
 

www.pandafamilysite.com 
 

STROKES IN CHINESE CALLIGRAPHY 

 

Chinese characters represent something that goes beyond simply writing letters or words. At the 

sight of a non "insider" they may seem something incomprehensible, on the edge of the "magic"; yet also 

they follow strict rules, which will give surprising results. Each character is made up of "bricks" called 

"strokes"; a stroke is a well-defined "stain" of ink with defined shapes and lengths, which going to join with 

others will form any kind of character. I won’t enter into the specifics of the history of calligraphy or the use 

of materials such as brushes or paper, which will be instead the subject of future articles; this particular 

document will be based on the list of the main basic strokes, which like the musical notes can form a melody 

each time unique. 

Basic strokes are eight, with a myriad of variations and ways of trace them; calligraphy is an art, and as such 

it adapts to the person who uses it, like a dress that appears differently depending on who wears it. The most 

immediate way to get an overview of the eight basic strokes is to go and see them within a particular 

character called "yŏng" which has different meanings, united by the concept of "infinite", "eternal". 

Therefore, it is possible to give some sort of meaning to "yŏng" including it within a more "actual" area, if 

referring to calligraphy. Yŏng contains the totality of the basic strokes: total, endless, eternal…

 

Let's take a look at the image above: first of all, yŏng is written as "永". It reminds the word “water”, with 

some additions (it is necessary to specify immediately that characters very similar to each other can 

sometimes have similar meanings, but often they have nothing to do with each other). Let us familiarize 

ourselves with the list of strokes: dot, horizontal, vertical, upward stroke, right, left, hook and the bent stroke. 

In the table that I have created below you can have an overview: 

 

 

 

 



 

www.pandafamilysite.com 
 

N° Name Stroke Direction Chinese name 

     

1 Dot 

 

 
点  diăn 

2 Horizontal 

 

 横 héng 

3 Vertical 

 

 
竖 shù 

4 Left stroke 

 

 
撇 piĕ 

5 Right stroke 

 

 
捺 nà 

6 Upward stroke 

 

 提 tí 

7 Hook 

 

 

鈎 gōu 

8 Bent stroke 

 

 

折 zhé 

 

I’ve referred to the most common directions, different versions will also have different directions. At first 

glance they seem simple dots and lines, very easy to draw. You will soon realize that things are a little more 

complex than they may initially appear. Using a brush is not like using a pen or pencil, the movement of the 

wrist, pressure, the amount of ink on the bristles will produce totally different effects and at the beginning, in 

most of cases, not as beautiful as you would like. A suggestion I can give you is to keep all the tests carried 

out, in order to be able to return to see them and realize mistakes you made; a good way to improve and 

increase the writing skills. Let's move on to see the main features:
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DOT (点  diăn) 

Dot is perhaps the most important stroke and it would be advisable to learn to draw it first, because the 

technique used to trace it will be subsequently transferred to other strokes. Let's start by saying that the dot in 

chinese calligraphy is not as round as we immediately think, but has a more stretched shape, similar to a seed:

 

The image above shows the overview of the "standard" dot; on the left you can see how it looks when traced. 

In the center it’s possible to see the direction of the brush during the tracing; in the standard dot the direction 

goes down and to the right. The numbers represent the various steps necessary for tracing, where the brush 

performs specific movements or pauses for the success of the stroke.

STEP 1: beginning of the stroke, top left. The brush rests on the surface and presses at an angle of about 45 ° 

to cover an area that reaches the POINT 2. In the image on the right I have highlighted the area covered by 

the brush, which is inclined and not vertical. POINT 3 is the target to be reached by moving the brush 

towards you from POINT 2. From this point move the brush in the opposite direction towards POINT 4 and 

gradually release it. The "return" area is highlighted in the image on the right. 

 

In the image below we can see the left dot:

 

The tracking procedure follows the same steps as described above 
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The dot is one of the strokes with more variations, even minimal, as it is present in large amount within a lot 

of characters.  

Standard dot.

