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The first four centuries of Chinese im-
perial history, specifically the Han dy-
nasty, were characterized by a Confu-
cian-based ideological setting, which
gave great importance to the political
and social participation of the indi-
vidual. Therefore, the ideals of living a
reclusive life in nature, and generally
the Daoist teachings became minor-
ities in the intellectual scene of the
time. During the Wei, Jin, Southern
and Northern Dynasties (Weijin nan-
beichao # & L#, 220-589), due to
social turmoil, profound changes in
social thinking were caused. With the
revival of Laozi &F and Zhuangzi i
F's thinking, Buddhism also flour-
ished, establishing a communication
between Confucianism, Tacism and
Buddhism. And once again, like dur-
ing the pre-Qin period, the wild and
mysterious natural environment was
the object of appreciation. Intellec-
tuals and religious personalities em-
braced the retired life of yinyi Faik
amidst the mountains, which soon
led to the birth of Mountain and Wa-
ter painting, shanshui hua 17K as
an independent genre, abandoning
the ancillary position towards figura-
tive painting, which at the time was
the highest form of painting. The sta-
tus of independent art expression led
to a production of theoretical texts,

and these painting theories not only
revealed the internal laws of method,
history, practical and theoretical in-
sights, but also revealed the ancient
Chinese aesthetic concept towards
the natural environment.

Ancient Chinese culture contains a
wealth of ecological aesthetic wis-
dom. As a part of Chinese traditional
culture, Mountain and Water paint-
ing can be said to be the most en-
lightening representative of the eco-
logical spirit. In the eyes of Chinese
Mountain and Water painters, the
natural environment is a perceptu-
al and transcendent world, an ideal
form of beauty. An excellent Mountain
and Water painting can awaken peo-
ple’'s senses, make them feel the ev-
er-changing nature within, enabling
them to fit into the natural rhythms of
the world, so that life melts into the vi-
tality of the universe to obtain physical
and mental pleasure. It is a graphic ex-
pression of the painter’s spirit and an
aesthetic relationship between men,
nature, and society.

Mountains and rivers can not only give
aesthetic pleasure and inspire people
to create, but they also form and nour-
ish people'sspirits. When the subjectis
observing the mountains and waters,
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through a process of empathy,
its inner spirit through partic-
ipation with the constant flow
and changing of the cosmos
(passive empathy), is con-
sciously perfused into the ob-
ject, so that the surrounding
nature also has human spirit
and emotion (active empa-
thy). The two blend together,
and the natural environment
is alive, emotional and per-
sonified. This leads to Tianren
heyi K N&—, the unity of man
and nature, which is the most
important conception that
takes shape in this philosoph-
ical context, that is at the base
of the Chinese eco-esthetic
thinking. Tianren heyiisan ho-
listic way to live in a world that
sees nature (tiandi Kih) and
human beings melted in an
organic connection between
the three elements (sancai =
7, the sky K, the earth i1 and
the man A) that nurtures all
things, wanwu Ji#). Man and
nature are of the same kind, as
Zhuangzi F ¥ said:

Heaven, Earth, and | were pro-
duced together, and all things
and | are one. (Legge 1891)

Only when the gi = flows does
man and nature live, interact-
ing and influencing each oth-
er, coexisting and developing
harmoniously. This status is
higher than the cognitive ap-
proach, a result of the sepa-
ration between subject and
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object (which characterizes the tradi-
tional western thinking), that sees na-
ture as an external element that is just
an object of aesthetic appreciation, or
for scientific research purposes, etc. In
order to reach this status, it is neces-
sary to be in direct contact with na-
ture.

Since the pre-Qin period, Chinese
scholars had developed and promot-
ed the movement of the reclusive
culture, yinshi wenhua Fa+3C{k, an
important branch of Chinese tradi-
tional culture with distinctive charac-
teristics and far-reaching influence,
till the contemporary times. From the
womb of this very cultural approach,
Mountain and Water painting was
born, as an independent genre that
was born in close relation with Dao-
ist theories, Xuanxue thinking and
Buddhist practice.The mountains and
wild forests became places of thresh-
old where the concepts of space and
time disappeared, where the exis-
tential modalities of reclusive culture
can be fully applied, in order to reach
higher levels of union with the natural
world, an intimate relationship. Dao-
ism thinking believes that this kind of
harmony eventually leads to the Dao
&, the “Way”, and only with a clear
mind/heart is it possible to reach the
highest aesthetic realm. Harmony has
become the basic requirement of Chi-
nese art.

