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Single Point Perspective in Europe 

It is well known that at the beginning of 15
th
 century in Italy, Brunelleschi defined 

perspective theory and Masaccio went on to use this for his Cappella Brancacci. The 

single point perspective symbolized the artistôs individualism which corresponds with the 

monotheism as Christianism subject. Leonardo da Vinci studied the perspective and in 

the Last Supper represented Jesus Christ on the vanishing point as the central existence of 

the Christian world. In this painting, the perspective is symbolized together with the 

religious object. Erwin Panofsky suggested the European perspective rests on the premise 

that the eye is fixed and never moved while the section of the optical pyramid is the 

representation of the eyeôs view. He added that these premises disregard drastically the 

eyeôs realty.
1
 

On the other hand, Chinese and Japanese painters didnôt develop the single point 

perspective to represent the space, because they were depicting principally mountains and 

forests, not those perspectives of inner houses or cities as in Europe. To depict such a 

space in nature, they need another other perspective and they used vertical or horizontal 

scenes instead of the rectangle picture so prevalent in Europe. My comparative studies on 

the representations of space in eastern paintings will show the differences between the 

concepts of space among the three civilizations. 

Vertical Shifting Perspective (The Method of Three-space Expression) in 
China 

The Song period in China was probably comparable in the world art history with other 

classical periods such as classical Greek period in 5th-4th centuries B.C., 7th-8th 

centuries in Japan and 15th-16 centuries in Italy. Michel Sullivan who analyzed 

landscape paintings in China states in the hundred years between 950 and 1050 a galaxy 

of great names succeed one another in what must be looked upon as the supreme moment 

in classical Chinese landscape painting. In this period there were written many theoretical 

books. Furthermore, Prof. Sullivan noted the Bifaji among them in an essay on Jing Hao 

(Record of brush methods) or Hua Shanshui hi (Essay on landscape painting).
2
 This 

author was active from about 900 to 960, spent much of his life in retirement amid the 

mountains of eastern Shanxi. In this essay (attributed to him) he puts his thoughts on the 

art into the mouth of an old man whom he claims to have met when wandering in the 

mountains and who gave him a lecture on principles and technique. The old man tells him 

of the six essentials in painting: the first is spirit, the second rhythm, the third thought, the 
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fourth scenery, the fifth brush, and the sixth ink. This system is more logical than Xie 

Heôs six canons of the 6
th
 century for it proceeds from the concept to its expression, and 

thence to the composition, truth to nature (scenery) and finally technique.
3 

The sage further distinguishes between resemblance (which reproduces the outward 

formal aspect of objects) and truth (which involves inner reality), the synthesis of the two 

producing a perfect integration of form and content. He seeks a just correspondence of 

the type of brush stroke with the object depicted. He insists that flowers and trees should 

be those appropriate to the season, and the people be not larger than trees ð not simply 

for the sake of objective realism, but also because it is only by faithfully reproducing the 

visible forms of nature that the artist can hope to express their deeper significance. 

Neglecting to take in this into account is therefore a sign that the artist has not fully 

understood how nature operates.
4 

According to Sullivan, this doctrine of a realism was elevated to the level of idealism as 

elaborated in a well-known essay by the eleventh century master Guo Xi, who combined 

assured drawing and jagged silhouette in spectacular landscapes that we associate with Li 

Cheng together with a modelling of relief in ink wash that probably derived from the late 

Tang individualists (Figures 8, 16) Guo Xi was to Song landscape what Wu Daozi had 

been to Tang Buddhist art ð a painter of enormous energy and output who loved to 

cover large walls and standing screens with monumental compositions. In Guoôs 

Shanshuixm (Advice on Landscape Painting), he repeatedly insists on the necessity, 

amounting to an ethical obligation, for the artist to study nature in all its aspects ð to 

mark the passing of the seasons, to compare the way the same scene may look at morning 

and evening, to note and express the unique character of every changing moment, to 

select with care, to imbue water and cloud with movement ð for, as he says, ñwater 

courses are the arteries of a mountain; grass and trees its hair; mist and haze its 

complexion.ò Indeed, as the painter knows, for the mountains to be alive he must transmit 

that life qiΐ ῖinto the mountains that he paints.
5 

Why is the Chinese landscape painted vertically? The answer lies in the treatment of the 

perspective which is totally different of the western ones. In this regard, Sullivan asked 

how it was that the Chinese painter, who insisted on truth to natural appearance, should 

have been so ignorant of even the elementary laws of perspective as the West understands 

it. The answer is that he deliberately avoided it, for the same reason that he avoided the 

use of shadows. Scientific perspective involves a view from determined position and 

includes only what can be seen from one single point. While this satisfies the logical 

