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Chinese painting is a unique artistic system rooted in its own culture and philosophy, possessing a complete system 

of artistic language. It does not pursue the “lifelike realism” that conquers the eye, but rather the “genuine awakening” 

that stirs the soul. Its value lies not only in having produced unique masterpieces, but also in providing world art with 

an artistic path of “perceptual expression” that runs parallel to the Western tradition of “rational representation”. True 

cross-cultural dialogue is by no means a simple matter of fusion or comparison of merits, but rather—on the basis of 

respecting differences—recognizing that the two traditions represent two great yet distinct modes of human aesthetic 

expression, capable of illuminating and complementing each other, and together enriching humanity’s understanding 

of beauty and the world. 
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When examined against the frame of reference of Western art history and aesthetic theory, the distinctiveness 

of Chinese painting does not exist in isolation; rather, it is brought into sharp relief through profound contrast 

with the Western painting system. This “horizon of vision” refers not merely to the perspective of the Western 

observer, but encompasses the dialogic relationship between Chinese and Western art—a relationship of mutual 

influence and reciprocal illumination across the long sweep of history. The following analysis, from multiple 

dimensions and in light of both the fundamental differences and deep resonances between Chinese and Western 

painting, will examine the irreplaceable artistic character of Chinese painting. 

Philosophical Foundations and Cosmological Outlook: The Unity of  

Heaven and Humanity Versus the Subject-Object Dichotomy 

The distinctiveness of Chinese painting is first and foremost rooted in the philosophical worldview that 

underlies it. Unlike the Western tradition since the Renaissance, which has emphasized that human beings are 

the “masters of nature” and the “measure of all things”, pursuing the rational analysis and representation of the 

objective world, Chinese philosophy—especially Daoist thought—holds that humanity is an integral part of the 

natural world, seeking the harmonious realm of “unity of Heaven and humanity” (tian ren he yi). This conception 

has directly shaped the core principles of Chinese painting. 

In Western painting, space is an object to be “conquered” and “possessed”; the picture plane functions like 

a self-sufficient, inwardly enclosed architectural structure. In contrast, the space of Chinese painting is 

fundamentally “open”—the mountains, rivers, trees, and streams within the painting seem to draw the viewer 
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into the pictorial world, and the internal space of the painting exists in a continuous, symbiotic, and dynamic 

relationship of exchange with the external environment beyond the frame, making possible a “spiritual wandering” 

(shen you) through the painted landscape. The sinologist Michael Sullivan once observed that when he immersed 

himself in the appreciation of a landscape painting, he found himself as though entering the world within the 

painting, where rocks and trees unfolded before him one by one; following the path that the painter had reserved, 

he ascended step by step, each step revealing a new vista, experiencing the same delight as when entering an 

actual landscape. This is the unique charm of Chinese painting—something entirely heterogeneous to Western 

landscape painting. This is precisely demonstrated by the “panoramic composition of great mountains and vast 

waters” in Fan Kuan’s “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams” of the Northern Song Dynasty, where 

mountain ranges rise like the spine of Heaven and Earth and travelers appear as specks of dust, articulating the 

vastness of the cosmos and the insignificance of humanity, embodying the Eastern wisdom of “unity of Heaven 

and humanity”. Such spatial treatment is not a deficiency of technique, but a deliberate transcendence of “concrete 

visual representation”, pointing directly toward the “metaphysical” realm. 

Formal Language: Expressive Brush-Lines Versus Volume-Building Planes 

Differences in formal techniques constitute the most intuitive distinction between Chinese and Western 

painting. Western painting has long relied on light-shadow contrast, planes of form, and color to build volume 

and spatial depth, with lines serving primarily to delineate outlines and structures. By contrast, Chinese painting 

establishes line-based modelling as its absolute core, elevating lines beyond mere formative function to carry 

independent aesthetic value. 

This is enabled by China’s unique tools: the writing brush and rice paper. The brush’s properties of 

roundness, sharpness, neatness and resilience, combined with the absorbency of raw rice paper and the free flow 

of water, create infinite variations in wetness and dryness, density and lightness, thickness and thinness, speed 

and rhythm within a single stroke. Lines not only convey the texture and spiritual vitality of subjects but become 

a “significant form” in their own right. The principle that “calligraphy and painting share the same origin” refers 

to the integration of calligraphic brushwork into painting, rendering every stroke and line in Chinese painting 

worthy of independent appreciation. 

Lines in Chinese painting are not merely boundary-defining marks but traces of the “mind-painting”, a direct 

outpouring of the painter’s emotions and self-cultivation. From Gu Kaizhi’s delicate “silken-thread strokes” to 

Liang Kai’s abbreviated “minimal brushwork”, the expressive richness of lines forms the cornerstone of formal 

beauty in Chinese painting. It was not until the late 19th century, inspired by Eastern art, that modern movements 

such as Post-Impressionism began to value the expressiveness of line in Western art. 

