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Beyond Light and Dark Ink Shades:
Divergent Calligraphic Thoughts of Liu Yong and Wang Wenzhi
Reflected in Their Thirty Poems on Calligraphy

Wang Benteng”

Abstract: Liu Yong and Wang Wenzhi were two equally renowned calligraphers in the Qing dynasty literary and
calligraphic circle, later epitomized by the well-known phrase “the Prime Minister of Heavy Ink, the Top Scholar of
Pale Ink” . Though vivid and descriptive, this label tends to reduce their disparities merely to superficial differences
in ink tonality. In fact, ink shade alone is far insufficient to fully unpack their respective philosophies of calligraphy.
Notably, both authors composed a set of thirty poems commenting on calligraphy, which are not sporadic casual
jottings but systematic reflections on the entire history of calligraphy with comprehensive perspectives. Structurally
well-organized, intellectually comparable, and overlapping substantially in the calligraphers and works they discuss,
these two suites of poems serve as pivotal primary sources for a comparative analysis of their calligraphic ideologies.
Both Liu Yong and Wang Wenzhi upheld Wei-Jin calligraphy as the orthodox lineage, attached great importance to
the origin of ancient canonical methods, and opposed superficial imitation of formal appearances as well as empty
factional disputations. Nevertheless, their fundamental standpoints diverged distinctly. In his critical verses, Liu Yong
prioritized inner vigor, moral integrity embodied in personality, and authentic naturalness, frequently evaluating
ancient calligraphic works to interpret the spiritual bearing and moral stature of their creators. By contrast, Wang
Wenzhi laid greater emphasis on aesthetic charm, stylistic pedigree, the transmission and classification of calligraphic
model manuscripts, and subtle aesthetic propriety, excelling at discerning nuanced artistic merits and defects in
minute details. Rooted in the same tradition of model-calligraphy studies, the two masters ultimately evolved along
divergent scholarly trajectories.
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