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Reading one of the most important 
texts in the Chinese pictorial tradition, 
the Treatise on Painting, Hua yulu 

 by Shitao (1642-1708 ca.),1 we 
-

ing the theory of the image and the 
art of landscape (shanshui, mountain 
and water):

The inner nature of landscape [shan-
chuan , “mountains-rivers”] is had 
by capturing the universe’s intimate 
structure. Possessing the techniques 
of brush and ink, one realizes the ex-
ternal aspects of the landscape. […] 
The landscape expresses the form 
and tensions of the whole universe. 

-
erated in the landscape. This is not 
to say that I treated landscape as a 
meaningless thing, but I let it be as 
an independent thing, on its own. 
Now the landscape speaks through 
myself, it is expressed by me. It is gen-
erated by me, just as I am generated 
by the landscape.2

Only if we understand the structure, 
the inner principle of totality, can we 
discover the inner nature of land-
scape, its deepest quality. The land-
scape’s external form can be grasped 
and enhanced by technique, by using 
ink and brush the right way. But the 
external aspect of landscape is not 
only the way it appears to the look; it 

pictorial activity. True painting means 
going beyond the images’ exteriori-
ty and being able to generate works 
as living forms; for this reason Shitao 
writes: “Landscape is generated by 
me”. The painter’s action brings forth 
1 On the historical context of early Qing China and 
Shitao’s life, see Coleman 1978, 26-29 and Hay 2001, 
2-4, 323-330.
2 Han 2000, 200 (translation mine).

a new birth, at the same time being a 
regeneration of the landscape in the 
artist’s interior, and a regeneration of 
the artist in the landscape’s dimen-

If one captures what concerns the 
sea, failing to grasp the mountain’s 
quality, or if one captures the moun-
tain but fails [to grasp] what concerns 
the sea, then he captures it in the 
wrong way. This is my way: grasping 
the mountain as if [it were] sea, the 
sea as if [it were] mountain. I per-
ceive the modality of mountain-sea. 
Everything resides in the human be-

and ink.3

is essential to see the high in the low, 
the light in the shadow, and the warm 
in the cold. For Shitao a good painting 
ca only be created by understanding 
the quality of the sea that which con-
cerns the other pole of the landscape, 
i.e. the mountain.4 If the two dimen-
sions remain separate, one could not 
foster the vital generation; every sin-
gle brush stroke would remain rigid, 
even if technically perfect. “Mountain 
as sea, sea as mountain”: this is what 
really counts for the painter to feel. The 
identical in the different, the different 
in the identical. Every phenomenon is 
an unceasing movement that evolves 
and changes into one another. On the 

3 Ibid., 211.
4 It is well known that Shitao was a Chan monk 
throughout his life. Nonetheless, during his �nal 
years he came closer to Daoism – whose roots also 
enliven Chan buddhism. �e theme of mountains 
and the tendency of retiring alone in the cli�s is a 
leitmotif in the Daoist tradition, and Chinese ink 
painting has been in�uenced by Daoism long before 
Chan Buddhism spread throughout the country. See 
Ryckmans 2007, 24-26.
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sea we get the element of the moun-
tain – by the shapes of the waves, in its 
mass and strength – and in the moun-
tain we perceive the dimension of sea 
– by the water of springs, the torrents, 
the mists and clouds, the humidity on 
the cliffs. “I perceive in the modality of 
mountain-sea”: This does not mean 
that one feels in one instant the sea, 
and the mountain the next, but more 
precisely – the perception is modulat-
ed at the same time by the sea and by 
the mountain, it is mountain-sea as 
one (shanhai ). The two are never 
completely independent. 
In this sense, the painter’s work is an 
ethical exercise indeed, in order to 
understand and live the cooperation 
of opposites in everyday immanence. 
What is at stake is not merely contem-
plation, but more profoundly the pos-
sibility of dwelling in the landscape 
itself. Looking is not an attitude of 
the eye, it reveals a general behavior, 
a way of behaving and inhabiting the 
world. In other words, “there is ‘land-
scape’ when this conversion of the eye 
takes place. This is not the conversion 
belabored by metaphysics, where, 
as desire awakens, the eye is turned 
away from the things of this world [...]. 
The operative conversion of the eye 
here assumes no break or forsaking”5. 
Another term is used in Chinese to 
convey the notion of landscape: feng-
jing , that is “wind-light”.

Whereas ‘mountain(s) - water(s)’  
speak to the correlation of High and 
Low, of the stable and the shifting, of 
what imposes a solid form and what is 
formless, or of what is seen and what 
is heard, this other pair [...] speaks of 
the association between, on the one 
hand, the invisibility of passage and 
penetration (wind) and, on the other, 
the diffusion of visibility (the light of 
the sun).6

