
Holly Foskett-Barnes-600550
15PARH051-A15/16

Exploring the Taoist Concept Tian Di Ren (天地⼈人) Within 

Landscape Painting in the Yuan Dynasty  
 
Holly Foskett-Barnes 
School of Oriental and African Studies 

Word Count: 4,995 

Within this study, I will be exploring Chinese landscape painting in relation to Taoist belief. On 

writing about the Tao in Chinese painting, Mai-Mai Sze asserts that, of the four principal classes 

of subject matter, ‘landscape offers the fullest possible expression of the unity of Tao, the 

harmony of Heaven and Earth.’ (1959: 99). Whilst Chinese landscape painting is known to be 

employed as a practice to emulate - or indeed seek - Tao, I will be looking specifically at the 

Taoist concept of tian di ren, which translates to Heaven, Earth, and Humankind. This Taoist 

notion exists of the great cosmic halves of Heaven and Earth, bridged by man. Tian di ren will 

act as the spine of this study, providing a structural basis, philosophical framework and lens 

through which to look at landscape painting in the Yuan Dynasty (c. 1260-1368).

The Yuan Dynasty sits uniquely in China’s history, as a period of foreign Mongol rule. This 

foreign conquest instigated a significant shift in the Chinese arts and ‘while their political fortunes 

suffered, Yuan scholars led a renaissance of the arts’ (Fong 1992: 379). Here I will be focussing 

on the work of late literati artists, looking at their position within religion, the environment, and 

society, paralleling the three realms of tian di ren. 

The religious movements during the Yuan reflected Mongol political aspirations: 

‘Although the Mongols (beginning with Khubilai Khan) favoured Tibetan Lamaism 
over Taoism, they found the Taoist church organisation useful in aiding their conquest 
of southern China, and southern Taoists became the official conduit between the 
Mongols and the southern Chinese.’

Fong 1992: 363
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This alliance is key in exploring the socio-political position of Taoism at the time and how it 

impacted on life in the Yuan. Taoists worked alongside leading scholars and artists and ‘infused 

the Chiang-nan literati culture with Taoist mysticism, which served as the underlying philosophy 

for reclusive living.’ (Fong 1992: 470). The life of the scholar recluse was approached as a 

choice ‘to withdraw and to preserve themselves and their values until a better time’ (Barnhart 

1983: 147). This offered an opportunity to be truly immersed in nature and the essence of 

China’s lost identity: 

The country is shattered, 
But the mountains and the rivers remain!

Tu Fu (712-770), cited in Fong 1992: 72

 
I would first like to look at Chapter 25 from the Tao Te Ching, a primary text within Taoism that 

will be referenced throughout this paper.  I believe this passage elucidates key relationships 1

within tian di ren as well introduce several principle Taoist concepts. Here, I hope to unfold some 

of these connections to better frame the direction of this work and identify my points of interest. I 

hope this will allow for a more concise study with regards to the omit philosophical themes 

underpinning this paper.

There was a chaotic something, yet lacking nothing  
born before heaven and Earth. 
Alone. 
Still. 
Standing alone, unchanging. 
Revolving, endlessly. 
It can be thought of as Mother of the World. 
 
I do not know its name, 
one can call it ‘Tao.’  
The name of its powerful presence: 
One can call it ‘The Great One.’  
 
Great means going forth  
going forth means going far away 
going far away means turning back. 
 

 I have primarily worked from The Tao of the Tao Te Ching: A Translation and Commentary (1992) translated and 1

reworked by Michael Lafargue and have therefore referenced him throughout. The author of the Tao Te Ching is 
known to be Lao-Tzu (6th century bc.).
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Yes: 
Tao is great 
Heaven is great 
Earth is great 
(the king is also great 
In the universe there are four great ones 
and the king takes his place as one of them). 
 
Earth gives the rule for people  
Heaven gives the rule for Earth  
Tao gives the rule for Heaven  
the rule for Tao: things as they are.

