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Abstract

This paper introduces a classical, Chinese, philosophic idea of ch’i nurturing [養氣] to contemporary art and design practice and education.  It suggests that the concept of ch’i nurturing is the key essence of life-long learning. It is ch’i [氣] that maintains the vigour of the critical thinking of individual to attain new knowledge and to achieve creative insight in and through art practice. It also introduces some aspects of the conceptual framework that underpin classical Chinese art practice and the potential for adapting such frameworks within contemporary art and design practices. During the process of actualising one’s creative or conceptual ideas, the artist shuttles between emptiness and fullness [虛實] and it is ch’i, the intangible energy, that unites one’s mind with one’s work. Ch’i is the vitalising force of the spirit [神] of artists and their artwork. Ch’i is also an active agent that interweaves the approaches of critical knowing and rote memorisation of art and design practice to achieve an effective learning and researching outcome in globalised, cross-cultural and technologically driven environments.
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Introduction

Throughout Chinese history, ch’i [氣] and ch’i nurturing [養氣] are classical concepts that underpin a broad context of literature, art, philosophy and religion. Ch’i has the literal meaning of air, which denotates movement and energy. It may also refer to breathing, meaning that we will not survive without ch’i. This paper revisits and applies the concept of ch’i in contemporary art and design practice. The central focus is to establish a conceptual position of ch’i and ch’i nurturing as an intellectual notion or belief of life-long learning and practice. Through analysing the concept, I suggest that ch’i nurturing is vital to motivate the bridging of the intellect and action (theory and practice) of individuals for achieving creative insights, ideas and knowledge in art and design practice. Ch’i nurturing is also an effective active learning and researching strategy as it is an intellectual activity of critical questioning and thinking.

There are two parts in this paper:

The first part contextualises the classical Chinese concept of ch’i and ch’i nurturing as a intellectual notion or belief in art and design practice. The second part will further extend and explore this concept of intellectual belief, ch’i nurturing, as a life-long learning strategy for contemporary artists and in the application to teaching art and design practice in globalised, cross-cultural and technologically driven environments. 

Part 1

Conceptual Framework

This paper suggests the potential of a new approach in contemporary art practice that makes key reference to the classical, Chinese, philosophical idea of ‘ch’i’ [氣]. During the process of actualizing their creative or conceptual ideas, artists shuttle between ‘emptiness and fullness’ [虛實] and it is ‘ch’i’ [氣], the intangible energy that unites their mind with their work. Ch’i is the vitalising force of the ‘spirit’ [神] of artists and their artwork. 

Emptiness and Fullness

The concept of emptiness and fullness has been much influenced by the Taoist’s idea of ‘nothingness’ [無] and ‘something’ [有]. In chapter eleven of Lao-tzu’s Daodejing:


卅輻同一轂，當其無，有車之用也。


埏埴而為器，當其無，有埴器之用也。


鑿户牖而為室，當其無，有室之用也。


故有之以為利，無之以為用。


(老子：道德經 第十一篇)
The thirty spokes converge at one hub, 

But the utility of the cart is a function of the nothingness inside the hub.

We throw clay to shape a pot, 

But the utility of the clay pot is a function of the nothingness (wu) [無] inside it.

We bore out doors and windows to make a dwelling, 

But the utility of the dwelling is a function of the nothingness inside it. 

Thus, it might be something (you) [有] that provides the value, 

But it is nothing that provides the utility. 

(Ames & Hall 2003b, translated: p. 91)

The Taoist’s ideas of ‘nothing – something’, ‘non-existence – existence’ and ‘non-being – being’ have implied a clear concept that ‘emptiness’ and ‘fullness’ are associated with, rather than contradicting, each other.
 In Chinese classical art practice, it is fullness that provides the visual value and form, and emptiness that provides the utility of concept, creativity and insight. In this sense, Chinese painting is a philosophy in action” (ibid., p.38).

Spirit

Ku K’au-Chih [顧愷之] in the 4th Century was arguably the first painter who introduced the concept of spirit
 in painting. Ku referred to the spirit as the capturing of the personality of the subject/sitter in portrait painting. Spirit is formless but resides in form. Hseih Ho,
 [謝赫] (6th Century) in his The Six Laws, [六法論] discussed spirit in a broader context beyond the portrait, referring to the spirit of the painting. I would suggest, in a contemporary context, that spirit is something of an immanent essence of artists. Through encountering the objective external scene, fused with their subjective/sentimental internal feelings, this residing immanent essence transcends into their works. In this sense, I consider spirit as a universal immanent essence of the artists and their work.

Ch’i

Ch’i has always been considered a dominant essence of classical Chinese literature. Ts’ao Pi (187-226 A.D.) suggests that ch’i has its normative form (t’I) — clear and murky. It is not to be brought by force. (Owen 1992b, translated: p. 65)

Jing Hao [荆浩], (10th Century) in his Notes on the Method for the Brush (Bi Fa Ji) [筆法記], a treatise on Chinese classical painting, proposed that it is the vital energy [ch’i] that gives ‘authenticity’ [真] to the ‘likeness’ [似] of form and shape of a painting. Lacking ‘authenticity’, the image dies.
 Jing’s idea of authenticity suggests a parallel expression of spirit.