5 Jullien 2018, 14.
6 Ibid., 46.

This coupling and correlation display 
another perspective of landscape. 
Here we are not facing the relation 
between high and low, or immobility 
and dynamism, but we "see" through 
the wind and the light the invisibility 
that produces effects and the visibil-
ity that shines, or the mutability and 
the brilliant character of scenery. The 
manifestation of a landscape is in-
deed between visible (light) and in-
visible (wind), it is not detached from 
the senses, but nonetheless it is not 
attached to materiality.
One may think of a landscape as shan-
shui or fengjing, in both cases one will 

painting the act of creating and per-
ceiving images is portrayed as an ex-

-
ritory. What really counts is not tracing 
a large amount of lines and details, 
but reducing every strict determina-
tion to allow the observer to intervene. 
The onlooker must merge with the 
image, completing the empty spaces, 
making it a lively element of nature 
itself, “between” visibility and invisibil-
ity. By painting and looking at images 
become ethical actions, because they 
free the forms, allowing the breathing 
character of nature to circulate in the 
images themselves, just as in phe-
nomena. The painter does not have to 

but on the contrary he should make 

painting without an “object”. It is not 
by chance that Shitao writes “paint-
ing what is concerning the mountain, 
painting what is concerning the wa-
ter” (hua yu shan, hua yu shui 

). He does not write “painting 
the mountain” or “the water”, but he 
offers some hints or traces that allow 
the operative, energetic qualities to be 
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"Mountains-waters" symbolizes these 
dualities that hold the world in ten-

result from them. Hence, far from be-
ing conceived as a fragment of land 
subject to the authority of the gaze 
and delimited by its horizon, the Chi-
nese landscape puts into play the 
functional aggregate of opposing 
yet corresponding elements, and it is 
that dynamism as a whole, whatever 
the scale, that the brush will be called 
on to capture. The Chinese painter, in 

-
ures the process of things as a whole, 

polarities.7

The work itself becomes a process, 
the image vibrates in a vital tension, 

-

between the artist and her work or 
inspiration. To become a master, the 

a dis-tension: she must eliminate the 
destroying tension that often inhab-

positive tension in the image. In this 
way, the image will be truly alive, not 
a copy or imitation, but a fragment 
of life, a part of nature itself. Its lively 
character depends on the inner logic, 
which couples elements and makes 
the vital energy (qi -
out the landscape dynamic. While 
the European tradition has developed 
and fostered a logic of composition, of 
structured, syllogistic argumentation, 
the Chinese tradition followed a differ-
ent path. Thinking, tracing sinograms, 

-
ures – all these practices are essential-
ly based on coupling, pairing, combin-
ing polar opposites. Light and shadow, 
fullness and emptiness, Heaven and 
Earth, and of course mountain and 
water: these are examples of the gen-
eral logic of combination of Yin and 

7 Jullien 2009, 122.

Yang. These are not ontological prin-
ciples (archai), but two poles, features 
or patterns by which we can describe 
the overall movements of Dao. Here 

life, which is born over and over again 
from nature – from the rocks of the 
mountains and the waters of rivers, 
lakes, and seas.
Another important aspect to keep in 
mind regarding Chinese landscape 
painting is that in these traditions 
art is not an absolute creation, on 
the basis of a divine model of origi-
nal Creation. Without the notion of a 
transcendent God, the conception of 
an original "productivity" (in Greek: 
poiesis) did not arise from which all 
the other forms of creation came 
down. In East Asia, creation is indeed 

Chinese: bianhua , zaohua ): 
it is always a process, the Tao, at work. 
On this basis the artist has to model 
and shape his own work, attuning it 
to natural dynamics. The purest form 
of action, even for that particular ac-
tion that is artistic production and 
aesthetic experience, is the particular 
activity, which dissolves every imposi-
tion by a subject. The perfect action is 
the action without a subject: no-ego 
(wuwo ), no-mind (wuxin ) are 
the terms usually adopted in Chinese 

by the Buddhist experience of med-
itation (zuochan ). A Chinese ex-
pression from Taoist thought teaches 
similarly: wu wei er wu bu wei 

, “no action, so that nothing is not 
realized”8. In other words: everything 
will be accomplished in the absence 
of a strong acting subject, an impos-
ing subjectivity. The individual expres-

8 On the notion of wu wei, see Loy 1985; Slingerland 
2007. In such an expression, but more generally in 
the notions mentioned a few lines before (no-ego, 
no-mind), lies the core of an ethical proposal that 
should be further exposed and discussed. On the 
connection between ethics and Daoism, see an 
intriguing approach in Nelson 2009.
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sion of the subject must merge in the 

obtain the maximum effect. So, not 
only the form of ink and the move-
ment of brush are transformed, but so 
too are the artist’s and the onlooker’s 
identities. Life itself is transformed. 
The image does nothing but offer to 
the eye this truth, exposing it in a vis-

-
age, the life, the world itself; in this way, 
no image can be perceived as vital. 
Chinese landscape painting gives way 
to what we could call an aesthetics of 
transition, or an aesthetics of passage. 
Animation is seen in the processes of 
nature, in impermanence, in the val-

-
ements of reality. Images can display 
the animating qi -
pects of the world, and are thus a true 
expression of its vitality. At the same 
time, they can convey the intention 
(yi ) of the artist, after her detaching 
from any personal, subjective, individ-
ual tension. Yi is rather the impersonal 

-
out every natural element, more than 
the personal intention: the artist has 

ability to feel it, to be in accord with it 
and to be able to follow its movement 

-
nition and dissolution.
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What I call painting does not 
exceed the joy of careless 

sketching with the brush. I do 
not seek for formal likeness; 

I do it simply for my 
amusement. 

Ni Zan
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