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Zhen 眞 as the Ideal of Landscape Painting in Bifaji 筆法記筆法記
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Abstract: Bifaji 筆法記 by Jing Hao 荊浩 (ca. 855–915) is one of the most crit i cal writ ings on 

paint ing in the Chi nese art tra di tion. It reflects the shifting artis tic trends of the late Tang and Five 

Dynasties peri ods from por traits to land scapes and from color to ink and wash. The empha sis on 

zhen (眞, “gen u ine ness”) as an aes thetic goal in Bifaji is an essen tial fea ture in its dis course on the 

nature of paint ing. This essay explores the con cept of zhen as an ideal state of pic to rial real ity in Bifaji. 

Illuminating the mean ing of zhen is vital to under stand ing Jing Hao’s and his contemporaries’ artis tic 

aspi ra tions. Considering its aes thetic con no ta tions reveals zhen in Bifaji to be mul ti va lent, involv ing a 

num ber of qual i ties required for the cre a tion of a land scape paint ing, from the obser va tion of nature 

to the method of brush tech nique. To elu ci date the aes thetic ide als of Bifaji, this paper exam ines the 

rela tion ship between the con cept of zhen and other key terms such as qiyun (氣韻, “char ac ter”), qishi 

(氣勢, “dynamic con fig u ra tion”), and xiang (象, “image”) along with the addi tional con cep tual layer 

of qi applied in the Six Essentials (Liuyao 六要) and the Four Forces (Sishi 四勢).

Keywords: Bifaji 筆法記, paint ing the ory 畵論, land scape paint ing 山水畵, zhen 眞, qiyun 氣韻, 
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Introduction
The period from the Middle Tang to the Five Dynasties (roughly the eighth to 
tenth cen tu ries) was marked by one of the most sig nif  cant artis tic break throughs 
in China. Landscapes (shanshui 山水) began to over take por traits as the main sub
jects of paint ings, and the use of col ors began to be phased out in favor of mono
chro mic ink and wash (shuimo 水墨). As a prod uct of the period, A Note on the 
Method of the Brush (Bifaji 筆法記, tenth cen tury CE)1 reflects these trends as Jing 
Hao 荊浩 (ca. 855–915) enun ci ates his the o ries on paint ing in the for mat of a story 
in which a young painter meets an old her mit liv ing in the moun tains who offers 
him teach ings. This old mas ter in the story of Bifaji is a fc tional char ac ter who 
speaks for Jing Hao him self. In his ped a gogy based on the Six Essentials (Liuyao 
六要)2 and the Four Forces (Sishi 四勢),3 Jing Hao offers com pre hen sive tech ni cal 
and the o ret i cal les sons.

Bifaji is dis tin guished from pre vi ous writ ings on paint ing in a num ber of 
respects. It is com monly noted that Bifaji is one of the ear li est texts to treat land
scape as an inde pen dent sub ject. Moreover, it was the frst to assert the supe ri or ity 
of the inkandwash tech nique over the use of col ors in land scape paint ing. In 
this essay, how ever, I will illu mi nate yet another fea ture wor thy of note in Bifaji’s 
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dis cus sion on paint ing: it uses the term zhen (眞, “gen u ine ness”) to address the 
ide als of land scape paint ing, extending its con cep tual sig nif  cance. Other schol
ars of Bifaji have suggested a num ber of inter pre ta tions for zhen, and their choices 
of English trans la tions for the term are not iden ti cal. For exam ple, West (2000: 
203) trans lates zhen as “authen tic ity” or “gen u ine ness” yet admits the dif f culty of 
pinpointing the exact mean ing of the term, as it could mean “from the untouched 
rep re sen ta tion of phe nom ena in nature—both out ward appear ance and as inner 
power—to authen tic ity of feel ing, to hon esty,” depending on con text. Munakata 
and Munakata (1974: 3–4, 21–22) trans late zhen as “real ity” or “truth ful ness,” the 
com plete ness in every aspect of true exis tence equipped with qi 氣, zhi 質, and xing 
形 or shi 實 and hua 華 (“inner real ity” and “outer expe ri ence,” according to the 
Munakatas trans la tion). Bush and Shih (2012: 146) also trans late zhen as “real ity.” 
Powers (2000: 225–29) trans lates zhen as “gen u ine,” the con di tion in which “char
ac ter (implicit motion)”—qi 氣—and “sub stance (accu racy of shape, vol ume and 
tex ture)”—zhi 質—are equally pres ent in paint ing, pointing out that it is a con cept 
that is “not inde pen dent of human pres ence” or “human inter ests.”4

While pre vi ous schol ars have men tioned the mul ti lay ered nature of the term 
zhen and listed some of its dif fer ent aspects, fur ther inves ti ga tion is required to 
elu ci date the sig nif  cance of the term as applied in land scape paint ing. This essay 
aims to pro vide a deeper under stand ing of the term and to illu mi nate the nec es
sary require ments for achiev ing zhen in land scape paint ing by explor ing its aes
thetic impli ca tions in rela tion to other key con cepts, espe cially the sig nif  cance of 
xiang and the mul ti ple dimen sions of qi employed in qiyun as well as Qi of the Six 
Essentials and the Four Forces.

Although the term zhen appears in ear lier texts on paint ing, such as Xie He’s 
謝赫 (ca. ffth and sixth cen tu ries CE) The Record of the Classification of Old Painters 
(Guhua pinlu 古畫品錄, ca. 532 CE), Yao Zui’s 姚最 (536–603 CE) Continuation 
of Classification of Classical Paintings (Xu Huapin 續畫品, ca. 550 CE), and Zhang 
Yanyuan’s 張彥遠 (815–77 CE) Famous Paintings through History (Lidai Minghua Ji 
歷代名畵記, ca. 835 CE), zhen as used in Bifaji sug gests aes thetic impli ca tions that 
can not be found in other texts. The sig nif  cance of zhen in Bifaji should be under
stood in con junc tion with the new artis tic aspi ra tions of land scape paint ing and 
the use of ink and wash. Indeed, Jing Hao redefned the nature of paint ing around 
the con cept of zhen. This essay explores the sig nif  cance of zhen as a cru cial con
cept that epit o mizes the aes thetic aspi ra tion of Bifaji. I will frst exam ine how the 
mean ing of zhen was expanded in com par i son with its usage in pre vi ous texts on 
paint ing; then I will illu mi nate the aes thetic impli ca tions of zhen that are con cep
tu ally linked to the terms qiyun, qishi, and xiang.

The Implications of Zhen 眞
While phil o soph i cal terms such as xiang 象, qi 氣, or shen 神 had been estab
lished as aes thetic con cepts since the Six Dynasties period (220–589 CE), when 
many artis tic dis cus sions on cal lig ra phy and paint ing as well as lit er a ture began 
to emerge, it was only much later that zhen5 began to be used in art the o ries as a 
mean ing ful term charged with aes thetic con no ta tions. The use of zhen in Bifaji 
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is par tic u larly note wor thy, as its sig nif  cance is interconnected with changes in 
paint ing of the time—the increase of land scape paint ing and the stress on the 
inkandwash tech nique.

The use of zhen can be found in other trea tises on paint ing prior to Bifaji. 
For exam ple, zhen was used in eval u at ing the works of other paint ers in Xie He’s 
Guhua pinlu, Yao Zui’s Xu Huapin, and Zhang Yanyuan’s Lidai Minghua Ji. Com
paring Shi Daoshuo’s 史道碩 (ca. ffth cen tury CE) and Wang Wei’s 王微 (414–53 
CE) works, Xie He commented that although they learned from the same teacher, 
Wang was skilled at detailed descrip tion (xi 細), whereas Shi achieved gen u ine ness 
(zhen 眞). He con cluded that Wang there fore was infe rior to Shi.6 The con trast 
between xi and zhen can be also found else where in Guhua pinlu. For exam ple, 
eval u at ing Liu Xu’s 劉頊 (ca. ffth cen tury CE) work, Xie He commented that his 
exces sive detail was the rea son that he failed to achieve zhen.7 In both cases, zhen is 
used in con trast to xi 細, suggesting that zhen can not be achieved merely through 
metic u lous imi ta tion of forms.