Western mind, it is not enough for the Chinese painter. Why he asks, should we son 

restrict ourselves? Why, if we have the means to depict what we know to be there, paint 

only what we can see from one viewpoint? The Song dynasty critic Shen Gua took Li 

Cheng to task for painting ñthe eaves from belowò and thereby arbitrarily restricting his 

power to ñview the part from the angle of totalityò. When Li Cheng paints mountains, 

pavilions, and buildings, Shen writes in his Mengqibitan (Casual writing from the Garden 

of the Stream of Dreams):  

He paints the eaves from below. He believes that looking up one perceives the eaves of a 

pagoda as a person on the level ground and is able to see the beams and rafters of its structure. 

This is absurd. All landscapes have to be viewed from the angle of tonality to behold the part, 

much in the manner in which we look at an artificial rockery in our gardens. If we apply Liôs 

method to the painting of real mountains, we are unable to see more than one layer of the 

mountain at a time. Could that be called art? Li Cheng surely does not understand the 
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principle of viewing the part from the angle of totality. His measurement of height and 

distance certainly is a fine thing. But should one attach paramount importance to the angle 

and corners of buildings?
6
  

Chinese theorists distinguish between three kinds of perspective in Chinese painting; gao 

yuan (high distance) in which the mountains are depicted as they would be seen by 

someone who was looking upward from below; shen yuan (deep distance) presenting a 

birdôs eye view over successive ranges to a high and distant horizon, pig yuan (level 

distance) involving a continuous recession to a rather low horizon, such as we often find 

in European landscape painting.
7
 This theory of the space was established in the 11

th
 

century in China by Kuo Hsi, the great landscape painter in Northern Sung (Figure 1). He 

speaks of three ways to represent the spaces of the San-sui spaces (the landscape of the 

mountain and waters): I interpret this ñthree rules of perspectiveò. 

1. To High Aspect (the perspective from the bottom of a mountain to its peak).  

2. To Deep aspect (the perspective from the front of a mountain to its peak). 

3. To Level aspect (the perspective from a near mountain to a far mountain). 

 

Figure 1. Kuo His, Early Spring landscape, National Gallery in Taipei, Taiwan 
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The ñsan yuan hoò is very important to consider the Chinese landscape paintings. The 

spaces of the mountains and valleys should be composed with these three aspects to 

represent the spaces. For that purpose the painter uses the ñshifting viewpointò. He wrote 

in his ñLinquan gaozhiò it was essential to create a world in which one could travel, gaze, 

roam and reside. In Taoist teaching, which is based on the worship of nature, the 

intellectuals wish to hide themselves in these grand expanses of nature. In the big scale of 

the landscape, one finds hermits who are walking and are lodged in very small house with 

a page. 

The aim of the picture is artistic portrayal rather than the scientific representation of 

space. In Western Renaissance Art, the perspective was discovered as scientific 

representation of the space, but it corresponds theatrically with the Level viewpoint 

painting, which is one of the three ways to represent space. Sullivan quoted from Mengqi 

bitan by Sheng Gua which clearly explained the attitude behind the ñshifting perspectiveò 

of Chinese painting, which invites us to explore nature, to wander through the mountains 

and valleys discovering this beauty at every step. We cannot take in so great a panorama 

at a glance; indeed, it is the artistôs intention that we should not do so. We would need 

perhaps days or weeks to walk the length of the stretch of countryside as presented in his 

scroll, hence he reveals it to us through the scroll. The power of a landscape painting is to 

take us out of ourselves and this was widely recognized as a source of spiritual solace and 

refreshment.
8
 

Parallel Shifting Perspective in Japan 

In Japan, Kou Hisôs theory was not significantly developed in spite of the strong Chinese 

influences in landscape fields during the Muromachi and Momoyama eras (14
th
-16th 

centuries). In China the mountain scenes were represented vertically on the hanging 

scroll, but Japanese Zen artists didnôt express the three rules of perspective even in 

vertical paintings. They used only the third rule, the level aspect of the landscape, with 

white space for the background. They preferred the infinite space in the landscape 

paintings (Figure 2-3). 

