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The Interpretation of the Creating Truth Ecological
Aesthetic Connotation in Jiezhou Xuehua Bian and Its
Contemporary Value

Hao Wenjie, Xie Dunru

Abstract

Jiezhou Xuehua Bian ( <J+J1H2247> ) is a systematic work about painting that emerged
in the late Qianlong period of the Qing Dynasty, and it is unique in the history of Chinese
painting theory. The author Shen Zongqian emphasizes that painting should not be seen as
a game like “play with objects for emotions ( Zt4Ji#1#% ),” but rather focuses on elucidating
the truth of the painting path ( & i ), linking the concept of artistic authenticity with
the artist’s mind and brushwork skills. His artistic concept of creating truth ( £ ¥ ) has
evolved through two stages: firstly, starting from the theory of artistic creation of truth
and secondly, constructing the living environment of the real world. The second is the
artistic language created by the creative subject with Tao Rong thinking ( P04 ) which
combines the heart and nature of brushwork and ink, and enters a feeling in a harmony
aesthetic ( #F32/&% ) state of integrating human feelings and physics in the composition of
language theory. On the other hand, Shen Zonggian’s theory of creating truth has always
been inseparable from creative practice, indicating that painting creation is not imitative,
but should explore the way of running through brush and ink like nature, continuing from
ancient to modern times. The ecological aesthetic connotation contained in it still has

positive value for contemporary art education.
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Shen Zonggqian’s Jiezhou Xuehua Bian is a masterpiece
of Qing Dynasty painting studies. On the one hand, it
systematically aggregates and advances the theories of
landscape aesthetics in previous works. On the other
hand, it conducts a systematic study of the theories
and techniques for figure painting. Importantly, he
reconstructed and interpreted the aesthetic relationship
between form and spirit ( 7% #1 ) in landscape and figure
painting through the concept of consistent thinking ( —
2 i), essentially forming his own ecological sys-tem
for a creating truth aesthetic ( Il E 4= fEFE 5 ).

1. The Construction of the Real World in Works: The
Realm of Life ( 2E4: 2 35%)

Shen Zonggian proposed in Jiezhou Xuehua Bian that all
things in the world of works should reach the realm of

DOI: 10.64212/SWIZ7680

connecting Qi ( Hi#—% ) in order to be true paintings.
It is obvious that Shen Zonggian, as a master of painting
studies, had absorbed the theory of Chuan Shen Xie Zhao
({1558 ) after Gu Kaizhi in the field of figure painting.
On the other hand, in the field of landscape painting, he
had absorbed the creating truth aesthetic of landscape
by Jing Hao of the Tang and Five dynasties and built his
own distinctive ecological aesthetic system with creating
truth and Chuanshen ( {### ) as the core. He said “When
making a picture, if you don’t first make up your mind
and fill in the gaps, adding things freewheeling, without
considering each other, it is the most serious illness.”"
Shen Zongqian pointed out in the chapter
Arrangement ( «ffifi» ) that if there is a lack of overall
and internal correlation between the objects in a work,
then the work is sick; that is, it is difficult to give people
the enjoyment of beauty. Su Shi of the Song Dynasty
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once said in his essay on painting: “After studying
painting, I believe that people, animals, palaces, and
utensils all have regular shapes. As for mountains, rocks,
bamboo, wood, water waves, and smoke, although they
do not have regular shapes, they have common sense...
Although the loss of regular shapes is limited to what is
lost, it cannot be completely cured. If common sense is
not appropriate, it will be abolished.””

