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From the late thirteenth century to the mid-fourteenth century, China was conquered by 

its “barbaric” neighbors in the north, the Mongols, and ruled by an outsider known as Kublai 

Khan. This period of Chinese history is known as the Yuan dynasty, and during this time the art 

styles of Chinese cultured changed, just as the dynasties had shifted. It is evident that the 

invasions and the change in rule impacted the artwork of the time, mirroring the emotions of the 

conquered Chinese. 

Before the time of the Mongol invasion of China, the culture was an introspective one. 

Intellectuals focused more on the qualities that defined China as its own entity, and rejected 

foreign ideas and influences. As a result of the invasion by outsiders, two changes in Chinese art 

can be identified: a theme of spiritual resistance drawing from previous Chinese art styles, as 

well as the use of art as an examination of foreign entities. Although these two themes contrast 

each other, together they produce a unique period of art in Chinese history.  

The Song Dynasty, known for its intellectual achievements, predated the Yuan dynasty 

and lasted from the mid tenth-century to the late thirteenth-century. During this time China was 

ruled by a succession of emperors “as cultivated as any,”1 but under the emperors, a group of 

intellectuals ran the government. Scholars filled “more than half of all government positions.”2 

The scholar class had been created during the Tang dynasty, the dynasty before the Song; it was 

a product of the civil service examinations, a system designed to “recruit the finest minds in the 

country for government service,” which, additionally, had been based on earlier Chinese 

traditions.3 The influence of the scholar class grew during the Song dynasty. These scholars were 

                                                           
1 Sullivan, The Arts of China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 165. 
2 Stokstad, Art History Volume II (Harlow: Prentice Hall, 2010), 791. 
3 Ibid. 
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often referred to as wenren, or the “literati.” The tradition of literati painting also developed; it 

was a style that “reflected the taste of the educated class.”4  

The prestige of these intellectuals was due in part to new innovations of the time, such as 

the rapid spread of printing. With the help of this new skill, it became possible to “synthesize” 

knowledge like never before. Dictionaries, encyclopedias, and anthologies were printed in 

massive numbers. It was also during this time that the paper money had been first printed. In 

addition to China’s growing intellectual activity due to printing, the new craft also led to the 

mass production of printed art. For example, a wood cut illustration of the Buddhist Tripitaka 

appeared in over five thousand volumes.5  

Another aspect of intellectualism took its form in Neo-Confucianism, a new school of 

thought composed of principles from Confucianism, Daoism, as well as Buddhism. A large 

aspect of Neo-Confucianism was to “investigate things” by a process of partially scientific and 

partially intuitive study. A cultivated man could “deepen his knowledge of the world” and its 

workings.6 This thought process can be identified in the realism of Northern Song paintings, 

whether it be in the “texture of rocks, the form of flowers and birds, or the construction of a 

riverboat.”7 The subtle examination of the visible world was evident in the artist’s work.  

In contrast, followers of Chan Buddhism (China’s form of Japanese Zen) produced art 

that during this time that strove to emphasize “quietism, self-cultivation, and freeing the mind 

from all intellectual and material dross.”8 It was believe that by doing so, the “truth” would be 

                                                           
4 Ibid. 
5 Sullivan, The Arts of China, 165. 
6 Ibid, 166. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid, 172. 



3 
 

revealed. Chan painters would typically use brush and monochrome ink, and paint stylistically 

similar calligraphers.  

During the Song dynasty, landscape painting became increasingly popular, emerging as 

an “esteemed genre.”9 Masters such as Jing Hao, Li Cheng, Dong Yuan, and Juran of the tenth-

century produced exceptional works, as well as Fan Kuan, Xu Daoning, and Yan Wengui of the 

eleventh-century.  In an essay attributed to Jing Hao, one of the earlier artists of the period, he 

claims that an old man he met while wandering in the mountains gave him a lecture on the six 

essentials of painting: the first being spirit, the second rhythm, the third thought, the fourth 

scenery, the fifth brush, and the sixth ink.10 Also described in the essay is the distinction between 

resemblance and truth. Flowers and trees should be appropriate to the season and men should not 

be larger than trees.11 In this form of art, Neo-Confucianism has its roots. Objective realism was 

respected and the skilled artist expressed the deeper significance of the piece by reproducing 

visible forms. Landscape paintings were capable of philosophical and personal expression.12 

In addition to landscape painting, figure painting was also a notable aspect of Chinese art, 

and reveals the lifestyles of the figures depicted. Gu Hongzhong’s The Night Entertainment of 

Han Xizai, an ink and color painting on silk, portrays Han Xizai, a high official, surrounded by 

his friends and singing girls. While the scene seems respectable enough, the casual attitudes of 

Han and his company, the meaningful facial expressions, and the figures partially hidden behind 

bed curtains are “all highly suggestive.”13 The emperor, who had heard rumors of Han Xizai’s 

“un-Confucian” behavior, was not pleased by what he saw in the painting. The painting also 

