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Abstract:
Landscape is a complicated term with multiple layers of meanings. Landscape has an
evolving feature and the constantly multiplied connotations of “landscape” is not
natural (innate) but cultural (cultivated): landscape is a cultural reading that renews
the physical environmental entity. In China, Shanshui, literally “mountains and
waters”, is the approximate Chinese equivalent of the “landscape” in European
languages. It was mainly perceived from the viewpoint of primitive religion, politics
and ethics before it became an aesthetic object. After it entered the aesthetic
appreciation view of Chinese literati, it turned to poetry, prose, paintings and gardens
with distinctive Chinese characteristics, which can be well illustrated by the creation
and appreciation of Chinese paintings.
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1. A Cultural Reading of Landscape
Landscape is an ambiguous concept. If we see from the perspective of European

history, prior to and during the Middle Ages, the word landscape (or landtscap,
landskab and landschaft) referred to the trinity of land, people and territory [1],
without a clear distinction between the constituent parts and without confusing
ambiguities. With the emergence of landscape painting as a separate artistic genre
around 1500 in Italy, German and the Netherlands, the word “landscape” gradually
acquired the double and layered meaning which we still recognize today: “Landscape”
stands for that part of the outside world that on can perceive from a particular point of
view and its representation in a work of art [2]. Hence, according to the up-to-date
dictionary, “landscape” could refer to 1) a (bio) physical reality, the surface of a
planet or another celestial body; 2) this (bio) physical reality as it is experienced by a
(human) spectator (In this sense, “landscape” can be defined as “a portion of territory
that can be viewed at one time from one place” and “that has a particular quality or
appearance ”for its spectator); 3) The represented landscape in paintings and drawings,
more specifically, “pictures representing a view of natural inland sceneries.”[3]Also,
in our current daily usage, the term may metaphorically refer to an abstract totality, as
in ‘the landscape of politics’[2]. Therefore, “landscape” has an evolving feature and
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the constantly multiplied connotations of “landscape” is not natural (innate) but
cultural (cultivated). The approaches to cultural landscape are diverse: religious,
cognitive, anthropological, aesthetic, etc [4].

Here rise the queries: How do we cultivate “landscape”, especially “landscape” in
terms of aesthetics? The existence of landscape requires a society with a certain way
of looking at its environment and representing it [5]. Francois Jullien pointed out that
landscape only appears when people’s view gradually changes, and this change is not
metaphysically from the world of reality to Plato’s world of ideas, but from world the
outside to the spiritual inside [6]. Malcolm Andrew argued that the process of
aesthetic expression of landscape might be formulated as twofold: land into landscape;
landscape into art. In the conversation of land into landscape a perceptual process has
already begun whereby that material is prepared as an appropriate subject for the
painter or photographer, or simply for absorption as a gratifying aesthetic experience
[7]. The perception, or the way we looking at the environment determines whether a
view can be considered as landscape or not. From the perception, in addition to being
something physically, landscape begins to mean something aesthetically.

Then, what determines our perception? Gombrich [8] argued in his ground-breaking
study Art and Illusion: “The innocent eye is a myth. All thinking is sorting,
classifying. All perceiving relates to expectations and therefore to comparisons.” A
landscape is what the viewer has selected from the land, edited and modified in
accordance with certain conventional ideas about what constitutes a ‘good view’
[7].The aesthetic value of a landscape is not inherent in the spectacle-not a part of its
‘essence’-but ‘constructed’ by a perceiver with certain cultural background and
convention. Increasingly in recent years, landscape has been understood less in terms
of visible, concrete objects than as a kind of cultural instrument. W.J.T. Mitchell [9]
proposed several propositions which received much resonance:

‘Landscape is a medium of exchange between the human and the natural, the self
and the other. As such, it is like money: good for nothing in itself, but expressive of a
potentially limitless reserve of value.

Landscape is a natural scene mediated by culture. It is both a represented and
presented space, both a signifier and a signified, both a frame and what a frame
contains, both a real place and its simulacrum, both a package and the commodity
inside the package.’

