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Rationale and Preliminary Research
I have spent most of my life growing up in Taiwan, an island known for its unique blend of
Chinese Religions such as Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. Being raised in Taiwan, I
often pass by different temples, pilgrimages, and rituals led by the local communities. I have
always been intrigued by these colorful carriages and architectures; however, due to my
Christian ancestral background, I have had little chance to really interact and understand these
cultural aesthetics and religious meanings. Hence, as we learned more about Taoism in class, I
became especially interested in seeing the multiple connections it has with Chinese cultural
aesthetic taste.
Taiwan is known as the place with the largest number of Taoist believers.1 With more than
7,000 Taoist temples established, the Taiwanese people have a unique way of incorporating
Taoism into their daily lives.2 The Taoist philosophy believes in the manifestation of Tao that
exists before all other existences.3 According to Taoist theory, Taoism emphasizes the idea of
“nothingness”, wu wei, and yin yang. Therefore “one must take the abandonment of sensory
experience and conceptual knowledge” to truly understand the essence of Tao.4 It is important
for Taoist practitioners to avoid making a mental distinction between “true and false”, “good
and bad”, and “beautiful and ugly”.5 However, all of these beliefs seem to be working in
contradiction to our common conception of art and beauty. Therefore, I became interested in the
question of how artistic appreciation can truly be cultivated under the heavy influence of
Taoism that emphasizes “nothingness” in our Chinese culture. Hence I have led to this
investigation: to what extent is the philosophy of fundamental Taoism (teachings from Laozi)
reflected in the Chinese aesthetics.
The sources I will consult in this investigation will range from academic journal articles, the
Tao Te Ching, artworks and an interview with a former docent of the Taoist temple Xingtian (行
天宮). The three main types of Chinese aesthetics that I will be focusing on for my study are:
traditional Chinese paintings, calligraphies, and temple architectures. Through comparing
professional evidence from academic journal articles and the Tao Te Ching, I will investigate
the justification of how Taoism is reflected in Chinese aesthetics.
Plan for Study
My research question is: To what extent does the philosophy of fundamental Taoism reflect in
Chinese aesthetics?
This investigation will focus on the manifestation of fundamental Taoist beliefs in the different
areas of Chinese aesthetics including: Chinese paintings, calligraphies, and temple architectures.
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From examining professional viewpoints on Chinese painting and calligraphy technique and
content, I will be able to make a better judgement of how Taoism influences these two areas of
Chinese aesthetics. I will be making personal visits to the National Palace Museum6 to physically
experience the artistic essence of Chinese artifacts. Then, taking the Tao Te Ching, I can compare
the ideas behind these artifacts to determine the extent of Taoist influence.
On the other hand, I will examine Taoist temple architectures by visiting the local Taoist
Longshan Temple (龍山寺)7. I will also be consulting with a former docent of Taoist Xingtian
Temple (行天宮)8 through an in-person interview to understand more about the architectural
choices behind these temple designs and to what extent does it include Taoist philosophies.
Summary of Significant Findings
After paying a visit to the National Palace Museum, I chose the piece “Arhats in Monochrome
Ink” by Ding Yun Peng, from the Ming dynasty, as a reference for analysis on the influence of
Taoism on Chinese paintings.9
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According to Professor Aleksandr A. Alepko, “Chinese painting is the ‘disclosure’ of Tao
through the comprehension of the images of reality.”11 In this painting, the lines12 and the strokes
are “fluid yet steady and strong.”13 The images produced through these lines are abstract
representations of reality. Indeed, instead of a super-realistic approach, Chinese paintings follow
a flattened and simplistic view of the world. This aspect of Chinese paintings reflects the same
teachings of the Tao Te Ching, which in chapter 19 states “renounce wisdom...it is more
important to see the simplicity, to realize one’s true nature.”14 Hence, through the specific
technique of “flatten[ing] nature itself”15, the artist is practicing “Spirit Resonance”, which is a
way for artists to transfer their Qi energy into their daily actions.16
Moving on to Calligraphy, I will be using the calligraphy “Letter” by Su Shi from Song Dynasty
as a reference to inspect the relationship between Taoism and Chinese calligraphy.