In order to reach this realm, the paint-
er must work hard on a technical level,
as well as strengthen his own spiritual
cultivation. Observing the natural en-
vironment is not only an aesthetic act,

but also a means of self-cultivation
and purification of the soul. It elimi-
nates the utilitarian contradiction be-
tween humans and nature, by forget-
ting the secular life, material needs
and thirst for fame and success, and
to let the subject participate in the
flowing of qi. The creation process of
the painting is to express the beauty
of nature, as well as to build a spiritual
home and realize the ideal of aesthetic
dwelling. Shanshui hua is the graphi-
cal expression of harmony between
man and nature in order to allow woy-
ou [N, to travel within the mind, and
live the aesthetic experience of nature
without having to physically be there.

The common goal of these theoreti-
cal texts is to improve the relationship
between man and nature; revealing
the secrets of the wild mountains and
waters to those who live in the society
and the secular world, to give anyone
the possibility of experiencing the un-
ion between man and the natural en-
vironment.

Since the birth of this art expression,
these conceptions are at the base of
theoretical production that is still vivid
in our time.

Zong Bing’s Hua shanshui xu

Zong Bing 5%'s (375-443), Introduc-
tion to Mountain and Water Painting,
Hua shanshui xu, (HELLKF is an ex-
tremely dense and short text, which
reveals for the first time the secrets of
Mountain and Water painting and the
reasons why we should practice it. It
lays down the foundations for the evo-
lution of this artistic practice, touching
conceptions regarding Mountain and
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Water paintings that are going to be
developed by the future generations.
Following the mainstream of the re-
clusive culture of his time, Zong Bing
was himself a hermit at Mount Lu,
Lushan JH1ll devoted to Buddhism,
and a disciple of Hui Yuan iz (334-
416).

Following the Zhuanglao H#% think-
ing, he regards mountains and rivers
as the embodiment of Dao, and for-
gets himself in the appreciation of
the natural environment, entering in
a complete aesthetic state to reach
the union of mind and body. The Hua
shanshui xu is his aesthetic appeal to
nature:

The wise men follow the Dao in their
souls, and the virtuosos men cap-
tivate Dao by the form of the land-
scape (Siren 1971)

He believes that natural scenery has
the ability to reveal the Dao.

The formation of the artistic concep-
tion of Mountain and Water painting
is the artist's thoughts and emotions
integrated with the essence of the
mountains and rivers.Through dep-
ersonalisation it's possible to express
the harmony and unity of the sub-
ject's internal world and the external
nature. The reflection of this "unity" in
the artistic production shows that the
painter's self-personality realizes the
fusion and resonance of the object
and the self, in correspondence with
the natural environment and natural

1 a great master of the Chinese Buddhist tradition
who also founded the White Lotus society Bailian
she F¥EH:

aesthetic value.

In order to reach this state of mind,
the tranquillity of the heart xin L
(mind, soul) that unites external vision
and internal perception is fundamen-
tal.The state of tranquillity is charac-
terized by emptiness and quietness
xujing &%, more easily reached in a
situation of isolation from society. It
creates a synchrony and harmony be-
tween the natural environment and
the most intimate part of the subject.
Only then will it be possible to see/
perceive the reality of things, breaking
the barriers of space and time, achiev-
ing happiness. This recalls Zhuangzi's
concept of zuowang 1%, sitting and
forgetting:

My connection with the body and its
parts are dissolved; my perceptive or-
gans are discarded. Thus leaving my
material form, and bidding farewell
to my knowledge, | become one with
the Great Pervader. This | call sitting
and forgetting all things. (Legge 1891)

Zong Bing introduced the concept
of woyou, to travel within the mind
by looking at a painting, a spiritual
journey shenyou ##iif which leads the
observer to experience a state of hap-
piness and perception of the Dao. In
the final section of the Introduction
to painting of Mountains and Waters,
Zong Bing writes:

In moments of relaxation, after hav-
ing put my mind in order, after emp-
tying a glass of wine or strummed the
lute, l unroll a painting and sit in front
of it, and without leaving the crowd-
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ed houses of men | find myself wan-
dering in solitude, in wildlands, with
no trace of human beings. Mountain
peaks rise above the mists and clouds,
gorges and forests extend into the
distance. The wise and virtuous shine
from antiquity, and all the interesting
aspects of life come together in the
mind. What else do | need? Being in
this state | am happy and delighted,
what more can | ask for? (Translation
mine)

Guo Xi's Linquan Gaozhi

Linquan Gaozhi (MIREED is a the-
oretical work about Mountain and
Water painting written by Guo Xi i
(1020-1090), a painter of the Song Dy-
nasty. It embodies many ideas about
the relationship between man and
the environment, and reveals rich eco-
logical aesthetic wisdom. Following
the conception of Tianren heyi, Guo xi
wants to prevent the separation and
estrangement between man and the
natural environment and improve the
relationship between the two, engag-
ing also on an emotional level.

