acci-
dentally (the game is afoot). The latter is a poem
of one thousand characters that begins by making
clear the beginning or the setting (time and place),
then adding historical persons and or philosophi-
cal principles and finally concluding with a mes-
sage to the reader. The poem, too, follows this
structure. With only these three sources mentioned
it 1s too early to make definite statements on the
universal structure for all classical texts in Chi-
nese used to study calligraphy. Uozumi (2020) in
his book on Ogishi describes this classic structure
in four traditional progressions: introduction (i),
development (7%) denouement (#z “turn” of the
storyline), and conclusion (i) (pp. 142, 144).

With this as a basic starting point, I would like
to resume with the main topic of this article, the
Rantei-jo (Preface to the Lanting Gathering) and
its author. For calligraphy Ogishi is very influen-
tial in history and at present. Here I will not fully
address his life and the political and historical sit-
uation during his lifetime from 318-420 (?). That
requires an article on its own to do justice to him.
There are some fine publications to consult further
on Ogishi and his calligraphic works, including
his views and philosophical ideas. Uozumi (2020)
and Yoshikawa (2017) are of a very recent date.

It suffices to say here that Ogishi was born into
a noble family from Langya (in modern Shandong
province). It seems he held an army post and other
government functions, while also being renowned



for his calligraphic mastery. In his later years he
moved to Kuaiji [K'uai-chi] (Shaoxing in modern
Zhejiang province). Most of his children and some
of his descendants also became calligraphers.

Background: What happened?
Short introduction on calligraphy in general, my
specifics

During one of my monthly calligraphy work
tasks (December 2022) consisting of basic tasks
(required submission and content) and advanced
tasks (optional but required to choose one from a
larger set), I had then, already for a couple of
months, been writing long calligraphies (cf. fig. 8)
in a style based on the Rantei-jo text written by
Ogishi in A.D. 353; it is close to the gydsho (T,
cursive) way of calligraphy. Before I continue I
should mention that there is a controversy regard-
ing Ogishi as the “true” author or not and that it is
possibly a forgery. This came about after an exca-
vation in 1965 of the tomb of a cousin of Ogishi.
Both Uozumi (2020, pp 153-182) and Yoshikawa
(2017, pp. 56-67) refer to this controversy in de-
tail, but they seem not to be convinced that it is a
forgery. Yoshikawa finds the line of thought
matches Ogishi’s outlook on life. Uozumi on the
other hand with the application of analytical re-
search software of the reliable text edition
(Shinryt Haninbon) copied by Fushoso consid-
ered it to be very close to the original by Ogishi.
For the actual study of calligraphy we can leave
the controversy further alone.

The passage concerned here has a total number
of 14 characters starting from & ... & (cf. Fig-
ure 1 for the full passage). The passage refers to a
changing mental state when becoming older and
in forgetting the importance of happiness in life,
but to keep a positive attitude to life and its chal-
lenges.

At first, I had difficulty
within the passage with

: oo oAk
one of the compound ex- ,{#‘: TL{ HH
pressions and the subse- , . i
quent flow of thought H 'fﬁf E ~
which seemed to be a con- A -,
tradiction in the main text  JE I [V
(in Chinese) and the alter- — "
ation into Japanese trans- L fl%

lation. The character com- s
pound 1% %% (Ozen) that W/r
became the crux of the v
issue is f; it is possible to bl
consider the first character
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- in the compound as perhaps a variant of “Kai”
[} since its visual aspect is very close with just
one stroke fewer to make it different. I will ad-
dress this point further in the section on rationale
but for that it is necessary to consult other sources
for comparison with different calligraphic styles
which may facilitate understanding (?) of the actu-
al source at hand.

Rationale: the issue

With calligraphy we can identify two main ap-
proaches. This article does not have the purpose
of criticizing either one of them. The calligrapher
decides if the source text should function as pri-
mer to learn calligraphic rules and skills; or if the
text content is also important. Personally, I prefer
to know what I write and if the calligraphic pas-
sage makes sense content wise. Even if the callig-
raphy can be a passage of about 14-18 characters
long (if the calligraphy is vertically in two lines;
cf. Figure 8), it is important to know the general
topic and content development of the whole. Oza-
ki (2013) has the whole text on a single page (p.
123) and with vertical lines he indicates three ma-
jor sections (cf. Figure 9). The first section (on the
right) starts with a description of the gathering
Ogishi attended, followed with his thoughts on
human life, and concludes with the message he
wants to impart to future generations.

