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The bifa concept in Jing Hao's Bifaji
A brief study of its continuity and significance in
Mountains-and-waters painting (Part I)

By; Claudio D. Lucchi

Chinese ink-wash painting (shuimo hua
/K2 #) was already practiced during the
Tang dynasty'. Since then, this particular
art form has never ceased to develop.
Carefully handed down from one
generation of painters to the next, treated
like a rare and precious flower by Chinese
painters and literati alike, Chinese ink-
wash painting has always been (and still
is today) a topic of discussion.

Shuimo hua’s historical length per

se does already reflect philosophical
concepts concealed deep inside the life
view of the culture that created it. This
fact becomes even more intriguing when
one compares Chinese painting to its
Western counterpart, whose history has
more than once been marked by schisms
and revolutions.

The concepts and theories underlying
these two art systems, as well as the
philosophical principles on which they
rest further reveal, albeit often dimly and
only partially, the unfathomable chasm
which separates them.

One of these concepts, bifa 22, was
discussed at length by Jing Hao i in
his treatise, the Bifaji 4%+ (translated
into English by Kiyohiko Munakata as
Ching Hao's Pi-fa-chi : A Note on the Art

of the Brush?).
1 FAE,  QlhKimMAESRY 5 In: BHECOE (R

TII) (The Science Education Article Collects), 2019.07. , pp.

106-107.

2 In this article, excerpts from Jing Hao’s treatise in the
original Chinese are from Wang Bomin’s punctuated and
annotated version GRli %, FAAM F5 ke, FLA
BB, ChRaiERE — Eike) . st ARSE

Through the present paper, | have
explored this unique concept,
endeavouring to single out the key role it
plays in mountains-and-waters painting
(shanshui hua 1l17K3E), trying to grasp

its philosophical fundamentals and dual
— mystical and transcendental, on one
side, rational and technical, on the other
(see below) — nature. While doing so,

| found it relevant to compare various
notions inherent to Chinese philosophy
with precepts developed within
Christian thought. This proved helpful in
demonstrating why Jing Hao's bifa would
lose its significance if applied to Western
painting®.

1. Introduction: Chinese and Western
perspectives in Chinese painting studies
At first glance, Chinese pictorial literature
distinguishes itself mainly in two respects
:its long history, which spans over two
millennia, and its fecundity. These bear
witness to the historical continuity and
unhurried germination of Chinese ink-
wash painting.

The large number of treatises and
anthologies shows a desire to perpetuate
a tradition based on the transmission,
from one generation to the next, of a
cultural heritage conscious of its historical

AR HAL, 1963) ; excerpts in English are from Kiyohiko
Munakata’s translation (Munakata, Kiyohiko. Ching Hao’s
Pi-fa-chi : A Note on the Art of the Brush. Ascona : Artibus
Asiae, 1974.)

3 For a discussion on how Christianity revolutionised and
reshaped the Western world, and on its perdurance at the
very core of Western thought, see Benedetto Croce’s essay,
Perché non possiamo non dirci «cristiani», published in
Discorsi di varia filosofia, Vol. I, Laterza, Bari, 1945.
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responsibility.

This impressive literary corpus has already
since a few centuries awakened the
curiosity of Western scholars. As a result, a
great variety of high-quality translations,
commentaries, and research papers are
available to modern art students, allowing
them to deepen their intercultural
experience by comparing and cross-
referencing original Chinese texts and
their translated versions.

In the field of intercultural studies, it is
practically impossible to place Chinese
and Western painting side by side in
order to conduct a comparative analysis.
This is mainly due to the considerably
different systems of thought which
affect them and on which they have
gradually come to rest, and the cultural
environments in which they endlessly
evolve.

This does not mean that comparative
studies of any kind are pointless. When
judiciously applied, they do indeed
present a great interest as they allow
researchers and readers alike to gain a
better understanding not only of other
cultures but also of their own selves, for
it is often through the eyes of others that
our true self is revealed.