A collection of collated opinions by West (2000: p.207) has suggested that ch’i has the quality of ‘life in motion’, ‘movement through spirit consonance’, ‘spirit resonance’ and ‘harmony of the spirit’. Through this research I establish the concept of ch’i
 in relation to emptiness and fullness. Ch’i is the key essence, ‘something’
 (both quality and quantity) from within artists that vitalises their spirit to achieve the state of emptiness. However, ch’i is not simply the motivating force, but something being in a constant stage of flux
 that externalises the spirit of the artists. Ch’i has the quality
 of vitality, harmony and liveliness and ch’i constantly triggers the inner resonance of artists whilst encountering (experiencing) the external scene and also unfurls such resonance into their artwork through practicing. Ch’i can be nurtured through both theoretical and practical research, which implies that it is stored and depleted through artists’ practice.
Contemporary scholar Ye Long [葉朗] (1985: p.237) analyses Liu Xie’s [劉勰](496-497) concept of spiritual thinking/thought applied to the creative process of art aesthetics that it is an intellectual activity that requires both physical and psychological involvement. It transcends the constraint of empirical experience or practice. To achieve this, artists must be in a state of ‘tranquil void’ [虛靜] and the ongoing nurturing of ch’i will constantly refresh the intellectual quality of artists to achieve this state of ‘tranquil void’. Liu Xie extended this idea by suggesting that in the creative process, artists also rely on their response to the external scenes or objects as sources of inspiration. This essence of artists is also a spiritual response that is motivated by the interaction of their internal ch’i with the universal/natural ch’i.
Liu Zai Xi [劉載熙] (1813-1881) in Art Concept [藝概] (Gong 龔, 1998: p.223) also discussed the internal intellectual quality of artists, suggesting that it is the movement of the internal vigorous force that motivates the critical and creative thinking of artists to transcend their spirit into their work.

The Quality of Artists in Ch’i Nurturing

Artists acknowledge the profundity of knowledge
 in the universe and nature. It is their sense of innocence that triggers their commitment to research; their conscientious concentration that allows them to reach a temporal solution; their insight that resolves an unpredictable outcome. Most importantly, it is their ch’i, the vigorous energy that constantly motivates their spirit.
Artists are always in the state of being empty and full, knowing and not-knowing, humble and proud, cautious and confident, internalising and externalising with imprecision and precision as they move between intellect and action. 

The associated conditions of insight and wisdom are the key intellectual qualities of artists. Wisdom, which yields to knowledge and research, provides a locus for nurturing insight. Insight
 is a concurrent and immediate creative activity and not a consequence of the nurturing. Ch’i is the vigour that triggers the wisdom and insight of artists to attain new knowledge. I suggest that wisdom is a locus for artists to achieve a state of fullness and insight to achieve a state of emptiness.

Artists lacking in ch’i will have the tendency of an inactive, unimaginative and motionless mind. In such a state, artists are arguably not different from illiterate persons. In this sense, it is a vital and ongoing process for artists to nurture their ch’i through research and practice.

Ch’i Nurturing in Practice
Based on the established concept of ch’i and the nurturing of ch’i, the key method applied to practice is artists’ concentration on the communion of mind and matter while making art. This has been the dictum of the traditional Chinese approach, where making art is a way of self-cultivation,
 an emanating reflection of artists’ internal sentiments and the actualization of their scholarly knowledge. Through the making of art, artists apprehend the unity of man [sic] and nature, thus achieving the ‘way’.
 Self-cultivation provides a locus of insightful creative practice.

During the creative process, artists apply these concepts discussed above, from the Chinese painting tradition [意在筆先],
 in that once an idea has been established it is set free through the brush into the artwork. This is consequent to the process of self-cultivation. Through intense practice
 to manoeuvre the craft, artists are able to reflect upon their mind while depleting and infusing the innate spirit through ch’i into the artwork.

Through this creative process of art practicing, it reveals and unfolds the artists’ experience of always being in a lingering state of mind seeking harmony between murkiness and limpidity, simplicity and complexity, tangibility and intangibility, naivety and sophistication, void and plenitude, fragility and rigidity, tradition and contemporary, ambiguity and certainty. And it is ch’i that unites the spirit of artists’ mind and their work. Through such practice, artists actualise their knowledge and philosophical beliefs into their work. Simultaneously, the artists nurture their ch’i through art practice.

Artists who always have the mindset of ch’i nurturing are humble to acknowledge that individuals are micro-organics of the ‘myriad creatures’
 add foot note in the universe; they only know of something (which in the Chinese sense is nothing); they are ‘empty’ and only yield to learning or researching the unknown, that they will be ‘full’ at a certain moment. Motivated by ch’i, researching is always in a state of fluidity of the knowing and not knowing; it is an ongoing, temporal and ever-changing journey and never anchors at any certain moment. Through the research process, knowledge, which is always temporal, might be attained.