                                                           
9 Stokstad, Art History Volume II, 793. 
10 Sullivan, The Arts of China, 175. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Stokstad, Art History Volume II, 793. 
13 Sullivan, The Arts of China, 173. 
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serves as a primary source of tenth-century costumes and furniture, and depicts how “lavishly” 

paintings, including landscapes, were used as interior decoration.14 

One of the most famous figure painters of the Song dynasty was Li Gonglin of the literati 

scholar class. In early life, Li was a famous painter of horses, as seen in Figure 1: Horse and 

Groom. His attention to detail in the piece is evident; not only is the groom’s facial expression 

clear, but the horse’s as well. Conversely, the bold folds of the groom’s robes contrast the subtle 

folds of the skin on the horse’s neck. The sweeping brush line used in this piece, as well as his 

others, served as a model for figure painters, lasting until the Ming dynasty. Supposedly his 

equine interest came to an end when a Daoist monk told him that if he continued painting such 

themes any longer, he would “become like a horse himself.”15 Upon hearing this, Li switched to 

other themes. His subject matter included “genre scenes to Daoist fairy landscapes, Buddhist 

figures, and paintings of Guanyin* amid rocks.”16  

While Neo-Confusion themes in both portrait and landscape paintings were unfolding in 

the Song dynasty, a different matter entirely was unfolding just north of China. In the early 

thirteenth-century the Mongols, nomadic people of the northern steppe, “began to amass an 

empire.”17 Under the leadership of the horse lord Genghis Khan (and later his sons and 

grandsons), the Mongols conquered much of Asia, as well as Central and Eastern Europe. In 

1279 one of Genghis Khan’s grandsons, Kublai Khan, proclaimed himself emperor after 

conquering China, thus founding the Yuan dynasty.  

                                                           
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid, 174. 
* Buddhist goddess of mercy and compassion 
16 Ibid, 174-5. 
17 Stokstad, Art History Volume II, 792. 
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After traumatic invasions, the Mongolian effect on China was “long lasting.”18 China had 

grown introspective during the Song dynasty, and intellectuals limited their focus of art to 

merely Chinese qualities, rejecting the influence of foreign ideas. Now, their emperor was a 

foreigner, and a “crude, wild, and uncivilized” one at that.19 In response, artists either continued 

to limit their focus to Chinese themes as a form of resistance, drawing upon China’s history and 

past for inspiration, or they accepted and sometimes even embraced the change, which became 

visible in their art.  

Artistically, the Yuan dynasty is said to be “one of the most brilliant periods in Chinese 

history,”20 though the cultural brilliance did not occur immediately once the dynasty was formed. 

This is likely due to the Chinese unity formed by the people of the Song dynasty, which had 

spanned three centuries. Although Kublai Khan deeply admired Chinese culture,21 the Chinese 

people did not deeply admire him. The Yuan dynasty was riddled with rebellions, and lasted only 

half as long as the Song had. The uneasiness the Chinese people felt is apparent in their art – it 

was a period of time in which artists “uncertain of the present, looked both backward and 

forward.”22 Some artists relied on nostalgia, painting strictly as the artists in pervious dynasties 

had, reviving ancient styles. At the same time, there were changes in the art styles that reflected 

the “taste” of the Mongol conquerors as well as other non-Chinese peoples as well, such as 

Uighurs, Tanguts, and Turks, which the Mongols had “swept up” in their conquests.23 

                                                           
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Watt, The World of Khubilai Khan: Chinese Art in the Yuan Dynasty (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, 2010), 6. 
21 Sullivan, The Arts of China, 207. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid, 208. 



6 
 

Under the Mongol leadership, civil service examinations were banned and would remain 

banned until the year 1315. In the Yuan court, high ranking officials were solely of Mongolian 

origin, though they instituted a number of Chinese officials to gain the trust of their subject. 

Despite the removal of the civil service examinations, which had formed the prominent scholar 

class of China, literati art continued to flourish during the Yuan dynasty.  

Zhao Mengfu, one of the literati, is an example of an artist who felt nostalgic for the 

China’s past, reprising “past styles and type-forms” in his work, often for “autobiographical 

purposes,”24 but who also served the Yuan dynasty. He was both praised for his work and 

considered a traitor as well. Zhao was a descendant of the imperial line of the Song, but unlike 

other scholars of his time, he chose to serve the Yuan government and was made a high 

official.25 A first rank painter, calligrapher, and poet, Zhao was most known for his paintings of 

horses, similar to Li Gonglin of the previous dynasty. His painting Man and Horse (Figure 2) 

bears a prominent resemblance to Li’s Horse and Groom. Both are done with ink on paper, 

though it seems as if Zhao simply reimagined the image in color. There is a “striking geometry 

of the composition, which is built up of the nearly identical arcs that define the horse’s haunch, 

belly, mane, and bridle and the groom’s belt.”26  

Arguably the most significant difference between Zhao’s image and Li’s image is the 

dynasty in which they were created. Li Gonglin’s horses would have been “seen as symbols of 

human talent, which require selection and nurture”27 which Zhao’s, taking into consideration the 

importance of horses to the Mongols, combined cultural symbolism. Zhao’s art was not only a 

                                                           
24 McCausland, The Mongol Century: Visual Cultures of Yuan China, 1271-1368 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 

Press, 2014), 20. 
25 Stokstad, Art History Volume II, 794. 
26 Watt, The World of Khubilai Khan, 194. 
27 McCausland, The Mongol Century, 20. 
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tribute to Chinese art of the previous centuries, but also commentary on present China of his 

time. 