Human sentiments colour the scene.
Thus men feel happy when facing the
spring hills covered with mists ; they
feel relaxed and at ease facing a sum-
mer hill within deep forests, feel alert
and lonely against an autumn hill,
clear and sparse with an abundance
of falling leaves, and feel silent and
desolate against a winter scene en-
veloped in banks of dark fog. A paint-
ing should make one feel these senti-
ments as if one were bodily there. (Lin
Yutang, 1967)

Guo Xi, owing to his humanistic Con-
fucianist thinking, had the need to
reach those living in the society, this
was because according to Confucian
thinking, in times of peace and pros-
perity, the man has to give his support
to the society rushi Attt Therefore, he
proposed an alternative to the retire-
ment from a secular world yinyi Fai%.
Guo Xi used the idea of woyou in or-
der to connect those who can t live on
the mountains, to nature, a spiritual
retirement within the society:

It is in human nature to feel the hus-
tle and bustle of society and desire to
see spirits and immortals hidden in
the clouds. In times of peace, under
a good emperor and excellent par-
ents, it would be wrong to leave to be
alone, because there are duties and
responsibilities that cannot be ig-
nored [..]. The dream to retreat in the
forests and springs and to find oneself
in the company of clouds and mists
is always there, but the eye and ear
are deprived of it. Now a good hand
has reproduced them for us. Without
leaving your room you can imagine
yourselfsitting on the rocks in a gorge,
listening to the screaming of mon-
keys and bird songs; while the light of
the mountains and the colours of the
water dazzle the eyes. Isn't it a joy, a
realization of a person’s dream? This
is why mountain and water paint-
ings are so in demand. Approaching
these paintings without the neces-
sary mood would mean ruining this
magnificent view and clouding the
refreshing breeze. (Lin Yutang, 1967)

-
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Another way to connect man with the
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natural environment is the theory of
sike VU], the four ways of experienc-
ing nature. Guo Xi writes:

It has been truly said, that among the
landscapes there are those fit to walk
through [FA]4T], those fit to contem-
plate [W]®#], those fit to ramble [F]
W1 in and those fit to live [AJ&] in. All
pictures may reach these standards
and enter the category of the won-
derful; but those fit to walk through or
to contemplate are not equal to those
fit to ramble or to live in it. (Siren, 1971)

Keju keyou T J& 1] is the best way to
experience the mountain, in solitude
living and travelling among them, and
kexing kewang W17 # is the way to
experience it for those who can't live
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in the mountains, for the men of the
secular world looking for a break from
the material life, a similar concept to
what we now call tourism.

A way to eliminate the distance be-
tween man and nature is by changing
the way we look at the natural world.
We shouldn't look at it as a stranger,
or a different and separate entity, but
we should accept nature as if it's a
human being, because a relationship
with nature is fundamental to culti-
vate the mind:

Streams are the blood veins of a
mountain, the vegetation its hair,
the clouds and mists its expression.
Therefore, a mountain becomes alive
with water, luxuriant with bushes
and trees, and graceful with clouds.

SHANSHUI
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A mountain is the face of a stream,
water- side pavilions are its eyes, and
fishing activities its expression. There-
fore a stream becomes graceful with
hills by its side, clear and pleasant
with pavilions, and poetic with the
presence of fishermen. Such should
be the disposition of mountains and
streams. (Lin Yutang, 1967)

By giving the mountains and rivers a
personification, forests, springs and
valleys become the externalization of
human beings, and at the same time
they were given the norms of "rituals"
li #L that originally belonged to the hu-
man society. As a result, the norms of
human society have also become the
norms for the composition of Moun-
tain and Water paintings and the lay-

out is impregnated with moral mean-
ings.

A central mountain serves majestical-
ly as the lord of the smaller crests and
forests and ravines grouped around
it, the eminent point of everything
big and small within the compass.
Its demeanour is like that of a king
receiving the homage of his courtiers
and subjects, none daring to assume
easy-going or disrespectful postures.
A tall pine rises straight into the sky,
the leader of all bushes, creepers and
vegetation grouped around it, like a
commander. Its demeanour is that
of a gentleman in a position. (Lin Yu-
tang, 1967)
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Conclusion

The artistic dimension, the human di-
mension and the natural dimension
as a whole system, are the focus of
ecological aesthetics. Mountain and
Water paintings are useful for allevi-
ating the tensions and contradictions
of contemporary people towards na-
ture, society, and other people. Eco-
logical aesthetics observes both the
natural and spiritual realm.The appre-
ciation of Mountain and Water paint-
ings makes people forget their wor-
ries, cleanses their hearts, makes the
viewers spiritually satisfied, and finally
reaches the highest state of the unity
of nature and man.