Lafargue 1992: 84

This chapter can be seen as a creation story, in celebration of ‘Tao as supreme cosmic norm, 

above the principles of Heaven and Earth’ (Lafargue 1992: 85). The first paragraph reflects 

Taoist cosmogenic beginnings: ‘There was first the Tao, empty and still. Then, gradually, primal 

energy (yuan qi) was spontaneously generated out of the Tao… The Tao then generated the 

complementary forces known as yin and yang.’ (Little 2000: 13). The two elemental forces of 

energy (qi or ch’i) and yin and yang will be referred to throughout the paper, as fundamental 

cosmological ideas within Chinese thought, which are manifested in the work of artists in an 

attempt to achieve the true spirit of things.  2

With regards to the ‘four great ones’ expressed in the text, Heaven and Earth will be explored in 

depth as well as the king, as representative of humankind and a ‘principle mediator’ (Chang 

2000: 3) between realms. The chapter concludes with a direct reference to tian di ren, aligned by 

the ‘rule’, the way, of the Tao. A sequential order is established via the people, Earth, Heaven, 

and Tao, and a composition begins to take form. It is this hierarchal image that I will be exploring, 

in the hope of explicating the relationship of Yuan painters and their artistic process in 

expressing the true essence of tian di ren.

 Of Xie He’s ‘Six Principles on Painting’, written in the Southern Ch’i (479-501), is ‘Circulation of the Ch’i 2

(Breath, Spirit, Vital Force of Heaven)’ (Sze 1959: 131).
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Earth (di) 

The character for di (地), ‘developed with a ⼟土 tu radical that denotes “soil” at its left’ (Yibin 2009: 

21) and depicts a shoot sprouting from the land, reflecting Earth’s generative nature. Yibin 

proffers that ‘The element at the right-hand side is believed to represent either the female 

reproductive organs or a vessel’ (2009: 21). Both the womb and vessel illustrate a defining 

characteristic of Tao, as an ‘empty yet infinitely pregnant void’ (Little 2000: 16). This binary 

opposition introduces the complex Taoist conception of emptiness, composed of absence and 

presence, illustrated here by the ‘womb’. This can perhaps best be conceived not as full or 

empty, but with form or without form. The two interpretations of the character’s origins both 

illustrate Earth’s infinite potential, illuminating the spiritual alongside the material, seen in the 

sprouting seed.

Taoist thought is founded on the cosmic halves Heaven (yang) and Earth (yin). This duality is 

also found in the Chinese term for landscape painting, shan shui, which literally translates to 

‘mountains and waters’. The two naturalistic elements often constitute a landscape scene, with 

mountains symbolising yang and waters yin. These fundamental relationships underpin Chinese 

landscape painting and it is the role of the artist to emulate the unity of the elemental forces, 

rather than their opposition:

‘The aims and lofty motives of Chinese landscape painters may be clearer, perhaps, 
if we follow the continuous thread of this idea of the harmony of Heaven (Yang) and 
Earth (Yin) as it wove through every aspect of landscape painting.’ 

Sze 1959: 99

Huang Gongwang (c. 1269-1354) is one of the Four Great Masters of the late Yuan. He made 

his living in the early 1330s ‘expounded on the Three Religions’ (Fong 1992: 444). In his last 

years he retired to the Fu-ch’un Mountains, where he died in 1354. Huang’s landscape paintings 

evoke an intimate understanding of nature, perhaps stemming from his dedication to philosophy 

and religious practices. 
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‘Several of Huang Gongwang’s surviving landscapes are specifically Taoist in theme’ (Little 

2000: 25), including the hanging scroll ‘Nine Pearly Peaks in Green’ (Fig. 1). The shan shui 

scene depicts nine mountain peaks with a river in the foreground. The river meanders through 

the level-distance plain, leading the eye along, as if a path, toward the mountain ridges. The Tao 

itself translates to a path and is ‘often translated as ‘“the Way.”’ (Little 2000: 13). As written in the 

Tao Te Ching, ‘All things end in the Tao / as rivers flow into the sea’ (Trans. Mitchell 1999: 32).