However, when engaging in such studies,
particular attention should be brought

to historical, cultural, and philosophical
backgrounds. When comparing Chinese
and Western painting, each should be
kept in its own context, thus leading to a
sort of parallel comparison. The rendering
of ancient Chinese terms in Western
languages is but one of the most obvious
difficulties present in the field. How

to, for instance, translate the Chinese
aesthetic term shen #f into divine, or

giyun shendong &84 into spirit
resonance, without properly explaining
its original semantic value ? Obviously,
the context attached to each word is just
as significant as the context of the facts
discussed.

2. The Bifaji %570 and its bifa %
7% concept

Among pictorial treatises, anthologies
of painters, treatises on the history of
ancient art, and collections of critical
essays, some texts distinguish themselves
through their formal originality, as well
as the innovative nature of the concepts
they propose. In this context, the Bifaji
Fykit, commonly attributed to Jing

Hao i, occupies a prominent position
due to its development of the bifa 23
concept and its influence on the further
development of Mountain and water
painting, or shanshui hua 117K .

The Bifaji’s sphere of influence appears

to have already spread far beyond China’s
borders. This is highlighted by at least five
translations into English, one in Japanese,
and two studies, also in Japanese; not to
mention its reproduction in other works
devoted to Chinese pictorial art. Hence,
more than a thousand years after its
composition, the Bifaji is still actively read,
studied, and analysed.

From a purely linguistic standpoint,
the term bifa does already constitute

a challenge in itself. In his translation*
of the Bifaji, the Japanese scholar
Kiyohiko Munakata rendered the term
as “art of the brush”, while the Italian
scholar Maurizio Paolillo interpreted it
as “Ars pingendi”. While bi % translates
rather easily as brush or writing tool,
the meaning of fa 2% is vaster and more
profound, and may be rendered as law or

N
4 Munakata, Kiyohiko. Ching Hao’s Pi-fa-chi : A Note on the o
Art of the Brush. Ascona : Artibus Asiae, 1974.
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method, or even as dharma in a Buddhist
context (f#y%). Linguistically, Paolillo and
Munakata’s translations may both be
deemed as correct. Munakata'’s “art of
the brush” does however offer a more
comprehensive meaning, while Paolillo's
“Ars pingendi” appears to concentrate
itself on the creative act in painting.

This leads to a second consideration: in

a Western context, any painting brush
or tool could not possibly be associated
with anything more than concepts

of method or technique. For Western
painters, a painting brush is a tool that
allows them to express their ideas. Its
materials and shape may matter little

as long as it yields the desired result.
Following this principle, it becomes clear
that any possible Western brush method
falls under the much more important
discourse about the relationship between
form and content, as was for instance
discussed by Wassily Kandinsky in

his essay Uber die Formfrage and his
book Uber das Geistige in der Kunst.
Following Kandinsky's ideas, form has to
be regarded by the artist as the spirit's
vessel. The choice of a particular form in
a given work is thus defined by the spirit
the artist wishes to express. How and by
what means the desired form is to be
attained is entirely left to the artist and
is, in a certain way, secondary since all
means and efforts must finally lead to
one goal, i.e, the spirit.

This is far from being the case in Chinese
painting. Throughout its history and up
to our present day, various painters have
written extensively on the handling of
the brush, bringing special attention

to brush strokes, their strength and
variation, expression of particular
feelings and philosophical concepts,
wrist movement, etc. What rapidly

transpires as one progresses through the
numerous texts written on this subject is
that in Chinese painting, bifa is far more
than a mere technique or set of rules.

It becomes equally clear that its role in
Chinese painting is essential and that the
philosophical concepts it rests upon are
not limited to the painting field.

2.1. Key role of the bifa %
concept

As the author of the Bifgji first raises the
question of bifa, he does so in a most
particular way :

The old man said : “If you, a young man,
like to study, you can accomplish it in
the end. Now, there are Six Essentials in
painting. The first is called Spirit (qi &,).
The second is called Resonance (yun #).
The third is called Thought (si /&.). The
fourth is called Scene (jing 5t). The fifth is
called Brush (bi % ). And the sixth is called
Ink (mo 5&).”

