The theory of self-nourishment by Shi Tao

The wild leisure of Shi Tao’s aesthetics contributed enlightened elements to the development of Rococo and Impressionism under the growing trend of “Chinoiserie” in Western world
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Based on a comprehension on the ultimate idea of “regularities” (fa 法), Shi Tao (1642 – 1665) advocated that painters should cultivate legitimate aesthetic virtues themselves with a psychology of ignorance and tranquility. Such emphasis on a transcendence of innermost perception was attributed to the trend of academic pursuit in Late Ming and Early Qing Dynasty, which the essential reflection of inspirations originated from an emphasis on the subconscious expression of subjective emotions and consciousness. Shi Tao situated in an epoch which Emperor Kang Xi implemented the promotion of Buddhism, Zhu Xi’s virtue-based philosophies, and the academic theories by Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao as a sort of “moderate policy” for a better racial assimilation between Manchu and Han Chinese.

Emperor Kang Xi was able to manifest the prosperous expansion of academic system, namely “liberal studies for a recruitment of talented Confucian scholars” (bo xue hong yu 博學鴻儒) to achieve a status of national stabilization. He was not wholehearted with the ultimate knowledge of Buddhism, but he made it as a kind of expediency to re-modify Ming literati, including Shi Tao, from having repulsive feelings upon the Manchu governance. As Emperor Kang Xi brought about socio-economic prosperity in China, many European intellectuals admired to study how the Qing Government could guarantee citizens with proper livelihood and well academic qualities. Being eager to reform Europe from the political status of autocracy and religious superstitions, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Claudia Filippo Grimaldi, from Ignatus of Loyola, made a tributary visit to Qing Regime and brought the Chinese scriptural materials back to Europe in 1689. Joachim Bouvet edited a publication called “Novissima Sinica” to urge for a reformation of moral values in Europe by making reference on the enlightened rule of Emperor Kang Xi. Yet, it was believed that, once Shi Tao was absorbed by Qing Regime to persist with his established painting approaches, i.e. The School of Wild Leisure, his style contributed a particular extent of influence to the Chinese-art awareness of the aforementioned missionaries. The loosened pigments of Rococo painting art were inspired by the self-expressiveness of Chinese aesthetics, which stressed a transformation of established training style through a release of spiritual leisure in return for a mature development of individual art formats. 

The painting style of Shi Tao and the post-Renaissance art in Europe were supposed of sharing some similarities in the aspect of emphasizing a reflection of soul from heart, which corresponded to Emperor Kang Xi’s implementation of “virtue-based philosophy”. Zhu Xi claimed that, “Moderation (zhong he, 中和) came from our force, and no boundary existed between Heaven and humans. The allocation of Heaven and Earth, and the nurture of creatures, continuously persisted with our wholesome initiation. These two pairs of persistence were a representation of mutual-dependence, mutual-supplementation and mutual-assistance. If moderation could not be achieved, there would be a mutual-exhaustion between mountains and rivers, as well as instability of Heaven and Earth. The emergence of infant mortality was due to such kind of ruined harmony.” The idea of “moderation” stressed that a maintenance of equilibrium helped mankind achieve a harmonious coexistence with the nature, as the existing values and interests of each side were re-considered. Both human and nature were tolerated to preserve their unique characteristics and obtain a normal platform of development. Missionaries from Ignatus of Loyola respected the ecological ethics, as they believed that Confucian worship in China never confronted with the Catholic values. They published a scripture called “Sinarum Scientia Politics” (中庸) to justify such ecological perception. According to Xuan Shichang (孫世昌)’s interpretation, Shi Tao used to search for moderation among heart, substances, virtues and sentiments. In Shi Tao’s mind, these elements belonged to the category of “breath” (qi 氣), which had to be attained by a preservation of innermost solemnity during a cultivation of loosened but leisurely mountainous structures.

The theory of “self-nourishment” (meng yang zhi dao 蒙養之道), proclaimed by Shi Tao, was similar to Zhu Xi’s emphasis on self-cultivation – a prior step of appropriate management on spiritual temperaments as a way towards the realm of universal awareness. To acquire self-nourishments, what a landscape painter, like Shi Tao, needed to tackle with was to coordinate his mentality with the regularities of nature. The transformation of natural substances as aesthetic expression depended on one’s consciousness on the random penetration of Chinese ink, which required the author to possess a consistent sensitivity on the peculiar features and the internal spiritual essences of landscapes. From Shi Tao’s notable piece called “Coexistence Between Painting & Calligraphy – The Twelve Version of Precious Collection” (《書畫合壁冊》之十二), vagueness were reserved from the relaxing approach of textural strokes. The clear contrast between the light foggy layer and the condensed rocky patterns was presented as a demonstration of unity among theories, virtues and regularities. This unity was named as “one particularly dominant stroke” (yi hua 一畫) – a sophisticated level of contouring practice by a connection with Heavenly spirits without hesitation, and it helped a painter like Shi Tao to manifest the merges and changes from the swirl of “yin” and the circulation of “yang”. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz might foster a certain sense of understanding while observing the contrasting monochrome from Shi Tao and his artistic peers’ approach of ink application with varying portion of moistures. Leibniz’s contribution in the aspect of applying the “yin-yang” concept in the Catholic interpretation of Heavenly connection is foreseen as stimulating a change of Europeans’ perspective on the nature of oil-painting chrominance. French painters, like Monet, began to adore a general description of one’s “impression” upon a particular episode, instead of pursuing a detailed contouring technique to express the concreted textures.

Shi Tao’s approach of “self-nourishments” comprised the maintenance of wholesome moral conditions, which corresponded to the eagerness of Francois Quesnay in the aspect of upholding kindness as an invisible guarantee for hierarchical stability. Sharing the same belief with Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Shi Tao denied an over-emphasis on utilitarian thoughts. To the artistic philosophy of Shi Tao, the comprehension on natural regularities helped painters to adore the purity of aesthetics. As Xuan Shichang explained, the method of perceiving “regularities” was to foster a high level of mental concentration, command the overall aesthetic distribution with sophistication on major items, and extend the spiritual realm to the entire painting surface with a sensitivity on the essence of ink penetration. For Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and his missionary fellows, he believed that “regularities” provided framework for Europe to carry on environmental conservation and agricultural learning despite the rapid growth of industrial economy and the emerging system of commercial monopolization. He encouraged the European intellectuals, like John Hay, to admire the aesthetic elements of Chinese treasures, like porcelains, lacquer art, vases, landscapes and temples. This enabled Chinese art to play an “ambassador-liked” role to push forward a trend of aesthetic transformation in Europe, which was reflected from the formation of French enamelware in the 18th century, the emergence of Baroque art trend, and the “Rococo” painting visions. Amongst, French Impressionism, led by Monet, Manet and Paul Cézanne, corresponded to the “School of Wild Leisure” represented by Shi Tao based on a reflection of distilled illusions from artists’ eyeballs, despite the episodes were of vague chrominance and contours. 

To conclude, it is advised to draw a closer look at an invisible mutual affection between Shi Tao’s art styles and the corresponding Western art trends beyond the occurrence of Renaissance. The coming of missionaries from Ignatus of Loyola to Beijing during the reign of Emperor Kang Xi provided a hint for me to observe how Shi Tao contributed to the “Chinoiserie” in Europe in the aspect of renewed universal perceptions in the nature of art creativity.
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