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PREFACE

If the mountain once stood as a monument to permanence, silence, and spiritual ascent,
the waters that surround, carve, and sustain it tell a different story—one of movement,
adaptation, and interconnection. At a time when the certainties of the Anthropocene
give way to the unpredictability of ecological collapse, the Shanshui Projects’ 2nd In-
ternational Symposium, The Shape of Water, invites us to turn our gaze from the peaks
to the rivers, from the solid to the fluid. Water, in its endless metamorphoses, becomes
both metaphor and material for rethinking our place within the natural world.

Unlike the mountain’s vertical defiance of the sky, water flows horizontally, eroding
boundaries and dissolving hierarchies. It is the principle of life, the medium of memory,
and the mirror of climatic turmoil. As glaciers retreat, seas rise, and droughts reshape
landscapes, water confronts us with the urgency of ecological justice while offering a
poetics of becoming—a reminder that form is never fixed, but perpetually in relation to
force, pressure, and time.

This volume brings together multidisciplinary contributions that explore water not only
as a subject of artistic and literary representation, but as a catalyst for ethical and eco-
logical imagination. From the rhythms of tides to the architecture of rivers, from ances-
tral hydrologies to contemporary art practices, the essays and artworks gathered here
trace the contours of a new aesthetic sensibility—one that embraces uncertainty, inter-
dependence, and the wisdom of flow.

Organized by Shanshui Projects in collaboration with the College of Fine Arts of Hua-
giao University and the Academy for West-Eastern Dialogue of Cultures (Akademie fur
west-0stlichen Dialog der Kulturen), this second symposium continues our commitment
to bridging cultures, disciplines, and ways of knowing. If the first symposium sought a
poetics of silence in the mountain, this second edition asks: what might a poetics of flu-
idity teach us about survival, care, and co-creation?

Water does not speak in monologues; it murmurs, surges, and seeps. It carries voices
across continents, mingling the local with the global, the past with the possible. In this
spirit, we offer these proceedings as an invitation to listen—to the currents of rivers, the
whispers of rain, and the quiet persistence of life in the margins. For in the shape of wa-
ter, we may yet find the shape of a more responsive, more humble, and more relational
future.

The Editors
Giacomo Bruni, Zuha Rasheed
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The Phenomenon of Unpainted Water in East Asian Painting

By; Thorsten Schirmer

Chinese philosophy ascribes special vir-
tues to water in relation to mountains,
which serve as a model for mankind. A fa-
mous quote from Kongzi reflects his view
on this:

"The wise man finds joy in the water; the
man of virtue finds joy in the mountains.”
(Lun Yu, Book 6, Verse 23).

Laozi goes one step further by praising the
weak water compared to the rigid rock:

"In the whole world, there is nothing soft-
er and weaker than water. And yet, in the
way it afflicts the hard, nothing equals it.
Nothing can change it. That the weak con-
qguers the strong and the soft the hard,
everyone on earth knows, but no one act
in this way." (Daodejing, verse 78)

Water flows and with this property it
stands for the eternal transformation
of the whole universe. It strives into the
depths and, in contrast to the rigid rock,
does not insist on a ridig position. This is
expressed in the East Asian concept of
landscape (chin. Shanshui, jap. Sansui 1l
7K), which is built by the polar elements of
mountain and water. While the mountain
or rock symbolizes the cosmic force Yang,
water from the finest mist to the wide
ocean symbolizes the cosmic force Yin.
Following this ancient principle, tradition-
al landscape painting in East Asia usually
does not depict real sceneries, but sym-
bolic landscapes of mountains and water.

While the painters create mountains and
rocks by using structure-forming brush
techniques (chin. Cun #%), they often use a
technique of "non-technique" for the de-
piction of water in all its manifestations:

the water remains unpainted. By defining
the bare paper by the painted forms, it is
possible to create an illussion of water sur-
faces and the atmospheric phenomena of
water such as mist, fog or rain.

As an example, a work by Ni Zan {5i#% (1306-
1374), one of the four masters of the Yuan
dynasty, is cited here: It shows a river land-
scape with trees in the foreground and
mountains on the other shore. The water
surface has no waves or areas of colour.
The meaning of the bare paper within the
composition is defined only by the edges
of the riverbank.

The Japanese painter Nagasawa Rosetsu
RIRPE (1754 -1799) applies the same prin-
ciple to the depiction of a waterfall, which
also remains unpainted.

The forms of water in the atmosphere are
also represented by emptiness, as we can
see in the example of an anonymous Chi-
nese landscape from the Southern Song
Dynasty (1127-1279). In a rocky landscape
sits a scholar with a servant. The central
pictorial space is filled by dense fog, from
which three servants approach on an mist
hidden path in the upper half of the paint-
ing. The illusion of fog is created by the un-
painted parts oft he silk.

The principle of the unpainted water sur-
face is even more abstracted in a Japanese
landscape painting from the 16th century,
which is attributed to the monk painter
Sesson Shukei T JE 4k (ca.1504-ca.1590).

Under the full moon a rock shrouded in
mist forms the backdrop for a lonely fig-
ure in a small boat. This detail alone cre-
ates the illusion of a water surface. No ho-



Ni Zan, Riverside Trees, Yuan dynasty, ink on paper, 59.1 x 31.1 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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rizon or shoreline gives us a lear definition
where the where water and sky meet. It is
left to the viewer's imagination to fill the
emptiness with content.

After all, the principle of unpainted water
is even used in the depiction of fish, as
the example of the Chinese painter Zhang
Tongyu (born 1965) shows. On the other-
wise unpainted paper It depicts a group
of swimming carps. The movement of the
fishes is so lively captured that no further
execution is needed to create an illusion of
water.

Countless other examples from all periods
and styles of East Asian painting could be
cited for this principle of representation. It
is based on the East Asian philosophy of
Daoism and Chan Buddhism which depict
form and emptiness as an essential topic.

Water has the ability to take on any shape
it encloses. Seen in this way, water seems
formless. In being formless it takes on the
counterpart to form. The actual counter-
part to form, however, is emptiness, as
Laozi explains:

"Thirty spokes hit the scar, the emptiness
in between makes the wheel.

The potter shapes clay into pots and vases,
the emptiness inside makes the vessel.
Windows and doors are broken into walls,
the emptiness between makes the house.
The visible part of a work builds the form,
but the non-visible makes up its essence."
(Daodejing, verse 1)

By appearing as a counterpart to form,
water takes on the part of emptiness. The
central mantra of the Heart Sutra, tell us:

"Form is nothing but emptiness, empti-
ness is nothing but form."

First of all, water is the manifestation of
"form is nothing but emptiness". At the
same time, however, the second part of
the mantraisalsorealized in it: "Emptiness
is nothing but form". Thus, the unpainted
water is emptiness and form at the same
time.

|

Waterfall, Nagasawa Rosetsu (1754 -1799), ink on paper,

137 x 53,7 cm, formerly Sakamoto Familiy Collection



Carps, Zhang Tongyu (born 1965), ink and light paint on paper, 131.5 x 65.8 cm, Neumann-Ogando Collection, Museum fur Asiatische Kunst Berlin







Landscape in the Moonlight, Sesson Shukei (c.1504-ca.1590) attributed,

ink on paper, 22.9 x 33.0 cm, Los Angeles County Museum of Art
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Death by Water: from Myth to the Real. T.S. Eliot and Bill Viola

By; Angelo Capasso

Water is generally considered a source of
life. It satisfies some primal needs: thirst,
cleanliness, and the desire for purity. The
human body is composed of an average
of 60-65% water; approximately 71% of the
Earth's surface is covered by water from
the oceans and seas. Talking about "death
by water" might seem like an oxymoron, as
water is a source of salvation, as taught by
the ritual of baptism (which exists in differ-
ent forms in almost every culture). “Death
by water” is actually an oxymoron, asitis a
myth of “death that heals”, produces sal-
vation. It belongs to an ancient myth of
regeneration - the Fisher King - that from
its origins became well known thanks to
James George Frazer’'s The Golden Bough,
universally considered the first example
that shared elements of religious belief
and scientific thought, discussing fertil-
ity rites, human sacrifice, the dying god,
the scapegoat, and many other symbols
whose influences extended into 20th-cen-
tury culture. Frazer's core thesis posits that
early human societies practiced the ritual
killing of sacred kings or divine represent-
atives who embodied the spirit of vegeta-
tion: the sacrifice, often occurring when
the king’'s power waned, was meant to en-
sure the renewal of crops and life, symboli-
cally enacting a cycle of death and rebirth.
The original story of the Fisher King be-
longs to the Arthurian literary cycle, dating
as far back as the 12th century, where he is
the character who incarnates the guardi-
an of the Holy Grail'.

The story tells that the Fisher King was
blighted by a wound that would not heal
and, because of this injury, the land he
ruled wilted into a wasteland. The King

spends his time fishing in a river near his

1The Holy Grail is traditionally the Christian relic identified with
the cup used by Jesus at the Last Supper or the one in which
Joseph of Arimathea collected his blood. A central figure in
Arthurian legends, it symbolizes a supreme, sacred, and diffi-
cult-to-achieve goal.

castle of Corbenic. Many knights-errant
come to the Fisher King to heal him, but
this will be possible only for the chosen
one destined to find the Grail. This story
has become well known throughout the
XIX century because it is the structure on
which TS Eliot built a section of his poem
The Waste Land (1922), a masterpiece of
modernist poetry. Eliot composed the
poem between December 1921 and Janu-
ary 1922 in Lausanne, Switzerland, where
he was hospitalized for mental instability.
The poet sent the typescript to his friend
and compatriot Ezra Pound, who also con-
tributed to the revision of the text, so much
so that Eliot dedicated the poem to him,
calling Pound himself “Il miglior fabbro”
(the best blacksmith), an expression tak-
en from Dante Alighieri, who thus called
the Provencal poet Arnaut Daniel in Canto
XXVI of Purgatorio.

The Waste Land is divided into five parts:
The Burial of the Dead, A Game of Chess,
The Fire Sermon, Death by Water, and
What the Thunder Said. It is a polyphonic
composition characterized by a multitude
of individual voices speaking in many dif-
ferent languages (Latin, Greek, German,
French, Sanskrit) as well as numerous lit-
erary references (Dante, Shakespeare,
Ovid, Homer, Baudelaire, the Bible, St
Augustine, Hindu and Buddhist sacred
texts, as well as the Wagnerian opera, and
Arthurian legend surrounding the Holy
Grail), where “death by water” is the main
element. Death by Water is the shortest
section of the poem, describing the after-
math of the drowning of the Phoenician
sailor Phlebas: his corpse is still trapped in
a whirlpool that serves as a metaphor for
the cycle of life and death, and serves as a
warning to pursue a meaningful life.

In the poem, Phlebas has been dead for



fifteen days ("a fortnight dead"), having
forgotten earthly concerns like gain and
loss, and his body is being stripped by the
underwater currents. His figure represents
“death by water”, a ritual death that is not
only a physical end, but also purification
and regeneration, connecting to fertility
myths and the Fisher King. In the Golden
Bough Frazer provides an extended list of
dying-and-reviving fertility gods (such as
Osiris, Tammuz, Adonis) and magical ritu-
als provided the scaffolding for the poem’s
theme ofa broken world needing rejuvena-
tion. The central figure of the Waste Land
- a king rendered impotent who leaves
his land sterile - is heavily influenced by
the vegetation rites and mythologies dis-
cussed by Frazer. There are mythological
figures, such as Tiresias, Tristan, and Isolde,
and lines from poems, operas, and works
of literature that span genres and cultures.

One main references to western modern
tradition for Eliot is that of Shakespeare's
The Tempest quoted by the poet with the
line “Those are pearls that were his eyes”
(Act 1, Scene 2): it is a part of a song by the
spirit Ariel to Ferdinand. With those words
Shakespeare describes an imagined,
magical transformation ("sea-change") of
a drowned man's body, where his bones
turn to coral and eyes to pearls. It is a poetic
image of metamorphosis, suggesting that
the dead are not just gone but are "trans-
formed into something rich and strange”.