I said, “Painting (hua #) is equivalent

to flower [or outward appearance] (hua
#£). That is to say, one obtains reality
when he devotes himself to attaining
lifelikeness. How could this [simple truth]
be distorted ? The old man answered :
“Not so. Painting (hua &) is equivalent to
measuring (hua ). One examines the
objects and grasps their reality. He must
grasp the outward appearance from the
outward appearance of the object, and
the inner reality from the inner reality of
the object. He must not take the outward
appearance and call it the inner reality.
If you do not know this method [of
understanding truth], you may even get
lifelikeness but never achieve reality in
the painting. ®

B, DEE, AR, R
HARNE: —HA; ZHE; =H
/EIE\I E]%: %‘E]%; ﬁE]o

5 Munakata, pp. 11-12.
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B, ¥, f#d, HELPRE, &
SR

LE, AR, mE, Eth. EMR
MR, Yz, WHE, M2
S, BOHSE, ARHAENSE. EA
KA, AW, EEAT R,

This short passage illustrates the fact
that painting is far from being an end

to itself. It does in fact derive and rely

on philosophical concepts concerning
perception, reality, and how man
interacts with the world in general,
already established and discussed
before the Christian era by Confucian
and Taoist philosophers alike. From a
Western standpoint, it becomes crucial
to familiarise oneself with these notions,
as they constitute the very foundation of
the Chinese system of thought, especially
since they differ significantly from their
Western counterparts.

In the Six Essentials (liuyao 75%) outlined
by Jing Hao, bi [brush] comes only fifth in
rank and yet, it must not be regarded as
an independent concept but rather as a
vital organ within an organic whole. This
is pointed out a little further:

Here | will give the detailed instructions
of the Essentials of painting. Spirit (qi

%) is obtained when your mind moves
along with the movement of the brush
and does not hesitate in delineating
images. Resonance (yun #8) is obtained
when you establish forms while hiding
[obvious] traces of the brush, and perfect
them by observing the proprieties and
avoiding vulgarity. Thought (si ) is
obtained when you grasp essential
forms eliminating unnecessary details
[in your observation of nature], and let
your ideas crystallize into the forms to be
represented. Scene (jing %) is obtained

when you study the laws of nature and
the different faces of time [different
times of the day or seasons of the year],
look for the sublime, and recreate it with
reality. Brush (bi %) is obtained when you
handle the brush freely, applying all the
varieties of strokes in accordance with
your purpose, although you must follow
certain basic rules of brushwork. Here
you should regard brushwork neither

as substance nor as form but rather as
movement, like flying or driving. Ink (mo
%) is obtained when you distinguish
higher and lower parts of objects with

a gradation of ink tones and represent
clearly shallowness and depth, thus
making them appear as natural as if
they had not been done with a brush.®

Mz 2, 57%5: &, L
iz, MBEAZK; B, RL

%, &ACAME: B, Mk,
BRI S, SR, 2
H, AFAKE, ks, &%,
AR, YRR, SCRER,
AR 2 .

Qi % [spirit], yun ¥ [resonance], si /&
[thought], jing & [scene], and mo & [inkK]
are all linked to bi % [brush]. Although
they may theoretically exist each for
itself, it is only through bi that they may
reach organic unity. In such a context, bi
cannot be treated as a painting tool or
method [brushwork], neither be regarded
as substance nor form “but rather as
movement”, i.e., a form of creative energy
that instills life and gives shape to all
things within a painting.

