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Kang Youwei and the Republican Era’s “Great Calligraphic
Consolidation”

Xue, LLong-chun

Academy of Art and Archaeology
Zhejiang University

This article focuses on the “Great Calligraphic Consolidation”, a new calligraphy
typeface which Kang Youwei (1858-1927) started to promote in the early 1910s. Kang
claimed this style to be a great consolidation of all calligraphic essences of the seal script,
clerical script, stele inscriptions from the Northern-Southern dynasties as well as the
running and cursive scripts of Jin and Tang masterpieces. This essay then considers a new
direction in calligraphy studies during the early Republican era, including the decline of
the running and cursive scripts due to the prevalence of the Stele School, the new printing
technology for rubbings, and the archaeological discoveries of the Dunhuang manuscripts
and Han and Western Jin bamboo and wooden slips. These factors led Kang and other
Republican calligraphy scholars to revise their previous view to exclusively honor the
significance of the Stele School.

This article further investigates the thought process behind the notion of the
“Great Calligraphic Consolidation”. The author argues that the scholar-officials and
calligraphers during the late-Ming and early-Qing periods shared a common interest in
formulating a form of synthesized yet transitional style of script, which is in between two
established scripts. Therefore, a “great calligraphic consolidation” could be seen as the
logical derivation and the ultimate goal of this attempt. Furthermore, by referencing the
vast archive of the traditional Copy-book School masterpieces, the “Great Calligraphic
Consolidation” was also a means to address the pressing issue of its absence, hence
the lack of models of running and cursive scripts in the Stele School inscriptions. The
revered phenomenon of achieving a “Great Calligraphic Consolidation” gained a strong
following among calligraphers of the Republican period and received much interest.
Many of these efforts, however, were considered unsuccessful. This was largely due to
the fact that abolishing the calligraphic brushwork in Copy-book School traditions had
prevented the formation of a perfect union of Copy-book scripts and Stele inscriptions.

This article extends its attention to the implications of Kang’s “Great Calligraphic
Consolidation” under the context of the twenty-first century “Exhibition Hall
Phenomenon”. In addition, and highlighted some new challenges of the contemporary
Chinese calligraphers.

Keywords: Kang Youwei, The Republican period, Chinese Calligraphy, The Great
Calligraphic Consolidation
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