Part 2

Critical Learning and Research Approaches

Based on the established concept of ch’i and chi’i nurturing earlier, the second part discusses ch’i nurturing as a life-long learning strategy for contemporary artists and the application to teaching art and design practice. I focus on exploring the approaches of critical thinking and rote memorization in globalised, cross-cultural and technologically driven environments. I contend that both rote memorization and critical thinking are essential essences that contribute to effective learning and researching in art and design practice.

Rote Memorisation 

It is considered that rote memorization is the mainstream approach of Asian education systems and that such an approach falls short of generating new knowledge. In art and design practice, the parallel approach would be the learning of craft through imitating the work of others. I would argue that learning through rote memorization makes gradual but significant contributions in establishing the insight of individual’s knowledge-making. I would also argue that the weakness is not about the strategy of rote memorization per se, but resides in the lack of concurrent intellectual engagement to critically challenge the existing knowledge. This argument is not new. Examples from the contemporary Chinese painting context reaffirm the effective contributions of traditional approaches of rote memorization. It has been a core learning process of Chinese art practicing system to accomplish artists’ skill and craft through scrutinising and imitating noteworthy predecessors’ work. Zhang Da Quian [張大千] (1899-1983) is a typical example. Through the imitation process, not only was he able to achieve a sophisticated level of craftsmanship in his own practice, he was provided with an ongoing motivation to find the gaps in existing art and craft practices. The process of imitation is a concurrent action of both technical practice and intellectual engagement. The technical practice provides opportunities for artists to observe and evaluate and it is the intellectual engagement of artists that provide a locus to trigger their critical thinking, creative responses, and development of their art practice. Therefore, it is not surprising that Qi Bai Shi [齊白石] and Wu Guan Zhong [吳冠中] excelled at a senior age. Qi Bai Shi learnt from several of his senior contemporary master artists for most of his painting career. It is only after the age of sixty that he had started to develop his own unique painting style and became a contemporary figure included in the Hall of Fame of traditional Chinese painting. Wu Guan Zhong was much influenced by Western art and had been engaged in the practice of Western oil painting for most of his earlier painting career. It was only after his returning to the medium of Chinese ink painting in the nineteen seventies that he achieved a major breakthrough in his artistic career (Chu, p. 44). Now in his mid-eighties, he is still actively practicing and creating many exciting new works. Both artists took a slightly different approach in attaining their skills but it was their analytical, intellectual explorations that made possible their creative endeavours. 

These examples suggest that imitation is an important influence for art practitioners and their creative practice. In this sense, imitation is imperative as it provides a locus for a highly perceptive self-enlightening prospect that allows artists, on the one hand, to examine and reflect on the work that they imitate, while on the other, establishing their own conceptual, philosophical or creative notion/position in their own practice.

Once they are able to manoeuvre the craft skillfully, artists are able to freely blend, transform and transcend such skills into the visual construction of their work. Though Stephen Owens (1985a) suggests that the Confucius traditionally was based upon praxis (p.186). However, the orthodoxy of Confucian methods has always been offering an open-ended answer to students in order to trigger their intellectual engagement in resolving and developing new knowledge. Therefore, the shortcoming of the present Asian rote memorization educating system resides in the lack of emphasis on individual’s intellectual activities of self-exploration, self-challenge, self-evaluation, and self-enlightenment.

Owen (2003c), in his article Chinese Traditional Culture and the 21st Century [translated from Chinese], proposes that we should develop new approaches, methods and systems to reconstruct tradition, and not just perpetuate it. In this sense, my idea of applying the traditional idea of ch’i as a concept is parallel to Owen’s in that this concept revitalizes the tradition, and does not perpetuate it. Chen [陳] (2004) also stresses both practice of craft and training of intellectual critical thinking are crucial and should be an inhabited notion of the life-long journey of art practice. He cites the contemporary painters Huang Bin Hong [黃賓虹] and Fu Bao Shi [傅抱石] both of whom had been engaged in art history and criticism throughout their careers but became significant figures in Chinese painting art only at a senior age. It was their life-long involvement in critical knowledge-making that contributed to their emergence of another exceptional career as painters. 

To supplement the lack of intellectual engagement during the imitation process, my earlier suggestion to revive the classical philosophical concept of ch’i and the nurturing of ch’i as a belief or notion in art and design education is a pragmatic resolution. Ch’i constantly motivates artists in their intellectual activities of knowledge-making. The nurturing of ch’i is a life-long belief and activity of artists who engage actively in the critical and creative self-reflective thinking. The nurturing of ch’i is a method of constant impetus to refresh and enhance artists’ intellectual quality. Ch’i and the nurturing of ch’i serve not to emulate others, but to excel oneself. It would be more effective if such a complex idea could be contemporised and presented in a way that enabled individuals from different cultures to grasp the historical and philosophical background of ch’i and ch’i nurturing. I would advocate promoting ch’i as the inner vitality of artists that spurs their ongoing intellectual engagement in their art practice. However, I must reiterate again that ch’i and the nurturing of ch’i only vitalise and do not contribute to develop new insight or creative thinking. Ch’i only motivates artists’ intellectual activities to attain new knowledge. It is always dependant on individuals’ willingness to transform and transcend their intellectual findings into their work through art practice. 

