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Abstract 

If the word “contemplation” was studied in its full sense, that is, thoughtfulness with fear and trepidation, 

no notion such as nothingness and non-existence would have trembled the human soul. It is less a cultural 

and epistemological system that, in the foundation of its semantic structure, does not seek an answer to 

the question of nothingness. In the religion of Daoism, nothingness has become a fundamental concept. 

Daoism sees contemplation in the realm of nothingness as a way to understand existence. Daoist thinkers 

are constantly attempting to comprehend life and existence in relation to emptiness and non-existence; 

In fact, in this religion, non-existence is a prerequisite for those who are delayed in the concept of 

existence. The ideas of dualism and the concept of nothingness have been able to permeate various 

cultural forms throughout Chinese history.  

Clearly, traces of this notion is perceived in the schools of Chinese painting, and one can find a reflection 

of Daoist thoughts in their artworks. Our aim in this study is to follow the signs of the nothingness theory 

in the works of one of the greatest painters of the era of the rule of the South Song dynasty (1279-1127 

AD) by the name of Mayoan (1225-1160 AD). In this study, ten artworks of Mayoan are selected and 

examined using a descriptive-analytical method. The results of the research indicate that the theory of 

nothingness has penetrated deeply into South Song's periodic painting and have been transferred to later 

periods in the form of a significant artistic tradition.  

 

Research aims:  

1. Examining the concept of nothingness and emptiness in Daoism and its effect on Chinese painting.  

2. Examining the concept of nothingness and emptiness during Mayoan's work.  

Research questions:  

1. What effect has the concept of Daoist nothingness had on the art of Chinese painting?  

2. How is the concept of nothingness manifested in Mayoan works? 

Introduction 

In a Chinese landscape painting, the blanks may be more noticeable than anything else. If a page or 

background is an arena for art and creation, why should a painter leave large parts of it empty or paint 

the details of the universe with fog painting? This question has been constantly considered and much has 

been addressed. The reason for this is that Chinese artists have belonged to Daoist teachings at some 

point in history, which has eventually become an art tradition and experience among them; as it is today, 

this subject is an integral part of Chinese painting. 

Throughout history, many intellectual and religious systems have studied the concept of nothingness and 

emptiness and studied it from various perspectives and achieved different results. One of the rituals that 



attaches great importance to the subject of non-existence is the Dao religion. The influence of Daoism in 

Chinese society and the importance of nothingness and emptiness in it, has caused Chinese artists to 

reflect the doctrine of emptiness in their works. In periods of Chinese civilization, such as during the reign 

of the Southern Song Dynasty, Dao's ideas gained much popularity among works of art. In general, the 

rise of the Song dynasty made painting a special art of the court. In this type of paintings, which was 

moving towards maturity and evolution, designs and themes taken from natural elements were simply 

considered and emphasized (Mazaheri et al., 2010: 9). On the other hand, in the Chinese poetry, music 

and painting of this period, one can see the presence of Dao ideas such as the idea of nothingness. At a 

time when Chinese culture and art were flourishing, Chinese painters created remarkable works in which 

large parts of their image were dominated by the idea of non-existence and other teachings of Dao. 

The Mongol dynasty destroyed the ancient Chinese dynasty, but their artistic and cultural traditions 

remained. The experiences and artistic heritage of China, during the Mongol period, were transferred to 

Iran and West Asia and had a great impact on Iranian painting. Following the painting of the patriarchal 

period, the traces of Chinese painting can be traced. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct studies in Iran 

on the origins of Chinese painting to show what meanings and teachings were used in China to create the 

imported techniques used in Iranian painting. Such a necessity necessitates a study of the paintings of the 

famous Chinese artist, Mayuan. According to the researches, no investigation has been done on the 

present subject so far and in fact no independent research has specifically studied one of the Chinese 

painters. In this sense, this research is an innovation. In this study, by examining ten works of Mayan with 

an analytical-descriptive method, we have tried to show the influence of Daoist teachings in the painting 

of the Southern Song period and to answer the questions of what effect the concept of Daoist non-

existence has on the art of Chinese painting; and that is has Maywan's work manifested itself? 