6 Munakata, p. 12.
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An extract from the Lidai Minghua Ji AR
4 #30 by Zhang Yanyuan JRZiE may help
to better illustrate this concept:

Now, fashioned and distilled by [the
interaction of] yin and yang, the myriad
phenomena were strewn and spread
[through the universe]. Mysteriously
evolving without speech, [Nature’s] divine
work operates by itself. Grasses and

trees spread forth their glory without
depending upon cinnabar and azurite;
clouds and snow whirl and float aloft,
and are white with no need for ceruse.
Mountains are green without needing
malachite, and the phoenix is iridescent
without the aid of the five colors. For

this reason one may be said to have
fulfilled one’s aim when the five colors
are all present in the management of ink
[alone]. If one’s mind dwells on the five
colors, then the images of things will go
wrong.”

KRIABFEZS, TR, KT

o, MIME. FEARECR, At
fxZ K =T, ARFERT

Ho A EFMER, RARGLT
MA. EHaEm LR, B2
B. BELG, YRR,

The painted scene here described is
likened to the actual cosmos. When the
Six Essentials are correctly and fully put
into practice, the painting thus obtained
is in fact a microcosm inhabited by the
same vital breath (gi &) which animates
the universe, built and functioning
according to the same cosmic principle
(Ii #). A work thus created reaches a level
of quality described by Jing Hao as divine
(shen ##), i.e., a work “in which there are
no artificial elements and the images
are formulated spontaneously as the

7 Susan Bush & Hsio-yen Shih, Early Chinese Texts on
Painting, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 2012,
pp. 62-63.

brush moves” (1%, T-HAT N, LIBKE).
One may now better understand why
the Jing Hao deems it so important that
individual brushstrokes remain hidden
within the painting : a painter in full
command of the Six Essentials is actually
experiencing “union with the universe”s,
thus modelling his creative activity on
the Dao (i&8). As he paints, from his brush
spring forth spontaneously, as if by
themselves, the myriad beings (wanwu
EY)) that fill the universe. Everything
happens naturally and effortlessly, and
the painting, born from itself, shows no
sign of human intervention, as if it were a
natural part of creation. The brushstrokes
that compose it remain hidden within the
painted surface, thus rendering a sense of
organic unity which symbolises the unity
binding the myriad beings that make up
the universe.

Through its union with the sixth Essential,
i.e., mo 2%, the brush further symbolises
the harmonious interaction of yin & and
yang F5. As Francois Cheng explains in
Vide et plein, while separated, yin and
yang remain inert. It is only through
their union that they may partake in the
endless regeneration of the cosmos. The
same happens with brush (yang) and ink
(yin), who must operate in harmony so
as to generate the myriad beings within
the painting.? Frangois Cheng rests his
explanation on Chapter VIl of Shitao's f1
¥ treatise on painting Kugua Heshang
Huayu Lu 75 JICRI i) 235 35 8%

L'union du pinceau et de I'encre est celle
de Yin et Yun. La fusion indistincte de

Yin et Yun constitue le Chaos originel. Et,
sinon par le moyen de I'Unique Trait de
Pinceau, comment pourrait-on défricher

8 Vincent Yu-chung Shi (translated and annotated by), The
Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, p. xvi.

9 Frangois Cheng, Vide et plein, Editions du Seuil, p. 128,
136.
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le chaos originel ? [...] Réaliser I'union de
I'encre et du pinceau, c'est résoudre la
distinction de Yin et Yun, et entreprendre
de défricher le chaos. [...] Au milieu

de l'océan de l'encre, il faut établir
fermement l'esprit; a la pointe du
pinceau, que s'affirme et surgisse la vie;
sur la surface de la peinture s'opére une
compléte métamorphose; au milieu du
chaos s'installe et jaillit la lumiére! [..] A
partir de I'Un, 'innombrable se divise ; a
partir de I'innombrable, 'Un se conquiert.
La métamorphose de I'Un produit Yin et
Yun — et voila que toutes les virtualités
du monde se trouvent accomplies.1©

The union of brush and ink is that of

Yin and Yang. The indistinct fusion of

Yin and Yang constitutes the original
Chaos. But for the Unique Brushstroke,
how could one clear up the original
Chaos? [...] Through the completion of
the union of brush and ink, one uncovers
the distinction that lies between Yin and
Yang and one may then begin to uncover
the chaos. [...] One must firmly establish
the spirit in the midst of the sea of ink. As
life suddenly appears at the brush’s tip,

a complete metamorphosis takes place
on the painting'’s surface; in the midst of
chaos appears and springs forth light! [...]
Proceeding from One, the uncountable
divides itseldf; proceeding from the
uncountable, One may be conquered.
One’s metamorphosis yields Yin and
Yang, and the world’s possibilities find
their accomplishment.