Critical Thinking

The Western educational tradition generally focuses on developing new knowledge through critical thinking. Following this tradition, the Western teaching of contemporary art and design has an emphasis on the critical engagement of practicing art as a way of making cultural and social statements, especially in the context of conceptual art practice. It is the conceptual, cultural and/or philosophical statement of the practice, and in some cases not the artwork that matters. In this paper, it is not my intention to discuss what art is about, or what does artwork represent. Rather, I explore the question: Does the craftsmanship of artwork matter in the contemporary Western art context?

Maquet (1986, p. 5-7) suggests that the paradigm of Western tradition of critical knowledge is based upon three consequent processes: theory, hypotheses, and empirical observation (which, in my opinion, includes empirical testing). In art and design practice, the process of empirical observation and testing inevitably involves the practice of craft.  Numerous contemporary Western examples suggest that it is not the craft control of the medium that will contribute to artists’ successes in their artwork. Though I agree that concept should be the spirit or the essential essence of the artists and their artwork, I would argue that the practice of craft is of parallel importance in the executing of concept. Through craft practicing, artists are in the lingering state of intellect and action. This will motivate artists to refine and extend the creative concepts of their work. It also is influential in the life-long career of artists and their art practice. 

The eminent American photographic artist Nan Goldin is a typical example. In the past decade, Goldin has established her reputation in contemporary visual arts. Her photographs reveal the private lifestyles of alternative cultural groups. Her early ‘point and shoot’ photographs are in the paradigm of snapshot aesthetics. Her work represents an organic approach of ignoring the craft, the quality and the aesthetics of the photographic medium. However, her recent work has a significant change of approach: preciously crafted and sophisticated in both concept and practice. Simply put, her work is well constructed and refined. Likewise for Cindy Sharman and Sally Mann. Their recent works have a significant balance between their concept and craft. These contemporary conceptual artists gradually embrace the practice of craft to extend their creative arena.

Another example is the pioneer digital artist Nancy Burson. Her digital work Chimaeras, would not be made possible without technological supports from her expert advisor at the early stage. An example of this series of work, namely Warhead One (1982), is her integration of the significant facial features of five political leaders
 from different countries so as to construct one conceptual portrait. The worldly renowned Chinese digital artist, Daniel Lee, shifts from analogue photography to digital imaging so he is able to achieve his philosophical concepts in his works. His practice with the digital medium contributed to extending his creative arena, which in turn, has had a profound influence on other contemporary digital artists. These examples suggest that throughout the life-long career, craft practicing is in fact a carrier to constantly polish artists’ intellectual reflective thinking, thus enhances their creative endeavours. Therefore, critical engagement in the concept and practice are parallel. As artists, we might have different approaches between the East and West, but we share the common consensus that spirit, which is formless, resides in the visual form of our artwork through our craft.

Cross-cultural-barrier

The cultural differences and conflicts between cultures are key concerns in advocating the concept of ch’i and ch’i nurturing. I would like to draw ideas from Harmony and Strife
 that discusses contemporary perspectives of the East and West. The editors, Lui & Allison, suggest that Harmony versus Strife is an ongoing problem on which all philosophers have had something to say but have found it difficult to come up with any conclusive answers (preface). One of the authors, Gregory Paul, suggests that the main aim of comparative philosophy should be to find out, to describe, and even to emphasize what philosophies from different cultures have in common (p. 293). He considers this as the best way to promote international understanding. I suggest that it is the strife, the conflict that vitalizes us to rethink and attempt to resolve the differences between cultures. Through this process, new ideas and new knowledge are likely to emerge. Such new knowledge should be attained through mutual confluence, thus benefiting different cultures. In a way, artists from different cultures depart from common grounds in the hope to establish and develop an intellectual communicating locus in the global context.

