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Zixu, Tian  Chinese Style Digital Painting 

Abstract 

Digital painting, as a new medium, has adapted styles and skills from many traditional art forms. 

Traditional Chinese painting has thousands of years of history with unique aesthetic value and 

profound artistic achievement. These qualities could be utilized to enrich digital art with more 

choices about composition, outlining, coloring and perspective. However, at this time, there are 

no effective methods of adapting traditional Chinese painting into digital painting in the ways 

other art forms have been assimilated. Traditional Chinese art and digital art, which could benefit 

each other, are lacking the necessary bridge to unite them.   

This paper explores and discusses the reasons for this lack of bridge, and then introduces 

a methodology to adapt traditional Chinese painting into digital art by developing a new form of 

digital painting with Chinese influences. This is more than representing Chinese painting 

digitally, but rather creating a form of digital painting that can be applied to a variety of objects 

and themes - traditional and modern, eastern and western.This can create a new platform for 

traditional Chinese art. It can contribute to global cultural diversity, stimulate potential Chinese 

markets and inspire professional digital artists and students in the art and design disciplines. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 Digital painting, as a new medium, has adapted styles and skills from many traditional art 

forms like sketching, oil painting and watercolor painting. Traditional Chinese painting has 

thousands of years of history with unique aesthetic value and profound artistic achievement. 

These qualities could be utilized to enrich digital art with more choices about composition, 

outlining, coloring and perspective. The problem is, at this time, there are no effective methods 

of adapting traditional Chinese painting into digital painting in the same ways other art forms 

have been assimilated. 

Purpose of the Project 

 Traditional Chinese art and digital art could benefit each other in many ways but are 

currently lacking the connections necessary to bridge them together. It would therefore benefit 

both traditional and digital art as well as eastern and western art to discover ways in which we 

might adapt traditional Chinese painting forms and styles into digital art. The purpose of this 

study is to generate a methodology that will enable digital painting to utilize the forms and 

techniques of traditional Chinese painting. 

Project Objectives 

 In order to address the intended purpose this study defined five fundamental objectives: 

1. Develop and Test a methodology by illustrating a classic western story, being faithful 

to the written content, but using digital media and a traditional Chinese style. This 

translation must apply classic Chinese styles and connotations and rather than 

becoming a treatment of the story that is only superficially Chinese. In other words, 

the object is to tell the same story using a different cultural lens.  
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2. Discover aspects of traditional Chinese painting that can be readily assimilated into 

digital art forms, and have the potential to make a significant contribution to the 

contemporary aesthetic.  

3. Define the significant aspects of traditional Chinese painting’s theory and methods 

focusing on the process and treatment more than on the final visual result. The best 

result would center on the essence of these paintings and extract the reasons behind 

the aesthetic. 

4. Initiate a process of staged assimilation that seeks to achieve a balance between the 

aesthetic expectations of current eastern and western audiences. 

5. Develop methodologies that can overcome the barriers between digital media and 

traditional Chinese art forms. Share the developed methodologies with other 

interested artists by creating a series of videos that explain the techniques. 

Research question.  What methods can an informed artist discover to produce digital 

paintings that are consistent with the essence of traditional Chinese painting? 

Assumptions of the Project 

 This study has to accept certain assumptions. 

1. There are essential qualities in traditional Chinese painting that can be defined. 

2. There are reasons that Chinese painting has not been adapted to digital media and 

these reasons can be discovered. 

3. There are sufficient capabilities in digital drawing media to adapt these media to 

produce Chinese style painting.  

4. The integration of traditional styles to digital media should advance in phases, this 

study being the initial impetus.  
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Limitations of the Project 

 Certain limitations also must be recognized: 

1. There are only a few years of study on this subject resulting in a limited body of 

scholarly work. This in turn will necessitate the use of a discovery methodology. 

Additionally many of the most authoritative resources are in China and not physically 

accessible except as fragmentary digital resources online. 

2. The paper used by digital printers is different from the traditional Chinese media. 

3. There is no known software that adequately produces the Chinese painting techniques 

and styles. 

4. The time available for this study necessitates a selective approach to the problem. 

5. This study will be limited to one or two of the diverse Chinese painting styles. 
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Chapter II: Background and Precedents 

 There are relevant historic precedents that must inform a study of this kind. These include 

the deep historic traditions and techniques of traditional Chinese painting and some initial 

reflections on the issues involved in representing them digitally. 

Categories & Characteristics of Chinese Painting 

 Chinese painting has a wide variety of art forms. By style and skill, Chinese painting can 

be divided into two major categories: the water ink painting style and the elaborated painting 

style (Zhang, 2011). 

 Water ink painting.  Water ink painting is one of the most important art forms in 

traditional Chinese painting. It has a unique artistic style and visual effects, which distinguish it 

from any other art forms around the world. For many people, water ink painting is synonymous 

with Chinese painting. This attitude is apparent in Xie’s (2015) statement from “Theory of 

digital communication of water ink painting.” She also points out another important contrast 

between observational rendering and conceptual rendering as it is practiced in Chinese water ink 

painting. Her statements underscore the value of the water ink style to this series of experiments. 