The two approaches I mentioned earlier can be
stated succinctly as:

e writing without getting to know the content,
meaning, etc. (primer for writing skills)

o writing with background check of the source
text and its contents (choosing the appropriate
writing style to complement with the content).

I started to work on this article on calligraphy
due to what I found in a major dictionary for read-
ing classical Chinese (China before the Cultural
revolution starting in 1966). Therefore, contextual
calligraphy (content based) resulted in researching
the double character issue: the Ozen-Kaizen con-
troversy and trying to solve the issue (proving to
be impossible without actual primary sources
written by Ogishi in national libraries available).

The dictionary abovementioned was compiled
by Morohashi Tetsuji in the 1950s and describes
H#% (Ozen) as “being unhappy” (an unpleasant
state; p. 4391), and %% (Kaizen) as “being hap-
py” (a pleasant state; p. 4381). The text section
with f#t as in A H & is awkward because it
contradicts the text content: “Unpleasantness is
for me adequate.” However, the Japanese transla-



tions tend to emphasize: “a pleasant life is ade-
quate”. Although the character ¢ is in most edi-
tions clearly visible, it is being read as if it is in
meaning actually [#:9X (Kaizen). This point as stat-
ed earlier can be consulted in the companion book
(guidebook) (p. 17) of the Rantei-jo (Nishibayashi
& Kishida, 1995) as such.

With the Dai-Kangorin (1992) both characters
are simultaneously visible on opposite pages, and
without having to turn pages they can be consult-
ed. The character for Kaizen (174X) is on p. 532,
and the character for Ozen (f4&%) is on p. 533.
This was actually also one of the reasons to start
writing this article. With the Morohashi dictionary
(Vol, 4, p. 979, 989) they are more apart and at
first I was looking mainly at one entry, namely
Ozen f#X. Therefore, the Kangorin contributed
to the final decision of writing this article. It cen-
ters on the issue of either misreading a text
(passage) or misunderstanding the flow of thought
the text intends to express.

Method (A): primary (first) sources such as
Ogishi (Rantei-jo), Oyoku [C. Ou Yang Xun]
(Kyiuseikyu Reisen-mei); Chiei (Senjimon: per-
sonal interest)

In the introduction I referred to the content
structure of these calligraphic sources. Each of
them can be studied to the extent of calligraphic
styles. The Rantei-jo for a calligraphic style close
gyosho (173, cursive style) as mentioned earlier.
The Kyiuseikyi Reisen-mei on the other hand is
more for regulated style comparable to the kaisho
style (cf. fig. 7) and with the Senjimon there are
editions of variant calligraphic styles covering
kaisho, gyosho, and sdsho style. In the last few
years these three I have met on a regular basis.
The Senjimon 1 had encountered earlier when I
was still a university student some 30 years ago;
at the time I considered it as a primer for calli-
graphic skills. However, reading the annotated
edition by Kida an Ogawa (1984) reveals that it is
more than that; it covers Chinese history, philoso-
phy, and customs. With this I have reached the
point of what I have called “calligraphic ap-
proaches”, in the previous section.

Method (B): consulting other sources of
Ogishi’s Rantei-jo (cf. Figure 10) and the prac-
tical issues regarding brush vice a vice or writ-
ing tools

Regarding the issue of the two characters,
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namely f vs. &, in the Rantei-jo most editions
go for fftbut may have been misread by copyists
since most of Ogishi’s calligraphies have been
entombed in the tomb of Tai Zhong (K%, 598 -
649) at Shoryo (Zhao) (Uozumi, 2020, p. 149).
This emperor ordered several masters in calligra-
phy to produce close to real copies of important
works, among which the Rantei-jo, and then to be
distributed among other kings and trusted vassals.
A successor of Tai Zhong (K7%) successor, Gao
Zhong (5 7%), also made a similar order (Uozumi,
p. 149). It is impossible to give a definite answer
resolving whether the Rantei-jo is there or not. At
first, it seems it was passed down in the family
until Chiei. After that, it is considered as a possi-
bility as being one of works entombed (lijima.
1975).

One publication (the Rantei-jo guidebook 15,
Nishibayashi) addresses this {# vis-a-vis f}t issue
in suggesting the character option of %= (cf. Fig-
ure 3: the 2nd text edition) and therefore decreas-
ing the contradiction issue in meaning of the pas-
sage. Interesting in this light is the edition of
Nakane (1975) (cf. fig. 5) with clearly gives the
annotation reading as “Kaizen” for the character
compound of Ozen and thus solves in that way the
meaning of that particular passage.