It is apparent that as a global teaching strategy, there is a cultural barrier between the East and the West that challenges the concept of ch’i and ch’i nurturing. Why would the Westerner with different philosophical and religious beliefs be convinced to adopt such a concept? And likewise, such a concept is also unfamiliar to contemporary Chinese.  My advocacy for the notion of ch’i nurturing as an impetus in life-long learning serves to initiate a confluent idea in a global context. It may also advance the intellectual consensus amongst cultures. In this sense, the concept of ch’i and ch’i nurturing are potential bridging agents that interweave different emphasis of approaches in art and design practice and education between the West and the East. 
As a Chinese teaching and practicing art in a Western environment, what commonly confronts Chinese/Asian students and artists is the articulation of their creative insight. I have noted the frustration of those Chinese/Asian students and artists who are equipped with a wealth of knowledge from their own cultures and who intend to develop new concepts through exploring their cultural ‘treasures’. They are confined in a predicament of being challenged about the ineffectiveness of expressing their creative insight within a global western context. This is mainly caused by the difficulties of translating and transforming a concept both in visual and written forms. In addition, cultural and philosophical differences are fundamental barriers of their dilemma. How do we balance between cultural assimilation and cultural confluence in a western dominating context? Again, it is through exploring the cultural difference that we are able to develop new knowledge and ideas in a confluent manner. The inspiring success of the internationally famed contemporary Chinese artist Xu Bing [徐冰],
 has paved the way for Asian and minority cultural groups. But how many examples of Xu Bing do we have? We must address the barrier between the East and the West, the technology and the tradition, the past and the future. Yet again, the advocating of the concept of ch’i and ch’i nurturing will potentially enforce our determination to alleviate the cultural strife in seeking a global harmony.

Technological Advancement and Life-long Learning

As today, the unwavering trend of life-long learning is driven by our incongruous capability to take charge of the ever-changing technological advancement. Even worse, we always find ourselves in the state of chasing after something that might not contribute to our knowledge-making. We share both the frustration and comfort that we are the masters of technologies — we invent technologies; but in reality, we may well be controlled by them. As artists, how do we position ourselves in the ever-changing technological environment? 

In the art and design context, practitioners and educators advocate exploration through the extended capabilities of new technological advancements to develop new insights, new ideas, new knowledge and new genres or aesthetics. Rarely do we look at the existing knowledge. What is the gap between knowledge, intellect, technology and practice? What has not yet been resolved? What are the potentials of the unresolved in existing knowledge?  Have we overlooked the treasures from the past, may be something potentially exciting? In this sense, my advocacy of the notion of ch’i and ch’i nurturing as a life-long learning strategy in a technologically driven environment serves several objectives: First, to revitalise the classical concept in a hope of applying it as an effective contemporary method of teaching and learning in a technologically driven global context. Secondly, to suggest that through ch’i and ch’i nurturing, we can maintain a limpid state of mind that learning and able to manoeuvre the technologies does not contribute to achieving new knowledge. Technologies are means to enhance our creative and critical thinking so that we can attain new knowledge. It is the ongoing ch’i nurturing that triggers us to expand our intellectual territory. And most importantly, having an 
open-minded vision to research in all directions — encompassing the present, the future and the past — may well pave new ways in art practice.

Conclusion

In the first part of this paper, I suggest the revitalization of the classical Chinese concept of ch’i and ch’i nurturing as a philosophic belief of life-long learning in contemporary art practice and education. Ch’i is the immanent energy of individuals and has the quality of vitality, harmony and liveliness. I argue that it is ch’i that motivates artists’ critical, creative and reflective engagements through research and practice. However, ch’i and ch’i nurturing do not constitute new knowledge, new insight or new concept. Ch’i and ch’i nurturing only initiate our intellectual engagement. Ch’i is something in a constant stage of flux that triggers the inner resonance of the artists to externalise their spirit. This externalization then achieves the state of emptiness, and thus it transcends and achieves the fullness in the visual form of their artwork. 

I conclude that the associated conditions of insight and wisdom are key intellectual qualities of artists. Wisdom is a locus for artists to achieve a state of fullness and insight to achieve a state of emptiness. I also suggest that the life-long journey of researching and learning is always in a state of fluidity of the knowing and not knowing. In the creative process of art practicing, artists are always in a lingering state of mind seeking harmony. And it is ch’i that unites the spirit of artists’ mind and their work as an actualisation of their knowledge and philosophical beliefs. Through these intellectual activities of individuals, new knowledge and creative insight, which are always temporal, can be attained.

In part two, I discussed the effectiveness of rote memorization as an approach to enable individuals to challenge existing knowledge. In the art and design context, imitation is parallel to rote memorization. The shortcoming of rote memorization is the lack of emphasis on the concurrent intellectual engagements. It is the associated intellect and action that allow artists to establish a conceptual locus for the potential development of creative insight of an individual. I further suggest that the concept of ch’i nurturing, as an immanent motivating force of individual’s intellectual activities, be revived. I argue that the concept of ch’i nurturing should be considered as an intellectual belief or notion, not a religious or philosophical belief to be effectively adopted in a global context across cultures.

While engagement into critical thinking is the crucial essence in contemporary art and design practice, it is evident that mastering the craft is also a key contributing essence to the ongoing success of the art practitioner in a technologically driven environment.

I also acknowledge the challenge of the differences and strife between cultures and it is through resolving the cultural differences and strife, not the cultural similarities, in a confluent manner that new knowledge or ideas will emerge.  

In a globalised technologically driven environment, we find ourselves in the predicament of balancing between the pursuit of intellectual cultivation and technological competency. I suggest that through life-long nurturing of ch’i, we are able to maintain a limpid state of mind to critically reflect through technological explorations. Finally, we should also explore the present and past gaps between knowledge, intellect, technology and practice.