Different from traditional western painting which focuses on representation of the 

observed world with regard to light, color, volume and so on, water ink painting focuses 

on composing to express emotion and pursue the nature and feel of the ink which can 

only be achieved by eastern water ink painting’s “water’s glow” and “ink’s render” 

effects. (Xie, 2015, p. 1) 

Qing Yu has done some useful research preliminary to this study and has reached several 

useful conclusions. In an article entitled, “Classical water ink’s research and application in 

digital illustration,” Yu (2013) contrasted the traditional water ink style with western-style art.  
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The special tradition of water ink painting is to create artistic conceptions that unite 

modeling and spirit, self and world. This means not only to present a rich and colorful 

natural scene, but also to present the inside out acknowledgment of the whole of nature 

and the universe with a limited scene... the characteristics of water ink landscape focus on 

the macroscopic and holistic treatment instead of details. (p. 1) 

 

Figure 1. Lei ming (thunder). This is an example of water ink painting by Huang, J. (1971).  

Retrieved from: http://arts.cul.sohu.com/20111201/n327524844.shtml  

 Yu has also noted that traditional water ink painting places more emphasis on expression 

of the painter’s subjective interest, focusing on the ability to “paint spirit by form,” and pursuing 

a kind of “subtle wonder between likeness and unlikeness.” Yu (2013) concluded, “Someone 

said western painting is an art of ‘representation,’ Chinese water ink painting is an art of 

“expression” (p. 1). 

In Liu’s 2014 Doctoral dissertation, entitled, “Application of water ink skills in modern 

digital illustration,” he described the use of traditional water ink’s dot, line and plane to represent 

drawing and design elements. He noted that line doesn’t restrict itself to programmed language; 

by adopting various ink lines, which look random but have a deep significance the artist creates 

meaning. The repertoire might include such techniques as arraying, combination, arrangement 

into different sets, strong-weak and intention, interlacing, overlapping, division and other 
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methods. In its expressive aspect, Chinese water-ink painting pursues the textural effects of dot-

line-plane, dry or wet, full or empty; and generates many levels of difference and visual 

experience to express inner spiritual form. 

Chinese painting conceptualizes content, space, and depth differently than is commonly 

found in western art. Liu (2014) has recalled that water ink is attentive to the relationships 

between objects:  

Water ink painting is more attentive to presentation of “circumstances,” “Open and close, 

ups and downs.”... Through the creative application of these concepts, the look and feel 

of landscape painting as seen in the static image is imbued with a feeling of the moving 

spirit of nature. (p. 2) 

“Lei Ming (Thunder)” shown in Figure 1 is an excellent example of Chinese landscape 

painting.  

 Elaborated painting style.  Elaborate style painting is another main category of Chinese 

painting, although not so unique as water ink painting, it has its own style too, especially in its 

application of line work. In another significant and historic writing “Hui Shi Zhi Nan,” which 

comes from the time of the Ming Dynasty, Zou described the significance of line: “Line is a very 

important expressive form in Chinese painting, it is not just a boundary but a language to help 

describe the spirit and content.” [ca. 1522-1566] (See Figure 2) 

Chinese painting has a wide variety of line styles, each with its own conceptual purpose 

and meaning. For purposes of this study the line style palette will be limited to 18 line styles that 

are considered main styles: Silk line, Cloth line, Iron line, String line, Nail-head-mice-tail line, 

Clouds-water line, Plucked-reed line, Leech line, Earth-worm line, Wedge-nail line, Date-pit 
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line, Oliver line, Willow-leaf line, Bamboo-leaf line, Tremble-water-wave line, Mixed line, 

Minimum line and Dry-wood line. [ca. 1522-1566] (See Figure 2)  

 

Figure 2. Eighteen line style. Zou, D. [Ming dynasty ca. 1522-1566]. Hui Shi Zhi Nan. Concise 

art dictionary. 

 Equally important, elaborate style painting’s technique and characteristics make it more 

broadly applicable to different themes and objects. This is an important advantage because 

transitioning traditional styles into the modern age has been difficult as Chen (2011) noted in the 

article “Analyses the application of traditional Chinese elements in modern commercial 

illustration” that appeared in Youth Literature:  

…transitioning traditional Chinese style into the modern age is not entirely satisfactory... 

Elaborate-style painting’s unique style has been applied to commercial illustration design 

Silk line 

Strini Ut1ir. 



15 

(incorrectly). Using line as an expressive language is the main characteristic of Chinese 

painting, as well as one of the main components of elaborate-style painting. Linear 

structure forms elaborate-style painting’s basic pattern and unique modeling system. (p. 

117) 

Therefore elaborate style painting also offers component styles and techniques that will 

be useful to this study. 

Chen (2011) also addressed the use of the linear traditions in the context of their 

application to more contemporary work which is one of the strengths of the elaborated style. In 

reading Chen’s work, it is important to recall that the lines he described were drawn with a 

brush. Chen (2011) explained that line modeling is the skeleton and substructure of elaborate-

style painting: 

Line modeling is also the most direct method of giving shape and structure to objects. 

