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The following article aims to compare the teaching 
methods and approaches for representing the nat-
ural environment and phenomenal reality in the 
Art and Image subject for lower secondary schools 
( ).1

-
enced by the philosophical, political, anthropologi-
cal, religious, and social frameworks of a given cul-

evident that Chinese education is founded on the 
Rujia school of Kongzi (Confucius), and the 
Daoist school of Zhuangzi ( ), which also pro-
vides important theoretical principles, particularly 
the idea of direct experience and observation with-
in nature. In Europe, philosophers such as Aristotle, 
Plato, and Socrates, based on their philosophical 

-
er, it was through the work of Rousseau, Frobel, 
Pestalozzi, the Agazzi Sisters, Montessori, and other 
great pedagogues that education gradually shifted 
toward active, natural learning and direct engage-
ment with the external environment.

The teaching of art in compulsory education in Eu-
rope began with early academic studies in the 14th 

-
nini and later Kandinsky. It was only through the 
work of individuals like Munari, Federico Moroni, 
and others that art education acquired its current 

persisted in the Italian context, as well as global re-
forms such as the Road Map for Arts Education. In 
China, thanks to Cai Yuanpei ( ), who opened 
the doors to aesthetic education for all and promot-
ed its social and educational value for the masses, 

-
ures such as Xu Beihong ( ), Li Fengmian (

), and others, a series of reforms were initiated 
from the beginning of the 19th century until the 

basic art education curricula in compulsory school-
ing.

1 In the Chinese education system, compulsory education lasts 
until the age of 14, and primary and secondary schools follow 

-
ed in 3 years. Compulsory education is divided as follows: the 

-
cle covers grades 4–5 of primary school, and the third cycle 

school is structured into three years, and the Chinese ministerial 
guidelines provide separate curricular directives without further 
specialization into different tracks. Tao Xuquan , Reform of 
Fine Arts courses in China: theoretical foundation, Southwest 
China Normal University Press, 2021, p. 275:100

These pedagogical contexts, linked to well-known 
developments in the history of painting, continue 

-
proaches to representing the phenomenal world, 
the teaching methods, and the perspectives on 
natural phenomena and landscape representation.
This is already evident from the terminology used 

These pedagogical contexts, intertwined with sig-

continue to shape both the conceptual and prac-
tical approaches to representing the phenomenal 

-
spectives on natural phenomena and landscape 
representation, with notable differences emerging 
even in the terminology used in textbooks – differ-

manifest in the delivery of instructional units. Spe-
-

scape" (natural, urban, and maritime), while the 
Chinese curriculum centers on "Shan Shui Paint-
ing" ( ), the painting of mountains and rivers.

Among the competencies both educational sys-

skill to be cultivated through informal and work-
shop-based learning activities in close contact with 
the natural environment within the school prem-

-
ically developed through formal instruction that 
emphasizes analytical and critical thinking, specif-
ically focusing on reading and interpreting iconic 
texts and visual language images.

This fundamental distinction reveals how these 
two great cultures perceive and engage with the 
tangible world. In China, learning is based on di-
rect experience with the student's immediate so-
cial and natural environment, prioritizing subjec-
tive and experiential aspects. Only after a process 

re-elaboration can students arrive at a visual trans-
lation, simplifying forms into fundamental graphic 
patterns and stylistic conventions. This approach is 
guided by the principle of “grasping the idea while 
forgetting the words” ( ), enabling students 
to fully understand and appreciate beauty while si-
multaneously nurturing and preserving a love for 
life – a cornerstone of Chinese artistic philosophy.

In contrast, the Italian approach to observation fol-
lows a process of analysis, deconstruction, and ob-
jective reconstruction of nature, mediated through 
structured planning that spans compositional and 
geometric analysis, color balance, and the study 

of light, volume, and perspective (both linear and 
aerial). This method appears to allow little room for 
personal reinterpretation of what is seen, yet it pro-

of human visual perception.

Consequently, the competencies to be acquired 
in Italy emphasize critical, analytical observation, 
requiring students to develop personal judgment, 

ability to create artworks based on objective crite-
ria. Conversely, in China, students are expected to 
develop observation connected to personal con-
sideration, driven by their own feelings and senso-
ry perceptions rather than purely intellectual un-
derstanding. This aspect is complemented by the 
poetic and symbolic interpretation that Shan Shui 
painting assumes when the artist gives form to 
what has been perceived, mediated, and internal-
ized. Although this might appear to be a complete-
ly free and personal operation, the study of this 
painting genre also requires extensive technical 
training and references to the study and imitation 
of great classics from the Five Dynasties ( ) and 
Song ( ) periods.

-
proach and methodology between the two civiliza-
tions, which is already explicitly visible in the com-
petency targets and educational objectives of their 
respective compulsory education systems.