Conclusion 

The Southern Song dynasty was a cultured and art-loving court, which we can to some extent compare to 

the court of the Timurids of Central Asia, the Gurkhani Indians, or the Safavids of Isfahan. During this 

period, Chinese culture and art flourished. Just as the Manichaeans had previously used art in the service 

of their ideological propaganda, so at this time painting became an arena for ideological propaganda. 

Painters, who seemed to see words as incomplete and insufficient to convey the subtle meaning of 

nothingness and emptiness, saw art as a suitable tool for this purpose, and, as we shall see in later 

centuries.The Southern Song court provided an arena for artists whose visual beauty and ideological 

propaganda of the Dao were two simultaneous tasks. During this period, there were many painters who 

succeeded in this "noble art" and among them, Mayoan shone very brightly and attracted the attention 

of Nick the Emperor and other nobles. Using his own techniques, Mayuan was able to combine Daoist 

nihilism with Chinese painting and demonstrate his ritual ideas about the importance of nihilism. He also 

trained a group of gifted students who institutionalized their master's experiences in Chinese culture, and 

in this way we see that Daoist teachings have been able to continue in the history of Chinese art. 

The period of activity of Mayuan and his disciples coincided with the terrible invasion of the Mongols. But 

this art was mature enough to attract the attention of these newcomers. The sinister wave of the Mongol 

invasion also passed through Iran and reached Eastern Europe. But when the thirst of this people was 

quenched, the legacy of Mayoan emerged from the court of the Ilkhans, and painters were found who 

painted the stories of the Iranian prophets and kings in the same style and context. Today, we can browse 

through books such as The Society of Chronicles (Edinburgh Edition) or the Great Ilkhanid Shahnameh 



(Demot Edition) to see the valuable experience of painters such as Mayo, who were able to write about 

nothingness for the first time. In fact, his art and experience of incorporating the teachings of Dao was 

transferred to Iran and southwest Asia by the Mongols without his knowledge or expectation. 

 

References 

Books: 

Austrin Wolfson, Harry (1989), Philosophy of Theology, translated by Ahmad Aram, Tehran: Al-Huda 

Publications. 

Benyon, Lawrence (2004), The Human Soul in Asian Art, translated by Mohammad Hossein Aria 

(Lorestani), Tehran: Academy of Arts Publications. 

Burkhart, Titus (1369), Sacred Art, translated by Jalal Sattari, second edition, Tehran: Soroush Publications. 

Pashaei, A. (2008), Dao: A Way to Think, Fourth Edition, Tehran: Cheshmeh Publishing. 

Tahanavi, Mohammad Ali Ibn Ali (1967), The Discoverer of Art Terms, translated by Mohammad Wajih 

and others, Calcutta Press 1862, Tehran Offset Printing. 

Rikhtegaran, Mohammad Reza (2001), Art, Beauty, Thought: A Reflection on the Theoretical Foundations 

of Art, Second Edition. Tehran: Saqi Publishing. 

Shaygan, Dariush (2009), Mental Idols and Eternal Memory, 7th Edition, Tehran: Amirkabir Publications. 

Krill, Hurley Glasner (2014), The History of Thought in China from Confucius to Mao Zedong, translated by 

Marzieh Soleimani, Tehran: Mahi Publishing. 

Gardner, Helen (2007), Art through Time, translated by Mohammad Taghi Faramarzi, eighth edition, 

Tehran: Agah Publishing. 

Laodzo (2005), Tao T Ching: A Guide to the Art of Living and Pure Wisdom, Translators: Steven Mitchell, 

Farshid Ghahremani, Second Edition, Tehran: Triangle. 