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According to the Professor of Chinese culture and philosophies, Ming Tak Hue, stated that the
act of Calligraphy allows “the hearts and minds [to] holistically merge with [the] practices of
calligraphy,” and “it was considered an application of the Tao.”17 It was a way to reveal the
inner-self through the movement of the brush, just as the “beauty of Nature revealed itself
through the Tao.”18 From the five scripts of calligraphy, the one used in “Letter” is Running
script, characters written in continuous strokes19. In this piece of writing, the characters are
written when the brush tip is sharp and rounded for a combination of angular and curving
strokes.20 Similar to the famous Chinese calligrapher Wang Xian Zhi from the Jin dynasty, the
brush strokes show little regard for “technical skill” and “adherence to the rule”, yet it maintains
the “grace” and “'beautiful charm” in his line flows.21 This specific quality of effortless beauty is
what reflects the essence of Tao, consisting of “zi ran” nature, “tian ran” heavenly spontaneity,
and “tian zhen” heavenly authenticity.22
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Finally, on my visit to the local Taoist Longshan temple I inspected the intent behind the specific
designs of the temple.23

Although I was unable to find a person to consult with at Longshan temple, I was able to consult
with the former docent at Xingtian Taoist Temple, BiChun Chen. She stated that “there used to
be a Banyuechi in front of the [Xingtian] temple, which is basically a half-moon pond where
people can bring animals to free at this pond.” In addition, the temple is known for its motifs of
dragons that are repeated on multiple places such as the walls and pillars. Thus, people have to
enter from “a dragon gate” and exit through the “tiger’s mouth.” According to Ms. Chen,
stepping through the dragon gate “is an auspicious act that means success and promotion,” while
exiting the tiger’s mouth “will ward off evil influence.” Similar to Taoist beliefs, “dragon”
represents “welcoming one into safety, benevolence, prosperity, and most importantly,
kindness.”24 Likewise to the Taoist core essence of “kindness”, the main altar in front of the deity
is only decorated with fresh flowers and tea because Taoism bans offerings that require the action
of “killing.” As stated by Laozi in The Five precepts of The Ultra Supreme Elder Lord’s
Scripture of Precepts: “all living beings… are containers of the uncreated energy, thus one
should not kill any of them.”25
Critical Reflection and Evaluation
After conducting this research, my idea of how Taoism influences the Chinese aesthetic had been
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changed. I started off being skeptical of how Chinese intricate artworks can have developed out
of the philosophies of Taoism. However, the evidence from traditional arts such as Chinese
paintings and calligraphy support many of the techniques and emphasis on the creator’s state of
mind. Professor Harold Coward26 explained that to practice Chinese painting, practitioners must
be aware of the self and avoid egotistical emphasis of making their paintings realistic.27
Therefore, the presentation of a “one facet of a dynamic” is an “appreciation of nature” and
“celebration… of a more abstract notion of naturalness and spontaneity.”28 This reflects the Tao
Te Ching which states in verse seven that “through selfless action, he attains fulfillment.”29
Indeed, to truly create a masterpiece in Chinese art (paintings), one must be detached from
boasting their artistic skills. In agreement with Chinese paintings, in the realm of calligraphy,
Taoism also influenced the writing of Chinese characteristics through Running scripts. Without
losing control of the brush, a writer’s cursive should have both wet and dry, angular and round,
and light and dark.30 Hence, the idea of balance through opposite forces is very similar to the
Taoist concept of yin yang recorded in the Tao Te Ching: “the ten thousand things carry yin and
embrace yang. They achieve harmony by combining these forces.”31 Therefore, many Taoist
calligraphers have “little modulation in the width of the strokes, which contributes to the
impression of a swift, almost unintentional movement.”32 Supporting this statement, Professor
Minghua Fan33 further explained that “wu wei” of Tao is revealed through “mov[ing] the ink
stick as if one is already complete… [and] grasp the brush as if one is without conscious
effort.”34 Hence, supported by both professional researchers and the Tao Te Ching, it is
reasonable to conclude that traditional Chinese arts reflect a great extent of Taoist philosophy.
However, it is important to highlight that my research on Chinese calligraphy only shows the
essence of Tao behind cursive scriptures, other scripts such as seal script, clerical script, and
standard scripts were not included in the explanation of Taoist influence in calligraphy. Hence,
this indicates an incomplete dominance of Taoism in the development of Chinese calligraphy
aesthetic.
Temple aesthetics also had many Taoist beliefs. The Taoist design of a half-moon pond allowed
believers to release life back into the wild. Correspondingly, verse 73 of the Tao Te Ching states
that “a brave and calm man will always preserve life.”35 Hence, the pond portrays value to
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protecting nature and animal life. However, the pond was removed which takes away the
philosophy of the Tao. On the other hand, the dragon sculptures and flower decorations all show
the Taoist emphasis on living in harmony with nature. However, it is also important to be aware
that Taiwanese temples, such as the Longshan Temple, are heavily influenced by Buddhist
beliefs. In addition, the interviewee did not ever mention the concepts of wuwei or yin yang, and
never referred to the Tao Te Ching. Thus, the interviewee seemed to have a limited knowledge on
Taoism. Therefore, the research was flawed; it would be better to conduct further investigation
on an authentic Taoist temple with pure Taoist teachings.
In conclusion, the results regarding traditional art, Chinese paintings and cursive calligraphy,
have a strong support on Taoist’s effect on Chinese aesthetics. The evidence was clearly backed
by professional explanations and all the concepts were consistent with the teachings from the
Tao Te Ching. The temple architecture, although had some Taoist influence, further research is
needed such as evidence from pure Taoist temples and consultations with high masters in
Orthodox Taoism.
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Appendices
Interview Questions:
1. To what extent do you think Taoism has influenced your life? Does Taoism have an
emphasis on aesthetic tastes?
2. How do you think Taoism affects the way you dress?
3. Do you enjoy Chinese paintings? Do you think to some extent Taoism has an effect on
this preference?
4. To what extent do you like your handwriting? Do you think Taoism has influenced the
way you write?
5. Do you like the architectural structure of the temple you go to? What type of taoist ideas
are influenced in these designs? Do you think your preference is influenced by the Taoist
philosophy of yin yang?
6. What is the most important Taoist ritual you participate in?