2.2. Cosmic view in the bifa
concept

As it partakes in the process of cosmic
regeneration, the painter’s bifa becomes
a means to “investigate the hidden
mysteries of Creation”" and probe into

10 Pierre Ryckmans, Les propos sur la peinture de Shi Tao
- Traduction et commentaire, Arts asiatiques, Tome 14,
1966, p. 107.

11 Frangois Cheng, Souffle-Esprit, Editions du Seuil, 2006,

man'’s perception of reality.
The author of the Bifaji discusses the aim
of painting in the following terms:

I said, “Painting (hua #) is equivalent

to flower [or outward appearance] (hua
4£). That is to say, one obtains reality
when he devotes himself to attaining
lifelikeness. How could this [simple truth]
be distorted ? The old man answered :
“Not so. Painting (hua %) is equivalent to
measuring (hua ). One examines the
objects and grasps their reality (zhen &).
He must grasp the outward appearance
from the outward appearance (hua) of
the object, and the inner reality (shih)
from the inner reality of the object. He
must not take the outward appearance
and call it the inner reality. If you do not
know this method [of understanding
truth], you may even get lifelikeness but
never achieve reality in the painting.”

| questioned : “What do you call
lifelikeness and what do you call reality
(zhen ®) ?” The old man answered
:“Lifelikeness means to achieve the

form of the object but to leave out its
spirit. Reality means that the forces of
both spirit and substance are strong.
Furthermore, if spirit is conveyed only
through the outward appearance and
not through the image in its totality, the
image is dead.” ?

B, mE, e, HEBERE, 2
AR

LEL, AR, W, mth, EMR
MR, Yz, WiLte. Yz
S, IOHSE, AP ARy SE. AN
KA, AT, EEAA L.
El ATRONEL? Ty E?

L, U, FHERELAR,
¥, AR, LETE,
TR, RZIEE,

p. 23.
12 Munakata, pp. 11-12.
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The discourse on the relationship
existing between lifelikeness (si ft1) and
reality (zhen ) is a very ancient one
and plays a crucial role as it highlights
the very significance of painting within
the Chinese system of thought. In the
Bifaji, the author proposes a harmonious
balance between the object’s outer
appearance [lifelikeness] and its inner
reality, thus implying that like the
universe itself, and every single element
contained in it must be regarded as

an organic whole, characterised by a
dual physical-spiritual nature. Kiyohiko
Munakata traced Jing Hao's views back to
Confucius, citing one particular passage
from the Analects:

“Where the solid qualities (zhi &) are

in excess of the accomplishments

(wen ), we have rusticity; where the
accomplishments are in excess of the
solid qualities, we have the manners of
a clerk. When the accomplishments and
the solid qualities are equally blended,
we then have the man of virtue.”?

I SCREY, SOB RIS, SCEM
W, REAE T,

Further insight into this topic might be
gained through an excerpt from Zhu
Jingxuan's 2k % Tangchao Minghua Lu
JERRAL HE %

| have heard that men of old said that a
painter is a sage; doubtless because he
searches for that which is beyond heaven
and earth, and reveals that which is
unillumined by the sun and moon.

When he wields a fine pointed brush, an
endless variety of things issues forth from
his mind. When he displays his talent
within a square inch, a thousand miles
lie within his grasp. As for conveying the

13 Munakata, pp. 19-20.

spiritual (yishen ¥##) while determining
the material (dingzhi &%), when the
light ink falls upon white silk that which
has physical appearance (xiang %) is
established, and that which is formless is
created.”