Rumi, Maulana Jalaluddin Mohammad (1925), The Spiritual Masnavi, edited by Reynold Allen Nicholson, 

Leiden: Brill. 

Heidegger, Martin (2006), What is Metaphysics? translated by Siavash Jamadi, third edition, Tehran: 

Phoenix. 

articles: 

Biprova, Mohsen (2002), "The effect of empty concept in Dao thinking on the empty space of Chinese 

painting", Art Magazine, No. 54, Winter. Pp. 174-189. 

Hosseini, Mehdi (1373), "Dao method and painting", Art Quarterly, No. 26, Autumn, pp. 155-160. 

Heidari, Ahmad Ali, Sadeghipour, Mohammad Sadegh (2014), "Manifestation of Phenomena of Fear and 

Fear Consciousness in the Field of Cinematic Work", Quarterly Journal of Art Chemistry, Year 2, Issue, 

Winter. Pages 77-89 



Zafarnavai, Khosrow (1396), "Study of the mystical concept of" empty space "in Islamic-Iranian 

architecture", Islamic Art Studies, No. 27, Fall 1396: pp. 57-74. 

Ghazizadeh, Khashayar, Khazaei, Mohammad (2005), "Authorities of color in seven military bodies and its 

manifestation in a sample of paintings", Islamic Art Studies, No. 3, Fall and Winter 2005, pp. 7-24. 

Mosleh, Ali Asghar; Goodarzi, Mostafa (2013), "The concept of nothingness in Heidegger's thought and 

Chinese philosophy", Journal of Philosophical Research, University of Tabriz, Volume 7, Number 13, Fall 

and Winter, pp: 195-216. 

Mazaheri, Mehrangiz, Ghazizadeh, Khashayar and Ahmadifar, Ali (2010), "Naturalism in Chinese and 

Iranian Paintings of the Song, Yuan and Ilkhanid Periods", Islamic Art Studies, Volume 6, Number 12, 

Spring-Summer 2010, pp. 7-32. 

English resources: 

Fong, wen (1973). Sung and yuan paintings. New york (city). Metropolitan museum of art. 

Maclagan, P.J. (1958). "Taoism" Enc. of Religion and Ethics, vol. 12. Ed. James Hastings, Edinburgh. 

Tillich, Paul (2006). "Nothing" in: Encyclopedia of Philosophy; vol 6; 2nd Edition. (Edited in chief: Donald 

bocher). New York: masaryk-mussbaum. 

Internet resources: 

http://spokenvision.com/the-romantic-and-lyrical-interpretations-of-the-paintings-of-ma-yuan/ 

http://www.chinaonlinemuseum.com/painting-ma-yuan-6.php 

http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1997.88 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ma_Y%C3%BCan_-_Handscroll-

_The_Four_Sages_of_Shangshan_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ma_Yuan-Banquet_by_Lantern_Light.jpg 

https://www.comuseum.com/painting/masters/ma-yuan/ 

https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1973.120.9/ 

https://www.mfa.org/collections/object/scholars-conversing-beneath-blossoming-plum-tree-28229 

Image sources: 

Figure 1: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ma_Yuan-Banquet_by_Lantern_Light.jpg 

Figure 2: 

http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1997.88 

Figure 3: 

https://www.mfa.org/collections/object/scholars-conversing-beneath-blossoming-plum-tree-28229 



Figure 4: 

http://www.chinaonlinemuseum.com/painting-ma-yuan-6.php 

Figure 5: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ma_Y%C3%BCan_-_Handscroll-

_The_Four_Sages_of_Shangshan_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg 

Figure 6: 

https://www.comuseum.com/painting/masters/ma-yuan/ 

Figure 7: 

Source: Gardner, 2007: 717 

Figure 8: 

https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1973.120.9/ 

Figure 9: 

Bamboo and Ducks by a Rushing Stream 

Figure 10: 

http://www.clevelandart.org/art/1997.89 

 