Not only did Zhao Mengfu paint horses, but also a variety of other subjects, including 

landscape paintings. His most notable landscape paintings include The Mind Landscape of Xie 

Youyu and Autumn Colors on the Que and Hua Mountains. Although these paintings are both of 

landscapes, they contrast each other, not simply on the subject or setting of the images, but also 

the symbolism contained within the images. Mind Landscape, painted when Zhao first entered 

Kublai’s Khan’s service, encompasses an optimistic view of life under the Mongols. It was 

painted in colors of green and blue on silk, with a shallow foreground, thin round outlines, and 

no interior texture strokes.28 Autumn Colors, painted for a friend, depicts the landscape of the 

Shandong Province, the land of his ancestors. Done in ink and color on paper handscroll, the 

trees and mountains are not painted in the “accomplished naturalism” of Zhao’s own time, but 

rather the “elegant manner” of the earlier Tang dynasty.29 

Typically, early Yuan landscape paintings tended to take a step back in time, similar to 

Zhao’s Autumn Colors. Instead of serene landscapes, artists often depicted images of “strife or 

foreign domination.”30 Yuan figural art instead used “ancient cultural paradigms” to serve as 

“emblems of moral courage and survival in the face of adversity” in their work.31 Each artist’s 

goal was to add their own commentary and interpretation of the current dynasty by adding their 

symbols from the previous dynasties.  

Half a century after Zhao’s artistic height, four masters rose to prominence in the art of 

landscape painting. Huang Gongwang, Ni Zan, Wu Zhen, and Wang Meng all created distinct 

                                                           
28 Watt, The World of Khubilai Khan, 193. 
29 Stokstad, Art History Volume II, 794. 
30 Watt, The World of Khubilai Khan, 181. 
31 Ibid. 
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works of Chinese landscapes. It is interesting to note that while these four masters all created 

their art within the same time frame of the Yuan dynasty, none of their pieces looked strictly 

similar to the others’. Instead of taking a realistic approach to their art, as painters had in the 

previous century, the Four Great Masters each depicted their landscapes in an individualistic 

manner. They painted their own visions of landscapes, inserting their own interpretation on the 

scenery at hand.  

Another popular trend that developed in the Yuan dynasty was the addition of 

inscriptions to paintings. The artist’s voice “became an integral part of his creation.”32 Knowing 

their paintings would be read as autobiographies, artists strived to add their own individual and 

unique addition to their art. Again, the use of commentary became an important aspect of the 

artist’s work.  

In terms of religion, rather than taking an interest in the intellectually influenced 

Confucianism, the Mongols became involved in the practice of traditions such as “those of 

Buddhism and Daoism.”33 They included Buddhist images as a visual aspect of their court. 

While many of these paintings were composed of intricate and detailed symbols depicted in 

many colors, simplistic Chan images continued to be created throughout the century of the Yuan 

dynasty as well.  

A favored sect of Buddhism under the Mongols was the Sakya tradition of Tibetan 

Buddhism. The “distinctive variant of Indo-Himalayan imagery” found in Sakya art was 

introduced to China from Nepal and the central regions of Tibet.34 This art included muscular 

depictions of figures with hair that spiraled upward. Buddhist art produced during the Yuan 

                                                           
32 Watt, The World of Khubilai Khan, 182.  
33 Ibid, 87. 
34 Ibid, 103. 
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dynasty includes works in the traditional Chinese style, works with Indo-Himalayan imagery, as 

well as works that produced a fusion of the two styles.35 This art also serves as an example of the 

foreign influence on Chinese art during the period of Mongolian rule.  

Though there were a handful of artists who found inspiration in the foreign influences the 

Mongols had introduced, many artists that produced work during the Yuan dynasty continued to 

limit their pieces to strictly Chinese styles, although these styles were from former Chinese 

dynasties. This new trend occurred due to the Mongolian leadership; it was an emotional 

response laced with social commentary. The artists looked to the past for comfort and guidance. 

The Yuan dynasty became melting pot of various styles, whether they came from the past or 

from neighboring lands. Everyone was involved, including those who accepted the Mongols as 

their leaders and those who despised them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
35 Ibid. 
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Figure 1: Li Gonglin (1046-1106). Horse and Groom (Five Tribute Horses). Ink on Paper. Northern Song Dynasty.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Zhao Mengfu (1254 - 1322). Man and Horse. Ink and Colors on Paper. Yuan Dynasty.  
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