Still, the mean ing of zhen in paint ing referred mainly to veri si mil i tude or 
life like ness in representing an object. For exam ple, in Yao Zui’s Xu Huapin, zhen as 
applied in the eval u a tion of a work indi cates mainly a real is tic depic tion. For exam
ple, Yao praises Xiao Bi 蕭賁 (?–550 CE) for his skill in cre at ing a real is tic depic tion 
of a land scape and for cre at ing an illu sion of depth and space even on a small can
vas such as a round fan. Yao also used the expres sion “skill in zhen” (zhenqiao 眞
巧) to refer to the skill of draw ing real is ti cally to achieve visual simil i tude.8

On the other hand, Zhang Yanyuan’s use of zhen in the Lidai Minghua Ji 
seems to sug gest aes thetic impli ca tions beyond mere visual simil i tude. Other 
than the ordi nary mean ing of zhen,9 there are a few occa sions when zhen is used to 
imply artis tic val ues, as when Zhang described Wu Daozi’s 吳道子 (680–759 CE) 
paint ing as “gen u ine paint ing” (zhenhua 眞畵) in praise of Wu’s spon ta ne ous tech
nique that did not make use of a linebrush or ruler, empha siz ing the impor tance 
of “keep ing one’s mind [pure], devoted to com plete union [with the uni verse]” (守
其神, 專其 一).10 However, Zhang did not fur ther elab o rate on the impli ca tions of 
zhen as an artis tic ideal.

It was not until Jing Hao’s use of zhen in Bifaji that the con cept of zhen was 
expounded as an ideal of pic to rial rep re sen ta tion involv ing not only tech ni cal 
achieve ments but also per cep tual and intel lec tual endeav ors. In the fol low ing pas
sage, zhen refers to the ideal state of paint ing that a painter should strive to achieve:

I [the young painter] said, “Painting (hua 畵) is super fi ci al ity (hua 華). One can achieve 

zhen 眞 just through attaining like ness (si 似). How could this be so com pli cated?” The 

old man said, “It is not so. Painting is paint ing (hua 畵). One fath oms the image of the 

object and grasps its gen u ine ness (zhen 眞). [When paint ing] the outer appear ance, one 

should grasp the outer appear ance; [when paint ing] the sub stance (shi 實), one should 

grasp the sub stance. You can not take the outer appear ance and regard it as the sub stance. 

If you do not know this method, you might still barely achieve like ness, but you can not 

suc ceed in attaining gen u ine ness (zhen 眞).” I asked, “What do you call like ness and what 

do you call gen u ine ness?” The old man replied, “A paint ing of like ness achieves the form 
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(xing 形), yet leaves out its char ac ter (qi 氣).11 A paint ing of gen u ine ness is abun dant in 

both inner char ac ter (qi 氣) and mate rial qual ity (zhi 質). If qi is trans mit ted through the 

outer appear ance, while miss ing in the image (xiang 象), this image is dead.”12

Dismissing the view of the young painter who believed that “paint ing is 
about super f ci al ity,” the old man asserted that a painter should pur sue zhen by 
reaching deeper than mere appear ance. The state ment “painting is paint ing (hua 
畵)” is not a mere tau tol ogy but a pro voc a tive remark to rede fne the mean ing of 
zhen in paint ing, which the young painter believed erro ne ously to be super f ci al ity 
(hua 華). In response to the young painter’s igno rant dec la ra tion, the old mas ter 
sug gests that “paint ing” (hua 畵) is a word that sounds sim i lar to “super f ci al ity” 
(hua 華)13 but is some thing that requires much more than the con di tions to achieve 
a super f cial like ness. Superfciality or outer appear ance is what partly con sti tutes 
paint ing, but the mas ter’s asser tion induces one to rethink the ideal of paint ing 
as some thing that can not be reduced to mere imi ta tion of forms. The con trast 
between the inner qual ity and the vis i ble is an essen tial ele ment in comprehending 
the impli ca tions of zhen in Bifaji, which is reflected in the rela tion ship between hua 
華 and shi 實 as well as in the rela tion ship between qi and zhi 質.14

The mean ing of “paint ing is paint ing” (畵者畵也) can be interpreted in many 
dif fer ent ways.15 However, the mean ing of the lat ter hua should be under stood in 
the over all con text of Bifaji. In other words, it is impor tant to note that the old mas
ter’s inten tion is to rede fne what “paint ing” is, thus break ing away from the young 
man’s nar row view. The lat ter hua, there fore, implies “paint ing gen u ine ness” (畵
眞).16 In Bifaji, zhen is presented as some thing that should be cre ated (chuang 創),17 
not as some thing that can be sim ply imi tated (si 似).18 Instead of copy ing what is 
super f cially vis i ble, one needs to exam ine and inves ti gate its nature.19

The Conditions of Zhen in Bifaji: Aspects of Reality and the Importance 
of Xiang 象
The con trast between shi 實 and hua 華 is made to elu ci date the mean ing of “paint
ing gen u ine ness” (tuzhen 圖眞). The old mas ter says that if paint ers pur sue only 
super f ci al ity by imi tat ing the sur face of what they see, they will even tu ally fail 
to con vey the sub stance of what they paint, thus ren der ing them selves unable to 
achieve gen u ine ness in their works. Literally mean ing “flower” (hua) and “fruit” 
(shi), hua refers to the outer, super f cial aspect of some thing that is allur ing but is 
ulti mately vain and tran sient, while shi refers to the inner sub stance of some thing 
wherein its true value resides.20 In Bifaji, while hua refers to the visual ele ments 
of real ity that can be imi tated, shi refers to that which can not be cap tured solely 
through mechanically copy ing some thing’s appear ance.

According to the Bifaji, there are two lay ers of real ity that should be con veyed 
in paint ing to achieve the ideal state of rep re sen ta tion, zhen. The frst aspect is 
xing 形—the phys i cal fea tures of an object. The sec ond aspect is the inner qual
ity under ly ing the vis i ble phe nom ena of real ity, represented as qi 氣 or qiyun 氣
韻21—the object’s char ac ter that is to be con veyed in the image (xiang 象) (Powers 
1998: 14). While the phys i cal fea tures of an object can be ascribed to the realm of 
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hua 華, qi can be referred to as shi 實. The old mas ter explained that the rea son why 
the paint ing of the like ness (si) that only cop ies its form (xing) can not achieve gen
u ine ness (zhen) is because it omits qi. In response to the young painter’s request 
to clar ify the dif fer ence between “imi ta tion” (似 si) and “gen u ine rep re sen ta tion” 
(zhen), the old mas ter states that both qi and zhi, the imma te rial and the mate rial, 
need to be fulflled in order to achieve zhen.22

In Lidai Minghua Ji, Zhang Yanyuan crit i cized con tem po rary paint ers who 
lacked the abil ity to express qiyun even while they were  able to achieve like ness of 
forms (xingsi 形似) as a pre cise depic tion of visual fea tures.23 Zhang believed that 
learn ing how to depict the form of an object was eas ier than cap tur ing its char ac
ter. In other words, not all  paint ings that are metic u lous in imi tat ing forms have 
succeeded in con vey ing the essen tial qual ity of their sub jects. Zhang stated that 
even xingsi can be achieved by expressing qiyun.24 According to his stan dards, a 
painter should not pro duce a metic u lously detailed depic tion of some thing lacking 
the sense of live li ness but rather an image that effec tively cap tures its char ac ter and 
gives the viewer a sense of its pres ence. However, Zhang’s per spec tive on qiyun was 
rel a tively lim ited. He believed that non hu man objects, such as trees and rocks, 
were inan i mate and lacked qiyun.25 Although he praised Wu Daozi and Zhang Zao 
張璪 (eighth cen tury) for their depic tions of nat u ral objects such as rocks, water, 
and moun tains, he did not use the term qiyun to describe them.26

On the other hand, Jing Hao’s qiyun expanded the con cept from peo ple in 
por traits to things in a land scape (shanshui 山水). The impli ca tions of qiyun that 
used to be con fned to a per son’s invis i ble qual i ties,27 in the case of Zhang Yanyuan 
as well as Xie He, was now extended to things in nature.28 In Bifaji, qiyun means 
the way essen tial qual i ties of objects are felt in the world. The con cept of char ac ter 
is now applied to all  parts of nature, includ ing the rocks or streams that Zhang 
Yanyuan regarded as hav ing no qiyun. For Jing Hao, the land scape com prised liv
ing things imbued with inner qual i ties dis tinc tive from one another. Therefore, he 
regarded qi as the most fun da men tal fea ture of real ity that a painter should con vey 
in his or her work.

