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Hu Jiang’s Clouds
By; Zhan Zhifeng

Translated by; Giacomo Bruni

(I)

marvel at his clouds. Clouds appear in nearly all his 

yet under his brush, the sky always unfolds in roll-
ing mists, and mountains are forever wrapped in 
haze and vapor. A simple blank space on the canvas 
becomes an ethereal, lofty realm of clouds, bound-

form and charm, his work would lack its unique 
aesthetic identity and rare artistic value.

(II)

ridges like lakes, rivers, waves, or tides. Works such 
as Spring Dawn Over the Green Lake , 
Green Mountains Upon Mountains , 
and Warm Spring in the Apricot Grove  
all make masterful use of clouds.

Clouds move with the mountains; mountains 
gain grandeur from clouds; waters grow elegant 

reveal a three-dimensional aesthetic appeal.

Ethereal, delicate, expansive, and majestic — these 
are the essential aesthetic qualities of the clouds in 

distance

Ancient Chinese landscape painting developed 
two sets of “Three Distances” . First, Guo Xi 
stated in The Lofty Message of Forest and Streams 

distance: looking up from the foot to the summit; 
Deep distance: peering from the front to the back 
of the mountain; Level distance: viewing distant 
mountains from near ones.”

 proposed a new “Three 
Distances” in Complete Notes on Mountain and 
Water Painting : "Broad distance: 
near banks, wide waters, and remote mountains; 
Vague distance: misty wild mountains, hidden 
from sight; Secluded distance: extreme subtlety, 
faint and ethereal."

-
el distance, broad distance — each work a differ-
ent vision, exhausting all realms of “distance”. And 
clouds are clearly the key element in expressing 
this aesthetic depth.

mountains

All things live by energy; where momentum 

through clouds and mist, using emptiness to con-
vey substance, uniting yin and yang in a harmoni-
ous whole.

Many of his paintings recall monumental works of 
cursive calligraphy. In scrolls stretching over ten 
meters, mountains roll endlessly, rosy clouds steam 
among the peaks, and mist surges through forest 
seas with surging momentum. Executed almost 
entirely in traditional ink, the spaces between black 
and white — especially the uninked blank areas — 

and stirring endless imagination in the viewer.

mountains

Lingnan landscapes are known for their delicate 

northern manner, infuses subtle elegance with 

and mountains with repeated brushstrokes to 
achieve a profound, solid quality.

Compositionally, he often makes the lower part 
of the painting dense and solid, while the upper 
section opens into empty distance. This gives the 
whole canvas great tension, neither hollow nor 
vague. Clouds are his essential visual language.

through tonal shifts and light-and-shadow con-
trast, the ethereal lightness of clouds sets off the 
rugged strength of mountains. Thus the moist, 
bright, and far-reaching landscapes of Lingnan be-
come vast and majestic under his brush.

praise from leading masters. Li Baolin, a disciple 
of Li Keran and acclaimed as “another peak of Li 

the most important soul of landscape painting — 
-

serves and accurately expresses the moist charac-

-
ual.”

School, stated: “Within nature, mountains, rivers, 
clouds, and waters hold endless mystery. A painter 
who copies only form achieves little height. A true 
master seeks the pulse of mountains, the spirit of 
rivers, their rhythm and structure, contained within 
a small canvas. Even a single peak suggests end-
less ranges; even a small stretch of water conveys a 

this essence of landscape.

Auspicious Rhythm of the Golden Mountain 68x48 cm
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rejects the restrained elegance of small-scale scenes, pursuing in-
stead a broad, expansive vision rooted in Chinese spirit and digni-

-
straction.”

(III)

Ji Kang  of the Three Kingdoms wrote: “Eyes follow the wild 
 

the Jin Dynasty painter, noted from an artistic perspective: “Strum-
ming the lute is easy; painting the gaze following geese is hard.”

Tao Yuanming’s  famous line: “Picking chrysanthemums un-
der the eastern fence, calmly I see the southern mountains.” Paint-
ing “picking chrysanthemums” is simple; capturing the calm seren-

poem evokes a similar mood:“The peony’s splendor shines like a 
drunken blush at dawn; Its fragrance permeates the air, moisten-

many painters, yet few can truly depict the “scent” in the second. 

The former is mere form; the latter is spirit — and that is where the 
true challenge lies. As the saying goes: “When the song ends, the 

achieved by brush and ink alone.”

form. A great painter must rise beyond copying appearances to 
mastering spirit, using spirit to govern form.

same time captures the very spirit of clouds, creating numerous 
outstanding works.

(IV)

-
dations.

 said :“Describe the forms through technique, convey the spirit 
through emptiness. Link the void to the solid, join the broken parts 
as one, and discover the inner balance.”

Xiang Shanweng  (Yun Xiang  noted: “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; absence is presence — this is 
transcendence.”

Dai Xi  observed: “The realm of painting gathers like an oncom-

Guo Xi wrote: “If you want a mountain to be tall, do not paint it en-
tirely — let mist lock its waist, and it becomes tall. If you want water 
to be far, do not paint it to the end — let it fade and twist, and it 
becomes far.”
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From tradition, he grasped the way of emptiness and substance. Through clouds of varied forms, his land-
scapes achieve: motion within stillness, rhythm within movement, transcendence within the ordinary.

-
ate wonderful realms.” Treatise on Painting  Hua quan

birth to the spiritual essence.”

When appreciating Qi Baishi’s paintings of shrimp, viewers perceive the creatures as vivid and alive. In Li 
Keran’s landscapes, dense forests unfold. Though the sky is not painted, it manifests naturally; though the 

. In his art, clouds assume vital impor-
tance, equal to brush and ink themselves.

, 
he paints mountains, rivers, trees, and stones in a forceful, vigorous style, presenting both the allure of dis-
tant landscapes and a profound spiritual essence.; the grandeur of Wang Ximeng’s  Thousand Li of 
Rivers and Mountains ; the distance and emptiness of Ma Yuan ; the misty elegance of 

“enigmatic distance” of the Two Mi  and the misty Jiangnan scenes  of Dong Yuan  can 
also be found in his work.

Lingnan School. Masters such as Li Baolin broadened his vision, adding vastness, depth, and majesty to 
his already moist, luminous style.

-
dong. Nature is the ultimate teacher. Raised by the sea, at the foot of Yanjing Ridge and Fushan Ridge, he 
absorbed the very essence of sky, earth, mountains, and clouds.

(V)

“Learn from nature; pain from the heart” . Shi Tao said artists must “draw water 
from their own well”, "When I paint this on paper, my heart enters the spring river. River blossoms unfold 
with me; river waters rise with me. The universe dwells in my heart; the world rests in my hand."

Great art requires a distinct personal language. Wisely, he found his signature: clouds.
-

plying his understanding of calligraphic line and sculptural mass to the ink and brush of landscape paint-
ing.”

dotting, line, plane, detail, and structure — all precise, meticulous, and exquisite.

life, focusing on the elements of landscape in nature. I integrate understanding of fengshui principles — 
qi — deepening my experience of natural atmos-

phere. I seek to fuse the true beauty of the natural world with subjective consciousness, creating a new 
spiritual imagery: a second nature that can be seen, travelled, and inhabited — a spiritual home for the 
soul.”

“The heart gives birth to all methods; the heart ends, all methods end.”, “Clouds drift idly from the hills.” 
(Tao Yuanming)

After years studying sculpture at the art academy, and long after middle age, he picked up the brush 
-

scape lacks grandeur”, expanding the depth and breadth of Lingnan’s beauty.
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