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In Search of the True Original Bronze Inscription:
Reading of the Ink Rubbing Copy and Deciphering
through the Same Inscribed Text Comparisons

Yu Kuo-Ching
Department of Antiquities
National Palace Museum

Abstract

The way to discern, calligraphically, the original state of bronze inscriptions
when they were first made, has always been through reproduction by ink rubbing and
then their printed copies. Inadequacies or defects in the rubbing process, however,
often lead to incorrect reading of these bronze characters. Many people as a result
while modeling on the inscription calligraphy resort to conjecture, inventing oddly-
structured or plainly wrong chacracters of their own versions.

To rectify the problematic practice, the best approach is to understand the entire
course of “life” of a given bronze inscription, from its making and patina forming, to
the proper procedure of patina stripping, ink rubbing, and rubpaper removing, then
finally phototaking and printing. It is through understanding all these aspects that
the original strokes and structures of the inscribed characters, as well as the force
and momentum with which they were delivered, can be better comprehended and
appreciated. And only then, the calligrapher could return to the basics and essence of
art and render in ink and brush a wonderful, truthful calligraphical copy of “Golden
Script”.

The present essay attempts to emulate the likely ancient casting process as a
technology, and to reenact how the inscription might have been first written down
then cast, or engraved, and to trace as much as possible the original forms, lines,
structures, formats, and styles of the text and the characters. Further, by referencing
to the same inscriptions on different bronzes, hopefully some more reliable
restoration of the original look and feel of those inscribed words when they were
created by ancient calligraphers could emerge, and from there to lay a more solid
foundation and serve as better models, for all aspiring modern calligraphers as well
as those to come.

Keywords: Golden Script, inscription, same inscription on different bronzes, same
inscribed text, reading of the ink rubbying copy, deciphering through the
same inscribed text comparisons, reading of inscriptions
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