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FOREWORD


I am delighted that Miss Yoko Takenami has written The Simple Art of Japanese Calligraphy. I have known her since her primary school days and saw her show talent even then in calligraphy. She kept up her calligraphy study through all her varied education, and now, having spent some time working in an international environment, she is able to realize the beauty of Japan once again.


Japanese calligraphy is not simply an art in itself, but also includes the strengths of religion, philosophy, literature, and history, and if this book helps the people of the world to find some good aspect of the Japanese people and culture, as a Master I can say the author’s hard work is worthwhile.


Kakko Nishii
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Kakko Tsuruka




INTRODUCTION


Calligraphy, just like any other form of art, reflects the artist’s state of mind: what is written on a sheet of paper, cloth, or piece of wood shows the personality of the work’s creator. It is said, “Your writing reflects your personality.” This is why the Japanese name for calligraphy is sho do, which most directly translates as “way of writing”—in the same way that flower arranging is known as ka do (way with flowers) and the tea ceremony is sa do (way with tea).


What makes calligraphy very special is that it is an art of the moment: you can create a stroke only once and, in wanting to capture the moment, calligraphy requires special concentration. Strokes are works of art in themselves; you can never correct a mistake once it has been made. Although calligraphers through the ages have sought inspiration from the ancients, calligraphy never involves merely copying the works of old masters. For everyone who practices calligraphy, each stroke and each character is a reflection of his or her own spirit.
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This calligraphy carving in stone sits at the entrance to Toji Temple.
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Calligraphy actors’ signs flutter above players celebrating the start of the Kabuki season.
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This copy of a 2000-yen note shows a picture of the “Tale of Genji.”


Japanese calligraphy also reflects the country’s cultural history. Its development started when sets of characters (kanji) were imported from China alongside Buddhism and Confucianism in the sixth century AD. As these influences grew in everyday life, the process of making a Chinese writing system fit the Japanese language resulted in the creation of a uniquely Japanese group of phonetic characters, known as kana. Nowadays, two sets of kana—hiragana and katakana—are used in Japan. The transition was not easy but, as a result, a rich variety of Japanese calligraphy can now be enjoyed, using the Japanese kana alphabets as well as the original Chinese kanji characters.


In the highly advanced world of technology in which we now live, if calligraphy involved nothing more than the writing of characters, the art would soon become obsolete. However, Japanese calligraphy is also a discipline that strengthens our inner self. A form of art whose influence is deeply embedded in Japanese everyday life, calligraphy is still taught in Japanese schools and adults show increasing eagerness to learn it.
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Japanese children and adults celebrate the annual New Year Calligraphy Ceremony, organized by a calligrapher’s association
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By a shrine in Kyoto.


This book introduces the wonders of Japanese calligraphy and shows you how to create the three basic sets of characters in use today in Japan—the Chinese kanji characters, which represent an entire word visually, and the two phonetic alphabets, hiragana and katakana. With exercises that show you how to “master the brush,” and 15 beautiful paper, ceramic, and fabric projects, you will soon be ready to enjoy the spirituality and elegance of the art in your everyday life. I hope you’ll enjoy the process of immersing yourself into calligraphy so that each of your works becomes a “moment of writing yourself.”
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Two fine examples of Japanese calligraphy adorn a sweet shop in Kyoto: the sign in wood and the hanging curtains at the entrance.




HISTORY


Calligraphy is now enjoyed and appreciated as a form of fine art, but it began as a simple means of communication, first developed many thousands of years ago in ancient China as a system of pictograms.


The first kanji, or Chinese pictogram, characters are believed to have arrived in Japan as early as in the first century AD, on a seal given by the Chinese Emperor Khuang Wu to the king of Na, as the state of Japan was then known by China. The first recorded Chinese characters written by Japanese people are believed to be an inscription on a sword found in the ancient Eda Funayama tomb. Early works of calligraphy were carved, not written. Before paper was invented by the Chinese around 200 BC–AD100, materials used for writing included stone, metal, and bone.
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The Eda Funayama Tomb Sward. Carved in the 5th century, this is one of the first recorded examples of Japanese calligraphy inscribed by a Japanese.
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An 8th-century example of shakyo—the sacred copying of a sutra—named Junsei Riron.


When Buddhism and Confucianism were introduced to Japan around the sixth century AD, more Chinese calligraphy entered the country. These pieces were mostly sutras (Buddhist chants or mantras) and commentaries, written in a variety of scripts using brush and ink on paper. The earliest extant handwritten text by a Japanese calligrapher is thought to be a sutra known as the Commentary on the Lotus, which is purported to have been written by Prince Shotoku (574–622), a regent to Empress Suiko. It is written in the clerical, cursive style that was current in China from 400 to 600. During the Nara era (714–794), the copying of sutra grew in popularity; the Shakyojo, or Sutra-copying Bureau, was established in the capital city of Nara by the Emperor. In 607, Japan began sending monks to China to study Buddhism, and the practice, named kentoshi, lasted until the late ninth century. Monks who traveled to the China of the Sui dynasty (589–618) and the Tang dynasty (618–907) returned to Japan with the latest fashions and cultures, including new developments in calligraphy.
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Fu Shin Jo, written in the 9th century by Kukai, or Kobo Daishi, one of the best calligraphers of his day and still considered a master. Kukai was influential in developing the beginning of a distinctly Japanese style of calligraphy. This celebrated work is the first of three pieces addressed to his rival priest, Saicho.


Japanese calligraphers were most influenced by the calligraphers working in the Tang capital city, Changan, which was enjoying a golden age of calligraphy. The standard block style, or kaisho, script developed by Changan calligraphers such as Chu Sui Liang (596–658) was the most enduringly popular, and many beautiful sutra in kaisho survive even today.


One traveling monk, Kukai (774–835)—known as Kobo Daishi—returned to Japan and founded an esoteric Buddhist group known as the Shingon Sect. Kukai also studied many styles of calligraphy and created his own. It was at this point that an independent Japanese style started to develop. As a member of the artistic group The Three Brushes (Sampitsu), alongside the Emperor Saga (786–842) and the courtier Tachibana No Hayanari (who died in 842), Kukai was regarded as one of the three best calligraphers of the time. Although they were heavily influenced by Chinese calligraphy, Japanese calligrapahers started to create their own, unique style. Kukai is known to have mixed the styles of two Chinese masters, the standard style of Wang Xi Zhi (303–361) and the more forceful style of Yan Zhen Qiag (709–785).


The establishment of Japanese calligraphy as a distinct art form, rather than one that simply copied Chinese styles, grew firmer in 894, when the practice of sending Buddhist monks to China was abolished. This new insularity encouraged the development of a uniquely Japanese culture. During the tenth century, writing shook itself free from Chinese ways and transformed itself into an elegant style based purely on the Japanese esthetic, with more emphasis on roundness, flow, and harmony. This was the time of the The Three [Brush] Traces (Sanseki)—Ono No Tofu (894–966), Fujiwara No Sukemasa (944–988), and Fujiwara No Yukinari (972–1028).
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