In the Italian system, an experiential approach 
and direct observation of nature are not explicitly 
mentioned. The focus lies instead on understand-
ing the rules and visual language underlying the 
representation of themes, and on comprehending 
their historical-artistic developments. While this 
may appear to be a highly schematic, rigid, objec-

-
in frameworks of projection, geometric composi-
tion, perspective, construction lines, color balance, 
and basic preparatory sketches—it paradoxically 
empowers students with operational mastery and 
autonomy. It enables them to undertake personal 
interpretations of themes and to deconstruct and 
critically rework what they have learned using the 
tools at their disposal, without being constrained 
by the need to copy and reproduce classical mas-
terpieces.

Comparing the textbooks used in lower second-
ary schools - Italy's Il Sogno di Artemisia by An-
drea Pacini, Vittorico Giudici and Giulia Coco (Part 
A: Visual Grammar, Techniques and Multimedia 
Languages) or In Arte Volume A
Margherita Romagnoli and Alessandro Baldanzi 
(Sansoni edition) with China's Mei Shu( ) (2019 
edition, Volume 2) published by Zhejiang People's 

differences in pedagogical approach.

In the Italian curriculum, landscape is treated as 
an expressive theme addressed only after study-

ing Vedutismo in art history classes, positioning it 
within a clear historical-artistic framework. 
  
The Chinese approach offers brief historical context 
but concentrates the entire unit on technical mas-

) and blue-
green ( ) techniques - while developing the 
core competency of “appreciation” ( ) through 

-
ti quotations that perceive Shan Shui painting as 
materialized poetry.

The Chinese unit's title, Poetic Feeling and Picto-
rial Meaning ( ), guides students to under-
stand this technique not as faithful reproduction 
of phenomenal reality, but as personal, romantic, 
subjective perception of landscape. Students in-
ternalize the genre as the ultimate synthesis of hu-
man emotion and intellect, connecting it to poetic 
representation.

-
ers and sea before complete landscape compo-
sition, while the Chinese unit follows the reverse 

), mountains and 
rocks ( ), and details ( ) - including rivers, 

-
agogical priorities in building towards artistic mas-
tery.

Compared to the chinese textbook, the italian text-
book also begins with an infographic supporting 
schematic and graphic-illustrated representations 
of tree species commonly found in landscape art-
works: apple trees, maritime pines, palm trees, as 
well as pines, beeches, and maples. The difference 
with the chinese lesson lies not only in the types 
of plants presented but also in the approach: chi-

 - 
crab-claw branches, - deer-antler branches, 
and  - pine trees) to train their minds in pro-
cessing not the internal structure but the external 
form—what the human eye perceives. This meth-
od focuses on capturing essential graphic traits 
to identify objects and guiding their depiction 

basic contours.

Likewise, the study of leaves follows different ap-
proaches. Rather than presenting a schematization 

external contours, the Chinese method exclusively 
modulates brushstrokes and traces according to 
leaf type—pointed leaves ( ) or dotted leaves (

)—thus distinguishing the different stages of the 
technique.

The depiction of rocks in the Shan Shui lesson, how-
ever, follows the same approach as the other ele-

introduced and compared with a photograph of a 
famous mountain that has been frequently depict-
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ed throughout history. The process begins 

balancing solid and empty spaces while 

form. Through various stages and different 
brushstroke techniques, volume and sub-
stance are gradually built up: outlining ( ), 
creating texture ( ), rubbing ( ), washing  
( ).

In contrast, the italian lesson incorporates 
the theme of rocks within the broader 
study of mountains, which are often not 
addressed through dedicated technical 
exercises. Instead, rock formations are typ-

concepts, such as aerial perspective, the 
representation of distance and proximity, 
color balance, or the gradation differences 
between warm and cool colors.

The study of single-point, frontal, and ac-
cidental perspective, among others, is 
addressed in textbooks of both cultures 
before proceeding to landscape explana-
tion, within the unit dedicated to spatial 

-
books also include a brief study of various 
compositional forms that landscape scrolls 
may adopt during their conceptual phase: 
serpentine composition, curved compo-
sition, and two planes interspersed with 
clouds and concentrated at a single point, 
extending to large areas of emptiness with 

demonstrate different types of perspec-
tives that sharply contrast with Western 
perspectives, which assume a binocular, 
planar viewpoint.

In summary, we can observe how the Ital-
ian approach to landscape study progress-
es from the particular to the general, with 
object composition always following ge-
ometric schemes based on rigid chromat-
ic and compositional rules. In contrast, the 
Chinese approach moves from the general 
to the particular, follows the natural forms 
of objects to create a sense of vitality, and 
seeks to represent the inherent life force 

brushstrokes, demonstrating the indeter-
minacy and elusive nature of the overall 
natural vision.

What fundamentally distinguishes these 
approaches is the underlying concep-
tion that guides the creative process: one 

-
er on emotional sensibility.
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“Understand: ten thousand 
trees, not one stroke is tree; 

ten thousand mountains, 
not one stroke is mountain; 

ten thousand strokes, not 
one stroke is merely stroke. 

Presence is absence; ab-
sence is presence — this is 

transcendence”

Yun Xiang 
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