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Analysis of Philosophy of Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu Based
on Literati Paintings by Su Shi

Zheng Min, Pailin Chernpech
Chinese Section, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Dhonburi Rajabhat University,
Bangkok, 10600, Thailand
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Abstract: “Literati painting” is a general term for paintings drawn by scholar-painters
in feudal China. Generally, the features of literati paintings draw mainly from
landscapes, flowers, birds, plum blossoms, orchids, bamboos, chrysanthemums as
well as rocks and trees in traditional Chinese style. These scholar-painters advocated
the spirit of “style” and “leisure”, put emphasis on personal writing and painting style,
the romantic charm in literature and art as well as the mastery of calligraphy, and
combined varieties of art forms like poetry, calligraphy and seal cutting when painting.

Literati painting was originated from the Han dynasty, developed in the Tang
dynasty, further polished during the Song dynasty, and flourished throughout the
Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties. Su Shi and other well-known scholar-painters, who
laid the theoretical foundation, have exerted profound influence on the development
of literati paintings. The “Philosophy of Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu” refers to Lao-Tzu’s
Heavenly Dao (literally, the Way) and Chuang-Tzu—the follower and successor of Lao-
Tzu—who attached great importance on seeking the meaning of individual life based
on Lao-Tzu’s Dao. The “Equality of Things” proposed by Chuang-Tzu is the highlight
of his philosophy, which could be seen as the ideological basis for human beings to
acquire happiness and freedom; “Carefree Wandering", which could be interpreted as
the ideal state for human beings to enjoy freedom and happiness, is another
important view of Chuang-Tzu; and to seek “no thought of self”, “none of merit”,

and “none of fame” is the way to freedom and happiness. The “Philosophy of Lao-
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Tzu and Chuang-Tzu” has made significant impact on Chinese ideology and culture
over two millennia, especially on literature and art.

Due to historical reasons, these scholar-painters went through ups and downs
and suffered many mishaps in their political life. It was the “Philosophy of Lao-Tzu
and Chuang-Tzu” that gave them spiritual support and guided them out of their
misfortunes. They withdrew from political life, returned to nature, lived a tranquil life,
attached and “lodged” their feelings to beautiful scenery, and grasped the essence
of this Philosophy. They also realized what the true beauty was in the world, and
what the most ideal state of happiness was in life. This Philosophy influenced their
advocates and paintings deeply, such as the bleak and stoical artistic conception
shown in their paintings; the purified mind of merging himself with nature so as to
forget everything when drawing or writing; the natural and spontaneous painting
technique; the free and unfettered spirit; the aesthetic taste of comprehending the
connotative meaning hidden in the paintings; and the plain and simple aesthetic
pursuit. Therefore, literati paintings were not just a vehicle through which scholar-
painters expressed their thoughts and feelings as well as their resentment against the
dark side of society and political corruption, but showed their pursuit of the free and
unfettered ideal state of emptiness and inaction advocated by Lao-Tzu and Chuang-
Tzu in life.

This paper makes an attempt to analyze Su Shi’s literati Paintings by adopting
philosophy of Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu and literati Paintings, and then comes to the
conclusion, that is, philosophy of Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu is the essence of literati
Paintings. The aim of this paper tries to make readers have a better understanding of
the relations between traditional Chinese culture and philosophies, so that it could
be carried on through generations and generations.

Key words: Literati painting; Philosophy of Lao-Tzu and Chuang-Tzu; Bleak and stoical,

Emptiness and inaction; essence
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