Using line to represent objects goes beyond precise visual duplication of the observed 

object. The quality of line does not only imitate nature, it can also capture the spirit of the 

scene. The line modeling of Elaborate-style painting departs from lighting, shading and 

stereo, as the means of presenting an object’s shape and structure. Line is the means by 

which to convey the essence of these appearances, this is so called “build bone with line.” 

(p. 2) 

Chen (2011) concludes, “The artist’s choice of line applied to the image completes the 

conceptual realization of the composition and gives it its uniqueness and individuality. Line is 

the unique method of Chinese painting's visual thinking.” (2011, p. 2)   
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Mastering these multiple line-styles in the traditional media is very difficult requiring 

many years of practice to acquire the hand skills and gain control of the wet and dry techniques. 

Now, with the help of digital media, these line styles can be achieved much more easily. 

 Color used in Chinese painting.  In addition to line and treatment of space and depth, 

the color applied in traditional Chinese painting is also unique, in an internet article entitled, 

“Color setting in water mountain paintings,” Shang (2011) stated: 

The goal of color in Chinese paintings is to reveal the character of an object or to  express 

the emotion of the artist; color does  not respond to the color of light or shadow but may 

also not relate to the observed color of the object. Instead it may indicate some less 

tangible quality of the subject or the sensibility of the artist. (p. 1) 

Later in the same article, Liu (2014) has also addressed the use of color in water ink 

painting, and had some useful observations. He noted that water ink’s color as it is used in 

contemporary Chinese painting is not only characterized by variations of value, but also by 

levels of hue and saturation. The artist uses the ink’s dense and diluted states, it’s dry and wet 

qualities, and creates color rhythm changes, to produce the desired effects. Liu (2014) states 

“The painting also relies on rhythmic changes in gray scale or value levels to increase color’s all-

around performance. The same color techniques and variations of level also create depth and 

spatial relationships” (p. 2). 

Liu (2014) continues his discussion of color, providing a nice contrast to the most 

common practice in western painting styles. “Whether in elaborate style or water ink style, the 

color is usually even all over the object and rather flat in appearance... Chinese painting, 

typically, is not so interested in the color of an object under certain lighting conditions.” (Liu, 

2014, p. 3)  
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Liu’s point (2014) is that color is not likely to be observational color with respect to 

either hue or shading, rather color has significance in the cultural and emotive realms. 

Zheng and Ding (2012) agree; in an article from Science & Technology Association 

Forum, they noted that in the color vocabulary of Chinese folk art the sky is not necessarily blue 

but could be red, the ground is not yellow but could be purple; color is completely unfettered 

from the object’s original inherent color. This approach offers viewers more imaginary space and 

a richer visual aesthetic. Used in this way, color may enhance the aesthetic or express the artist’s 

response to the content. The modern computer graphic (CG) illustrator also attaches great 

importance to the use of this folk art color language. 

Contemporary Directions in Chinese Painting 

 Traditional Chinese painting is confronted by both opportunity and challenge in the 

contemporary age. On the one hand, Chinese painting has a deep heritage, a huge repertoire, 

audience, and market. Huo (2014) in an article from China Science and Technology Review 

writes about both the heritage of Chinese painting and contemporary approaches; He is 

optimistic that the deep history of Chinese painting has something to offer the contemporary art 

world.  

A nation’s painting style and form is gradually consolidated and formed over a long 

period of historical development with relative stability and long-term continuity; it is 

painting with deep historic influences. We are not yet able to predict how valuable the 

influence of Chinese traditional aesthetics and traditional water ink painting on modern 

digital style artwork will be, but the potential appears substantial (Huo, 2014, p. 2). 
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On the other hand, Chinese painting in the global age faces competition from the art 

forms of other cultures and challenges from the changing shifting aesthetic values in both 

eastern-western and traditional-modern practice. 

Given these circumstances, it is natural that Chinese artists’ attitudes towards their own 

culture are subjective and self-centered. This is apparent in Xie’s (2015) description of water ink 

painting, 

Water ink painting focuses on composing to express emotion and pursue the nature and 

feel of the ink which can only be achieved by eastern water ink painting’s “water’s glow” 

and “ink’s render” effects. Because the solid-state oil paint will stagnate once it touches 

the canvas, so this subtle and wonderful variation can only belong to eastern painting. 

(Xie, 2015, p. 1)  

In fact, some western water paint media, such as watercolor, are also capable of similar 

skills and effects. Maybe because of national pride, Chinese scholars and artists tend to elevate 

Chinese culture or art to a higher level and in the process create an oriental mysticism. This, in 

fact, isolates Chinese art from more effective communication with other cultures. This also 

complicates Chinese art so as to make it difficult for diverse audiences to relate to it. The current 

situation in water ink painting illustrates these issues. Yu (2013) discussed some of the inherent 

conflicts and challenges of Chinese painting in a contemporary and globalized world. He 

explained that on the one hand, water ink as Chinese cultural spirit and national identity cannot 

be discarded. On the other hand, water ink needs to possess the spiritual orientation of the current 

time; it needs to be inclusive and independent, while not losing its Chinese identity. With such a 

mission, Chinese water ink shoulders obligations to the nation and the world, to history and 

modernity (p. 187-188).   
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Yu notes that while cultural diversification has made the modern artist freer than ever 

before, there is resistance to the modernization of traditional Chinese painting: 

