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By; An Haifeng 

As representatives of ancient Chinese philosophy, the two masterpieces Confucius 
’s Analects and Laozi  ’s Dao De Jing  are, in my opinion, two 

vehicles proposing solutions to the problems faced by humanity since times imme-
morial. I do, however, prefer the former to the latter. While the former is much like a 

daily lives, and that can be conquered through learning, the latter may be compared 
to a switch, whose core value is to seek a form of controllable freedom. “Perception”, 

as the teachings proposed by the Analects. I kept a copy of the Dao De Jing with me 
during my stay in the US, a few years back, because to me, it is a revelation, a beacon in 
the dark.

Janet, my American landlord, is one person who left a deep impression on me, and with 
whom a had many deep and unexpected conversations. As I settled down in what was 

to be my new home for the following 
year, I soon found out that she was fond 
of tiny things, like feathers of little birds 
shed on the roadside, and nests blown 
down from trees by the wind. Even the 

could arouse great interest in her.

“Why do you always notice these tiny 
things?” I once asked.
“I do not expect to see bigger things.” she 
replied.

which is the biggest thing.” I said.

Later, through our conversations, I grad-
ually came to realise her strong love for 
Chinese culture. I found to be well read in 
such ancient classics as the Analects, the 
Dao De Jing and Sunzi's Art of War 

 I was quite surprised to discover 
her love for Laozi, the philosopher of the 
Spring and Autumn Period and found-
er of Taoism, as well as for “blanks”, or 
empty spaces intentionally left in Chinese 
paintings. When she told me that such 
empty spaces are not void at all, but that 
they are rather the expression of the 
painter’s ideas, I gladly acknowledged her 
good taste for Chinese paintings. This is 
how we became friends. In return, she 

I could sense something very close to 
me in the excerpts she introduced me to. 
They reminded me of the teachings of 
some Chinese thinkers, such as Laozi and 
Wang Yangming 
the similarity among them and humanity 
they try to convey. While Jesus teaches 
us to love one another (“love thy neigh-
bour as thyself”, Mark 12:31), emphasising 
and literally demonstrating that there is 
no greater love than to lay down one’s 
own life for one’s friends, Laozi advocated 
that the highest virtue is like water: “The 
highest excellence is like (that of) water. 
The excellence of water appears in its 

-
ing, without striving (to the contrary), the 
low place which all men dislike.”1 

What a similarity! 

their teachings, exhorting us to be kind to 
each other, to love one another. I’m fully 
convinced that love can bridge divides 
and make people live on friendly terms 
with each other. Likewise, Confucius 
remarked : “The wise delight in water; the 
humane delight in mountains.”2

. Mountains and water are 
symbols of a wise man’s spirit rather than 
a realistic landscape, and thus come close 
to Christ’s words, “love thy neighbour as 
thyself.”

In his Preface to Mountain and Water 
Paintings  
(375-443) asserted that “mountains and 
rivers have a material form, and yet in-
trigue the spirit”3 . This clearly 
emphasised the purpose of Chinese 
mountain and water painting —intrigue 
the spirit. As for the Qing dynasty painter 
Shitao (1642-1707), he put forward a 
revolutionary painting method: The One-
Stroke Method . “This is because 
when the primordial uncarved block 
was dispersed, the principle of oneness 
of strokes emerged, and ten thousand 
things were manifested. Confucius said: 
‘My doctrine is that of an all-pervading 
unity.’ This proves that oneness is not 
merely idle talk.”4

” My own studies have 
gradually brought me to believe that in 
1 James Legge (tr.), The Texts of Taoism (Part I), 
New York: Dover Publications, 1962 p. 52.

-
fucius, New York: Columbia University Press, 
2007, p. 45.
3 Lin Yutang, The Chinese Theory of Art, New 
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1967, p. 31.
4 Earle J. Coleman, Philosophy of Painting by 
Shih-T’ao — A Translation and Exposition of his 
Hua-P’u, The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1978, 
p. 116.
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the study of Chinese mountain and water 
painting, “one” point of view is more 
important than technique. “All-pervad-
ing unity” is the core of Chinese culture. 
According to Zhuangzi (369 - 286), 
for instance, “Heaven and earth were 
born at the same time I was, and the ten 
thousand things are one with me.”5 

) . Laozi: 
“Having little, you may gain; having much, 
you may be at a loss. So the sage holds on 
to the One to be the model for the world.” 
6  
Wang Yangming: “knowledge and action 
are one”7 

Some readers may be surprised to dis-
cover that quite similar views have been 
put forth in the West. The famous English 

himself in the following way: “To see a 
world in a grain of sand”; the German 
architect Ludwig Mies Van der Rohe 
(1886-1969) “less is more”; the contempo-

composed a song is, All is one. Therefore, 
“one” is the wise way that can help us to 
clearly see the world through and despite 
its complexity.
 