R ANz “HE, £, 7 &
DRz Az, BHHZAK.
R MR EL, I
RETTHAEE. ETBMER, 8
=Yk R, ARMZUSL, TR
LA

The Chinese world view, developed over
two millennia ago, perceives the world
through never-ending, self-regenerating
natural phenomena. The universe has
its dao &, and all there is in it, its own
principle. It is imperative that man

does not disturb the natural order of
the universe, which is perfect and self-
functioning. He must on the contrary
attune himself with Creation and thus
enter in @ harmonious state with the
world. This is why balance, harmony, and
the coherent coexistence of opposites
are as much valued in everyday life as

in Chinese painting. This makes it easier
to explain why Chinese painting is also
regarded as a kind of spiritual exercise
which allows its practitioner to enter in
harmony with the universe.

In this context, the crucial importance
of bifa in Chinese painting is once again
made evident. Nothing may happen
without it: the ink would remain inert,
and neither Spirit, Resonance, Thought or
Scene could be obtained.

2.3. Bifa's dual nature

In Chinese painting, bifa may be said to
embody the Chinese outlook on the world
and human life. In a world perceived as
fluid and endlessly regenerating itself

14 Susan Bush & Hsio-yen Shi, pp. 48-49.
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through constant changes, one must
maintain an attitude towards life and
artistic creation described by Vincent
Yu-chung Shih (jiti & &) as one of “flexible
adaptability”™ This requires “extreme
sensitivity on the part of the artist or

poet to the ever-changing situations

and needs of the time"® and calls for a
guiding principle that is not easy to grasp,
for it must rest on both knowledge and
empirical truth, as well as intuition and
natural talent. Under such circumstances,
it becomes only natural that the very
brushstrokes that make up a painting
must be imbued with variation (bian

5%), as these must express the painter’s
emotional state.

Jing Hao clearly emphasises bifa’'s dual
character:

Brush (bi %) is obtained when you
handle the brush freely, applying all the
varieties of strokes in accordance with
your purpose, although you must follow
certain basic rules of brushwork.”

EH, BIKEN, SHARE.....

Although the handling of the brush
itself rests on defined rules (E4&i% M),
these will not yield full mastery of the
bifa concept. Technical perfection allows
painters to create works that Jing Hao
deems to be no better than distinctive
(gi #F) or skilful (giao 13). It may suffice to
read the description of works belonging
to the divine (shen ##) class in order to
understand what the author considered
to be the quintessence of creative
experience in painting:

Divine work is that in which there are no
artificial elements and the images are
formulated spontaneously as the brush

15 The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, p. xviii
16 The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, p. xviii
17 Munakata, p. 12.

moves.’”®

W, TN, RIEMA......

The artist’s state of mind here described
may remind one of Vincent Yu-chung
Shih when, talking of Zhuangzi's concept
of shen f#, he describes it as “a state
which transcends both the human senses
and the intellect, a state in which one
forgets the entire world, including his
own existence. In such a state, one attains
that sudden enlightenment in which one
experiences union with the universe. [...]
His concept of shen, when applied to the
process of creation, led him to another
vision which is equally mystical and
equally transcendental, that is, the vision
of an effortless creativity born of perfect
understanding and comprehension.””

As one reads the Bifaji, the connection
to Zhuangzi's thought may be clearly
felt. Jing Hao does however stress more
than once that such an ultimate state of
spiritual elevation may only be reached
through a process of hard learning.

| wish you would keep working hard.
[Truth is that] only when you reach the
state of forgetting the technical matters
of brush and ink, do you achieve the real
landscape painting. %°

B: E%%ﬁz’ ﬂ:‘gkk’ ﬁﬁﬁﬁ
5, BZE, o

It thus appears that bifa holds a dual
nature : one mystical and transcendental,
depending on the artist’s talent and
intuition, and the other rational and
technical, relying on the artist's cognition
and training.

18 Munakata, pp. 12-13.
19 The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, p. xvi
20 Munakata, p. 16.










