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 Fan Kuan:  

o Daoist mountain man, hermit, rustic, wine-lover—Fan Kuan has the reputation of having been truly 

unconventional. We know very little about this great artist, yet he painted the most majestic landscape 

painting of the early Song period. Everything about Travelers by Streams and Mountains,  which is 

possibly the only surviving work by Fan Kuan, is an orderly statement reflecting the artist’s worldview 

 outstanding example of Chinese landscape painting. Long before Western artists considered landscape anything 

more than a setting for figures, Chinese painters had elevated landscape as a subject in its own right 
o Chinese viewed mountains as sacred and imagined them as the abode of immortals. The term for 

landscape painting (shanshui hua) in Chinese is translated as “mountain water painting.” 

 Context: During the tumultuous Five Dynasties period in the early 10th century (an era of political upheaval from 

907–960 C.E., between the fall of the Tang Dynasty and the founding of the Song Dynasty, when five dynasties 

quickly succeeded one another in the north, and more than twelve independent states were established, mainly in 

the south), recluse scholars who fled to the mountains saw the tall pine tree as representative of the virtuous 

man 

 epitomizes the early Northern Song monumental style of landscape painting. Nearly seven feet in height, the 

hanging scroll composition presents universal creation 

 Artistic choices: 
o The unsurpassed grandeur and monumentality of Fan Kuan’s composition is expressed through the 

skillful use of scale. Fan Kuan’s landscape shows how the use of scale can dramatically heighten the 

sense of vastness and space 
o gaps between the three distances act as breaks between changing views 
o different brushstrokes create textures 

 The development of Monumental landscape painting coincided with that of Neo-Confucianism—a 

reinterpretation of Chinese moral philosophy 
o Neo-Confucian thinkers rebuilt Confucian ethics using Buddhist and Daoist metaphysics. Chinese 

philosophers found it useful to think in terms of complimentary opposites, interacting polarities— 
o  inner and outer, substance and function, knowledge and action.  

 In their metaphysics they naturally employed the ancient yin and yang (Yin: feminine, dark, 

receptive, yielding, negative, and weak. Yang: masculine, bright, assertive, creative, positive, and 

strong.)  
o The interaction of these complementary poles was viewed as integral to the processes that generate 

natural order 
o Central to understanding Neo-Confucian thought is the conceptual pair of li and qi. Li is usually translated 

as principles. It can be understood as principles that underlie all phenomena.  Li constitutes the underlying 

pattern of reality. Nothing can exist if there is no li for it. This applies to human conduct and to the 

physical world. Qi can be characterized as the vital force and substance of which man and the universe 

are made. Qi can also be conceived of as energy, but energy which occupies space. In its most refined 

form it occurs as mysterious ether, but condensed it becomes solid metal or rock 
 Northern Song landscape painters did not paint as the human eye sees. By seeing things not 

through the human eye, but in the light of their own principles (li), Fan Kuan was able to organize 

and present different aspects of a landscape within a single composition—he does this with a 



constantly shifting viewpoint. In his masterful balance of li and qi, Fan Kuan created a 

microcosmic image of a moral and orderly universe 

 

 


