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Sudden Enlightenment: An Analysis of the Core
Path of Xu Wei’s Calligraphy Thoughts

Li Dingyi

( Lingnan Normal University, Zhanjiang 524048 )

Abstract: Xu Wei was an outstanding literati calligrapher in the mid—to—late Ming Dynasty. His calligraphy
thoughts, centered on "Sudden Enlightenment," originated from the fusion of the Chan Buddhist concept of
"directly pointing to the original mind" and the Neo—Confucianism of the Ming Dynasty. "Sudden Enlightenment"
emphasizes the sudden emergence of inspiration and the natural expression of emotion in calligraphic creation,
opposing mechanical imitation. Xu Wei's calligraphy thoughts comprise three levels: epistemological "supremacy of
intuitive understanding," which holds that calligraphic cultivation depends on innate talent and spiritual perception;
methodological "natural inaction," advocating "idea before brush" to allow emotion and brushwork to flow freely;
and practical "authentic selfhood," requiring that works truly reflect the inner world. This system of thought broke
through the traditional model of "gradual cultivation" and reshaped the aesthetic path of calligraphic creation,
exerting a profound influence on literati calligraphy in the Ming and Qing dynasties. Studying Xu Wei's thought of
"Sudden Enlightenment" helps to understand the spiritual essence of Ming literati calligraphy and offers insights for
contemporary calligraphy education in balancing technical training with the cultivation of innovative spirit.

Keywords: Xu Wei; Sudden Enlightenment; calligraphy thoughts; literati calligraphy; Chan aesthetics
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