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Interactive Activity Using an Artifact/Object in a Gallery                                                  

Find a cart object/artifact that fascinates you and that you think museum visitors will enjoy learning about! 

Purpose: To engage adult visitors in your gallery talk or tour through inviting them to handle an artifact/object/material 
while they learn about the people, their culture, way of life, and beliefs.  
 

Gallery Name:  Ancient Arts of China Docent Name:  Becky McReynolds 

Cart Artifact/Object/Approved Material:  
Oracle bone and calligraphy materials 

 

Gallery Artifact/Map or Visual/Concept: 
Talk about the importance of writing in China, both for recording its ancient history and as its most valued art form. 
 

 

Connection: What is the relationship between the two items to be presented? Think about how they are made or 
used or the concept they illustrate. What do they tell you about the people, their culture, way of life, and beliefs? 
 
The writing on oracle bones is the oldest writing found so far in China and it was a precursor to modern written Chinese. 
About 3000-3500 years ago, ancient Chinese used the shoulder blade bones of oxen (like this piece) and the flat under 
portion of turtle shells for recording important divinations by kings and shamans. (They probably started writing before 
this time but on materials like bamboo that have not survived.) Writing was of great importance to the rulers and their 
officials from that time on for historical records. When the written language was standardized during the Qin Dynasty 
(about 200 BC), the pictorial nature of Chinese allowed many people who spoke different languages to read the same 
system of writing, helping unify vast regions. Perhaps because of its graphic interest and appeal, writing in Chinese 
culture became much more than a bureaucratic tool, however. A person’s handwriting was believed to reveal his 
nature, his morality, his integrity. Beautiful calligraphy became a requirement for high office and professional 
advancement as well as a highly valued mode of artistic expression. So, any educated man in Chinese society would 
spend most of his life working with the tools of calligraphy: ink, brush, ink stone, and paper. He used these same tools in 
the other two important scholarly skills of painting and composing poetry. Calligraphy, painting, and poetry were called 
“The Three Perfections.” 
 

 

Interactive activity description: Steps in presenting the activity.  

 Point out to visitors that the Scholar’s Study area is about painting and calligraphy in China. “Calligraphy,” the 
term we use in English, comes from the Greek for “beautiful writing,” but In China writing carried special 
significance. 

 Pass the oracle bone and ask visitors if they can see the characters. Explain that the characters recorded the 
answers to questions about the future asked by the kings. Questions were asked, a hot metal rod was used to 
apply heat, and the bones or shells cracked. The king or shaman interpreted the cracks and the answers were 
recorded. 

 Explain that calligraphy had long been revered in China, but advances in the development of paper and flexible 
brushes provided calligraphers and painters with more opportunity for expression. 

 Let visitors handle the calligraphy items from the cart. Talk about the “Four Treasures of the Scholar’s Studio.” 
Demonstrate how the ink would be rubbed on the ink stone with water to obtain the desired consistency of ink. 
Show how the red ink would be used for seals.  

 Ask them if they can hold the brush like the image in the picture (attached to this page). Tell them that the 
character for “calligraphy” in Chinese shows a hand holding a brush. 

 Point out the comparable artifacts on the Scholar’s Study desk. Talk about the different types of brushes. 

 Point out how the same tools of brush and ink produced very different results in the examples of calligraphy 
and painting in the gallery. 
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Sample interactive questions (2-3) for the audience:  

 The “Four Treasures” were basically the four tools of the educated person at that time. What are your most 
important four tools today? 

 What emotions do you feel when you look at this piece of calligraphy? How do you think you could give the 
calligraphy a different type of feeling?  

 Do you think that beautiful writing could change the reader’s interpretation of a text? 

 If you were the king and wanted to know about the future, what do you think you would ask? What would have 
been important to him? What would you want to know today? (The fact that writing was used as part of these 
ancient rituals probably contributed to the respect accorded writing.) 

 

 

Cross-cultural connections or related folk tale to engage people further:   

 Calligraphy is the most valued art form in China and has been for many centuries, in contrast to Western 
cultures where sculpture, oil painting, and other arts predominate. 

 Calligraphy was so respected that in traditional China paper with writing on it would not be thrown away with 
trash but would be carried to a special oven in the village to be burned. 

 One myth attributes the ancient origins of Chinese writing to a man named Cang Jie (sounds like Tsang Ji-eh) 
who lived during the time of the legendary Yellow Emperor, before 2700 BC. Cang Jie was said to have 
developed writing after being inspired by the footprints of animals and birds.  

 The oracle bones themselves were completely unknown until the end of the 19th century. In 1899 a scholar in 
Beijing, buying medicine in an herb shop for a friend, spotted what appeared to be writing on some old bones. It 
turned out that locals had been digging up and selling the mysterious “dragon bones” for years to herbalists 
who ground them into powders for medicines. The scholar’s discovery eventually led to finding the 
archaeological remains of the Shang Dynasty. 

 A (Western-style) calligraphy class that Apple Computer founder Steve Jobs took, as a “drop-in” student at Reed 
College, strongly influenced his aesthetic sense as well as the decision to include type font options as part of the 
first Macintosh. Without that choice, it is likely that no PC today would have them. 

 Images (copyright free) could be used to compare Chinese calligraphy with elaborate calligraphy of Western 
culture, such as the Book of Kells. For an example, view this website: 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:KellsFol034rChiRhoMonogram.jpg.  
 

 

 

Date approved by the Education Committee: __March 14, 2015__ 

SOURCES FOR IMAGES (See next page) 

Images #1, #2, and #3 are from:  
FAZZIOLI, Edoardo. 1987. Chinese Calligraphy from Pictograph to Ideogram: The History of 214 Essential 
Chinese/Japanese Characters. Abbeville Press, NY. 
 

Image #4 is from: http://www.theepochtimes.com/n3/377022-chinese-character-for-book-shu-書/ 
Accessed Feb. 19, 2015. 
 
Image #5 is from: YUE, Rebecca. 2004. Chinese Calligraphy Made Easy. Watson-Guptil, NY. 
 
 
 

  

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:KellsFol034rChiRhoMonogram.jpg
http://www.theepochtimes.com/n3/377022-chinese-character-for-book-shu-書/
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EXPLANATION OF IMAGES 

This demonstration might help visitors view the calligraphy, and other gallery artifacts with writing on them, in a 

different way. These images help to show the cultural richness and potential for expression of Chinese calligraphy. 

 

 

Image #1 shows a hand holding a brush in a Chinese style. (You could hand out brushes to 

visitors to try to hold.) 

 

 

 

 

  

The image on the left (#2) shows an early Chinese character for “brush.” You can see fingers clasping a brush, just as in 

image #1. The image on the right (#3) shows a later, more abstract version of the same character for “brush.” But the 

relationship is still clear. 

 

When the Chinese wanted to express a more complex idea, the word for “calligraphy,” they came up with this character 

(#4, on the left). It shows the same character for “brush,” with a box underneath that represents a mouth. The line 

inside the box probably represents a word. So we now have an image of a brush and a mouth expressing words. (This is 

the traditional character. Mainland Chinese today commonly use a simplified version of it. This is also the same 

character for “book.”) 

Now if you compare image #4 with image #5 (on the right), you can see the potential for Chinese calligraphy. These are 

exactly the same characters, but by using different styles, different brushes, different ink, or different paper, the 

calligrapher can express completely different feelings and interpretations.  


