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Abstract 

 

This submission is the result of theoretical research and practice-based artworks, 

which informed each other. The research focus consisted of two interconnected topics: 

Taoism’s influence on ancient Chinese landscape painting and the symbolic 

significance of the absent and present horizon in Chinese and Western painting.  The 

research conducted into these topics and their interconnection was used to underpin 

my artworks.  

 

My research journey began by studying the various ways in which Taoism influenced 

the golden period of Chinese landscape painting in terms of spiritual, spatial and 

poetic values, much of which highlighted the symbolic significance of the absent 

horizon. This led on to researching its conceptual opposite in Western art. The ideas 

that emerged from this comparative study were then used to inform the 7 videos 

(Videos website link - https://vimeo.com/user17846654) that constitute the practice-

based part of this submission.   

 

The 7 video artworks based on the 5 themes outlined in chapter 2 titled as follows: 

Creative Practice, Theme 1 Video 1; Creative Practice, Theme 2 Video 1; Creative 

Practice, Theme 3 Video 1; Creative Practice, Theme 3 Video 2; Creative Practice, 

Theme 4 Video 1; Creative Practice, Theme 5 Video 1; Creative Practice, Theme 5 

Video 2. The images (below) exemplify the work:  

 

  



 

  

  

 
Shen Li (2013-2017) 7 videos’ Screenshots, Video website link - https://vimeo.com/243448393 

 

In a more general sense, the research carried out for this submission enabled me to 

explore cross-cultural possibilities within my contemporary practice. As a result, 

overlaps between Chinese philosophy and contemporary art (Western and Eastern) 

have gradually become the guiding principle behind the development and realization 

of my current artwork. My exposure to the Taoist spirit and aesthetic informs my 

desire to use art to empathise with nature, as opposed to slavishly copying it.  
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Introduction 

 

My art research is concerned with trying to present in a visual form elements of 

Chinese Taoist philosophy linked to creative principles associated with "Yin and 

Yang", the Chinese theory of harmony and balance. As a student in China I studied 

art history and theory (2005-2009) and after two masters degrees in Fine Art (China 

2010-2013 and England 2011-2012), I believe that I am now in a position to conduct 

a mixed theory and practice MPhil that furthers my work as an artist.  

 

In order to proceed in a structured methodological way I formulated 4 key aims: 

 

• To research, analyse and define key principles underpinning Chinese visual 

            aesthetics based on Taoist principles and their impact on ancient Chinese 

            Landscape painting.  

•  To research examples of Chinese and Western artists working with oriental 

             aesthetic principles in the context of Chinese landscape painting and symbolic 

             values linked to the horizon in Western art. 

•  To produce a 20-30K thesis based on the research undertaken in aims 1&2  

• To create new artworks based on the research undertaken in aims 1,2,&3, 

             accompanied by a reflective document that clarifies the connection between 

             the theoretical research and the artworks. 

 

My overarching intention was to research Chinese landscape painting with a view to 

understanding how it differed from Western art. In the process of carrying this out the 

concept of the horizon emerged as a central theme, which then went on to dominate 

my visual creative practice. 

 

Schipper, in his book The Taoist body (1993 : 14), cited Taoism, Confucianism and 

Buddhism as the oldest religions in Chinese traditional culture and Cai in Chinese 

Aesthetics considered these three religions to form the roots of Chinese culture. As a 

contemporary artist, I associated with Taoism’s more atavistically poetic view of 

nature, which is a theme I will develop in my thesis.  
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My chapter structure aligns with my Aims and begins with a study of the influence of 

Taoism on Chinese traditional landscape painting. After that, I moved into a 

comparative study concerned with the horizon in Chinese and western art. Chapters 1 

and 2 then became the building blocks that enabled me to develop my creative 

practice, which is discussed in chapter 3. The following diagram (Figure 1) 

demonstrates the link between the three parts of my thesis: 

 

 
Figure 1. Shen Li (2018) Thesis structure. 

 

Chapter 1 contains the research relating to aim 1. It introduces the reader to Chinese 

landscape painting and the important part that Taoist philosophy plays in its visual 

aesthetic. Chinese landscape painting is expressed by the character and sound “Shan 

Shui”, which if literally translated means “mountain-water”. The joining of these two 

words corresponds to the world “landscape”. In this chapter, concepts associated with 

“Shan Shui” (“mountain-water”) is discussed in in terms of how they resonate with 

certain aspects of traditional Taoist beliefs and the concept of Yin and Yang. 

 

Taoism played a significant role in establishing the aesthetic principles that underpin 

Chinese landscape art and much of Chinese ancient culture in general. With reference 

to Little and Eichman’s book, Taoism and the Arts of China (2000). I would like to 

begin by summarising the 5 principles of Taoist aesthetics (Figure 2). The first three 

principles from the interaction of Yin and Yang, which are both opposite and 

complementary. The fourth principle, the unity of Man and Heaven refers to natural 

beauty is translated by forms of creative extension. Action without Action denotes the 

struggle to achieve harmony with our natural origins, which is characterised by 

creative simplicity and artlessess. 
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Figure 2. Shen Li (2018) The 5 principles of Taoist aesthetics. 

 

Chinese visual aesthetics, unlike Western aesthetics, which has its routes in ancient 

Greek concepts relating to beauty and perfection, is derived mainly from beliefs and 

principles that originate in Taoism. In actual fact, prior to the twentieth century, there 

was no such word as “aesthetics” in the traditional Chinese language, despite the fact 

that its long history of cultural production was governed by what the West would call 

‘aesthetic concerns’. This changed with the establishment of ‘modern’ China, from 

the late eighteen hundreds onwards many literati artists came to the West to study 

Western artistic learning. In the 1920s, in particular, artists such as Xu Beihong, Lin 

Fengmian, Pan Yuliang and Sanyu came to Paris where they experienced Western art 

history first hand, in addition to a wave of new art movements, all of which 

introduced them to Western "aesthetics" concerns. Many of these concerns were then 

used to make Chinese art accessible to Western audiences.  

 

The aesthetic principles that governed Chinese Landscape painting, mainly in the 

form of horizontal and vertical scrolls became fully developed during the Song (960 - 

1279 C.E.) and Yung periods (1271 - 1368 C.E.). The Northern Song period (960 - 
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1127 C.E.) in particular fully expressed the Tao concept of the unity of Man and 

Heaven (human and nature), in which the spirit of natural beauty was translated by the 

artist's subjective observations presented in the form of landscape paintings. For 

example, Guo Xi 's painting Early Spring (1072 C.E.) (Chapter 1) presents scenes of 

early spring in which vivid green shoots begin to emerge from the end of branches, 

streams flow along mountainsides and mountains shrouded in mist are all configured 

to express our relationship with infinity – expressed as the creative void in Taoist 

philosophy. The painting’s graceful magnificence echoes the teachings of the I Ching 

and could not have been realised without the artist empathising with the scene before 

him.  

 

Chapter 2 contains the research relating to aim 2. It introduces the reader to the 

pictorial significance of the absent or hidden horizon in Chinese landscape painting 

and juxtaposes this with the symbolic horizon in Western art. 

 

During my research into traditional Chinese landscape painting, as discussed in 

chapter 1, I became increasingly intrigued by the absence of the visible horizon and 

this chapter seeks to understand the reasons for its absence in Chinese art and 

compares this with the contrastingly different and often explicit depiction of the 

horizon, both physical and symbolic, in Western art. Analysing this difference 

provided me with a better understanding of how and why ancient Chinese landscape 

painters’ applied Taoist aesthetic principles to their artistic creations and why these 

principles required an understated or invisible horizon.  

 

For me, as an artist, I find the absence or de-emphasizing of the horizon in traditional 

Chinese landscape painting both fascinating and challenging and at the same time it 

presents a creative counterpoint to my interest in the phenomena we call the horizon 

and its presence in western art. After reading around the subject I decided to use five 

themes (Figure 3) to understand the absence and presence of the horizon in both 

Chinese and Western art. The themes are: (1) Scatter Perspective in Chinese 

traditional landscape painting; (2) Melancholia and Longing; (3) The concept of 

“Blandness”; (4) Absence and Presence - Empty and Full; (5) Infinity (the Taoist 

Void). Each theme explored different ideas concerning ways in which the horizon has 

been deployed pictorially, poetically, psychologically and philosophically.  Scatter 
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Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape painting relates to multiple viewpoint 

perspective, somewhat akin to Cubist picture making. Melancholia and Longing is 

concerned with the impact that romanticism had on nineteenth-century painting. 

Themes 3, 4 and 5: The concept of “Blandness”; Absence and Presence – Empty and 

Full; Infinity (the Taoist Void), are all concerned with different aspects of Taoist 

philosophy and its impact on Chinese landscape painting. These themes, combined 

with the Taoist ideas explored in chapter 1, then went on to form the thematic 

structures for my practice-based video-work, which is discussed in chapter 3. 

 

 
Figure 3. Shen Li (2018) The five research themes discussed in chapter 2. 

 

Chapter 3 relates to aim 4 and presents the practice-based element of this submission, 

including reflections on how this element relates to theoretical research outlined in 

chapters 1 and 2. As I have just indicated, the five themes that were used as the 

conceptual structure for studying the absent and present horizon in both Chinese and 

Western art, were also used to provide the primary focus for my seven video artworks.  

 

The following is a list of both the themes and related video titles: 

 

Theme 1: Scatter Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape painting 

Video 1 - Visual Trinity: High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance  
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Theme 2: Melancholia and Longing 

Video 1 - Horizon of Poetry 

 

Theme 3: The concept of “Blandness” 

Video 1 - The unity of Man and Heaven, Heaven and Humankind as one  

Video 2 - The concept of “Blandness” 

 

Theme 4: Absence and Presence – Empty and Full. 

Video 1 - Absence and Presence – Empty and Full 

 

Theme 5: Infinity (the Taoist Void) 

Video 1 - Infinity (the Taoist Void) 

Video 2 - “Emptiness”, Instead of the image with Sound  

 

The videos enabled me to further explore Taoist principles concerned with absence 

and presence, void and matter, as discussed in chapter 3, whilst combining and 

contrasting these ides with Western approaches to the representation of infinity, in 

terms of explicit and symbolic depictions of the horizon. In so doing I hoped to more 

fully understand the visual and conceptual implications behind Taoism aesthetics and 

its importance in Chinese ancient landscape painting.  
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Research Methods 

 

My research was carried out using the following four methods: practice review, 

textual analysis, visual research and practice-based artistic research. 

 

The primary objective of this research project is to bring together, in a creative 

contemporary visual art context, ideas drawn from Taoist aesthetic principles in 

ancient Chinese landscape painting and ideas relating to the physical and symbolic 

phenomena normally referred to as the ‘horizon’. Whilst these two topics have much 

in common and often overlay both physically and symbolically they can also be 

distinctly different. And this is reflected in the literature that I accessed.  

 

I Practice Review (a personal perspective) 

 

I originate from Dalian in west China, which, like Southampton, is also close to the 

sea. During my childhood there I liked to sit on the beach and gaze at the distant 

horizon and imagine what lay beyond its magical edge from which things appeared 

and disappeared. I realise now that these early childhood experiences prompted one of 

the central themes in this thesis. I grew up in an artist’s family, my father is a 

University aesthetics professor and my mother is a fabric designer. I came to England 

8 years ago to study for a Master’s degree in fine art. During my studies I met my 

husband who is a UK born of Chinese origin. 

 

Before I came to the UK, I obtained a Bachelor's degree in the History & theory of 

Art from Lu Xun Academy of Fine Arts (China). During my 4 years studying there I 

became aware of Taoist aesthetics and developed an early desire to focus on ways in 

which to creatively bring Taoist Aesthetics into my own art practice.  

 

The art works that I produced for my Masters Degree at Winchester School of Art, 

University of Southampton, were an extension of earlier studies carried out in China. 

The following pictures illustrate my year one Masters Exhibition, which was titled: If 

both can coexist in the same moment.(Figure 4 & Figure 5): 
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Figure 4. Shen Li (07-10-2012) Year One Masters Exhibition, If both can coexist in the same moment. 

Three groups of acrylic paintings, each group made of 2 paintings. (acrylic on canvas, size is 920 x 

1830 mm) 
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Figure 5. Shen Li (2011-2012) 6 paintings from my Master’s Exhibition. (acrylic on canvas. Size: 920 

x 1830 mm) 
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Brief text description of my Year One Masters Exhibition - If both can coexist in the same moment. 
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Studio and creative sketches relating to my Year One Masters Exhibition 

 

My primary objective for coming to the UK was to seek new forms of creative 

expression linked to my on going interest in Taosim. I began by producing paintings 

that related to much of what I understand about Chinese Aesthetics, mainly through 

the study of important notions concerning Yin and Yang (invisible and visible). 

During my studies I went to galleries and art museums in London, such as the 

National Gallery, Tate Modern, and so forth and these visits significantly influenced 

by ideas concerning Western approaches to modern and contemporary art (I will give 

examples in the later part of my thesis).  

 

Through the study of Western aesthetics linked to expressions of emptiness, void, 

absence, infinity, and so forth, I became inspired to re-interpret and transform ancient 

Chinese landscape painting, because the former enabled me to see how Chinese 

Taoist aesthetics resonated with certain aspects of contemporary art.  

 

The following diagram illustrates how action research informed my practice (Figure 6) 
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Figure 6. Shen Li (2018) Diagram illustrating my practical research process 

 

The below diagram (Figure 7) illustrates my overall research structure, beginning 

with the study of Tao in chapter 1 and the 5 principles that inform its aesthetic 

framework. This was augmented by a comparative study of the horizon in Chinese 

and Western landscape painting, from which emerged 5 themes (chapter 2). These 

were then used to underpin my creative practice (chapter 3). 

 

 
Figure 7. Shen Li (2018) Diagram illustrating my research structure. 

 

East-West	history	&	
theory	of	art

Comparative	aesthetic	
studies	leeding	to	new	

ways	of	visual	
representation

Painting-Video
Better	understand	of	
philosophy	in	Chinese	

painting

Increased	
philosophical	

approach	to	artistic	
creativity

What	is	Tao

Taoist	aesthetics		- 5	
principles

A comparative	study	of	
the	horizon	in	Chinese	
and	Western	art

New	creative	
approaches	to	time	
and	space	in	video	

artworks	

Improve	my	own	
notion	of	aesthetics
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II Literature Review 

 

With regard to chapter 1, much of the literature that supports my thesis specifically 

relates to Chinese landscape painting from the so-called golden period of its evolution 

– the Song (960- 1179) and Yung (Yuan) (1271-1368) Dynasties. The key 

publications associated with these periods all highlight the importance of earlier 

religio-philosophical texts on the evolution of Chinese landscape painting. The two 

most important being the Tao Te Ching and the I Ching, both of which stress the 

importance of pursuing a world-view based on holistic principles associated with the 

Tao or Way. Therefore during the thesis I refer to several key publications in relation 

to the Tao and Chinese landscape painting. The annotated bibliography1 produced by 

The Society for Song, Yuan, and Conquest Dynasty Studies, “an international society 

committed to the encouragement of the study of Chinese culture”, aided the process 

of establishing key texts.  

 

The following are indicative examples of consistently informative texts: Sullivan, M. 

(1962) The Birth of Landscape Painting in China; Lin, Y. (1967) The Chinese theory 

of art; Cahill, J. (1971) The Restless landscape; Sullivan, M. (1979) Symbols of 

Eternity: The Art of Landscape Painting in China; Cheng, F. (1994) Empty and full: 

the language of Chinese painting; Ortiz, V.M. (1999) Dreaming the Southern Song 

Landscape: The Power of Illusion in Chinese Painting; Chaves, J. (2000) The Chinese 

Painter as Poet; Chang, C.Y. (2011) Creativity and Taoism: A Study of Chinese 

Philosophy, Art and Poetry; Wang, R. (2012) Yinyang. 

 

Taoist principles may have been the earliest to shape Chinese landscape painting, but 

they were not alone in doing so. Therefore, I tried to deepen my understanding of the 

connections and differences among such Chinese ideologies as Confucianism and 

Buddhism by accessing publications such as Philosophy, Religion and Humanity (Li, 

S. and Zhou, X., 2004).  

 

                                                
1 [ https://www.jstor.org/stable/23495937?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents ] 
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To a large extent Taoism’s influence on Chinese landscape painting came via its 

absorption into ancient Chinese literature, which then created a literati movement in 

painting. The Almanac of Ancient Chinese Literature Research produced by Shaanxi 

University Press (2005), via texts such as the Spatialization of Time and 

Temporalization of Space (165-182), enabled me to understand key concepts 

concerning literatures capacity to express time via spatial change and pictorial 

processes that expressed space via temporal change. To take an example, in Guo’s 

book The Lofty Message of Forest and Streams, he describes three compositional 

approaches inherent in Chinese landscape painting: Flat-distance - picturing the plans 

that separate mountains; Deep-distance - picturing the way in which mountains 

overlap and merge together; High-distance - picturing the top of mountain as seen 

from the planes. Chapter 2 theme 1 discusses these three pictorial concepts in greater 

detail. With regard to my own practice these three compositional modes, which are 

also referred to as scatter perspective Western art, informed sketches that led to 

Theme 1, Video 1 - Visual Trinity: High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance. 

This video attempted to bring together the three visual distances into one picture plane, 

similar to a cubist painting. The following (Figure 8) shows the relationship between 

the visual Trinity and my own creative strategy. 

 

 
 

Figure 8. Shen Li (2018) Illustrates the relationship between the Visual Trinity (scatter perspective) 

in Chinese traditional landscape painting and my own creative practice. 
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From the point of view of my video artworks, the concept of scatter perspective in 

Chinese landscape painting enabled me to link diachronic and synchronic time to 

spatial frameworks, similar to the way in which vertical and horizontal scrolls are 

used in Chinese landscape painting. The scroll format provides unique viewing 

experiences, akin to either ‘moving’ dynamically through a landscape (diachronic) or 

experiencing it in an instant (synchronic). These notions of time and space are clearly 

embedded in the construction methods that are used to produce the two types of scroll 

(Figures 9&10).  They are also exemplified by Shi Tao’s painting Between mountain 

and river, not far from Mount Huang is an example of a hanging scroll (Chapter 2, 

page 108 Figure 53) and Guo Xi’s painting Trees on the distant plain is an example of 

horizontal scroll (Chapter 2, page 128 Figure 61). For more on this subject see 

Backhaus and Murungi‘s book The Power of Illusion in Chinese Painting, and my 

chapter 3 - 3.1.1 Video 1 - Visual Trinity: High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-

distance. 

 

 
Figure 9. Shen Li (2018) the construction of the hanging scroll 
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Figure 10. Shen Li (2018) the construction of the horizontal scroll 

 

II.I Absent - Present Horizon 

 

The literature review carried out in support of chapter 2: The absent or hidden horizon 

in Chinese traditional landscape painting compared with the explicit or the symbolic 

horizon in Western art, focused on two separate bodies of knowledge. The first 

involved acquiring texts that discussed ideas relating to the deliberate absence of the 

horizon in Chinese landscape painting. The key texts in this area were: Gao, X.J. 

(2002) Return to painting; Yue, D.Y. (2016) China and the West at the Crossroads: 

Essays on Comparative Literature and Culture; Goble, E. (2016) Visual 

Phenomenology: Encountering the Sublime Through Images - Recognizing an 

Absence in the Image's Presence.  

 

In order to fully understand the significance of the absent horizon in Chinese 

landscape painting it became necessary to understand its opposite, many examples of 

which are found in Western art. The key publications that enabled me to make a 

comparative analysis were: Burke, E. (1757) A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin 

of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful; Sala, C. and Friedrich, C.D. (1994) Caspar 
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David Friedrich and Romantic Painting; Andrews, M. (2005) Landscape and 

Western art. 

 

III Visual Analysis and Artistic practice  

 

In addition to the visual analysis linked to ideas taken from the literature review, I 

also carried out several field trips in China, Britain, Japan and America. The 

following are indicative examples.  

 

III.I China - Inner Mongolia 

 

I went to Inner Mongolia (an autonomous region of northern China) in 2017. The 

Hulunbuir grasslands (Figure 11-Figure 12) gave me a profound feeling of the 

horizon as both real and all encompassing. 

 

 
Figure 11. The Hulunbuir grasslands in Inner Mongolia, Shen Li (2017). 
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Figure 12. The Hulunbuir grasslands in Inner Mongolia, Shen Li (2017). 

 

The people who inhabit these treeless grasslands live a stark existence between sky 

and earth, which was a theme that informed my video titled – The unity of Man and 

Heaven, Heaven and Humankind as one (chapter 3 - 3.3.1 video1). 

 

III.II Britain - Lake District 

 

My Field trip to the Lake District (Figure 13-Figure 14) enabled me to further explore 

and appreciate how artists such as Ni Zan developed compositions involving lake 

scenery (see chapter 1 - 1.16 Ni Zan). 
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Figure 13. Lake District National Park, Shen Li (2016). 

 

 
Figure 14. Lake District National Park, Shen Li (2016). 
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Whilst there I was constantly exposed to ambiguous shadowy reflections made up of 

forests, fields and mountains, separated by hidden horizons that became part of my 

video creative practice. I wrote more on this in my chapter 3. 

 

III.III Japan - the Yakushiji Temple and the Ryoanji Zen Garden 

 

Through studying Ch'an (Zen, in Japanese), which is the “coexistence of Taoism and 

Buddhism” (Grigg and Gaetz, 2012 : 130), I began to realise that Chinese and 

Japanese artists share similar views on the relationship between time and space. My 

visit to Japan in 2013 confirmed this. 

 

The Yakushiji Temple and the Ryoanji Zen Garden (Figure 15-Figure 16), both 

perfectly express, in their different ways, Taoist ideas concerning harmony between 

heaven-earth-man. The Ryoanji Zen garden poetically illustrates the harmony 

between heaven and earth through the creative juxtaposition of natural elements such 

as raked sand and stone. It is Japan's most famous "hiraniwa" garden, which is defind 

as a flat garden style based on harmonising the principles of Japanese Zen (Chan in 

Chinese). Whilst architecturally very different, the Yakushiji Temple displays a 

similar cosmic harmonisation via an uncompromising sense of symmetry.  

 

 Both of these buildings achieve balanced harmony with their surrounding 

environment and seeing them enabled me to better understand the Taoist concept of 

‘bland’ (see Chapter 3 - 3.3 Theme 3 – the Concept of "Blandness"). Here blandness 

refers to simplicity and harmony akin to Lao Tzu’s belief that “True art seems artless” 

(Tao Te Ching, Chapter 45 : 28). For more on this see my treatise chapter 1 - 1.18 

Bada Shanren (1626-1705 C.E.) - Action without Action. 
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Figure 15. Yakushiji Temple  and the Ryoanji Zen Garden (rbelow), Shen Li (2013). 

 

 
Figure 16. Yakushiji Temple (left) and the Ryoanji Zen Garden (right), Shen Li (2013). 
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III.IV Art Basel events in Miami in 2014 

 

I am including Art Basel, Miami (2014) as an indicative example of the many visits 

that I made to museums, galleries and art fairs in order to study contemporary art that 

I felt had affinities with aesthetic practices that I wish to develop in my art. 

 

One of the underlying objects that motivated my research was to find ways to relocate 

classical Chinese aesthetics into a contemporary cross-cultural context. Art Basel, 

Miami enabled me to see a large cross-section of contemporary work, but the artists 

that particularly interested me were Sol LeWitt (1928-2007), Carel Balth (born 1939), 

and Jesus Soto (1923-2005). In their work I sensed concerns that resonated with 

Taoist ideas concerning absence and presence, emptiness and fullness. For example, 

Soto’s juxtaposition of solid and void and the way in which his work encourages the 

viewer to participate in its spatial configuration and by so doing blur the relationship 

between absence and presence (Figure 17). This work inspired me to re-interpret the 

concept of audience participation in environmental installations in a video titled 

“Emptiness, Replacing the image with Sound" (chapter 3 - 3.5.2 Video 2). 

 

  
Figure 17. Gran Virtual Amarillo, Jesus Soto (2000), 204x302x15cm. 
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III.V Nature and Landscape 

 

In the modern world finding a wilderness landscape is increasingly difficult, without 

going to the most remote places on earth. Therefore, I chose the relationship between 

the sea and the sky as my metaphor for unbound nature and the Taoist principle of the 

void that contains everything. When the sky blends with the sea and visa versa it 

expresses the dialectic concept of "everything on earth is of the same body" and 

"nihility is the origin", both of which perfectly express Chinese Taoist aesthetics (Pan, 

Zhichang, On Sino-western Comparative Aesthetics, 2000 : 316). Hence, the 

unadulterated skyline or horizon became the metaphor that I used in my artistic 

practice. I pursued this metaphor by visiting seascapes seen form both land and sea 

and recorded my experiences via drawings, photographs and videos. As the following 

figure shows how I recorded my experiences via drawings by visiting seascapes:  
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Shen Li (2012) 7 sketches by about the sea she saw in real life. Pencil and pen in white A4 paper. 