Obviously, Shen Zonggian inherited Su Shi’s aes-
thetic of common sense (% # ) and, at the same time,
he further deepened his ecological awareness. He said
“Firstly, we need to determine the density, virtuality,
and substance, clarify the general idea early, stylish
and elegant sprinkle ink, and create a corresponding
relationship between each other. When we open it up,
we will follow each other to achieve consistency, and
when we close it up, we will connect the whole body (4t
O, KERE, WARES, BURANE, R
PARBIR S, HRBRAIEMASL, ARALEEEA ). In
this point, Shen Zongqian emphasized the construction
of the connected body ( il #% I %% ) world of objects,
and pointed out the ecological realm of the interaction
between objects and pen and brush ( #7491 f B12E 4541
k). That is to say, in Shen Zongqian’s view whether
a work can achieve the beauty of reality depends on
whether it can create a picture of the interplay between
pen and brush, and even the interplay between objects,
constructing an ecological environment that is like
nature ( K% ), casting (%45l ), one breath of ink (—5
i ), and twists and turns that can be connected ( {47
CIFED

If this kind of connecting power ( Hi#-2 %4 ) cannot
be manifested in the picture, then even if each local
object is painted like a photograph, in Shen Zongqian’s
view, it is still a fake painting ( {2 ¥ ) or dead painting
( % i ). As Zhang Yanyuan said “Dead paintings fill
the walls, like dirt? A real painting can see its vitality
with just one stroke. Come out ( 4t 2 i 5 , & 1 iF
Mo o — @1, Rk ) Later, Jing Hao of the
Tang and Five dynasties discussed the authenticity of
landscape painting in his book Painting Notes ( « 4t 3%
7Ll » ), stating: “Pursuing mere similarity can only cap-
ture the outer form of an object, but misses its inner
spirit; true artistic expression, however, fully embodies
and harmoniously unifies both the outer form and the
inner spirit. (0¥ I HE, HEREERE)
That is to say, a true painting should not only highlight
the characteristics of each object, but also show the
relationship between objects. It is the ecological
atmosphere of “the mutual needs of things and the
creation of pen and brush (¥ ¥ 7, EEM L) as
described by Shen Zonggian. Shen Zongqian believes

that the so-called interplay between pen and brush
means that every stroke in the picture can interact and
reflect with the front, back, left, right, and other strokes,
as if there is a sudden inspiration of Qi communication
(—%tHi# ). If the pen and brush are not related to each
other, although they may look good individually, when
viewed from a distance, the “objects are all strange” and
do not form a cohesive whole, appearing both scattered
and lacking real vitality.

“What is the mutual growth of pen and brush? When
painting a person, the facial features are formed by the
direction of the eyebrows and eyes, and the posture of
the limbs is formed by the direction of the head and
face. When making clothing patterns, a stroke must be
placed first at the critical point to connect with the brush
that is closely attached. As for the background, like
making a tree, branches must be born from the trunk,
leaves must be born from the wood. When making a
stone, strokes that are broken due to the contour must be
created, strokes that are rubbed due to the break must be
created. And when bamboo and wood are hidden, moss
and grass are embellished, there is always a sense of
mutual growth.”

So, what is the concept of the mutual needs of
things? Shen Zongqian believed that only when the
scenery in a work reaches a dialectical relationship of
various opposites and unity can the form and color,
virtual and real, complexity and simplicity of the
scenery appear to coexist harmoniously, and achieve the
state of “pulling a hair to move the whole body ( # —
M E 4 & ).” “To make a painting that is nothing but
the way of mutual growth and need, to cut and match it
appropriately, to add and supplement it appropriately, so
that players can see it from afar and up close, and it is
all worth it. This is what we have achieved.””’

The theory of mutual generation and mutual need
( fHAEAHTS# ) proposed by Shen Zonggqian is essentially
his understanding of the realm of “the unity of heaven,
earth, and all things ( Kb @4 —#%).” Since Zhuangzi,
a Taoist philosopher, first naturalized the concept of
heaven ( K ), most literary and aesthetic scholars in
later generations have regarded the return to the mutual
creation and construction of nature as the highest
standard of authenticity in their works of art, from the
Tang Dynasty’s Zhang Yanyuan’s “Nature is above
the highest grade ( F 4%, % L2 £)” and “Lose
the naturalness and then achieve a vivid and lifelike
realm (K 2 JA B 24T & #1 )7, to Shi Tao’s proposal of
understanding the great principle of one painting (—3):
“then there is no reason that cannot be absorbed, and
there is no state that cannot be exhausted ( JIJF 4R AT
REfIEANFE, ), and “as deep as water, as hot as fire, and
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as natural as not allowing a single hair to be strong ( 417K
ZRRER, WK R E, BRI ),”" and so on.
Jiezhou Xuehua Bian is no exception. Shen Zonggqian
not only recognized that the world is a region of
accumulating spirits, but also that the spirituality between
objects, and between people and objects, needs to be
mutually felt, generated, and even developed, changed,
and sublimated. The presentation of this original realm
in the work should achieve the goal of “Connect the
various parts together and form them separately ( & <
RS, 52 X4 B E ).” “In short, the unity of
qi to present the interest of its activities is what is called
momentum ( A -5 AR HIRE) 2 B ERIATEE
).’