“Death by water” can be considered the
original myth for one of Bill Viola's most
meaningful films: The Passing (1991). It is
a film devoted to his mother's memory. As
the film's title, The Passing, demonstrates,
the film intends to stage a condition im-
possible for art, namely the passage: the
transition between life and death. The
famous phrase "he who is dead and he
who sleeps is but an image" is part of
Macbeth's soliloquy (Act Il, Scene 2) after
the assassination of King Duncan. It is an
expression that reflects the concept that
the dead and the sleepers are defenseless
beings, whose condition can be compared
to a fiction or an inanimate image. Viola's
problem is to verify whether cinema can

produce that transition that painting and
sculpture have not been able to stage be-
cause they are deprived of a quality that
cinema has as its peculiarity: time. In
painting, as in theater, one is either alive
or dead. The transition, in different ways,
either has occurred or it is a fiction. Viola's
film is full of conditions of transition. From
black to white, from youth to old age, from
consciousness to the unconscious. Viola,
placed at the center of this personal ex-
ploration of altered time and space, repre-
sents mortality in such forms as a glisten-
ing newborn baby, his deceased mother,
and the artist himself, floating, submerged
under water. Starkly yet poignantly ren-
dered in black and white, The Passing
reenforces the notion of a permeable con-
duit between reality and surreality. An ir-
repressible soundtrack of Viola's labored
breathing in sleep and wakefulness serves
to pull the viewer through an otherworldly
topography.

The final scene is a bourgeois interior, a
private house, which is flooded by a sud-
den flow of water that destroys the fam-
ily picture. An unexpected wave of water
submerges a domestic picture: It is an
image that signals the exact moment of
the mother's death. There is no other way
for cinema to make this moment visible
than through a symbolic image: water,
the flow of life, which takes away the se-
renity of everyday life. The image, how-
ever, remains suspended, like the entire
film, between dream and consciousness,
between private and public history: from
childhood to death. Viola uses grainy black
and white to create an aesthetic reminis-
cent of an ultrasound or a night vision,
juxtaposing desert landscapes with the
fluidity of the water. The water is the final
inevitable solution, but it still keeps the
pure cleanness and sublime power which
belong to the fertile rituals. The film, as is
often the case with Viola's films, is also rich
in symbolic elements. The recurring im-
age of submersion symbolizes both claus-
trophobia and the dissolution of the self,
a theme rooted in a near-drowning expe-
rience the artist had as a child. A haunt-
ing soundtrack of Viola's labored breath-
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ing and children's laughter accentuates
the physical weight of existence and the
inexorable passage of time. Another film
that had very strong references to water is
in The Reflecting Pool (1977-1979), a video
installation that has become a manifesto
of his poetics. The film shows a man div-
ing into a clear pool, but, at the moment of
immersion, time stands still. His reflection
in the water fragments, creating a series of
images that evoke the transience of exist-
ence and the search for deeper meaning.
The Reflecting Pool is not only a work of
art, but an experience capable of captur-
ing the essence of the human condition:
the transition between states of being,
the perception of reality and illusion, the
connection between the individual and

the world around them. With The Passing
Bill Viola moves his meditations on water
to his personal biography, but still with a
continuous reference to the outer world,
the real. In The Passing the suspension
we perceive is between the real and the
dreamlike atmosphere, a condition very
close to the conclusion of John Keats's
great poem, Ode to the Nightingale: "Fled
is that music, do | wake or sleep."




"ll."'lh.. '.

Manuscript of Perceval ou Le Conte du Graal by Chrétien de Troyes, BnF Frangais 12577, fol. 18v, 1330. (Perceval ar-
rives at the Grail Castle to be greeted by the Fisher King)
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A strange encounter on the riverbank: water as prison, threshold and

bridge in Pu Songling’s Liaozhai zhiyi

By; Alessandro Costanza

Introduction

(HER T« JFE) - [ RHENR TR, M
9HA, CPRIE, mSEDEE R,

“Thus, the sage nurtures his spirit, harmo-
nises and softens his gi, levels his form,
and with the Dao sinks and rises, bends
and lifts. "

In classical Chinese thought, water is of-
ten associated with adaptability, balance,
and harmony with the Dao. The image of
“sinking and rising” (chenfu Ji¥#) evokes a
fluid movement. To move with water is, in
this sense, to participate in a broader cos-
mic (yet pre-established) order.

Yet in Pu Songling's (7§ #8, 1640-1715) Li-
aozhai zhiyi Wi#F &5+, this fluidity is unset-
tled. Water becomes a fluid space of ten-
sion, suspension, and constraint. Rivers
and lakes are not merely natural settings:
they emerge as liminal spaces where
the boundaries between the human and
spiritual merge, and where encounters
with the invisible become possible, where
natural and supernatural meet.

The story of Wang Liulang E£/5EF included
in the collection offers a particularly com-
pelling example. Here, water is at once a
site of connection and a form of confine-
ment. The drowned spirit, namely Wang
Liulang, lives in the river, he's not simply a
ghost but is closely bound to the river, he
inhabits a world that is both contiguous
with and almost inaccessible to the hu-
man realm. Through his relationship with
the fisherman Xu i, the river becomes a

space of exchange, where gift and obliga-

1 Huainanzi #ErF, “Yuandao” Jii#, 1. For a complete annotat-
ed translation see John S. Major et al., The Huainanzi: A Guide
to the Theory and Practice of Government in Early Han China
(Columbia University Press, 2010).

tion circulate, where human and spiritual
meet. At the same time, however, this rela-
tionship reveals the ethical tension at the
heart of the tale: the possibility of release
is conditioned upon the death of another
and also, most importantly, the accom-
plishment of humanity (ren 12).

This article explores how water, in Wang
Liulang's tale, functions simultaneously
as prison, threshold and bridge. By exam-
ining selected passages from the text, it
argues that the river is not simply a sce-
nario for supernatural events, but an ac-
tive medium that shapes relationships,
moral choices, and forms of attachment.
In this sense, water is not only a site of pas-
sage, but also a space in which humanity
and spirituality emerge and at times even
merge.

Water as prison

By the riverbank a fisherman by the name
of Mister Xu gets in touch with the watery
world? from the very first line we under-
stand that mister Xu offers wine to the riv-
er spirits as he throws his net into the wa-
ter to catch fishes in order to sell them at
the market and provide for his family: this
ritual offer puts him in a special relation
with the river and with the spiritual forces
that govern it.

Wang Liulang, one of the main characters
in the story, is a spirit (shen ) living in the
river, he has no proper name, he's called
the sixth son of Wang family, as if drown-
ing into the river has stolen his identity,
at least his social identity. We don’t know
where he comes from but the river is his
home, his condemnation, he is closely

2 "fb N, ETFTER, MVEIGKE”, "While others often caught
few fish, he would fill his baskets with fish every day." (Park 2024)
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bound to the river and can't simply leave
it. He's thirsty as all the drowned spirits
are, they can't drink the water they live in.
The environment resembles Tchaikovsky's
Swan Lake where women are condemned
to inhabit the lake in the form of swans,
suspended between two natures, unable
to return to their human world unless true
love sets them free, or even Dante Aligh-
ieri's Divina Commedia, where the sinners
are not able to drink until redemption,
that never comes eventually. The parallel
with Dante's Inferno is here both illumi-
nating and instructive, precisely because
it reveals, through contrast, the deeper
philosophical stakes of Pu Songling's tale.
In Dante's moral universe, the damned are
condemned by the logic of contrappas-
so: the punishment mirrors the sin, bind-
ing the soul eternally to the cause that
destroyed it in its life. Though the specific
condition of the drowned in Dante does
not refer directly to Wang Liulang's envi-
ronment, the structural resonance is strik-
ing: Wang Liulang inhabits water yet can-
not drink it. He is surrounded, immersed,
imprisoned by the very element that took
his life — and from which he is, paradox-
ically, excluded. Like Dante's damned, he
dwells within his own negation.

Yet this is precisely where the two visions
diverge. In Dante's Inferno, punishment is
eternal: guilt is untransferable, and no vir-
tue— neither human nor divine — can al-
ter the sentence. The contrappasso is irre-
versible. In Pu Songling's river, by contrast,
the logic of confinement is not moral but
transactional: liberation is possible, but it
requires a substitution, another soul must
take one's place, or a humanisation. The
exit door exists — and this is where the re-
semblance with Dante ends.

The fisherman's wine — poured as ritual
offering into the river — does not merely
guench a thirst that water cannot satis-
fy. It is the medium through which Wang

Liulang develops “humanity” (renfZ), the
Confucian virtue of benevolence and com-
passion. In Dante, no such transformation
is possible — the damned remain fixed
in their condition, unredeemed and un-
changing. In Pu Songling, it is the capac-
ity for moral feeling that ultimately moves
the Jade Emperor and opens the way to
freedom for Wang Liulang, as we will see
later in the article. Where Dante's universe
is governed by divine justice, Pu Songling's
is animated by Confucian virtue: it is not
judgement that saves, but humanity itself.

Water as threshold

As the story evolves, Pu Songling introduc-
es a third character, we can observe that
the river here constitutes a proper thresh-
old between the visible and the invisible
worlds connected through the gift. The
new character, namely a woman with her
son, is about to drown into the river and
take the place of Wang Liulang to free him.
But getting into the river world requires
leaving everything and everybody, it is a
full and proper commitment, the woman
hears her baby crying at the riverbank as
she gets into the river, and she is hesitant?,
Mister Xu thinks about intervening and
rescue the baby but eventually he decides
not to interfere in the destiny. The woman
can't leave her baby and eventually leave
the riverbank and exit the scene.

The spirit bears compassion toward the
woman, toward his new human friend,
he has human feelings. This compassion
makes the crossing of that boundary even
more insuperable, as the watery prison re-

3 EAPIIEERER, AR, #b R, BILEE. SEEEe,
BRAZ, BHGER. BERITUMANEE, HubA#” "At noon, a
woman carrying a baby came to the riverbank and fell into the
water. The baby was thrown onto the shore, crying and kicking.
The woman struggled in the water several times but eventually
crawled ashore drenched, rested for a while, then picked up the
baby and left. When Xu saw the woman fall into the water, he
felt sorry for her and wanted to rescue her, but he remembered
that she was Liulang's replacement and dismissed the thought
of saving her." The Annotated Strange Tales From A Chinese
Studio, Vol. 1: 1 of 12 (Unabridged Version, The Complete Trans-
lation of Liaozhai zhiyi), translated and edited by Park Jongho,
2024



quires a full commitment to it, it ignores
human feelings, it ignores compassion, it
ignores motherhood, it ignores social re-
lations, it ignores the entire human realm.
At the same time, it is exactly this compas-
sion, this humanisation that will eventual-
ly lead to the spirit liberation and freedom.
As we can read in the story, it is this “hu-
manisation” that moves the Jade Emperor,
that eventually promotes and rescues him
from the river prison. In fact he has been
appointed as the local god of Zhuangzhen
in Zhaoyuan county, and their combined
destiny (yuan %), that of the fisherman Xu
and Wang Liulang, their humanised and
benevolent hearts (ren ren zhi xin {-_\2Z.:»)
will make their connection last even after
the spirit leaves the river. One could note
that a sense of Confucianism triumphs
over everything here, the spirit not only
gets released but also climbs the ladder of
the “spiritual” world.

The distance between the human and
spiritual world is evident but, being con-
nected by water, it is not insurmountable.*
Wang Liulang leaves his village, his griev-
ing wife and his ordinary life to pay visit to
his spiritual friend, to follow his intertwined
destiny, his intimate friend (zhiyin %1%%).

Central to this threshold dynamic is the
concept of intertwined destiny (yuan %).
In classical Chinese thought, yuan denotes
the invisible thread that binds two beings
across time, space, and — as in Wang Li-
ulang's case — across the boundary be-
tween different worlds. It is not merely
coincidence, nor simple friendship: it is a
form of cosmic predisposition, the sense
that two souls were always meant to meet,
regardless of the distance that separates
them.

In the story, yuan operates quietly be-

4UBIEEANM, EEAGC. HEAMEE, RAER” “You have act-
ed righteously and become a god, which makes me very happy.
However, the distance between humans and gods is vast. Even
if | am not afraid of the distance." (Park 2024)

neath the surface: the fisherman Xu does
not choose Wang Liulang, he pours wine
into the water as a ritual offering, without
knowing who receives it. Wang Liulang
does not choose Xu either: he simply rec-
ognises, in that gesture, something that
resonates. And yet their bond deepens
into what the text calls zhiyin — literally
"one who knows your sound," a soulmate
in the most intimate sense. That two such
different beings, one rooted in the human
world of family and labour, the other sus-
pended in a watery existence between life
and death, should find in each other a zhi-
yin, speaks precisely to the power of yuan:
it does not require sameness, it bridges
difference.