 

III.VI Calligraphic Script 

 

In addition to the visual research conducted via drawings, photographs and videos, I 

also became increasingly conscious of the significant way in which calligraphic script 

has shaped Chinese thinking concerned with nature, aesthetics and intellectual 

processes in general. The studies that I carried out in this area enabled me to develop 

a different way of thinking about video in terms of the geometry of space and time in 

a temporal context. 

 

The following are examples of Chinese calligraphic images relating to natural 

phenomena such as ‘sunrise’, ‘sky’, ‘day’, and ‘heaven’. The geometry associated 

with these characters helped to provide the underlying structures for my videos 

concerned with the themes: (1) Scatter Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape 

painting; (2) Melancholia and Longing; (3) The concept of “Blandness”; (4) Absence 

and Presence - Empty and Full; (5) Infinity and the Taoist Void. 

 

All the following examples (Figure 18-Figure 21) are taken from: Chineasy: The New 

Way to Read Chinese (2014), ShaoLan Hsueh (Author), Noma Bar (Illustrator). 
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Figure 18. Noma Bar, 日出 represents the sun (日) rising over the mountains 出. 

 

 
Figure 19. Noma Bar, 一 (one) and 大 (big) and consists of a man opening his arms wide (大) and 

standing beneath the sky (一). 
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Figure 20. Noma Bar, 白 (white) and 天 (day) together! 白天 means daytime. 

 

 
Figure 21. Noma Bar, 天 Heaven 人 Man = immortal. 
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Chapter 1: Taoism in Chinese Traditional Landscape Painting  

 

Chinese Traditional Landscape Painting - From the earliest examples of Chinese 

landscape painting (500 - 201 B.C.E.) to the Qing (Ch’ing) Dynasty (1644 - 1912 

C.E.)  

 

Introduction to Chapter 1 

 

China’s natural landscape is bounded by mountains and crossed by the Yellow and 

the Yangtze River. It plays a consequential role in shaping Chinese characteristics and 

its art. In Fong’s book Beyond Representation: Chinese Painting and Calligraphy 

(1992 : 71), he pointed out that the sparsely inhabited mountains were considered to 

be spiritual sanctuaries by the ancient Chinese, where moral values could be 

cultivated and harmony with nature recuperated. The quintessential reflection of the 

spiritual relationship with this landscape is found in ancient Chinese landscape. From 

antiquity the Chinese interpreted the landscape of steep mountains and misty valleys 

as an earthly manifestation of paradise and the heavenly habitat of celestial beings. In 

this context, Chinese traditional culture, and landscape art in particular, developed a 

spiritual relationship between heaven, earth and humankind. In contrast to the popular 

view of western painters, Chinese artists did not consider nature as an object but 

rather a totality, with which they empathised and worshiped. Taoism’s most important 

book – Tao Te Ching (Chinese pronunciation: Dao De Jing, 600 - 501 B.C.E.), Lao 

Tzu (Chinese pronunciation: Lao Zi, 600 - 401 B.C.E.) considered nature to be the 

ultimate force: 

 

“Human governed by earth; earth governed by heaven; heaven governed by Tao (the 

way), Tao ultimately governed by the nature”. (Tao Te Ching, chapter 25 : 18).   

 

Chinese painting is embodied in the idea that, remote mountains and running streams 

were the traces of its thinking process which I exemplify in this chapter. Moreover, 

the 17th century Germany philosopher Leibniz used the words Naturliche Theologie 

(nature theology) to describe this unique Chinese attitude towards nature. The 

following figures attempt to show the relationship between heaven, earth and human 

exemplified by Taoism:  
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The relationship of heaven-earth-man achieves a balanced harmony that forms an organic wholeness. 

 

In this context chapter 1 seeks to examine how Taoist culture and the Chinese 

landscape fused together based on Taoist principles concerned with the harmonic 

fusion of heaven-earth-man. 

 

1.1 The first mentions of Taoism (1034 B.C.E) 

 

Taoism emerges with the Tao Te Ching (Chinese: 道德经, Book of the Way and its 

Virtue), which is attributed to Lao Tzu, the 6th century BC philosopher/poet. 

According to Mayor and Micozzi’s  book Energy Medicine East and West: A Natural 

History of Qi (2011 : 88), the Tao Te Ching had a close cultural connection to the I 

Ching (Chinese: 易经, Yi Jing or Book of Changes, produced around 1034 B.C.E., 

author unknown), in the sense that the inheritance and development of the Tao Te 

Ching came from the I Ching.  

 

The I Ching (Yi Jing) first mentions Taoism, when it describes the power and order of 

the universe according to Taoist philosophy. In The Magician's I Ching (2014 : 21), 

Swami Nisarg states that "I Ching expresses the phenomenon of unity, emptiness and 
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reality rather than individual material and image. It also represents the order of the 

universe and the Tao or ‘Way’ of living dynamically." 

 

The I Ching affirms the natural order between Man and nature. Man and nature are 

mutually inclusive instead of being thought of as exclusive. The I Ching proposes that 

the whole world is an organic entity based on Yin and Yang which is both opposite 

and complementary. Only under the prerequisite of communication, understanding, 

cooperation, balance and unity of both parties can things develop smoothly. 

According to Little and Eichman (2000) in their book Taoism and the Arts of China, 

Yin and Yang are interdependent opposite forces that determine natural flow and 

circulation, which must be balanced for reasons of natural harmony. This worldview 

is based on the belief that everything consists of Yin and Yang, as exemplified by 

binary opposites such as bitter and sweet, hot and cold, which then gave rise to the 

notion that these opposites were produced from a singular force and hence the “one 

produced two” (Verse 42 of the Tao Te Ching, 600 - 501 B.C.E.). As the following 

figures show Yin and Yang gave birth to the idea of polarity and that everything in 

nature is shaped by this polarity:  
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Everything in nature conforms to the principle of Yin and Yang. 

 

The binary opposites that are illustrated in the above diagram are an attempt to 

visualise the so called ‘real world’ and as  Cupchik, G.C. (2016 : 272) pointed out, in 

an aesthetic sense, the imaginary world is comparative to the real world. The image 

world reflects the real world and the essence of the real world can be depicted using 

aesthetic methods. Further more, Herdt, J.A. indicated in a 1997 study (p. 82), this 

understanding of aesthetics requires the artist to present the features of the real world 

using an image world. This philosophy of aesthetics is closely related to the 

exploration of the real world. According to Davies, S. et al. (2009 : 189), Chinese 

aesthetics requires the artist to observe the unanimity between creatures as in Human 

Being or Animals and the natural world, which is full of living things. The real world 

consists of both human and other creatures and hence they should be in harmony with 
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one another. Redmond, G. (2017 : 338) has also shown that the I Ching can also be 

read as a philosophical book on aesthetics, concerned with the relationship between 

the human and the natural world. University Professor of Chicago, Saussy, H. (1993) 

discovered that since two thousand years ago, the Chinese aesthetic concept of 

harmony between the human and the natural world has been researched and compiled 

in pictorial and textual form. One of the ways in which this was carried out was 

through incorporating the complementary idea of Yin and Yang, separation and 

interdependency, into landscape painting. 

 

1.2 The most important book on Taoism - “Tao Te Ching” (600 - 501 B.C.E.) 

 

Taoism underpins ancient Chinese Philosophy. Tao refers to the Way, which is a term 

used to encapsulate the workings of the universe and elaborates the harmony between 

man and nature from the perspective of philosophy. (Shen, 1994) The Tao Te Ching 

contextualises the relationship between Tao and nature as: “The Tao produced One; 

One produced Two; Two produced Three; Three produced All things.” (Verse 42 of 

the Tao Te Ching, 600 - 501 B.C.E.). The following Figure 22 illustrates the 

dominance of the Tao.  
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Figure 22. Tao as the inclusive force of nature 

 

Lao Tzu composed Tao Te Ching in order to describe the highest state of Tao, which 

is the imitation of earth by Man, the imitation of heaven by earth, the imitation of Tao 

by heaven and the imitation of nature by Tao. (Kaltenmark, 1969 : 24). There is a 

discussion in the Tao Te Ching that highlights Lao Tzu’s views regarding a preference 

for having no fixed direction and the importance of trusting intuition. 

 

“A good traveller has no fixed plans and is not intent upon arriving. 

A good artist lets his intuition lead him wherever it wants.” - (Chapter 27 : 19) 

 

Therefore, searching for the truth or the Tao is not only the goal but the process as 

well. The pictorial subject, for example, is rarely directly depicted in Chinese 

landscape painting. The viewer is instead encouraged to intuitively wander through 

the visual metaphors and poetic references contained within the painting. This 

approach to painting is reinforced by Lao Tzu when he describes the concept of “the 

greatest art”: 
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“The path into the light seems dark, 

the path forward seems to go back, 

the direct path seems long, 

true power seems weak, 

true purity seems tarnished, 

true steadfastness seems changeable, 

true clarity seems obscure, 

the greatest art seems unsophisticated, 

the greatest love seems indifferent, 

the greatest wisdom seems childish. 

The Tao (Dao) is nowhere to be found. 

Yet it nourishes and completes all things.” - (Chapter 41 : 20) 

 

This passage stresses the importance of binary and complementary truths and Chinese 

artist’s pursued this theme through Yin and Yang, directly related to crucial 

philosophical principles shaped Taoism. You can find more on this topic in chapter 2 

Theme 4 - Absence and Presence; Empty and Full. 

 

1.3 The earliest landscape representations in China (500 - 201 B.C.E.) 

 

The earliest existing Chinese representations of landscape date back to at least the 

Late Chou period (500 - 201 B.C.E.). Most of these occur on cast metal objects such 

as bronze mirrors and inlaid bronze vessels and depict stylized trees and mountains 

(Gu, S., 2011 : 91). A unique example of a semi pictorial technique is to be found in 

the representation of trees incised on a thin-shelled bronze ewer reputedly from 

Ch'ang Sha in South China (Figure 23).  
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Figure 23. Artist unknown (fifth-third centuries B.C.E) Figures in a landscape. Incised bronze. 
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Details of Figure 23 

 

The succeeding Han Dynasty (206 B.C.E. - 220 C.E) was a time of great development 

in figure and space representation, but the portrayal of landscape remained in a 

secondary position, predominately used as a setting for the dominant figures. For 

example, Figure 24 presents a mountain that idiomatically separates two 

disproportionately large figures (Lee, 1962) 

 

 
Figure 24. Artist unknown (206 B.C.E.-220 C.E) Figures in a landscape (detail). Tomb Title, with 

stamped designs. 
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Figure 25. Human and animal from evolves from simple to complex in the earliest Chinese landscape 

representations 

 

These two above examples show the simple to complex evolution of human and 

animal form and yet can be viewed as simple and honest representations, which evoke 

Lao Tzu’s belief that “the greatest art seems unsophisticated” (Tao Te Ching, Chapter 

41 : 26); “True art seems artless” (Tao Te Ching, Chapter 45 : 28); “Strong voice 

appears gentle” (Quoted in Robinson, 2014, A Spiritual Guide to Tai Chi...and Life: 

The Tao Te Ching through the eyes of a Tai Chi Master : 173). Concepts such as these 

had a very profound effect on the aesthetic principles employed by later generations 

of Chinese landscape painters. More on this topic can be found on Chapter 2, Theme 

3 – The Concept of "Blandness", page 117. 

 

1.4 Zhuang Zi (Chuang-Tzu, 314-275 B.C.E.)  

 

The concept that the unity between man and heaven is facilitated by following the 

Tao, the origin of everything, came via the teachings of Zhuang Zi (literally Master 

Zhuang), made a major contribution to Taoist philosophy and the teachings of Lao 

Tzu (Liu, H., 2017 : 111), as some of the following quotations show: 

 

Robert Allinson in his book Chuang-Tzu for Spiritual Transformation: An Analysis of 

the Inner Chapters (1989 : 135) argues many of Tzu’s philosophical sayings lead to a 

Simple	Figures Complex	Figures
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highly sophisticated sense of selflessness and natural beauty. Kim-Chong Chong in 

his book Zhuangzi's Critique of the Confucians: Blinded by the Human (2016 : 15) 

mentioned that the making of all things is equal and human was born at the same time 

as heaven and earth which is part of everything. German-American psychologist 

Hugo Münsterberg in his book The landscape painting of China and Japan (1955) 

argues when one reaches an extreme aesthetic state of mind, thoughts become 

synchronized with nature and one constructively forgets everything. The philosopher 

Zhuang Zi (476–221 BC) emphasized that one could achieve harmony with people 

when one understands how to achieve ultimate harmony with heaven (Höchsmann, 

Yang and Zhuang Zi. 2016).  

 

At the same time, Zhuang Zi's philosophical perspective embodies the idea that 

Taoism advocates the concept of being one with heaven and earth and being one with 

all Creatures (Radhakrishnan, S. and Raju, P.T. 1960 : 197). Zhuang Zi put forward 

the theory of Zuowang (Sitting and Forgetting), which became a classic Taoist 

meditation technique (Kohn, 2010 : 1308). The objective of this form of meditation is 

to abandon one’s personal body and personal concerns and attempt to integrate with 

the universal Tao. An example of this is Zhuang Zi’s story concerning a painting 

lesson given to the King Yuan of Zhou (476–469 B.C.E. the twenty-seventh king of 

the Chinese Zhou Dynasty): "All the artists had come; they bowed and remained 

standing, licking their brushes and preparing the ink. Half were still outside. One 

artist came late, sauntering in. He made the usual bow, but did not join the others in 

line and went straight inside. The king asked someone to see what he was doing. He 

had stripped off his gown and was seated bare-bodied. ‘There's a true painter!’ said 

the king.”. Therefore, “chieh-yi pan-p'o (seated unbuttoned)” was later used to 

describe the artist's untrammelled working status. (Lin, Y., 1967 : 22). 

 

In particular Zhuangzi mentioned that the Tao is constantly changing (Perkins, D., 

2013 : 270) and wise people will agree with the philosophy of "Action without Action” 

- harmony with nature achieved through non-interference with the operations of the 

universe (Cai, Zhuangzi. and Bruya, 1992) therefore ancient Chinese artists made 

visual art based on philosophical ideas inspired by nature (Tao), ancient myth and 
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poetry (for more on the link of poetry and painting in Chinese painting see Jonathan 

Chaves’s treatise The Chinese Painter as Poet2, 2000 : 146). They did not offer a 

clear definition of the aesthetics principles or the practices that gave rise to Chinese 

art, which could be both diverse and flexible in nature (Dissanayake, 2012). In some 

cases an attitude towards making art rather than a detailed description concerning a 

particular method sufficed to express an aesthetic viewpoint.  

 

1.5 A significant transmutation in Chinese aesthetics (220-589 C.E.) 

 

In the latter years of the Han dynasty (206 B.C.E – 220 C.E.), intellectuals became 

increasingly involved with the art of painting. By the time of the succeeding Six 

Dynasties period (or Wei Jin Southern and Northern Dynasties 220 - 589 C.E.), it was 

relatively common for the cultural elite to participate in painting and share the art 

form with other professional craft painters. The participation of the cultural elite 

encouraged intellectual discussion concerning the art of painting, which in turn led to 

the development of theories relating to its practice. The earliest Taoist art appeared in 

the Six Dynasties period (Little and Eichman, 2000 : 18). Despite being a period of 

turmoil, both politically and socially, the Six Dynasties period also displayed richness 

and vitality in art and literature.  

 

Many of the cultural concepts that emerged during the Wei-Jin period (220 - 420 

C.E.) had a far-reaching influence on cultural developments in subsequent historical 

periods. During this period, for the first time, Chinese literati developed a strong 

interest in aesthetics (Cai, 2004). The Six Dynasties period as a whole witnessed a 

paradigm shift in Chinese aesthetics, underpinned by Taoism, Confucianism and 

Buddhism. These belief systems formed the cultural roots that gave China its 

distinctive identity (Cai, 2004). Chinese aesthetic principles formed during this period 

influenced various artistic activities such as poetry, painting, calligraphy, architecture, 

etc. (Li and Samei, 2010, Summary). 

                                                
2 Jonathan Chaves in his book The Chinese Painter As Poet argues since the literati painters of the Song Dynasty, 

the harmonious integration of painting, poetry and calligraphy has become one of the important achievements of 

Chinese art. Chinese literati who is disappointed and feel sad of the politics and society express the longing of 

peace and freedom through painting. 
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1.5.1 Theories concerning Landscape Painting 

 

Despite his early death, Wang Bi (226-249 CE) was one of the most important 

interpreters of Chinese classical texts such as the Tao Te Ching and the I Ching. He 

believed that a landscape painting should not only seek to achieve the homogeneity of 

nature’s outer forms, but additionally it should reveal the numinous spirit (ling 灵), 

the innermost spirit of nature (Cai, 2004). In the Epitaph of Yu Liang, the poet Sun 

Chuo (314 - 371 C.E. Eastern Jin Dynasty) proposed that in order to see natures inner 

spirit you had "...to admire the natural scenery with an extraordinary refined mind". 

(Wang, Yongliang, 2007 : 91). Ideas such as these influenced early landscape painters 

by encouraging them to engage in reflective thoughts whilst painting. For example, 

the concept of "cleaning mind to appreciate landscape" and "landscape expresses the 

Taoism by its shape", as proposed by Zong Bing (375 - 443 C.E.), were both typical 

Taoist ideas (Li, Beilei, 2006 : 67). Despite failing to predict the popularity of literati 

painting in later generation, Zong Bing (375 - 444 C.E, Chinese artist and musician) 

explicitly pointed out that "paintings should manifest the spirit of man". (Wang, 

Yongliang, 2007 : 91). More examples are included in the section on landscape 

paintings in chapter 2. 

 

1.6 Gu Kaizhi (345-406 C.E.) - A pioneering theorist on Painting 

 

Gu Kaizhi was a self-conscious practitioner and pioneering theorist of Chinese 

painting. He wrote three famous books on painting theory as follows: On painting; 

Introduction to Famous Paintings of the Wei and Jin Dynasties; and Painting Yuntai 

Mountain. In these books, he suggested, for the first time, the theory of 

"communication of the individual" and promoted the idea that the deciding factor 

concerning “good painting” was its capacity of "communicating the soul". In On 

painting (Chinese: 画论) he said: 

 

"The beauty of shape; the dimension of body; the shade of Yin and Yang, the line of 

sketch; all are common features of the nature world. The sprite and rhythm however 

are in the mind. If the hands can represent the eyes of a painter, the reward of 
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communication is beyond comprehension." (Author translation. Quoted in Zhang3. 

Notes of Past Famous Paintings, Chinese: 历代名画记 Lidai minghuaji. scroll 5). 

 

Gu Kaizhi practiced simplicity in his own paintings. Whilst the communication of the 

spirit of the landscape was his primary goal, Gu nevertheless insisted that this could 

only be achieved by studying nature and closely observing its shapes and processes. 

Therefore, he considered it was necessary to study the beauty of shape, bodily 

dimensions, the shape of Yin and Yang, and the importance of line. (for more on this 

see Zhaoming Qian’s treatise The Modernist Response to Chinese Art, 2003) The 

Goddess of Luo by Gu (Figure 26), not only explores the beauty of nature but also 

seeks to express human emotions. Its mythopoetic theme centres on an irrational tale 

of love between a Goddess and a mortal4. 

 

 
Figure 26. Gu Kaizhi (345-406 C.E.) The Goddess of Luo. Section of a scroll painting. 

 

 
Details of Figure 26. Left side: The Goddess of the Luo 

 
                                                

3 Zhang, Yanyuan (815- 877 C.E.) was a Chinese art historian, scholar, calligrapher and painter of the late Tang 

Dynasty. His book Notes of Past Famous Paintings, Chinese: 历代名画记 Lidai minghuaji (compiled in 847 C.E.) 

is a general arts book, about the famous historical paintings. 
4 Gu Kaizhi's painting depicted a scene from "The Goddess of the Luo" by the famous writer Cao Zhi who wrote 

during the period of Three Kingdoms (220–280 C.E.). In the composition, Cao depicts a poignant and touching 

love story between a mortal (himself) and a goddess with gorgeous writing style that enchanting the literati. 
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Gu creates a dream-like scene in which mortals, immortals and the sun and the moon 

coexist side by side. Had the scene been more realistic instead of dream-like, the 

painting would have violated the spirit of the poem. The depiction of Gu’s painting is 

both "fantastic" and "irrational", whilst also appearing "continuous" and yet 

"discontinuous" (Zhang, Anzhi. 2002 : 41). 

 

1.7 Zhan Ziqian (545 - 618 C.E.) – He was the first person to paint in the true 

style of Shan Shui (landscape painting) 

 

Zhan Ziqian was a natural successor to Gu Kaizhi. Before Zhan Ziqian, landscape 

painting had not been developed into an independent style of painting. The Xuanhe 

haupu, a treatise on painting produced during the Song dynasty (1119 - 1125) for 

Emperor Huizong (Chinese: 宋徽宗), said that Zhan Ziqian had a “a special talent of 

creating distance and space within a few inches of paintings” (Theobald, 2018, 

[online]). In so doing he was recognized as a master of pictorial space, who expressed 

the beauty and rhythm found in natural landscapes. His work promoted the idea that 

landscape itself could be the subject of art. As a result he is considered to be the first 

person painting in the true Shan Shui (山水); style, which was the name given to pure 

landscape painting. Shan Shui literally means "mountain-water" and refers to the 

brush and ink technique used in traditional Chinese painting to depict scenery or 

natural landscapes.  

 

Spring Outing (Figure 27) is the only piece by Zhan Ziqian to have survived and is 

thought to be the earliest Chinese scroll painting to have survived. Therefore, it is also 

the first true landscape painting known to us.  
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Figure 27. Zhan Ziqian (581-618 C.E.) Spring outing. 43cmx80.5cm scroll, ink and colour in silk, 

attributed to, collected by Beijing Palace Museum. 

 

On the upper right corner the picture the painter wrote "Spring Outing by Zhan 

Ziqian". (Detail of Figure 27) 

 

 
Detail of Figure 27, "Spring Outing by Zhan Ziqian" 

 

Subsequent collectors and connoisseurs added their own seals and inscriptions. For 

example, as the following figure shows, the painting exhibits the imperial seal of 

Huizong emperor of the Song Dynasty, inscriptions by Qianlong emperor of the Qing 

Dynasty and the seals of various other imperial courts and collectors: 
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Detail of Figure 27, Seals and inscriptions and Inscriptions by Qianlong emperor of the Qing Dynasty 

 

Paintings such as this one transformed landscape painting into an independent style 

(Shan Shui) in which the landscape was the subject and not just a background for 

human interaction. Shan Shui became highly regarded for its ability to depict majestic 

natural scenes such as vast mountains, rivers and valleys within a relatively minuscule 

pictorial space. In so doing it became associated with both micro and macro-cosmic 

principles, especially those associated with the theory of Yin and Yang, the duality of 

opposite interactions that was thought to govern all natural phenomena. (Zhang et al., 

1964). The following figure shows the relationship between humans and Shan Shui, 

which relates to Yin and Yang in a cultural context (Figure 28): 

 



 46 

 
Figure 28. ‘Yin Yang’ and ‘Shan Shui’. ‘Shan’ and ‘Shui’ denotes two common elements associated 

with “mountain and water”. 

 

Wangchuan Villa (Figure 29) by the poet and landscape painter Wang Wei (698-759 

C.E.), adds an architectural element to the theme of mountain and water. 
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Figure 29. Copy After5 Wang Wei's "Wangchuan Villa" (Detail of Figure 30, below). Handscroll. 

 
                                                

5 Wang’s original  
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Concepts associated with Yin and Yang dominate Chinese aesthetics and Chinese art 

history. The majority of Chinese artists developed a sophisticated understanding of its 

principles and applied them to aesthetic theory in painting, poetry, sculpture, 

architecture and especially landscape painting. Landscape artists, in particular, 

searched for the aesthetic forms that would enable them to depict an idealized 

spiritual harmony between man and nature (De Bary et al., 1999). I exemplified more 

on this topic in my later thesis content 1.14.1 Heaven and Humankind as One. 
 

1.8 Wang Wei (698-759 C.E.) - a Poet and Landscape Painter 

 

Wang Wei was a Tang dynasty government official, who was also an ardent Buddhist, 

Taoist, poet, musician and painter. As both a poet and a painter, he was uniquely able 

to combine both mediums by merging calligraphic poems and landscape scenes into a 

single artwork. 

 

As Pauline Yu mentions, Wang Wei unifies visual detail with verbal expression, thus 

enhancing both. Firmament and earth appear to merge in the “aperture of his poem” 

(Pauline Yu, 1980 : 155). For more on this see Wang Wei’s poem Deer Encounter (or 

Deer Fence, Chinese: 鹿柴): 

 

“Hills are empty, no man is seen, 

Yet the sound of people's voices is heard. 