In summary, we find that Shen Zonggqian’s theory of
the interaction between brush and ink is essentially an
ecological understanding of the construction of the real
world of objects in his works. This realm can also be
called the “realm of life.”

2. The Key to Creating Truth and Feeling in
Harmony: Self-Awareness ( 2 4 ) and Uncovering ( :
i )

Shen Zonggian believed that the authenticity of a work is
precisely based on whether it can present the vitality and
energy of Qi communication in the painting, which is
essentially the consensus of masters throughout history.
However, how can creators achieve such works with the
connotation of truth?

Shen Zongqian advocated that creators should
first have high standards and strict requirements for
themselves, “to aspire to do first-class work, step by step,
and not forget or help ( Z w5 26 —SF Tk, 1817
i, Rm8 ). After the goal is clear, the next step is
striving to approach the personality (% ) of the sages of
the past. The height of the pen frame actually depends on
the height of the aesthetic creative subject’s personality
( A\ 1% ). Western modern philosopher Heidegger, when
talking about true artistic creators, believed that the two
major issues of returning to the true self are to first go to
death and transcend sinking. The so-called transcendence
and sinking refers to transcending the average state of
daily life, not following others’ opinions, not wasting
oneself in idle talk, curiosity, and ambiguity, and not
cutting off the connection between self and existence,
thus causing the lack of Great Self. Returning to the
source was the key path for Heidegger to rebuild his
true self. Only by returning the emotions of the ego in
daily life to the place of existence can we generate the
true essence of the self, cut off all negative emotions of
survival, and move towards a one pure emotion reflected

in a clear state. In this clear and bright light of emotions,
the physical nature of things can be revealed, and human
nature can be presented. The truth of beauty can also be
placed into the construction of the world of works on its
own.

In fact, as the culmination of Qing Dynasty painting
studies in China, Shen Zongqian advocated for the high
standards and uniqueness of personality ( A #% ) in his
creative ecological aesthetic system. In Jiezhou Xuehua
Bian a special chapter is dedicated to the theory of
establishing the grid ( 7. # 7 ), proposing four methods
for seeking the height of the grid ( 3R #% Z & ): one is
to break away from the secular utilitarian mentality
and enter the state of emptiness and stillness ( & i ) as
described by Zhuangzi; Shen Zonggian said “To clear
one’s mind and dispel worldly concerns ( 5 /L» 1 LA I8
i+ JE ).” The second is to read more books, broaden
one’s horizons, enrich one’s cultivation, and obtain
opportunities to enter Tianmeng ( K £ ). Because the
works of ancient sages often embody the true meaning
of the universe through the mystical nature of the heart,
good reading (%35 ) can also reveal the realm of the
truth of the great path. Third, Shen Zongqian believes
that “early praise can reach several miles away (4l 514
#i%%)),” which can play a certain role in the cultivation
of creators returning to their true heart. Fourth, Shen
Zonggian emphasized that creators should possess both
innate talent and the ability to actively connect with
refined individuals, absorbing their excellent potential:
“Deep and profound cultivation is the true elegance and
the highest physique (#HRTHEIE, Jo&HIEEAE, 752
g ).