It is impor tant to note the mean ing of yun 韻 in under stand ing the con cep
tual expan sion of qiyun 氣韻 in Bifaji. Yun is a term that had been used in var i ous 
con texts, includ ing music, lit er a ture, and eval u a tion of char ac ter, as well as in 
paint ing. In the expres sion qiyun shengdong 氣韻生動,29 Xie He takes the yun used 
in the eval u a tion of indi vid ual char ac ter (renwupinzao 人物品藻) and adapts it to 
the con text of fg ure paint ing. Yun in a fg ure paint ing is the way that a per son’s 
spir i tual qual i ties and men tal char ac ter is tics, namely qi, man i fest them selves 
through bodily traits and demeanor.30 Just as an indi vid ual dis plays dis tinc tive 
qual i ties that rep re sent his or her char ac ter and traits, a painter should be  able to 
sin gle out visual fea tures that rep re sent an object’s nature. “There are paint ings 
[that depict pine trees] like fly ing drag ons or coiling ser pents, with their branches 
and leaves grow ing cha ot i cally, but this is not the char ac ter (qiyun) of pine trees.”31

This sen tence is from a dis cus sion in Bifaji on the var i ous char ac ters of dif
fer ent kinds of trees.32 The nature (xing 性) that a tree is born with deter mines the 
qiyun through which its innate nature is visu ally manifested. In this con text, qiyun 
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is rem i nis cent of its use in the eval u a tion of char ac ter reflected in the dis cus sion 
about por traits, as it indi cates that pine trees have their own par tic u lar qual i ties 
that dis tin guish them from other kinds of trees.33 In this remark, the old mas ter is 
stressing that a painter should cap ture the sub ject’s char ac ter is tic fea tures in order 
to make it iden ti f able in a paint ing. Conveying the qiyun of nat u ral objects, there
fore, is a pre req ui site for achiev ing zhen.

Regarding how to fulfl the con di tions of zhen in land scape paint ing, there is 
another term to con sider in rela tion to qi. As the objects of paint ing expand from 
indi vid ual objects to the con fg u ra tion of var i ous ele ments in a land scape, Bifaji 
empha sizes shi 勢 (dynamic con fg u ra tion or force). In a land scape, dynamic inter
ac tions and ten sion, con trast and har mony, arise in con stant flux. The com bi na tion 
of qi and shi is suggested to address this essen tial aspect of a land scape in Bifaji:

The image of land scapes is formed by the com bi na tion of char ac ter (qi) and dynamic con

fig u ra tion (shi).34 Thus, those pointed on top are called peaks; those flat on top are called 

sum mits; those with round shapes are called hills; . . .  a stream in a ravine is called a gully; 

a stream lined by moun tains is called a creek. Although the peaks and hills described above 

are dif fer ent, ridges and ranges are connected together at the bot tom. Hiding or reveal ing 

these ele ments with the [ren der ing of] for ests and streams [in paint ings], one can sub tly 

cre ate the effect of the far and the near.35

Following his descrip tion of the qiyun of var i ous trees, the old mas ter moves 
on to dis cuss the qishi of land scapes, enu mer at ing dif fer ent topo log i cal fea tures 
of moun tains and riv ers that should be prop erly expressed when paint ing them. 
While qiyun is appli ca ble to indi vid ual objects, qishi applies to the con fg u ra tion 
of mul ti ple things.36 In addi tion to extending the impli ca tion of qiyun to nat u ral 
objects such as trees, Bifaji also intro duced the con cept of char ac ter and qishi when 
discussing a land scape as a com plex of var i ous things and con di tions in con stant 
change.

Shi 勢 is a crit i cal term reflecting the ten dency of Chi nese thought to per
ceive the world as a pro cess of trans for ma tion (Jullien 1999: 13). Change and tran
si tion are inher ent in the word shi. In the con text of fg ure paint ing, shi was used 
to sug gest the fg ure’s motion or ges ture.37 Shi is also a crit i cal con cept in cal lig ra
phy that artic u lates the force cre ated in the pro cess through which the forms of 
sinographs are transformed into dynamic images through the brush work. The use 
of shi in the con text of land scape paint ing can also be found in texts ear lier than 
Bifaji. In Painting Yuntai Mountain (Hua Yuntaishan Ji 畵雲台山記, ca. 380 CE), Gu 
Kaizhi 顧愷之 (ca. 344–406 CE) argues that the painter should achieve the shi of 
var i ous phys i cal fea tures of the moun tain; for exam ple, the shi of clouds ascend ing 
between slopes should be like a surg ing dragon, the shi of a red cliff at the edge of 
the water should be pre cip i tous, and so on (Yu 1998: 581–82). Whether the case 
be cal lig ra phy, fg ure paint ing, or land scape paint ing, shi becomes vis i ble through 
the dyna mism con jured as forms and brushstrokes inter act with one another.38

The shi of land scape in Bifaji seems to con form to Gu Kaizhi’s dic tum, but it 
also adds another aes thetic impli ca tion jux ta posed to qi. The effect of shi in qishi 
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arises between the vis i ble and the invis i ble. Shi in a land scape paint ing is the 
dynamic con fg u ra tion that visu ally epit o mizes the inter ac tion and ten sion among 
var i ous ele ments of the land scape. The art ist must con vey not only the qiyun of 
depicted objects, such as trees and rocks in a land scape, but also the move ment 
and flow aris ing in their inter ac tion—namely, the dynamic con fg u ra tion of the 
whole scene.

Capturing qiyun or qishi is fun da men tally dif fer ent from the imi ta tion or 
mime  sis of appear ance. Qishi is inher ent in real ity. One can feel and per ceive its 
effects in the world. However, this expe ri ence can not be con veyed in paint ing 
sim ply by achiev ing visual like ness. The old mas ter says that one should “grasp 
the most essen tial” of a land scape instead of delin eat ing all  the details of the scene. 
“Therefore, if one paints a land scape with out these images (xiang 象), that is 
wrong. . . .  Fog, clouds, mist, and haze are light or heavy depending on the time. 
Their dynamic con fg u ra tions (shi 勢) might be influ enced by the wind, and, there
fore, each image can not be fxed. You must leave those com pli ca tions and grasp 
the most essen tial [ele ments].”39

Achieving qishi in paint ing involves a pro cess of editing—exag ger a tion, sim
pli f ca tion, omis sion, rearrangement, and so on. The painter is required to recon
fgure the arrange ments of the land scape in such a way as to bring out the essence 
of the dynamic con fg u ra tions. This is a rep re sen ta tion of the essen tial qual ity of 
land scape as a con fg u ra tion of var i ous ele ments rather than a mime sis of a scene 
(Jullien 1999: 79–82) in which the con struc tion of xiang becomes crit i cal in achiev
ing pic to rial zhen.

The old mas ter said that one should “fathom the image of the object (wuxiang 
物象)” in order to achieve zhen.40 Moreover, the frst of the Six Essentials, Qi 氣, 
con cerns grasp ing the image (quxiang 取象).41 One of the essen tial aspects of Chi
nese art is to regard the work as a medium to con vey through sen sory expe ri ence 
what can not be fully expressed by the logic of lan guage. Xiang is a bridge between 
the vis i ble and the invis i ble, the con crete and the abstract, the actual and the imag
ined, and imi ta tion and cre a tion.42

According to Bifaji, the pro cess of paint ing involves observ ing the land scape, 
extracting the core ele ments that can dis play the effect of qishi, and constructing 
an image that can best con vey its impres sion. Thus, the power of thought (si 思) is 
empha sized when cre at ing the xiang in Bifaji. While form (xing) is an object’s shape, 
which should be imi tated, the xiang is that which must be constructed in paint ing. 
Xiang is the men tal image that is cre ated when one observes con crete forms and 
then pro cesses their var i ous qual i ties by selecting, editing, and rearranging them.43

Xiang in paint ing is closely related to the tran si tion from por traits to land
scapes that occurred dur ing this time as well. As the focus of paint ing shifted from 
the qiyun of a per son to the qishi of a land scape, xiang became more impor tant. 
When draw ing a fg ure, the xing that should be depicted is spe cifc, whether it is a 
face, body, or some other phys i cal fea ture of the sub ject. It is through this xing that 
the sub ject’s qiyun is represented and com mu ni cated.

However, the inter play of the inner qual ity and the invis i ble form works dif
fer ently in land scape paint ing. In order to rep re sent the dynamic fea tures of a land
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scape, the painter must con struct a new xiang. The pro cess of cre a tive for mu la tion 
or com po si tion is inher ent in xiang (Bush and Shih 2012: 3; Owen 2000: 214–17; 
Peterson 2000: 239). The old mas ter said that one should “illu mi nate the source 
(yuan 源) of the image of things” when paint ing a land scape.44 The source (yuan) 
here is no dif fer ent from the dao,45 the ulti mate prin ci ple and source of nature that 
brings forth and forms all  things. In other words, the qiyun of nat u ral objects and 
the qishi of land scapes are how the invis i ble source (yuan) visu ally man i fests itself. 
The xiang of a land scape is the vehi cle through which the yuan of nature that is 
oth er wise inef fa ble and imper cep ti ble is con veyed. Thus, a xiang is a cru cial bridge 
that con nects the two dif fer ent tasks of pic to rial rep re sen ta tion to achieve the state 
of zhen: to imi tate forms and to con vey the invis i ble prin ci ples of nature.

