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In appearance the Chinese forms, which were based on the li, were more
abstract than the Greek ideal forms and yet rhythmically closer to nature, “like
nature, not in form but in operation”. The living quality of the western ideal type
depended upon plastic organic form, which was removed from nature by its
perfection, while the vitality of the Chinese form stemmed from the rhythmic
flow of the brush contours, which, by virtue of their abstraction suggested the
non-physical. Both the li and the Greek “ideas” concerned universal principles
but they differed in emphasis. A knife consists of a handle and blade, while its
function is to cut. Although these two aspects were recognized both in the east
and in the west, the Greeks would have emphasized the generic type of knife as a
handle-blade idea, while the Chinese would have concentrated more upon its
cutting quality. To the Chinese the essential truth about a willow tree is its
swaying suppleness, the li by which it has its being, and that essential was not to
be compromised by speculating even about the general character of willow tree.

The notion of the li certainly demanded truth to natural principles but it also
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involved a further penetration into those principles to seek the essential spirit of

the idea.
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In the later development of the literary school no man played a more
significant part than the scholar-painter Tung Ch’i-ch’ang £i %! PH' (1555-1636),
who rose to high office under Wan-li ﬁ’?ﬁ emperor. Not only did he embody, in
his paintings, the aesthetic ideals of his class, but he also gave them theoretical
formulation through his critical writings. Tung Ch’i-ch’ang was himself a noted
calligrapher and a painter of landscapes in monochrome ink, but though he
worked freely in the manner of the great masters of the past he was not content
merely to paraphrase. His creative reinterpretations of earlier styles are animated
by a passion for pure form, an expressive distortion, which few of his followers
understood. They preferred to take his theories more literally, to the detriment of

scholarly painting during the ensuing three centuries.