In summary, Shen Zongqian proposed that the
foundation of establishing a character lies in first
establishing lofty ideals and a realm of life, and then
gradually reaching the state of conscience and heavenly
principles of knowledge through a positive heart,
sincerity, and understanding of things, thus constructing
a new aesthetic image with a bright world in a state
of harmony with the gods of all things. In fact, Shen
Zonggqian’s advocacy of standing up aims to achieve the
openness of the true self. In the openness of the subject,
the Qi ( % ) and quality (& ) of natural mountains and
rivers are also uncovered ( 2 % ), thus opening up to
creators and presenting their natural patterns, principles,
veins, and networks. The facial expressions of the
characters are also vivid and moving. In the continuous
mutual illumination and uncovering of aesthetic subject
and object, a clear and radiant realm ( ¥& W] FGHE 2 55)
has been reached. Human emotions and physics have
also been fully expressed through this! Shi Tao describes
the process of subjective and objective feelings in this
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Figure 1. Shen Zongqian, Chunyang Liandan, paper and coloring, 103.5x48.5cm,

1768, Qing dynasty.

kind of creation as encounter with gods ( #fi# ) and tran-
sformation into traces ( #t ).

As Xu Fuguan said in his Collection of Essays on
the History of Chinese Thought: “Chinese culture is the
culture of the heart. Some people believe that Chinese
culture is subjective morality, which is opposite to
objectivity. This is a great misunderstanding. The human
heart is the root of value, and the heart is the subject of
morality and art. However,‘subject’ is not ‘subjective’.
The commonly referred to ‘subjective’ refers to a per-
son’s knowledge and desires. The manifestation of the
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Figure 2. Shen Zongqian, Zhulin Tingquan, paper and coloring, 90.6x35.4cm,

Qing dynasty.
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Figure 3. Shen Zongqian, Xisai Mountain Villa (Part), paper and coloring, complete work, 26.37x289.28cm, Qing dynasty.

original heart requires first ‘self-restraint’, ‘ignorance
without desires’, and ‘abstinence from desires’, that is,
through a process of breaking free from the constraints
of subjectivity, the nature of the heart can be revealed.
Therefore, the heart as the root of value can only be
established after overcoming subjectivity. At this point,
objective things cannot be distorted by subjective
prejudices and desires, and can only enter people’s
hearts in their original form. Only then can objectivity
truly be integrated with the heart to make judgments that
match objectivity. It can be said that only when the value
subject of human beings is presented can objective things
stand in their rightful position and obtain true value. A
heart that is not bound by prejudice or selfish desires can
not only distinguish between good and evil, but is also
good and evil.”"

For example, in the work Chunyang Liandan ( «#%;
BFHE> ) (figure 1), Shen Zonggian vividly depicted the
connotation of the above theory. The work presents the
overall nature of mountains, rivers, and land through the
serene and clear state of an alchemist.

Shen Zonggqian believed that the arrival of this
creative opportunity is “unstoppable, like the departure
of a crossbow arrow from a bowstring, unpredictable,
like the emergence of thunder ( HARA[E L, 4017 & 2 B
5%, HORWTIME, ) WRE T 2 Hil).” This is how “prosperity
and opportunity lead to the creation of an unattainable
masterpiece ( BLELHE & I AT B AR T SR 2 MR S ).
On the path to becoming a masterpiece, Shen Zonggqian
mentioned two key links that are worth our deep
understanding: one is brush fusion ( 2244 ), and the other
is seizing power ( Bl ). As shown in Zhulin Tingquan
(figure 2), he integrates his own brush fusion and taking
momentum techniques into the mountains and waters,
creating a myriad of appearances on paper that follow
nature and continue to thrive.