Water, in this sense, is not only the physi-
cal threshold between their two worlds —
it is also the medium through which yuan
manifests. The river does not separate Xu
and Wang Liulang: it is the very element
that makes their encounter possible, the
space where their intertwined destiny
takes shape. The wine offered across the
riverbank, the fish guided into the net, the
long conversations by the water's edge —
all of these are not accidental gestures but
expressions of a bond that was, in some
sense, already there, waiting to be recog-
nised.

The water disappears toward the end of
the story and the soul connection hap-
pens now through dreams. The spirit of
Wang Liulang appears in the fisherman
and the villagers' dreams, announcing a
special visit from an old friend: once Mister
Xu reaches the Zhaoyuan county every-
body seems to know him already, he is as-
tonished, he can't understand how could
that be possible , this is where he under-
stands that his old friend had informed his
people of his arrival in advance. The fish-
erman is touched, moved and yet contin-
ues to make an offering at his altar, once
again Mister Xu has nothing to offer but



wine, and Wang Liulang can't help to feel
rejoiced. The once-river spirit, now god
minister rewards him by relieving the fish-
erman from this hard activity: he would
then go back to his wife with nothing in
his hands but the end of all the family
hardships and pains.

Water as bridge

It is probably worth noting that the fish-
ing in this story is not a “neutral” nor a “hu-
man”activity: in order to succeed and catch
fishes it needs a connection with the wa-
tery world, it requires a “spiritual”’approval.
The wine presented as a gift, poured into
the water constitutes the initial connec-




tion between two distinct worlds. Wang
Liulang appreciates the fisherman's act
of charity and thanks him by governing
and changing the stream of the river, and
letting the fishes get finally into his net.
The water here ceases to be unrestrained,
and one could note that even the stream
direction is controlled by the spirits living
in the river. The wine, just like the river,

represents a bridge between two distinct
worlds, those of Wang Liulang’s spirit and
the fisherman Mister Xu, it seems that the
spirits cannot drink the water they live in
and therefore are eager for wine, brought
by the fisherman.

There is a scene in the story that at best
represents the real connection between




these two worlds: the fisherman and
Wang Liulang drinking together sitting by
the riverbank, as if entering into a third di-
mension: the water here is not a threshold
anymore, the prison barriers have been
cut off, the water and the wine constitute

both a bridge between the visible and the
invisible, this is the bridge where the two
characters are now sitting as if observing

their own lives from a higher perspective,
witnessing their own lives from a distance,
appreciating their special "human” con-
nection and relation, and it is this human-
isation that rescues the spirit as the story
unfolds®: what does it mean to become hu-
man? The character ren ({=) might itself of-
5 EEAZERUE? 7 EEE: “HAZ, ALE R

"Your kind heart will surely move the Jade Emperor." From then
on, the two continued to drink and fish as usual." (Park 2024)



fer an answer: graphically, it combines the
element for "person" (A\) with the number
two (), suggesting not solitude but rela-
tion, not immobility but movement toward
the other. Ren is precisely what generates
compassion — the capacity to find oneself
in somebody else, to recognise in anoth-
er's suffering a reflection of one's own. It
is through this recognition that Wang Li-

ulang's transformation becomes legible:
the spirit does not simply acquire human
feelings, he acquires the most distinctly
human feeling of all.

Conclusion

In conclusion, one could ask what repre-
sents the river/water in the story, what




does it symbolise? Water identity in Wang
Liulang's tale is very fluid, it separates first,
it connects later, it frees and rescues at

the end of the story, it is at the same time
prison, bridge and threshold. It evolves
and changes as the story evolves and un-
folds. Water’s shape and water 's identity
are modelled by the reader’s imagination.

We can feel a sense of fragile balance in
the story, and the water, just like the wine
offered as a gift, connects the two world’s
riverbanks, this ritual offer makes the con-
nection habitual, and not exceptional (yi
wei chang LLANH). We can finally say that
the water separates first, connects later,
frees at the end. One can even note that




at the beginning of the story the human like Wang Liulang, and it's exactly through
moves toward the spiritual, and the end it  their intertwined destiny and Dao (i&) that
is the spiritual that moves instead towards this connection happens, survives and

the human, that happens through a spe- lasts, eternally.
cial fluid watery connection between the
visible and the invisible. The fisherman
sitting by the riverbank is not external to
water, he's deeply connected with it, just
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The soul is like water - a visit to the “Garden of the Pavilion of Azure

Waves” and other walks in Suzhou

By; Wulf Noll

Suzhou, city of gardens, canals, and small
lakes... On the second day of the New Year,
two gentlemen set off early in the morning
on a long-distance bus. The bus crossed
the large bridge over Hangzhou Bay,
which connects Ningbo with Shanghai,
but then continued on to Suzhou instead
of heading towards Shanghai. They made
good progress on the highway, which was
quiet that day, and reached Suzhou after
two and a half hours. Two gentlemen, two
philosophers, friends of China and its gar-
dens; the German Robert Marian worked
at Ningbo University, the other, a Japa-
nese man, Masahiro Ueda, was dean at a
university in Okayama. Robert and Masa-
hiro had been quite close friends for many
years and shared worked on many projects
together. Robert had booked the prestig-
ious Garden Hotel, now privately owned,
which had previously been a government
guest house and before that a villa belong-
ing to Mr. Jiang Jieshi, who had it built for
his second wife. Judging by the villa, this
woman must have been very beautiful...
For more than half a century, the villa was
used as a state guest house, hosting spe-
cial guests such as Mr. Carter, Dr. Kissinger,
Ms. Thatcher, Mr. Kaifu... and the Chinese
leaders Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang
Zemin, and Hu Jintao...

Currently, private individuals from various
countries and education-loving flaneurs
are staying here; perhaps they are com-
muning with the spirit of Madame... After
checking in at the now considerably en-
larged hotel grounds, Masahiro, who was
more interested in the virtual world than
the real one, shocked everyone with the
question: "Are the birdsongs we hear au-
thentic? Or are they artificially generated
from loudspeakers?" Robert guessed they
were real birds, but Masahiro remained

convinced that they were virtual birds.
Simply listening to them did not clarify
the matter. In any case, the birds chirped
cheerfully at the Garden Hotel, and small
fountains and water features sprang from
the ponds.

Both flaneurs were interested in gardens
from the Ming and Qing dynasties, for
which Suzhou is still famous. The first gar-
den they visited was located near their
hotel. It was the “Garden of the Master of
Nets.” The garden dates back to the 18th
century. Its builder, a high-ranking official,
was convinced of: cherished the elegance
of life on the one hand and the tranquilli-
ty of the life of a fisherman who had cast
his nets and was waiting for his catch on
the other. The pavilions were grouped
around the pond like nets. Anything could
get caught in such “nets”: colourful birds,
slender fish, beautiful women... One of the
pavilions was called “Building of Gather-
ing Elegance”, which contained classical
paintings and fans with poems that sug-
gested refined taste. It was as if one or
more of the admired ladies might return
from the afterlife at any moment to sing a
sad and beautiful lament of lost love with
a fan in their spiritualized hand.

But the aging official no longer thought
about women, neither those in this world
northoseinthe next, butratheraboutwhat
was ultimately more important: PEACE
OF MIND. Apparently, the official had be-
come a philosopher during his studies in
the “Pavilion of Ten Thousand Books” and
the “Pavilion of Osmanthus Blossoms.”
The result of his reflections was recorded
in calligraphic writing on a wooden tablet
in a pavilion: “Tao is in harmony with emp-
tiness/A state of emptiness is mentality.”



“The thoughtful civil servant,” thought Dr.
Marian, “had succeeded in combining TAO
and ZEN into one concept and imagining
the state of emptiness as a mentality. That
was very philosophical.”

Although Robert loved tranquillity, he was
not yet ready for that. His thoughts sud-
denly wandered to his cheerful students,
especially Lingling, whose name meant
“Artful Leaf at Dawn.” Robert Marian could
no longer imagine his own mentality with-
out these students... ‘Beautiful Clouds’ and
‘Artful Leaf’ would lend the pavilion a spe-
cial charm, whether with their minds or
their bodies. Instead of emptiness, Robert
still preferred the fullness and sweet errors
of life, which were superimposed on emp-
tiness like the surface of a deep structure.

Around 150 gardens established Suzhou's
reputation and gave the city a special

splendour. In the short time available, the
gentlemen were only able to visit a few of
the gardens. They walked to the gardens
in the north, intending to visit the thou-
sand-year-old Shuang Ta double pagoda
on the way. Suzhou had these many gar-
dens, but the city itself was by no means
as outstandingly elegant or decorative as
Hangzhou or Ningbo. Suzhou was a mo-
notonous, large, and flat industrial city
that would have looked rather dreary
without the consolation of its gardens. The
cityscape itself offered few sights worth
seeing. Only the gardens and some of the
canals were gems that gave the city its
charm.

Finally, the gentlemen reached the twin
pagodas dating back to the year 1000. This
date raised great expectations. Robert
Marian thought of the Japanese court lady
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Shikibu Murasaki, who at that time had
published the first major psychological
novel, the “Genji Monogatari,” “The Tales
of Prince Genji". Everything that occurs
twice in this world, such as twins, evokes
expectations. The romantic philosopher
Marian dreamed of young, self-confident,
and playful twin sisters because of the
charming right of confusion, but he could
also dream of pagodas. Ancient double
pagodas had an archaic charm. When the
flaneurs reached their destination, how-
ever, they were met with a disappoint-
ing sight. The ruined pagodas rose up in
a poorly maintained garden that seemed
to have been forgotten by time. The tow-
ers, standing thirty meters apart, did not
appear venerable, but fragile. They looked
like dead pagodas. They could no longer
be climbed because of the danger of col-
lapse. It even seemed as if they could col-

lapse at any moment.

The old pagoda keeper himself looked
fragile and had become similar to the
towers. What pagoda pain! For a moment,
Robert thought about calling the emer-
gency doctor. The Japanese and the Ger-
man man were the only visitors. Yes, only
the two PHILOSOPHERS remained as
LIVING PAGODAS, standing there next to
each other, deep in thought. Each of these
gentlemen was like a ‘pagoda’, a teaching
building that had collapsed more or less
elegantly several times, Masahiro Ueda
with Heidegger and Robert Marian with
Heidegger's successor Derrida. Philosoph-
ically speaking, this is called deconstruc-
tion, a philosophical method popular in
the West.

Outwardly, however, the Japanese and
German philosophers looked as if they had



been reinterpreted. They were dressed
philosophically AND fashionably. That's
not possible? Yes, it is. Masahiro strolled
in a sublime dark suit by fashion design-
er and philosopher Yohji Yamamoto, while
Robert Marian wore a long black flaneur
coat from the house of designer and phi-
losophizing dandy Karl Lagerfeld, reminis-
cent of Lord Byron. Tout va bien!lt is worth
noting that Mr Yamamoto and Mr Lager-
feld are admired more in France, Japan
and China than in Germany.

Viewed with irony, as Heinrich Heine and
Lu Xun like to do, one could call Mr. Ueda
and Mr. Marian, who discussed garden
art in Suzhou, “philosophical salon lions,”
but actually “garden lions,” if this word for-
mation has ever been used in relation to
philosophers. Suffice it to say that the two
‘garden lions’ strolled through the famous
‘Lion Forest Garden' (Shizi Lin), which con-
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sisted of a large collection of porous boul-
ders — formations made of pure limestone
— that reminded philosophical colleagues
of philosophizing lions. Such natural lime-
stones, salvaged from various lakes, were
very popular in China, although Robert
Marian imagined how the lime trickled
through the heads of many antiquated
philosophers, or rather, lion heads.

The city museum was only a few steps
away from the Lion Forest Garden, so the
gentlemen headed there. They looked at
traditional art objects, calligraphic works,
and historical home furnishings. By the
time the city lions left the museum, it had
grown dark outside. In search of a good
restaurant, or indeed any restaurant at all,
the gentlemen walked along the multi-
coloured illuminated city canal from the
eastern part of the city to the western part
without finding a single restaurant. When




they had given up all hope, the strollers
reached the bustling old town. Here they
found all the restaurants they had been
missing before. They were spoiled for
choice and went to one of the restaurants
that offered local cuisine and was well fre-
guented. There, the gentlemen, in need of
relaxation, enjoyed a leisurely dinner and
thought about which gardens they want-
ed to visit the next day.

Slightly inspired by alcohol, the gentle-
men enjoyed their nighttimes stroll and,
on their way back to the hotel, browsed in
a few antique shops that were still open.