 

Left dot: 

 

Left and right dots are usually positioned in their respective positions within a character and their presence 

gives a lot of vitality and balance:
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I highlighted the two dots in Figure 03; as you can see, the shape differs greatly. A further variant provides 

for the vertical direction of the dot, which is often used in the upper parts of characters, in different styles of 

writing:

 

The vertical dot is very similar to the two previously shown; it’s important to consider that every calligrapher 

has his own style, and often rules are adapted to it. Dot is a stroke that easily lends itself to this situation, 

since the shape seen in the previous examples can differ and stretches until it looks like another type of 

stroke: 

  

Dots are often traced within a group to form specific concepts such as "water" or "heat", as in the examples 

below: 
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 The four dots in the upper image are the representation 

of the concept of "heat"; observe how none of the four 

strokes is the same and the one on the right is more 

stretched. Next, instead, it is possible to observe the 

radical "water", present in many characters that bring 

this concept. I preferred to show you two types of 

writing that, while using the same number and 

"conception" of the strokes, visually shows a series of 

differences in the form of the same. Although there are 

a myriad of variations, at the beginning of learning 

calligraphy it would be better to dwell on the 

"standard" dot to get acquainted with the use of the 

brush. Once you become familiar, the student can progress towards a "personal" style. 
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HORIZONTAL STROKE (横 héng) 

 

The horizontal stroke, also called "héng", (whose character is "横") represents a great challenge for those 

who want to approach the chinese calligraphy. In the posted image you can see how to move the brush to get 

a satisfactory result; first of all, the horizontal stroke doesn’t exactly follow a straight line, but slightly curves 

upwards. The head and tail of the stroke are "larger" than the central part. For a correct execution of 横 act in 

this way:

 

POINT 1: beginning of the stroke on the left; place the brush at an angle of about 45°; in this phase it 

doesn’t move to the right but makes a short pause (it is indeed possible to see the "stain" in the lower section). 

At this point, move the brush to the right; the center should remain more to the left than the rest of the 

bristles and the pressure is slightly lower, arriving at the center of the stroke, at POINT 2; this operation 

causes the central part to remain thinner. At POINT 3 the center of the brush returns to be in line with the 

rest of the bristles and it represents the "highest" point of the stroke. At this point the brush back to lower 

area of paper with an inclination of about 45 °, so that its center stays at the POINT 3 and the rest of the 

bristles reach the POINT 4. Rotate the bristles through the movement of the wrist and reach the POINT 5. 

Do not hesitate when executing the stroke; pausing too long or being undecided will produce an improper 

stroke. 

 

The writing method just shown isn’t obviously the only one, there are many styles which bring different 

ways to use brush, but at the beginning should be better to try what just taught, considering the fact that 

although it doesn’t seem, the horizontal stroke is quite difficult to draw properly. It actually represent one of 

the most important stroke in chinese calligraphy, whereby a character often shows balance or strength. 
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Even the position of this stroke determines its own way of being written; imagine the horizontal character as 

a supporting beam of a roof, placed in a higher position, to protect what is underneath, as for example in the 

character "xià": 下. Now try to think of a sort of "partition", a "windowsill" placed at the center of two floors, 

as in the character "liù": 六. Finally, the horizontal stroke can act as a reverse support, a plane on which to 

put things, a sort of bookcase, or shelf, as in the character "tŭ": 土. In the light of these examples you can 

understand how the horizontal stroke contributes decisively to the construction of the character already 

starting from its foundations. 