The theory of brush fusion should be an extension
of Shi Tao’s theory of transformation into traces. Shen
Zongqian believed that the so-called brush fusion

“implies that when writing, there is a sense of Tao
Rong’s everything, although not ink, and ink is already
presentin it (ZFfrEZ K, AlABVIZE, MATE,
28 [ 24 H 7 ).” To achieve such a powerful force in
writing, the creator must be able to enter the realm of the
too simple and inseparable cosmic origin. Shen Zonggian
believed that cultivating and replenishing the true essence
of energy is its core path. “When it is not yet decayed,
one first desires to refine one’s qi, with a clear prejudice
in the chest, and is pleased with the beauty of blood
circulation and harmony between the beginning and the
end ((HETARIEFIRE, Joi—SBR, M EATAmA,
H A AR B3 R IE > ). “Therefore, in order
to gain power, one must first cultivate one’s qi. If the qi
can flow smoothly, then the power will be in harmony
(AR S, wISRE A, RAETRY, HIZE G0 ).
As shown in his large-scale work Xisai Mountain Villa
(Part) (figure 3), the combination of power and strength,
emotion and scenery, and power can reveal the meaning
of the gods, the Qi in the chest and the scenery in the
eyes, and integrate Qi and refinement into the painting.
In Shen Zongqian’s view, momentum has visible
forms, while Qi is invisible. When the conscience of the
subject reaches the generation effect, the object where the
intention is located can be connected to Qi, “the harmony
of heaven and man can be obtained by hand ( K A &%,
JE T i 15 ),”' strokes are generated from the intention,
the intention is generated from the brushwork, and the
brushwork is seamlessly integrated. Therefore, it can
blend the past and present, crossing the space (47 A %),
and the overall yin and yang of the picture complement
each other, just like the natural internal order, with
smooth and harmonious Qi veins. As Heidegger said,
truth is neither subject nor object. It is a clear realm
that arises from the fusion of subject and object. When
this realm fills the inner world of aesthetic creators, the
spirituality of external scenery is also associated with the
subject, constantly ascending in the painting. The life of
things and the inner spirit of the subject reach a mutual
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light network, and the light of truth also reconstructs the
unity of the self and the object in the work, presenting a
truth similar to the composition of the world. This truth,
Shen Zonggian used a more understandable philosophy
to tell us, is that the entire world is filled with the
power of opening and closing, and the opposite and
complementary. So in the shaping of painting images,
only by grasping this power at all times and everywhere
can we reach the realm of being in harmony with nature
and sharing the same virtues as nature! To understand
the principles of painting, from paragraphs to trees and
stones, one must tidy up their hair and brush, and then it
can be said that ink and brush can connect with nature.
This is the connotation of Shen Zonggqian’s theory of
aesthetic creation and true feeling.

3. The Significance of Authenticity Appraisal ( Z£H )
in Contemporary Art Education

Shen Zongqian’s Jiezhou Xuehua Bian essentially
discusses painting theory and techniques from the
perspective of painting inheritance, integrating analysis,
criticism, and teaching. Upon closer reading of the text,
we will find that Shen Zonggian extensively discussed
painting education in at least six places. But overall,
he always hoped to focus on key issues when studying
the works of ancient people, rather than just superficial
appearances. The key issue is the homologous and
symbiotic relationship between people and objects, as
well as between objects themselves, expressed in ancient
paintings and the corresponding brushwork that matches
this relationship. In Shen Zonggian’s view, if readers
can discover the beauty of this connection in the great
works of masters throughout history and be good at
activating the ink and brush essence in ancient creations,
and by forming their own unique artistic language
characteristics, then he believes that this inheritance will
obtain its truth!

Heidegger also talked about the understanding of the
realm of truth in the works of masters in his theory of
the aesthetic appreciation of art, calling it maintaining
truth ( # ). In Heidegger’s view, if works with the
implication of truth do not meet suitable readers who
can enter the realm of existence, the truth images
created by the author will not be truly understood and it
will be difficult to exert their important social value and
function. Heidegger said “The preservation of a work
means being immersed in the openness of the existence
that arises in the work.” In fact, Shen Zonggqian also
earnestly taught future learners from the perspective of
discerning truth. The content of Jiezhou Xuehua Bian

is relatively rich. This section combines the current
situation of contemporary art education to discuss
Shen Zonggian’s comments that are beneficial to
contemporary young artists.