Fong notes that as ‘A close observer of 

nature, Huang draws realistic natural 

forms calligraphically’ (1992: 444), seen 

here in the dry, quick brushstrokes 

capping the mountain tops and in the 

distinctly outlined trees. Huang creates a 

sense of dimensionality through tonality 

and texture; the dark trees and shaded 

rocks in the foreground begin to fade 

towards the misty mountainside, giving an 

illusion of depth but also of a rich, 

experiential atmosphere.

The highest mountain is flanked by two 

misty peaks in the distance, recalling the 

Chinese character for mountain (⼭山) and 

demonstrating the symbolic ‘multivalent 

image of the mountain’ (Little 2000: 17). ‘In 

early cosmology, mountains were 

described as the pillars of Heaven, the 

central peak being also the T’ai Chi (Great 

Ridgepole), the axis and still center.’ (Sze 

1959: 100); when employed in landscape 
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painting, the peak represents a ‘numinous pivot connecting heaven and earth.’ (Little 2000: 127). 

The title of Huang’s work further exposes this concept, as the ‘Nine Pearly Peaks’ are analogous 

to the ‘Nine regions of Heaven’ (Sze 1959: 95). The mountain appears a ‘still center’ whilst the 

universe orbits around it, the flux of being seen in Huang’s brush, as his landscape is brought to 

life by calligraphic technique and the physical movement of the body. The concept of ‘the Earth 

as a sacred body is often given visual expression in Chinese paintings’ (Little 2000: 357) and 

perhaps here, the landscape is shown as a living body, with the mountains rising and falling like 

the chest, as it inhales and exhales.

The materiality of the painting also has a relationship to tian di ren in that ‘The vertical scroll, 

reaching straight up and down, emphasises the relationship of Heaven and Earth; it might be 

likened to a direct ray of the sun… linking Heaven, Earth, and Man.’ (Sze 1959: 105). This 

correlation can also be seen in the mounting of the hanging scroll, as ‘the top portion is called 

t’ien (Heaven) and is a third again longer than the bottom part, called ti (Earth).’ (Sze 1959: 72). 

This directly exposes the deep rooted traditions of ancient Chinese thought in the practice of 

painting, which is then accentuated in a Taoist context. The composition of ‘Nine Pearly Peaks in 

Green’ suggests Huang was aware of these traditions and draws attention to the distinct regions 

of Heaven and Earth through his use of tonality, retaining the dark, earthly yin at the bottom of 

the painting and representing the heavenly spirit of yang through lighter tones at the top.

Huang Gongwang’s most famous work, ‘Dwelling in the Fu-Ch’un Mountains’ (Fig. 2), painted 

from c. 1348 to 1350, is also a shan shui scene, depicting the mountainous Fu-Ch’un region, 

southwest of Hangzhou, where Huang spent his last remaining years. The hand scroll is now 
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31.8 × 51.4 cm (The Remaining Mountain) Zhejiang Provincial Museum in Hangzhou
33 × 636.9 cm (The Master Wuyong Scroll) National Palace Museum in Taipei
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divided into two parts, exhibited in separate museums; one half in Hangzhou and the other in 

Taipei. The scroll unveils an undulating landscape of mountain peaks and still expanses of water, 

intermittently dotted with figures, temples, and trees. As the viewer explores the painting from 

right to left, the detailed landscape appears to drift into a dreamlike scene; crab-claw branches 

and pine textured trees meld into dots and wet washes of ink and, when the viewer descends the 

final numinous peak, the eye flows over the last ripple of land and into the infinite depths of the 

Fu-Ch’un river.  The mountains are formed of quick successive brushstrokes, drawing the eye up 3

from the waters edge to the mountain peaks. Fong describes these brushstrokes as ‘dragon-like 

“veins,”’ (1992: 445), again giving the impression that the mountain is animated and alive, 

pulsing with blood. This term also strengthens the symbolic association of the mountain and 

Heaven, as the dragon is also considered ‘a symbol of the power of Heaven’ (Sze 1959: 92).