 

In characters where there’s more than one horizontal stroke, usually only one is drew in 

the way described above; the others usually have head or tail more "sharp" and are drawn 

shorter. As regard to this writing technique, some examples of the two modes are given 

below. 
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Simply “long horizontal stroke” and “short horizontal stroke” 
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VERTICAL STROKE (竖 shù) 

 

The vertical stroke is also called " shù ", whose meaning is, in fact, "vertical" and whose character that 

represents it is "竖". While the horizontal stroke is drawn with a slightly curving upward movement, the 

vertical stroke represents the spine of a character, a scepter or a pillar and so it must be drawn perfectly 

vertical, from top to bottom. The shape of the vertical stroke reminds a lot the horizontal one, even in its 

execution. For a correct execution of 竖 act in this way: 

POINT 1: beginning of the stroke, at the top. Place the brush with an angle of about 45° so that the bristles 

reach POINT 2. From this point let’s start the movement downwards and at the POINT 3 reduce the 

pressure to allow the movement of the brush to reach the POINT 4 by an angle of about 45°. The end of the 

stroke occurs by going back in the drafting of the stroke to POINT 5. 

Think of the vertical stroke as a supporting column of a character; it can intervene to support parts, as in 

"shàng": "上", or to act as a divider in symmetrical parts, as in "mù": "木"; it can keep a part in balance like 

a balance needle, as in "xià": "下" or divide a character into two parts, not necessarily symmetrical, as in 

"wài": "外". The presence of "héng" and "shù", therefore, is essential for the writing of a character. 
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As mentioned above, this is not the only way to draw 竖, in this case a variant is widely used, 

representing almost a thing in itself; it’s the "hanging needle", also called "vertical needle", in 

which the stroke ends in a point. In this case the brush, instead of making the movement of 

defining the tail of the stroke, will rise more and more from the sheet, producing a thinning that 

will culminate with the tip. The images connected to the examples of character in which the two 

types of vertical stroke are used are posted below. 
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LEFT STROKE (撇 piĕ) 

 

Left stroke, with right one, are the “legs” of a character which allow it to give it extreme dynamism. We’ll 

start with the explanation of left stroke, whose name is "piĕ" and whose character is "撇". Because of 

variants, sometimes of considerable importance, the "standard" stroke is called "斜撇", with a translation that 

could means "tilted down and left". The shape of this stroke is sometimes reminiscent of an elephant's 

proboscis; it’s not vertical, although it starts in the same way, and it flows into a point. 

POINT 1: Place the brush on the paper and move it upwards until you reach POINT 2 with a circular 

movement of the wrist. At POINT 2, tilt the brush about 45 ° and make a short pause. Move in the direction 

of POINT 3 and gradually decrease the brush pressure so as to obtain a pointed shape at POINT 4. 

As for all strokes, also the left tilted one presents some variations, which differ in shape and inclination. One 

of them has a fairly short stretch and strongly tending to the left. The other variant resembles the standard 

stroke but it goes down more vertically and then ends at the tip as usual.  
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Using a specific variant or the common one depends on the character and on the position of the stroke itself. 

Different variants, then, are performed with different writing speeds. Character 1 shows standard stroke; 

character 2 show a more stretched version, which is drawn slower. Character 3 shows short stroke, which is 

drawn faster, using more stretch. As usual, I let you some example related to standard stroke and its 

variations: 
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RIGHT STROKE (捺 nà) 

 

The right stroke is also called "nà", whose character is "捺". I don’t think we need explanations to specify 

what this stroke is; like the left one, the right stroke is used to give a sort of stability to the ground on which 

the character rests, and in this case the obvious "foot" is so evident that it plays a decisive role. The standard 

stroke has an inclination of about 45° and culminates with an opening of the brush to form the tail of the 

stroke. The right stroke starts with a movement that leaves a head a bit 'more "sharpen" compared to other 

strokes; the movement of the brush is indicated below: 

 

POINT 1: the area at the beginning of the stroke. The brush gently rests on the paper and starts moving to 

the right and down; in this way the head of the stroke will be more "pointed" compared to others. The 

movement of the brush continues towards POINT 2 and then further down, to arrive at POINT 3, where the 

brush pauses and widens the area affected by the ink due to a greater pressure. At this point the brush moves 

to the right to form the tail of the stroke to POINT 4, also in this case not as evident as in other cases. 

 

The right stroke presents a variation of a certain relief, very used and very important, which has a more 

horizontal shape and similar to a sort of kung fu saber; the use of this variant comes into play in those 

characters that need a wider "base", like a sort of "boat" on which the rest of the character rests. 

