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Wang Guowei’ s Critical Reflection on Traditional Painting Pedagogy .

From “Qiyun Feishi” to the “Integration of Learning and Talent”

LI Chun-tao
(Research Institute for Arts and Aesthetic Education, Capital Normal University, Beijing 100080, China)

Abstract: Wang Guowei’ s critique of traditional painting pedagogy centers on the discursive monopoly of literati

painting’ s doctrine of “qiyun feishi” (the notion that artistic spirit cannot be taught). Since the Song Dynasty, traditional

painting theory had deified literati talent through concepts like “shengzhi” (innate knowledge) and “dunwu” ( sudden

enlightenment ) , while marginalizing the value of “diligent study” , leading to systemic exclusion of technical craftsmanship

and court — academy painting. Wang, through a Sino— Western synthetic lens, proposed the dialectical principle that

“learning requires talent, and talent requires learning” , emphasizing the symbiosis of innate genius and disciplined

practice; it demands both technical mastery through copying classical masterpieces and dismantling literati painting’ s

prejudice against formal likeness. By introducing the aesthetic category of “gtiyd” ( classical elegance), he elevated the

practice of imitating ancient works to an independent aesthetic status, demonstrating that non—genius artists could attain

artistic heights through rigorous skill cultivation. This theory subverted the binary framework of the Northern and Southern

Schools, reconciled Kant’ s “genius theory” with craft ethics, and reconstructed the epistemological logic of Chinese

painting. His critique not only demystified literati painting but also forged a new path—integrating innate talent, scholarly

cultivation, and technical rationality—during the stagnation of late Qing painting, providing a theoretical fulcrum for the

modern transformation of traditional art.

Key words: Wang Guowei; giiyti ( classical elegance) ; painting pedagogy ; Northern and Southern Schools Theory; qiyun

feishi (artistic spirit cannot be taught)
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