Representation of Time and Space: Scattered-Point Wandering  

Vision Versus Fixed-Point Framing 

Chinese and Western painting have taken vastly different paths in depicting time and space. Since the 

Renaissance, Western painting has strictly adopted single-point perspective grounded in static visual theory, 

fixing one viewpoint to capture instantaneous reality as if frozen by a camera. This representational art aims to 

create an illusion of authenticity for viewers. 

By contrast, Chinese painting employs scattered-point perspective, or moving-point perspective. Free from 

the constraints of a fixed visual field, painters “work from shifting standpoints”, freely arranging scenes from 
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different times and spaces within a single composition. Along the River During the Qingming Festival by Zhang 

Zeduan stands as a prime example. It guides the viewer’s gaze across the handscroll as if wandering the streets 

of Bianjing, experiencing the passage of time and shifts of scenery. Such a wandering viewing experience enables 

Chinese painting—especially handscrolls—to convey the effect of “thousands of miles within an inch” and 

“changes across four seasons”, embodying the ideal of “containing heaven and earth within form, capturing all 

creation under the brush”. This is not ignorance of geometry, but a pursuit of higher-level psychological harmony 

and narrative coherence. 

Some scholars argue that Chinese painters adopted scattered-point perspective and rejected single-point 

perspective not out of deliberate aesthetic choice, but due to insufficient knowledge of perspective techniques. In 

other words, scattered-point perspective is merely a pretext for failing to master single-point perspective. Such 

criticism is not entirely unfounded. During the Ming-Qing transition, some folk artisans indeed lacked 

understanding of perspective, and the notion of “not prioritizing formal likeness” was once used by certain 

painters as an excuse to avoid realist training. 

Nevertheless, this objection confuses two distinct concepts: technical inadequacy and intentional aesthetic 

selection. Art-historical evidence shows that as early as the Wei-Jin period, before formal Western perspective 

theory was introduced to China, Gu Kaizhi’s “Admonitions of the Court Instructress/Nymph of the Luo River” 

already demonstrated conscious pursuit of spatial rhythm and narrative flow—this wandering-vision sensibility 

predates the arrival of Western perspective techniques by centuries. More importantly, the Song-Dynasty painter 

Li Cheng, who mastered perspective, was specifically criticized by Guo Xi in “The Lofty Message of Forests and 

Streams” for exhibiting craftsman-like narrowness “confined to one single viewpoint”. This proves that ancient 

Chinese painters chose scattered-point perspective voluntarily, rather than being unaware of single-point 

perspective. The deliberate abandonment of single-point perspective in modern Western painting after the 20th 

century (such as Picasso’s Cubism) precisely validates the timeless, universal value of the aesthetic insight 

Chinese painting attained five hundred years earlier. 

Color and Ink Charm: “Assigning Colors According to Category”  

and “Five Shades of Ink” 

In terms of color concepts, Western painting is based on scientific research into light and color, striving to 

reproduce the complex color relationships of objects under specific lighting conditions. From the fixed-color 

system of Classicism to the light-color revolution of Impressionism, color serves as a vital tool for representing 

reality. 

Although early Chinese painting featured rich, vibrant coloration known as danqing (cinnabar and azurite 

blue), the principle that “ink wash painting is supreme” gradually became dominant after the Tang and Song 

Dynasties. Chinese painters believed that “manipulating ink yields the five tonal hues”. Through blending water 

and ink, variations in density, lightness, dryness, wetness, and charred black suffice to depict the boundless scenes 

of the natural world. This philosophy of the “five shades of ink” abstracts and spiritualizes color. Examples such 

as red-pigmented bamboo and ink-painted lotus transcend the inherent colors of physical subjects entirely to 

directly express the painter’s inner sentiments. While color application follows the rule of “assigning colors 

according to category”, greater emphasis is placed on subjective emotional expression through coloring. Qi 

Baishi’s bold, intense tones and Yun Shouping’s refined elegance both represent individualized emotional 
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outpourings. The purity and grace of ink wash are regarded as a medium to counteract gaudy vulgarity and 

embody noble moral character. 