 

 

 

Below I will post as always every variant with the respective three examples of use: 
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. 
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UPWARD STROKE (提 tí) 

 

We had left with the characters "feet", represented by right and left strokes. We will now see the upward 

stroke; as the word says, it’s drawn from the bottom to the top; his name is "tí" with character "提" 

Sometimes it looks like a stretched dot, almost always seems a left stroke and what changes is the brush 

stroke direction. 

Usually the upward stroke is executed faster, using more force; here’s the procedure for drawing it: 

POINT 1: beginning of the stroke, bottom left. Indifferently use a shown or hidden head (depending on your 

style and the character you are going to draw). Rest the brush and take a short pause, then begin an upward 

and rightward movement, passing from POINT 2 and gradually decrease the pressure until the tip ends in 

POINT 3. 

It is possible to find the lowest dot of the three-dots group representing the water as an upward stroke. Indeed, 

depending on the style of writing, the calligrapher will use one or the other stroke with very different results. 

This is because being a calligraphy an art, it’s normal that exceptions become rules and rules become 

exceptions. The important thing is to track what you want to use in the right way. 

As far as this stroke is concerned, there is not much more to say, except for posting, as usual, the examples of 

its use: 
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THE HOOK (鈎 gōu) 

 

The hook is a sort of "extremity" that is added to a stroke, horizontal, vertical, inclined ... It’s perhaps the 

stroek with more variations, along with the bent one because varying the direction of writing, gives the 

possibility of having different visual modes . Generally speaking, the hook is called “gōu”, whose character 

is "钩" and it’s usually used with vertical strokes, turning to the left. 

As is easily predictable, the above mentioned stroke is called "vertical hook", which can be written as "竖 钩

". The stroke writing technique is shown below; it does not differ much from a normal vertical one, as it has 

the same beginning. 

POINT 1: beginning of the stroke, at the top. Place the brush at an angle of about 45 ° from that point, begin 

the downward movement towards the POINT 2 keeping the center of the brush with the center of the body 

of the character. When you reach POINT 3, press the brush with a movement to the left and take a short 

pause. Move slightly backwards and create the hook by gradually releasing the brush to POINT 4. 

The vertical hook is not very easy to trace for a beginner, as a certain mastery of the brush is required to 

prevent a too wide or narrow change of direction. 

Let's take a look at variations of this stroke; the first one we will see is the horizontal hook. It’s a very 

common stroke and in my opinion it’s more difficult to trace than vertical one. Obviously the horizontal 

hook is written "横 钩" 
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From the image above you can see the movement of the brush, which in the end does not vary so much in the 

type of movement, but in its direction. 

Next variant is a hook attached to a right stroke: 

 

There are many characters that use it, including the radical “halberd”. The name is "斜 钩" 

The following variant is a sort of "variant of the variant", in which the right stroke is further curved; the 

character that most jumps to the eye is "heart": "心". The variant name is "卧钩" 
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The last hook variant that we will see in this article is a sort of combination of vertical, horizontal and hook 

and is known as "竖弯钩": 

 

We see, as usual, some examples of its use in more or less known characters: 
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BENT STROKE (折 zhé) 

 

 

 

The bent stroke is called in different ways, but what all of them have in common is the fact that in order to be 

traced, the brush has to change direction in a more visible way. We saw with the hook the first of the strokes 

with change of direction; here it becomes really important and we could say that the bent stroke is the union 

of two strokes through a sort of "joint"; also for this reason the bent one really has many variations, just think 

of how many we have seen and the fact that they can be put together (including variants). Above it’s possible 

to see the typical bent stroke that joins a horizontal to a vertical one. The name, “zhé”, has the character "折". 