The old mas ter empha sizes the role of Si for constructing a xiang.46 He exhorts 
the young painter to mus ter his best con scious ness in order to observe and iden tify 
the nature (xing 性) of dif fer ent things.47 The third and the fourth of the Six Essen
tials, Si (思 “thought”) and Jing (景 “scene”), are in fact two dif fer ent aspects of 
thought. The old man says, “Si is to con dense [the paint ing] into the most essen tial 
[fea tures] and visu al ize one’s ideas into con crete forms. Jing is to prop erly exam ine 
the prin ci ples of chang ing times and grasp the pro found (miao 妙) to cre ate gen u
ine ness (zhen).”48 In fact, “visu al iz ing ideas into con crete forms” (ningxiang xingwu 
凝想形物) is none other than constructing a xiang. Both Si and Jing are con scious, 
intel lec tual endeav ors conducted to com pre hend the essence of the everchang ing 
phe nom ena of real ity. They con sti tute insight into the laws of nature.49 Zhen in 
paint ing can be attained when the essence of nature as represented by its prin ci ple 
of forms and the law of tem po ral change is con veyed through a xiang.

How to Paint Zhen: Dimensions of Qi and Their  
Convergence in Painting
As the title A Note on the Method of the Brush (Bifaji 筆法) sug gests, the work is a 
guide for how to embody aes thetic ide als through the method of brush and ink, 
which ulti mately comes down to ques tions of style and tech nique—the prac ti cal 
means to paint the image of zhen. Bifaji stresses the impor tance of both intel lec tual 
effort and brushandink tech nique in achiev ing zhen. The goal of paint ing in Bifaji 
is to con vey the qiyun and qishi in a land scape, both of which are man i fes ta tions 
of the fun da men tal prin ci ples of nature (yuan). Content and form are recip ro cal, 
so new paint ing styles are often insti gated by the pur suit of new ideo log i cal or aes
thetic ide als. In Bifaji, the sty lis tic and tech ni cal meth ods required for achiev ing 
zhen are ink and wash (shuimo 水墨).50

The over all teach ing of the old mas ter, from the cog ni tive endeav ors for con
structing a xiang to the prac tice of brush and ink tech niques, are sum ma rized in 
the Six Essentials (六要) and Four Forces (四勢):

There are Six Essentials in paint ing. . . .  I will explain the Essentials of paint ing to you 

in detail. Vital energy (qi 氣) is that which your mind fol lows with the move ment of the 

brush, grasp ing the image with out hes i ta tion. Resonance (yun 韻) is that which con ceals 

traces [of the brush] when constructing forms, sat is fy ing a sense of pro pri ety and avoid
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ing vul gar ity. Thought (si 思) is to con dense [the paint ing] into the most essen tial [fea

tures] and to man i fest one’s ideas in con crete forms. Scene (jing 景) is to prop erly exam ine 

the prin ci ples of the chang ing times and sea sons and grasp the pro found (miao 妙) to 

cre ate gen u ine ness (zhen 眞). Brush (bi 筆) is, while adher ing to basic rules, to move the 

brush flu ently and effort lessly with var i a tions and changes, [con fined] nei ther in tex ture 

nor in form, as if fly ing and run ning. Ink (mo 墨) is [to express] the depth of all  things 

with the den sity [of the ink] and the thick ness [of the strokes], cre at ing expres sions so 

nat u ral that they appear as if they had not been done with a brush.”51

It is impor tant to note that Qi and Yun, the frst two of the Six Essentials, 
point to a dif fer ent layer of qi than the qiyun, which I discussed in the pre vi ous sec
tion.52 By com par ing the impli ca tions of Qi and Yun of the Six Essentials and that of 
qiyun, we can dis cover the dif fer ent lay ers of qi involved in the pro cess of paint ing 
a land scape. As I have dem on strated, qiyun refers to the char ac ter is tic qual ity of 
nat u ral objects. On the other hand, Qi of the Six Essentials should be attrib uted to 
the art ist. Qi in the Six Essentials refers to the qi of the art ist related to cre a tiv ity 
and state of mind, as well as to the degree of tech ni cal per fec tion. In order to move 
the brush effort lessly with out hes i ta tion, the art ist’s mind should be com pletely 
absorbed in the act of paint ing. As the text quoted above sug gests, Yun is the desir
able state of paint ing in which the phys i cal and mate rial aspects of ele ments of the 
paint ing—the forms, brush strokes, shades of ink, and so on—are har mo nized 
(Hwang 2006: 187–89). In other words, Yun is the vis i ble result whereby the art ist’s 
qi is visu ally con veyed through the appro pri ate ren der ing of ink and wash.

The Six Essentials begin with Qi and end with Bi and Mo. Qi sug gests the 
atti tude or state of the painter, and Yun the norms of paint erly expres sion. Whereas 
Si and Jing are the men tal pro cesses behind the cre a tive pro cess of paint ing, Bi (筆 
“brush”) and Mo (墨 “ink”)—the last two rules of the Six Essentials—con cern the 
phys i cal and mate rial aspects of paint ing. While the Six Essentials give gen eral 
instruc tions encompassing all  the fea tures of the paint ing pro cess, the Four Forces 
con cern the tech ni cal meth ods in deal ing with ink and brush. The last two of the 
Six Essentials, Bi and Mo, nat u rally move on to the teach ing of the Four Forces:

There are Four Forces (sishi 四勢) in the brush called Muscle (Jin 筋), Flesh (Rou 肉), 

Bone (Gu 骨), and Vital Energy (Qi 氣). If the [trace] of a brushstroke stops but [its force] 

is not discontinued, it is called Muscle. If the thick en ing and thin ning of a brushstroke 

forms sub stance, it is called Flesh. If a brushstroke, whether it is thick en ing or taper ing, 

is strong and solid, it is called Bone. If the traces and painted lines are not sub ject to 

[becom ing weak any where],53 it is called Vital Energy.54

From Qi (氣, “vital energy”) to Mo (墨, “ink”), the Six Essentials are listed from the 
imma te rial and invis i ble qual ity to the phys i cal and vis i ble fea tures of the paint
ing pro cess. On the other hand, the descrip tion of the Four Forces, which are a 
met a phor for the human body (West 2000: 207),55 begins with the most con crete 
fea ture and moves on to the most sub tle ele ment, from the most vis ceral ele ment 
of the body to the invis i ble energy of the body, which is the source of all  the other 
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vis i ble ele ments—from Jin (筋, “mus cle”), Rou (肉, “flesh”), and Gu (骨, “bone”) 
to Qi (氣. “vital energy"), the invis i ble but most fun da men tal qual ity. Technical 
instruc tions on brushwork are followed by a descrip tion of Qi, which can not be 
achieved by tech ni cal skills alone.

In Chi nese phi los o phy qi is a crit i cal con cept in explaining how we expe ri
ence the world both phys i o log i cally and psy cho log i cally (i.e., how we inter pret the 
world). In par tic u lar, the mul ti ple dimen sions of qi from the pri mal qi (yuanqi 元
氣) to an indi vid ual’s qiyun, and the con nec tiv ity between dif fer ent dimen sions of 
qi, under lie the Chi nese view that regards the real ity of the world as a pro cess of 
con stant change. This view is also reflected in the teach ings of Bifaji.56

It is impor tant to note that the term qi is used both in the Six Essentials and 
in the Four Forces. Qi is the frst among the Six Essentials and the last among the 
Four Forces. Here we can iden tify yet another layer of qi between the Six Essentials 
and the Four Forces. The con no ta tions of Qi in the Six Essentials and that of Qi in 
the Four Forces are not iden ti cal, but they are none the less interlinked, and they 
mutu ally influ ence each other. Qi of the Four Forces should be attrib uted to the 
work of art itself. In the pro cess that begins with Qi, the frst of the Six Essentials, 
and ends with Qi, the last of the Four Forces, the impli ca tion of qi trans fers from 
that of the painter to that of the paint ing.

