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Sounds of Ink:
The Musicality of Writing and the Ode to Spirituality

By Luo Qi
Translated by Daniele Caccin

“Sound of Ink” (Shuimo de shengyin /K& ¥ ) is a research
exhibition that seeks to explore, in a rigorous manner, the
relationship between calligraphy and music. [ am fully aware
that this is a very important, unique, and deeply passionate
endeavor. In Chinese culture, writing, calligraphy, ink
painting, music, and poetry are intrinsically connected as one.
When discussing and studying their relationship, it is essential
to first emphasize this intrinsic connection, which represents a

fundamental characteristic of Chinese art.

In the past, this connection mainly appeared in calligraphic
performances accompanied by music, but it remained a
performative interaction without generating advancements in
this field. Today, when studying the art of my mother tongue,
the Chinese language, we need a deeper and more innovative
perspective — one that explores the history of writing, narration,
and symbolic expression. We should also draw insights from

researchers and readers to enrich our comprehension and



KA« T S ARET 30 4E 105

investigation. When culture and art engage with history,
specific and well-researched materials are essential. Starting
in 2018, I collaborated with Professor Adriana Iezzi from the
University of Bologna to organize two major exhibitions on
calligraphy and music, held at the Bologna University Library
and at the Braidense National Library in Milan. Additionally, |
delivered a lecture at the University of Bologna in Forli. As a
result, two significant catalogues were published, along with a
series of 15 monographies titled “Calligraphyism. A Series of
Books”, which were directly related to these exhibitions. These
publications have documented our achievements, yet [ remain
eager to continue exploring new ideas, perspectives, and
materials. My sincere gratitude goes to Professor Adriana lezzi
and the International Museum of Library of Music of Bologna.

Symbols of Music

China was among the earliest to use calligraphy (writing) to
record music. During the Western Xia Dynasty (circa 1038-1227)
musical notation was recorded using Chinese characters. The
‘Dunhuang musical notation system’ (Dunhuang qupu 3 & il
% ; dating to 933 CE) is an example of this method. This system
represented musical notes using the so-called ‘Half-character
Symbols’ (banzi fuhao - ¥ #f 5 ), which consisted entirely of
radicals and components of Chinese characters. These symbols
were composed of highly simple strokes, such as horizontal
stroke (heng — ), and vertical stroke (shu | ), along with other
characters that contained relatively few strokes, such as gi &
(‘seven’), ba J\ (‘eight’), bi b (‘spoon’), ji JL (‘few’), yi &
(‘second’), si A (‘private’), etc. These symbols inherited their
shapes from clerical script (/ishu 15 ), a Chinese calligraphic
style that has been in use since the Han Dynasty (99 BCE).
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Characters not only served as a musical notation system but also
worked as descriptive notation including indicators for musical
elements such as rhythm, speed, repetition, mode, dynamics,
and performance techniques. These notation systems were
known as yanle banzipu ( #& 5% 7% )" and gongchipu ( T. X
it ) dating from the Song Dynasty (960-1279). The gongchipu
notation system followed the traditional Chinese writing style
that had been in use since the Han dynasty, with characters
arranged from top to bottom and from right to left. This simple
yet highly standardized method represents a refined form of
calligraphy, adhering to the aesthetic principles and conventions
of Chinese calligraphy. Furthermore, each writer, influenced by
his unique personality and aesthetic taste, developed a distinct

style in his work.

In March 2019, I completed 20 works entitled “Notes on
Dunhuang Musical Notation System” (Dunhuang qupu biji
F4E % 2240 ), along with an introductory piece and other 8
works that represent a “Preface” (¢iji #&ic ) to these notes, for
a total of 29 manuscripts. These works were shown at Macau
Cultural Center in Lisbon, Portugal, in an exhibition curated
and hosted by Mr. Enio Souza, Chairman of the International
Chinese Music Research Center. Subsequently, another
exhibition was held at the Bologna University Library, Italy
(Iezzi 2020D).

The calligraphic ‘half-character musical notation’ constituted

1. Yanle banzipu ( #% 4 ¥ F % ) is a musical notations system that adopts the “half-
character symbols” of Yanle # & , which refers to the system of twenty-eight modes
of court banquet music. This system is also known by the alternative name suzipu &
5 (folk-characters notations system). (Translator’s note)



KA - i AT 304 107

a system of musical notation, but in modern times, these
notation rules have been replaced by the Western five-line
notation and the numbered musical notation system. Today, no
musicians or calligraphers use the ‘half-character notation’ in

their work.

In 2018, at the exhibition “The Music of Ink — Milan” (held
in the Maria Teresa Hall of the Braidense National Library in
Milan), curated by Adriana lezzi, I composed 21 transcriptions
of famous Italian songs using the half-character system, along
with 12 large-scale vertical scrolls interpreting famous operas
(Iezzi 2020a). Although all three series of artworks in “The
Music of Ink” (Mo yue &% ) employ half-character calligraphy
to represent music, their presentation formats and visual
effects differ: the 21 transcriptions of the Italian songs resemble
chamber music, the transparent sheets with semi-alphabetical
signs evoke a solo piece, and the colourful vertical scrolls are

more similar to a suite.