Nothing unexpected happened; they
didn't buy any antiques, not even carpets.
Although new, unfamiliar cities are like
labyrinths in which one can get lost, the
philosophers did not get lost. That only
happened on the hotel grounds, because

when the gentlemen entered the hotel
grounds through the archway of the Gar-
den Hotel, they did not notice that it was a
different archway from the one they had
passed through in daylight. Everything
seemed to be as it had been in the morn-
ing, but nothing was where the philoso-
phers expected it to be. The complex was
as mysterious as it was alienating and full
of riddles. A casual remark by a guest that
the gentlemen were on the grounds of
the Garden Hotel reassured them, but did
not help.

In the entrance area of an illuminated hall,
the gentlemen suddenly saw two graceful
women in gipaos, as if made for aestheti-
cally minded philosophers. Asifin a trance,
Masahiro and Robert walked towards the
two beauties, who smiled graciously as
they opened the doors and presumably
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intended to lead them into the historic ‘Lo-
tus Pavilion’ of Mr. Jiang Jieshi's villa for his
second wife or concubine, although the
gentlemen, tired, longed more for their
quiet hotel room. Masahiro Ueda, whose
mother was the daughter of a priest, sim-
ply considered the two apparitions in qi-
paos to be incarnated heavenly spirits.
The heavenly spirits, that is, the women
noticed that the gentlemen had lost their
bearings on the grounds. One of the ap-
paritions took pity on them. Masahiro later
said that it must have been the goddess
Guanyin herself who, after glancing at
the room card, guided them through the
garden to the entrance of the hotel wing
they were looking for in the midnight New
Year's cold, dressed in a light silk dress.

There, in the warm hall, the security of
having arrived was reassuring, and anoth-

er surprise awaited them. The gentlemen
stood in the foyer in front of an artificial
pond, whose water splashed discreetly.
On a small island in the middle of the tiny
lake sat a young lady dressed in magnifi-
cent robes, playing mournful tunes on an
old instrument, which prompted the gen-
tlemen to greet the water nymph with a
nod and find a comfortable seat in front
of the island in the armchairs set up there.
There they sat with a few other gentle-
men, dreamily sipping their cocktails. They
enjoyed their nightcap and gazed enrap-
tured at the beautiful water nymph. The
gentlemen followed their dreams. Masahi-
ro thought of the witty symposium ladies
who had listened to his lecture in Ningbo,
Robert thought of ‘Beautiful Clouds’, ‘Free
Clouds’, ‘Men Surpass’, of the ‘Artful Leaf
at Dawn’, to which - to which - the dusk
also suited. In the end, the doctors took
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the beautiful water nymph and her instru-
ment with them to their bedchamber as
their dream...

It was still early in the morning, the birds
were chirping. For Robert, they were nat-
ural birds, but Masahiro.. The gentlemen
listened to the chirping, then fell back
asleep, even though they had planned to
visit several gardens today, two of which
were among the four most famous gar-
dens in China: the “Garden of Lingering”
(Liu Yuan) and the “Garden of the Modest
Official” (Zhuosheng Yuan). After visiting
a wonderful but less famous garden, the
two gentlemen entered the “Garden of
Lingering” after lunch, the first of the fa-
mous gardens. It dated back to the early
l6th century. A long covered walkway led
through the grounds, from which strollers
could look out over hills, ponds, terraces,
and pavilions. The walls of the walkway

o

featured calligraphy and stone carvings.
This very garden was currently flooded
with Japanese tour groups, which made
it difficult to linger. The garden was over-
crowded. Suddenly, Japanese could be
heard spoken at every corner, because the
Japanese love gardens and want to com-
pare them - somewhat compulsively -
with their own gardens.

And what about the “Garden of the Hum-
ble Administrator”? No, the administrator
was neither simple-minded nor stupid.
Nor was he humble. To come straight to
the point: the garden was not humble ei-
ther, as it was the largest and most elabo-
rate of all the gardens in Suzhou. The gen-
erous official was named Wang Xianchen;
he had the garden built between 1509 and
1513. He entrusted the planning and de-
sign of the garden to a skilled painter. Gar-
den art in China means that nature, archi-



tecture, and painting are combined in an
aesthetic way. In modern terms, one could
say that people have always intended to
intervene in nature in a corrective manner
with their gardens and to create some-
thing like a harmoniously coordinated ‘Ge-
samtkunstwerk’ (total work of art).

The garden consisted of three parts—the
centre, the eastern section, and the west-
ern section. In all areas, there were charm-
ing ponds with water pavilions, but in the
centre, the gentlemen saw a large lotus
pond, on the banks of which stood the
“Hall of Fragrance.” Since it was early Jan-
uary, the beautiful lotus flowers were only
visible in their withered form this time.
Nevertheless, a delicate fragrance could
be detected, but it came only from the
perfume bottles of the elderly ladies. In
the barren winter gardens, nature seemed
to be pushed back, making the layout of
the gardens all the more apparent. These
gardens were reduced to the essentials, as
the bonsai garden to the side always had
been. Masahiro sank into contemplation
there.

It was another garden that made the
greatest impression on the gentlemen,
the “Garden of the Pavilion of Azure
Waves,” a small, quiet garden filled with
secrets. Robert was certain that this gar-
den was his favourite. The “Garden of the
Pavilion of Azure Waves” was located on a
canal. Although the water was no longer
azure blue but gray-brown, the reflections
of sunlight still cast their magic on it. The
sky was blue! Perhaps it was the sky that a
small mountain with its pavilion stretched
toward. The poetic garden seemed like a
poem to both men; it had been created by
a poet named Su Sungin around 1044 dur-
ing the Northern Song Dynasty. In contrast
to the twin pagodas, which were in a state
of disrepair, the garden had survived the
passage of time particularly well. Masahiro
and Robert read Su's verses on a plaque: “A

dark red lies on the woods, / At the same
time, the sun's rays break through the ele-
gant bamboo.”

On the pavilion by the water, one could
read: “We know that the soul is like water.”
Or, more succinctly: “The soul is like water.”

What a powerful metaphor, enough to
ponder for a year. “The soul is like water,
the soul of a flaneur is like water,” Robert
Marian let the thought roll around on his
tongue. He thought of the flow, the depth
of the water, the rapid waves, and the
change. He thought of the four Western
and five Eastern elements.

Metal is the fifth element in China and itis
associated with qualities or states such as
maturity, contraction, detachment, sink-
ing. But that didn't make Robert Marian
a metaphysician; Masahiro wasn't one ei-
ther. Sensualists at heart, the gentlemen
admired some young Chinese women and
couplesin love because they were lovely to
look at, floating on a pink cloud in the az-
ure waves. And Robert Marian floated be-
hind them on his ‘beautiful cloud'’.

That was in their imagination; in reali-
ty, the two worldly, materialistic but re-
fined flaneurs strolled into a restaurant
strengthened themselves with hot pot,
which, however, required water in the
form of broth—without soul. Robert had
eaten hot pot many times before; it was
“Beautiful Clouds" favourite dish. The dish
was particularly good in Suzhou because
it was based on the highly acclaimed red
crabs from Tai Lake. After the gourmet
flaneurs had cracked, slurped, and sucked
the crabs, which was, in a sense, the first
course, the broth was topped up with hot
bouillon. As discerning gourmets, they
put together the second course them-
selves with a selection of side dishes. Ma-
sahiro and Robert chose from what must
have been a hundred possible variations:
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fish cut into small portions, strips of beef,
mushrooms, tofu, various vegetables, and
glass noodles, which were cooked in the
hot pot standing over a flame.

There was no denying that when you sat
down with your partner or dear friends
over a hot pot, then.. then you had to
agree with the other party that the hot
pot and/or its broth also had a soul. What?
Such a crude materialistic statement! Oh,
come on! If you are trained to think and
sublimate the characteristics of “crudely
materialistic” a little, it becomes “subtle.”
And ‘subtle’ soon becomes, as logically as
it is compellingly, “fluid or ether,” in which
the immortal poetic soul floats, whether in
the broth or outside it.

In the late afternoon, after the gentlemen
had returned to solid ground, tired from
their visits to the gardens, Masahiro's in-
fatuation with an old, human-powered
rickshaw almost caused them to miss the
last bus back to Ningbo. The philosopher's
mistake was in assuming that everyone
in @ country as educated as China could
read and write. The rickshaw driver they
approached could not, but he did not let
on. He was delighted to have the foreign-
ers as passengers, who had handed him
a brochure for the hotel. No problem, the
rickshaw driver had sworn to take the gen-
tlemen to their destination, but at some
point he made it clear that he had driv-
en far enough for his money and that the
passengers should get out again. He had
no idea where the hotel was or how to get
there.

In rush hour traffic, no taxi stopped, so the
gentlemen had to hurry to their hotel to
pick up their luggage. They were able to
get into a taxi in front of the posh hotel,
but the question was whether the driver
would arrive at the bus station on time. He
tried to avoid the heavy traffic by taking
a long detour around the city centre. But

luck was on Masahiro and Robert's side,
and they arrived at the station five min-
utes before the last bus departed. Missing
the bus would not have been a disaster,
but Robert Marian's students would have
had to wait in vain for their German teach-
er the next morning.
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"Water, which extends everywhere and gives everything
life without acting. That is the reason that when a gen-
tleman sees a great river, he will always look upon it."

Mengzi
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Traces of Rain - The Direct Approach in One Painting

By; Efstathia Milaraki

Each drop of rain is a unique micro cell of
energy. Could fluidity itself reveal more
about the creative process and bear new
meanings for the creation in our times?

For a Chinese artist, or anyone who ex-
plores Chinese painting, water is the pri-
mary medium. As Ball mentions , the me-
dium is the message, since with so fluid
a substance can capture the energy/the
vitality!, the qgi- the 1st principle of the six
canon in Chinese painting- that gives life
to the depicted theme.? However to tru-
ly understand how water operates as a
spiritual and material carrier, it must be
examined within the broader cosmolog-
ical framework of elemental interactions.
This necessity shifts our focus toward ten-
sion and balance between water and its
primal opposite — fire.

The opposites, Fire and Water and the
Way (Daoism)

Daoism and even earlier Chinese Philoso-
phy could help us understand extremes in
nature and how basic elements like water
involved with weather phenomena and
metaphysical expressions.

A balance of complementary cosmic op-
posite forces like yin and yang in China
promoted universal harmony in the past.
As yin and yang join, they form life. One
interpretation identifies yin and yang with
the states of water. Yin while in its highest
form is freezing, Yang in its highest form
is boiling. This interplay and the states of
water vividly captured in the Chinese lan-
guage itself. If we look at the characters
for weather (tiangi KS), it translates to
“Heaven'’s breath”. The first character tian

1 Philip Ball, The Water Kingdom: A Secret History of China (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 267.

2 Xie He, The Record of the Classification of Old Painters, see
translation in Bush & Shih, 1985, 29.

K represents heaven (a man stretching
up high with hands open) while the char-
acter for gi < signifies clouds in heaven.
Even further back in the traditional char-
acter for tianqi K&, qi represents clouds
in the upper part resulting from the lower
part, where mi (rice) is cooking in a pot.?
Through these characters, we notice how
the metaphysical blends with the practical
in daily life. Instead of maintaining a strict
dualism, however, some early philosophi-
cal texts shifted the focus toward a single,
primary element to represent this cosmic
energy. For instance, according to Guanzi
E¥ (4th century BCE), only water has the
fluidity of gi*

Water is the blood and qi of the earth;
it resembles what courses through the
veins and arteries. Water is the potential
for everything.

Yet looking at the historical development
of these concepts, water's significance was
tightly bound to another primary source.
Before the yin and yang dualism, around
the end of the Warring States period there
was a simpler distinction between the op-
posites, that of Fire and Water, which are
featured among the Five Classical Chinese
Elements along with Wood, Earth and
Metal. Fire and water share fundamen-
tal similarities and were later linked with
Yang representing fire and Yin water. Al-
though these two elements are non-living
entities, they are inherently characterized
by continuous motion, being imbued with
qgi (the vital, animating force). Both ele-

3 Ball, The Water Kingdom, 77.

4 For a detailed philosophical analysis of the text linking fluidity
of water to the movement of gi, see W. Allyn Rickett, Guanzi:
Political, Economic, and Philosophical Essays from Early Chi-
na, vol. 2 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 101; for
a broader discussion on the concept of gi as cosmic and vital
energy, see also Jana S. Rosker, "The Concept of Qi in Chinese
Philosophy: A Vital Force of Cosmic and Human Breath," in At-
mospheres of Breathing, ed. Lenart Skof and Petri Berndtson
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2018), 127-140.



ments show a distinct fluid nature and are
vital for sustaining life, yet in their most ex-
treme manifestations, they transform into
the most destructive forces of nature. This
shared energetic behavior is also reflect-
ed visually; a closer look at the Chinese
characters for fire (huo ‘k) and water (shui
/K) reveal an aesthetic similarity. As men-
tioned in the Zhuangzi (4th century BCE),
when this foundational pair is linked, light-
ning is described as the mixture of water
(yin) and fire (yang).