Huang’s calligraphic technique here ‘supports a priority of process over product’ (Hay 1998: 80), 

exposing a concern for expression rather than mimetic representation. This approach lends itself 

to communicate such conceptual themes expressed in Taoist practice, which lie beyond 

representational form. This application of calligraphic technique was explored collectively by 

artists in the Late Yuan, which I will return to later.

 In contrast to Huang’s paradisiacal landscape, see Wang Meng’s painting ‘Dwelling in the Ch’ing-pien 3

Mountains’ (1366). Max Loehr writes that ‘The picture seems not so much to describe a passage of 
mountain scenery as to express a terrible occurrence, an eruptive vision. Now we have before us nothing 
less than an illustration of the life of the earth.’ (Loehr, cited in Barnhart 1983: 154).
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‘Dwelling in the Fu-Ch’un Mountains’ is inhabited by a handful of figures, either suspended in 

space in boats, or traversing scenes by crossing bridges. In the central section of the scroll (see 

detail, Fig. 3), two fishermen float on either side of the river whilst one stands on the bridge 

between them. Each appears isolated, framed by the trees or enclosed by the waters edge and 

the edge of the painting. The fisherman is a ‘symbol of reclusion’ (Fong 1992: 450) and is often 

seen as a motif in Yuan painting, as a reflection of the individual drifting, uprooted from their land 

and China’s identity. In a sense, landscape painting in the Yuan was a way of reaffirming ones 

roots and reaching out to Mother China through Mother Nature.

Humankind (ren) 

The character for ren (⼈人) resembles ‘a person without a head or arms’, which has developed 

from it’s ancient oracle bone form of ‘a standing man in profile, leaning forward slightly, with his 

arms held out in front of him’ (Ni 2009: 82)    . It seems that the posture is imitating prayer, as the 

figure bows with his hands held together, reflecting the ancient relationship between man and 

religion, ren and tian. This affinity is also evident in the etymology of the character for king, ⺩王 

wang, which denotes the number three (三) connected by a vertical line, representing ‘the one 

who connected the Great Trinity of tian di ren - Heaven, Earth and humankind.’ (Ni 2009: 92). 

This direct relation to tian di ren gives rise to the ancient Chinese conception of royalty as 

bridging the spiritual and physical realms as well as all beings, ‘The king was seen as the 

principle mediator between the spirits and deities and human beings’ (Chang 2000: 3).

Whilst ren can stand for people, it also translates to a singular person. I will be focusing on the 

individual, looking at the artist and scholar recluse as an emblematic lifestyle during the Yuan 

Dynasty. Ni Tsan (c. 1301-1374) was a celebrated scholar, calligrapher and also one of the Four 

Great Masters of the Late Yuan. He was born into a ‘wealthy literati family whose members were 

devout supporters of Taoist temples in the Wuxi-Suzhou area of Jiangsu province’ (Little 2000: 

25). He spent his remaining years avoiding tax collectors, roaming ‘the lake region between Wu-

hsi and Soochow… Finally returning to Wu-hsi in 1374.’ (Fong 1992: 447). This period of 

reclusive living and his rejection of governmental laws can be felt in his barren, monotone 

landscapes.

�8



Holly Foskett-Barnes-600550
15PARH051-A15/16

‘River Pavilion, Mountain Colours’ (Fig. 4) shows a shan shui scene featuring elements typical of 

Ni Tsan’s work; trees, rocks, and a river separating mountains in the distance and a pavilion in 

the foreground. Ni approaches landscape painting as a reflection of himself and the world 

around him: ‘The expression of a class of people living in voluntary exile under alien domination, 

Yuan literati painting was undecorative, unrealistic, and often ambiguous in expression and 

ambivalent in feeling.’ (Fong 1992: 431). This is particularly felt in Ni Tsan’s bare landscapes, 

absent of figures.  Instead he ‘shows the scholar’s pavilion retreat as the focal point of the 4