“One is all and all is one” means to ob-
serve the big through the small, and the 
small through the big. In my eyes, this is 
the key to the study of Chinese mountain 
and water painting, shanshui hua . 
This key does however compose itself of 
two points.
First of all, the Confucian classics are the 

Great Learning 

Zhuangzi, New York: Columbia University Press, 
2013, p. 13.
6 Xu Yuanchong (tr.), Laws Divine and Human, 
Wuzhou: Chuanbo Press, 2011, www.cicc.org.cn.
7 Qian Mu, Wang Shouren, Shangwu  Yinshu 
Guan  Press,1939, p.44.

In ancient times, one who intended to 
carry forward all the inherent virtues in 
the world and to rid people of material 

-
cate his family. To educate his family, he 

sincere and honest. 8

From cultivating oneself to “carrying 
forward all the inherent virtues in the 
world and to rid people of material de-
sires” — this is to complete the thinking 
transformation from the individual to the 
world. This transformation is abstract and 

rule in ancient China.

The second, i.e., the “unity of man and 
heaven” , is a concept so impor-
tant that main schools of thought in 
China have been discussing it ever since 
its inception . As Zhuangzi put forward: 
“Heaven and earth were born at the same 
time I was, and the ten thousand things 
are one with me.”, Dong Zhongshu 

 (179-104) added in a similar vein, 
“Transform Heaven and Man into one” 

. It is ideas such as these, 

of this worldly life and make their abode 
in the mountains. 

This is why Chinese painters, regardless of 
whether they spent their lives in seclusion 

— to cultivate oneself and to rule one’s 
state well. Real mountains and streams 
8 Zeng Zi, Da Xue .Zhong Yong, The Joint Pub-

Qian Mu, Wang Shouren, Shangwu  Yinshu 
Guan  Press,1939, p.81.

are just symbolic goals of self-cultivation. 
Likewise, Chinese painting should be 
perceived as a way of self-cultivation, the 
ultimate pursuit of its practitioner. The 
same aspect may be found in the tea 
ceremony, where the ceremony is more 
important than tea itself. This could be 
the main reason explaining why Chinese 
painting styles didn't have radical chang-
es over the past millennia.
The concept “one is all and all is one“ also 
becomes apparent when one studies the 
materials, tools and forms of expression 
proper to Chinese painting.
First, the main characteristic of Chinese 
paper is to highlight the properties of ink-
stroke rhythm, as well as the impossibility 
to correct any eventual mistakes on the 
painter’s part. The properties of Chinese 
Xuan paper, xuanzhi , are as wonder-
ful as life itself, but cannot be reproduced.

Second, Chinese ink is as mysterious and 
changeful as the night. Ink on white Chi-
nese paper is as abundant as night meets 
day, and is therefore the most direct and 
natural colour, capable of summarising in 

to black, all the subtle transmutations of 
our complex world.

Third, there are two peculiarities about 
Chinese writing brushes, maobi . 
On one hand, as Laozi put it, “the soft-
est thing in the world can penetrate the 
hardest”  This 
does equally apply to the Chinese brush, 
whose soft hairs can trace the hardest 
lines. On the other hand, the brush may 
be likened to a piano’s keyboard, which 
has 88 keys and is therefore limited, while 

The Chinese brush, too, is a simple tool, 
yet its possibilities are endless.
Fourth, poetry, calligraphy, painting 
and seal carving are the basic forms of 
Chinese painting, while guqin , go 

weiqi , calligraphy and painting are 
the basic disciplines to be mastered in 
a traditional Chinese literati’s wenren 

education. Thus, it may be seen that 
traditional Chinese culture emphasises 
the multi-faceted thinking dimension 
and the diversity of one’s skills, which 
could remind one of Leonardo da Vinci’s 
versatility.

Finally, how to express the core of Chinese 
mountain and water painting in Western 
thinking? I think Allan Taylor’s “all is one 
and one is all” provides a suitable answer. 

come close to the artistic spirit of Chinese 
mountain and water painting:

Auguries of Innocence
To see a world in a grain of sand,

And eternity in an hour.9

Prof. An Haifeng 
-

iated middle school of Xi’an Academy of Fine 
Arts in1997. Enrolled by School of Print of Xi’an 
Academy of Fine Arts in 2002. Sought for his 
post degree in School of Sketch of Guangxi 
Arts Institute in 2006. Professor at School of 
Fine Arts of Guangxi Arts Institute as the direc-
tor in the third studio since 2009, currently is 
a doctoral candidate at the Xi’an Academy of 
Fine Arts . His specialty is Chinese 
mountain and water painting.

-

10:1-4209-3782-0
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