When wood is rubbed against wood, it
causes fire. When metal is held together
with fire, then it flows. When yin and yang
are mixed together, heaven and earth are
startled; there is thunder and rumbling
thereupon and fire in the middle of water.®

This dualism extends far beyond the phys-
ical world, deeply permeating human life
and social structures. We see that opposite
forces attract each other, leading to cre-
ation or destruction in an ongoing spiral,
much like life itself. Confucius and subse-
guent philosophers later developed these
related principles further. As Allan states,
these principles became ‘applicable to hu-
man society in the behavior of water and
other natural phenomena’® This perspec-
tive directly echoes the teachings of Laozi,
the founding philosopher of Daoism, who
recognized the deceptive power of water-
a substance seemingly weak yet funda-
mentally unstoppable: of water.

Water is not insubstantial: It is soft but it
can strike down mountains and pierce
rocks. Water creates structure; it is the
nourishing ingredient of all that exists.”

We sense how water acts as an intrinsic
source of renewal. Because it is complete-

5 Guo Qingfan, ed., Zhuangzi jishi (Taipei: Heluo tushu chuban-
she, 1974), chap. "Wai Wu" (IX Shang, 26), 920.

6 Sarah Allan, The Way of Water and Sprouts of Virtue (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1997), 61.

7 Laozi, Daodejing, chap. 78, quoted in Allan, The Way of Water,
6l.

ly devoid of intention (wuwei JtA), it flows
downward naturally — not because it is
forced, but because it perfectly embodies
the spontaneous order (ziran B#?) of the
COSMOsS.

Prior to beginning the rain project, an un-
conventional question arose: how would
water interact with other materials and
human agents, yet retain its identity and
remain the main theme? In painting water
is commonly used to dilute paint, instead |
triedtotrace the wateritself,understandits
materiality and spiritual carrier and high-
light it as a flowing pattern of the moment
and place which was an essential experi-
mentation for my artistic growth. Could
interaction and collaboration with nature
foster self-knowledge during the creative
process? If this is beneficial for human ex-
ploration, how does it impact nature and
what trace does it leave behind? Could this
process ultimately elevate awareness and
inspire more ecological choices in both art
and daily life?

Part 1. Outdoor action - Non-action

(wuwei TcH)

The painting Rain which | propose to re-
flect upon, belongs to a series created dur-
ing my decade-long stay in China. Within
this body of work, | focused primarily on
spray paint, capturing the silhouettes of
objects on canvas to create a black and
white negative space reminiscent of old
photography and its instantaneous speed.
Following the outdoor creation, | returned
to my studio to further process these ide-
as. Working rapidly outdoors allowed for a
more direct, personal understanding that
aligned with the dynamic rhythm of Chi-
na, a defining characteristic of this artistic
exploration.

Although the paintings in these series are
neither directly related, nor visibly similar
— given that each theme carries a distinct
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context and texture - the element of speed
remained central. In the context of Daoist
practice, this rapid execution in my earli-
er work was not an attempt to dominate
the surface with human intent. Rather, the
instantaneous speed of the spray paint
functioned as a method of spontaneous
responsiveness. This process forced the
artistic ego to transcend calculated plan-
ning, intertwining the creative act with
the immediate, unpredictable rhythm of
the environment.®

Based on the foundation of spontaneous
speed, the work Rain emerges to depictan
almost celestial, orchestrated dance with
nature that might seem like a rain ritual.
While spraying with black paint, the water
drops touching the Earth ultimately leav-
ing a trace of the human and nature merg-
ing into one. The toxic medium of the spray
was a deliberate choice, capable of gently
touching the raindrops without interfer-
ing with natural laws, thereby leaving the
least human mark possible. Expanding on
my previous use of the stencil technique,
the falling water droplets here serve as a
dynamic living mask. As explored by Phil-
ip Ball,? complex natural designs are often
products of self-organization, emerging
from simple, local physical interactions
rather than a master plan. In Rain this
self-creation of form manifests on the can-
vas surface: the raindrops do not merely
block the pigment; their surface tension
creates localized liquid barriers that physi-
cally repel the airborne spray. The pressur-
ized mist settles and aggregates strictly
along the boundaries of these moisture
pools, allowing a patterned negative space
to organize itself organically.

The challenging process of this outdoor
ritual took place on the CAFA campus dur-

ing summer, where the large-scale canvas

8 Chad Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought: A Philo-
sophical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992),
200-215.

9 Philip Ball, The Self-Made Tapestry: Pattern in Nature (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 1-10.

was laid flat on the ground and entire-
ly surrendered to the elements. Through
this horizontal orientation, the workspace
physically conformed to water’'s natural
tendency to seek the lowest path, estab-
lishing a site-specific realm of non-con-
tention (buzheng A"4+).1°

As the Beljing downpour struck the hori-
zontal surface, the falling rainwater collid-
ed and merged with the fresh spray paint,
washing away calculated edges and leav-
ing behind a chaotic, organic map of fluid
marks (fig.1). Such material responsiveness
transformed the ground itselfinto a collab-
orative space where human mark-making
and cosmic spontaneity (ziran) became
completely indistinguishable.

A rapid tempo was unfolding from feeling
deeply attuned to the downpour, which
was faster than usual, throughout a paint-
ing process carried out under variable rain
conditions that lasted a few hours. The
raindrops constantly rushed me, guiding
every movement with their coolness, re-
acting to the complementary heat of my
body and activating all parts of it, in an ef-
fortless performance that consisted of an
outdoor action with rain.

Can we really picture the complete pro-
cess, including the preparation before-
hand and everything in-between? Was it
truly possible to achieve a state of wuwej
(effortless action) during a heavy down-
pour? This pursuit may sound idealistic to
many, but it approaches reality the mo-
ment the artist ceases to resist the cha-
otic momentum of the storm. In a heavy
downpour, wuwej is not an experience of
passive stillness; rather, it is a state of hy-
per-adaptive resonance.

As the raindrops rushed the body and

10 The concept of buzheng (non-contention) is a foundational
Daoist virtue directly linked with the imagery of water, which
naturally flows to the lowest places without conflict. See Laozi,
Lao Tzu: Tao Te Ching, trans. D. C. Lau (London: Penguin Books,
1963), 64, see also Karyn Lai, An Introduction to Chinese Philos-
ophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 101-103.
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Fig. 1. Process detail capturing the raw, unwashed paint surface immediately following exposure to rain.







the canvas with relentless speed, any at-
tempt to intellectually plan the next mark
was instantly subverted. The urgency of
the weather conditions forced a transi-
tion from forced, intentional action (you-
wei HH) to spontaneous, unhindered re-
sponsiveness (ziran). By matching the fast,
unpredictable rhythm of the Beijing rain
with the instantaneous speed of the spray
paint, the creative act became entirely un-
self-conscious. In this sense, wuwei was
achieved not through quiet isolation, but
through a total, physical surrender to the
environment, proving that the highest
form of human agency is found when we
allow ourselves to be moved by the world
rather than attempting to dominate it.

Part 2. Indoor Process: Meditative Refine-
ment

Following the intense outdoor perfor-
mance, the canvas was brought into the
controlled environment of the studio to
begin a phase of slow processing. This tran-
sition represented a crucial shift from the
dynamic, expansive energy of the storm
to a state of meditative, inner refinement.
Once the painting had completely dried,

the physical interaction with the canvas
shifted from rapid spraying to meticulous
care. At this stage, a detailed close-up re-
veals the temporal duration of the work,
where the paint had been sprayed multi-
ple times to capture the evolving, distinct
states of the rainfall (fig. 2).The painted
surface was gently washed with a sponge
to remove excess paint, allowing the raw,
organic traces left by the rain to finally ap-
pear clearly. During this phase, a fine Chi-
nese brush was used, employing delicate
touches to conceal a large black mark that
had accidentally occurred in a central area
due to a prior mishandling of the spray.

(fig. 3)

What ultimately emerged on the canvas
was the result of the initial half hour ex-
posure, a period when the falling rain reg-
istered pure, ordered relationships. This
prolonged environmental interaction left
behind analogous patterns reminiscent of
structures found throughout the cosmos,
evoking the visual beauty of a starry night
or a cracked soil of a dry pond. These or-
ganic formations not consciously drawn
by human hand, were instead allowed
to solidify as a permanent trace of the

Table.l: Materials used during the outdoor and indoor creative process.

Part 1: Outdoor action painting

Part 2: Indoor process

Materials

Spray paint
(lightness/speed)

Acrylic paint
(black, white)

Protective gear

(mask, goggles, gloves)

Sponge

(excess paint removal)

Canvas

Chinese brush

(minimal usage for concealment)

Masking paper

(to block excess spray)

Chinese silk
(as a layering element, organic
glue)

Rainwater
(environmental medium)

Frame assembly
(wood, nails, organic glue)
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Fig. 3. Process detail at a half-washed stage, capturing the partia
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storm’s own rhythm. Washing the canvas
reveals the underlying water formations
of this complex tonal layering - which was
created by spraying paint multiple times
as raindrops fell-transforming the surface
into a material wuwei testament. (fig. 4)

The next days, this dialogue between
control and spontaneity was further de-
veloped through the creation of a simple
wooden frame and the application of Chi-

nese silk (see Table 1). Positioned at a strict
distance of a few centimeters from the
canvas the silk layer served just enough
to slightly blur the underlying image. This
delicate textile layer acted as an intention-
al filter, veiling and softening the "rough-
ness" of the outcome. Such a nuanced
refinement, which unfolded over three
days, introduced a softer, dimension to the
painting. Through this structural layering,
the final artwork began to resemble the
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meticulous sensitivity of the traditional
Chinese painting techique gongbi 1.2 —
ultimately achieving a harmonious equi-
librium that balanced the raw spontaneity
of nature and the meditative composure
of Chinese artistic tradition (fig. 5).

Reinterpreting Gongbi through Contem-

porary Eco-Philosophy

The artwork Rain challenges and expands
the classical boundaries of the gongbi tra-
dition by transferring the root of precision
from human execution to natural pro-
cesses. Historically, gongbi relies on rigid
human control—where the artist applies
ultra-fine contour lines and layer-by-layer
pigment washes to achieve precise, real-
istic rendering. In this experimental ap-
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proach, however, the rigour and delicate
layer-by-layer complexity are not dictated
by the artist's hand, but is instead gener-
ated by the chaotic, microscopic traces of
the rainfall itself. By positioning a screen of
Chinese silk directly over these raw, literal
markings, the harsh atmospheric 'rough-
ness' is optically softened into a subtle,
serene composition. This unique arrange-
ment upholds the soft, meditative, and
sophisticated aesthetic features of tradi-
tional gongbi, yet achieves them through
a contemporary, eco-philosophical sub-
version: human control yields to natural
spontaneity (wu wei), redefining fine-line
realism as a direct, unmediated depiction
of ecological reality.

By reinterpreting the gongbi aesthet-
ic, Rain provides a significant eco-phil-
osophical response to the contempo-
rary ecological crisis. Traditional Chinese
mountain-and-water painting historically
depicted nature as an idealized, timeless
realm of cosmic harmony. However, in our
era of heightened ecological instability,
nature can no longer be viewed separate
from human impact and environmental
transformation. The 'roughness' captured
on the raw canvas—imprinted by the actu-
al rainfall of Beijing—carries traces of mod-
ern atmospheric pollution and ecological
shifts."

Herein lies the critical contribution of the
'new gongbi' approach: instead of turn-
ing away from this ecological distress, the
approach engages with it through the
Daoist philosophy of wuwei. The act of lay-
ering Chinese silk over this fluid tracery
does not merely mask the environmental
roughness; it conceptually metabolizes it.
The floating silk functions as a site of ar-
tistic and ecological healing, filtering the
chaotic and toxic realities of our time into
an everlasting moment of calmness and

meditative beauty. Consequently, this

1 T.J. Demos, Decolonizing Nature: Contemporary Art and the
Politics of Ecology (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 7.

contemporary evolution of gongbi tran-
scends passive representation. It becomes
an active, creative ritual of ecological in-
terconnectivity, proposing that through
a harmonious, fluid surrender to nature's
agency, humanity can find pathways to-
ward holistic renewal and spiritual recon-
ciliation with the Earth.