Light is cast into the deep forest, 

And shines again on green moss.” 

- Deer Encounter by Wang Wei. Translation of this poem by Octavio Paz, 1974. 

Quoted in Wang Wei: an Homage To. Edited by Elizabeth, J. and Ward,  L. 2008 : 

48. 
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The content of this poem can be found in his painting Wangchuan6 Villa (辋川图), 

only known to us only through painted or engraved-on-stone copies of a much later 

date (Figure 30 and details).  

 

 
Figure 30. Copy After Wang Wei's "Wangchuan Villa". Artist: Guo Zhongshu (977 C.E.), Song 

dynasty. Handscroll, ink and colors on silk, 29 x 490.4 cm. 

 

                                                
6 Toward the end of his life Wang Wei became disillusioned; further saddened by the death of his wife and mother, 

he withdrew to his country villa at the Wangchuan (辋川 “Wheel River”), to study Buddhist scripture, many of 

his best poems were inspired by the local landscape. 



 50 

 
Details of Figure 30 which depicts the scenic spots vividly described in his poetry Deer Encounter (or 

Deer Fence, Chinese: 鹿柴). 
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Wang Wei was a highly descriptive painter and was amongst the first to connect 

poetry and painting. The poems written by him laid the foundation for the merging of 

poetry and painting in the later ancient Chinese landscape paintings.  

 

Wang Wei wrote a short treatise called On painting. In this treatise he pointed out that 

the real purpose of a landscape painting is to express one's feelings about nature rather 

than drawing topographic maps. To a capable artist, the entire universe can be 

recreated by a small brush and when confronted by nature there should be the 

following feeling: “My spirit soars when I see the autumn clouds, and my thought 

flies with the arrival of the spring wind”. (Anzhi Zhang, 2002 : 45) Wang Wei’s essay 

has exercised great influence on later generations of landscapists in later ages. 

 

1.9 Jing Hao (Ching Hao, 855 - 915 C.E.) – Associated with the Now Typical 

Landscape Art of China  

 

Jing Hao (Ching Hao) is another artist associated with the great period of Chinese 

landscape art. At the end of the Tang Dynasty he retreated to the Hong Gu Valley of 

Taihang Mountain and therefore called himself Hong Gu Zi (Zi, literally Master of 

Hong Gu). He is also known by his art name Haoran. His paintings inherited the 

traditional brush and ink skills developed in the Tang Dynasty. Lushan Mountain 

(Figure 31) is an exalted but carefully balanced composition that uses a combination 

of remote depth and remote horizon perspectives to depict the awe-inspiring views of 

Lushan Mountain.  
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Figure 31. Jing Hao (855-915 C.E.) Lushan Mountain. 185.8cmx106.8cm, collection by Taipei Palace 

Museum. 
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Jing emphasized the magnificence of the remote peaks whilst also making the viewer 

aware of those who inhabited the land below the mountain. As the following scroll 

shows houses and fishing boats indicate human existence: 
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Details of Figure 31. Houses indicate human inhabited the land below the mountain 
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Jing Hao’s artistic styles laid the foundation for later Chinese traditional ink 

landscape painting. As Chinese writer Wucius Wong (1936, age 82 years) in his book 

The Tao of Chinese Landscape Painting: Principles & Methods (1991 : 79-90) points 

out, Wong’s mountains appear separated and yet harmoniously together, the 

mountains are vividly represented using a vertical scroll format, which is regarded as 

a model for Chinese landscape painting. 

 

With regard to painting theory Jing Hao made an important contribution. His book 

Brushwork outlined the goals and techniques that should be pursued in excellent 

landscape painting. At the same time, he also suggested six key elements of painting, 

namely "vitality", "rhythm or harmony", "thought", "scenery", "brushwork" and "ink". 

Furthermore, Jing Hao wanted painters to distinguish between "likeness" and 

"reality". "Likeness" means no more than an outward or superficial resemblance, 

whilst "reality," is something that the artists should pursue, because it is the "essence" 

of the "inner life"7 . For more on the conceptual influences informing traditional 

Chinese painting see Chapter 2, Theme 2 - Melancholia and Longing, page 104. 

 

1.10 The Maturation of Landscape Painting Language (901 - 1500 C.E.) 

 

The characteristics of early landscape painting in China involved an expressionistic 

visual media rather than a realistic one. The maturation of this landscape painting 

language between 901 and 1500 C.E. will now be examined. During this period, 

Chinese traditional landscape painting evolved gradually into terms of graphic 

languages developed from experiencing different types of landscape (For more on this 

see Michael Sullivan's treatise The Birth of Landscape Painting in China, 1962).  

 

1.11 Ju Ran (Chu-jan, 907-960 C.E.) - the Monk-painter 

 

                                                
7 For more on this see Zhang Anzhi’ s treatise, Outline of the History of Chinese Painting Development, Chinese: 

中国画发展史纲要, 2002 : 90. 
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Ju Ran (Chii-jan/Chu-jian) was a Buddhist monk at Kaiyuan Temple in Jiangning. 

Unlike Jing Hao’s formalistic approach, Ran’s strong belief in Buddhism made him 

more concerned with painting as a form of narrative expression. He endeavoured to 

coalesce into his paintings Buddhist and Taoist informed spiritual ideas relating to 

personal enlightenment. His paintings often expressed a sense of searching and a 

contemplative solitude, in keeping with being a Buddhist monk (For more on this see 

treatise Renaissance in China: The Culture and Art of the Song Dynasty, 907-1279 

written by Yuheng Bao et al., 2006). Ju Ran’s landscape painting Asking for Direction 

in an Autumn Mountain (or Seeking the Tao in Autumn Mountains. Chinese: 秋山问

道图).  (Figure 32) is an example of this.  
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Figure 32. Ju Ran (907-960 C.E.) Asking for Direction in an Autumn Mountain. 165.2cmx77.2cm, 

collected by Taipei Palace Museum. 
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As the title Asking for Direction in an Autumn Mountain implies, not only are the 

almost invisible figures seeking directions, there search is also taking place in a vast 

landscape imbued with the dying spirit of Autumn. Through an understanding of the 

spiritual journey associated with Asking for Direction in an Autumn Mountain we 

may begin to understand how Chinese landscape artists attempted to find their own 

pictorial direction through embedding the Tao into Chinese painting. As the following 

figure shows this painting has no infinite horizon and yet one of its main themes is 

seeking the Tao (Direction), and as the title suggests, the mountains partially 

concealed snaking path leads to a place of contemplation and infinite wisdom, the Tao 

(Direction): 

 

 
Detail of Figure 32. The snaking path highlighted by the author. 

 

Ran’s paintings made people feel vulnerable and isolated from society and reality in 

general. Art historian Osvald Sirén (1879 - 1966) in his book Chinese Painting: 



 59 

leading masters and principles (1956 : 62) argues Asking for Direction in an Autumn 

Mountain seems to have been a more important and mature product of Ju Ran's 

genius. This painting represents the unique style of Ju Ran. As the following figure 

shows the mountains are like agglomerated humps accompanied by long hemp-fibre 

wrinkles and the painter used the abundance of brushstrokes to sketch some dark 

spots and the whole picture presents a deep sense of tranquillity:  
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Details of Figure 32. The mountains are like agglomerated humps with long hemp-fibre wrinkles and 

the abundance of dark spots. 



 61 

 

Ju Ran's paintings encourage the viewer to be concerned with the universe in his heart 

and mind and not so much with the materialist world at large8. This was a concept that 

influenced the romantic landscape painters of later periods. As the Tao Te Ching 

opens with the lines, “The Tao that can be told/is not the eternal Tao” – the true Tao is 

beyond the power of speech to signify, which laid the foundation for an implicit and 

indirect Chinese approach to expressive. For more on this topic see Chapter 2 Theme 

3 – The Concept of "Blandness", page 107. 

 

1.12 Fan Kuan (990-1030 C.E.) 

 

In the Northern Song (960-1127 C.E.) period, Chinese landscape painting exemplified 

the following features: the main colours are black and white, which are also the 

colours that are used to reveal Yin and Yang. Instead of painting details, Chinese 

landscape painters tended to simplify complex natural landscapes. They preferred to 

paint general overviews in which there mastery of brush and ink enabled them to 

recreate complex combinations of trees, leaves, hills, waterfalls, rocks and clouds etc. 

(Yu, et. Al, 2003). Traditional Chinese painting was produced using black ink on rice 

paper (Xuan paper).  The nuances produced by mixing water and ink created 

graduated shades and the amorphous outlines sketched by obscure brushstrokes 

conferred depth to the surface of the paper. (Willis, 1987) An example of this type of 

contemplative painting by Chinese landscape painter Fan Kuan’s (990-1030 C.E.) A 

Snowy Scene of Forests in Winter (Chinese: 雪景寒林图) (Figure 33). 

 

                                                
8 For more on this see treatise Taoism and the Arts of China wrote by Stephen Little et al., 2000 : 360. I 

exemplified more on this topic in my later thesis content. 
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Figure 33. Fan Kuan (990-1030 C.E.) A Snowy Scene of Forests in Winter. 160.3*193.5 cm. Housed in 

the Museum of Fine Arts in Tianjin. 

 

In this painting the juxtaposition of principal and auxiliary images, complexity and 

simplicity, heavy and light colours is both variable and dramatic. Dark ink is used to 

delineate the water that forms the lowest section of the painting, whilst slightly lighter 

ink is employed for the sky above. The pervasive fog surrounding the mountains 

suggests the harmonious and unified relationship of solidness and emptiness. These 
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juxtapositions reflect Fan Kuan’s belief in the creative opposites symbolised by Yin 

and Yang, which was his source of artistic inspiration9.  

 

On the other hand, Kuan’s portrayal of mountainous tree clad rocks also creates a 

sense of limitless space that extends beyond the horizon to a spiritual emptiness. 

Ancient Chinese landscapes usually contained elements that implied a continuing 

space beyond a unified foreground, similar to the way in which Chinese gardeners 

introduced actual background scenery into their otherwise formal gardens. We can see 

this concept in another of Kuan’s paintings titled Sitting alone by a stream (Figure 

34).  

 

                                                
9 For more on this see Zhang Anzhi’s treatise, Outline of the History of Chinese Painting Development, Chinese: 

中国画发展史纲要, 2002 : 105. 
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Figure 34. Fan Kuan (990-1030 C.E.) A Sitting alone by a stream. Ink on silk hanging scroll. 

 

From the paintings discussed above I conclude that Chinese landscape painting 

exemplified significant features defined by the principles of Tao characterized by Yin  
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Immovability and Flexibility; The unity of Man and Heaven; Action without Action 

are all characteristics that can be used to understand Taoist aesthetics. The first three 

principles come from the interaction of Yin and Yang, which are both opposite and 

complementary. And the unity of Man and Heaven lies in nature translated by a 

creative extension. Action without action seeks harmony with original nature, 

expressed by means of simplicity and artlessness. These concepts, according to Little 

and Eichman’s book Taoism and the Arts of China (2000 : 360) were used to pursue 

an ethereal aesthetic orientation informed by the principle of diversity and unity; its 

fundamental creative inspiration comes from Taoist philosophies and theories, which 

promote the idea that all things are shaped and act differently, whilst sharing a 

unifying common life force, namely the Tao. I used concepts such as these to 

philosophically underpin my practical research, as discussed in Chapter 3 - 3.3 

Creative Practice, Theme 3: The concept of “Blandness”; 3.4 Creative Practice, 

Theme 4: Absence and Presence - Empty and Full and 3.5 Creative Practice, Theme 5: 

Infinity (the Taoist Void).  

 

1.13 Guo Xi (1020-1090 C.E.) - The Theory of Three Distances or “Three Ways 

of Viewing a Mountain” 
 

In order to exemplify Taoist principles via the portrayal of landscape Chinese 

landscape painters developed a unique form of perspective, which can be defined as 

Scatter Perspective. Scatter perspective means multiple viewpoint perspective, similar 

to cubist picture making. It was designed to reveal these definitions form the 

theoretical basis of Chinese landscape painting: Essence of Meaning and 

Meaninglessness; Simplicity and Complexity; Immovability and Flexibility; The 

unity of Man and Heaven; Action without Action. (Sullivan, 1962) Moreover, British 

historian and sinologist, Joseph Needham also paraphrases this unique form of 

perspective in Chinese painting through his treatise Science and Civilisation in China 

(1971 : 113). He considered that Chinese artists employed "parallel 

perspective/scattered perspective" in order to create a symbolic visual system. Figure 

35 clearly demonstrates the difference between parallel perspective and fixed point 

perspective.  
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Figure 35. Jan Krikke. Illustration of the difference between axonometry. Horizon in (a) Traditional 

Chinese visual art comparing with the same drawing in (b) fixed point perspective. 

 

There is an important literature source concerning the formation of Chinese-style 

perspective. One of the most famous landscape painters of the Northern Song period, 

Guo Xi (1020-1090 C.E.) says in his treatise Lin Quan Gao Zhi (1080 C.E.) that there 

are three kinds of Distance (Three Perspectives) for mountains. Looking up at the 

mountain peak from the foot is Gao Yuan (high distance). Looking at what is behind 

the mountain and in front of the mountain is Shen Yuan (deep distance).  Looking at 

the distant mountains from the near mountains is Ping Yuan (flat distance). The 

colour representation of Gao Yuan is clear and bright, the colour of Shen Yuan is dark 

and gloomy and the colour of Ping Yuan can be either bright or gloomy. Mountains 

are towering from the perspective of Gao Yuan, overlapping from Shen Yuan and 

dimly discernible from Ping Yuan. Figures are clearer from Gao Yuan, in smaller bits 

from Shen Yuan, and lighter from Ping Yuan. The clear ones are not short, the ones in 

small bits are not long, and the light ones are not big. According to Lin Quan Gao 

Zhi, the drawing techniques mainly consists of four categories; viewing angle, color, 

force, as described in the following table: 
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The Chinese three-distance or visual-trinity approach to perspective was not adopted 

by Western culture (Cahill, 1971). Guo Xi’s Early Spring (Figure 36) in the Taipei 

Palace Museum, is a brilliant depiction that uses multiple perspective techniques to 

depict the early spring season when everything is teeming with life, enveloped by a 

thin mist, new leaves and limpid rivers. It has a distinctive composition that is both 

quiet and spacious in artistic conception with bizarre rocks and impressive mountains.  
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Figure 36. Guo Xi (1072 C.E.) Early Spring. Hanging Scroll, Ink and colour on Silk. 158.3 x 108.1cm. 

National Palace Museum, Taipei. 
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Guo Xi used the three perspectives alternatively, with mountains far and near setting 

odd one another amidst a lingering, graceful mist. As Guo Xi said "The painting 

easily generates a sense of ‘remoteness’ - a space is nourishing to the heart of the 

viewers. " (Korea-and-japan.com, 2017) As the following figure shows Early Spring 

(1072) modified by the author to reveal how the theory of three distances is set on the 

composition of Guo Xi's painting: 

 

 
Early Spring (1072) modified by author. Retrieved from national Museum, Taipei (Xi, 1072) 

 

In this painting, instead of simple planar overlaps, Guo Xi portrayed the infinite space 

out of which emerged the staggered islands, by means of his theory concerning “three 

kinds of Distance”10. These three kinds of distance : ‘high distance’ (Gao Yuan); 

‘deep distance’ (Shen Yuan); and ‘horizontal or flat distance’ (Ping Yuan) defined 

                                                
10 “Three kinds of Distance”. The flat/level- distance means looking at the far mountains from the near mountains, 

usually with an intervening plane. The Deep-distance means looking at what is behind or on the mountain. High-

distance means looking up at the top of mountain from the foot. For more on this see Kevin Hsieh’s treatise 

Contextual Perspectives and the Aesthetics of Guo-Xi’s “The Lofty of Ambition of Forests and Streams”, 2009 : 56. 
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Chinese Scatter Perspective, which is characterized by multiple or scattered 

viewpoints that reflect a unique way of understanding Chinese landscape painting, in 

which the scroll format provides unique viewing experiences, akin to ‘moving’ 

dynamically through a landscape (Kleiner, 2009). In short, “three kinds of Distance” 

created a mental space that inspired later generations of Chinese artists who 

contemplated the relationship between people and environment (Zhang and Li, 1992: 

111). I wrote more on this topic in my thesis chapter 2 Theme 1 - Scatter Perspective 

in Chinese traditional landscape painting and inspired my art making of Theme 1 

Video 1 - Visual Trinity: High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance in chapter 3. 

 

1.14 The Unity of Man and Heaven - Wang Ximeng (1096 - 1119 C.E.) 

 

In the early Song Dynasty, ancient Chinese artists went into the wilderness to escape 

political strife and the hustle and bustle of society, most of them were concerned with 

finding peaceful solitude and freedom (Journal of Fine Arts, 1971 : 786). They 

cultivated the virtues of self-awareness in response to political setbacks or 

professional disappointment and searched for a literati identity based on poetry, 

calligraphy and a new style of painting. These scholars created the context for 

landscape painting in the Shan Shui style (Chinese: 山水, ‘mountain-water’), which 

become a symbol of their character and spirit. These artists hoped to reveal the inner 

harmony between man and nature, inspired by Taoist concepts. One of the most 

famous artists of this period was Wang Ximeng (1096 - 1119 C.E.) who was a 

Chinese painter during the late Northern Song Dynasty, in the early twelfth century. 

He suffered under the politically indifferent rule of Emperor Huizong (Chinese: 宋徽

宗, 1100-1125 C.E.). In this period, the Jurchens invaded the Song capital Kaifeng 

and advocate a re-conquest of the north. Within this political background, Wang 

Ximeng completed his only surviving work which is a long scroll of 11.9 meters (39 

feet), called A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains (Chinese: 千里江山) (Figure 37-

Figure 39). It was completed by Wang at the age of 18 in 1113 C.E. (He died only a 

few years later at the age of 23). It is one of the largest paintings in Chinese history 

and is described as one of the greatest works in the history of Chinese art. This 

painting is a permanent collection of the Palace Museum in Beijing. 
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 The photo shows tourists are watching A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains in the Palace Museum 

in Beijing. As originally meant to be viewed, right-to-left. Painting Length: 11.9 meters (39 feet). 

 

 
Figure 37. Wang, X. (1113 C.E.). A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains. Color on silk. Palace 

Museum, Beijing.  
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Figure 38. A section of A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains section. 

 
Figure 39. A section of A Thousand Li of Rivers and Mountains section. 

 

This work is an idealised depiction of nature and unlike the work of its 

contemporaries it used colour to evoke emotions associated with the realm of perfect 

beauty. For more on the topic of expressing the emotional moment see chapter 2 

Theme 2 - Melancholia and Longing and art works detailed in chapter 3 - 3.2.1 video 

1 - Horizon of Poetry (page 147). Another important feature of A Thousand Li of 

Rivers and Mountains is the way in which it manifests the ternary relationship 

between heaven-earth-man. In the scrolls 11.9 meters there is only one human 

reference and this gives the composition a sense of natural magnitude aligned with an 

eerie stillness. Figure 38 depicts a little house by a lake with a human in a boat, both 

of which are almost invisibly situated within a vast mountain landscape. 
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Details of Figure 38. Tiny human, boats and little houses quietly situated in the vast mountain and 

water landscape. 

 

In the Song Dynasty, diminished human presence became the norm, because man was 

considered to be a small part of nature.  Quite often human presence was only 

indirectly indicate via the depiction of houses, boats or pathways, the smallness of 

which was deigned to emphasis the magnitude of the mountainous landscape in which 

they were situated. The philosophy that underpins A Thousand Li of Rivers and 

Mountains, pays homage to the majesty of the natural world via awe-inspiring 

panoramas wherein man is a tiny part. This juxtaposition relates closely to Daoist 

ideals concerning harmony between man and nature. In Wang Ximeng’s period, the 

emphasis was placed on the spiritual qualities of the painting and on the ability of 

artists to reveal the inner harmony of man and nature, as perceived according to 

Daoist concepts.  

 

1.14.1 Heaven and Humankind as One 

 

Karl-Heinz Pohl’s treatise on Chinese thought in a global context (1999) emphasises 

that in Chinese aesthetics man is part of nature and this belief extends to the creation 

of art. Nature is the teacher who teaches us art. Therefore, the Taoist pursuit 

unconsciousness, in order to be fully conscious, comes naturally from the unity of 

man and heaven. Harmony in Chinese philosophy is based on the symbiotic 

relationship between heaven, earth and Man (Creel, 1982). The unity of Man and 

Heaven is a spiritual idea derived from ancient Chinese religious traditions and is the 
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key to understanding Chinese aesthetic principles (Yijie Tang et al., Man and Nature: 

The Chinese Tradition and the Future, 1989 : 13).  

 

Latourette, K. explained the Chinese concept of “Heaven and Humankind as one" in 

the book The Chinese, their history and culture (1964) - that is to say, “the oneness of 

life and its environment". This concept has a fundamental meaning for the formation 

of Chinese philosophy. Eastern philosophy believes that there is no disconnection 

between man and heaven. The form is consequently vacuity, and vacuity is ergo the 

form. Everything living receives the grace of Tao without conscientious knowledge. 

Humans consider they subsist and grow by themselves, which is the nature we would 

customarily refer to.  

 

The founder of the Academy of Chinese Metaphysics, Joey Yap in his book Xuan 

Kong Flying Stars Feng Shui (2008 : 37) states that “The concept of the Cosmic 

Trinity is that all things in life and the universe can be defined and ordered, using the 

principle of Heaven-Earth-Man”. Therefore, the thought of the unity of Man and 

Heaven determines man’s attitude when faced with nature. Due to the unity of Man 

and Heaven, man and nature are also united. Man is an integral part of nature.  

 

According to the Taiping jing11, Heaven, Earth, and humanity are, therefore, equally 

made from primordial energy; they are not only connected intimately but also stand in 

direct analogy to one another. Latourette (1964) also argued that nature is contrary to 

thinking. From the aesthetic perspective, the significance of nature is that everything 

springs up naturally. This is a higher realm. It is the susceptibility of natural 

phenomena. And the unity of Man and Heaven means natural beauty is translated by a 

creative extension. Man and heaven means human and nature. It is the pursuit of 

assimilation of man and nature and the unity of human being and heaven. Thus, it can 

be noticed; the ancients’ love for nature had reached an unprecedented level. By then, 

the beauty and the appreciation of nature became an independent area of Chinese 

aesthetics and was considered to have profound significance. Therefore, in Chinese 
                                                

11 Taipingjing ("Scriptures of the Great Peace") is the name of several different Daoist texts. The contents of the 

Taipingjing are diverse but primarily deals with subjects such as heaven and earth, the five elements, Yin and 

Yang and the sexagenary cycle. 
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landscape paintings, nature intertwines with humanity. For a practice-based view of 

this this topic see Theme 3 Video 1 - The unity of Man and Heaven, Heaven and 

Humankind as one, in chapter 3. 

 

1.15 "What is Tao?” -  Ch'an Painter Zhiweng (1201 – 1300 C.E.) 

 

Ch'an style painting began to develop during the Southern Song Dynasty based on the 

concept of Heaven and Humankind. Ch'an is thought to be the coexistence of Taoism 

and Buddhism (Grigg and Gaetz, 2012) and is centered on meditation. Its paintings 

aim to make people suddenly enlighten, or directly understand the ultimate truth. For 

example, Ch'an12  painter Zhiweng (Chinese: 直翁 , 1201 – 1300 C.E.) painted a 

story13 to express what is Tao. This painting titled Meeting between Yaoshan Weiyan 

and Li Ao (Chinese: 药山李翱问道图) (Figure 40) depicts the famous encounter 

between the Neo-Confucian scholar Li Ao (772–841 C.E.) and the Ch'an master 

Yaoshan Weiyan (745 - 828 C.E.) (Metmuseum.org, 2018).  

 
Figure 40. Yen-hsi Kuang-wen (before 1256 C.E.) Meeting between Yaoshan Weiyan and Li Ao 

(Chinese: 药山李翱问道图). Horizontal panel mounted as a hanging scroll, ink on paper, 84.1x31.1 

cm. 

                                                
12 Ch'an (Zen, in Japanese) was a Buddhist sect that achieved great popularity during the T'ang dynasty (618-906). 

Ch’an is thought to be the coexistence of Taoism and Buddhism (Grigg and Gaetz, 2012). Taoism, Confucianism 

and Buddhism are considered to be the oldest three Doctrines (or Three Religions) in Chinese traditional culture 

(Schipper, 1993 : 14) and collectively they form the roots of Chinese culture (Cai, 2004). 
13 This story comes from the Ching-te Record of the Transmission of the Lamp (景徳伝灯录; Ching-te/Jingde/景

德 refers to the Song dynasty reign name; the "Lamp" refers to the "Dharma", the teachings of the Buddhism) 

recounted in the early eleventh-century (for more on the Transmission of the Lamp see Helen J. Baroni, Ph.D.'s 

treatise The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Zen Buddhism : 50). 
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On the upper left side front of the picture, the painter wrote the answer to the scholar's 

question "What is Tao?". The master pointed up that Tao is "the cloud in the sky and 

the water in my flower vase" (Detail of Figure 40): 

 

 
The upper left side detail of Figure 40.  