Above I have used dif fer ent English terms for qiyun and the Qi in the Six 
Essentials and the Four Forces—“char ac ter” and “vital energy,” respec tively.57 
The use of “vital energy” is to empha size the con nec tion and flow between the qi 
of the art ist and that of his or her work in the pro cess of cre a tion. However, on a 
fun da men tal level, the nature of Qi in the Six Essentials and the Four Forces is not 
unre lated to the mean ing of char ac ter. It can be help ful here to recall briefly the 
impli ca tions of qi used in early lit er ary the o ries such as Cao Pi’s 曹丕 (187–226 CE) 
Dianlun: Lunwen (典論 : 論文, Standard trea tise: On lit er a ture) and Liu Xie’s 劉勰 
(ca. 465–521 CE) Wenxin diaolong (文心雕龍, The lit er ary mind and the carv ing of 
drag ons). In Cao Pi’s the ory, the qual ity of a lit er ary work is inev i ta bly influ enced 
by the qi of the writer (Cao 1979: 60). This qi that a per son is born with deter mines 
one’s char ac ter and tal ent that is to be reflected in his or her cre a tion.58

On the other hand, we can dis cover another con cep tual layer of qi in Liu 
Xie’s use of the term. In the same vein with Cao Pi’s Lunwen, in his dis cus sion of 
“style and nature” (tixing 體性), Liu Xie also stated that qi or caiqi 才氣—namely, 
the nat u ral tal ent or genius that a per son is born with—is crit i cal in one’s lit er ary 
achieve ment.59 However, he also used qi to address the qual ity and char ac ter of 
a lit er ary work. The term ciqi 辭氣 is used in his dis cus sion of lit er ary styles of 
var i ous mas ters (zhuzi 諸子) and the art of writ ing.60 It refers to the dis tinc tive 
qual ity and force felt from the work in which the writer’s own qi is reflected. The 
indi vid ual qual ity or char ac ter of qi varies by per son. Yet its ori gin is ulti mately 
attrib uted to the pri mal qi that per vades the world as the source of all  crea tures, 
includ ing men.61

The aes thetic impli ca tions of qi in the Six Essentials and the Four Forces 
echo this lay ered mean ing of qi found in early lit er ary the o ries as above. In Bifaji, 
there fore, we can dis cover the three dif fer ent con cep tual lay ers of qi. The frst is 
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the qiyun that is attrib uted to the sub ject of paint ing, such as trees and moun tains. 
This qi is how the inner prin ci ple of the world (yuan 源) man i fests itself in nat u ral 
objects. It is the true char ac ter that a painter should observe in nature and skill
fully rep re sent in his or her paint ing. Secondly, there is the qi that belongs to the 
painter. As the painter per ceives qiyun and qishi in a land scape and con veys them 
through a paint ing, his or her own qi is reflected in the cre a tive pro cess. Qi, the 
frst ele ment of the Six Essentials, refers to this cat e gory of qi (Chi 2005: 193–94). 
Lastly, qi is also applied to a paint ing itself. Qi, the last ele ment of the Four Forces, 
implies an under stand ing of qi as the result of the cre a tive pro cess in which the 
painter’s qi is trans mit ted.

The mean ing of “char ac ter” is empha sized in paint ing the o ries because its 
main con cern is the rep re sen ta tion of an object. The term qiyun was mostly used 
in con nec tion with paint ing and can not be found in early crit i cism of cal lig ra phy, 
which none the less shared many com mon terms with paint ing regard ing brush 
and ink (Soper 1949: 418). This is due to the nature of rep re sen ta tional paint ing 
that aims to con vey the prop er ties of the object—a con cern that does not apply to 
cal lig ra phy. On the other hand, in the case of lit er ary cre a tion, the con tent of writ
ing is the sub ject’s thoughts, reflec tions, sen ti ments, and so on. Therefore, qiyun as 
the inner qual ity or char ac ter of the art ist comes to the fore. In Bifaji these lay ers of 
qi are interconnected from observ ing the object in nature to constructing an image 
in paint ing according to the method of the Six Essentials and the Four Forces.

The con cept of qi plays a crit i cal role through out the entire pro cess, from the 
art ist’s cre a tion of a paint ing to the viewer’s appre ci a tion of it. The qiyun and qishi 
of a land scape are con veyed through the qi of a painter, cul mi nat ing in a painted 
image that has its own qi that is felt by view ers. The inter ac tion between these dif
fer ent dimen sions of qi are crit i cal in real iz ing zhen, the ideal of pic to rial rep re sen
ta tion. The teach ing of the Six Essentials and the Four Forces can be sum ma rized 
as the pro cess through which these var i ous dimen sions of qi con verge in a painted 
image. When this pro cess is car ried out suc cess fully, zhen, the pic to rial ideal of 
a land scape, is attained. It is a fluid and inter ac tive pro cess that is made pos si ble 
through the medium of ink and wash.

The prom i nence of ink and wash in Bifaji is an essen tial ele ment that facil
i tates the con cep tual exten sion of zhen, from the life like ness of a por trait to con
vey ing the qiyun and qishi of a land scape in paint ing. The state of zhen in which “a 
paint ing . . .  is abun dant in both inner char ac ter (qi) and mate rial qual ity (zhi)”62 
is even tu ally made pos si ble through the inkandwash brush tech nique. For the 
paint ers of the midTang, the inkandwash tech nique was regarded ade quate for 
real iz ing the new ide als of land scape paint ing. The dyna mism of move ment and 
change that can not be cap tured by mere metic u lous imi ta tion of forms can be con
veyed through a skill ful ren der ing of ink and wash that allows for more dyna mism 
and expres sive ness. Ink and wash com bined with brush tech nique was con sid ered 
the most effec tive medium to trans fer the painter’s qi into the painted image.63 In 
other words, ink and wash applied to land scape paint ing is the most ade quate 
means of cre at ing a xiang that con veys both qiyun and qishi and projects the art ist’s 
cre a tive traits in the paint ing.
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Compared to the exu ber ant col ors used in reli gious and nar ra tive paint ings 
in the pre ced ing era, the mono chro matic shades of ink and wash might appear 
lim it ing. However, Jing Hao and other Tang dynasty mas ters, such as Wang Wei 
王微 (414–53 CE) and Zhang Zao 張璪 (eighth cen tury CE), exalted in the qual ity 
of ink and wash while dis par ag ing the use of col ors. In eval u at ing pre vi ous paint
ers, Jing Hao praised some art ists for their excel lent brush tech nique while crit i
ciz ing their ink tech nique and vice versa.64 Even Wu Daozi 吳道子 (680–759 CE), 
who was cel e brated as the best painter of all  time in Lidai Minghua Ji, was crit i cized 
by Jing Hao for his lack of ink (mo) tech nique. On the other hand, Jing praised 
Zhang Zao’s sub tle use of ink and regarded him as the best painter. It is par tic u larly 
strik ing that Jing complimented him for not val u ing the use of col ors.65

This pref er ence for ink and wash over color was related to the con cept of 
pic to rial zhen, which held the expres sion of qi and the essen tial of shi 實 in higher 
regard than the imi ta tion of forms (xing 形) and the ele ment of hua 華. In other 
words, the shift from the use of color to mono chrome paint ing was partly the 
result of pur su ing what lies beyond super f cial col ors and shapes.

According to Bifaji, an ideal xiang representing the state of zhen can not be 
cre ated by the metic u lous method of imi ta tion of forms (xingsi) but instead can be 
achieved through the spon ta ne ous and unre stricted ren der ing of the brush. Intro
ducing a set of cri te ria for eval u at ing paint ers,66 the old mas ter described the two 
best clas ses, Shen 神 (“supreme”) and Miao 妙 (“inge nious”), as fol lows: “[Painters 
of] the Shen class are free from artifciality and sim ply allow the brush to move 
spon ta ne ously to form images. [Painters of] the Miao class fathom the prin ci ple of 
the sky and the earth and the essen tial nature of all  things with thought and make 
the outer pat tern and the inner prin ci ple accord with the sub ject’s pro pri e ties, thus 
let ting all  things flow from the brush.”67

While thought is men tioned as an impor tant ele ment in cap tur ing the essen
tial nature of all  things in the Miao class, the supreme class Shen stresses nei ther 
intel lec tual endeavor nor tech ni cal per fec tion. Instead, Jing Hao brought up non 
artifciality and spon ta ne ity as pre req ui sites for the best paint ers. In order to per form  
effort lessly and spon ta ne ously, one’s mind must be calm and free of afflic tions and 
dis trac tions.68 This require ment is why the selfcul ti va tion of paint ers is as impor
tant as tena cious study and train ing, as the old mas ter stressed. Before begin ning 
his teach ing of the Six Essentials, the old mas ter empha sized the impor tance of 
keep ing the mind untainted by worldly desires, con sid er ing paint ing as one of the 
meth ods for such selfcul ti va tion.69 In other words, it is nec es sary for a painter to 
col lect his qi to cre ate a gen u ine paint ing.