Firstly, Shen Zongqian’s theory of writing as if
there were objects is precisely the aspect that many
contemporary painting enthusiasts lack. Shen Zonggian
believed that those who study painting should master
the art of brushwork and not use extravagance instead
of substance. The pen seems to have the true appearance
of the object, and its form, appearance, sense of body,
quantity, and texture should fully express their spirit
(— @M%, M EHEA) in order to grasp the core of
painting: “The ancient people’s skills, but what can be
gained from starting from here ( 7 A TR, RNilfEst~
F 1M 4715 % ).”"" And he particularly emphasized that
if you don’t put effort into this aspect, even if you are
extremely intelligent and sensitive, you will only waste
your talents. In essence, Shen Zonggqian’s emphasis on
objects in the pen ( % ' A %7 ) advocates that artists
can transform themselves and objects in their hearts,
and form a transformation image that can make people
immerse themselves in the collision of aesthetic subject
and object feelings. This kind of view seems to be on
the painter’s pen, and the author immerses themselves
in this situation, presenting the overall atmosphere of it
on paper and pen! Shen Zonggqian believed that a deep
grasp of authenticity is the goal that scholars should
establish from the beginning. Only in this way can
they feel like gods ( 1 # i ), enter at a glance ( — #
B A), and reach the essential characteristics of things.
Otherwise, they can only write superficially, only
achieving a similar appearance. As they continue this
way, they will aim further and further. Therefore, Shen
Zongqian advocated that “scholars of ancient Chinese
philosophy should not seek too many, but first gather
their strength, and from then on, there will be no danger
of going astray (#sE2 >+, HIkE, Lule)), #
I, S M INEZ R ).

Although Shen Zonggqian’s theory has been around
for a long time, it still plays an important guiding
role in the teaching of traditional Chinese painting in
contemporary art! Many of our students nowadays
pay great attention to the surface strokes and details
of copying, without delving into the understanding of
cultural connotations, resulting in the disadvantage of
not being able to capture the essence of the ancients.
The mountains, rivers, plants, and trees depicted
in their works may appear similar in appearance,
but when viewed from a distance and overall, it is
difficult to feel their vitality of life ( 4z4: 2% 47 )! The
deliberately drawn object is not like the object is free.
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Secondly, Shen Zonggian’s method of using one’s
own intention ( LAC.Z 7)) to empathize with the meaning
of ancient paintings, which combines the aesthetics of
discerning truth, is also very valuable in contemporary
teaching. Copying is an essential basic skill in teaching
landscape painting. Shen Zongqian emphasized the
importance of mastering the Tao ( % 5 i& ) in copying.
“Without mastering the Tao, even if one does not change
a single thing, one’s own image will be varied, and 1
will force myself to fill the paper. If one masters the
Tao, there will be many and I may be few, and they will
be heavy and I may be light, which does not affect the
general idea or the painting theory. The natural harmony
between brush and ink is the benefit of copying ( A&15FH
B, #t SO A SRS T, TR nfRIE
A2 A /D, M FREOR , MR, R
MR, &G, JR2EEHERK )" Shen
Zonggqian advocated for discerning truth as the core and
encouraged learners to follow the path of understanding
the origin realm in the works of masters, so that scholars
can achieve success in their creations without exceeding
the norm. Here, Shen Zongqian proposed specific
methods. First, at the beginning of copying, one should
first take a certain section from a master’s work, carefully
appreciate, comprehend, and discern its essence, and then
copy the entire section as a whole. Second, after a family
has matured in the chest, they will be exposed to the
methods of various families. At a certain point, scholars
will find that all families are at the origin, as if exhaling
from the same nostril. On the basis of this understanding,
the author can communicate with them with their own
brushwork, achieving a unique style without losing the
inheritance of ancient methods.

Shen Zongqian provided a more in-depth
interpretation about the aesthetics of copying in the
chapter “Imitation of the Ancient ( %% 7' ).” He believed
that copying was to use the life and temperament of
modern people, and through the intermediary of ancient
works’ ink and brush, to feel the temperament of ancient
people, so as to achieve the intersection of ancient and
modern life, time and space, in understanding: in ancient
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