Ultimately, Rain demonstrates how allow-
ing the formless, fluid nature of water to
disrupt human-centered control can fos-
ter new formal and aesthetic dimensions
for contemporary creation. By surrender-
ing the raw canvas to environmental agen-
cy through wuwei, the artistic practice
moves beyond passive documentation,
turning the canvas into a live vessel of vital
energy (qgi) and ecological transformation.
The final synthesis—where the ephemeral
tracery of atmospheric pollution and eco-
logical shifts is filtered through the serene
structure of floating Chinese silk—estab-
lishes a profound reinterpretation of the
contemporary gongbi aesthetic. In an era
marked by heightened ecological vulner-
ability and fractured elemental interac-
tions, this collaborative process offers a
powerful model of creative resistance. It
proposes that by attuning human mastery
to a natural spontaneity, art can metabo-
lize environmental crises, transforming lo-
calized climate realities into an everlasting
space of meditative healing, cosmic inter-
connectivity, and systemic renewal.
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Fig. 5. Full view of Rain (2019), spray paint on canvas layered with Chinese silk, 131 x 151 cm. (Photograph by the aut
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Water as the Spirit of the Natural Realm: Philosophy, Technique and

Infinity in Shanshui Hua

By; Giacomo Bruni
Introduction

Within the vast panorama of Chinese civ-
ilisation, water does not emerge merely
as one among many natural elements.
Instead, it functions as an ontological,
aesthetic and existential principle that
permeates every sphere of knowledge,
art and everyday life. It constitutes the in-
dispensable bridge between the materi-
al and the spiritual dimensions, between
concrete form and the immaterial infinite,
acquiring symbolic and creative value that
evolves profoundly across centuries, un-
til it becomes an autonomous language
within shanshui hua 1LI7KiHE". Laozi's eleva-
tion of water to a tangible manifestation
of the Dao in the Daodegjing laid the foun-
dations for a conception that transcends
the mere physicality of the element, en-
dowing it with metaphysical dignity des-
tined to exert a deep influence on Chinese
art. Precisely within this philosophical tra-
dition, water gradually moves beyond its
role as a simple medium for diluting ink,
to transform into Shuifa Ki%, the “meth-
od of water”: a pictorial technique capable
of expressing the deepest aesthetic foun-
dations of Chinese mountain-and-water
painting.

Within pictorial tradition, water followed
a long and complex evolutionary path. It
began as an auxiliary function for brush
and ink, before establishing itself as an
independent language, able to render
the principles of emptiness and fullness,
of continuous transformation, as well as
painting’s profound adherence to the
Dao. For centuries, Chinese pictorial the-

1 The term shanshui hua (mountain-and-water painting) is re-
tained in transliteration. It constitutes one of the most signifi-
cant genres of Chinese painting: although nature functions as
its subject, as in Western landscape, it differs profoundly on for-
mal, aesthetic and philosophical levels.

ory concentrated its codification upon the
two historical techniques of brush and ink
bimo %€ 4%, consigning the handling of wa-
ter to implicit practice, handed down oral-
ly by masters without structured theoret-
ical formalisation. It was only through the
critical reflection of Huang Binhong # 1%
I (1865-1955), who affirmed its artistic in-
dispensability, and the systematic theori-
sation of Wang Bomin FH# (1924-2013),
that Shuifa attained equal standing with
Bifa and Mofa, integrating in full right
among the pillars of shanshui hua.

This contribution intends to analyse the
philosophical and symbolic valence of wa-
ter within traditional Chinese culture, its
indissoluble bond with classical pictorial
materials, the evolution and codification of
Shuifa, as well as its decisive role in defin-
ing the unique identity of Chinese moun-
tain-and-water painting. Such painting is
capable of surpassing mere realistic rep-
resentation to express the spiritual and
infinite dimension of the Dao. This is not
merely a study of technical pictorial execu-
tion procedures, but a reflection connect-
ing artistic practice to the roots of Eastern
thought. It demonstrates how water is not
only a physical medium, but the key to
understanding the Chinese conception of
the natural scene as a place of encounter
between human beings, nature and tran-
scendence.

Water in Chinese Culture: Philosophy,
Symbol and Spirit

Water marks the very origins of Chinese
civilisation, inextricably bound to the vital
cycles of the Yellow River and the Yangtze
River, the foundational arteries of ancient
agrarian society. From a natural element



Attributed to Mu Xi HU&, Eight Views of the Xiao-Xiang Rivers il J\ &, 13th century, ink on paper.




essential for collective survival, it progres-
sively evolves into a cultural symbol load-
ed with meanings, embodying wisdom,
humility and flexible power — core values
of Chinese ethics and aesthetics. All major
systems of traditional thought developed
their own interpretation of water, integrat-
ing it within doctrinal principles and mak-
ing it an emblem of universal virtue and
truth.

In Confucianism, water symbolises altru-
istic virtue. It nourishes every living being
without ambition or competition, repre-
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senting the perfect expression of benevo-
lence and generosity that define the vir-
tuous human being. Confucian thought
observes water as a mirror of moral qual-
ities: it flows without ever stopping, gives
life to all creatures without seeking recog-
nition, and in this way becomes a model
for the ethical action of the individual, who
must act for the common good while seek-
ing no personal glory. In Chan (Zen) Bud-
dhism, water represents the enlightened
mind: pure, transparent and free from
prejudice, able to reflect reality without
distortion or attachment. Like water, the
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Zen mind does not hold onto impressions
from the external world; it receives them
and lets them flow by, without fixating on
transient forms and appearances.?

It is however within Daoism, and particu-
larly in Laozi's #F Daodejing &%, that
water receives its most authoritative and
influential philosophical definition, des-
tined to shape Chinese artistic aesthetics
for centuries. The famous maxim stating
that “the highest good is like water, which
benefits all creatures without contending
with them and dwells in places despised

poetic writing, whose great verse-makers
offer some of its most memorable exam-
ples, celebrating rivers flowing endlessly
toward the sea, agueous mists wrapping
mountain summits, and rains renewing
the soil. They created images that com-
bine the boundless vastness of nature and
the temporal fragility of human existence.
These poems depict water not only as an
external natural scene, but as a mirror of
the poet’s soul: in the flowing river one rec-
ognises the passage of time; in the shift-
ing mists one perceives humanity's inabil-
ity to hold fast to worldly things.® This dual
nature of water — at once material and
spiritual, concrete and symbolic, flexible
and powerful — constitutes the basis of
its artistic evolution. It would carry water
from natural element and philosophical
symbol to a pictorial language of infinity
within shanshui hua.

Water and the Materials of Chinese Paint-
ing: an Indissoluble Bond

Chinese painting and calligraphy, rest on
four iconic materials: paper, brush, ink and
ink stone, the so called “The four treasures
of the scholar's studio” (wenfang sibao X
50 E). Yet none of these elements can
express their full potential without the in-
tervention of water: an invisible yet indis-
pensable medium that integrates and an-
imates the entire creative system. Water is
not an additional or accessory material; it
is the dynamic principle that activates the
relationship between brush, ink and pa-
per, transforming inert components into a
unified and vital artistic language. As Gao

3 This lyrical and existential symbolism of water finds canonical
expression in classical Chinese poetry, particularly in Tang-dy-
nasty works. Li Bai's 221 (701-762) famous poem Jiang Jin Jiu {
Y opens with the timeless river motif: E AW 2 KK E
K, FEREMEAE (“Do you not see the Yellow River come from
the sky, rushing into the sea and never returning?”), embody-
ing the inexorable flow of time and infinite natural movement.
Conversely, Du Fu's ¥/ (712-770) Chun Ye Xi Yu (EHERHEN)

articulates water’s regenerative virtue: FERWEAR, EYANTLHE
(“Stealing in with wind through the night, it quietly nourishes
all living things”), illustrating rain’s subtle, life-renewing pow-
er. Such poetic imagery, oscillating between natural vastness
and human transience, established the foundational visual and
spiritual lexicon later absorbed by shanshui hua aesthetics
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Shucheng =M FE (18th century) writes: “To
paint without water is like a boat stranded
on the shore; one cannot row even a single
stroke”#

Traditional Chinese ink, composed of pine,
oil or vegetable lacquer soot mixed with
natural glue, exists in compact, dry form.
It possesses Nno expressive potential before
being ground with water on the ink stone.
Water determines every tonal nuance,
transforming the monochrome black of
ink into an infinite spectrum of shades,
classified by tradition as mofen wuse 54y
H.f4, the “five colours of ink”. From dense,
dry ink to rich, medium, pale and trans-
parent ink, down to the faint trace of pure
water, every gradation is made possible by
aqueous dilution. This aesthetic principle,
a cornerstone of Chinese painting, affirms
the superiority of simplicity: thanks to wa-
ter, ink is able to evoke all the colours and
atmospheres of nature without recourse
to added pigments, materialising the ideal
of the simple containing the complex.

The traditional brush also depends entire-
ly upon water for the variety of its expres-
sive effects. Different levels of water satu-
ration at the brush tip define the quality
of the stroke: a damp brush lays down soft,
blended washes; a dry brush generates
kubi #i%, “dry brush”, which animate lines
and create meaningful empty spaces; a
water saturated brush produces continu-
ous, unbroken tonal transitions. In parallel,
the type of paper interacts in a unique way
with water: raw Xuan paper, highly absor-
bent, yields spontaneous, unrepeatable
effects, whereas fully treated Xuan paper,
non permeable, grants greater control over
washes and layering. Chinese tradition has
always defined ink painting as shuimo K
&, an indivisible unity of water and ink,
underlining that the two elements do not
operate separately but in creative symbio-

4 \Wang, Bomin (FEAf#). Shanshuihua zongheng tan 1Lk i 2\
% [Reflections on Mountain-and-Water Painting]. Shandong
meishu chubanshe, 1986.

sis. Water acts as a unifying thread harmo-
nising brush, ink and paper, transforming
distinct materials into a coherent expres-
sive system capable of rendering not only
natural forms but also their vital spirit.

It is no accident that, in the daily practice
of the painter’s studio, water preparation
occupies a prominent place. Water quality,
temperature and purity directly influence
its reaction with ink and paper, just as am-
bient climate conditions affect water'’s be-
haviour. In this sense, water is not merely a
liguid substance;itis an integral part of the
creative process, a partner to the painter
and a connection to the surrounding envi-
ronment, rather than a mere auxiliary tool.

The Tradition of Bifa and Mofa: the Long
Shadow of Shuifa

For much of the history of Chinese pictorial
theory, Bifa 27 (the method of the brush)
and Mofa #7 (the method of ink) were re-
garded as the sole pillars of shanshui hua.
They were subject to systematic theoreti-
cal codification and continuous investiga-
tion by ancient masters. Bifa governs every
aspect of the pictorial stroke: pressure,
speed, direction and restraint of the brush,
aiming to create lines endowed with guqi
B, structural vigour and inner spirit.
Masters from Xie He {7 (5th-6th century)
to contemporary times composed treatis-
es on brush rules, considering mastery of
the brush the indispensable foundation of
any worthy work, for a stroke lacking vig-
our renders a work soulless.

Mofa, by contrast, governs ink application:
dilution, accumulation, washing, poured
washes and controlled blotches, all tech-
niques designed to create depth and vol-
ume using only ink's tonal range. As ear-
ly as Jing Hao #i% of the Five Dynasties,
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in the Bifa Ji %1, he distinguished be-
tween painters skilled in brush but not in
ink, and vice versa, arguing that artistic
perfection resides in the synthesis of the
two techniques. Later masters such as Guo
Xi FFEE (1023-¢.1085), in Linquan Gaozhi #k
RE#, codified practices of ink layering
and washing based on water, yet without
granting the water element autonomous
technical dignity.