After deliv er ing all  his teach ings, the old mas ter fnally said that one should 
“for get the brush and ink” (忘筆墨) in order to paint a “gen u ine land scape” (zhen-
jing 眞景).70 One must for get (wang 忘) what they are doing and their sense of 
them selves, com pletely immers ing them selves in the action of the moment. This 
fnal remark describes a state in which every act or move ment is performed spon
ta ne ously and effort lessly with out any con scious thought.71

The sig nif  cance of wang (to for get) is also essen tially related to qi. The state 
of wang, in which the painter is com pletely absorbed in the act of paint ing itself, 
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is made pos si ble when the qi becomes the medium through which one com mu
ni cates with the world. It is in fact not dif fer ent from Zhuangzi’s “sit ting down 
and for get ting every thing” (zuowang 坐忘),72 the state followed by “emp ty ing the 
mind” (xinzhai 心齋), in which all  the bor ders between the self and the world are 
dis man tled as one per ceives things through qi rather than through some lim ited 
sen sory bound ary or cog ni tive pre con cep tion.73

Forgetting (wang 忘) in Bifaji implies that the sep a ra tion between the painter 
and the paint ing tools—brush and ink—dis ap pears, which even tu ally enables the 
flux of qi from the art ist to the paint ing. It is through this state of com plete absorp
tion that the three lay ers of qi—the qiyun and qishi of land scape, the qi of the art ist, 
and the qi of the painted image—are fnally brought into coa les cence, resulting in 
zhen in paint ing.

Concluding Remarks
In explor ing the mean ing of zhen in Bifaji, var i ous terms and con cepts involved in 
achiev ing gen u ine ness (zhen) in pic to rial real ity have been discussed. Delineating 
the prin ci ples of land scape paint ing in Bifaji is not only about man ual skill and 
tech nique but also, and more sig nif  cantly, about the intel lec tual learn ing and 
selfcul ti va tion of the painter. Zhen as advanced in Bifaji is an aes thetic con cept in 
which the view of nature and the cul tural val ues of paint ing are inte grated through 
the method of brush and ink.

Bifaji marks a tran si tion of the mean ing of zhen as applied in paint ing, from 
visual veri si mil i tude to the ideal state of pic to rial con struc tion. The sig nif  cance of 
zhen as an aes thetic term is mul ti fac eted. Above all , its use in Bifaji sug gests new 
aims in land scape paint ing whereby the inter play between imma te rial qual ity and 
invis i ble form plays an impor tant role. In Bifaji the con trast between sub stance (shi 
實) and super f ci al ity (hua 華) is presented to empha size that paint ing zhen can be 
achieved only when the paint ing suc ceeds in con vey ing the intan gi ble aspects of 
real ity through vis i ble forms.

Bifaji offers con cep tual and tech ni cal pre req ui sites for attaining gen u ine ness 
(zhen), encompassing var i ous ele ments and stages in the paint ing pro cess: what 
to observe in nature in order to cap ture the essence of the land scape and how to 
con struct an image that effec tively rep re sents the essen tials, as well as how to use 
brush and ink to best cre ate an image con vey ing the essence. What the painter 
should cap ture by observ ing a land scape are inner char ac ter (qiyun), dynamic 
con fg u ra tion (qishi), and the sub stance (shi) under ly ing the visual phe nom ena hua 
華. The mind of the painter should then con struct an image (xiang) to con vey this 
sub stance (shi); fnally, this image should be ren dered in ink and wash in a state 
of com plete immer sion in which one for gets (wang 忘) or lets go of the tech nique 
itself.

Therefore, it takes capabilities on dif fer ent lev els for a painter to achieve the 
goal of zhen: the power of obser va tion to per ceive the qiyun and qishi of a land scape 
rather than its mere super f cial appear ance; the abil ity to grasp the most essen tial 
fea tures to con struct a xiang that can effec tively con vey them; and the per fec tion of 
brush tech nique to effort lessly ren der that image in ink and wash. These pro cesses 
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require a trained sen si bil ity, men tal rigor, and tech ni cal skills. Zhen in Bifaji is the 
ideal state of pic to rial rep re sen ta tion that can be achieved when these pro cesses 
have been fulflled har mo ni ously.

The con cep tual expan sion of zhen should also be under stood in con junc
tion with the impli ca tions of qi as it per tains to the pro cess of cre at ing a land scape 
paint ing. Reflecting the world view of the time, qi in Bifaji plays an essen tial role 
in establishing the rela tion ship between the world and the painter, between the 
painter and artis tic prac tice, and between the art work and the viewer. From the 
qiyun and qishi of a land scape to the painter’s qi represented as Qi among the Six 
Essentials and the qi of the image ren dered in ink and wash as reflected in Qi 
among the Four Forces, the con nec tiv ity between these dif fer ent dimen sions of 
qi under lies the mean ing of zhen in Bifaji. Interwoven with the mean ing of xiang 
and qi in paint ing, zhen, then, is a con cept that enables a land scape paint ing as an 
aes thetic medium that rep re sents the world view of the time.

NOTES

This work was supported by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Korea and the 
National Research Foundation of Korea (NRF2019S1A5B5A07106830).
 1. This essay uses orig i nal texts of Bifaji 筆法記 as reprinted in Yu 1998.
 2. Qi 氣 (“vital energy”), Yun 韻 (“res o nance”), Si 思 (“thought”), Jing 景 (“scene”), Bi 筆 
(“brush”), and Mo 墨 (“ink”) (Jing Hao, Bifaji:“夫畵有六要. 一曰氣, 二曰韻, 三曰思, 四曰景, 五
曰筆, 六曰墨”).
 3. Jin 筋 (“mus cle”), Rou 肉 (“flesh”), Gu 骨 (“bone”), and Qi 氣 (“vital energy”) (Jing 
Hao, Bifaji:“凡筆有四勢, 謂筋, 肉, 骨, 氣”).
 4. Powers’s empha sis on human ide a tion in deter min ing the mean ing of zhen shares 
some com mon ground with the argu ment in this essay that zhen is a rep re sen ta tion of real ity, 
concerned with a way of under stand ing which aspects of real ity are deemed the most essen tial. 
This idea will be fur ther elab o rated in this essay.
 5. Zhen as a phil o soph i cal term dates back to the Laozi and Zhuangzi. In Dao ism, zhen 
stands in oppo si tion to wei 僞 (“artifciality”), imply ing that one should return to the state of  
su 素 (“purity”) and pu 樸 (“sim plic ity”) of nature. For the mean ings of zhen 眞 and zhenren 眞人, 
see Coyle 1998. As for the impli ca tions of zhen in Bud dhism and Con fu cian ism, see Buswell  
and Lopez 2014: 1055; No 2008; and Ames 1985.
 6. Xie He, Guhua pinlu:“王微. 史道碩. 五代晉時. 並師荀, 衛, 各體善能. 然王得其細, 史傳

以似眞. 細而論之, 景玄爲劣.”See Yu 1998: 364.
 7. Yu 1998: 364–65:“劉頊. 用意綿密, 畫體簡細, 而筆迹困弱. 形制單省. 其于所長, 婦人爲

最. 但纖細過度, 翻更失眞, 然觀察祥審, 甚得姿態.”