Thus, landscape is a cultural reading that renews the physical environmental entity.
Landscape art usually reveals a concept of the world and of man’s place in it which is
the result of many aspects of the culture that produce it [10]. As a result, there will
never be a culturally implied consensus in the subjective “we” since landscapes may
be valued differently by different cultures. In this sense, apart from the western
European traditions, landscape, or landscape with cultural and aesthetic meaning must
exist in other civilizations, even the other end of the Eurasia continent.

2. Shanshui: Chinese Understanding of Landscape
The ability to savor fine scenery is a cultural phenomenon indeed[10], however,

landscape is not a universal object, since the notion does not exist in all cultures and at
all stages of history [5,12,13]. Fordsham [12]asserted that only three civilizations out
of the twenty-six or so listed by Arnold Toynbee have ever attained to a genuine
understanding of landscape, and the far western (European) and far eastern (Chinese)
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are among these civilizations. Similarly, Escande argued that there are only two main
landscapes in human history: the European Renaissance one, embodied in landscape
painting, which was the product of a new relationship between man and the
world/nature, and the Chinese landscape culture that proposed from the beginning a
specific “mountains and waters” painting [14]. More explicitly, Berque [5] provides
six criteria to determine the existence of landscape: 1) The existence of treatises on
landscape; 2) The existence of one or more words for saying “landscape”; 3) The
existence of pictorial representations of landscape; 4) An architecture designed for
enjoying the landscape; 5) The existence of pleasure gardens; 6) The existence of
literary (oral or written) appreciations of the environment (this includes place names).
Given these criteria, he concludes that the concept of landscape was invented in China,
then rediscovered by the Europeans, and that from thereon, it gradually spread to the
rest of the world. Consciously or not, Fordsham, Escande and Berque were using a
generalized Eurocentric criteria to inspect other cultures and Chinese landscape
happened to fit the standard. Personally, I think every epoch and every civilization
may have produced culturally its own landscape even without a proper language
notion. But seen from another perspective, to some extent, the above statements
confirm the existence of landscape in the context of Chinese culture.

In aesthetics and philosophy of art, the Chinese translation of landscape Jing Guan
has been widely used, but given the cultural connotation of the word landscape which
include both the physical existence and subjective experience of a view, as long as the
representation of one’s personal perception, in this sense, Shanshui, literally
“mountains and waters”, is a better approximate Chinese equivalent of the
“landscape” in European languages [12,15,16]. This Chinese term contains all the
three dictionary meanings listed above: the bio-physical environment, human
experienced view, and the artistic representation of landscape—a style of traditional
Chinese painting that involves or depicts scenery or natural landscapes. Shanshui in
itself is deeply meaningful, suggesting as it does the very elements which were
considered the most important in rendering nature [15]. Compared with European
landscape culture, Shanshui has a more profound connotation. The major practitioners
of Chinese art—literati(educated scholar-officials)--are more likely to cast their inner
emotions to natural landscape and even seclude in mountains , thus the significance of
natural landscape has a more prominent position in Chinese aesthetics [17].

3. The Emergence of Chinese Landscape
In religious activities, early mythology and legends, high mountains and big rivers

were often regarded as a worship As art historian Richard Edwards pointed out,
landscapes and the so-called love of nature were not always present in China: it
moved “from a world in which distances and the realities they embraced were looked
upon with apprehension and dread to a time of their complete acceptance as areas of
contemplation, visual wandering and delight”. Landscape was mainly perceived from
the viewpoint of primitive religion, politics and ethics before it became an aesthetic
object [18,19,20].

object, a divine presence or a spiritual medium to god. For people living before the
3rd century, mountains not only provided them with rich living sources, but also made
them feel spiritual shocks by the towering and magnificent shapes. Natural landscape,
especially mountains, are described as symbols of cosmic forces, gods’ dwelling
places and the route to heaven in Classics such as the Rites of Zhou and the Book of
Rites, resulting in people’s feeling of awe and the consequent sacred sacrifice



Volume 3, 2020 ISSN: 2617-9938
DOI: https://doi.org/10.31058/j.ad.2020.32001

Submitted to Art and Design, page 4-9 www.itspoa.com/journal/ad

behavior. Also, the earliest written documents, the inscribed oracle bones from the
ancient Shang capital of An-yang, refer to the spirits of the mountains and rivers, to
the deities of heaven and earth [15].

