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On the Expression of Life's True Nature through Brush and Ink in
Song Dynasty Zen Painting

Bai Jiel”

! National Art Museum of China, Beijing 100010

Abstract Song Dynasty Zen paintings use their unrestrained brush and ink to express
the true nature of life. They employ painting to articulate insights gained through
spiritual practice and convey the principles of Zen. The transmission of life’s true
essence in Zen painting can be summarized in terms of brush and ink techniques into
four aspects: emphasizing the "expressive quality” of brushwork, focusing on
"reduced brushstrokes," skillfully utilizing the fluidity of water and ink, and
advocating for extremely subtle ink tones. In their paintings, they highlight bold and
visible brushstrokes, often executed in continuous sequences, creating a sense of
instantaneous movement. These works prioritize the manifestation of inner vitality
and spirit, emphasizing intrinsic quality over external embellishment. Song Dynasty
Zen paintings favor the expressive forms of splashed ink and reduced brushstrokes,
where the hazy, flowing interplay of ink and water conveys a sense of expansive and
free-spirited liberation. Within this misty, fluid state of ink and water lies an endless
moisture—light ink and clear water freely applied, offering viewers an infinite feeling
of cool tranquility. Zen painting directly captures the inner essence, expresses the
intrinsic truth of nature, transcends color and form, and sheds the mundane. In
contrast to the external spectacle of glamour and liveliness, they place greater value
on inner authenticity, simplicity, and tranquility.

Keywords: Song Dynasty Painting, Zen Painting, Xieyi Painting (Freehand
Brushwork), Ink Wash Painting
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