Radical criticism of Chinese painting insists that the medium has become frozen in time 

and lacks relevance to the contemporary milieu. Chinese artists don’t want to give up the 

most important expressive element in Chinese water ink painting. Thus, water ink 

painting continues to exist in the gap between the traditional and the modern. (Yu, 2013, 

p. 187-188) 

Constraints and Obstacles of Chinese Painting 

 Yu’s allegation that water ink art may be trapped in an historic context might be a radical 

viewpoint, but he has likely identified a serious quandary, how to coordinate the difference 

between eastern and western, traditional and modern. Moreover, except for cultural differences, 

the reason that the Chinese painting style cannot be widely applied in more modern media is that 

some properties inherent to Chinese painting make it hard to adapt. 

Another limitation in Chinese painting is a certain expressive technique is bound to a 

specific object. For example, bamboo has its own painting and brushwork techniques and stone 

has stone’s unique techniques; each category of technique has been formed over a long period of 

time. Therefore, if a traditional Chinese painter confronts a new species of plant that is different 

from any plants he has ever seen, then he may not know how to paint it. Even with the traditional 

items like pine trees, Chinese painting is focused on how to depict an ideal pine tree instead of 

how a specific pine tree looks, and this limits the ability of the medium to produce accurate 

expression. In his paper, “Art and illusion: A study in the psychology of pictorial 

representation,” E. H Gombrich (1972) discussed this issue: “…(Chinese painting) did not bring 

people to the level of painting particular objects, that is, not this particular tree or that particular 
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mountain. A universal is, in his terms, a schema of the object...” (p. 25). Instead Gombrich 

(1972) notes that the Chinese artist creates to culturally held “ideas.” “The Chinese artist appears 

still as a ‘maker’ of mountains, trees, or flowers. He can conjure them up because he has learned 

deeply rooted Chinese ideas about the nature of the universe.” (p. 25) 

Second, traditional Chinese painting doesn’t have the specific concept of perspective; the 

concept known as multi-point perspective in Chinese painting was created in response to western 

painting’s one-point and two-point perspective. However, this concept is not consistent with 

perspective in the western sense.  

Chinese painting has its own treatments of space and depth known as (translated) the 

“Three-fars” and “Four-ables.” 

The “Three-fars,” strategy utilizes three different approaches to far and near: “high far,” 

“deep far,” and “level far.” In a historic instructional scroll, now online, “Lin Quan Gao Zhi,” the 

Chinese artist, Guo Xi [Song Dynasty ca. 1068-1085], described the “three-fars.” 

 

Figure 3. High far.  Original illustration Zixu Tian. 

High far: In many cases when people see a mountain, the foot of the mountain will be 

obscured by trees, and the farther mountains will be covered by the closer mountains. Thus, in 

Chinese painting, the farther mountains will be drawn closer and the foot of the mountains will 
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be covered by clouds and fog to make the scene feel more spectacular (Guo, [Song Dynasty ca. 

1068-1085], chapter 1). 

 

Figure 4. Deep far.  Original illustration by Zixu Tian. 

Deep far (Figure 4): An artist will make the distant view visible by placing the point of 

view higher and essentially creating an overview of the scene. In Chinese this is known 

(translated) as a “perspective eye,” but is in fact quite different from western focal point 

perspective. Using deep far, the artist shows the covered view, which somewhat resembles a 

birds-eye view. The artist places the more distant forms higher on the page so that the viewer 

sees them behind nearer forms that might otherwise block the view. (Guo, Song Dynasty [ca. 

1068-1085], chapter 1). 

 

Figure 5. Level far. Original illustration Zixu Tian. 
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 Level far: In order to create a feeling of space Chinese painting will shrink the far scene, 

make it vaguer, and remove some detail to make the near scene more prominent and the distant 

objects more indistinct (Guo, [Song Dynasty c. 1068-1085], chapter 1).   

Guo’s viewpoints are especially useful and respected because he is both an artist and a 

theorist who is positioned in the historic tradition of Chinese painting.  

In addition to the “Three-fars” Guo described another compositional strategy. This 

strategy, or perhaps group of strategies, is called the “Four-ables” (translated): walk-able, 

watchable, livable and playable. 

Walk-able: Unlike western paintings and drawings, Chinese paintings have no center-

point. The right way to view a Chinese painting is, first begin at an entry point and move (walk) 

through the painting along a certain path and until one has finally scanned the whole picture 

(Guo, [Song Dynasty ca. 1068-1085], chapter 2).  

For this reason, there is always a path or road in this kind of Chinese painting that can 

lead viewers’ eye through the painting. This viewing method is similar to how viewers 

experience some 2-D video games and animations. Another difference between western painting 

and traditional Chinese painting is that the Chinese approaches to the representation of space and 

depth free the composition of arbitrary boundaries allowing the artist to represent very wide 

views. 