 Of this lack of figures, Ni Tsan is said to have philosophised ‘“I don’t know that there is anyone around in 4

the world”’, supporting the feeling of melancholic solitude in his work (Ni Tsan, cited in Barnhart 1983: 157)
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landscape’ (Fong 1992: 477), symbolising the safety of a shelter and perhaps a yearning for 

home. The pavilion hovers on four legs, it’s squat roof echoing the mountain peak behind. It is 

notably the only manmade feature within the landscape, born of crisp, brittle lines unlike the 

spontaneous brushstrokes depicting the organic forms surrounding it. The pavilion appears 

awkward, foreign, and disengaged from it’s surroundings. This contrast reflects the discord 

between humankind and China at the time, with the painting ultimately presenting ‘a world 

detached from the social turmoil that shook China in the fourteenth century.’ (Little 2000: 363). 

‘River Pavilion, Mountain Colours’ is a reflective, silent space, that remains stubbornly still, much 

like a mountain, whilst the world moves forward.

As with the pavilion and its floating feet, Ni Tsan often leaves blank spaces within his work, 

representing water, land or sky. This ‘space’ recalls the Taoist notion of the ‘pregnant void’, as 

noted earlier, and the belief that ‘Tao abides in emptiness’ (Sze 1959: 110). Emptiness is 

explored in relation to tian di, in Chapter 5 of the Tao Te Ching, through the image of ‘bellows’ 

and life’s inexhaustible breath:

The space between heaven and earth  
isn’t it like a bellows?  
Empty, but not shrivelled up, 
set it in motion and always more comes out.

Lafargue 1992: 34

Like the Taoist notion of ‘emptiness’, Ni Tsan’s landscapes are not literally ‘empty’ but space 

imbued with running water, rich soils and elemental forces. The untouched paper becomes pure 

and infinite potential, like that of the earth itself. This evokes a meditative space within the work, 

where the mind of the viewer is invited to reflect on the greater intricacies at play, within the 

painting itself, the socio-political environment, and of the universe it depicts.

The ‘effectiveness of blank spaces was achieved only through contrast with the vitality of the 

brush-work that rendered the forms it surrounded’ (Sze 1959: 109), exemplified by Ni Tsan’s 

masterful calligraphic technique. As a scholar painter, Ni Tsan applied calligraphic technique to 

painting, dealing with ‘presentational qualities over representational values’ (Fong 2014: 39). 

This approach to painting is particularly harmonious when working with ephemeral concepts in 

Taoist philosophy:
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‘Tao is evident in the later forms of landscape painting, where the natural features of 
scenery, painted with the aim of transmitting the ch’i, are accurately portrayed in the 
sense of chen (true) without being realistic in a manner of presentation.’

Sze 1959: 101

Working beyond the boundaries of mimetic representation ‘became its own statement of energy 

and rhythm, lending to landscape painting a new physicality and dynamism.’ (Fong 1992: 496). 

With regards to Ni Tsan’s work, this dynamism occurred both in his monochrome brushstrokes 

and in the ancient understanding that the divine also exists in the ‘absence of brush and 

ink’ (Yun Shou-p’ing, cited in Sze 1959: 111). His skills were renowned in the scholarly and 

artistic worlds, as expressed here by his friend and scholar Cheng Yuan-yu in a colophon of his 

work Woods and Valleys of Yu-Shan:

Master Ni paints as if he were carving a block of ice. 
Rid of the sediments, his work achieves a sublime purity. 
Cool streams, lean sandbanks, nothing more. 
Stripped rocks and textured trees are filled with expression. 
Like a treasure of coral netted from the sea, 
An immortal’s plant springs suddenly to life. 
Like imbibing wine without getting drunk, 
Through his paintings one feels harmony with the universe.