From this discussion I believe that the concept of chi and its nurturing could simply be delivered to the students as a slogan. My suggestion is that instead of greeting your colleagues and students with ‘good morning’ greet them with ‘morning, ch’i’, or ‘how is your ch’i today’? 
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� When translating chapter  11 of Daodejing, Ames & Hall  (2003: p.91) comment that:  “The classical Western notion of ‘Being’ used in a metaphysical sense is generally associated with ontological ground —  the reality behind appearance — while ‘Non-being’ is its strict negation. The Chinese existential verb you (something) [有] overlaps with the sense of ‘having’ rather than the copular, and therefore means ‘to be present’ or ‘to be around.’ Wu [無] then — here translated as ‘nothing’ — means ‘to not be present’ or ‘to not be around.’  Wu does not indicate strict opposition or contradiction, but absence. Thus, the you-wu [有無]  distinction suggests mere contrast in the sense of the presence or absence of X rather than an assertion about the existence or non-existence of X. You [有] and wu [無] are not ontological categories with all of the philosophical implications that would entail, but are rather, the interdependent explanatory categories of ‘something’ and ‘nothing’of presence and absence.”





Cheng (1994) also suggests that: “In the Chinese perspective, emptiness is not, as one might suppose, something vague or nonexistent. It is dynamic and active. Linked with the idea of vital breaths and with the principle of the alternation of yin and yang, it is the pre-eminent site of transformation, the place where fullness can attain its whole measure…”(p.36)





“Indeed, it is emptiness that enables all things that are full to attain their complete fullness. Thus Lao-tzu (chapter 15, Daodejing) could say, ‘the great fullness is as though empty; thus it is inexhaustible’” (ibid., p.46).





� Cheng suggests that: “…emptiness makes possible the process of interiorization and transformation through which each thing actualizes its sameness and otherness and, in so doing, attains totality. In this sense, Chinese painting is a philosophy in action” (ibid., p.38).





� In a Western context, Hegel’s (German philosopher) concept of spirit has dominated Western thinking on aesthetics and metaphysics throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. In terms of human beings, the ‘spirit’ is something that moves from inside to outside, from the internal state of being to the external forms of the world. Thinking on the ‘spirit’ tends to immediately default to these Western frameworks (Jackson, 2005: personal communication). Hegel talks about the spirit manifesting in form via a hierarchy of three aspects: Art, Religion & Philosophy, a working through of the spirit to a perfect ideal endpoint. This is not the Chinese understanding of ‘spirit’ . Western thinking about ‘spirit’ inevitably defaults to this Hegelian way (Grierson, 2005: personal communication). In this project, the idea of spirit refers only to the Chinese philosophic thought. Ku K’ai-chih [顧愷之] applied  the ideas of ‘spirit vitality’ (shen-ch’i) [神氣]  ‘to transmit the spirit’, ‘breath of life’ or ‘vitality energy’, to describe the spirit through form’ (sheng-ch’i) [生氣] to apply specifically to the theory of portrait painting (Bush & Shih,1985: p.14). Contemporary scholars note that spirit has been the ineffable essence that is central to art practice  throughout Chinese history. Cheng  (date/add to referencesp.101) suggests that “Spirit: Shen [神] (soul, spirit, divine essence) as the artistic creation that is not a mere matter of expressing a complete relationship between man and the universe. The human genius, through its action within the process of the Tao, provides the mysterious becoming that incarnates the shen [spirit]. [神] ”  Stephen West, when translating Bi Fa Ji, [筆法記], suggests that “Spirit is the ineffable, demonic power of a good work of art, that element that we recognize but cannot describe that sets art apart from craft…” (Yu, 2000: p.206). Bush (ibid, p.10) refers to Tsung Ping [宗炳] and suggests: “Spirit (shen) [神] is formless but resides in form, and its organizing principle (li) participates in all matter and substance, and their reflections.” Bush’s idea of li [禮] is based upon the Confucius framework that structures the Chinese moral system. In this project, I yield to the Taoist philosophy as the theoretical framework for this research. The common consensus here is that spirit is formless and resides in the form.





The following is a chronological collation of some comments about the concept of spirit (ibid., pp.10-16).


Chang Yen-yuan (ninth century):


‘spirit resonance’ (for painter, as an image of external reality, ‘spirit resonance’ is to ‘formal likeness’ or simulation of forms, hsing-ssu [形似] )


‘harmony of the spirit’ or vital harmony (chi-yün) [氣韻]


(Chi-Yün [氣韻] or shen-Yün [神韻] are terms to express the energies in the ‘vital movement’ of demons and divinities, as well as human beings.) 


Kuo Jo-hsu (1080):


‘spirit consonance’ (translated by Alexander Soper to reflect the painter’s character) 


Ching Hao (tenth century):


‘Spirit’ &  ‘resonance’ become separate concepts.


‘Thought’ and ‘scene’ replaces compositional placement and formal likeness. 


