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The Northern Song Complex at Play in
Southern Song Calligraphy

Harold Mok
Department of Fine Arts
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Abstract

The Southern Song has been considered a period of “decline” in the history
of Chinese calligraphy all because there was an absence of epoch-making
masters despite its many celebrated calligraphers and calligraphic works. The
“conservatism”, however, was in fact a manifestation of the contemporary
calligraphers’ respect for their dynastic tradition and in turn a cultural phenomenon
peculiar to the period. This essay attempts to do justice to Southern Song calligraphy
by arriving at an objective evaluation of its significance in a cultural context.

Of the four parts that make up this essay, the first is a discussion of how
efforts were made to salvage a culture shattered by the Jingkang Incident in light
of the collecting of books and calligraphies. This is followed by an account of the
promotion of Song heritage through the publication of books and calligraphic works
reproduced by means of carving. The third part explores the esteem of the Northern
Song tradition enjoyed among Southern Song literati with special reference to the
craze for Su Shi in the Southern Song. Finally, the cultural implications behind the
predominating influences of Su Shi, Huang Tingjian and Mi Fu in Southern Song

calligraphy are examined.

Keywords: Southern Song calligraphy, Northern Song complex, dynastic tradition,
Southern Song carvings of model-calligraphy
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