As a consequence, Shuifa remained for
centuries an implicit technique, practised
masterfully by great painters, yet never
formalised in theoretical treatises. This
theoretical marginalisation has two deep
rooted causes, both linked to the foun-
dations of traditional aesthetics. On one
hand, Bifa and Mofa are principally ori-
ented toward the representation of con-
crete forms: mountains, rocks, trees and
watercourses, tangible realities easily cod-
ified into precise rules. Shuifa, by contrast,
operates upon the intangible dimension:
mists, fogs, empty spaces and spiritual dis-
tances, elusive elements that resist rigid
classification. On the other hand, the Dao-
ist conception of wuwei values spontanei-
ty and felicitous chance in creation: water
generated effects are unrepeatable, de-
pendent on the creative moment and the
unpredictable interaction between water,
ink and paper, making abstract theoreti-
cal codification difficult.

This absence of formalisation never di-
minished the central role of Shuifa. It al-
lowed Chinese painting to move beyond
mere realistic representation and become
an expression of the spirit of the Dao. The
theoretical turning point arrived with
Huang Binhong, the great master of mod-
ern Chinese painting, who overturned the
traditional hierarchy and rejected water’s
accessory status. In his writings, he firmly
maintains that the method of ink cannot
exhaust painting’s potential, and must be
complemented by an autonomous meth-

od of water, regarded as the vital spirit of
pictorial creation, while brush and ink con-
stitute its material form, he stated: “On the
painting table stand a tray of water and a
stick of ink: their reciprocal interplay con-
stitutes the Ink Method. Yet each possess-
es its own distinctive qualities and can be
exploited to its full potential. Therefore,
alongside the Ink Method, there ought
also to exist the Water Method. Within
the craft of painting, the Water Method
must be established and cannot be over-
looked”.> Following him, his student, art
historian and painter Wang Bomin com-
pleted the work of systematisation. He
codified traditional Shuifa practices into a
corpus of structured principles, finally el-
evating it to equal standing with Bifa and
Mofa, and providing the theoretical foun-
dations for modern understanding of this
essential technique.

The Rules of Water: Shuifa as Codified
Technique

Wang Bomin's systematisation of Shuifa,
built upon Huang Binhong's insights and
centuries old practices of ancient masters,
does not consist of rigid norms. Instead it
forms a system balancing technical control
and spontaneity, uniting executive mas-
tery and creative freedom. The technique
comprises six fundamental methods that
define water as regulator of brush and ink,
permeating every phase of the pictorial
process.

The first is shui tico mo 7Kifi2&, water mod-
ulating ink, a basic practice of Chinese
painting executed before drawing marks.
It does not refer to grinding ink on the ink
stone, but to using water to vary the inten-
sity, dryness and dampness of black ink.
Without this agueous modulation, tonal
gradations cannot be achieved; this prac-
tice is indispensable for every painter.

The second is shui dai mo /K5, water

5 Wang, Bomin. Shanshuihua zongheng tan.
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Huang Binhong # %I, Xigiao yan'ai tu EHHE K [Bridge and Stream amid Mist and Haze], 1953, Zhejiang Provincial Museum, ink and colour on paper, 97x33 cm.
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carrying ink. The painter prepares a rinsed
brush loaded with water, then dips it into
ink; the brush’'s dampness distributes ink
naturally across the paper. Huang Gong-
wang TEA# (1269-1354), in Methods for
Writing Mountains and Waters (Xie Shan-
shui Jue, Eili7/K#k), mentions the “water
laden brush for depicting summer moun-
tains before rain”. This method is also em-
ployed by Qi Baishi ¥ Hf1 (1864-1957) for
his famous shrimps, by Li Keran Z=mnj4:
(1907-1989) for oxen, and by Li Kuchan Z=3;
# (1899-1983), where the stroke immedi-
ately generates tonal variations across the
surface.

The third is shui po mo K% 5, water break-
ing ink. After laying down ink blotches, a
wet brush is used to break them apart, pro-
ducing agueous halos. On sized paper this
is also called “water clash”; on raw paper
water spreads rapidly, spontaneously and
freely. There exists the inverse variant, mo
po shui %7K, ink breaking water: water is
spread first, then ink is applied. Chromatic
variants also exist, such as water breaking
colour or colour breaking ink, which ex-
pand expressive possibilities.

The fourth is zi shui %7K, staining through
water infiltration, exploiting halos left by
water on Xuan paper. The technique is ide-
al for distant, veiled natural scenes, snow
on bamboo, achieving effects of appear-
ance and disappearance characteristic of
“mountains seen and not seen”.

The fifth is po shui Jk7K, pouring water. Dis-
tinct from pouring ink or colour, it consists
of pouring pure water onto the work when
ink is eighty to ninety percent dry. Wa-
ter re dilutes already deposited blotches,
evoking mist and atmospheric humidity.®

The sixth is pu shui %i/K, spreading wa-
ter, valued by Huang Binhong and ap-
plied to nearly finished works. A uniform
layer of water — often the turbid water

from the painting vessel — is spread with

6 Mi Fu K7 (1051-1107), Jiang Can /L% (active c.1090-1138), Gao
Kegong HEH (1248-1310), Wang Meng £% (1308-1385), Shen
Zhou L JH (1427-1509), Xu Wei 1&i8 (1521-1593), Zhu Da 4% (1626
-1705), Shitao £i¥% (1642 — c.1707), and Gong Xian 3£ (1618-1689)
are among the painters who mastered this technique.
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large brushes or dabbing tools, leaving un-
touched areas unmodified. The aim is to
harmonise the composition, unify hetero-
geneous parts and grant cohesion to the
whole. Yuan and Ming period artists had
already utilised this practice, yet without
giving it a specific name.

These six modes do not rigidly separate
water and ink, but reveal that water use
possesses its own rules. Such principles
do not stifle creativity but orient it: Shui-
fa demands impeccable technical control,
alongside the capacity to surrender to the
spontaneity of Daoist wuwei, accepting
the unique, unrepeatable effects of the
interaction between water, ink and paper.
Artistic perfection resides in the synthe-
sis of discipline and freedom. The painter
must not seek to dominate water com-
pletely, but to enter into dialogue with it,
accepting spontaneous deviations that
may enrich the work, while never entirely
abandoning creative intention.

Shuifa as the Heart of Shanshui Hua: Be-
yond Material Representation

Shanshui hua is not a mere copy of visible
nature, but a spiritual dialogue between
painter, human being and universe, a
manifestation of the Dao in pictorial form.
Its distinctive traits — the balance be-
tween emptiness and fullness, continuous
transformation of forms, the transcendent
dimension of the visible, human nature
harmony, and detachment from realistic
representation — find their complete re-
alisation solely in Shuifa. If Bifa builds the
structural skeleton of the work and Mofa
defines its material substance and texture,
Shuifa infuses it with vital spirit, transform-
ing a material composition into a work en-
dowed with soul and transcendence.

The principle of emptiness and fullness,
a foundation of Chinese aesthetics, finds
in water its exclusive instrument of reali-

sation. Tradition teaches that emptiness
and fullness generate one another: paint-
ed forms such as mountains, trees and riv-
ers acquire meaning only thanks to empty
spaces — mists, skies and fogs — which
are not vacuous voids but spaces full of
imaginative potential. Through Shuifa, the
painter washes out ink, wraps mountain
summitsin light mist, makes watercourses
vanish into fog, creating those full empti-
ness spaces that embody Laozi's principle
of wu 7, non being that contains being.
As Liu Haisu XIJif#3E (1896-1994) underlines:
“Water serves countless purposes and de-
mands skilful variation. First and foremost,
it modulates the relationship between
void and solid. Within shanshui hua, be-
tween mountains and waters, moun-
tains and trees, individual trees, as well as
among mists and vapours, compositions
ought not to be rendered too crowded or
overly distinct. Spaces must be left for the
viewer's imagination. With water, the vi-
tal energy-veins (gimai = Jik) of all pictorial
elements are bound into a unified whole.
Those ambiguous passages embody void
within solid and solid within void: void and
solid generate one another, reality and il-
lusion interweave. Thus, though brush and
ink may reach their limit, the wondrous
realm remains inexhaustible, attaining a
hazy, mist-shrouded state that defies easy
description”” The spectator does not only
see what is painted, but completes the
vision through their own fantasy, filling
the empty spaces in a process of spiritual
participation that ranks among the most
distinctive features of Chinese moun-
tain-and-water painting.

The continuous transformation animat-
ing nature and the universe is rendered
in painting by water’s fluidity. Brush lines
and ink blotches are fixed, defined forms,
whereas Shuifa generates constant move-

7 Liu, Haisu (XI##38). Liuhaisu tan yilu X% Z 5 [Notes on
Art]. In Zhou, Jiyin (FFH) (ed.), Zhongguo lidai hualun FE
R [A Compendium of Chinese Painting Theory]. Jiangsu
meishu chubanshe, 2013, p. 501.
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ment and change: aqueous dilutions
create infinite tonal transitions between
black and white; blotches expand sponta-
neously; mists appear and vanish across
the paper, rendering the dynamism of liv-
ing nature.

Thanks to Shuifa, shanshui hua realises
the ideal of the transcendent realm of the
visual, summarised in the principle zhichi
gianli JRRTH: the capacity to evoke in-
finite distances within a limited support.
This spiritual effect materialises in Miyuan
Kiz, the veiled, blurred distance, a non per-
spectival yet inner dimension that renders
natural forms indefinite and open to infin-
ity. AQueous techniques of pouring, stain-
ing and washing produce precisely this
calculated vagueness, which surpasses
mere visual distance to open onto spiritual
dimension. The Song dynasty masters Mi
Fu and Mi Youren K A& 1= (1074-1153) exalted
this potential, abandoning rigid outlines
and traditional washes to paint Jiangnan
mountains solely with water diluted ink.
They created natural scenes where sky,
water and mist merge into an undefined,
boundless whole.

Ultimately, Shuifa realises human na-
ture harmony, the ultimate aim of Daoist
painting. Water, a manifestation of the
Dao, teaches the painter the practice of
wuwei: not to dominate nature and mate-
rials, but to conform to their spontaneity,
letting the interaction of water, ink and pa-
per generate authentic, natural forms. The
emblematic example is the Tang dynasty
master Wang Qia T4 (?-805), who paint-
ed in a state of free inspiration, pouring
water and ink onto paper to create natural
scenes that seemed to arise directly from
nature rather than human intervention. If
Bifa and Mofa demand the painter’s vol-
untary control over matter®, Shuifa invites

8 Xuanhe huapu BEMHIE [Xuanhe Catalogue of Paintings]. In
Chen, Chuanxi (Ff%%) (ed.), Zhongguo shanshuihua shi &
7K@ 52 [The History of Chinese Landscape Painting]. Jiangsu
meishu chubanshe, 1988.

detachment and trust in creative sponta-
neity, bringing art closer to the perfection
of the Dao.

Precisely because of this spiritual nature,
Shuifa enables shanshui hua to go beyond
mere realistic representation of nature, ad-
hering to the principle that painting does
not copy the forms of things but expresses
their spiritual essence. Bifa and Mofa de-
fine the material forms of mountains and
rivers, while Shuifa evokes their profound
spirit, the invisible atmospheres constitut-
ing the soul of the natural scene. As Huang
Binhong maintained, Bifa and Mofa are
techniques of form, whereas Shuifa is the
technique of essence, the only one capa-
ble of elevating painting from material
representation to spiritual expression.

This hierarchy of values is confirmed in Xie
He's Six Principles of Painting, a founda-
tional text of Chinese pictorial theory. The
first principle, Qiyun shengdong S#4
gl (“spiritual resonance and vital energy”),
the ultimate goal of every work of art, can-
not be achieved by brush and ink alone,
which are bound to formal representation.
It is Shuifa that infuses qi, the vital breath,
into painted forms, animating them and
bringing them to life. Shi Tao's famous
statement that: “Without transformation
through water, there is no awakening”,
Scorresponds to Xie He's principle of living
rhythm, demonstrating that water is the
spiritual motor of all Chinese painting.

Conclusion

Water represents the red thread uniting
Laoist philosophy, traditional Chinese cul-
ture and the art of shanshui hua. It evolves
from a metaphysical symbol of the Dao
into an essential creative medium, and
further into an autonomous, spiritual lan-
guage of natural scene painting. In an-

9 Colophon on Yunshan tu zhou =1lE#l [Clouds and Moun-
tains Hanging Scroll], Palace Museum, Beijing, paper, ink and
colour, 45.1 x 30.8 cm, 1702.
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cient culture it embodies humility, flexibility and infinity; in pictorial practice it activates
the potential of brush and ink, making possible the infinite gradations of Chinese ink; in
modern artistic theory, thanks to the codification of Huang Binhong and Wang Bomin,
it gains equal dignity with Bifa and Mofa, revealing itself as the spiritual heart of shan-
shui hua.

