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A Review of the Authenticity Debate over the Calligraphy Model of Preface
to the Orchid Pavilion Collectionin China’ s Mainland

CHEN Ya-fei
Department of Fine Arts  Chinese University of Hong Kong Shatin N.T. Hong Kong China

Abstract Preface to the Orchid Pavilion Collection Lanting Preface for short is a time-honored masterpiece
of calligraphy by Wang Xizhi 303-361 . Since the Song Dynasty debates have been going on among scholars
over the authenticity of this calligraphic work which reached the peak three times during the Qing Dynasty
the Republic of China and the Cultural Revolution respectively. In the Song Dynasty questions were raised
concerning the attribution of the Lanting Preface to Wang Xizhi as well as the authenticity of the work itself
but the studies were restricted by lack of archaeological evidence. From the Qianlong period of the Qing
Dynasty down to the Republic of China scholars made textual research with the attempt to prove that the
Lanting Preface was not the calligraphy by Wang Xizhi.

The Eastern Jin epitaph unearthed near Nanjing around 1956 provided new information for the issue of the
Lanting Preface arousing heated debates among the scholars in China’ s mainland. The debates over the
Lanting Preface since the 1960s can be divided into three stages. The first stage went from 1965 to 1973
during which scholars mostly experts of literature and history made an academic breakthrough. Carrying on
the intellectual tradition developed in the late Ming and early Qing Dynasties as well as that of the Qian-Jia
School  these scholars made full use of archaeological findings to discuss issues such as the writing manner
texts literary style and Zhiyong' s forging of the Lanting Preface. The second stage ran from 1976 to the
1980s  with scholars inclined to protect the traditional status of Lanting Preface from the negative attitude by
studying the authenticity of the calligraphic work and reviewing the debates of the 1960s and 1970s in an
objective and analytical manner. The third stage was resumed from the 1990s to present. Thanks to the newly
unearthed Epitaph of Gao Song which served as an additional reference for a better understanding of the Six
Dynasties calligraphy and the ” International Symposium of Lanting Preface” closer pursuit has been followed
in the study of the authenticity of Wang’ s calligraphic work .

The authenticity of Lanting Preface is of primary importance in terms of the history of Chinese calligraphy
and of Chinese written language. The related debates and discussions have covered different academic
disciplines and stimulated the revision of old conclusions thus demonstrating the openness and independence
of scholarly studies. To review such debates and discussions which took place during the second half of the
20th century is indeed of great significance to the study of Chinese calligraphy in this new millennium.

Key words Preface to the Orchid Pavilion Collection Lanting Preface authenticity debates over the model
calligraphy of Lanting Preface history of Chinese calligraphy Wang Xizhi authenticity