 

Figure 2. Sumiyoshi Keion, Scroll painting of Heiji Monogatari, Seika-do-bunko, Tokyo 
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Figure 3. Sumiyoshi Keion, Scroll painting of Heiji Monogatari, National Museum of Tokyo 

Twelfth century Japanese picture scrolls broke new ground in the depiction of movement, 

creating a pictorial language that might aptly be termed óJapanese baroqueô. Still, artistes 

tended to use a fairly stable aerial perspective, providing a high viewpoint from which 

each individual figure was clearly visible. The illustration is Shigisan Engi Emaki and 

Ban Dainagon Ekotoba, for example, are presented from what appears to be a point about 

ten meters above the ground; Genji Monogatari Emaki adopts a somewhat lower 

viewpoint. When we come to the thirteenth century, however, we find many works, under 

the influence of Buddhist painting, adopted a still higher viewpoint that allows the 

treatment of space to become freer and more expansive. Unlike the Western technique of 

single-point perspective used from the fifteenth century onward, which stressed a single, 

stationary viewpoint and had all lines converge toward a vanishing point level with the 

painterôs eye, the Japanese approached the picture from a consistently elevated but 

mobile viewpoint, presenting pictorial elements as though moving along at a constant 

height, parallel to the ground. When viewed in detail, however, the result is actually quite 

similar to that of Western perspective. We call it ñParallel shifting perspective.ò
9
  

In this Japanese system of parallel aerial perspective, scenes were not painted as an artist 

might actually have seen them with his own eyes, as in Western single-point perspective. 

Instead we see an attempt to illustrate an entire narrative from a high vantage point, 

removed from the everyday world on the ground. However, this is neither the dominant 

overview of a god nor the free view of a bird flying through the air at will. The 

perspective used in these paintings is that of an artist perched high up in the sky or on a 

mountain peak. This is of course a freely constructed and imaginary viewpoint, but the 

images themselves are then arranged in a parallel, ordered, systematic manner. The result 

is somewhat reminiscent of pre-eighth-century kunimi showing the view afforded to an 

Emperor surveying his realm from a high vantage point. A ruler would ascend a 

mountain or city tower and, taking his gaze full circle, reaffirm his area of sovereignty. 

The artist, similarly elevated, stands in the same relationship to the scene he paints: he 

controls his territory and can create his own imaginary realm (Figure 2).
10

 

In this respect, the development of representational techniques in Japanese picture scrolls 

differs markedly from those seen in the European pictorial tradition, beginning with 

medieval rendition of Christ and the Virgin. Romanesque painting focused entirely on 
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individual people and objects, with almost no sense of a unifying picture space. This 

mode of representation lasted until the first decade of the fifteenth century and the 

development of singleïpoint perspective. Panofsky pointed out that while the Western 

perspective could be seen as the introduction of scientific objectivity into painting it was 

more than just a technical innovation; it can also be seen as ósymbolic form.ô
11

 There is 

no question of one vision being more or less advanced than the other. Through the use of 

aerial perspective, an artist could emphasize essential pictorial elements and omit non-

essential ones. This could not be said to reflect the Indian Buddhist state of complete self-

effacement (systematical organization of the picture would not even be an issue in that 

case), but I suspect it does reflect a Japanese version of the Buddhist state of óemptinessô 

(being without thought as such) and the artistôs desire to order the world even while 

allowing his imagination to roam freely. This is linked to the thinking behind the 

contemporary practices of nenbutsu chanting and Zen meditation, which aimed not only 

for a state of Buddhism through purification of the mind and the extinguishment of ego, 

but also for greater maturity as a human being through communion with nature and 

society. We can no more dismiss this ideology as ósubjectiveô than we can label canvases 

using Western perspective, based as it is on the individual or the self, as óobjective.ô 

In addition to the spatial structure already, picture scrolls are characterized by the use of 

watercolour on a long, horizontal scroll, with different episodes in the narrative 

juxtaposed on the same picture surface. Since the story is also presented in writing and 

viewers will read the text before turning to the illustrations, not all of the content will be 

comprehensible from the pictures along. There are countless Western paintings that can 

stand alone as art even if they cannot be fully understood by an audience unfamiliar with 

the Old and New Testaments and lives of the saints. Similarly, there are many paintings 

in the Japanese tradition of narrative scrolls that can be appreciated purely in terms of 

their pictorial qualities ð spatial composition, brushwork, rendering of the figures, 

background, and so forth ð even by a viewer with no prior knowledge of the story they 

tell. Their size and their use of paper put these works on a par with the Western genre of 

illuminated manuscripts, and the watercolours and drawings they contain allows them to 

be accorded an important global position in the history of graphic art. 