Watchable: specifically, watchable means overview, indicating that the artist needs to 

include further objects and closer objects, taller ones and shorter ones. The viewer sees the scene 

from an elevated view and looks over nearer objects to see also the things that are more distant 

(Guo, Song Dynasty [ca. 1068-1085], chapter 2). 
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Livable: For this “able: there must be buildings in a painting, even a booth, indicating 

human activity of some sort (Guo, Song Dynasty [ca. 1068-1085], chapter 2). 

Playable: Playable requires something interesting like a water fall or a ship, an invitation 

to engage with the content and imagine some activity (Guo, [Song Dynasty ca. 1068-1085], 

chapter 2). 

The problem with the “Three-fars” and “Four-ables,” for the modern audience, is that 

lack spatial perspective reduces visual impact resulting in a stable but powerless composition in 

the contemporary evolving global mindset.   

Third, traditional water ink painting has a strong sense of form, which can compensate 

for the disadvantages of poor visual impact in Chinese painting. However, water ink painting 

relies too much on its formal properties such as brush strokes resulting in a very limited ability to 

represent the structures and details of objects. This in turn prevents more varied applications of 

the style.  

Western Perspectives on Chinese Painting 

 Western art’s acceptance of Chinese painting has been piecemeal at best. While water ink 

painting wins some accolades from certain sectors of western art for its fresh and delightful 

painting methods, from the perspective of global artistic development, water ink is always in a 

position on the fringe. Chinese art has been Chinese art and western art has been western art. 

Artists from each culture have guarded their own somewhat biased artistic viewpoints. Due to 

the differences in culture and values between eastern and western art, westerners have seen water 

ink painting as not only a “non-western” culture of the ‘others,’ but even a “past tense” that has 

very few associations with modern culture. Even Gombrich (1972) has written, in his book Art 

and Illusion, that: “No artistic tradition insists with greater force on the need for inspired 
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spontaneity than that of ancient China, but it is precisely there we find a complete reliance on 

acquired vocabularies” (1972, p. 128). 

To be sure, certain western artists and designers such as Picasso and Henry Matisse, 

Henri de Toulouse Lautrec, have explored traditional Chinese art with great interest and 

sincerity. So westerners don’t reject Chinese art, it is just that the deep cultural gap, protectionist 

tendencies, and lack of communication make cross-cultural exchange very slow and difficult. On 

the other hand, difficult exploration does not necessarily mean no exploration or complete 

rejection. To a large extent, the reason why water ink painting has poor international influence is 

that development has been slow and few noteworthy artworks that have been created by 

contemporary Chinese artists.  

Digital Painting 

 As the main technique and method of this project, digital painting worth an in-depth 

research. 

 Definition.  The Lucas Museum website has provided us with a definition of digital art 

that has gained considerable popularity. The definition was written by John Knoll, their own 

creative genius. In the second part of this definition, Knoll points out that art has always been 

about evolving technology.  

The digital medium uses technology in its creation. Digital Art has revolutionized more 

traditional art forms like painting, sculpture and cinema, and it is even finding its way 

into craft design and architecture. All art is technology; it is what makes art human. From 

the first cave dweller who realized he could tell a better story using color in his drawings, 

artists have always encountered technological barriers. Digital is simply the newest 

medium artists have discovered in their quest to tell their stories. (Knoll, n.d.). 
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In a more detailed description also written for the Lucas Museum web site, Knoll 

distinguished Digital Art from other forms of computer imaging and traced the origins of both to 

the 1960’s. “Digital Art is distinct from computer art, but the early history of both can be traced 

back to the same origins. The 1960s were a particularly important decade in the history of Digital 

Art, as artists started experimenting with computers.” (Knoll) 

According to Huo (2014), art education in developed countries has increasingly 

emphasized the use of the computer in its course offerings. Digital art has been very popular and 

grown rapidly in conjunction with the development of the computer hardware and software 

industries. He believed that ultimately, this must challenge traditional painting. 

Most colleges and universities now have digital or graphic arts programs. Working with 

digital media, any content can be readily altered; lost or previous content can be recovered many 

times. All of these qualities offer great convenience to the creator. Huo (2014) also noted that 

digital painting software provides abundant and realistic tools like brush, pencil, chalk, and 

marker. He advocates exploration and growth in the developing field uniting technology and art, 

in order that this art form might realize its own potential (p. 2). 

 Advantages.  Compared with traditional media, digital painting has many advantages 

such as high-efficiency, easy-modification, easy incorporation in modern media and liberation of 

the artist from the limitations imposed by labor and tools. Ou-yang (2009) recognized these 

advantages and has stated them emphatically in his article “Research: the national characteristics 

of modern Chinese digital illustrations.” He writes: “Modern digital illustration has eliminated 

the heavy and complicated processes of hand-painted illustration. It has reduced laborious hand-

drawing, and overcome tricky and difficult modifications inherent to traditional illustration” (p. 