The tracing of the stroke usually has some points in common, as it depends first of all on which stroke you 

start (two or more) and what type of joint will be added. In the case indicated above, the stroke starts as a 

horizontal, then: 

POINT 1: beginning of the stroke, on the left. Create the head using one of the techniques described in the 

articles (show or hide the head). The brush moves to the right towards POINT 2. Once at POINT 3 slightly 

raise the brush to straighten it and then press again at about 45 ° making sure that the base of the bristles 

reach the POINT 4 while the tip remains at the POINT 3. Take a short break and then move down to 

POINT 5, where you can show or cover the tail of the stroke. 

At this point I will show you a "specular" variant, which starts with a vertical stroke, and then ends (in this 

case) with an upward stroke (but it could also be a horizontal): 
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Bent stroke has many other variants derived from the union of different strokes: 

 

See how the figure above, the bent stroke is very similar to the one described in the "mountain" character but 

shorter and sharper as a corner. 
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The stroke shown above represents a further variant formed by several changes of direction, usually used in 

combination with a more stretched right stroke.. 

 

The stroke shown above is even more complex, because the double change of direction also adds a hook at 

the bottom. In pictures below some examples of use of the stroke, with relative name: 
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COMMON MISTAKES 

The art of calligraphy inevitably passes through more or less evident mistakes, necessary to be able to learn 

from them and be able to improve your technique. This concluding part will propose to show mistakes in a 

"general" way, which therefore may incur while writing any stroke. Obviously there are particular types of 

mistakes that are specific to certain types of stroke, but most of what I will write has general value.. 

First of all remember: don’t be nervous but relaxed. Being nervous determines stiffness in the wrist and in 

the hand. Remember that you don’t have a pen or pencil in your hand, so forget to use always the same 

pressure on paper; the brush is affected by the amount of ink, the pressure of the tip and the movement of the 

wrist. Train yourself as a basic exercise to draw simple parallel lines, all of the same thickness and at the 

same distance. Once you are familiar with the above technique, try varying the pressure to increase the 

thickness of the line. Then train yourself to vary the type of line, from horizontal to vertical to create grids of 

different thickness. It’s still early to throw yourself into the drawing of strokes, as to learn letters and then 

put them together to form words. Consider that the use of the brush involves the variation of pressure and 

amount of ink in real time, in every point. Being trained to check your hand will help you draw strokes in the 

right way. 

Second general point, don’t be indecisive in tracing; indecision cause strokes that vary significantly in their 

thickness appearing "flickering"; ink spots may also occur; these types of strokes are not allowed. 
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Do not be afraid to refill your brush with ink whenever you need; the lack of raw material causes difficulties 

in using brush as it generates more friction on the paper and also non-homogeneous strokes. 

A stroke is drawn in one instalment. This means that since the brush touches the paper to when it leaves it 

there should be no other moments in which it left the paper. Rising up the brush again, won’t be possible to 

get the same sensation of uniformity given by a well-drawn stroke. 

Below you’ll find some writing mistakes, with main reasons that generate them and possible solutions to 

avoid repeating them: 

 

Had or tail of stoke non-

homogeneous; it has irregular 

“points”. 

Effect due to: not regular and 

compact brush tip, lack of ink. 

Give to the brush a compact tip. Dip 

the brush back into the ink. 

 

Stroke with evident lack of structure 

in the center. This is an error in 

regular writing. 

Effect due to: lack of ink and too 

high speed. 

Dip the brush back into the ink. 

Reduce speed and be more constant. 

 

Head and tail of stroke too 

accentuated. 

Effect due to: incorrect brush 

pressure at the beginning and end. 

Use right brush pressure.. 

 

Head and tail of stroke have "holes" 

of  ink. 

Effect due to: use of the brush as a 

pen or pencil. 

Vary the pressure so that the right 

portion of the brush touches the 

paper. 

 

Central part of the stroke too narrow. 

Effect due to: low pressure in the 

middle. 

Increase the brush pressure on the 

paper. 

 

The stroke has many ripples. 

Effect due to: Using the brush in an 

irregular way; too high inclination 

that involves the use of unforeseen 

parts. 

Use the brush more vertically and 

always be aware of where the brush 

tip is drawing. 

 