Having overcome centuries of theoretical marginalisation, Shuifa today stands as a dis-
tinctive element of Chinese mountain-and-water painting, capable of expressing its
deepest aesthetic principles: the balance of emptiness and fullness, the dynamism of
natural transformation, the transcendence of the visible, and harmony with the Dao.
While brush and ink techniques define the work’s material dimension, Shuifa reveals its
spiritual essence, materialising the Chinese ideal of the simple containing complexity, of
flexibility holding power, and of emptiness generating fullness.

As the Qing period theorist Zhang Shi 5k observed: “The method of ink resides in the
use of water: ink serves as form, water as vital-gi. When gi circulates, form comes alive.
The ancients spoke of “water-and-ink” as a pair, and this holds profound truth”.'° Shuifa
is therefore not merely a pictorial technique, but a genuine way of seeing the world in-
herited from Laoist philosophy: the capacity to discern the infinite within the finite, spirit
within matter, the Dao within nature. It is this unique vision that renders shanshui hua
an extraordinary and universal art, able to evoke the immensity of the universe within
the limited space of a support, surpassing the boundaries of realistic representation to
embrace the eternal dimension of spirit.

The study of Shuifa is not only an exercise in art history, but also a key to understanding
Eastern aesthetic sensibility, which does not separate art from philosophy and existen-
tial vision. In this sense, water becomes the bridge between the thinker's ideas and the
painter's hand: what Laozi described in philosophical text manifests materially on Xuan
paper, through dilutions, mists, halos and washes generated by the method of water. In
this way, mountain-and-water painting is no longer merely a representation of moun-
tains and rivers, but a true spiritual practice, in which the painter seeks to align with the
Dao through artistic action.
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The Form of Water: from the pictorial representation of surface waves
to the cymascope

By; Aurora Vivenzio

Water emits vibrations, visible on its sur-
face, which respond to its collision with
other elements of the natural landscape
it shares. Since ancient times, these forms
have been a subject of study not only for
physics and chemistry in their geomet-
ric configurations but also for pictorial
representation. When comparing Egyp-
tian frescoes up to Western Impressionist
painting, and early Chinese representa-
tions and Shanshui painting, the form of
water, much like perspective vision, takes
on ever-different meanings in representa-
tion, accounting for ecological, visual,
and cultural conditions. Water, therefore,
like its representations over time, has as-
sumed the visual container that has repre-

sented it. Contemporary art, thanks to its
interdisciplinary capacity to mix art, phys-
ics, chemistry, and music, has given rise to
audiovisual installations that combine the
sounds and forms of water in digital ani-
mations or media images.

Since the Neolithic period, in both Asia
and the West, artists have used graph-
ic-geometric forms to capture the chang-
ing appearance of water. In this archaic
phase, the aquatic element — depicted as
a river or sea wave — predominantly served
an ornamental function, complement-
ing the realistic description of the scene.
This is evidenced by the recurring motifs
on Cretan pithoi, where water appears as

Gu Kaizhi Wi, Luoshen fu tu juan &R [Scroll of the Ode to the



colour on silk, 27.1 x 572.8 cm. (section)

a magical-decorative element, as well as
in pre-Han Chinese brocades, where the
depiction of water aimed to capture its es-
sential form through a graphic-geometric
synthesis. In these primitive cultures, wa-
ter is not yet an autonomous subject, but
a backdrop that enriches the ceramic or
textile surface with symbolic meaning.

It is from the Han Dynasty in China and
the late Western Middle Ages that water
begins to assume a more complex func-
tion, becoming a distinctly temporal, spa-
tial-symbolic, and narrative element. In
the work of the Chinese painter Gu Kaizhi
itdZ  (348-409), famous for his narra-
tive scrolls, water is no longer a mere or-
nament but a device that marks the flow
of time and connects the different scenes
of the story. In the famous work Luoshen
fu tu juan EMIKELL [Scroll of the Ode to

s

the Luo River Goddess], water becomes
charged with aesthetic and moral quali-
ties, becoming a vehicle for a charm that
intertwines spirituality and religiosity. Fur-
thermore, it marks the progression of the
narration, as well as the different scene
changes and the transformation of the
main character (fig.1).

In the West, however, the medieval shift
attributes a radically different value to wa-
ter. It takes on a symbolic-religious charac-
ter linked to purification. An example is Gi-
otto's Baptism of Christ (Scrovegni Chapel,
fresco, 200x185 cm, fig. 2), where the wa-
ters of the Jordan River touch Christ's body
with transparency. Giotto abandons the
mystical dissolution of the body in water
in favor of simple and incisive descriptive
lines, which give the element a new cor-
poreality and realism; Christ's body does
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not dissolve, but fades, almost blurred, in
a play of transparencies that emphasizes
the purifying act and at the same time
symbolizes the dual identity of Christ, flesh
and spirit. A subtle interplay between the
tangible (the bright body) and the intangi-
ble (the discolored body).

The comparison between the two tradi-
tions reveals a profound ontological di-
vergence. In Chinese art, water serves as a
narrative medium that removes the event
from a defined historical location, project-
ing it into a dreamlike and suspended di-
mension, without a clearly demarcated
space. In Gu Kaizhi's scrolls, water is an
element of continuity that accompanies
human events, living alongside the earth-
ly world and creating a story that unfolds
parallel to human fears and passions.

Conversely, in the Latin Middle Ages, wa-
ter predominantly assumes a purifying
value, becoming a memory of primordial

worlds. In Christian baptism, water is not
a companion to earthly events, but an in-
strument of redemption that colors and
transfigures the body of the baptized. As
the English artists Stoica and Corder ob-
serve, this chromatic fiction in ancient art
— this capacity to “make appear” without
being mere appearance — responds to a
profound ontological question: while the
East seeks in water a bridge to the sensi-
ble world, the Christian West sees in it a
threshold towards the afterlife.

It is, however, with the Song Dynasty that
the representation of water reaches one of
its absolute peaks in the Chinese tradition.
Ma Yuan iz (1140-1225) , in the famous
cycle Twelve Views of Water, /KK, (fig. 3),
revolutionizes traditional shanshui paint-
ing by adopting innovative technical de-
vices: the compositional void in the upper
part of the scroll, the poetic accompani-
ment, and the rule of three distances. Ma
Yuan does not limit himself to reproducing




its sensitive manifestation, contextualiz-
ing and temporalizing it at the same time,
until it transforms into a memory of lived
experience.

Through the technique of the brush fol-
lowing the bone structure (gufa yongbi ‘&
1% H2%E), the artist traces the water's surface
with uniform, fine, and decorative strokes,
yet pervaded by an intrinsic energy. In the
individual sheets of the cycle, such as Ris-
ing Waves or Clear Waters of the Winter
Pond (JFEiIEBIR) (section 3) (FEHELR)

(section 4), Ma Yuan skillfully balances the
density and lightness of the line to ren-
der the transparency, power, or stillness
of the water. The result is a suspension of
both time and space: the waves do not
refer to a specific place, but to twelve dif-
ferent modes of being, representing both

the natural world and the inner universe
of memory. Furthermore, the choice of the
scroll is not accidental: it tells a story that
unfolds over time, but does so in a frag-
mented and ephemeral manner, like the
very transparent nature of water.

In stark contrast to Ma Yuan's poetics,
Leonardo da Vinci's hydrodynamic stud-
ies (fig.4) testify to a radically different ap-
proach to the liquid element. Leonardo
abandons the narrative and memorial di-
mensions to embrace scientific and me-
chanical investigation. His annotations,
characterized by incisive and concise lines,
render the perpetual motion of water, its
receding and oscillating, it's flowing in
channels or rippling on the surface. With
ink, Leonardo captures the time and in-
cessant movement of this element, isolat-
ing it from the personal context to study it
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as a dynamic object, subject to the laws of
physics and mechanics.

While Ma Yuan represents the “accents” of
water in their poetic pregnance, Leonardo
breaks down its structure, moving from
the optical dimension to the physical and
metaphysical. In his manuscripts, water is
no longer a vehicle of memory, but a pure
object of knowledge, an element that re-
veals its vital qualities only through exper-
imental observation and graphic render-

ing.

Ma Yuan's legacy is reinterpreted and am-
plified by Song Mingyuan #R®iz (1938-),
who undertakes a decisive evolution: from
the aesthetics of the great terrestrial civi-
lization to the status of maritime civiliza-
tion. Under his brush, the sea is no longer
a simple horizontal extension of the in-

finite but becomes a vehicle for a concept
akin to the Western sublime, conveying
the idea of depth, mystery, and grandeur

(fig. 5).

Inspired by the Italian Renaissance, Song
Mingyuan introduces a third dimension —
the temporal one — which places the sea
in a vital and eternal flow. His representa-
tions, enriched by volume, light, and shad-
ow, are no longer simple lines, but bodies
of water that resonate with modern sci-
ence, capable of expressing power and
movement.

In contemporary art, water makes the de-
finitive leap: from narrative backdrop it be-
comes a sensory protagonist, at the center
of immersive and spiritual experiences.
The video medium, in particular, introduc-
es what we might call a “fourth dimen-
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sion” — time within time — which painting
and photography had only attempted to
suggest.

An exemplary case is the Chinese visual
artist Chen Qi [&¥i (1963- ), who in his wa-
ter-printed woodblock print 2012 Gen-
eration and Diffusion, 201245558k — a
56-meter work composed of 240 matrices
— the work features seemingly endless
waves rendered across its vast surface,
generating an immersive perceptual ex-
perience for the viewer (fig. 6).

The theme of choice — between oblivion
and rebirth-finds one of its most profound
interpreters in the American artist Bill Vio-
la. In Ocean Without a Shore (2007), pre-
sented at the 52nd Venice Biennale, water
falls like rain, offering subjects who cross
this veil the possibility of returning to life.
The faces, initially blurred and discolored,
become sharp and gain color, revealing
awareness of their being through expres-
sions of dismay and terror. Water thus be-
comes a metaphysical boundary: crossing
it means rediscovering existence, while re-
maining on the surface corresponds to a
B different poetic choice, that of modifying
\J g pom ' v ! : the ecosystem by leaving perishable trac-
es.
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The performative dimension of the rela-
‘ tionship with water is explored by Zhang
P PR~ R : Huan 3KJE (1965- ) in To Raise the Wa-
' ppows e B : ter Level in a Fishpond (1997) (fig.7). In
apo |\ this performance, forty workers immerse
) e aif) themselves half-naked in a lake, physically
NELL - R raising its level with their bodily presence.
pt ' The action demonstrates that the only au-
' thentic way to connect with nature isto let
oneself be influenced by it on one's own
body. However, every human interven-
tion modifies the natural course of things,
leaving ephemeral traces that, precisely
in their fragility, reverberate collectively in
existence.
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The human will to control and modify na-
ture, to enclose it in artificial spaces, is at
the center of the work of the young Ital-
ian artist Pino Pascali. In 32 Cubic Meters
of Water (1967) (fig.8), the artist uses thir-
ty galvanized aluminum tanks to contain
2,400 liters of re-colored water; similarly, in
River with Triple Mouth, rectangular tanks
full of water and surfaces covered with
earth create an intimate and personal di-
alogue with the liquid element. Water, en-
closed in square or rectangular forms, be-
comes a mirror of Western man seeking
answers about himself and the world. This
gesture evokes a long cultural lineage that
from Ulysses' journey reaches Caravag-
gio's Narcissus, up to the notion of liquid
society theorized by Zygmunt Bauman.

Water configures itself as a transparent
flesh, a mirror of the invisible world that
surrounds us and of human memory. Al-
ways present and ever-changing, water
shows itself as an autonomous and ac-
tive presence, capable of embodying both
oblivion and the passage to the other met-
aphysical shore. Its representation — from
Neolithic ornament to digital installations,
from Ma Yuan's masterful line to Leonar-
do's scientific studies - traverses the cen-
turies without ever entirely abandoning
the human present, revealing in turn its
nature as a narrative medium, scientific
subject, sensory protagonist, and finally
mirror of consciousness. In the dialectic
between East and West, water confirms
itself as the symbolic place where poetry
and physics, memory and oblivion, life and
its transfiguration meet.

Zhang Huan 5'{6/5, To Raise the Water Level in a Fishpond (199

Chen Qi &



7). Video of the Performance, Beijing, China

, 2012 Shengcheng yu Misan 20124 & 578 #X [2012 Generation and Diffusion], 2018, water-printed woodblock, 380 x 5600 cm
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