Zong Bing believes that people should
get close to nature so that they can
cultivate calmness and self-adjust-
ment in the natural aesthetic appre-
ciation of mountains and rivers. This
state of mind helps to improve the re-
lationship between men and the cos-
Mmos.

Guo Xi's text is permeated with eco-
logical aesthetic wisdom of respect-
ing nature, being close to nature and
caring for nature. It is full of insights
and enlightenment for the current
ecological civilization and aesthetic
systems reaching anybody who wants
to engage in this way of living, even
for those who are unable to live out-
side of the secular world.

These ancient texts are extremely illu-
minating for our contemporary eco-
logical problems, the concept of har-
mony and unity between man and
nature has a major role in the con-

struction of modern ecological civili-
zation, overcoming the sole cognitive
approach and the separation between
subject and object.

Harmony is the key concept in this
vision of the world, not just the har-
mony between man and the natural
environment, but also harmony in
the theoretical thinking that leads to
a philosophical syncretism. Different
approaches can cooperate in order
to create a complex system to answer
the common questions about the
cosmos, how to relate with it and to
know our place in it, in order to reach
a higher level of existence that crosses
the barrier of the physical and materi-
al world.

With a holistic vision of the cosmos,
the man has to learn how to relate
with the natural environment, with-
out exploiting it or annihilating the
human nature, acting with righteous-
ness (yi X of the Confucian thinking)
in order to improve the environment,
but at the same time we need to un-
derstand the possible repercussion
of our actions and follow the natu-
ral order of things (wuwei oA of the
Daoism thinking). This is possible just
when the man treats nature as his
own kind, with empathy, in harmony.

Like Zong Baihua ZZH# (1897-1986)
said: "the wisdom of the East is not to
fly above nature and conquer it, but
to dive deep into the core of nature
and experience it, connect with it,and
nurture it as universal love."

2 (EAfe) 2%, H298TH
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An Example of Regional Characteristics
and Plein-air Painting:

Huang Dufeng % Jiil4's Artistic Features
and Achievements in Mountain and

Water Painting

By; Liu Qimou XI|Jg i

Translated by; Ning Lizheng T3L1E, Zhang Xiaoyu ik/NW, Zhou Zhi JE %

Guangxi J I is rich in natural and
cultural landscapes and colorful eth-
nic customs, especially in Guilin &4,
which has the most beautiful land-
scapes and distinctive regional char-
acteristics. Soaring hills in various
shapes and sizes filled with dozens of
caves, and the Lijiang River ##iL, wind-
ing and as clear as a mirror. The caves,
deep and quiet, hold miracle scen-
eries. Many strange rocks lie in the
caves, whose great beauty is shaped
by nature. Thus, these four features:
the green hills, the clean water, the
miracle caves and the beautiful rocks
are Guilin's Four Uniques. Guilin not
only has beautiful landscapes, but it
also has a very long history. According
to the findings and research of the
relics of Baojiyan E#4 and Zhen-
piyan %% caves in the urban area,
it was discovered that the Zhenpiyan
people were living in a Matriarchal so-
ciety which dated back ten thousand
years. During the Xia, Shang and Zhou
periods B i A, Guilin became the
residence of the Baiyue i people.
The Emperor Qin Shihuang £ & set
three provinces there, namely Guilin,
Xiang and Nanhai, which became the
origin of the present name of Guilin.

The great regional culture contributes
to the unique aesthetic characteris-
tics and aesthetic consciousness of
this place, which provides abundant
materials for the creation of art in
Guangxi.

In Chinese history, many painters have
painted works of Guilin landscapes,
artists such as Shi Tao fi#4 during
the 17th century, and Qi Baishi ¥ Hf
, Huang Binhong # 5=1[, Xu Beihong
%k and Li Keran ZER[4¢ during the
20th century. However, when it comes
to the influence on later generations,
we must mention the famous nation-
al painter -- Huang Dufeng #E &, one
of the founders of Guangxi School of
Painting.

Huang Dufeng was engaged in var-
jous arts, and his Flower-and-Bird
paintings f£%i earned him nation-
al and international fame. His Moun-
tain-and-Water paintings also have
special value to Chinese art history.
In his early years, he began painting
in Chunshui Painting Academy #li
& and became a disciple of Gao Ji-
anfu F &4, a master of the Lingnan
Painting School IFHEJR. Afterwards,
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