 

The inscription on the painting can be translated in English as: 

 

“The moment of enlightenment comes in a flash, 

Why do we mistrust what we see and value what we hear? 

Do not say there is no truth 

Between the water and the clouds.” 

(Translated by Wen Fong, 1992 : 353) 

 

The ancient Chinese sort the Tao in the relationship between heaven and earth (nature 

- “the water and the clouds”). In The Birth of Landscape Painting in China, art 

historian Michael Sullivan (1962) succinctly explains the relationship between nature, 
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landscape and the Tao. He considered that for the Chinese all mountains were sacred, 

and expressed the power of the universe (the Tao), which they believe exists in nature 

and landscape. And the ancients even understood the universe through their own body 

structure and regarded the universe as a human body: "the mountain is the body of the 

cosmic being, the rocks its bones, the water the blood that gushes through its veins, 

the trees and grasses its hair, the clouds and mists the vapour of its breath" (Volume 1 : 

1). The essence of everything is the embodiment of the Tao and it exists in everything.  

 

1.16 Ni Zan (1306 - 1374 C.E.) 

 

One of the Four Masters14 of the Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368 C.E.), Chinese painter Ni 

Zan (Chinese: 倪瓒, 1306 – 1374 C.E.), was born in Wuxi to a wealthy family. In his 

old age, he was longing for a reclusive living and sold all his lands and real estates. At 

that time, the society was in chaos, and he left home and lived on boats for 12 years. 

Ni Zan sought a life aloof from secular society and tried to avoid the restraint of 

political ambitions and material temptations. He was a man of principle and justice 

and appreciated the reclusive life away from the ordinary world. He was a devout 

Taoist. He dreamt of living in harmony with nature and making friends while 

traveling in mountains and rivers. His highest gratification was lying in deep forests 

and by rivers and rocks, watching white clouds going by landscape became his 

religion. (For more on this see Osvald Sirén’s treatise Chinese painting: leading 

masters and principles , 1956 : 62) It was during that period when he devoted himself 

to painting and formed his own style of landscape painting. His main compositions 

involved scenery near a lake. Most of his paintings were constructed following a 

pattern where the lower section is flat hillside with bamboos and trees and huts or 

pavilions; the middle section is calm water and the top or the far section is ranges of 

mountains (Fishing Village after Autumn Rain, Chinese: 渔庄秋霁图, Figure 41).  

                                                
14 The Four Masters of the Yuan dynasty collectively describe the four Chinese painters Huang Gongwang, Wu 

Zhen, Ni Zan (or Ni Tsan), and Wang Meng, who were active during the Yuan dynasty (1271–1368 C.E.). 
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Figure 41. Ni Zan. Inscription of 1372 gives date as 1355. Fishing Village after Autumn Rain (Chinese: 

题渔庄秋霁图). 96cmx47cm, collected by Shang Hai Museum. 
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Detail of Figure 41. Dry brushes technique. 

 

In his painting Fishing Village after Autumn Rain, Ni Zan used dry brush techniques 

(Figure 41, above) to achieve a simplicity of composition that greatly influenced 

scholar painters of the Ming (1368 - 1644 C.E.) and Qing (1644 - 1912 C.E.) 

dynasties.15 By sticking to simple geometric shapes and a limited range of colours Ni 

Zan encouraged us to focus on the painting itself and not to be distracted by the 

narrative content. This inspired me to re-interpret this concept more explicitly in my 

video titled – The “Blandness”. 

 

1.17 Wu Wei (1459 – 1508 C.E.) 

 

In contrast to Ni Zan’s approach Wu Wei’s (Chinese: 吴伟) watery landscapes are 

populated with human figures, as for example in Fishing Boats in Xishan (Chinese: 

江山渔乐图) (Figure 42). 

  

                                                
15 For more on this see Patricia Cook’s treatise Philosophical Imagination and Cultural Memory, 1993 : 127. 



 80 

 
Figure 42. Wu Wei (1459 – 1508 C.E.) Fishing Boats in Xishan. Ink and colour on Silk, Palace 

Museum of Beijing. 
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Left: Wu Wei, Fishing Boats in Xishan.                  Right: Ni Zan. Fishing Village after Autumn Rain. 

 

In Wu Wei‘s Fishing Boats in Xishan, the figures add a sense of everyday naturalism 

to the impressive landscape that they inhabit. In this painting two of the fisherman are 

seen conversing, whilst another is preparing a meal (Details of Figure 42):  
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Detail of Figure 42. Wu Wei, Fishing Boats in Xishan. In this painting two of the fisherman are seen 

conversing, whilst another is preparing a meal. 

 

Wu Wei portrayed all aspects of the fisherman's hard but also enjoyable life, as 

symbolised by the smoke slowly curling up from the stove on the boat and the 

fishermen intent on fishing. His use of heavy and light ink, thick and thin lines, 

reflects the philosophical principles of interdependency expressed by Yin and Yang. 

(Zhang, A. and Li, D. 1992 : 158). In contrast, Ni Zan wrote a poem directly onto the 

surface of the painting instead of portraying figures (I wrote more on this topic in 

chapter 3 theme 2 video 1 Horizon of Poetry): 
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Ni Zan. Fishing Village after Autumn Rain and details of the poem on painting. 

 

This poem can be translated in English as: 

 

The wind and rain over the town by the river stopped.  

Brush and inkstone cool down in the evening... 

The bag for painting has not been buried. 

Why his sad song so emotional? 

The autumn water is still as green as ever. 

The water in the lake is as clear as jade. 

Take care of yourself, my friend Zhang (Zhang Ziyi),  

Lying on the stone couch in your leisure time. 
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[Translated by Wang Jiqian (Chinese: 王季迁, connoisseur and collector), Quoted 

from Ni Yunlin's life and literature, 1966 : 18 (Ni Zan, named originally Ting, later 

changed to Zan, also known as Yunlin)]. 

 

Wu Wei and Ni Zan both portrayed life in and around fishing villages but in different 

ways. According to Major and Cook in their book Ancient China: A History (2016 : 

207), ancient China may have been one of the earliest societies to adopt highly 

bureaucratic forms of governance, but that did not deter its people from worshiping 

nature. In fact, social governance and individual conduct seem to coalesce around the 

concept of external and internal nature, as exemplified by the following quotes. In 

Chung Yung (“Central Norm”, often referred to as “The Doctrine of the Mean”, one 

of the Four Books of Confucian philosophy, attributed to Zisi or Kong Ji, 483 - 402 

B.C.E.), nature is given a primary universal position and nature's principles exist for 

their own sake with no ulterior or fathomable motive. Since the natural order or 

principle (Tao) pervades all things, "Nature is vast, deep, high, intelligent, infinite and 

eternal." (Sima, Lin and Lai, 2009 : 167). In contrast, a passage from The Analects of 

Confucius (A collection of thoughts from Chinese philosopher Confucius and his 

contemporaries) presents nature with a human bias: the wise men will find pleasure in 

mountains and waters. Painters such as Wu Wei not only painted for self-satisfaction, 

but also to express his personal experience of the truth (Tao).  

 

1.18 Bada Shanren (1626-1705 C.E.) - Action without Action  

 

The most famous seventeenth-century individualists was Zhu Da (Chu Ta, 1626 - 

1705 C.E). He descended from imperial lineage and adopted the artistic pen name 

Bada Shanren (Pa-ta-shan-jen: the priest). It was not uncommon for artists to have 

one or more pen names. For a large part of his life he lived as a monk in a Buddhist 

temple, before converting from Buddhism to Taoism. The Taoist monastery "Blue 

Cloud" was built by him after his conversion to Taoism (Zhang, Anzhi. 2002 : 196). 

After many years of research, he incorporated characters from Ch’an (Zen) Buddhism 

into his painting. His most characteristic works feature fish, flowers, birds and rocky 

landscapes. His extant landscapes demonstrate his originality and his greatness, 

especially within the context of the invisible or hidden horizon (Figure 43). (Chang et 
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al., 2003) His work reinforces the theory that Chinese landscape painters rejected the 

Western emphasis on the horizon, preferring instead to build on the idea that the 

unseen horizon signified, albeit subliminally, the concept of profound absence or 

Action without Action. This allowed it to develop a form of expressionism, in which 

physical realities were replaced by narratives or intellectually constructed views of 

nature and the world in general. Bada Shanren‘s landscape paintings demonstrate this 

point of view. (For more on this see treatise Chinese Art: Modern Expressions made 

by Maxwell K. Hearn and Judith G. Smith et al., 2001 : 52) 

 

 
Figure 43. Bada Shanren (1624-1705 C.E.) Landscape. Ink on Silk. 

 

Bada Shanren’s emotions surfaced in his paintings Landscape via a delicate form of 

symbolism, implication and exaggeration. His approach to painting technique 

involved an abstract form of uncomplicated but audacious brushwork, simple 

arrangements and a perilous attitude to image making. All of which was underpinned 

by cool tones. He refused to use colour and yet was able to use ink and brushwork 

alone to express almost everything in nature. Colour, for him, was a distraction that 

would have interfered with his strong symbolic sensibility and his extreme opinions, 
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including his curses and avoidance of the Ming Dynasty. (For more on this see Craig 

Clunas’s treatise Art in China, 1997 : 164) 

 

Conclusion to Chapter 1  

 

From the perspective of being an artist, chapter 1 enabled me to grasp the basic 

principles that underpin Taoism within the context of visual art. More specifically, in 

this chapter, my research focused on the developmental processes relating to Chinese 

traditional landscape painting. This enabled me to acquire a fuller understanding of 

Chinese classical aesthetics and the important role that Taoism played in its 

development. I came to realise that Tao is a worldview, or state of mind, based on the 

belief that everything coexists within a binary realm (Yin and Yang), even humans. 

The painter Zhan Ziqian (page 45), who created the true Shan Shui (landscape 

painting) style, exemplified, for me, an early attempt to link humans and nature (Shan 

Shui) based on the duality of opposite interactions.  

 

I also became fascinated by the fact that Yin and Yang impacted on the inter-

relationship between the ‘great’ and the ‘unsophisticated’. Taoism’s praise of 

unsophisticated art inspired my understanding of artlessness and blandness, as 

typified by Fan Kuan (page 65) and Ni Zan (page 79). I highlighted the concept of 

"Blandness" in chapter 2, theme 3, and in my creative practices in chapter 3, theme 3.  

 

In short, the study/research carried out for chapter 1 provided me with the relevant 

building blocks with which to attempt the comparative study that is the primary 

feature of chapter 2.   
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Chapter 2 The absent or hidden horizon in Chinese traditional landscape 

painting compared with the explicit or the symbolic horizon in Western art  
 

Introduction to Chapter 2 

 

During my research into traditional Chinese landscape painting, as discussed in 

chapter 1, I became increasingly intrigued by the absence of the visible horizon. 

Chapter 2 seeks to understand the reasons for the absent or understated horizon in 

Chinese art and compares this with the contrastingly different and often explicit 

depiction of the horizon, both physical and symbolic, in Western art. Through 

analysing this difference, I will gain a better understanding of how and why ancient 

Chinese landscape painters’ applied Taoist aesthetic principles to their artistic 

creations. I also intend to employ ideas gained from research in chapter 2 to generate 

new art, which I will discuss in chapter 3. 

 

For me, as an artist, I find the absence or de-emphasizing of the horizon in traditional 

Chinese landscape painting both fascinating and challenging and at the same time it 

presents a creative counterpoint to my interest in the phenomena we call the horizon 

and its presence in western art. I will use five themes to understand the absence and 

presence of the horizon in Chinese and Western art. The themes are: (1) Scatter 

Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape painting; (2) Melancholia and Longing; 

(3) The concept of “Blandness”; (4) Absence and Presence - Empty and Full; (5) 

Infinity (the Taoist Void). 

 

The 5 themes reflect the influence of Taoism in Chinese traditional landscape painting 

and the poetic and philosophical ideas in Western art that underpin the symbolic use 

of the horizon. The themes progress from appearance to essence; from the picture 

structure to the aesthetic background.  

 

2.1 Theme 1 - Scatter Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape painting  

 

Following on from chapter 1, if we were to summarise all Chinese Landscape 

Painting, we might arrive at a formula that involves the hidden horizon, which I shall 



 88 

base on Yutang Lin’s poem from his treatise The Chinese Theory of Art: Translations 

from the Masters of Chinese Art (1967 : 39): 

 

“Ten-foot hills, one-foot trees, one-inch horses, and tenth-of-an-inch 

men. Distant faces do not show eyes; distant trees do not show branches. 

Distant hills do not show rocks, but are half seen like eyebrows; distant 

waters do not show ripples, but reach towards the clouds on the 

horizon.” 

 (the above was inspired by Wang, X.’s A Thousand Li of Rivers and 

Mountains and Bada Shanren’s Landscape) 

 

In this formula, there is not a clear expression of the horizon, such as the unbroken 

horizons that we often find in Western Art. Traditional Chinese landscape painters 

never developed the type of linear perspective that we find in much of Western art, 

which invariably relies on a visible horizon. In contrast, they developed different 

perspective principles based on the concept of Scatter Perspective.  

 

Chinese Scatter Perspective is characterized by multiple or scattered viewpoints, 

defined by three kinds of distance: ‘horizontal or flat distance’ (Ping Yuan); ‘deep 

distance’ (Shen Yuan) and ‘high distance’ (Gao Yuan).  

   
Ping Yuan (flat distance) - Shen Yuan (deep distance) - Gao Yuan (high distance) 
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The typical examples of Chinese landscape painting of three distances are Ni Zan’s 

painting The Rongxi Studio; Wang Meng’s painting Forest Grotto in Juqu and Fan 

Kuan’s painting Travelers Among Mountains and Streams. 

 

Ni Zan’s painting The Rongxi Studio (Chinese name: 容膝斋图) (Figure 44), uses the 

compositional format Ping Yuan. This format contrasts near and far landscapes in 

order to emphasize horizontal or flat distance. In so doing it produces a sense of 

unbound infinity. 
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Figure 44. Ni, Zan (1372 C.E.) The Rongxi Studio (容膝斋图). Hanging scroll, ink on paper, 74.7 x 

35.5 cm, Taipei: National Palace Museum. 
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Wang Meng’s painting Forest Grotto in Juqu, 1378 C.E. (Figure 45), exemplifies 

Shen Yuan because the compositions uses successive layers to denote deep space or 

deep distance. 

 
Figure 45. Wang Meng (1378 C.E.) Forest Grotto in Juqu, ink and colours on silk. 
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In stark contrast the above two paintings, Gao Yuan, literally translated as - high 

distance, presents the viewer with an ascending mountain landscape, as is Fan Kuan’s 

painting Travelers Among Mountains and Streams, painted in 1000 C.E. (Figure 46). 

The high distant peaks evoke a sense of lofty grandeur and feelings of awe and 

bewilderment in the viewer16.  

 

 
Figure 46. Fan, Kuan (1000 C.E.) Travelers Among Mountains and Streams. Hanging scroll, ink and 

light colours on silk, 206.3 x 103.3 cm, Northern Song school. Taipei: National Palace Museum. 

 

                                                
16 For more on this see Valérie Malenfer Ortiz’s treatise Dreaming the Southern Song Landscape: The Power of 

Illusion in Chinese Painting, 1999 : 79. 
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Scatter Perspective reflects a unique way of understanding Chinese landscape 

painting, in which the scroll format provides unique viewing experiences, akin to 

‘moving’ dynamically through a landscape (Kleiner, 2009). Scatter Perspective 

underpinned Taoist principles, and enabled it to form the cultural basis for traditional 

Chinese landscape painting. In so doing it infused the paintings with the sheer 

enjoyment of nature. This empathetic approach to being one with nature steered 

ancient Chinese landscape artists away from Western linear forms of perspective and 

towards more atmospheric and scattered forms of perspective, in which the viewer 

becomes part of nature, instead of looking at it through a “picture window”. (Hansen, 

2000: 39) Chinese landscape painting de-emphasised the horizon, in order to 

encourage the viewer to imagine what is not clearly expressed in the picture. Chinese 

painters pictorialized mountains, rivers and forest, because they believed that natural 

views such as these harboured the human soul. Through their paintings they attempted 

to evoke the sense that it was possible to transcend the finite physical landscape and 

entered into a spiritual infinitude of “abysmal immensity”. (Backhaus and Murungi, 

2009 : 206) Their layered landscapes inhabited by distantly seen thatched cottages, 

trees, bridges and boats on flowing streams and rivers echo with a profound space and 

an overpoweringly loud silence.  

 

In some examples of Chinese traditional landscape painting you can see all three 

forms of scatter perspective merged together, as in Auspicious Pines in Spring 

Mountains by Mi Fu (1051-1107) (Figure 47). The composition is intellectually 

constructed using a mixture of ‘high distance’ (Gao Yuan), ‘deep distance’ (Shen 

Yuan) and ‘horizontal or flat distance’ (Ping Yuan).  
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Figure 47. Mi Fu. (1051-1107 C.E.). Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains (Chinese: 春山瑞松图). 

Hanging scroll, ink and color on paper, 35 x 44.1 cm, National Palace Museum, Taipei. 
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The following illustration shows Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains as modified 

by the author to reveal how the theory of three distances is set on the composition of 

Mi Fu's painting: 

 

 
Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains modified by author. 

 

If we compare Mi Fu’s Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains with Landscape of the 

Campagna, an ink-wash drawing by Claude Lorrain (1600-1682) produced some 6 

hundred years later (Figure 48), the differing Eastern and Western approaches to 

landscape pictorialisation becomes immediately apparent. Both are seemingly 

composed of dense masses of ink and wash, and a feeling of solidity imparted by the 

dark shapes that dominate both drawings. 
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Figure 48. Lorrain, Claude. (1640 C.E.). Landscape of the Campagna, [Brush drawing on white paper] 

London: The British museum. 

 

  
   Mi Fu. Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains.           Lorrain, Claude. Landscape of the Campagna 

 

Claude’s drawing was produced by layering bistre or sepia-like washes to create 

images of trees, rivers and distant hills. Unlike Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains 

by Mi Fu it was not an end in itself, but a study from nature that was intended to 

inform a finished composition produced in the studio. At first glance, the heavy blobs 

of dark wash appear to have a striking impact similar to the recurring mountainous 

shapes in Mi Fu’s painting, even to the extent of suggesting a Chinese like delicacy of 

form. Claude’s drawing is rich in atmospheric perspective that is suggested via 

shadows, reflections, layering of form and focused and unfocused elements. It is a 
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pre-photographic attempt to capture the physicality of the scene before him. It is a 

scene that clearly terminates at the visible horizon. What we have in Claude's drawing 

is an enormously effective and somewhat poetic rendering of a laconic landscape at a 

particular moment in time. Mi Fu's landscape, in contrast, is not a transcription of any 

actual scene, it is more akin to the conception that is defined by William Wordsworth 

- as an "emotion recollected in tranquillity" (Wordsworth and Owen, 1957 : 54) and, 

as the quotation suggests, Mi Fu’s painting was not only intended to induce in the 

viewer a sense of place, but also a spiritual awakening in the face of nature and the 

Tao. 

 

 In contrast to Claude’s single viewpoint, Mi Fu's encourages the viewer to experience 

the conical mountains and foliage as if floating towards them. His variegation in ink 

tones and denser and lighter brush stokes suggest not only the plasticity of things in 

nature, but their emergence from the screens of misty clouds that hang between the 

foreground and the background plane. The presence of these clouds and the softness 

and irregularity of the contours of trees and mountains suggest their absorption into an 

almost impressionistic-like atmosphere. Michael Sullivan, in his book The Birth of 

Landscape Painting in China (Volume 1, 1962 : 5) proposed that there is the feeling, 

as so often found in Chinese landscape painting, that all things in nature given 

existence by the artist's brush appear to emerge from the ambient light and air 

emanating from the surface of the paper itself.  

 

Mi Fu's painting could be described as a poetic improvisation on the sombre mood of 

nature, the haunting vastness of the great panorama only half-revealed through the 

ghostly veil of clouds: it is a pictorial parallel to Wordsworth's lines on the Simplon 

Pass, that is, clouds and the sky are considered to be “unfettered”, dark and light, 

without beginning or ending (for more on this see The Collected Poems of William 

Wordsworth, 1994 : 186). 

 

By contrasting Claude’s drawing with Mi Fu’s painting, I can understand why the 

appearance of a clearly defined horizon would destroy Mi Fu’s evocation of the 

haunting spirits that inhabit the swirling mist that surrounds his mountains. I consider 

by using Scatter Perspective, Mi Fu was able to draw the viewer into a pictorial world 

that had no boundaries, no cut-off points, no horizons. In this limitless world of nature 
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its physical reality is replaced by intellectually constructed expressions of nature and 

the world in general. 

 

2.2 Theme 2 - Melancholia and Longing 

 

According to Leonard Shlain, Art and Physics: Parallel Visions in Space, Time, and 

Light  (1991 : 161), one of the more pragmatic reasons why the horizon is absent in 

Chinese landscape painting could be because they did not develop the type of linear 

perspective that we find in much of Western art, which in many cases is dependent 

upon a visible or implied horizon on which lies the vanishing points. This does not 

make Chinese Scatter Perspective less sophisticated than their Western counter parts. 

Instead it confirms Erwin Panofsky’s theory that all perspectival systems in antiquity 

were linked to the symbolic forms associated with the society that created them. 

(Panofsky, E. 1991) At the same time, according to German-American psychologist 

Hugo Münsterberg (1863 – 1916) in his book Arts of China (2011 : chapter 7), in 

ancient times many scholars, poets and painters when confronted by warring factions 

would retreat into the wilderness, therefore it is not surprising that the early Chinese 

humanists sought and found contemplative solace in nature. Inevitably contemplative 

solace gave way to feelings that were akin to spiritual or religious emotions, informed 

by a sense of melancholia and longing for their homeland. The Southern School is a 

typical example of this. 

 

The Southern School of Chinese traditional landscape painters (南宗画, Chinese 

pronunciation: nan-zong-hua, 1368 - 1644 C.E.), also known as ‘literati painters’ (文

人画, wen-ren-hua), were the most famous group of artists whose work was based on 

contemplative spiritual or religious feelings in the context of landscapes in the Shan 

Shui (山水, ‘mountain-water’) genre. Su Tung-p'o (1036–1101 C.E.) and Ni Zan 

(1301–1374 C.E.) have pointed out that the term “expressionist” is appropriate when 

describing paintings from the Southern School. There conclusion is reached by 

believing that the objective of drawing is to "express one's mood or feeling" (Chinese 

pronunciation: hsieh-yi), and therefore the painting need not be a slavish copy of 

reality. (Damisch, 2002： 214)  
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They also believed that paintings should be done quickly, on the inspiration of the 

moment, using expressive brush stokes to describe complex subjects like a bamboo 

grove, rocks, branches and plum-flowers etc. The primary experience felt by the 

painter should be the joy of the brush rhythms. Therefore, locking the world into a 

geometric form of realty underpinned by perspective linked to a visible horizon was 

not the pursuit of these Chinese traditional landscape painters. For them, 

mathematical perspective played no part in the literary and poetic expression of 

emotions. Su Tung-p'o also said "To judge a painting by its verisimilitude. Shows the 

mental level of a child." (Lin. Y, 1967 : 13). 

 

Moreover, a major part of Taoist belief was concerned with seeking immense power 

and inspired spiritual significance by returning to nature (Silberg, R., 1967 : 115). For 

example, the Song painter Guo Xi (1020-1090 C.E.) believed that living with nature 

nourished the soul and, moreover, human nature becomes harmonious and unified 

when experiencing the haze and mist in the mountains, than the din of the dusty city 

(from An Essay on Landscape Painting, Translated by Shio Sakanishi, 1936 : 30). 

 

In contrast to the optimistic and revelatory way in which The Southern School of 

Chinese painters expressed feelings of melancholia and longing, Western artists 

usually associated the same feelings with distant horizons that symbolised 

melancholic longing and a desire for somewhere else or someone else, or something 

lost (such as a lost homeland etc). Very dramatic examples of this type of feeling can 

be found in the paintings of the German romantic artist Caspar David Friedrich (1774 

- 1840 C.E.) as exemplified by: The Monk by the Sea (Figure 49).  
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Figure 49. Friedrich, Caspar. (1808-1810 C.E.). The Monk by the Sea. [Oil-on-canvas, 110 cm × 171.5 

cm (43 in × 67.5 in)] Berlin, Germany: Alte Nationalgalerie. 

 

In this painting, the horizon in Western painting is used as a universal emotional 

symbol for expressing a yearning for the infinite and unknowable and as such 

emphasised the horizon stretching to infinity. The emphasis on the visible horizon is 

dramatically used to characterize the Monk’s contemplative loneliness. 