Tosa Mitsuoki (1617-1691):


‘spirit’s circulation — life’s motion’


James Cahill (1961):


‘Engender [a sense of] movement [through] spirit consonance’





� Sze (1959: p.37) suggests that “The First Canon [Law] of painting, ch’i yun sheng tung [氣韻生動], is a terse statement of the idea that ch’i (the Breath of Heaven, the Spirit) stirs all of nature to life and sustains the eternal processes of movement and change; and that if a work has ch’i it inevitably reflects a vitality of spirit that is the essence of life itself. Man’s spiritual resources are regarded as a direct manifestation of this creative power of Heaven. Through developing them, a painter not only nourishes that part of Heaven in himself but, possessing it, is capable of revealing it in his conduct and activity. In his painting, he can draw on these spiritual resources to express the same force in every other natural thing that he depicts; for the subjects of his compositions have always been predominantly from nature…”.





� “Likeness gets the shape, but drops out the vital energy. Authenticity [真] is when vital energy and essence are both abundant [meaning plentiful]. As a general rule, if vital energy is passed only through external pattern and is dropped out of the image, then image dies” (West, translated,  2000: p. 204).


West interprets as: “Image (xiang) [象] is constructed to be the total perceivable representation of a thing; it is composed of external pattern (hua) [華] or shape (xing) [形], vital energy (qi or ch’i) [氣], and the physical essence of an object (zhi) [質]. Authenticity is a product of both essence and vital energy, which are internal.”





   � Ames and Hall suggest that “Qi [ch’i] has to be distinguished from either ‘animating vapors’ or ‘basic matter’ because it cannot be resolved into any kind of spiritual-material dichotomy. Qi [ch’i] is both the animating energy and that which is animated. There are no ‘things’ to be animated; there is only the vital energizing field and its focal manifestations. The energy of transformation resides within the world itself, and it is expressed in what Zhuangzi calls the perpetual ‘transforming of things and events (wuhua) [物化].’ It is this understanding of a focus-field process of cosmic change that is implicitly assumed in Daodejing and other texts of this period as a kind of common sense” (ibid., p.63).





In Chinese painting, Cheng suggests that   “ch’i (vital breaths): In Chinese cosmology, the created universe arises from the primordial breath and the vital breaths that derive from it. This is why it is important in art as in life to re-create these breaths. ‘Bring to life the harmonic breaths’ was a canon formulated by Hsieh Ho [謝赫] at the beginning of the sixth century that became the golden rule of Chinese painting” (ibid., p.100) .





� Owen discusses ch’i in Chinese classical literature as: “Traditional Chinese thought tended to place value on terms that unified the abstract and the physical, or mental processes and physiological processes. Indo-European conceptual vocabulary grows from the ‘death’of metaphors (and the atemporality of abstractions is closely related to the atemporality of death). In the Chinese tradition, too, terms from the sensuous surrendering their ‘root’ reference to the sensuous. Ch’i is grounded in physiological ‘breath’and physical ‘air’ but it carries a weight that goes far beyond the apparently physical. Ch’i comes from ‘within’ the writer, carried to the ‘outside’ in the breath used in recitation (where it may become the ‘wind’ (feng) [風] that ‘influences’ the listener). The ch’i in a person has both quantity and quality. It is not a natural endowment like ts’ai, ‘talent’ [才] though a capacity for some quantity of ch’i may be innate. Ch’i cannot be learned or forced; it can, however, be ‘nurtured’, (yang) [養], stored up and depleted in use. Finally, ch’i is itself a ‘something’ and not simply the energy impelling or infusing a something” (Owen,  1992b: pp.65-67).





� When discusses about qi [ch’i], West comments that: ‘Chinese aesthetic and philosophical concepts are related — the world is conceived of as an evolving organism — and share the sense of a dynamic process of evolving of being in a constant stage of motion or flux’ (ibid., p.207).





� Hsieh Ho (6th Century) in his ‘The Six Laws’ (liu-fa) [六法] placed ch’i as the key essence of the first law [氣韻生動] of classical painting. In The Six Laws (liu-fa), ch’i as being discussed in the first principal of this classical Chinese painting theory has shed light on the contemporary studies and applications of the classical philosophical aesthetics.





Acker and Fong have given some thoughts about the quality of ch’i. William Acker (1954): “the first law is taken to describe the vital energy of the painter lingering in a vibrant state to produce the effect of life in a painting” (Bush & Shih, 1985: p.11). Wen Fong (1966) describes ch’i as: “Vitality, Harmonious Manner and Aliveness” and  “Yün  [韻]  is a harmonious expression” (ibid., p.12) .





� Cheng (ibid., pp.100-1) discusses the fundamental notions of Chinese painting suggested that “it is the li (inner principle or structure) of the painter that is given to the ch’i (vital breaths) that permits artists to go beyond any tendency they might have toward over-realistic illusionism. What is essential is less a matter of depicting the outer aspects of the world than of seizing the inner principles that structure all things and connect them to each other”. Also see  footnote 4 that Cheng refers to the Confucius’ system of Li. I would, however, refer to the Taoist philosophy again that it is ch’i that motivates the spirit of the scholar/artist to attain knowledge.