2).  
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Ou-yang (2009) has also been quite articulate in discussing the ways in which digital 

media overcomes the limitations of analog media. He noted that the combination of illustration 

and digital techniques gives illustration new life and possibilities in the modern age; it 

dramatically increases working efficiency and shortens the work process. Moving illustration 

into the digital realm also makes it easier to modify and adjust illustrations which was previously 

unimaginable. Modification is a big quandary for traditional illustration, if clients need to change 

color or adjust an angle, it would be very hard to accomplish these tasks with traditional hand 

illustration, but it can be done easily with digital illustration. The illustrator can add or delete 

elements easily depending on the client’s requirement; he or she can change color to meet 

commercial requirements. If a careless mistake should occur, the computer has the ability to 

recover the work using the history and undo functions. Digital illustration can also scale to 

enlarge or shrink all or part of an illustration so that it can be used in all kinds of formats 

depending on need. Digital Illustration can be output not only in traditional paper media but also 

on modern media like the internet, TV, multimedia and e-zine. These digital images can be used 

repeatedly, and will not lose quality in reproduction. Numerically accurate electronic fills can 

ensure that the image or illustration is consistent on all kinds of media.  

In addition to overcoming the obstacles of traditional media, digital media also present 

their own distinct opportunities. Ou-yang’s analysis (2009) of digital media is very well 

considered. He has advanced useful observations on the unique opportunities offered by digital 

illustration media. Ou-yang (2009) suggested that digital illustration offers a broader range of 

expression than traditional illustration.  

Digital techniques can produce all kinds of effects like water color, oil painting, wood cut 

and many less anticipated special effects. Traditional illustration does not offer the same 
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kind of flexibility. The computer screen, mouse and tablet replace the designers’ drawing 

board, paper, pen and other tools. Computer printing techniques lighten most of the 

boring labor, and allow the expressive result to more nearly approach the designer’s 

imagination. The improvement and development of technology not only enhances 

illustration’s expressive methods and formats, but also broadens the media uses of 

illustration, offering a broader platform. (Ou-yang, 2009, p. 3) 

Chinese Style Digital Painting 

 Huo (2014) has defined three different factors in water ink style digital illustration:  

innovation, heritage and technology:  

Innovation: The innovation aspect of digital ink style illustrations should “ inherit and 

carry forward the fine traditions of Chinese water ink painting while harnessing the potential of 

digital technology to create the paintings.” (p. 2) 

Heritage: A nation's painting style and formal properties are cumulative; the tradition is 

formed over a long period of historic development with relative stability and long-term 

continuity with incremental change, it is painting art with profound historic roots.  

Technology: the digital aspect in water ink style illustration is the art of using digital 

technology to design and simulate traditional water ink painting. It is absorbing the essence of 

traditional water ink painting, and simultaneously integrating it with digital technology through 

the computer.    

 Definition & content.  According to Xie (2015), achieving a balance between Huo’s 

concepts (2014) of heritage and technology is central to the problem of transitioning the water 

ink style to digital media. She maintained that expressive potential within the context of digital 

media is mainly a matter of how to apply digital techniques in water ink art work so as to enrich 
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the language and form of the water ink style. This allows the illustrator to apply the expressive 

language native to water ink, including ink painting’s emotional and cultural implications, to an 

expanded range of media such as: audio-visual media, virtual reality, interactive art, computer 

graphics and other digital methods. By systematic summarization and analysis, water ink art has 

continuously innovated and expanded within the context of the digital medium. A thorough 

examination of contemporary digitized expression in water ink style art based on the capabilities 

of the digital media, has profound significance and value. It does not matter if this is in the field 

of science or art and design. (p. 1)  

“When we say that Chinese water ink style digital illustration, is about applying digital 

techniques to water ink art work, the goal is to enrich the language and form of traditional water 

ink art work” (Xie, 2015, p. 1).   

The statements seen above, while valuable, seem to have reversed the order and flow of 

innovation. The water ink style of digital illustration is after all digital illustration, and the likely 

scenario is that analog illustration should inform digital illustration, not the reverse. Therefore, 

the goal should be applying water ink painting techniques to digital illustration so as to enrich the 

language and form of digital illustration. Just as Huo (2014) has stated: “Digital water ink style 

illustration is illustration art using digital technology to design and simulate traditional water ink 

painting. Thus, it’s absorbing the essence of traditional water ink painting, with the digital 

technology computer rendered results” (p. 3). 

While digital art has its own techniques and characters, the goal should not be limited to 

simulating traditional painting, but also examine what traditional Chinese painting can contribute 

to digital painting. Thus, the definition of Chinese style digital painting should be digital painting 

that contains the influences of the traditional Chinese painting style.   
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Meaning and influences.  Advancing Chinese painting into the age of digital media is 

about combining traditional and modern, eastern and western, so its impact on digital art should 

also be in have two aspects. As the progress of science and the continuous improvement of 

digital technology make the water ink effect more compatible with digital media, one anticipates 

that it will not only spread Chinese traditions through the Chinese water ink art form but also 

help to develop a digital design language with national features. “Digital media technology 

provides a practical and feasible operating platform for water ink painting; the joint efforts of art 

and technology enable us to organically blend art and science, future and tradition.” (Xie, 2015, 

p. 1) 

Huo (2014) identified heritage as one of the three forces in the digital development of 

Chinese water ink painting. He said that heritage develops through a long period of historic 

development punctuated by incremental change. 