In politics, landscape was a symbol of controlling power. For example, the Chinese
word “Jiangshan”, literally “great rivers and mountains”, is synonymous with state
and nation, representing the geographical scope of the national political map. During
the Zhou Dynasty (1046–256 B.C.), Chinese emperors began to set up a mountain
worship system to legitimate their ruling as the mandate from Heaven. The Rites of
Zhou records: “The emperor worships and offers sacrifices to famous mountains and
rivers, treating the Five Great Mountains as three national ministers and four great
rivers as feudal princes”. [21] Since the early Han Dynasty (202 BC- 220 AD), the
Five Great Mountains System is considered a symbol of paramount imperial power
and received sacrifices from emperors of almost all dynasties [22].

More importantly, for the literati and gentry influenced by the legitimized
Confucianism, landscape was a kind of virtue existence with humanity or moral
connotation, which resulted from the overwhelming Confucianism influence [23].
According to Confucius: “the wise take pleasure in rivers and lakes, the virtuous in
mountains.” Natural landscape had always been the spiritual shrine of Chinese people
who pin their ideal sentiment on the natural elements. Such moral embodiment
reached its peak in the Han Dynasty when it was required that all words and deeds
must be utilitarian for political and religious purposes, and the appreciation of
mountains and rivers should be closely linked with social teaching and moral values
[19].

The fall of the Han dynasty and the subsequent fragmentation of China, the north
occupied by alien invaders, the south given over to a succession of minor dynasties,
constitutes a long period of four hundred years [12]. Confucianism, which used to be
a national orthodox ideology of Han dynasty, was discredited as a system of
metaphysics. The demise of Confucian values left the Chinese literati with a sense of
disillusionment. In this context, Confucianism was replaced by Daoism and Buddhism,
the first a native cult, the second newly-introduced religion from India. The
naturalism and seclusion thoughts, the pursuit of longevity and immortality in Daoism,
the pursuit of spiritual purification are in line with the depressed state of minds of
intellectuals [24]. Besides, the political chaos and social upheavals also forced the
literati to find places for retreat and reclusion [25]. Retreating to the country and to
the mountains became a widely spread attitude among cultivated elites. There, away
from the mundane troubles, one could experience the true sense of things in the
landscape [17,26]. Driven by this spirit, the attitude of the Chinese literati toward
landscape began to change. Landscapes began to appear in literary and artistic
creations, and landscape painting and landscape poetry become a distinctive genre
[23,27,28] in which landscapes were considered to be an aesthetic phenomenon
related to emotional experiences such as happiness, leisure and freedom of human
beings. With this change, landscape, apart from its profound moral and ethical, got a
new connotation as an independent aesthetic concept and has stayed as a central
cultural motif since then.

4. Representation of Chinese Landscape
After the emergence of aesthetic appreciation of landscape, Chinese

literati(civilized man,educated scholar-officials)applied various ways to artistically
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present or represent landscape.Landscape pastoral poems and landscape painting
became independent artistic genre since Tang Dynasty, and landscape gardens were
widely built since Six Dynasties. Different from western landscape art, Chinese
landscape representation has its own distinctive characteristics: whether landscape
painting or landscape poetry, its theme is not to depict the physical landscape, but an
inner spirit. This unique character can be illustrated by Chinese landscape painting
which, as Sullivan pointed out, was later to reach heights of achievement not
approached by that of any other civilization [29].

Chinese painting is different from western painting, paying no attention to likeness,
but to the creation of illusionistic space, to the expression of soul and spirit. Su
Shi(1037-1101) a highly gifted young scholar in Song Dynasty who was given
important postings at an early age, went as far as writing: “anyone who judges
painting on the basis of likeness shows merely the insight of a child.” For example,
the principal elements in a Chinese landscape painting are mountains and trees. The
mountain is a magnificent symbol for the spiritual journey. Anyone who has
experienced a long walk high into the mountains will have felt this deep impression of
shedding all presences and superfluous ideas, of a direct link with essential reality.
Archaic representations of mountains and trees closely resembled their ideographic
forms [30] (Figure 1). In early Chinese painting theories, like Gu Hua Pin Lu written
by Xie He(around 4th century), a good painting should contain six principles, and the
first and most important is the “Spirit Resonance”. Painting captures Spirit Resonance
insofar as it visually represents the universal dynamism, exemplifying the inner nature
[31]. Chinese literati(educated scholar-officials) who were appointed to serve the
government would spend their leisure time composing poetry, writing calligraphy,
and painting. It was believed that only one who was not interested in material gain or
success in painting could free one’s mind sufficiently to achieve the right level of
Spirit Resonance [31].