 8. In his com ment on Mao Leng (毛棱), Yao claimed that although his skill in real is tic 
depic tion was insuf f cient, his abil ity in com po si tion com pen sated for this the defect. Yao Zui, 
Xu Huapin. See Yu 1998: 373.
 9. For exam ple, zhen in Lidai Minghua Ji may range in mean ing from “real” or “actual” 
to “orig i nal” or “authen tic” when refer ring to a por trait paint ing.
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 10. Lidai Minghua Ji, “Lun Gu Lu Zhang Wu yongbi 論顧陸張吳用筆” (“On the brush
work of  Gu Kaizhi, Lu Tanwei, Zhang Sengyao, and Wu Daozi”):“夫用界筆直尺, 是死畵也. 守
其神,  專其一, 是眞畵也”[If one uses linebrush or ruler, he or she will cre ate a dead paint ing. If 
one keeps one’s mind (pure), devoted to com plete union (with the uni verse), it will be a gen u ine 
paint ing]. See Zhang 1971: 70.
 11. I have adopted “char ac ter” or “inner char ac ter” for the trans la tion of qiyun in Bifaji, 
as suggested by Powers. The per spec tive of this essay is largely indebted to his inter pre ta tion of 
qiyun. See Powers 1992, 1998. In line with Powers, Goldin (2018: 504–9) also empha sized the 
early usage of qiyun as “char ac ter” not only in eval u a tion of indi vid ual char ac ter (renwupinzao 
人物品藻), but also in lit er a ture and paint ing the ory. Other English trans la tions of qi or qiyun 
in Bifaji by con tem po rary schol ars include “spirit res o nance” (Bush and Shih 2012: 147), “vital 
energy” (West 2000: 204), and “liv ing breath (lebendigen Atmen)” (Obert 2007: 149).
 12. Jing Hao, Bifaji: �曰: 畵者華也. 但貴似得眞, 豈此撓矣. 叟曰: 不然. 畵者畵也. 度
物象而取其眞. 物之華, 取其華. 物之實, 取其實. 不可執華爲實. 若不知術, 苟似, 可也. 圖眞,  
不可及也. 曰:何以爲似? 何以爲眞? 叟曰: 似者得其形, 遺其氣. 眞者氣質倶盛. 凡氣傳於華, 遺
於象. 象之死也.” See Yu 1998: 605.
 13. “華 (hwae)” and “畫 (hweaH)” in Baxter and Sagart’s nota tion for Middle Chi nese. See 
Baxter and Sagart 2013: 342.
 14. Zhi in this con text should be regarded as the phys i cal aspect of the object. See Obert 
2007: 149. Zhi as the phys i cal aspect of the object in con trast to its intan gi ble essence also can 
be found in Zong Bing’s 宗炳 (375–444) Hua shanshui hsu (畵山水序, “Comments on Shanshui 
[land scape] paint ing”). Zong regarded shanshui as a phys i cal exis tence (zhi 質) that is connected 
to the invis i ble spirit (ling 靈). See Yu 1998: 583. This con trast and har mony between zhi and ling 
is ech oed in the rela tion ship between zhi and qi in Bifaji.
 15. The inter pre ta tion of this sen tence, espe cially the mean ing of the lat ter hua 畵, varies 
among schol ars. For exam ple, Xu (1990: 327) explained it as “paint ing what is in the mind.” 
Munakata and Munakata (1974: 12) trans lated it as “paint ing is equiv a lent to mea sur ing,” equat
ing the sec ond hua with tu 度 in the next sen tence. West’s (2000: 204) trans la tion is “paint ing is 
to etch lines.” Kim (2012: 111) sees the sec ond hua as “think ing” or “plan ning.”
 16. Chi (2005: 213) also sug gests that the lat ter hua should be read as “paint ing zhen” 
(huazhen 畵眞) but did not fur ther elab o rate on the mean ing of zhen.
 17. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“景者, 制度時因, 搜妙創眞.”See note 51.
 18. See note 12.
 19. See note 12:“度物象而取其眞.”

 20. The oppos ing pair of hua and shi can be found as far back as the Laozi. Laozi 老子, 
chap. 38: “前識者, 道之華, 而愚之始, 是以大丈夫處其厚, 不居其薄, 處其實, 不居其華, 故去彼取此 
(Foreknowledge is the flower of the dao, yet the begin ning of obscu rity. Therefore, the mature 
man resides in the sub stan tial not in the super f cial, resides in the fruit, not in the flower, rejecting 
the one and accepting the other).” See Laozi 1986: 23.
 21. The impor tance of qiyun in paint ing traces back to Xie He’s Six Laws (liufa 六法). (Xie 
He, Guhua Pinlu: �氣韻生動, 骨法用筆, 應物象形, 隨類賦彩, 經營位置, 轉移模寫”). See Yu 1998: 
355. For inter pre ta tions of the frst law “qiyun shengdong,” see Goldin 2018; Bush and Shih 2012: 
11–13; Hwang 2006: 139–43, 160–64.
 22. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“眞者, 氣質俱盛, 凡氣傳於華, 遺於象, 象之死也.”See note 12.
 23. Lun hua liu fa 論畵六法 (Discussion of the Six Laws): “今之畵, 縱得形似, 而氣韻不生 
(Paintings of today might have achieved like ness of forms, but the sense of qiyun does not arise 
in them)” (Zhang 1971: 51).
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 24. Lun hua liu fa: “以氣韻求其畵, 則形似在其間矣 (if one cre ates a paint ing by [con vey ing] 
qiyun, visual like ness fol lows in it).” (Zhang 1971: 51).
 25. Lun hua liu fa: �至於臺閣樹石車輿器物, 無生動之可擬, 無氣韻之可侔”(As for build
ings, trees, rocks, car riages, and other objects, there is no vital ity to express, so qiyun can not be 
accom pa nied) (Zhang 1971: 52–53).
 26. See “Lun hua shan shui shu shi” 論畫山水樹石 (On paint ing moun tains and riv ers, 
trees and rocks)” in Zhang 1998: 55–58.
 27. The mean ing of qiyun applied in por trait paint ing is sim i lar to shen as used by Gu 
Kaizhi. See Cai 2004: 315.
 28. For the con cep tual exten sion of qiyun from peo ple to nature, see Kang 2019.
 29. See note 21.
 30. For the impli ca tions of qi and yun in the eval u a tion of indi vid ual char ac ter (ren-
wupinzao 人物品藻), and their appli ca tion to paint ing, see Kim I. 1983; Hwang 2006: 107–15; 
Kwŏn 1997: 291–301; Min 2009: 23. Ye (1985: 220–21) also pointed out that this yun is related 
to the yun used in the eval u a tion of indi vid ual char ac ter.
 31. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“有畵如飛龍蟠虯, 狂生枝葉者, 非松之氣韻也”(“There are paint ings 
[that depict pine trees] like fly ing drag ons or coiling ser pents, with their branches and leaves 
grow ing cha ot i cally, but this is not the char ac ter [qiyun] of pine trees”). See Yu 1998: 607.
 32. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“夫木之生, 爲受其性. 松之生也, 枉而不曲遇, . . . . 其有楸, 桐, 椿, 
櫟, 楡, 柳, 桑, 槐, 形質皆異”(“A tree grows in accor dance with its given nature. The pine tree 
may grow curved, but never crooked. . . .  Other kinds of trees such as the catalpa, the pau low nia, 
the cedrela, the oak, the elm, the willow, the mul berry, and the sophora all  are dif fer ent in their 
nature of forms”).
 33. For a fur ther anal y sis on the above quote from Bifaji and qiyun as “char ac ter” or  
“inner (true) char ac ter,” see Powers 1998: 12–13.
 34. I have adopted Bush’s trans la tion of shi as “dynamic con fg u ra tion.” See Bush and Shih 
2012: 164.
 35. Jing Hao, Bifaji: �山水之象, 氣勢相生. 故尖曰峰, 平曰頂, 圓曰巒, 相連曰嶺, 有穴曰岫, 
峻壁曰崖, 崖間崖下曰巖. 路通山中曰谷, 不通曰峪, 峪中有水曰溪, 山夾水曰澗. 其上峰巒雖異, 其下

岡嶺相連. 掩映林泉, 依稀遠近.”See Yu 1998: 607.
 36. This tran si tion from qiyun to qishi, i.e., the rela tion ship between indi vid ual objects and 
shi as a con glom er a tion of mul ti ple things, or even forces or envi ron ments formed by an accu mu la
tion of things, can be found in Laozi chap. 51:“道生之, 德畜之, 物形之, 勢成之”(Dao gives birth to 
them, De raises them, things man i fest, and forces/con fg u ra tions are formed). See Laozi 1986: 31.
 37. For exam ple, in Gu Kaizhi’s Wei Jin Shengliu Hua Zan 魏晉勝流畵贊 (“In praise of 
famous paint ings of the Wei and Jin dynas ties”), shi is used to describe the impres sion of move
ment such as run ning fg ures or gal lop ing horses. See Yu 1998: 348. Shi in the young painter’s 
descrip tion of the old pine tree at the begin ning of the Bifaji text has the same con no ta tion:“中

獨圍大者, 皮老蒼蘚, 翔鱗乘空, 蟠虯之勢, 欲附雲漢”(Among them was a par tic u larly grand pine 
tree. Its aged bark was cov ered with green lichen. Its scales soar ing into the air had the shi of a 
coiling dragon about to reach the Milky Way). See Yu 1998: 605. For fur ther dis cus sion of the 
mean ing of move ment and ges ture implied in shi, see Powers 1992: 913–14.
 38. Jullien (1999: 75) describes the effect of shi in art as “the actu al iza tion of uni ver sal 
dyna mism”—namely, a pro cess that pro duces “a par tic u lar con fg u ra tion of the dyna mism 
inher ent in real ity.”
 39. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“夫畵山水無此象亦非也. . . . 夫霧雲烟靄, 輕重有時, 勢或因風, 象皆不