This means that Chinese style digital art is built on well-established national 

expectations. Liu (2014) takes this concept one step further: 

For years, we have expected the characters of Chinese animation art to have a cultural 

charm that is uniquely Chinese. Increasingly we have come to realize that Chinese 

animations should have their own national cultural spirit and distinctive aesthetic 

features, so as to build China’s own aesthetic, vision, and value orientation. (p. 2) 

According to Liu (2014), this has included spreading traditional Chinese art, enriching 

digital expressive methods and combining science and art, tradition and modernity. Admittedly, 

this statement is limited by the mindset of Chinese culture and neglects another dimension as 

seen through the eyes of world culture. Both of these singular viewpoints neglect the potential of 

blending the eastern and western cultures through a common medium to diversify global culture. 
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To become proficient at traditional Chinese painting requires years of practice with 

totally different brushes and tools from western painting. On the other hand, using digital 

painting, assisted by technology, the learning time can be shortened dramatically, and students 

don’t have to adopt a new set of tools. Moreover, traditional Chinese painting uses a water 

medium on very thin paper or silk, which makes modifications and corrections difficult due to 

the translucency of the medium. Many of the image effects depend on the random occurrences of 

stroke and ink which make results hard to duplicate. Inability to duplicate a result or an effect 

also makes it difficult to be create the same look and feel in comics, animation or other media 

that are dependent upon frame repetitions. Correction and duplication are very easy with digital 

media. Therefore if traditional Chinese images can be achieved using digital methods, it will 

facilitate the transition to the modern art and design industries. Through the use of digital 

technologies artists and designers without deep Chinese heritage and years of practice would be 

able to adopt the skills needed to produce Chinese painting style images in a relatively short 

period of time. 

Furthermore, using digital drawing and painting tools to approximate the traditional 

Chinese painting style is not just doing Chinese painting digitally. It is an analytical process of 

breaking Chinese painting into its fundamental elements and then blending the elements into a 

modern digital painting. In this process, the change in form and content from the traditional is 

substantial, but the spirit remains consistent with the heritage. Huo (2014) explained this linkage 

of modern digital techniques with tradition and heritage: “At the same time, digital water ink 

style illustrations, created with the tools of digital technology, should inherit the essence of 

traditional water ink painting” (p. 3).  
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Later, he reasons that the growth of digital media will preserve, not contaminate 

traditional art forms: “Moreover, transitioning the style to digital media makes traditional ink 

painting a vehicle carrying and the traditional painting forms forward so they won't disappear.” 

(p. 3)  

On the other hand Huo (2014) emphasizes that it is important to preserve the spirit and 

essence of the traditional as we move forward into the digital age. “Combining digital 

technology with traditional painting art is not a superficial copying, grafting or collaging of style 

into media but illustration with a real spirit and connotation.” (Huo, 2014, p. 2) 

Internal and external problems.  Traditional Chinese art is a huge resource and 

applying it to digital drawing has enormous potential. However, until today, it has not really 

taken off as Chinese Kong Fu did, due to several issues or reasons. Generally these issues can be 

divided into two categories: internal problems and external problems. Each of these categories 

merits some discussion if we are to understand what problems block Chinese style digital 

painting from further development. 

Internal problems.  Internal problems are the problems of Chinese digital art and the 

artists themselves. In many ways internal problems are more challenging than external problems. 

In contrast to many criticisms of contemporary Chinese style digital art, the primary issue is not 

in objective conditions, but in the Chinese people’s subjective expectations. That is, they don’t 

have the open-mindedness necessary to view Chinese style digital art from the perspective of 

global culture. Their practice and exploration are limited by a Chinese cultural lens. This 

phenomenon may take several forms: 

First, they think the reason of creating Chinese style digital art is to protect and pass 

down traditional Chinese art. In other words, their ultimate goal is to prevent traditional Chinese 
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art from disappearing or being replaced by another cultural artistic tradition. This mindset is 

considered patriotism in China. So they always assume a defensive posture, and they even 

confuse protecting traditional Chinese culture with isolating it from western culture and modern 

culture. The wisdom of this mentality is debatable in the age of digitization and globalization, 

when the whole world is moving toward deeper and broader connectivity, any isolationism or 

protectionism is against the trend. For Chinese style digital art, this mindset is mainly reflected in 

many artists’ and scholars’ portrayal of influences from other countries. These influences are 

seen as negative factors that threaten Chinese art. The fear is that these influences will potentially 

change the original form of Chinese art. In China, foreign influence is called cultural invasion. 

However, over thousands of years of history in Chinese art, its form and appearance does change 

from time to time, incrementally, as Huo (2014) has noted.  This kind of influence has not been 

harmful; on the contrary it may be helpful because it brings new ideas into Chinese art and 

makes it more varied. So Chinese artists should base their work on traditional art and combine it 

with modern methods and techniques. In doing this they will follow the trends toward the 

creation of new forms in a new age. Ou-yang (2009) has recognized the same problem but 

reasoned the issue somewhat differently.  He criticizes contemporary Chinese illustration for a 

lack national identity, and warns that lack of cultural identity is also a lack of uniqueness. In Ou-

yang’s opinion (2009), Chinese artists adopt too much from the western style which is ultimately 

damaging. 