As to the appreciation of Chinese landscape painting , a classical Chinese landscape
painting is not meant to reproduce an actual view, as would a Western figurative
painting. Whereas the European painter wants you to borrow his eyes an look at a
particular landscape exactly as he saw it, from a specific angle, the Chinese painter
does now choose a single viewpoint. His landscape is not a “real” one, and you can
enter it from any point, then travel in it; the artist creates a path for your eyes to travel
up and down, then back again, in a leisurely movement. The Chinese painter does not
want you to borrow his eyes; he wants you to enter his mind. The landscape is an
inner one, a spiritual and conceptual space [16]. In Zong Bing(375-443)’s
“Introduction to Painting Landscape”, another early and important text that connects
the phenomenal world to an underlying metaphysical reality, he said, “As for
landscape, it is substantial, yet tends toward the ethereal plane... Sages model
themselves on the Dao through their spirits and the virtuous comprehend this.
Landscapes display the beauty of Dao through their forms and men delight in this.”

Thereby, the purpose of landscape painting appreciation is not only to replace the
physical landscape, but also to enhance the spirit. While imagining that you are
travelling within mountains when one looks at a landscape painting, the viewer's eyes
should also flow on the picture.The viewer should not be restricted to stand at a fixed
or separate point to watch, but to follow the path on the picture, the small bridge, the
waterfall and so on to move and watch, as if he were walking, crossing the bridge,
looking at the clouds, riding in a boat.The eye moves freely in the picture, and a new
landscape emerges one after another. This process is linked to the constantly changing
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and wireless views, causing the viewer's sense of self to disappear and the landscape
to come before. This dynamic relationship enables the viewer to feel and appreciate
the infinite extension of the space of the work in the process of discovering and
appreciating the work. The infinite extension of the picture gives people a sense of
infinity and spiritual promotion.

Figure 1. Painting of Mount Lushan by Jing Hao (around 850-?).

5. Conclusion: The Timeless Shanshui
As the approximate Chinese equivalent of the “landscape”, Shanshui has its unique

emergence path and cultural connotation in China, and this two simple character
represent the essence of Chinese art both in form and spirit. In China, landscape or
Shanshui exceeds the physical and the visible, rather, for literati, the landscape is an
inner one, a spiritual and conceptual space [4,16]. Japanese scholar Matsuoka Seigou
[32] has a very subtle interpretation of Shanshui:

In East Asia, landscapes are often referred to as “Mountains and Waters”
with the combination of two Chinese character “shan”(Mountain) and
“shui”(water). Shanshui does not refers to an ordinary view, not the kind of
scenery that can be seen everywhere. Shanshui is an artistic motif with lofty
mountains and gurgling waters. It does not mean physical nature, nor the



Volume 3, 2020 ISSN: 2617-9938
DOI: https://doi.org/10.31058/j.ad.2020.32001

Submitted to Art and Design, page 7-9 www.itspoa.com/journal/ad

kind of scenery that will be forgotten momentarily. It represents a natural
landscape that can project a high-level spiritual space and deep
consciousness. This very landscape which drives you to fully exchange your
spiritual consciousness with the images of mountains and rivers is the East
Shanshui— rippling and glittering in the depth of your heart.

Fong Wen once wrote a booked named Summer Mountains: The Timeless
Landscape which used tens of thousands words to extensively investigate one single
landscape picture. Indeed, there is so much more to say about this term, such as the
influence of Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism, the personality of painters, etc.
Shanshui has provided countless inspiration for Chinese artists and this timeless
concept will keep on playing an important role in the history of Chinese art.
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