Cheng, cited in Fong 1992: 495

Cheng praises his painting and calligraphic abilities, noting his minimal approach and a divine 

touch. He states that on viewing Ni Tsan’s paintings ‘one feels harmony with the universe’, which 

offers an insight into the idea of ren extending to that of the viewer, in affinity with tian di. Despite 

Ni Tsan’s paintings rarely depicting figures, there remains a conscious awareness of humanity, 

perhaps best brought to life in the mind and eye of the viewer.
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‘The Crane Grove’ (Fig. 5) depicts a grove of trees next to a stone altar on a riverbank. The hand 

scroll ‘is the only surviving work by Ni Zan depicting a Taoist ritual space’ (Little 2000: 361), 

evidencing his Taoist orientation and allowing us to retrospectively explore the synergies within 

Chinese landscape painting and Taoist methodology. The altar signifies a sacred space wherein 

Taoist rituals would take place. Like his typical pavilions, it is the focal point of the painting, 

framed by the grove of trees. The viewer’s gaze follows that of the crane, who looks back at the 

empty altar.

The idea of ritualism as a subject matter is also instilled in the practice of Chinese landscape 

painting:

‘The application of the term shan shui to landscape painting evokes whole sets of 
analogies to the Yin and Yang and lends painting a worshipful attitude, making it a 
ritual act of reverence in praise of the harmony of Heaven and Earth.’ 

Sze 1959: 100

Sze suggests that landscape painting in itself becomes ritualised action, in celebration of tian di. 

In this light, it could be seen that Ni Tsan, as an artist and exponent of ren, becomes the unifying 

element within this act, conveying a true rendering of tian di ren.

Heaven (tian) 

The Chinese character for tian (天) resembles an outstretched figure, much like the original 

forms of ren ⼈人, with arms and a horizontal bar for a head. It’s original epigraphic form                                ‘meant 

“top of the head”’, which ‘then came to denote “sky”’ (Ni 2009: 20). This evolution shows a direct 

connection between Heaven and Humankind. As with ren, the etymology of tian also has a link 

with royalty, as ‘China’s early kings also adopted the title tian’. This title developed to become 

“Son of Heaven” and ‘was inherited by all the emperors throughout dynastic China.’ (Ni 2009: 

20). These linguistic binds somehow ground the transcendental nature of Heaven, further 

compounding the notion of tian di ren and bringing the realms of Heaven and Earth closer 

together.
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As we have seen, tian is symbolised within landscape painting by the emblematic mountain, 

bridging the realms of Heaven and Earth. Mountains are ‘revered throughout Taoist history as 

places where adepts meditate, pursue alchemy, and encounter immortals and gods.’ (Little 2000: 

357). In this light, it is understood that Heaven can be glimpsed in the earthen landscape; that 

one can experience the yang of Heaven, through the yang of the mountain, counter to the yin of 

Earth.

Fang Congyi (c. 1301-after 1378) was a Taoist priest in the Yuan Dynasty, as well as an 

accomplished painter. His renown hand scroll ‘Cloudy Mountains’ (Fig. 6), dated 1360, begins 

with a ‘split of land with lush trees and rounded masses of earth’ (Little 2000: 367), which part to 

reveal a temple roof. This densely textured land diffuses at the waters edge, from which rises a 

mountain range. The mountains climb through the clouds and slowly evaporate into the misty 

distance, leaving a trail of blue smoke, like an exhaled breath.
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Fong describes ‘… the dragon like mountain, first levitating then flying off in a gust of 

wind’ (1992: 472). This analogy recalls the symbolic correlation of the yang infused mountain 

with the dragon, both representing Heaven. The image of the dragon is also expressed by Little, 

who writes that the painting ‘depicts a long mountain range that turns and twists like a dragon 

flying through space, only to dissolve completely into empty mist at the end of the scroll.’ (Little 

2000: 367). The dynamic motion within the painting creates the impression of a dragon lifting off 

from Earth towards Heaven; the backbone of the mountain becomes his spine, with the tip of his 

tail disappearing into the clouds. Sze notes that ‘In landscape painting, the dragon itself is 

invisible but the weather suggests its presence.’ (1959: 112), often symbolised by clouds or 

storms. The manifold readings of the dragon by scholars in ‘Cloudy Mountains’ demonstrates the 

ethereal quality within the painting, reflective of Heaven and a realm beyond Earth.