There is a third option to interpret the passage
as it is stated in the available editions, such as
Momoyama (2019, p. 11) does wherein one is in
low spirits (unhappiness), which can produce sat-
isfaction (happiness). However, without having
the possibility to confirm what Ogishi actually
wrote, we are left with the different interpretations
for the time being (unless Tai Zhong’s tomb is
opened for research and Ogishi’s calligraphy
works are still well conserved over the long period
of entombment).

Let us consider one more matter regarding the
reading of handwritten sources. The brushwork, or
the brush itself, may have contributed to a slight
accidental elongated 4th character stroke transfer-
ring® to become 1%, but there is no independent
evidence to confirm this hypothesis at present.
One important matter to keep in mind is that fac-
similes are sometimes based on stele inscriptions,
and as Yoshikawa (p. 59) points out, these may
affect the brushwork since both artforms uses very
different materials: brush and paper (calligraphy)
compared to chisel and stone (stele).

Results and Discussion

The brushwork of different text editions may



result in mis-readings with similarly close charac-
ters. With the material available we can make the
following observations (indeed, calligraphy is a
visual art). Almost all the available editions as
stated in the reference section, it seems that the
character under discussion should be f{#. In the
Rantei-jo edition of Nishibayashi & Kishida a.o.
(1995; companion book) and Nishibayashi & Fu-
kumoto (2021; facsimile) the possibility of the
character £ is also stated. Nakane (1975) does it
through his annotated translation by reading  as
being #; this can be seen in Figure 5. Momoyama
(2019, p. 11) goes into a third option and makes a
textual interpretation of the meaning of the text:
hardships and happiness as possible state of being.
At present, however, we cannot be sure of these
possibilities since the original calligrapher is no
longer available anymore to give definite answer
on this matter.

In one dictionary that deals with the different
styles of Ogishi lijima (1975) shows that the char-
acter of {¢ is grouped within the dictionary entry
[, suggesting a close connection between the two
(cf. Figure 4). If the original works are still in Tai
Zhong’s tomb and well preserved over so many
centuries, then it would be possible by excavation
to retrieve them and find out what Ogishi actually
wrote and thus eliminate the confusion now haunt-
ing the pages in different editions.

Conclusion

With the difficulties stated earlier in the article
the teachable outcome is that we need to be atten-
tive to the brushwork and its effects and the possi-
ble miscopying (in a non-plagiaristic sense) over
the centuries, especially if characters are quite
similar in appearance. As for the meaning, we can
adopt perhaps a Mr. Spock approach (Star Trek)
and keep an open mind to several theories at the
same time. From the context of the whole text, we
could acquire some basic idea of what Ogishi
wanted to impart on future generations of readers.
The message could be that human life has both
sides: moments of hardships and moments of hap-
piness.
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Fig. I: based on the Preface to the Lanting Gathering []. Rantei-ja] (J. Ogishi, C.Wang Xizhi);

2019 ed. Sha Setsuman. Tokyo:Nigensha.
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Figure 2. Based on the Preface to the Lanting Gathering [J. Rantei-jo] (J. Ogishi, C.Wang Xizhi); 2019 ed.

Sha Setsuman. Nigensha.
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Figure 3. Ishikawa, K. (1997). The Universe of Calligraphy, Vol. 6 [#FD5H]. Nigensha.

Comparison text 1. The character in question is in the lower panel in the third column from the right.
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Figure 3 (continued). Comparison text 2. The character in question is in the lower panel in the third column

from the right.
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Figure 4. lijima, T. (1980). The Ogishi Character Dictionary [ 2%~ K7 #].Tokyo Bijutsu.
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Figure 4. lijima, T. (1980). The Ogishi Character Dictionary [ 22 K7 #1]. Tokyo Bijutsu.
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Figure 6. Ogishi (bron: Ozaki, G. (2013)). The map shows three locations important to Ogishi.
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Figure 7. Calligraphy works by the author of this article. The left panel is in the gyosho (cursive) style, and the

right panel is in the kaisho style.
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Figure 12. Hansetsu (Jofuku) long calligraphy by the author of this article. The work shown includes 17
characters in 2 columns.

|

é

w3 A PP

i B
3R

Y STH R

34



G.,2013).
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Figure 9. General text structure of the Rantei-jo (bron: Ozaki,
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Figure 10. The various editions of the Rantei-jo.
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