Ultimate Pursuit: Spirit-Expressive Freehand Brushwork  

Versus Scientific Representation 

The most fundamental difference between Chinese and Western painting lies in their artistic goals. The 

Western painting tradition centers on representation, pursuing visual realism—there are even well-known 

anecdotes of painted grapes luring real birds to peck at them. Supported by a scientific mindset, Western art 

prioritizes anatomy, perspective, light and shadow. By contrast, the supreme realm of Chinese painting lies in 

conveying spirit, freehand expression, and vital resonance of qi-rhythm. It is never satisfied with mere formal 

likeness; instead, it seeks spiritual resemblance, holding that “beauty lies between likeness and unlikeness”. For 

painters, creating art is simply “giving free rein to the untrammeled spirit within the breast”, an expression of the 

inner soul. This tradition of “mind-painting” became especially prominent after the Yuan Dynasty. Accordingly, 

Chinese painting criticism distinguishes between artistic painting and craft-oriented painting. Skill that achieves 

photographic realism (craft-oriented painting) is regarded as inferior, while artistic painting that conveys spiritual 

vitality is deemed the true path of fine art. As Ni Zan put it, “With casual, unrestrained brushstrokes, I seek no 

formal likeness”. His fold-band texture strokes not only distill the forms of Taihu Lake stones but also embody 

his pure, aloof and unyielding noble spirit. 

Another common critique claims that Chinese painting’s “rejection of formal likeness” and “casual 

brushwork” are essentially cultural compensation for insufficient realist skill. The West produced Leonardo da 

Vinci’s anatomical research and impressionist plein-air painting, while Chinese painting failed to develop a 

systematic realist tradition, hence its preference for freehand brushwork. From a technical perspective, this 

critique bears some historical truth. Chinese painting education long centered on copying masterworks, lacking 

the life-drawing training system of Western art academies. Nevertheless, realism is neither the sole end of 

painting nor the only marker of artistic maturity. Chinese painting never denies the value of formal likeness; it 

merely regards likeness as a means rather than an end. In Xie He’s “Six Principles of Painting From the Southern 

Dynasties”, “depicting forms according to objects” ranks fourth, while “vital resonance of qi-rhythm” stands 

first—a clear demonstration that Chinese art theory long ago established a hierarchy of artistic pursuits. More 

importantly, treating freehand expression as a flaw cannot explain why great Western masters such as Cézanne, 

Kandinsky, and Mondrian have regarded “transcending representation” as their highest pursuit since the 20th 

century. They turned to abstraction not out of inability to paint realistically; on the contrary, they actively sought 

new breakthroughs after mastering realism to its peak. This precisely proves that Chinese painting’s evolution 

from formal to spiritual resemblance represents an inevitable destination of artistic development, not a retreat 

from reality. 

Mutual Learning and Echoes: Affirming Uniqueness in a Modern Context 

The uniqueness of Chinese painting has not taken shape in isolation, but has become increasingly distinct 

through dialogue and mutual learning with Western painting. Since the 20th century, towering masters of modern 

Western art such as Picasso, Matisse, and Kandinsky drew inspiration from the freehand brush-lines, planar 

composition, and empty poetic ambience of Chinese painting, driving Western art toward subjective expression 

and abstract forms. Picasso copied works by Qi Baishi, Matisse studied Chinese calligraphic lines, and Kandinsky 
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discovered early stirrings of abstraction in ink-wash art. Conversely, Chinese painters including Xu Beihong and 

Lin Fengmian experimented with integrating Western painting techniques, yet the core spirit of brush-and-ink 

and pursuit of artistic conception remained central to their masterpieces. 

The special exhibition “Dialogue With Leonardo da Vinci” at the Shanghai Museum vividly demonstrates 

this two-way exchange. The subtlety and blank space in Leonardo da Vinci’s “Woman With Flowing Hair” 

resonate with the Chinese painting ethos of “words end yet meaning lingers endlessly”. Meanwhile, the 

meticulous depiction of machinery in the Five-Dynasty Chinese painting “Water-Mill at the Gate” reveals 

rational observation and expressive power no less sophisticated than those of Western art. This proves that 

Chinese and Western painting achieve parallel brilliance at their deepest levels. The uniqueness of Chinese 

painting lies in its offering an eternal path of “perceptual expression” that runs parallel to the Western tradition 

of “rational representation”. 

Conclusion 

To sum up, from a Western perspective, the uniqueness of Chinese painting constitutes a multi-layered 

system deeply rooted in its underlying culture. Grounded in the Taoist philosophy of “unity of Heaven and 

humanity”, it takes lines as independent aesthetic carriers, arranges fluid time and space through scattered-point 

perspective, expresses subjective inner visions via ink wash, and ultimately regards conveying spirit through 

freehand brushwork as its supreme goal. 

This artistic system has not only produced immortal masterpieces such as “Dwelling in the Fuchun 

Mountains” and “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams”, but its inherent freehand spirit and dialectical 

thinking—such as the interplay of void and solidity, being and non-being—have exerted a profound influence on 

global modern art. 

The charm of Chinese painting lies precisely in its rejection of eye-catching literal realism in favour of soul-

stirring genuine insight. As the painter Wang Mian put it: 

“I care not for praise of my hues, 

But leave pure integrity filling heaven and earth”. 

This “pure integrity” embodies its timeless, cross-cultural value that speaks directly to the human heart. 
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