定. 須去其繁章, 採其大要, 先能知此是非, 然後受其筆法.”See Yu 1998: 607.
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 40. See note 12.
 41. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“氣者, 心隨筆運, 取象不惑”(As for Qi, the mind should fol low the 
move ment of the brush and cap ture the image with out hes i ta tion). See Yu 1998: 606.
 42. The estab lish ment of xiang (“image or sym bolic image”) as an aes thetic term was 
influ enced by Wang Bi’s epis te mo log i cal inter pre ta tion of the struc ture of words (言 yan),  
sym bolic images (象 xiang), and mean ing (意 yi) in the I Ching. See Zhou Yi Lue Li 周易略例,  
“Ming Xiang” 明象, in Wang Bi. 1992: 609.
 43. As a term used in dis cus sion of the arts, xiang (“image”) frst appeared in Six Dynas
ties lit er a ture and paint ing the o ries and later emerged as an impor tant aes thetic con cept dur ing  
the Tang dynasty. See Li 2010: 220–21.
 44. Jing Hao, Bifaji: “子旣好寫雲林山水, 須明物象之源 (Because you already like sketch
ing clouds, trees, moun tains, and streams, you must illu mi nate the source (yuan 源) of the image 
(xiang 象) of things).” See Yu 1998: 607.
 45. In Zong Bing’s Hua shan shui xu, in discussing the nature of land scape paint ing, dao 
is regarded as what a painter should pur sue just as a sage sees dao in all  things. See Yu 1998: 583. 
This mean ing of dao in land scape paint ing was ech oed in Bifaji’s yuan, the source of all  images.
 46. For the impor tance of si in rela tion to xiang, see Kang 2019: 35–39.
 47. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“夫木之生, 爲受其性. . . . . 形質皆異, 其如遠思即, 合一一分明也”(A 
tree grows in accor dance with its given nature. . . .  [Various trees] are dif fer ent in their nature of forms. 
If you con tem plate deeply, you will clearly real ize each one of these). See Yu 1998: 607.
 48. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“思者, 刪撥大要, 凝想形物. 景者, 制度時因, 搜妙創眞.”See note 51. 
While Si (“thought”) con cerns the spa tial aspects of real ity, Jing (“scene”) deals with its tem po ral 
aspects. See Rowley 1970: 40.
 49. Sullivan (1979: 59) also stated that thought may refer to efforts to dis till visual expe
ri ence into typeforms. Rowley (1970: 35–36) saw thought as a col lat eral prin ci ple of li 理—“the 
uni ver sal prin ci ples behind every thing.”
 50. The term shuimo 水墨 is believed to have frst appeared in Wang Wei’s 王維 (699–759) 
Shan Shui Jue (山水訣, “Essentials of land scape”). See Yu 1998: 592–93. However, it was not until 
Jing Hao that Mo (“ink”) was included in the list of inte gral ele ments of paint ing as in his Six 
Essentials.
 51. Jing Hao, Bifaji: �夫畵有六要. . . . 圖畵之要, 與子備言. 氣者, 心随筆運, 取象不惑. 韻
者, 隱跡立形, 備儀不俗. 思者, 刪撥大要, 凝想形物. 景者, 制度時因, 搜妙創眞. 筆者, 雖依法則, 
運轉變通, 不質不形, 如飛如動. 墨者, 高低暈淡, 品物淺深, 文采自然, 似非因筆.”See Yu 1998: 606.
 52. Yu 1998: 606–7: �是如此之病, 尚可改圖. 無形之病, 氣韻俱泯, 物象全乖, 筆墨雖行, 類
同死物, 以斯格拙, 不可刪”(A paint ing with these kinds of defects can be corrected. In the paint
ings with defects regard ing the form less, qiyun is all  absent, and there fore, images of objects are 
severely distorted; although brush and ink are applied, they are as good as dead objects. Because 
these paint ings are of infe rior qual ity, they can not be trimmed or adjusted): �有畵如飛龍蟠虯, 狂
生枝葉者, 非松之氣韻”(There are paint ings [that depict pine trees] like fly ing drag ons or coiling 
ser pents, with their branches and leaves grow ing cha ot i cally, but this is not the qiyun of pine trees).
 53. Translation of this sen tence is adopted from Obert 2007: 164.
 54. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“凡筆有四勢. 謂筋, 肉, 骨, 氣. 筆絶而不斷 謂之筋. 起伏成實謂之肉.  
生死剛正謂之骨. 迹畵不敗謂之氣.”See Yu 1998: 606.
 55. West trans lates Qi in the Four Forces as “breath,” distinguishing it from his trans
la tion of Qi in the Six Essentials as “vital energy.” However, I main tain that “vital energy” can 
serve as a good trans la tion both in terms of the Six Essentials and the Four Forces, espe cially 
con sid er ing the con nec tion and flow between them.
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 56. For the sig nif  cance of qi in East Asian art in gen eral, see Gu 2009 and Elberfeld 2018.
 57. “Character” is adopted from Powers and “vital energy” from West. See notes 11 and 55.
 58. For the inter pre ta tion of Cao Pi’s qi, see J. Liu 1975: 6; Powers 1992: 920.
 59. See “Tixing” (體性, “Style and nature”) in Liu X. 1975: 222–26.
 60. See “Zhuzi” (諸子, “Various mas ters”) and “Zongshu” (總術, “Discussion on the art of 
writ ing”) in Liu X. 1975: 135, 330.
 61. J. Liu (1975: 70–71) states that Cao Pi’s con cept of qi is likely derived from the Guanzi 
管子 or the Huainanzi 淮南子, in which the yuanqi 元氣 serves as an impor tant con cep tual back
ground of their world view. 
 62. Jing Hao, Bifaji: “眞者, 氣質俱盛.” See Yu 1998: 605.
 63. The idea that the brush is a medium through which the art ist’s qi is trans mit ted into 
the work can be traced back to the tra di tion of cal lig ra phy.
 64. Jing Hao, Bifaji: �吳道子筆勝於象, . . . . 亦恨無墨” (“Wu Daozi’s brush work is bet ter 
than [his ren der ing of] images. . . .  It is also a pity that he was weak in ink”);“項容山人樹石頑

澀, . . .  用墨獨得玄門, 用筆全無其骨”(“The her mit Xiang Rong’s paint ings of trees and rocks 
are coarse and rough. . . .  He attained the most pro found state only in the use of ink, but his use 
of brush has no bone”). See Yu 1998: 608.
 65. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“故張璪員外樹石, 氣韻倶盛 . . .  不貴五彩, 曠古絶今, 未之有 

也”(“Therefore, the paint ings of trees and rocks by Zhang Zao, the Second Secretary, are abun
dant in qiyun . . .  and he did not con sider fve col ors impor tant. He is such an art ist unprec e
dented in the past and unsur passed in the pres ent—there is no art ist like him”). See Yu 1998: 608.
 66. Shen 神, Miao 妙, Qi 奇, Qiao 巧.
 67. Jing Hao, Bifaji: �神者, 亡有所爲, 任運成象. 妙者, 思經天地, 万類性情, 文理合儀,  
品物流筆.”See Yu 1998: 606.
 68. Although Jing Hao did not use the term wuwei 無爲 (“effort less action”), its impor
tance and value are quite evi dent in the over all sen ti ment of Bifaji.
 69. By describ ing paint ing as a method of selfcul ti va tion along with playing the qin (琴, 

“Chi nese zither”) and prac tic ing cal lig ra phy (shu 書) in Bifaji, Jing Hao ele vates the sta tus of 
paint ing to equal cal lig ra phy, which had long been regarded as a noble activ ity of the lite rati.
 70. Jing Hao, Bifaji:“願子勤之, 可忘筆墨而有眞景”(“I hope you will keep prac tic ing it dil
i gently. Only when you can for get brush and ink can you also achieve the gen u ine land scape”). 
See Yu 1998: 608.
 71. For an exten sive dis cus sion of the ori gin of the con cept of wuwei and its impli ca tions, 
see Slingerland 2003. Slingerland (11) argues that wuwei refers to “a met a phor i cally con ceived 
sit u a tion where a ‘sub ject’ is no lon ger hav ing to exert effort in order to act.” Still, in this phe
nom e no log i cal state of wuwei, the actor is, in fact, quite active. Also, according to Slingerland, 
for get ting (wang 忘) is one of the con cep tual met a phors that con veys a sense of effort less ness 
and unselfconsciousness.
 72. Zhuangzi, “Dazongshi” (大宗師, “The great and ven er a ble teacher”):“墮肢體, 黜聰明, 
離形去知, 同於大通, 此謂坐忘.”For a trans la tion, see Watson 2013: 53.
 73. Zhuangzi, “Renjianshi” (人間世, “In the world of men”):“若一志, 無聽之以耳, 而聽

之以心. 無聽之以心, 而聽之以氣, 聽止於耳, 心止於符. 氣也者, 虛而待物者也. 唯道集虛, 虛者心齋

也.”For a trans la tion, see Watson 2013: 25. The per va sive nature of qi as the pri mal vital energy 
or force is the cen tral con cern of this sen tence. This nature of qi enables know ing through an 
aes thetic expe ri ence beyond con cep tual think ing. See Liu 1975: 31; Chŏng 1997: 134.
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