In October 2023, these three series were divided into four
sections and exhibited at the International Museum of Music
in Bologna, Italy, under the same theme “Sounds of Ink”
(Shuimo de shengyin 7K 5P/ ), with installations displayed
in Room 2 of the temporary exhibition area of the museum and

in the museum’s rooms.

The Writing of Music

Among the aesthetic principles of calligraphy, the highest ideal
is to regulate writing through the rhythmic laws of music. The
fluidity and rhythm of music parallel the natural variations in
speed, pauses, and movements in the writing process, as well
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as the curvature, length, thickness, density and spacing of
lines, along with their spatial distribution and transformations.
The irreversible nature of writing, from beginning to end,
resembles the performance of a musical piece, progressing
from the introduction, through development, main melody,
variations and elaborations, to the concluding coda. The same
principle applies to the spontaneous strokes of calligraphy: the
rotations, sudden accelerations, and shifts in intensity of lines
and symbols evoke the grandeur of towering mountains and
flowing waters, all of which must be expressed in an instant.
Calligraphy, as a form of one-time execution, is akin to the art
of music without sound. “The greatest sound is barely heard”
represents the highest state of music and is known as the ‘state of
transcendence’ (chan jing #1155 ). Similarly, invisible calligraphy
embodies the very soul of the art. This is particularly evident
in running script (xingshu 17 15 ) and cursive script (caoshu *:
15), where mastering the rhythm of writing creates an abstract
aesthetic sense that mirrors the musicality of music itself.
Learning calligraphy, like learning music, requires long-
term training in physiological functions. While it may only
take one to three minutes to complete a calligraphic work,
the preparation involves decades of practice. Similar to a
musician, who performs for ten minutes on stage but has spent
ten years in preparation off-stage, performers must practice
famous repertoire daily. Calligraphers must also replicate the
works of ancient masters every day to cultivate a good writing
feel, an immediate aesthetic sense, and accurate judgment
in the writing process, enabling the works to be completed

2. The phrase “The greatest sound is barely heard” or “The most intense note is faint” (da
yin xi sheng K3 7 # ) originates from Chapter 41 of the The Book of the Dao and
Its Virtue (Dao De Jing /£ % ). (Translator’s Note)
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in a short time within the limited space of the paper. Each
expression is unique, and these differences and changes are
the result of spontaneous decisions made in response to the
situation. Achieving visual coherence and detail perfection
in each piece, where the space and structure between each
symbol or character are varied yet harmonious, is actually
an incredibly difficult task. The same goes for ink painting.
Different and unexpected changes will occur every time during
the painting process. You need to make judgments at any time
without affecting the smoothness of the painting.

The aesthetic principles of Chinese calligraphy are among
the highest in visual arts. If an ink painter cannot master
calligraphy well and absorb the aesthetic sensibilities and
techniques it provides, they will not be able to become an
exceptional artist. Calligraphy embodies abstract yet strict
aesthetic rules. Every movement in ink painting, whether a
dot, a line, or an ink wash, is governed by the principles of
calligraphy. The perfection of tree branch lines, the spatial
structure of specific types of bamboos, flowers, and stones all
depend on the calligrapher’s skill.

Another very special reason is the Xuan paper (xuanzhi 5 4%,
commonly known as rice paper) used for Chinese paintings.
The material properties of Xuan paper impose specific
requirements on the marks left by the brush. Without long-
term familiarity and understanding of these properties, it is
impossible to achieve high-quality brushwork and ink effects.
Unlike oil painting, calligraphy and ink paintings cannot be
repeatedly modified. The Chinese saying, “calligraphy and
painting share a common origin” (shu hua tong yuan 1 [



KA« A AT 304 111

i} 5 ) indicates that both disciplines follow common rules
in terms of aesthetic principles and the use of brushes and
ink. However, calligraphy demands higher standards and is
more challenging, as evidenced by works such as “Notes on
Dunhuang Musical Notation System” (Dunhuang qupu biji
P i 2240 ), “Preface to the Dunhuang Musical Notation
System” (Duhuang qupu tiji & % E ), “Writing Music:
Silent Melodies (Album Pages)” (Xie yue — wu sheng zhi ge
ceye 5k « o2 #M T ) and the inscribed rocks containing
phrases from the “Orchid Pavilion Preface” (Lanting xu >
S J¥ ) , created in 2019 for the exhibition “Luo Qi Writing
Music” held in Bologna® and later reused during the

exhibition’s inaugural performance.