 

Similar sentiments concerned with melancholic longing can be found in Chinese 

landscape painting, but without the emphasis on the symbolic horizon, which in 

Friedrich’s painting is dramatically used to characterize the Monk’s contemplative 

loneliness. For example, a seemingly similar approach is taken by the artist Ma Yuan 

(1190 - 1224 C.E.) in his painting: Landscape (Figure 50). 
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Figure 50. Ma, Yuan. (1190 - 1224 C.E.). Landscape. [Ink and wash on Silk, 30X30cm]. 

 

A study of this painting reveals that, although, indeed, the greater portion of the silk 

on the right and upper part of the composition is entirely blank, there are certain 

compensations for this emptiness, because the viewer is invited to fill in this void 

along with the reclining contemplative viewer in the painting - that is to say, there is 

no horizon; it suggests an infinite extension from the visual to an emotional space. 

The void signals the absent horizon, which in Western painting suggests the existence 

of a finite place beyond which there is an unknown infinity. As IRC research fellow at 

University College Dublin, School of Philosophy Dylan Trigg indicated in his book 

The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of Reason (2006), 

in Chinese philosophical terms the ‘void’ is not seen as being beyond anything but the 

all-consuming space that creates everything – the Tao. This presents a marvellously 

unified and legible language of pictorial expression, dedicated to the essential poetic 

aim of presenting man contemplating nature as a veil that masks infinity.   

 

The visual vocabulary in the Ma Yuan painting is as restricted and legible as the 

compositional formula, and contributes to the succinctness and unity of the painting. 

A relatively small number of brushstrokes of different shapes and densities of ink are 

used to set forth laconically and effectively the articulation and texture of elements 

like the rocks, and the zigzag pattern of the sage's gown (Detail of Figure 50).  
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Details of Figure 50. Ma, Yuan. Landscape. Rocks, and the zigzag pattern of the sage's gown. 

 

As the following illustrations show, both Ma Yuan and Friedrich emphasis  the back 

motif: 

 

       
Ma, Yuan. Landscape.                                 Friedrich, Caspar. Details of The Monk by the Sea. 

 

The back motif emphasise the sense of longing that is inherent in both paintings. But 

in Ma Yuan’s painting, the absent horizon suggests an infinite extension from visual 

to emotional space and implies a continuing space beyond a unified foreground. 

Comparatively, Fredrich used the horizon as a symbol for expressing a yearning for 

the infinite, unknowable and ultimately unattainable. 

 

According to Koerner, the emphasis upon the back view may relate to the Jewish 

theologian Maimodnides's, “...seeing on the back” means that although God's full 



 103 

presence is metaphorized as the “face” which is rejected by man, he has another gift 

for us, that is “the knowledge of the acts attributed to God” (Koerner, J. 1990 : 194). 

 

Caspar David Friedrich's painting attempts to reveal inner truths as symbolically 

indicated by the horizon and the “seeing of the back” motif, which is also used in the 

Ma Yuan, Landscape. As such, according to Charles Sala, Caspar David Friedrich 

and Romantic Painting (1994), it may be more appropriate to refer to landscapes such 

as Friedrich’s as Spiritualized Landscapes, because the term better describes their 

transcendental content and mood. 

 

In order to understand the similarities and differences between these two paintings we 

have to carry out an examination of their backgrounds. Landscape was the key to the 

German Romantic tradition, which Friedrich was part of. He, along with many 

German artists, used it as a universal mystical symbol for expressing a yearning for 

the infinite and unknowable and as such emphasised the horizon stretching to infinity. 

Unlike Chinese landscape painting, in Ma Yuan’s painting, the absent horizon 

suggests an infinite extension from visual to emotional space and implied a 

continuing space beyond a unified foreground, but to emphasise its dramatic presence, 

which is also emphasised by the rear view of the Monk, a compositional device that 

he used in many of his paintings.  

 

Although Friedrich’s painting is somewhat mysterious, even gloomy and dark, in its 

intent, if not in its realization, it nevertheless bares a close parallel to the simpler 

expression of the same ideas by artists in China. Ma Yuan’s paintings are considered 

as Eastern examples of Western romantic concepts, in that both use natural settings to 

evoke feelings of melancholy and longing. Elkins’ interpreted this painting as “…a 

complete epitome of the romantic point of view toward nature in China.” (Elkins, J. 

2010 : 34). Chinese poets and painters considered nature to be the revelation of divine 

forces; nature offered an absorption and space equivalent to Nirvana itself and its 

contemplation could bring peace into a troubled and transitory world (“The term 

Nirvana is most commonly associated with Buddhism, and represents its ultimate 

state of soteriological release, the liberation from repeated rebirth”. For more on this 

see Susunaga Weeraperuma’s treatise Nirvana: The Highest Happiness, 2003 : 31.). 

With regard to Ma Yuan's painting, the blank space with no imagery precipitates 
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divine nature in order to stimulate the viewer's contemplation concerning the Taoist 

void (Novak, B., 2007 : 112). At this moment, the figure in the painting may no 

longer be the painter himself but the viewer, who can now lose himself in the 

apprehension of an eternal mystery simply portrayed.  

 

After examining, albeit briefly, the above two paintings it is possible to conclude that 

although Friedrich’s romantic or spiritualised landscape appears to be philosophically 

concerned with eternal problems concerning man's relationship to nature and the 

creator, its preoccupation with the realistic problems of space, light, and texture, route 

it in a physical world seen through the filters of melancholy, loss and longing. At the 

same time, I consider the dark and blurry horizon offers viewers the possibility of 

approaching the artist's melancholia and longing feeling at the level of totality. Ma 

Yuan's painting, on the other hand, dispenses with the need to represent nature as it 

attempts to pictorialize the Taoist void, the essence of divinity itself. The absent or 

hidden horizon that is incarnated by diluted ink represents the process that goes from 

being to nothingness. Thus, a mountain might include areas that are unpainted, and 

the water surface made to do without a ripple. In this way, these forms remain in a 

state of becoming, between being and nonbeing. This level concerns the ternary 

relationship of heaven-earth-man that governs the picture as a whole - what is in the 

picture and what goes beyond its borders, that which is seen and that which provides 

us with an infinite melancholia and longing vision (for more on this see chapter 1 

theme 14 Heaven and Humankind as one). 

 

2.3 Theme 3 – The Concept of "Blandness"  

 

Through the study of Chinese traditional landscape painting in chapter 1, I am 

inspired to compare the concept of "Blandness" in the context of the absent and 

partially visible horizon in Chinese and Western art, which revolves around the 

creative ambiguity associated with mist, haze and clouds17. In Chinese painting the 

ambiguity created by these natural forms expresses the mystery of the Tao. Taoism 

                                                
17 For more on the concept of "Blandness" in Chinese art see François Jullien’s treatise In Praise of Blandness: 

Proceeding from Chinese Thought and Aesthetics, 2007. 
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encouraged artists to depict the spirit of place as opposed to simply copying what was 

in front of them. There are many examples of "Blandness" in ancient Chinese 

landscape painting. The near absence of the horizon and the creative ambiguity 

associated with mist and clouds is succinctly captured in Early Spring by Guo Xi 

(Figure 51) and Landscape by Bada Shanren (Figure 52). 
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Figure 51. Guo Xi (1072 C.E.) Early Spring. Hanging Scroll, Ink and Colour on Silk. 158.3 x 108.1cm. 

National Palace Museum, Taipei. 
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Figure 52. Bada Shanren (1624-1705 C.E.) Landscape. Ink on Silk. 

 

These two examples show differing degrees of "Blandness".  

 

In Early Spring by Guo Xi mist is used to denote the transition between winter and 

summer and the meeting of hot and cold which is associated with this period. It also 

provides a soft dynamic between the hard textured rocks, and in so doing enhances 

their sense of majestic grandeur. Bada Shanren’s Landscape, in contrast, is a near 

balance between tree-lined hills and rising mountains separated by layers of mist.  

 

Writer and painter Shi Tao (1641 – 1717 C.E.), in his book Friar Bitter-Melon on 

Painting (Sayings of Friar Bitter-Melon, Chinese: 苦瓜和尚画语录), provides us with 

many examples of the way in which "Blandness" can be an expressive concept in 

Chinese painting. For example, in Shi Tao's painting Between mountain and river, not 

far from Mount Huang (Figure 53), the substance of hills, rocks, trees and streams 

separated by mist embodies the inner law of the universe.  
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Figure 53. Shi, Tao. (1667 C.E.). Between mountain and river, not far from Mount Huang [Ink and 

wash painting] China: Chinese Art Galleries. 
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Using a poetic language, Shi Tao explained how to vividly manifest heaven and earth 

by wind and cloud, water and rocks: "Heaven binds the hills and streams by means of 

winds and clouds; the earth awakens them to movement by means of water and 

rocks." (for more on this see Shi Tao's treatise Friar Bitter-Melon on Painting. 

Translated by Lin Yutang. 1973 : 55). The absence of a visible horizon and the 

presence of mist and low-lying clouds reminds the viewer of the great void from 

which this and all landscapes evolve. 

 

If we compare and contrast Shi Tao’s painting with Lac en Montagne by Charles 

Angrand (Figure 54) and Mountain by Paul Cézanne's (Figure 55), we can see 

interesting similarities and differences.  

 

 
Figure 54. Angrand, Charles. (1895). Lac en Montagne. [Oil on canvas, 60×87cm] New York: The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art New York. 
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Figure 55. Cézanne, Paul. (1839-1906). Mountain (Montagne). [Pencil and watercolour on paper, 10 

1/2 × 18 7/8 in. (26.7 × 47.9 cm), Work on paper-Drawing] United States: Princeton University Art 

Museum. 

 

As the following illustrations show the works of the European painters also have an 

aesthetic based on a form of misty absence, but the tonality in their atmospheric 

perspective is concluded by a visible horizon or horizons. Unlike Shi Tao’s painting, 

these are pictorial representations of an actual time and place.  

 

  
Shi, Tao. Between mountain and river,                      Angrand, Charles. Lac en Montagne. 

not far from Mount Huang.  
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Shi, Tao. Between mountain and river,                        Cézanne, Paul. Mountain (Montagne). 

not far from Mount Huang.  

 

In Shi Tao’s painting and Chinese landscape painting generally, his pictorial 

representations of time and space appear vague - but this is intentional, because 

expressions of “Blandness” suggest the drift from full to absent, from complete to 

empty and these juxtapositions lead to the illimitable imagination. The relationship of 

heaven-earth-man in the painting achieves a balanced harmony that forms an organic 

wholeness. (For more on this view of Shi Tao's painting see Daiyun Yue’s treatise 

China and the West at the Crossroads: Essays on Comparative Literature and 

Culture, 2016 : 62) For example, in his painting Between mountain and river, not far 

from Mount Huang the implied magnitude of his panorama consisting of mountains, 

mist and trees that enfold the almost imperceptibly present little figures that dwell in 

the little houses in the paintings upper half (Figure 56).  
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Figure 56. Shi, Tao. (1667). Modified by author. Details of Between mountain and river, not far from 

Mount Huang (close-up showing the little houses and little figures). 

 

The obscure little figures that dwell in the little houses, whose role and destination are 

unimportant; they are wanderers, with whom the spectator may identify himself with 

when exploring the recesses of a landscape, the forms of which, in their suggestion of 

permanence and immensity, reflect the Chinese idea of nature as a space inhabited by 
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working people, who are part of nature too. (For more on the relationship between 

nature and man in Chinese art see Chinese artists series, Chinese: 中国当代美术家聂

鸥, Compiled by Wang, Wei. Contributor is Nie, Ou , 2010. I wrote more on this in 

my thesis chapter 1 theme 14 Heaven and Humankind as one) 

 

On the other hand, in Shi Tao’s painting Between mountain and river, not far from 

Mount Huang, emphasises the way in which the implied mountain mingles with the 

sky (Figure 57) reflects the Taoist philosophical principle of oneness, as outlined in 

chapter 1.  
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Figure 57. Modified by author. Between mountain and river, not far from Mount Huang. 

 

As mentioned in chapter 1, theme 2, the most important book on Taoism - Tao Te 

Ching says that “The Tao produced One; One produced Two; Two produced Three; 
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Three produced All things.” (Verse 42 of the Tao Te Ching). In Chinese landscape 

painting sky and earth/water are represented as binary opposites (Yin and Yang) and 

the horizon, whilst sometimes appearing to be a boundary between them, cannot 

remove their interdependency because they are born from the One (Chi).  As French 

philosopher, Hellenist, and sinologist François Jullien (1951 - ) indicated in their book 

In Praise of Blandness: Proceeding from Chinese Thought and Aesthetics (2004 : 

133),  "Blandness" in Chinese landscape painting reinforces this principle of Chinese 

aesthetics. "Blandness" as a creative theme often appears in Chinese culture and 

philosophy and in Chinese landscape painting, in particular, it became a strategy for 

representing pictorial infinity.  Another typical example is in Ni Zan’s painting The 

Rongxi Studio (容膝斋图) (Figure 58).  
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Figure 58. Ni, Zan. (1372). The Rongxi Studio (容膝斋图), [Hanging scroll, ink on paper, 74.7 x 35.5 

cm] Taipei: National Palace Museum. 
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The thatched roof detail of Figure 58. 

 

The Rongxi Studio was painted in 1372, it uses linear brush strokes to depict rocks, 

trees and a dwelling positioned in front of a vast spaces where nothing forces itself on 

the gaze and everything is equal to the point of appearing on the verge of 

disappearing. In the foreground, there are a few slender trees. The flat rocks surround 

the trees and the borders of the riverbank extend from one point to another while airy 

hills on the other shore enfold this level scene out into the distance. The blank sky 

corresponds to the emptiness of the water. Follow the sense of blandness, the water 

can appear as an infinite extension from the visual to an emotional space. Human 

existence is implied by the thatched roof with four poles, but no one appears under its 

eaves.  (In Praise of Blandness: Proceeding from Chinese Thought and Aesthetics : 

35) The sense of "Blandness" in this painting creates a defining silence as we search 

for signs of life and contemplate the vast layered space before us.   

 

As mentioned above, “Blandness” suggest the drift from full to absent, from complete 

to empty and these juxtapositions lead to the illimitable imagination, in particular, it 

became a strategy for representing pictorial infinity. That is the reason why the 

concept of ‘blandness’ interests artists. Linked with the idea of ‘artlessness’ 

mentioned in chapter 1, I become interested in Lao Tzu’s belief that "True art seems 

artless" (Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu Chapter Fourty-Five). Action without action 
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means to achieve harmony with original nature, which means simplicity. For example, 

the absent horizon can express presence by encouraging the viewer to imagine what is 

not clearly in the picture, thus emptiness expresses fullness. The idea can come true 

because Everything exists in an inter-relationship connected in time and space. Using 

the concept of blandness artists can encourage viewers to use their imaginations to 

engage with the infinite Void in all of us. As an artist, I am endeavouring to use the 

Taoist spirit in my creative practice in order to empathise with nature, without 

producing a slavish copy of it. For more on this topic see chapter 3, Theme 3 The 

concept of “Blandness”. 

 

2.4 Theme 4 - Absence and Presence; Empty and Full  

 

Much Oriental art, and Chinese landscape painting in particular, is underpinned 

conceptually by the concept of ‘nothing’. ‘Nothing’ in Chinese aesthetics is 

completely different from the concept of Nihilism in Western thinking, and better 

understood as the root of Tao, because it activates all existence. That is to say, in 

traditional Chinese art ‘nothing’ engenders ‘everything’; ‘absence’ engenders 

‘presence’ and ‘empty’ engenders ‘full’. Lao Tzu (Lao Zi, 600 - 401 B.C.E.) said, "to 

do nothing is to do everything” (YUN, 2013 : 466). Zhuang Zi (Chuang-tze, 369 - 286 

B.C.E.) reiterated Lao Tzu’s thoughts and further advocated that we should: "follow 

the natural way". (Hansen, 1992 : 33) 

 

Both opposite and complementary are characterized by the terms Yin and Yang, and 

represent principles that are embodied in both ancient Chinese philosophy and the 

work of Chinese painters concerned with absence and presence as epitomised by the 

horizon and its absence. With reference to Absence and Presence - Empty and Full in 

Chinese traditional landscape painting and its relationship to the Horizon, Daisetsu 

Teitaro Suzuki (1870 - 1966) who was a Japanese author of books and essays on 

Buddhism and Chan (Zen), tells us that the oriental mind sees objects as having an 

independent value, whilst also being in a totally dependent relationship with 

everything else, in both time and space. The same is true of the phenomena we call 

the horizon, it has an independent value which is totally dependent on everything else. 

In a course of a lecture at Columbia University, Suzuki mentioned that Eastern 

thinking is different from European thinking. In European thinking, the relationship 
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between things is considered to be influenced by causality, while Eastern thinking 

does not emphasize this point, but pays more attention to one's feelings about “what is 

here and now". Then, he suggested two characteristics of Eastern philosophy: 

".....unimpededness and interpenetration. Now this unimpededness is seeing that in all 

of space each thing and each human being is at the center and furthermore that each 

one being at the center is the most honored one of all”. This means that everything 

can move in all directions, no matter what time or in what space, it can be “penetrated” 

by anything else. Therefore, when people say that there is no “cause and effect”, it 

means that there is an “incalculable infinity of causes and effects”. In fact, everything 

has inter-relationship and connection in all time and space. (Larson, 2012 : 247-248)  

 

The same is true of Chinese traditional landscape painting, in which the search for 

“emptiness” is like an interlocking chain of cause and effect, like a bubble in a stream, 

its transformation appears fleetingly real. If things weren't empty, how could they 

change? (Larson, 2012 : 265) As mentioned earlier, Lao Tzu and Zhuang Zi pointed 

out that the empty obscure space suggests something out of nothing, as a visual clue 

that leads to illimitable imaginings. At the same time, the preeminent quality in a 

work of art is, in Mi Fu's view, the quality of “naturalness”, this naturalness has 

nothing to do with naturalism or realism but denotes artlessness, ease, and innocence, 

the absence of controlling cleverness or beguiling skill. This quality he found in the 

masters of antiquity, such as Gu Kai Zhi and Wang Wei of Tang, as well as in the 

more recent Dong Yuan (Chinese painter, 934 – 962 C.E.) and his disciple, Ju Ran, all 

of whom Mi Fu deeply admired. (Loehr, 1980 : 158) (For more on this Wang Wei and 

Ju Ran 's aesthetic view of nature see the previous research in chapter 1.) 

 

Through the study of artistic thinking concerning expressions of emptiness, we may 

begin to understand that emptiness in Chinese landscape is underpinned by the 

concept of the absent or hidden horizon. Its absence encourages the viewing audience 

to engage with the Taoist void beyond the immediate space defined by trees, rocks, 

water and mountains. The absent horizon suggests an infinite extension from visual to 

emotional space and the abundance of rough brushstrokes encourages the viewer to 

imagine the infinite Void. A stimulating example of the horizon prefigured by 
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absence and emptiness can be found in a work attributed to Mi Fu entitled Tower of 

Rising Clouds (Chinese: 云起楼图) (Figure 59). 
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Figure 59. Mi, Fu. (1052-1170). Tower of Rising Clouds. Hanging scroll, [Ink on silk] 150.0 x 78.8 cm, 

Washington, D.C.: Freer Gallery of Art.  
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The painting’s overall composition is extremely simple, depicting simplified ranges of 

bare rounded hills separated by mist-filled depressions with rows of dark foliated 

trees emerging from a subdued dark mist. The following illustration shows an isolated 

house is barely visible set amongst the lower hills and trees.  
 

 

Detail of Figure 59. Modified by author. An isolated house is barely visible set amongst the lower hills 

and trees. 

 

The seemingly overly regulated depiction of the visual elements, almost to the point 

of blandness, gives the painting a heavy brooding quality, which is emphasised by the 

gently repetitive arcs and tones of the hills that emerge from and disappear back in the 

mist. No angularity disturbs the absence and presence locked within the landscape. 
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The painting displays no overt degree of technical elegance, no overtly bravura 

display of skill, but instead presents us with something infinitely more profound, as if 

it were nature itself. The absence of diurnal clues gives this landscape a strong sense 

of timelessness. The mist-filled shadowy spaces create an ambiguity that makes us 

question, …are we looking at a morning, noon or a quiet dusky evening landscape. It 

is as if the physicality of the landscape has been eaten away by the void, in which the 

terminating horizon is no longer important and there is only the infinite extension of 

space.  

 

Like so much Chinese landscape painting Mi Fu’s Tower of Rising Clouds is not an 

abstract artistic invention but the result of an experiential process, in which the 

environment guides the artist. According to Chinese-born French academician, writer, 

poet and calligrapher François Cheng (1929 - ) in his treatise Empty and full: the 

language of Chinese painting (1994 : 134), there is the feeling, as so often in Chinese 

landscape painting, that the images of nature that are given existence by the artist's 

brush are emerging from the ambient light and air provided by the surface of the 

paper itself - that is to say,  the whole process can be seen as a poetic improvisation 

using paper, brush and ink, to meditate on the sombre mood of nature and the 

haunting vastness of the great horizon-less panorama half-revealed through a ghostly 

veil of clouds. 

 

As the following figures show, some interesting differences emerge when we 

compare Tower of Rising Clouds with Rocca di Papa in the mist by Pierre-Henri de 

Valenciennes (1750 - 1819 CE), which both portray the mist and clouds: 
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 Mi Fu, Tower of Rising Clouds.            Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes. Rocca di Papa in the mist. 

 

Whilst the mist and clouds in De Valenciennes’ painting (Figure 60) evokes an eerie 

malleability by reshaping the contours of the solid features, a near horizon is still 

clearly visible.  

 

 
Figure 60. Pierre-Henri De Valenciennes (1782 - 1784 C.E.). Rocca di Papa in the Mist. [Oil on 

Painting, 15.1 X 28.5 cm.] Paris/photo Réunion des Musées Nationaux.: Musées du Louvre. 
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Modified by author. Rocca di Papa in the Mist. Detail: a near horizon and the grandeur of mount. 

 

The sky and earth are not combined as in Fu Mi’s Tower of Rising Clouds. As the 

above figure shows De Valenciennes’ horizon is used to accentuate the grandeur of 

mount Rocca di Papa, which is in fact a relatively modest sized mountain.  

 

The reasons for the disparity regarding the placing or non-placing of the horizon in 

Chinese traditional landscape painting and Western painting lie in their different 

aesthetic preferences and goals. Because Western landscape painting in many ways 

has a more complex relationship with horizon placement, which lies somewhere 

between romanticism and reason. The romanticism is embodied in the idea that, the 

horizon in Western painting was used as a universal emotional symbol for expressing 

a yearning for the infinite and unknowable and as such emphasised the horizon 

stretching to infinity. At the same time, Western art influenced by the age of reason 

inevitably emphasises a scientifically phenomenological view of the horizon, which 

places the infinite within a geometric system governed not by nature but by the laws 

of perspective. The Monk by the Sea by the German artist Caspar David Friedrich 

very much exemplifies the marriage between and romanticism and reason. I wrote 

more on this topic in my thesis CHAPTER 2 - Theme 2 - Melancholia and Longing. 

The emphasis on the visible horizon is dramatically used to characterize the Monk’s 

contemplative loneliness. 
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The extremes manifested by this dual approach - from sublime romanticism to 

humanist rationality, means that the viewer has to engage on either a rational or poetic 

level as they confront and muse on paintings that lie on a spectrum that engages with 

the sublime at one end and rational scientific thought at the other. Chinese traditional 

landscape painting, on the other hand, continually emphasises the landscape as an 

‘artistic conception’, underpinned by a yearning for a spiritual homeland. (For more 

on this see Zhaoming Qian’s treatise The Modernist Response to Chinese Art, 2003) 

 

The horizon in Western painting provides us with either a scientific or rational 

understanding of the subject to object world, or, is a symbolic metaphor for numerous 

emotional states, many of which are associated with feelings of loss, diaspora and 

bereavement. The horizon provides an emotional edge beyond which mental catharsis 

can take place. Chinese landscape painting also seeks to provide a cathartic space; but 

it in contrast to Western art it does this by displacing or totally removing the horizon. 

The absent or obscured horizon encourages the viewer to engage with the landscape 

as a spiritual home in which harmony is achieved by the self-psychological action of 

empathising with the landscape before them. 

 

2.5 Theme 5 - Infinity (the Taoist Void)  

 

As the Tao Te Ching (Taoism’s primary text) outlines, the Tao is: “infinite”, “eternal”, 

“immortal”, “dispassionate”, “ever present” and “empty yet full” (Stephen Mitchell ’s 

translation, 1988 edition, chapters 4,5,7). In many ways the concept of the infinite 

governs the absent or hidden horizon in Chinese traditional landscape painting. 