Su Shih (1037-1101) suggested that “…he was not preoccupied with any single thing, and thus his spirit communed with all things, and his knowledge encompassed all the arts” (Bush & Shih, ibid., p.207).





� Lao-tzu in chapter 10 of Daodejing suggested the associated relationship of wisdom and insight:


“With your insight penetrating the four quarters, are you able to do it without recourse to wisdom?”


In his commentary, Ames & Hall (ibid., p. 90)suggest that “Penetrating insight is not inspired by some instrumental, enabling, ‘tried and true’ wisdom, but is rather an immediate and fundamentally creative activity out of which fresh and efficacious intelligence arises to guide the way”.





� Self-cultivation is a central objective in Chinese art practicing tradition. Ames & Hall (1995a: pp.190-1) suggest that “‘Cultivation’ usually translates the character xiu [修], as in ‘cultivating oneself’ (xiuji) [修己] or ‘cultivating one’s person’ (xiushen ) [修身]. The character xiu, translated ‘cultivate’, is most commonly glossed as ‘effecting proper order’ (zhi)  [治] in a socio-political rather than an organic sense. The point that we need to make is that the cultivation of self as a cultural product allows for a greater degree of creativity than the more restricted horticultural or husbanding metaphors might suggest, even though such metaphors are frequently encountered in the classical corpus”.





Poet Huang T’ing-chien  (11th Century) emphasised the importance of concentration developed through the study of Tao and practice of ch’an [禪]  meditation (Bush & Shih, ibid., p.195) . However, the practice of ch’an is a Buddhist’ activity though it has also be influenced by Taoism. Ch’an, same as art practicing, is only one of the activities of self-cultivation. Dale (2004: Introduction) also suggests that: “…art in China has traditionally been a practice that is transformational and continuous, both an act of self-cultivation and an interpretation of a rich, dynamic tradition…”.





� Ames and Hall (abid., p.33) suggest that: “...The achievement of order and harmony in nature and society – that is to say, the achievement of effective way-making or dao – is a multifaceted effort that is dependent less upon uncovering true principles or right forms of conduct than on the exercise of imagination and creativity within the most deferential of contexts. In fact, the broadest context – the one leading to the richest resources for Chinese ‘way-makers’ – has been built from the contributions of both the Confucian and the Daoist sensibilities”.


Tung Yu (early 12th Century) also drew on the classics of Taoist philosophy in commenting art appreciation that “the act of creation is described as the union of subject and object in keeping with ch’an [meditation] attitude towards nature…” (Bush & Shih, ibid, p.195) .


� Zhang [張彥遠] (847) suggested this concept “意在筆先，畫盡意在，所以全神氣也。” when critiquing Ku Kau Chih’s work. 





� Su Shih (1037-1101) said that: “However, there is Tao and there is skill. If one has Tao and not skill, then, although things have been formed in one’s mind, they will not take shape through one’s hand…” (Bush & Shih, ibid., p.207).





� In chapter five of Daodejing,  Lao-tzu discusses the basic philosophy of Taoism and the relationship of heaven, earth and myriad creatures  as: “Heaven and earth are ruthless, and treat the myriad creatures as straw dogs; the sage is ruthless, and treats the people as straw dogs. Is not the space between heaven and earth like a bellows? It is empty without being exhausted: The more it works the more comes out. Much speech leads inevitably to silience. Better to hold fast to the void.” (Lau,  translated: p.9) 





� The five political leaders are Reagan, Breshnev, Thatcher, Mitterand and Deng.





� This book Harmony and Strife is a consequent publication of an international conference held at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 1985.


� Xu Bing is a contemporary artist who works on East and West cross-cultural concept. Dan Cameron  in the website � HYPERLINK "https://gwwa.aut.ac.nz/servlet/webacc?merge=linkurl&Url.linkText=http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enewmuseum%2eorg%2fmore%5fexh%5fx%5fbing%2ephp" \t "browserView" �http://www.newmuseum.org/more_exh_x_bing.php� suggests that: “Introduction to New English Calligraphy is the Chinese-born artist Xu Bing's most elaborate treatment to date of a traditional expression of his native culture, which he infuses with the rootless, nomadic sensibility found at the core of postmodern, globalist identity. In Introduction to New English Calligraphy and other works, Xu mocks certain intellectual underpinnings of contemporary global society, particularly those notions of cultural authenticity which are rooted in the West's projections onto Asia. As Xu demonstrates, the idea that the vast differences between Chinese and English culture can be reduced to a single, user-friendly exercise of form is absurd. But at the same time, his work symbolizes the fact that a genuinely pluralist, ongoing intercultural exchange cannot be realized until all parties recognize the enormous obstacles to this goal, in the face of which mistranslations are inevitable.”
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