The experiential quality of movement and dynamism within the hand scroll lends itself to further 

aspects of Taoist thought and elemental forces: 

‘Fang’s landscape, constantly in flux, which reflects the Taoist view of nature as a 
coalescence of the amorphous ch’i (“breath”), is a metaphor of the interaction 
between yin and yang: ink against paper, vapour and water against mountain, 
movement against inertia.’ 

Fong 1992: 472 

Here Fong elucidates the fundamental mutuality of yin and yang through landscape painting. He 

also addresses the materiality of ink against paper, as an interaction of yin and yang, and 

reflection of tian di: ‘the ingredients of ink - earth and soot mixed with water - including their 

qualities of blackness and darkness, are all yin elements… the paper also has an evident yang 

aspect in that it presented the painting.’ (Sze 1959: 73). This relationship can also be seen in the 

function of the hand scroll, as it is ‘intended to be looked at in section gradually unrolled from 

right (yang) to left (yin)… revealing a view of nature in a manner equivalent to the unfolding 

processes of nature itself.’ (Sze 1959: 105).

What Fong describes as ‘amorphous ch’i’, refers to the Taoist concept of clouds as symbolic of 

the ‘mountains’ breath, or qi.’ (Little 2000: 368) or indeed ‘Heaven’s breath’, as Sze puts it (1959: 

107). ‘Cloudy Mountains’ demonstrates the ‘transformation of solid matter into vital energy (qi) 

and vital energy into solid matter that characterise the workings of the natural world.’ (Little 2000: 

367). This metamorphosis reflects the complex role of landscape painting in achieving both a 
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‘material existence and also a spiritual influence’, as poetically stated by the fifth century artist 

Tsung Ping (Tsung Ping, cited in Sze 1959: 104). Qi can be found in Fang’s rounded calligraphic 

brushwork, ‘…the round brush style - drawn with the tip of the brush held or tucked in at the 

centre of each brushstroke - shows natural energy’ (Fong 1984: 23), which perhaps even reflects 

the ‘“ancient belief that Heaven is Round, Earth is Square”’ (Fong 1984: 24). As with Ni Tsan’s 

blank canvas, qi is also felt in the ‘empty’ space, where the clouds vanish from sight:

‘The usual proportions of sky and earth in a Chinese landscape painting allow a 
conspicuous amount of space for sky, mist, and voids in relation to that given to 
mountains, trees, and other terrestrial features: an over-all statement of the 
dominance of sky (Heaven, Yang, spirit) over earth (Earth, Yin, matter).’ 

Sze 1959: 106

On a colophon of another of Fang Conyi’s paintings, Li Cun (1281-1354), a Yuan scholar, writes:

 
‘Fanghu’s brush pursues the state of immortality. Accordingly, it gives shape to the 
shapeless, and returns that which has shape to shapelessness. That this can be 
done in painting must indeed be the ultimate achievement of art. If Fanghu were not 
himself an immortal, could he have done this?’ 

Li, cited in Little 2000: 367

Li Cun’s assertion that Fang is an ‘immortal’ gives rise to the collective feeling of transcendence 

within his work. His declaration that Fang’s brush ‘gives shape to the shapeless’ echoes the 

Taoist notion that ‘the Great Image [Tao] has no shape’ (Lafargue 1992: 96). His praise is 

perpetuated by Barnhart who notes that the ‘ongoing process intertwining the natural world, 

man, and artistic creation might be thought of as the unspoken, underlying meaning of all Yuan 

scholar-painting, but few succeeded better than Fang Congyi in giving it vivid, direct visual 

expression.’ (1983: 367). One could see Barnhart’s reappraisal as drawing together ren and di, 

the natural world and mankind, as vital components within the creative process, with Fang’s 

work resulting in the divine quality of tian.
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Conclusions 