Although Chinese landscape paintings mask the horizon, they nevertheless often 

express a sense of poetic infinity, which connects them to the Taoist void and the way 

in which it expresses infinity as the ‘eternal void’, from which all things emerge. The 

motif of the limitless void recurs ever anew in Chinese landscape paintings such as 

Mi Fu’s Tower of Rising Clouds in chapter 2 theme 4 and Shi Tao’s Between 

mountain and river, not far from Mount Huang which I mentioned in theme 3. 

 

Moreover, the Taoist ‘void’ contains trees, rocks, water, mist, clouds and mountains, 

which are the dwelling places of animistic spirits that are all governed by the same 

law and order that governs the heavens and mankind. A similar belief was echoed in 
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The Conduct of Life, or, The Universal Order of Confucius which is a translation of 

one of the four Confucius books (492-431 B.C.E.), (translated by K'ung, Chi; 

Publication date 1920). Confucius (551-479 B.C.E.) was an important educator, 

philosopher and his philosophical thoughts became known as Confucianism. Taoism, 

Confucianism and Buddhism are considered to be the oldest three Doctrines (or Three 

Religions) in Chinese traditional culture (Schipper, 1993 : 14) and they are our 

Chinese cultural roots (Cai, 2004). Chinese traditional aesthetics was underpinned by 

Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism. Traditional Chinese landscape painting also 

was influenced by Confucianism. The terms “vast and deep, high, intelligent, infinite, 

and eternal” …were all epithets for what was considered to be the overriding or 

rational principle that governed nature, which Neo-Confucian scholars referred to as li 

(principle). The li and the writings associated with it, provided post Confucian 

landscape painters with a moral and a rational standpoint. However, because their 

depictions existed in a mediated form, they had to re-present the li using a mixture of 

allusions to physical reality and poetic reconfigurations. The presence of the 

curtailing horizon was avoided precisely because it appeared to curtail the void itself. 

One of the most challenging of all the American abstract painters, Ad Reinhardt, also 

used the following quote from The Conduct of Life to emphasis the way in which 

Chinese landscape painters used a form of abstract figuration to achieve the sensation 

that "Nature is vast and deep, high, intelligent, infinite, and eternal". (Art-as-art: The 

Selected Writings of Ad Reinhardt. Edited by Barbara Rose. 1991 : 215) 

 

Trees on the Distant Plain (Figure 61) by Guo Xi (1020 C.E.– 1090 C.E.) exemplifies 

how infinity (the Taoist void) is engendered in Chinese landscape painting. Guo Xi is 

one of the most revered names in the history of Chinese landscape painting and his 

painting Trees on the Distant Plain is precisely the type of composition that one 

would expect to see a clearly visible horizon in Western art. However, instead seeing 

a plane extending to the horizon we are shown a northern Chinese landscape that is 

uncompromisingly harsh, almost to the point of being baron, which extends into a 

horizonless infinity. The organization of space is not dependent upon planar overlaps 

so much as on staggered islands in a sea of infinite flatness. Once again the horizon is 

intentionally ambiguous, thus making the viewer concentrate on the landscape and not 

the infinity that lies beyond.  
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Figure 61. Guo Xi, (1085 C.E) Trees on the Distant Plain, handscroll 

 

This painting Trees on the Distant Plain contains some of the characteristics 

associated with Guo Xi’s theory of landscape painting based upon what he called the 

angle of totality, which is more commonly referred to as floating perspective or 

Scatter Perspective (for more on Scatter Perspective see chapter 1 theme 13 Guo Xi's 

theory of three kinds of distance or ‘three ways of viewing a mountain’). This 

approach to perspectival composition privileges the omnipresent ‘eye’, in contrast to 

the ‘static’ viewer that is epitomized by Western single point perspective. The 

following figure shows Scatter Perspective Guo Xi's Trees on the Distant Plain which 

made up of Deep-distance (looking toward its back from its front), Flat-distance 

(looking at distant mountains from near mountain) and High-distance (looking up to 

the top of a mountain from below): 

 

 
Modified by author. Trees on the Distant Plain. Scatter Perspective: Deep-distance; Flat-distance; 

High-distance. 

 

Moreover, Guo Xi (1085 C.E.) believed that the relationship of painting and poetry is, 

“Poetry is formless painting, and painting is poetry in visual form.” (Quoted in 

Moore, C.’s book The Chinese mind, 1967 : 23). As has been pointed out in chapter 1 
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of this thesis, ancient Chinese artists made visual art based on philosophical 

ideologies inspired by nature (here nature should be understood as Tao, as discussed 

in chapter 3 of this thesis, according to Lao Tzu, the Tao is the way of nature and of 

human life), ancient myth and poetry. According to François Cheng in his treatise 

Empty and full: the language of Chinese painting (1994 : 85), the ancient Chinese 

artists and poets sought to fathom the mystery of nature (Tao) by every means - to 

grasp visual form by literature imagination. The visual imagination that is incarnated 

in literature represents the process that goes from being to nothingness. Although 

there are obvious differences between poetry and painting, they also have a reciprocal 

and complementary relationship. This is exemplified by the many poet additions 

added to the surface of ancient Chinese paintings. It is easy for brush-ink to paint the 

visible, the fullness of life, but it is more difficult for it to represent the infinite and 

that which is reached via the imagination. By alternating poetry and painting, one 

evokes imaginative potential. The infinitely imaginative, as opposed to the dividing 

horizon, can also be found in the work of poets such as Ni Zan (1306 - 1374 C.E.), 

who were contemporary with the literati school of painting. His poem Crossing the 

River to Qinghe creates a sense of infinite horizonless space:  

 

“Boating in the wide river: 

Confluent waters reach sky's end. 

Sky-waves suddenly open up: 

Towns: a thousand ten thousand houses. 

Farther on: appear cities. 

Suddenly, mulberry and hemp. 

Backward view of a former native country: 

Teeming waters merge with cloud-mist.”  

(Ni Zan, Crossing the River to Qinghe, Translated by Ye, 2008 : 208) 

 

The emotional expression of “a sense of infinite horizonless space” was based on 

"Confluent waters reach sky's end." The meeting of water and sky, which would 

normally result in a horizon, is instead dramatically merged into a single entity that is 

described as “sky-waves”, which “suddenly open up”. "Teeming waters merge with 

cloud-mist.” Thereby taking the view deeper into the landscape before them. 
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Ni Zan’s poem evokes many of the characteristic qualities associated with Chinese 

landscape painting, which should come as no surprise given that the literati school of 

painters was largely defined by the relationship between landscape and poetry. In 

many cases landscape painters requested poets to write poems on their paintings and 

these provided narrative counterpoints to the scenes that they depicted (for more on 

combining landscape and poetry see the example of Ni Zan which will be analysed in 

chapter 3 creative practice, theme 2: Melancholia and Longing).   

 

Combining painting and poetry was not confined to Chinese artists, several Western 

artists, both ancient and modern, merged both these expressive mediums into single 

artworks. Wanderer Above the Sea of Mist (Figure 62) by Caspar David Friedrich 

(1774 - 1840 C.E.), is a rare example of a painting by a Western artist that appears to 

share similar values to those expressed by the Chinese landscape artists.  
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Figure 62. Friedrich, Caspar David. (1818 C.E.). Wanderer Above the Sea of Mist. [Oil on canvas: 94.8 

x 74.8 cm] photo Elke Walford: Kunsthalle, Hamburg. 

 

Friedrich was a defining figure in the 17-Century European Romantic Movement, 

which had its origins in landscape painting and poetry (for more on this see Linda 

Siegel’s treatise Caspar David Friedrich and the Age of German Romanticism, 1978 : 

38). The aesthetic principals associated with this movement are encapsulated in 

Edmund Burke’s 1757 treatise A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas 
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of the Sublime and Beautiful, which, in addition to painters, attracted the attention of 

prominent European philosophers such as Immanuel Kant and Denis Diderot. As has 

been pointed out in this treatise, the distinction between the beautiful, as emotionally 

pleasing, and the sublime, as awe inspiring prompted many painters to search out 

landscapes that fulfilled either of these two aesthetic positions. Friedrich’s Wanderer 

Above the Sea of Mist appears to be inspired by a sense of the sublime, symbolising 

the hidden magnitude of nature and its capacity to unleash infinite powers.  

 

As the following illustrations show, the misty grandeur of Friedrich’s Wanderer 

Above the Sea of Mist appears to echo the Chinese literati compositions (Guo Xi, 

Early Spring), the dominant human presence in the foreground separates man and 

nature in a way that would have been an anathema to the Chinese painters, who were 

more concerned with empathy than awe.  

 

  
                  Friedrich, Caspar David.                                                          Modified by author.  

               Wanderer Above the Sea of Mist.                                             Guo Xi’s Early Spring. 

 

Though Chinese artists and Western artists use two different visual languages, 

together they unleash infinite powers through a different relationship between man 
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and nature to share similar values (for more on the way in which Chinese artists 

unleash infinite powers through a different relationship between man and nature see 

my chapter 1 theme 14 Heaven and Humankind as one). Friedrich’s separation 

between man and nature is also mirrored in Friedrich von Schiller’s (1759 - 1850 C.E.) 

poem Der Spaziergang (the Walk, 1795). 

 

“Before me, heaven 

With all its Far - Unbounded! - one blue hill 

Ending the gradual world - in vapour! 

Where I stand upon the mountain-summit, lo, 

As sink its sides precipitous before me ... 

Wide Ether o'er me - 

Beneath, alike, wide Ether endless still! ” 

(Schiller's complete works, Hempel ed., 1861 : 125) 

 

Whilst Schiller’s view of "nature is for us nothing but the uncoerced existence, the 

subsistence of things on their own, being there according to their own immutable 

laws" (for more on the absent horizon see Friedrich Schiller, Walter Hinderer, Daniel 

O. Dahlstrom’s treatise Essays: Friedrich Schiller, 1993 : 180), is similar to the 

Chinese concept of the Tao of nature, his continuous use of the first person “I” and 

“me” places man outside of nature looking in, similar to the foregrounded human 

presence in Friedrich’s painting. The sense of “endless” in this poem is intended to 

evoke the sublime feelings that are experienced when confronted by nature’s 

magnitude - the void. 

 

The example of Guo Xi and Friedrich enabled me to further explore Taoist principles 

concerned with absence and presence, void and matter, as discussed in Ni Zan and 

Schiller’s poem, whilst combining and contrasting these Chinese ideas with Western 

approaches to the representation of infinity, in terms of explicit and symbolic 

depictions of the horizon. 

 

Conclusion to Chapter 2 
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Comparing the absent or hidden horizon in Chinese traditional landscape painting 

with the explicit or symbolic horizon in Western art, has revealed fundamentally 

different philosophical approaches to the subject. At the same time it has 

demonstrated that pictorial understanding concerning the horizon has played a 

fundamental role in both pictorial systems. Its near absence in Chinese landscape 

painting can be seen as embodying the Taoist spirit concerning the infinite void in 

which all creation exists, including the artist. In contrast the Western emphasis on the 

horizon presents a more scientifically phenomenological view of the world, which 

places the infinite within a geometric system governed not by nature but by the laws 

of perspective.  

 

During the comparative research process 5 research themes emerged:  (1) Scatter 

Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape painting; (2) Melancholia and Longing; 

(3) The concept of “Blandness”; (4) Absence and Presence - Empty and Full; (5) 

Infinity (the Taoist Void). Collectively, they reveal different cultural and shared 

characteristics concerned with the horizon in Chinese traditional landscape painting 

and Western art.  

 

As an artist I too wish to work with the Taoist spirit and to use my creative practice to 

empathise with nature, without producing a slavish copy of it. A study of the 

paintings of Ma Yuan (page 101), Shi Tao (page 108), enabled me to understand how 

to integrate the infinite into the finite to combine the visible and the invisible in art 

making. The horizon and geometry both interest me, but my task now, having 

concluded chapters 1 and 2, is to find a contemporary way of emulating the earlier 

Chinese landscape artists who did not lock the world in a geometric reality, 

underpinned by perspective linked to a visible horizon.   
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Chapter 3: Reflections on Chapters 1 and 2 and Their Relationship to My 

Creative Practice 

 

Introduction to Chapter 3 

 

Chapter 3 is concerned with documenting the creative practice part of my MPhil 

submission and reflecting on the way in which my research into the Tao and the 

absent horizon in Chinese Landscape Painting (as documented in chapters 1&2) has 

informed my creative video work.   

 

My creative practice centered on aspects of the Tao as discussed in chapter 1: Taoism 

in Chinese Traditional Landscape Painting, which informed the production of video 

artworks based on the 5 themes outlined in chapter 2: The absent or hidden horizon in 

Chinese traditional landscape painting compared with the explicit or the symbolic 

horizon in Western art. Each of the following themes provided the primary focus for 

the video artworks: (1) Scatter Perspective in Chinese traditional landscape painting; 

(2) Melancholia and longing; (3) The concept of “blandness”; (4) Absence and 

Presence - Empty and Full; (5) Infinity (the Taoist Void). 

 

The videos enabled me to further explore Taoist principles concerned with absence 

and presence, void and matter, as discussed in chapter 3, whilst combining and 

contrasting these ides with Western approaches to the representation of infinity, in 

terms of explicit and symbolic depictions of the horizon.  

 

3.1 Creative Practice, Theme 1: Scatter Perspective in Chinese traditional 

landscape painting 

 

3.1.1 Video 1 - Visual Trinity: High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance 

(Video website link - https://vimeo.com/243448393) 
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Figure 63. Shen Li (2016) Theme 1 Video 1 (Screenshots) 13:21 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/243448393 

 

Video 1 is based on chapter 2, theme 1: Scatter Perspective in Chinese traditional 

landscape painting and develops this theme by using the concept of the Visual Trinity. 

This concept brings together three spatial ways of organising 2-dimensional space 

based on High-distance, Deep-distance and Flat-distance. These three visual ways of 

picturing space are also referred to as ‘scattered focus or scattered perspective’ when 

describing Chinese traditional landscape painting. 

 

My objective in the video artwork was to transform three-dimensional space into two-

dimensional surface information, partially informed by Guo Xi (郭熙) (c. 1020-1090) 

Northern Sung dynasty book The Lofty Message of Forest and Streams. As mentioned 

in chapter 2, in this book he defines three kinds of distance: ‘high distance’ (高远, 

Gao Yuan); ‘deep distance’ (深远, Shen Yuan); and ‘horizontal or flat distance’ (平远, 

Ping Yuan), which he then went on to exemplify in his painting Early Spring (1072 

A.D.) (Figure 64).   
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Figure 64. Guo Xi (1072) Early Spring, hanging scroll painting. 

 

According to the station points derived from the viewers position traditional Chinese 

painting as exemplified by Early Spring, deploys ‘scattered focus or scattered 
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perspective’ whose exegesis is structured in three different viewing angles (Figure 65): 

High-distance, which is denoted by the top of the mountain as seen from below; 

Deep-distance, which is presented by planar views of the mountain; and Flat-distance, 

which is the view that moves from one nearby mountain to a more distant mountain. 

High-distance denotes being on the top of the mountain, Deep-distance denotes being 

in the world and Flat-distance exemplifies the infinite void. (Ortiz, V.M. 1999 : 79) 

 

 
Figure 65. Early Spring (1072) modified by author. Retrieved from national Museum, Taipei (Xi, 1072) 

 

I produced some sketches using simple geometric shapes and a limited range of 

colours in an attempt to visually express scatter perspective and the visual Trinity: 
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Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice, two sketches from my sketchbook. Pen, pencil and ink on A4 paper. 
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The sense of synchronic time and space produced by the hanging landscape scrolls, as 

opposed to the diachronic horizontal scrolls, intentionally turned landscapes into 

philosophical propositions informed by Taoist principles. For example, Shi Tao’s 

painting Between mountain and river, not far from Mount Huang (Figure 66), is a 

hanging scroll. And Guo xi’s painting Trees on the distant plain (Figure 67) is an 

example of horizontal scroll.  

 

 
Figure 66. Shi Tao, Between mountain and river, not far from Mount Huang. 

 
Figure 67. Guo xi, Trees on the distant plain. 
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After understanding Guo’s pictorial principles and Chinese landscape scrolls, I 

repositioned my self away from purely conceptual ideas and towards a more vigorous 

mode of expression that involved applying the third dimension to a flat surface, which 

I later realised mirrored the ideas of the suprematist artist Kazimir Malevich (Figure 

68). 

    

   
Figure 68. Kazimir Malevich (1913 – 1915) Black Cross, Black Square, Black Circle, oil on canvas. 

 

For Kazimir Malevich the black cross, square and circle paintings engendered deeply 

emotional feelings that pervaded everything, they were free and unrestrained, and 

appeared to create a rotating or centrifugal movement on the surface beyond painting. 

This is the type of transcendent visual space I sought to reach in my video, by 

transforming both the invisible and visible I hoped to achieve a creative extension that 

went beyond the confines of the video itself. 

 

Influenced by Kazimir Malevich’s painting, I created another sketch (Figure 69), the 

meeting of black and white signified the horizon, and the continually shifting 

relationship of these two basic components mirrored the Visual Trinity: the view to 

the top (High-distance), the view that extends (Deep-distance), and the view that 

spreads (Flat-distance).  
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Figure 69. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice, Sketchbook, Pen, pencil and ink on A4 paper. 

 

At the same time, I perceived a link between Guo and Malevich, because both were 

concerned with the way in which the mind creates paintings and the way in which 

nature creatively energises the mind. Guo did not paint standing in front of nature he 

meditated on nature then painted in his studio. Such as, in his book The Lofty Message 

of Forest and Streams (Linquan Gaozhi 林泉高致), Guo advocates the less is more 

approach to painting, when he advises that a river scene with encircling hills and 

forests should contain only enough detail as to encourage the viewer to look closer. 

Then adding that, the sides of distant mountains should appear to spin, thus enabling 

one to peer into the distance. “Distant hills have no texture lines, distant waters have 

no ripples, distant people have no eyes.” (Translated by Lin, 1969 : 80). They do not 

really lack them, but merely appear to do so. And Malevich, like Guo, believed that 

“A painted surface is a real, living form”. In his text A New Painterly Realism (1915 : 

3), he described how he eradicated the ring of the horizon and got out the cycle of 

objects, the horizon ring that has confined the artist and the forms of nature for so 

many centuries. Also referring to his The Non-Objective World: The Manifesto of 

Suprematism (2003 : 67), Malevich considered that "Suprematism" refers to the 

“supremacy of pure feeling in creative art”. To “Supremacists”, feeling is more 
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important than the “visual phenomenon of the objective world” which is 

“meaningless”. The pictorial representation of ‘an emotional third dimension’ become 

the main theme underpinning many of Malevich's paintings (Ursyn, Anna. 2016, 

Knowledge Visualization and Visual Literacy in Science Education : 90), but at the 

same time, he also acknowledged that the third dimension “exists only as deceit, an 

illusion, not as reality" (Crone and Moos, 1991 : 46). 

 

By following this idea, I became familiar with Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square 

paintings from 1915 (Figure 70) and made the video work Visual Trinity: High-

distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance (Figure 71). Studying the theory and 

philosophy that inspired these paintings helped me to understand the purpose and 

truth behind Guo Xi’s concept of the Three-distances and enabled me to reflect on 

and maximize the psychological content in my video.  

 

 
Figure 70. Kazimir Malevich, 1915–1915, Black Square. 80 cm x 80 cm. The State Tretyakov Gallery. 
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Figure 71. Shen Li (2016) Theme 1 Video 1 (Screenshots) 13:21 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/243448393 

 

Through this creative practice video, I attempted to evoke the sense that it was 

possible to transcend the finite physical landscape and enter into a spiritual infinitude 

of “abysmal immensity” (Backhaus and Murungi, 2009: 206). By mirroring the Visual 

Trinity I hoped to draw the viewer into a pictorial world that had no boundaries, no 

cut-off points that would hold the mind back. 

 

In the video Visual Trinity I tried to maximize the psychological differences and 

similarities associated with Guo’s perspectival theory and the painting Early Spring, 
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in order to create a constantly changing passage of time and space, and attempted to 

reduce Guo’s Visual Trinity to an absolutely minimal form by emphasising different 

viewing angles linked to a continually changing horizon.  

 

3.2 Creative Practice, Theme 2: Melancholia and Longing  

 

3.2.1 Video 1 – Horizon of Poetry (Video website link – 

https://vimeo.com/243450371) 

 

 

Figure 72. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshots) 06:04 min. https://vimeo.com/243450371 

 

Video 1 is derived from research carried out for chapter 2 The absent or hidden 

horizon in Chinese traditional landscape painting compared with the explicit or the 

symbolic horizon in Western art, and more specifically theme 2 Melancholia and 

Longing (in Chinese traditional landscape painting). Video 1 developed this theme by 

merging poetry and painting.  

 

Guo Xi’s (1085 C.E.) observation that “Poetry is formless painting, and painting is 

poetry in visual form.” (Moore, 1967 : 23), inspired me to examine the role that 

poetry played in Chinese traditional landscape painting and to link that to my 

theoretical and practical studies concerning the phenomena we call the horizon.  

 

Examples of combining landscape and poetry can be found in the work of 

poet/painters such as Ni Zan (1306 - 1374 C.E.) who was discussed in chapter 2. A 

hanging scroll painting by him titled Wind among the Trees on the Riverbank 

(Chiang-chu Feng lin t'u 江渚风林图 , Figure 73) creates a visual sense of 

melancholia, whilst at the same time the poem he wrote on the painting provides a 

narrative counterpoint to the visual scene: 
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“Riverbank - the evening tides have started to ebb. 江渚暮潮初落 

Windswept woods - frosty leaves are thinning out. 风林霜叶浑稀 

I lean on my cane; the bramble gate is quiet. 倚杖紫门闲寂 

I long for my friend; mountain colours - dim and faint. 怀人山色依微” 

The poem is recorded in Ni Zan, Ch’ing-pi-ko ch’uan-chi (complete works of the chamber of pure 

withdrawal), Taipei: Nation Central Library, 1970 : 138. Translated by Alfreda Murck and Wen Fong, 

1991 : 446. 

 

  
Figure 73. Ni Zan (1363 C.E.), Wind among the Trees on the Riverbank, and details of the poem on 

painting. Hanging scroll, ink on paper, 59x31cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art; John M. Crawford 

Jr. 's bequest in 1988. 
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Many of the key visual elements in the poem, such as the riverbank, the woods 

(represented by four sparse trees), leaves and mountains can also be visually 

perceived in the painting. Whilst we could probably conjecture from the painting 

alone that it is the autumnal season, we do depend on the poem to evoke a specific 

time "evening", and additional atmospheric conditions in the form of "tides" and 

"wind". The poem and the painting combine to present an intriguing juxtaposition, 

because Ni Zan’s painting appears devoid of human presence and yet the final part of 

the poem gently introduces the presence of the painter/poet. There is no first-person 

pronoun in the original Chinese text, but someone must "lean on the cane" and "long 

for a friend". Hence, the paintings visual elements interact with the poems literary 

intention and in so doing they collectively create an emotional moment expressive of 

human melancholia and longing.  

 

Combining painting and poetry was not confined to Chinese artists, several Western 

artists, both ancient and modern, merged both these expressive mediums into single 

artworks. A recent example is the German artist Anselm Kiefer. His painting 

“Boehmen liegt am Meer” (Bohemia Lies by the Sea, Figure 74), not only uses the 

same title as Ingeborg Bachmann (1926 - 1973) ’s poem, but is also a reflection on a 

similar theme that both eulogies and laments the loss of Bohemian status and identity.  

 

 
Figure 74. Anselm Kiefer (1996 C.E.) “Boehmen liegt am Meer” (Bohemia Lies by the Sea), Oil, 

emulsion, shellac, charcoal, and powdered paint on burlap; Overall: 75 1/4 x 221 in. (191.1 x 561.3 

cm); 2 panels, each: H. 75 1/4 x 110 1/2 in. (191.x 280.7 cm). 

 

“… 

If a word here borders on me, I’ll let it border. 
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If Bohemia still lies by the sea, I’ll believe in the sea again. 

And believing in the sea, thus I can hope for land. 

…” 
Quotes from the poem Bohemia Lies by the Sea. By Ingeborg Bachmann. 

 

The origins of this Bohemian theme go back to a fictional place in William 

Shakespeare's comedy A Winter Tale where Bohemian was described as “a desert 

country near the sea”. (Paul, S. 1999 : 141) Bohemia being the historic name for a 

particular kind of Austrian/German socio-cultural identity. In this poem, the poet 

portrayed “Bohemia” as his belief and “hope” (“Bohemia Lies by the Sea”, 1964. 

Translated by Filkins, 2006). 

 

Bachmann’s poem did not explicitly describe a visual horizon, however, for me, the 

poem implies a nostalgic horizon that hovers symbolically between land and sea:  

signifies the end of Bohemia, from a physical perspective, whilst also at the same 

time denoting the romantically nostalgic possibility associated with its continuing 

socio-cultural presence. As the following figure shows Kiefer’s road to Bohemia is 

symbolically terminated at the horizon and in so doing evokes the ambiguous nature 

of the poem, as being both a eulogy to a Bohemia lost and found:    

 

 
Modified by author. Anselm Kiefer’s Bohemia Lies by the Sea.  

