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From Khan Academy

Chinese Landscape Painting

Landscape painting is traditionally at the top of the hierarchy of Chinese
painting styles. It is very popular and is associated with refined scholarly taste.
The Chinese term for "landscape" is made up of two characters meaning
"mountains and water." It is linked with the philosophy of Daoism, which

emphasizes harmony with the natural world.

Zhu Xiuli, Zandscape (detail), c.
1985-89, handscroll, ink and
colour on paper, 30.3 cm high,

China © Trustees of the British

Museum
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Idealized landscapes

Chinese artists do not usually paint real places but imaginary, idealized
landscapes. In China, mountains are associated with religion because they
reach up towards the heavens. People therefore believe that looking at

paintings of mountains is good for the soul.

Chinese painting in general is seen as an extension of calligraphy and uses the
same brushstrokes. The colors are restrained and subtle and the paintings are
usually created in ink on paper, with a small amount of watercolor. They are
not framed but mounted on silk in different formats such as hanging scrolls,

handscrolls, album leaves and fan paintings.

Inkstone and brush
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The scholar's desk

In China, painters and calligraphers were traditionally scholars. The four basic
pieces of equipment they used are called the Four Treasures of the Scholar's
Studio or wenfang sibao: paper, brush, ink and inkstone. A cake of ink is
ground against the surface of the inkstone and water is gradually dropped from
a water dropper, gathering in a well at one end of the stone. The brush is then
dipped into the well and the depth of intensity of the ink depends on the

wetness or dryness of the brush and the amount of water in the ink.

The earliest landscapes

In China, the earliest landscapes were portrayed in three-dimensional form.
Examples include mountain-shaped incense burners made of bronze or
ceramic, produced as early as the Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE). The earliest
paintings date from the sixth century. Before the tenth century, the main

subject was usually the human figure.

In the period following the Han dynasty, Buddhism spread across China.
Artists began to illustrate stories of the life of the Buddha on earth and to create
paradise paintings. In the background of some of these brightly colored
Buddhist paintings, it is possible to see examples of early landscape
painting.This scene is one of a series of three representing the life of the
historical Buddha, Prince Sakyamuni, when he lived on earth. The mountains

are simple triangles and their ridges are painted with short brush strokes to
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create texture. The water in the river is
portrayed in a bold, diagrammatic

way, conveying a sense of movement.

Scenes from the Life of the Buddha, ink and
colors on silk, 8th—early gth century, Tang
dynasty, 69 x 19.3 cm, from Cave 17, Mogao,
near Dunhuang, Gansu province, China ©
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