The great achievements of the Late Yuan masters of landscape painting was in their ability to 

represent the natural world in synergy with the spiritual world. In this light, there appears a 

moment where the artist becomes the bridge between Heaven and Earth; they offer a way to 

see, feel and experience the power of Tao. Sze states that ‘While it is impossible to depict Tao, 

the course of nature, it is possible by such means to suggest its presence and to reflect its 

vitality.’ (Sze: 105). This ‘vitality’ is evidenced in the calligraphic techniques employed to engage 

with metaphysical concepts and Taoist philosophy, in a way that could not have be achieved by 

representational art.

When stepping away from mimetic representation and employing calligraphic technique, the 

artist ‘tends to obscure recognition and invites a more active perceptual process’ (Hay 1998: 80). 

Therefore, when the artist offers insight into Tao, they are also offering an opportunity to interact 

and engage with the work. In the same way that the artist is instated as ren, it may be possible 

that the viewer can be appointed such. The viewer’s mind swims in the Earthly ebb of the Fu’Ch-

un rivers, is suspended in empty, uninhabited spaces, gives form to the Heavenly ‘Cloudy 

Mountains’. In a sense, these masters of landscape painting have instilled timeless entry to 

engage with and bridge the realms of tian di ren.
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Figure. 6. Cloudy Mountains, (c. 1360) Hand Scroll, Ink and Light Colours on Paper, 26.1 x 144.5 
cm The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Photo courtesy of China Online Museum At: 
http://www.comuseum.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/fang-congyi_cloudy-mountains.jpg 
(Accessed on 30.12.15)

Epigraphical Chinese Characters 

� At: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bc/天-oracle.svg (Accessed on 
30.12.15)

� At: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/cd/⼈人-oracle.svg (Accessed on 
30.12.15)

�17

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Palace_Museum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taipei


Holly Foskett-Barnes-600550
15PARH051-A15/16

Bibliography 

Barnhart, Richard M. (1983) Along the Border of Heaven: Sung and Yuan Paintings from the C. 
C. Wang Family Collection. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Chang, Ruth (September, 2000) ‘Understanding Di and Tian: Deity and Heaven from Shang to 
Tang Dynasties’. Sino Platonic Papers, 108.

Fong, Wen C. (2014) Art as History: Calligraphy and Painting as One. New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press.

Fong, Wen C. (1992) Beyond Representation: Chinese Painting and Calligraphy 8th-14th 
Century. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Fong, Wen C. (1984) Images of the Mind: Selections from the Edward L. Elliott Family and John 
B. Elliott Collections of Chinese Calligraphy and Painting at the Art Museum, Princeton 
University. New Jersey: Art Museum, Princeton University.

Hay, John (1998) Construction and Insertion of the Self in Song and Yuan Painting’, in Self as 
Image: in Asian Theory and Practice. New York: State University of New York.

Lafargue, Michael (1992) The Tao of the Tao Te Ching: A Translation and Commentary. Albany: 
State University of New York Press.

Little, Stephen (2000) Taoism and the Arts of China. Belgium: The Art Institute of Chicago in 
association with University of California Press.

Mitchell, Stephen (1999) Tao Te Ching Lao Tzu: An Illustrated Journey. Hong Kong: Frances 
Lincoln Limited.

Ni, Yibin (2009) Symbols, Art, and Language from the Land of the Dragon. London: Duncan 
Baird Publishers Ltd.

Sze, Mai-Mai (1959) The Way of Chinese Painting: It’s Ideas and Technique with Selections from 
the Seventeenth-Century Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting. New York: Random House.

�18



Holly Foskett-Barnes-600550
15PARH051-A15/16

Further Reading 

Wu, Chung (2008) The Wisdom of Zhuang Zi on Daoism: Translated with Annotations and 
Commentaries by Chung Wu. New York: Peter Lang Publishing.

Ed. Bush, Susan and Murck, Christian (1983) Theories of the Arts in China. New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press.

�19