 

In the painting Bohemia Lies by the Sea, both the painting and the poem combine 

together to evoke a strong sense of melancholia and longing. Through an 

understanding of “Bohemia Lies by the Sea” and “Wind among the Trees on the 

Riverbank”, I began to understand Guo Xi’s proposed binary relationship between 

painting and poetry. His idea of transformation is based on the conviction that 
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painting can be poetic and poetry pictorial, and when the two are brought together 

they are more than the sum of the parts. In a sense they complement each other in a 

way that mirrors the concept of Yin and Yang, and the way that an element of each 

resides in the other. This is a concept that is clearly symbolised in the iconographic 

representation of Yin and Yang (Figure 75).  

 

 
Figure 75. Iconographic representation of Yin and Yang. 

 

Coming back to my theoretical and practical studies concerning the horizon. By 

following the theme of melancholia and longing, my video Horizon of Poetry (Figure 

76) strove to combine image and poetry in a way that would evoke both of these 

emotional states (melancholia and longing) within the key image of the horizon, 

which was solely alluded to by 9 sentences taken from different poems, all of which 

referred to the “horizon” (Figure 77-Figure 85). Moving words and reforming 

sentences combine together to stimulate both the literary and visual imagination and 

at the same time both evoke the horizon.  
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Figure 76. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshots) 06:04 min. https://vimeo.com/243450371 

 

 



 151 

 
Figure 77. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “I WATCH THE HORIZON, DAY AFTER 

DAY” - Du Fu (712-77) (Ward, Jean Elizabeth. 2008, Du Fu: an Homage To, Lulu Press : 32). 

 

Figure 78. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “A MIND FROM THE HORIZON?” - Dai 

Wangshu (1905-1950) (Ying, L.H. 2010, The A to Z of Modern Chinese Literature, Rowman & 

Littlefield : 30). 

 
Figure 79. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “BROKEN-HEARTED MAN ON THE 

HORIZON” - Ma. Chih-yuan (1260-1334) (Mair, Victor H. 2013, The Shorter Columbia Anthology of 

Traditional Chinese Literature, Columbia University Press : 107). 
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Figure 80. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “OPENING A FLOW THAT WASHED AWAY 

THE BOUNDLESS HORIZON” - Li Bai (701-762) (Flute, B. 2012. Fragments: poetry, ancient & 

modern : 114). 

 
Figure 81. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “ON THE DISTANT HORIZON” - Pien Chih-

lin (1910–2000) (Haft, Lloyd. 1983, Pien Chih-Lin: A Study in Modern Chinese Poetry, Lloyd Haft : 52). 

 
Figure 82. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “FROM THE DARK HORIZON” - Lu Ling 

(1921-1994) (Denton, Kirk A. 1998, The Problematic of Self in Modern Chinese Literature: Hu Feng and 

Lu Ling, Stanford, Calif. : Stanford Univ : 232). 
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Figure 83. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “FROM THE HORIZON CAME A DEEP AND 

POWERFUL SOUND” - Lu Ling (1921-1994) (Denton, Kirk A. 1998, The Problematic of Self in Modern 

Chinese Literature: Hu Feng and Lu Ling, Stanford, Calif. : Stanford Univ : 232). 

 
Figure 84. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshot) “THE SOUND FROM THE HORIZON 

RUSHES ACROSS THE RIVER” - Lu Ling (1921-1994) (Denton, Kirk A. 1998, The Problematic of Self 

in Modern Chinese Literature: Hu Feng and Lu Ling, Stanford, Calif. : Stanford Univ : 232). 

 

  
Figure 85. Shen Li (2016) Theme 2 Video 1 (Screenshots) “WHICH, AMONG DIM GRAY CLOUDS 

ON THE HORIZON” - Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792 – 1822) (Shelley, Percy Bysshe. 1935, The 

Complete Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Library of Alexandria : 912). 
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Based on previous research concerning ‘infinite and limited’ - ‘visible and invisible’, 

ancient Chinese artists and poets sought to fathom the mystery of existence through 

their individual expressive mediums and also by bringing those mediums together to 

create a conjoined literary-pictorial form (Cheng, F. 1994 : 85). This video work 

attempts to use the conceptual idea of the literary imagination in classical Chinese 

aesthetics, and to relocate within the form of the horizon as a visual screen. 

  

Through my previous creative practice, I discovered that it is easy for brush-ink to 

paint the visible, the fullness of life, but it is more difficult for it to represent the 

infinite and that which is reached via the imagination. Thus, by alternating poetry and 

painting, I attempted to evoke this imaginative potential. 

 

In summary, this video is concerned with the relationship between visual form and 

formless painting, which governs the whole artwork - the literary significance in the 

images is beyond pictorial representations in order to stimulate the imagination of the 

viewer. 

 

3.3 Creative Practice, Theme 3: The concept of “Blandness” 

 

3.3.1 Video 1 - The unity of Man and Heaven, Heaven and Humankind as one 

(Video website link - https://vimeo.com/234120298) 

 

 
Figure 86. Shen Li (2017) Theme 3 Video 1 (Screenshots) 07:31 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/234120298 

 

The aim of this video is to explore the ancient Chinese painting strategy defined as 

visual absence as discussed in chapter 2, theme 3: the concept of “blandness”.  

 

“Blandness” refers to a creative strategy linked to a Chinese classical aesthetic form 

of concept driven painting that emphasises ambiguity, incompleteness and subtle 

metaphors: all of which are designed to encourage a sense of ‘being’ in the landscape 
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(for more on this aesthetic view of Chinese classical landscape painting see François 

Jullien’s treatise In Praise of Blandness: Proceeding from Chinese Thought and 

Aesthetics, 2004). In my video I tried to evoke the sense of ‘being’ in the landscape, 

by drawing on ideas associated with the Tao Te Ching, which describes earth and 

heaven as one entity governed by the Tao (the way): 

 

“Human governed by earth; earth governed by heaven; heaven governed by Tao, Tao 

ultimately governed by the nature.”  

(Tao Te Ching, chapter 25 : 18). 

 

In my video The unity of Man and Heaven, Heaven and Humankind as One, I 

attempted to visually empathise with the spirit of the above lines taken from the Tao 

Te Ching. I tried to do this in visual terms by metaphorical and actual reflections on 

the harmonious and unified relationship of sea and sky joined by a forever-evolving 

horizon. In order to empathise with the concept of “Blandness”, I employed a visual 

strategy in which the horizon appears vague or non-existent on the surface, whilst on 

a metaphorical level indicating the absence of presence. 

 

Referring to examples of landscape painting such as "Between mountain and river, 

not far from Mount Huang" by Shi Tao (Figure 87) and "Landscape" by Bada 

Shanren (Figure 88), which were discussed in chapter 2 theme 3, the near absence of 

the horizon and the creative ambiguity associated with mist and clouds are succinctly 

captured in their paintings: beyond the clouds, other clouds apparently separate, but 

they are nevertheless linked. Beyond sea, ever more sky, although apparently 

interwoven, they are without connections. When the entire scene conclusively 

emerges, the truth of it does not depend on the abundance of brushstrokes. When the 

brain gazes, the entire image is completely unnecessary. I tried to use this idea in my 

video as a visual strategy to approach the tension between similitude and “Blandness”. 
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Figure 87. Shi Tao. (1667 C.E.). Between mountain and river, not far from Mount Huang. [Ink and 

wash painting] China: Chinese Art Galleries. 

 

 
Figure 88. Bada Shanren (1624-1705 C.E.) Landscape. Ink on Silk. 

 

By combining the Chinese pictorial concept of “Blandness”, as exemplified by Shi 

Tao and Bada Shanren, with the temporal aspect of video, I am hoping to create a 

video artwork that expresses the sense of being in the landscape as opposed to looking 
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at a static image of a landscape. The video was constructed by morphing a series of 

sketches (Figure 89) that focused on both the sea and the sky: 

 

   

   
Figure 89. Shen Li (2017) Creative Practice. Four examples of sea and sky sketches. 

 

My reflections on the Taoist concept that “The Tao produced One; One produced 

Two; Two produced Three; Three produced All things.” (Verse 42 of the Tao Te 

Ching) enabled me to conceptualise that the sea and sky exists in a Yin and Yang 

relationship. In this context the horizon is not a point of separation but a place in 

which Yin (Sky) and Yang (Earth) form a dynamic relationship in which they interact 

with each other for the sake of begetting the whole (“All things”), that is, Heaven and 

Humankind as one (Tao Te Ching) under certain conditions (horizon). This notion is 

embodied in the idea that, “Men emulate earth; earth emulates heaven (tian); heaven 

emulates the Tao; the Tao emulates spontaneity." (Tao Te Ching, chapter 25, Eno 

Trans., 2010 : 19).  

 

The morphed video images (Figure 90) attempted to join the sea and sky into a single 

image, designed to evoke the unity of Man and Heaven (sea and sky): 
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Figure 90. Shen Li (2017) Theme 3 Video 1 (Screenshots) 07:31 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/234120298 
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In this video I wanted to emphasize the relationship between "Blandness" and Colour, 

by referencing the famous Buddhist phrase: "Colour is emptiness; emptiness is 

colour." (from the Heart Sutra, a popular sutra in Mahāyāna Buddhism, 7th-8th 

century C.E., Translated by Chikō Komatsu, 1989 : 315). 

 

Here colour refers to the shimmering manifestation of the phenomenal world and in 

the changing video images colour and texture denotes sea and sky, which gradually 

morphs until finally they become integrated. The sky and sea become one at the 

phenomena we call the horizon. By alternating emptiness and fullness, one exhausts 

the potential for feeling.  

 

It is relatively easy to picture the visible, the fullness of existence, it is more difficult 

to represent the invisible, the emptiness in which everything exists ..the Tao. 

Referring to Lao Tzu's words such as, “Reaching the ultimate of emptiness, deeply 

guarding stillness, the things of the world arise together; thereby do I watch their 

return,” (Tao Te Ching, chapter 16, Eno Trans., 2010 : 16) emptiness, as mentioned 

above, was a key concept in energizing all existence. The Taoist expression of 

emptiness enabled me to incorporate “Blandness” into my video space. In this virtual 

space, sea, sky, hazy light and shadowy clouds are constantly changing – now they 

appear, now they are gone. Vividly manifested or concealed, they harbour in their 

bosom the breath and the spirit of nature. Via this virtual space I sought to fathom 

their mystery and to grasp their breath and “Blandness”. 

 

The emptiness that is incarnate in the diluted colour of the sea and sky represents the 

process that goes from being to nothingness; thus, the horizon that normally defines 

the meeting of the sea and sky is in a state of dynamic flux. At the same time, the 

horizon’s “Blandness” offers the sea the possibility of approaching the sky at the level 

of totality, which draws us humans closer to “heaven” - that is to say, by following 

Tao’s philosophical idea, artists are able to reflect and approach a state of self-

enlightenment at an intellectual level through their creative practice (for more on this 

aesthetic view of Taoism enlightenment see Chung-yuan Chang’s treatise Creativity 

and Taoism: A Study of Chinese Philosophy, Art and Poetry, 2011). Derived from 

interactions and integration between the ‘being’ of nature and unique aesthetic 

approaches, “Blandness” as a painting strategy realises my cultural identity in the 
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ancient Chinese painting; it ties my emotional experience to the enlightened insight of 

Chinese classical aesthetics and leads me to constantly pursue another “heaven”, 

towards achieving transcendental fullness. “Blandness” activates my artistic creativity 

and aesthetic approaches to consistently pursue an immanent “heaven”. 

 

In summary, this eternal state of becoming, between being and non-being, is the 

essence of the ternary relationship concerning heaven-earth-man that governs the 

video as a whole - that which is in the video and that which goes beyond its borders, 

that which is seen and that which provides us with an infinite vision… “Blandness” 

was achieved through an extended obscure ‘being’ of nature as an emotional carrier to 

complement the visual clarity. Within my video’s practical approach, I wanted my 

artwork to contain the unity of Man and Heaven which is incarnated in “Blandness”. 

 

3.3.2 Video 2 - The “Blandness” (Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/238258621) 

 

 
Figure 91. Shen Li (2016) Theme 3 Video 2 (Screenshots) 02:50 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/238258621 

 

Creative practice theme 3 video 2 - “The Blandness”, also draws on the The concept 

of “Blandness” as outlined in chapter 2 of this thesis. 

  

The Tao is often described as both ‘bland’ and ‘flavourless’ (Chinese pronunciation: 

dan hu qi wu wei: "Music and things dear and delectable stop the passer-by in his 

tracks. When it passes through [that is, ‘comes out of’] the mouth, the Tao is insipid 

and flavourless: it cannot be perceived, it cannot be heard, but it is inexhaustible.” 

Lao Tzu and Ryden Trans., 2008 : 35). 
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Referring to theme 3, video 1 - The unity of Man and Heaven, Heaven and 

Humankind as one, I drew on the role that “Blandness” plays in visual space. Artists’ 

intentions are complicated and visual expression is limited and the more we try to 

express, the less we sometimes achieve (for more on this idea of transformation 

between the more and the less see Mina Parker’s treatise Less Is More: Meditations 

on Simplicity, Balance, and Real Abundance, 2009). Hence, I created sketches that 

were positively incomplete, involving washed and dyed spaces as metaphors that 

indicate the absence of presence. In theme 3 video 2, I was inspired to re-interpret this 

concept more explicitly in a video titled - The “Blandness”. In so doing I hoped to 

more fully understand the visual and conceptual implications behind theme 3 and its 

importance in Chinese ancient landscape painting.  

 

The concept of "Blandness" in the context of the absent and partially visible horizon 

in Chinese landscape painting is visually described by the creative ambiguity 

associated with mist, haze and clouds. The near absence of the horizon and the 

creative ambiguity associated with mist and clouds is succinctly captured in Early 

Spring by Guo Xi (Figure 92) and Landscape by Bada Shanren (Figure 93) , which 

were discussed in chapter 2 theme 3. They exemplify the way in which the ancients 

sought to fathom the constantly changing atmospherics associated with nature, and in 

so doing to reveal that which is vividly manifest or concealed. 
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Figure 92. Guo Xi (1072) Early Spring. Hanging Scroll, Ink and Colour on Silk. 158.3 x 108.1cm. 

National Palace Museum, Taipei. 
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Figure 93. Bada Shanren (1624-1705 C.E.) Landscape. Ink on Silk. 

 

From my practical perspective, the carrier for the emotional expression of “Blandness” 

was based on sketches of sky, cloud, fog, smoke, water, light, rain and wind. The 

following figures are examples of my creative practice sketches: 
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Figure 94. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches. 
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Figure 95. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches. 

 

In so doing I hoped to achieve “Blandness” through an extended sense of sublime 

harmony akin to that which I perceived in the landscape paintings of Guo Xi and 

Bada Shanren. 

 

By using this creative pictorial approach linked to the temporal nature of video I 

hoped to enable the viewers to more directly interpret the processes that take us from 

being to nothingness. Over time the video morphs light, haze and the shadows of 

clouds to vividly manifest or concealed the immense power of nature (Figure 96). 

Visually obscurity is juxtaposed with emotional fullness. Subtlety and intangibility 
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engenders invisible intricacy and infinite extension - a state between being and 

nonbeing18. 

 

 
Figure 96. Shen Li (2016) Theme 3 Video 2 (Screenshots) 02:50 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/238258621 

 

                                                
18 For more on this relationship between being and nonbeing see Rolando Perez’s treatise Severo Sarduy and the 

Neo-baroque Image of Thought in the Visual Arts - Chapter Two - The Eastern White Body of "Emptiness", 2011 : 

98-99. 
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In the video, the horizon was painted negatively to emphasise its illimitable extension 

and I kept the subject horizon almost blank to suggest intangible complexity and 

subtlety. “Blandness” was used to suggest the drift from full to absent, from complete 

to empty.  

 

This is an effective approach that applies the dispassionate concept of “Blandness” 

instead of the Western concept of sublime beauty, which carries with it an exalted 

notion of overpowering magnitude (for more on this aesthetic view of nature see 

Edmond Burke’s treatise A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the 

Sublime and Beautiful, 1767), which inspired many Northern European artists to go in 

search of sublimely beautiful landscapes. In contrast, the ancient Chinese landscape 

paintings sought spiritual completeness in quietude and emptiness instead of fullness. 

In my drawings and video adaptions of the drawings I employed various visual 

methods, such as intangible lines and subtle forms and colours to suggest infinite 

“Blandness”. The sense of blandness in this video is intended to evoke the sublime 

feelings that are experienced when confronted by nature’s magnitude - the void. The 

sense of incompleteness achieved by visual metaphors reflects nature’s intangible 

complexity. The presence of mist and low-lying clouds reminds the viewer of the 

great void. Quite intentionally there is no clarity of horizon in the video; it suggests an 

illimitable extension from the visual to an emotional space. As Erika Goble indicated 

in her 2016 treatise Visual Phenomenology: Encountering the Sublime Through 

Images - Recognizing an Absence in the Image's Presence (p.122), the empty obscure 

space suggests something out of nothing, which acts as a visual clue that leads to 

illimitable imaginings.  

 

The video attempted to create a transcendental visual space by merging and 

transforming both the invisible and the visible. The visual strategy that it employed 

did not depend on the abundance of brushstrokes and colour but the infinite presence 

associated with the visually obscure. Intangible lines and subtle colours reflect my 

ever-changing thoughts and feelings about “Blandness”, which goes well beyond a 

painted surface. Understanding “Blandness”, for me, is a process leading to spiritual 

enlightenment and when linked to artistic creativity enables us to pictorialise the 

immanent Tao, which is different to the sensual stimulation one gets from simple 

visual form. 
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3.4 Creative Practice, Theme 4: Absence and Presence - Empty and Full 

 

3.4.1 Video 1 - Absence and Presence - Empty and Full  (Video website link – 

https://vimeo.com/241765312) 

 

 
Figure 97. Shen Li (2016) Theme 4 Video 1 (Screenshots) 06:40 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/241765312 

 

Through an understanding of absence and presence - empty and full acquired via 

research carried out for theme 4, chapter 2, I began to realise that Chinese painters 

used conceptual juxtapositions and language inversions, such as absence to express 

presence and emptiness to express fullness, as a way of describing and empathising 

with nature. 

 

Theme 4, chapter 2 contextualised the concept and method employed through a 

stimulating example of the horizon prefigured by absence and emptiness, which can 

be found in a work attributed to Mi Fu entitled Tower of Rising Clouds (Figure 98). It 

focuses on the way in which artistic intentions interact with visual elements to 

communicate "naturalness". This naturalness has nothing to do with Western concepts 

of relating to objective naturalism or realism, but instead denotes empathy via artless 

innocence and the absence of controlling cleverness or demonstrated by beguiling 

skill. (For more on this see Sherman E. Lee's treatise Past, present, East and West, 

1983 : 149.) 
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Figure 98. Mi, Fu. (1052-1170). Tower of Rising Clouds. [Ink on silk] Washington, D.C.: Freer Gallery 

of Art. 



 170 

 

This point is reinforced by the Tang Dynasty Chinese poet, musician, painter and 

statesman Wang Wei [王维] (701 – 761 C.E.) when he says, “By means of a slim 

brush, re-create the immense body of emptiness”.  A concept that he then reinforces 

by referring to the painter Tsung Ping [宗炳] (375 – 443 C.E.) “Once spiritual contact 

is established, the essential forms will be realised, and the spirit of the universe will 

also be captured. Spirit has no form of its own; it is through things that it takes form. 

Thus, the idea is to trace the inner lines of things by means of brushstrokes inhabited 

by shadow and by light. When things are adequately caught in this way, they become 

the representation of truth itself.” (Cheng, F. 1994 : 62-63). 

 

Claude Monet’s painting Water Lilies, was another source of inspiration for my 

creative practice, because I discovered that Monet’s pictorial surfaces do not equal 

flatness, but quite the opposite. They are rich in layers created by reflections, shadows 

and floating lilies that collectively suggest depth. When Claude Monet, in his later 

years, became obsessed with the painting of water lilies he dispensed with the horizon 

completely and choose to depict a landscape that was all surface (Figure 99).  
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Figure 99. Claude Monet (1916 - 1920) Water Lilies, Oil paint on canva, Oil paint on canvas. 

 

Monet’s paintings are rich in reflections and shadows and as such encourage us to 

imagine a horizon and a world beyond the painting. Surface texture and implied depth 

becomes a substitute for the invisible horizon. His compositions encourage me to see 

images rising out of the surface of the canvas and as such I begin to image a different 

kind of horizon, one that is only restricted by my capacity to imagine. 

 

Paintings such as Monet’s echo the pictorial representations of the Taoist void in 

traditional Chinese landscape painting. Both function as psychological space in which 

modified spatial relationships denote the simple magnitude of the void in which the 

Yin and Yang of nature coalesces (for more on this see Gao, Xingjian’s treatise 

Return to Painting, 2002 : 31-32). 
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In order to incorporate similar conceptual juxtapositions and language inversions into 

my practice-based work I searched for a spatial medium that appeared solid and yet 

was also amorphous. After much searching I finally decided on using water as my 

visual medium, because it was constantly changing and yet was capable of producing 

solid-like complex structures, which sometimes resembled mountains, rivers and 

distant landscapes. 

 

I began by making 6 drawings (Figure 100-Figure 105) derived from shadows and 

reflections on the river in Winchester.  

 

 
Figure 100. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches (drawings). 

 

 
Figure 101. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches (drawings). 
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Figure 102. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches (drawings). 

 

 
Figure 103. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches (drawings). 
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Figure 104. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches (drawings). 

 

 
Figure 105. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Example of sketches (drawings). 

 

The drawings where then combined into a video sequence (Figure 106-Figure 107) 

that resembled a slowly morphing landscape in which the horizon slowly changes 

between being present (fullness) and absent (emptiness). 
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Figure 106. Shen Li (2016) Theme 4 Video 1 (Screenshot) 06:40 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/241765312 

 

 
Figure 107. Shen Li (2016) Theme 4 Video 1 (Screenshot) 06:40 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/241765312 
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In essence the video work largely depends upon the changing relationship between 

‘shadow as object’ and water undulations that evoke mountains and therefore 

implicitly distant “horizons”. This is further explained by the following 3 points:  

 

1 Shadow and horizon are both illusions caused by physical phenomena. However, 

these illusions define an objective reality and their existence actually gives us a 

connection to an infinite reality. For the purposes of this video, one can through 

shadow and horizon express presence and fullness through absence (absence being 

expressed by that which is not their except in its illusory form) and emptiness 

(expressed as that which is profoundly infinite).  

 

2 Both shadow and horizon are created by human visual perception - Shadow is the 

increasing and decreasing absence of light, a dark place, caused by the intervention of 

opaque objects. The horizon is also defined (revealed) and obscured by opaque 

objects such as trees, buildings, mountains. The horizon is created by human visual 

perception and has no physical substance, therefore any perceived intersection 

between the earth/sea and the sky is called the horizon. 

 

3 Shadows and horizons are invariably in a state of change – caused by different light 

configurations and psychological and physical distance and space. In this way, these 

forms remain in a state of becoming, between being and nonbeing. In the video water 

undulations evoke mountains and the shadows imply distant "horizons" that are 

constantly changing, whilst appearing to be simultaneously solid and ephemeral. For 

me this represents a visual mystery. 

 

In my video, I attempted to visualise implicitly distant "horizons" - to grasp their 

magnitude through the changing relationship between 'shadow as object' and ‘water 

evoking mountains’. When the Shadows are too full, they must be made empty by the 

increasing and decreasing absence of light; when it is too empty, it has to be made full 

by adding water undulations that evoke mountains and opaque objects such as trees, 

buildings.  

 

In my video I wanted to emphasize the relationship between "Blandness" and Colour, 

through referencing the famous Buddhist phrase: "Colour is emptiness; emptiness is 
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colour." (From the Heart Sutra, a popular sutra in Mahāyāna Buddhism, 7th-8th 

century C.E. Translated by Chikō Komatsu, 1989 : 315). Therefore my video uses 

black and white colour, which is sometimes thought of as "colourless", but it is not 

completely devoid of colour; and at the same time evokes the gradual changing 

relationship between shadow and light. In contrast, gradual changing colour remains 

marked by fullness. For me, the idea of 'shadow as colourless object' in a constant 

state of transformation, is similar to the idea that Yang contains Yin and Yin contains 

Yang. For example, opaque objects such as trees, buildings, rocks and mountains, 

characterised by Yang, become virtual undulating images in water, characterised by 

Yin. 