Sound Images

Calligraphy is not only an art of abstract lines; it also carries
the connotations of words. Among the world’s writing systems,
only China still employs a picto-ideographic script. Different
writing techniques and variations in symbol forms express
different sounds. Among the most representative characters or
phrases are those denoting ‘good fortune’ (fi i ), ‘longevity’
(shou 73 ), ‘happiness’ (xi & ), ‘permanent happiness’ (chang
le K 5), ‘eternal life’ (gian giu wan sui T-# Jj % ), and the
recitation of Amitabha Buddha’s the name (namu Emituofo ¥
TEBTHREE S ), ete. In fact, a single character can be rendered in
hundreds of different ways, transforming it into a multitude of
symbols. Each stroke of a Chinese character carries inherent
cultural significance, symbolizing a specific concept or entity.
For example, a vertical line ( — ) represents the beginning of

3. For this exhibition, see the catalogue: lezzi 2020.
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all things and also signifies ‘sky’. Since 1996, I have been
exploring various forms and symbolic interpretations of the
character for ‘good fortune’ (fur #f ).

In 2014, I interwove the Sanskrit chants from the "Large
Perfection of Wisdom Sutra" (Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra
in Sanskrit; Dabore boluomiduo jing K % 77 % % % £ £ in
Chinese), featuring phrases such as Amitabha Buddha (namu
Emituofo i J [l 5 B¢ 3 ), ‘good fortune’ (fu 4 ), ‘prosperity’
(lu % ; also substituted by my family name Luo # which
is semi-homophonous) and ‘longevity’ (shou 73 ), with the
Indian Sanskrit "Perfection of Wisdom Sutra in 8,000 Lines"

TR

(Bagian song ge )\ T %7K ). In doing so, I formed new works
and symbolic forms, which are not only a visual language,
but also a representation of the sound of words. The linguistic
signs themselves carry no inherent meaning; rather, symbols,
such as those meaning ‘Amitabha’, are continuously repeated
and reiterated, creating a visual and musical rhythm. These
endlessly reproduced symbols or the infinite cycle of writing
symbolize the perpetual continuity of the sounds inherent in

chanting sutras and Buddhist litanies.*

In 2023, I created eight new sign-based works for the “Sounds
of Ink” (Shuimo de shengyin /K317 ) exhibition, exhibited
in the public cloister of the International Museum of Music
in Bologna and in Room 3 of the temporary exhibition area.
These works function as symbols of music, visual images,

and the new voice of ink—a contemporary convergence of

4. See the series “Sound of Ink — Silent Melodies” (Mo yue — wu sheng zhi ge %
Y& - & B 2 8L), exhibited in Bologna in 2019, and in the Room 1 of the exhibition
at the International Museum and Library of Music in Bologna in 2023.
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calligraphy, music, poetry, and imagery. Suspended in the
public space of the museum, the “Images” (tuxiang 1% ) float
gracefully in the air, carried by natural breezes.

Conclusion

I have been working and creating artworks around the world
for over 30 years, and I deeply believe that ‘calligraphy’ is
the foundational language of all Chinese arts. Without
it, I would lose its meaning. Chinese arts, whether in
landscapes paintings (shanshui 111 7K ), flowers and birds
paintings, or abstract brushworks, all sublimate nature. The
aesthetics principles of these arts are all rooted in the natural
poetry found within ‘calligraphy’. The current exhibition
“Sounds of Ink” brings together “the sounds of poetry, writing,
and images”. These visual writings convey the spiritual
essence of Chinese art. Through 30 years of creation and
research, I have manifested my “calligraphyism”, editing
15 volumes of the series “Calligraphyism. A Series of
Books”(Shufazhuyi wenxian congshu 5351 CCHRAS ) and 50
issues of “The Western Garden Gathering, Archival Journal of
the Calligraphyism”(Xiyuan Yaji VilE L ).

Once again, I would like to express my gratitude to all the
professors who participated in the International Conference
“Chinese Calligraphy and Music: Meeting of Voices”. I
especially want to thank the Director of the Museum of Music,
Jenny Servino, and Professor Adriana Iezzi for their tremendous
efforts in realizing the exhibition “Sound of Ink” and the
International Conference. The presentation of the exhibition
is truly remarkable, and I am deeply grateful to Adriana lezzi
for her work. She spent three years planning, thinking, and
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MWL - RGBT ERERT AFESE 2019
Adriana Iezzi and Luo Qi at the Bologna University Library, 2019
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working on this, and I feel incredibly honored to have had the
opportunity to collaborate with her and receive her support. I
would like to express my thanks to her once again. I also want to
thank Professor Adriana lezzi’s team, including Daniele Caccin,
Marta R. Bisceglia, and Martina Merenda for their assistance.
A heartfelt thanks to calligrapher Silvio Ferragina, pianist
Giusy Caruso, composer Zhang Zhenzhen, and dancer Agnese
Gabrielli for their performance “Sound MAP” integrating
calligraphy, music, and dance.
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SERT BT FEMER 2023
Luo Qj, “Sound Images n. 17 (2023), Room 3 of the Museum Gallery
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