The Heiji Monogatari Ekotoba must surely be considered the greatest masterpiece in 

Japanese narrative scroll painting. I can think of no other work that so masterfully 

combines all the elements of great narrative painting: composition and pictorial 

organization, rendering of detail, use of colour, realism of representation, and narrative 

drama: sometimes macabre, sometimes surprising, always engaging, Even viewers with 

no knowledge of the story cannot fail to be captivated by these marvelous illustrations 

(Figure 3). 

As an landscape painter, Hasegawa Tohaku (1539-1610) was a typical artist of the 

expression of the nature. No one would dispute that Tohakuôs outstanding masterpiece is 

Pine Forest painted in the so (informal) style (Figure 4) (Tokyo National Museum). The 

power of this work lies in the realism which underpins it: although the white spaces in the 

work are quite large, the artist has used dark and light ink tones to give the mist-covered 

pine grove a sense of recession and distance. Having completely abandoned set forms of 

Chinese origin, Tohaku paints very freely. The top right corner, for example, contains 

only the faint outline of a mountain ridge in the far distance, whilst the entire painting is 

very successfully unified in the middle ground. Although this painting arguably marks 

the birth of Japanese landscape painting, other artistsô attempts to imitate its grandeur and 
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simplicity were inevitably marred by over-sized areas of plain white mist, so that their 

compositions failed to capture the compositional tension of the original.
12

  

 

Figure 4. Hasegawa Tohaku, Pine Forests, National Museum of Tokyo  

Finally it is necessary to consider briefly the work of Hokusai (1760-1849) to understand 

the space-theory in the Japanese art. Two works, Ryakuga hayaosie [A quick guide to 

drawing] (1812-1815) and the world famous Hokusai Manga, sometimes translated as 

óRandom Sketchesô and published from 1813 until after Hokusaiôs death, throw light on 

the lengthy process by which his designs graduated from illustrations with a high 

narrative content to fully autonomous pictorial compositions. The former sets out the 

process to include a variety of compasses and ruler, with advice on how to achieve 

correct proportions and a sense of balance. Hokusai drew his inspiration from Dutch 

manuals of figural representation but took their principles a stage further so that the entire 

training process became a matter of óplaying with formô. At the same time, it is worth 

noting that he was also influenced by Cezanneôs celebrated theory that all of nature could 

be represented in terms of the cylinder, sphere and cone.
13

 Even though the circle and 

sphere differ in that one is two-dimensional and the other three-dimensional, the fact that 

Hokusaiôs circles are drawn so as to give them a sense of volume indicates that he was 

essentially thinking of them as three-dimensional spheres. If this way of thinking lay at 

the heart of Hokusaiôs concept of the representation of forms, the great compendium of 

his sketches known as Hokusai manga could be regarded to a large attempt as an attempt 

to apply this concept to all phenomena in the known universe. For Hokusai, this was not 

simply a question of realistic depiction. In the Manga, he makes even rocks, trees, and 

water pulsate with a lively energy in such a way as to give autonomous expression to 

their forms. Hokusai devoted a portion of the third book of the Manga to the principles of 

geometric perspective and it is interesting to observe that his examples involve not one 

but several vanishing points, suggesting he was already aware that over-strict use of 

perspective could result in a lifeless, univalent pictorial surface. In his works his sense of 

the space in the landscape is noticeably fresh. In the famous Kanagawa-namiura (Figure 

5), in which Western perspective is used, he cut the middle space. The great wave of the 

foreground and small Mt. Fuji of the background conveys a marvelous effect of space. In 

Shinshu-Suwako also shows the contrast of the trees in the foreground and Mt. Fuji in the 

background. In this case, Hokusai uses the view of high place to low space.
14
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Figure 5. Hokusai, Kanagawa-oki-uranami, 36 Views of Mt. Fuji. 
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