 

3.5 Creative Practice, Theme 5: Infinity (the Taoist Void) 

 

3.5.1 Video 1 - Infinity (the Taoist Void) (Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/243522349) 

 

 
Figure 108. Shen Li (2016) Theme 5 Video 1 (Screenshots) 02:32 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/243522349 

 

Through studying the Taoist concept of infinity as signified by the Void, I began to 

realise that Chinese Landscape artists have, for many centuries, combined 

nothingness and substance in order to stimulate the imagination of the viewer, and in 

so doing draw them into the world implied by the painting. Theme 5, video 1: Infinity 

(the Taoist Void) attempted to emulate this ancient Chinese approach to landscape art.  

 

As has been pointed out many times in this thesis, the horizon, for example, is rarely 

directly depicted in Chinese landscape painting, but the viewing audience is 

encouraged to engage with the void beyond the immediate space defined by trees, 

rocks, water and mountains. Such as Mi Fu’s Tower of Rising Clouds and Shi Tao’s 
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Between mountain and river which I mentioned in chapter 2 theme 5 Infinity (the 

Taoist Void) also attempts to indicate the horizon without showing it directly.  

 

Through integrating the research in chapter 1 and 2, theme 5, video 1’s visual 

composition draws on the Chinese philosophy of opposites (Yin and Yang), in which 

the world is constituted by opposite interdependent elements. In reality they cannot be 

completely separated because they are a combination of Yin and Yang born from the 

One (Chi, sometimes called Qi) and interact with each other for the sake of begetting 

all substance (for more on this inter-relationship and connection between Chi and Yin 

and Yang see Robin Wang’s treatise Yinyang, 2012 : 60-80). In my video composition 

the juxtaposed elements are trees on the shore (Yang) and shadows in water (Yin), 

which appear separated by an invisible horizon or boundary (Chi). Though apparently 

separate entities they nevertheless become linked when the atmospherics around them 

change. In other words, when mist and haze makes the horizon ambiguous trees on 

the shore and shadows in water can appear interwoven, whilst in reality they are 

distinctly different entities. This transformation exemplifies Yin and Yang’s 

complementary relationship based on separation and interdependency. 

 

I wanted my artwork to achieve Yin and Yang harmony by following Tao’s 

philosophical beliefs concerning fullness and emptiness. By using this concept in my 

video practice, I hoped to achieve both a visible, invisible and transcendent infinity. 

On a broader note, my video operates in the context of contemporary art, particularly 

Western Minimalism, to re-interpret or transform into a new artistic form Chinese 

Taoism and Chinese literati painting. Gao Xingjian's ideas linked to the expression of 

emptiness enabled me to understand how the concept of the traditional Taoist Void 

resonated with certain aspects of contemporary art. In particular Minimalism and the 

works of artist’s such as Donald Judd (American, 1928-1994), whose minimalist 

works are intentionally blank and empty (Figure 109), whilst at the same time being 

mentally stimulating (for more on this theme see James Meyer’s treatise Minimalism, 

Volume 60; Volume 83, 5 Jan 2000 : 211). 
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Figure 109. Donald Judd, (1967) Composition, Stainless steel, 51.4 x 62.2 x 6.7 cm (20 1/4 x 24 x 2 5/8 

inches). 

 

The Nobel Prize-winning novelist and playwright Gao Xingjian (b.1940) also 

produces poetic and complex ink-on-paper paintings. His painting Mountain and 

River (Figure 110) portrays distant mountain ranges and close river formations.  
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Figure 110. Gao Xingjian, Mountain and River, 2010, 40 x 48 cm. (15.7 x 18.9 in.) Chinese ink on 

paper. 

 

The horizon between mountain and river is intentionally ambiguous, and as such 

offers the river the possibility of approaching the mountain at the level of totality. 

Mountain and River is perceived as a state that constantly attracts and complements, 

and in so doing achieves a balanced harmony and an organic wholeness. His pictorial 

surface always retains its flatness and there is no significant intention to transform 

flatness into visual space. This is very much in line with Xingjian own view that 

“...the relationship between what is near and what is far does not determine the 

viewing angle or establish the vanishing point.” (Return to Painting : 47-48). And yet 

his painting Mountain and River remains very expressive precisely because the line of 

the horizon is intentionally a subjective measure, entirely dependent on the viewer's 

level of psychological engagement and not its existence in nature (for more on the 

absent horizon see Gao, Xingjian’s treatise Return to painting, 2002 : 30-31).  
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The Taoist void cannot readily be grasped from an empirical observation of nature. It 

requires a poetic vision such as Xingjian’s black-and-white painting Mountain and 

River. He constructed a space that surprises, the kind of space one sees only in dreams. 

Are these not inner visions? My videos tried to pictorialise this was of thinking by 

modifying normal perceptions concerning the difference between trees, water and 

shadows. 

 

My video’s title - Infinity (the Taoist Void) takes its sense of time from 6 drawings 

based on the Hokkaido series of photographs by Kent Shiraishi (Figure 111-Figure 

112). His photos of trees, water and shadows, suggest a horizon which is both real and 

elusive. 

 

 
Figure 111. Shiraishi, K. (2015). The example of Hokkaido series of photographs. 
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Figure 112. Shiraishi, K. (2015). The example of Hokkaido series of photographs. 

 

I initially made pencil drawings (Figure 113-Figure 114) from several of his 

Hokkaido’s photos, in an attempt to further defuse the implicit horizon in his photos 

and in order to create a sense of diachronic time in which the horizon appeared and 

disappeared.  

 
Figure 113. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Examples of sketches. 
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Figure 114. Shen Li (2016) Creative Practice. Examples of sketches. 

 

I purposefully used obscure brushstrokes to sketch amorphous outlines and as a way 

of infinitely extending and emotionally charging the video space (Figure 115). The 

sketches drawings were then used to create the video’s morphing layers, which were 

designed to encourage the viewer to ‘be’ in the landscape as opposed to seeing it only 

in virtual terms. The shifting shadows on the water and the horizons ambiguous 

presence were all designed to support the sense of being in the landscape. 
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Figure 115. Shen Li (2016) Theme 5 Video 1 (Screenshots) 02:32 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/243522349 
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As I worked on this video I increasingly realised the importance of Yin (invisible) and 

Yang (visible), in relation to pictorial representations of the Taoist Void. And this 

especially applies to landscape art, where the artist has to cultivate the art of not 

showing (not revealing), in order to keep the landscape alive and nature’s mystery 

intact (for more on not showing or not revealing in Chinese painting see François 

Cheng’s treatise Empty and full: the language of Chinese painting, 1994 : 75).  

 

In painting, one of the ways to achieve this is by using interrupted brushstrokes 

(brushstrokes that are too connected tend to stifle the spirit of the composition). 

Another strategy is - omission (partial or total), which traditional Chinese landscape 

painting uses very effectively to draw the viewer into the composition. Absence of 

form stimulates our eidetic memory and in so doing encourages us to engage and 

speculate on that which is missing. These are some of the visual strategies I tried to 

incorporate into my video practice. 

 

Coming back to our main theme - the Tao. If we leave its theological aspect aside, it 

has both a philosophical and a linguistic dimension. Taoist aesthetics is present not 

only in traditional Chinese painting but also in modern and contemporary art. 

Empirical method cannot express it because it must be grasped intuitively. At the 

same time, as Xingjian’s black-and-white painting suggests, the void in painting does 

not equal the total absence of everything; it functions, rather, as a spirit that 

illuminates the work and reveals the artist's inner state. Influenced by traditional 

Chinese landscape painting and ideas drawn from Western modern and contemporary 

art, I was encouraged to focus on ways in which to achieve representations of pictorial 

infinity (the Taoist Void) in my video practice. 

 

Working with these visual strategies enabled me to experience, in a practical sense, 

the concept that the infinite Taoist void is predicated on complementary opposites – 

presence and absence, fullness and emptiness, which prompts our imagination to 

search for balanced harmony and organic wholeness.  
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3.5.2 Video 2 - “Emptiness”, Replacing the image with Sound (Video website link 

– https://vimeo.com/286580467) 

 

 
Figure 116. Shen Li (2016) Theme 5 Video 2 (Screenshots) 06:35 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/286580467 

 

After reflecting on Theme 5, Video 1: Infinity (the Taoist Void), I questioned the 

possibility of creating an artwork that evoked the infinite horizon associated with the 

Taoist Void without visualizing it all. 

 

As the Tao Te Ching (Taoism’s primary text) outlines, the Tao is: “infinite”, “eternal”, 

“immortal”, “dispassionate”, “ever present” and “empty yet full” (Stephen Mitchell ’s 

translation, 1988 edition, chapters 4,5,7). 

 

As an artist my goal is to achieve self-enlightenment through aesthetic practices that 

attempt to engage with the empty-fullness that is the (Taoist) Void. The Tao Te Ching 

states that Emptiness or "Void" is the origin of "Infinity", which energises "all beings", 

and it is through the constant pursuit of the balance between "more" and "less" that 

the Taoist concept of the “infinitely capable” Void is achieved. Stephen Mitchell’s 

translation of Tao Te Ching (chapter 5, 1988) describes the Tao as a “bellows”, 

although it is “empty” but can produce infinite capacity. I found this concept to be 

both inspiring and liberating and as such it underpins much of my video work. I 

interpreted it as the motivation to be infinitely visually imaginative, which activates 

my artistic creativity and aesthetic approach, which is dedicated to constantly 

pursuing an immanent Tao. 

 

Emptiness, the root of Tao, activates all existence, whilst constantly returning to its 

origin (Cheng, 1994 : 43). Not only did I find this a challenging concept, but also one 

that I wanted to develop and express via video space. In order to do this I began by 
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reviewing the role of emptiness in Chinese traditional landscape painting. Chapter 2, 

theme 5, relates much of what I learnt, mainly through the study of Guo Xi (1020 

C.E.– 1090 C.E.) painting and writing, which inspired me to re-interpret and 

transform his ideas into a video space. 

 

As mentioned in chapter 2 theme 5, Guo Xi’s painting Trees on the Distant Plain 

(Figure 117) depicts the horizon which is intentionally ambiguous, thus making the 

viewer concentrate on the landscape and not the infinity that lies beyond. Therefore, a 

good landscape painting should contain the visible and the invisible (Cheng, F. 1994 : 

77). All the elements of nature that appear finite are in reality linked with the visual 

infinite. In order to integrate infinity into finiteness and to combine the visible and the 

invisible, the painter must know how to make full use of emptiness through the 

controlled absence of brush strokes.  

 

 
Figure 117. Guo Xi, (1085 C.E) Trees on the Distant Plain, handscroll. 

 

Influenced by Guo’s ideas, I attempted to draw attention to how artists liberate time 

and space from material restrictions in order to achieve a creative extension. A more 

or less contemporary example of this approach is the 1993 film “Blue” by Derek 

Jarman (1942 – 1994), Figure 118. English film director Derek Jarman juxtaposed a 

"blank" blue screen over a 76 minute period, with an audio composition of voices, 

music, and sound effects which played out against an unchanging blue screen.  
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Figure 118. Derek Jarman, (1993), Blue, Basilisk Communications Ltd. 

 

The film pays tribute to French painter Yves Klein through the Western tradition of 

utilizing blue to express infinity and spirit, Klein patented a vibrant shade of 

ultramarine, also called International Klein Blue (IKB) (Figure 119), “to convey his 

cherished qualities of boundlessness and immateriality” (Higginson, K. 2008 : 77 - 

94).  
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Figure 119. Yves Klein (1962), IKB 191, Paint on canvas on plywood, Object: 1397 x 1197 x 32 mm, 

1600 x 1394 x 80 mm. IKB 191 (1962), one of a number of works Klein painted with International 

Klein Blue. International Klein Blue (IKB) is a deep blue hue first mixed by the French artist Yves 

Klein. 

 

As the following figure shows, states of reverie were evoked by using pure colour as 

an emotional carrier: 
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                   Derek Jarman, (1993), Blue.                                          Yves Klein (1962), IKB 191.  

 

As Jarman explained in a proposal for the film: “The monochrome is an alchemy, 

effective liberation from personality. It articulates silence. It is a fragment of an 

immense work without limit. The blue of the landscape of liberty.” (Jarman 1987, 

quoted in Peake 1999 : 515.) As a result, Blue was specifically chosen because it 

referenced an ambiences beyond the phenomenology of time.  From this point of view, 

states of reverie exist in an ‘empty space’ that is profound and infinite. Klein wrote 

that "colours always lead to associations with concrete, material, and tangible ideas 

while blue, at the very most, recalls the sea and the sky, which are the most abstract 

aspects of tangible and visible nature” (Hacker and Price, 1992 : 249). 

 

Moreover, recently, I heard about James Turrell’s light piece (Figure 120), like 

Jarman’s film features what appears to be a blank blue screen, which is in fact an 

opening to another space.  

 



 191 

 

 
Figure 120. James Turrell, Breathing Light, 2013, LED light into space, Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art. 
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When you enter the blue space you experience a sense of infinity, akin to 

experiencing the Void associated with the Tao te Ching. As discussed in chapter 2 

theme 5, the Void is considered to be the origin of infinity. In my video work, without 

resorting to using mist, clouds and obscure brushstrokes, I want to use other 

expressive features to emotionally extend and emotionally charging my video space. 

 

Derek Jarman used the "blank" blue screen to defamiliarize content from form in 

order to stimulate the viewer’s imagination. My video also attempted to stimulate 

infinite reverie by restricting visual elements. In order to do this I searched for a 

sound that would be reminiscent of the actual and intellectual horizon. For the 

purposes of my video I interchanged sound and vision in an otherwise silent room, in 

order to achieve the greatest aesthetic impact. On the grey “horizon” screen are 

displayed the words “Please close your eyes and imagine there is a horizon in front of 

you” (Figure 121).  

 

 
Figure 121. Shen Li (2016) Theme 5 Video 2 (Screenshot) 06:35 min. Video website link - 

https://vimeo.com/286580467 
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The grey is made up of black and white, I use the middle shades between white and 

black as the main colour of my video to suggest the Yin (is indicated as Black) and 

Yang (is indicated as White) of harmony coalescing. 

 

The sound that was juxtaposed with the grey screen was “Whispering Voice Beyond 

the Horizon” (2012) composed by Viola Yuen. Yuen used solo hand bell, hand bell 

ensemble and human voices (with microphone and reverberation), and one back-stage 

singer to create the composition. For me, her music engendered profound feelings that 

explored human inner-spaces. By utilizing amplifiers to magnify tonal shadows 

combined with a sense of hollowness engendered by the timbre layers created by the 

mercurial human voices, which were entwined around layers of hand-bells and choir 

chimes, the composer lead the audiences to an ostensibly distant yet near horizon, 

which seemed to approximate to one's inner-self. Viola Yuen’s music caused me to 

reflect on my approach to creative-practices, and encouraged me to expand my view 

of what constitutes ‘creative-practice’.  

 

The reverie that was created between vision and hearing in Video 2 - “Emptiness”, 

Replacing the image with Sound enabled my video to extend beyond the confines of 

the screen borders. And hopefully those experiencing it in a gallery environment will 

sense the ‘Bland infinity’ that is at the core of this video. I will continue to pay 

attention to this topic and make more experiments in future artworks. 

 

Conclusion to Chapter 3 

 

In this chapter, I produced new video artworks based on research conducted in 

chapters 1&2, primarily concerned with understanding Taoism’s impact on Chinese 

landscape painting and the significance of the invisible and visible horizon in Easter 

and Western art. I used 5 themes drawn from these studies, all of which placed great 

emphasis on binary opposites such as: absence instead of presence, incompleteness 

instead of completeness and blandness instead of fullness. I used various pictorial 

methods such as graduated tones, obscure images and abstract forms, as expressive 

visual clues designed to suggest the infinite extension of spaces, suggestive of the 

Taoist concept of the creative Void. The “Blandness” (chapter 3, theme 3, video 2); 

Absence and Presence - Empty and Full (chapter 3, theme 4, video 1); Visual Trinity: 
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High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance (chapter 3, theme 1, video 1) all 

exemplify these visual methods, which ultimately seek to create reality by abandoning 

its outer physical form. Horizon of Poetry (chapter 3, theme 2, video1) and 

“Emptiness”, Replacing the image with Sound (chapter 3, theme 5, video 2) takes this 

objective a stage further through the use of audio clues that augment an otherwise 

bland image and in order to express a deeper content that extends beyond the confines 

of the screen borders. In so doing I attempted to visually empathies with Taoist 

aesthetics and its manifestation in traditional Chinese landscape painting.  
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Thesis Conclusion 

 

In this thesis I researched the importance of Taoist principles with regard to Chinese 

landscape painting and considered issues concerning the concept of the horizon in 

both Eastern and Western art. After reflecting on this thesis, I realised that my 

underpinning philosophical studies enabled and inspired me to re-interpret and 

transform Taoist ideas into a video space. The two most important ancient Chinese 

literature records that formed the foundation of Taoist aesthetics - I Ching and Tao Te 

Ching, introduced me to the notion of "Emptiness", "Artlessness", "Heaven and 

Humankind as One". These philosophical and pictorial concepts became the guiding 

principles that underpinned my comparative study concerning Eastern and Western 

approaches to the significant use of the visible and invisible pictorial horizon. My art 

practice in chapter 3 drew on these philosophical and visual elements and attempted 

to integrate them into video artworks imbued with Taoist sensibilities. 

 

One of the most important of these sensibilities relates to the harmonic fusion of 

heaven-earth-man, which was one of the primary objectives behind the literati school 

of Chinese landscape painting and paintings such Shi Tao's Between mountain and 

river, not far from Mount Huang (chapter 2 theme 3, Figure 53). In landscape 

paintings such as these mountains and rivers were depicted as organically whole 

entities and because the artists utilized mist and clouds, instead of visible horizons to 

embody the inner law of the universe, associated with the Taoist Void. Tao’s painting 

embodies the Void, its panorama of mist shrouded mountains and trees implies no 

visible horizon and the meandering partially visible river suggests the ebb and flow of 

life itself. I tried to develop this idea in my two videos concerned with The concept of 

“Blandness”, chapter 3, theme 3. Simplicity, artlessness and “Blandness” facilitates 

the drift from full to absent, from complete to empty and these juxtapositions lead to 

the illimitable imagination becoming the driving force in my art making. Spiritual 

enlightenment and not formal sensual stimulation is my goal; the concept of 

artlessness “Blandness” can have a resonance for both the artist and the viewer via 

connecting internal experience with the external world to attain perceivable and 

reminiscent imagery. 
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In the context of Taoist aesthetics, I additionally investigated possibilities relating to 

cross-cultural influences within contemporary practice. Through my own practice, I 

demonstrated how Eastern philosophy gradually become the guiding principle in the 

development and realization of my pictorial and video artworks. I feel confident that 

my research on Oriental aesthetic theory, pictorial spatial engagement and audience 

participation relating to environmental installation practices will provide me with 

substantial building blocks with which to develop my video practice in an installation 

context.  

 

More specifically my research articulated that traditional landscape painting unfurls 

the absence of the visible horizon through the membrane of Taoist aesthetics - that is 

to say, Taoist aesthetics provides a useful creative framework because of its close 

similarity to the "spirit" of certain contemporary art forms, particularly time-based art 

forms such as video and installation art.  

 

To take an example, I discussed in chapter 2 theme 1, Guo's notion of “three distances” 

which enabled me to understand the key spatio-temporal concepts that govern much 

Chinese landscape painting. 

 

In my video Visual Trinity: High-distance / Deep-distance / Flat-distance (chapter 3, 

theme 1, video 1), I juxtaposed multiple spaces within one image, somewhat akin to 

Western Cubism, in order to redefine scatter perspective within my own creative 

practice. 

 

Through my studies I realised that Chinese landscape artists have, for many centuries 

pursued the immanent nature of the Tao as opposed to re-representing the physical 

world. By abandoning similitude in favour of Taoist principles Chinese artists 

embraced the world as process (Yin and Yang) rather than substance. Highlighting the 

importance of yin and yang within Taoism was one of the highest achievements to 

have been realised by Chinese artists. My video Infinity (the Taoist Void), chapter 3, 

theme 5, video 1, is an example of this. Through studying the Taoist concept of 

infinity as signified by the Void, I realised that Tao is a state of mind based on 

realising the importance of understanding the creative significance contained in 

binary opposites, which Tao describes as Yin and Yang.  
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My studies have enabled me to adopt a Taoist approach to art making. For example, 

my research relating visible and non-visible horizons and the geometry that underpins 

their representation is still on-going with the ultimate goal of finding a contemporary 

way of emulating the ancient Chinese landscape artists who used poetic forms of 

expression linked to the non-visible horizon contained within the Void. Mi Fu's 

Auspicious Pines in Spring Mountains (Figure 47, page 94), Guo Xi's Early Spring 

(Figure 51, page 106), and Bada Shanren's Landscape (Figure 52, page 107), are all 

examples of the presentation of pictorial clues that lead to illimitable imaginings. 

Abandoning similitude in favour of incompleteness and metaphor, allow the viewer to 

experience the absent presence imbued in nature.  

 

At the same time, during my research a stimulating link emerged between what is 

non-visible in Chinese art and Western Minimalism. In chapter 3, theme 5, page 178, 

I discussed the link between Tao’s philosophical beliefs concerning emptiness and the 

intentionally reductive approach adopted by Western Minimalist artists, such as 

Donald Judd, who were, themselves, were inspired by minimalist attitudes in Eastern 

art and philosophy, particularly Zen Buddhism.  

 

In Western Minimalist art and in the art of certain Land Artists such as Michael 

Heizer, Robert Smithson and Walther De Maria, I discovered contemporary artworks 

that resonated with Taoist sentiments concerning nature and the physical world in 

general. Inspired by these artists, I attempted to merge different kinds of art forms 

based on cross-cultural traditions, which was, for me, a challenging concept. Much of 

my experimentation was confined to spatio-temporal Video experiments and in some 

instances with the addition of audio prompts. This is another area that I will continue 

to pursue in the context of my contemporary art practice. 

  

Moreover, as a result of studying Chinese Literati painters I became fascinated by the 

relationship between image and text and uniting them into a single artwork using 

contemporary practices. My video titled Horizon of Poetry  (Chapter 3, theme 2 - 

Melancholia and Longing, video 1) - was an early attempt to link text and image 

using a time based calligraphic form. In this video, 9 sentences taken from different 

poems, all of which included the word “horizon” (Figure 77-Figure 85). In this work 
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reformed sentences combine together to stimulate both the literary and visual 

imagination with regard to invisible and visible horizons. On the basis of this, I made 

further experiments, such as “Emptiness”, Replacing the Image with Sound (Chapter 

3, Theme 5 – Infinity (the Taoist Void) , video 2), partially inspired by  Derek 

Jarman’s blank blue screen film with audio, also built on the linkage between image 

and text, but in addition added an audio element, thus combining image, text and 

audio in a three way creative link. I now wish to explore this three-way linkage in an 

installation context, which would also add a further spatial dimension, which would 

seek to further liberate time and space by avoiding the depiction of a pictorial horizon 

and replacing it with a sense of embodiment.  

 

Having carried out a period of intensive theory and practice-based research I now feel 

more confident when engaging with complex creative issues. On a broader note, my 

art practice has become more mature and above all more focused on important ideas 

and concepts that I now wish to pursue as an artist and a human being. The first and 

foremost being the absolute need to highlight and celebrate a constructive relationship 

between humankind and nature. It is also significant, given the ecological crisis the 

world currently faces, that Chinese artists achieved this within the context of stressing 

the importance of the unity of man and nature. For example, the illustrations in 

chapter 1, page 29, showed heaven-earth-man achieving a balanced harmony in 

pursuit of organic wholeness. In chapter 2, theme 5, page 132, I compared the 

different presentations of human figures in Friedrich’s Wanderer Above the Sea of 

Mist and Guo Xi‘s Early Spring, to make the point that in Chinese landscape painting 

human presence is quite often indirectly indicated via the depiction of houses, boats 

or pathways. Even in Ni Zan’s painting (Figure 73, page 146), the painter only gently 

introduced himself into the painting via the poem written on its surface. In my video 

art practice, the relationship of heaven-earth-man is understood via pictorial spatial 

engagement and audience participation – achieved via environmental installation 

practices - in other words, connecting internal experience with the external world.  

 

I want to achieve a sense that the viewer is no longer separated from the artwork and 

that they are invited to become a part of unified art through psychological engagement. 

In a broader sense, by re-interpreting the relationship of heaven-earth-man, I wanted 

my artwork to draw attention to looking at everything in nature as a unified wholeness. 
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As mentioned earlier in this chapter, my conceptual understanding the world comes 

from the wisdom of Eastern philosophy, which has provided me with not just a guide 

to art practice but also a code by which to engage with the world according to the 

principle of Yin and Yang. Which I now firmly believe provides the best approach to 

achieving balanced harmony and organic wholeness in a spiritual context. Thus, for 

me, the unity of man and nature is a mantra that enables me to recognize that Man and 

nature must be mutually inclusive in order to achieve organic wholeness. And this 

inclusiveness is what I will continue to focus on in my creative practice without 

producing a slavish copy of either man or nature.  
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