The 21st century will be the age of cultural competition in the furious arena of modern 

digital illustration. If Chinese modern digital illustration wants to rise and survive in the 

world cultural domain, we must present distinctive art works that carry our own language 
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visual vocabulary and methods, spread it and carry it forward. Therefore lack of 

nationality is the first problem of Chinese modern digital illustration. (p. 2)   

Ou-yang (2009) added to this discussion by stating two additional problems:  

Chinese modern digital illustration has just become popular in recent years, and is still in 

its beginning stages. New technical methods have not completely matched traditional 

methods and processes, in particular the high level of digital techniques have not yet 

developed, so the popularization and application of the digital technique is not sufficient 

in China. Then too, China has not established a software-development department or 

company to support modern digital art, and cannot develop software specifically to 

produce a particular effect that may be required by a certain work in the same way that an 

American company like Auto-desk does. (p. 2) 

Indeed, as we see it in Adobe Photoshop, the calligraphy brush is not consistent with 

Chinese calligraphy and cannot imitate the Chinese calligraphic stroke, neither does Sumi-e in 

Corel Painter. Attempting to create the Chinese painting style in digital media, one discovers that 

large amounts of time are required to adjust the brush settings. This is quite inconvenient and the 

results, while close, do not fully duplicate the authentic Chinese strokes. All of this is due to lack 

of professional technical support. Ou-yang (2009) also pointed out that the technical issues are 

not only in tool quality and availability but also in the distribution of human resources:  

Moreover, China also lacks digital illustrators with rich experience and strong basic 

skills. Most people in this business are young and lack experience developing illustration 

with national characteristics. Some senior illustrators’ thinking is still confined to 

traditional methods and processes so they cannot accept new innovations like digital 

techniques. (p. 2)  
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Ou-yang (2009), however, reasons that the intuitive use of technology is essential to 

artistic expression in a digital age. “So, in modern digital illustration, application of technique is 

the key of art expression. An excellent work should be created by the interaction between a 

highly skilled designer and the computer.” (p. 2)  

It has been the case that in China, people who paint by tablet are considered lower that 

those who paint with real brushes, even the income of a traditional brush artist is likely to be 

higher than their digital counterparts. This phenomenon is not just in the artist community but 

also in the mentality of the general public. So those artists with deep traditional art and cultural 

development are unwilling to transfer to the digital industry.  

Moreover, even technology itself can be a problem as well as an asset. While promoting 

the creation of art, technology can also become an end in itself with less than desirable results. 

Ou-yang (2009) explains this problem. 

While technology increases convenience, it can also cause many drawbacks. Technology 

becomes a negative when people enjoy its convenience, lose track of its function, and 

become excessively dependent on it. They lose sensitivity to the work itself, become lazy 

and take no time to think. This situation is already prevalent among our modern digital 

illustrators; they rely too much on the computer and pursue new technology as though it 

were an end in itself. (Ou-yang, 2009, p. 2)  

Ou-yang (2009) also warned about the hazards in this excessive focus on technology. 

The blind pursuit of convenient technology, too often leads to a lack of creative ideation 

and thinking. If this continues, modern digital illustration will decline in important areas 

like creativity and message. The work may surprise the audiences with its technical 
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content and initial visual impact, but it lacks real theme and meaning. (Ou-yang, 2009, p. 

2)  

For Ou-yang (2009), excessive dependence on technology also contributes to lack of 

uniqueness and cultural identity. “Once the use of technology has developed to a certain level, 

“homogenization” is inevitable; when everyone uses the same advanced technology, everyone’s 

work begins to look the same. What is necessary is real creative thinking, artistic content and 

composition.” (Ou-yang, 2009, p. 2)  

About the problems brought on by technology, Huo (2014) has also written:  

In its innovative aspect digital ink style illustration should inherit and carry forward the 

fine traditions of Chinese water ink painting while using digital technology to create the 

painting. While we can't continually change design directions in response to developing 

technologies, excessive reliance on digital technology will lower the creative level. 

Artists blindly cater to commercial interests, imitate each other’s work or even foreign 

illustration. This kind of creative methodology is not desirable; we should use our own 

creative thinking daring to advance ideas consistent with our own spiritual substance and 

wealth. (p. 1)  

On the topic of foreign influences Huo (2014) has said, “Contemporary illustration is 

very widely and deeply influenced by America, Japan and South Korea, causing a lack of 

innovation that is uniquely Chinese.” (p. 1) He also has observed many of the same inadequacies 

of digital media mentioned by Ou-yang (2009) including the need to improve digital media.  

The problem is that the inner beauty, feeling, and temperament of Chinese traditional 

painting, cannot be totally expressed by the modern popular elements. Integrating 

traditional Chinese painting with the modern aesthetic vision in such a way that in 
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continues to touch the heart of the viewer, requires appropriate use of digital technology. 

Digital technology must be made to accommodate the qualities of antique painting and 

apply them in today’s painting, expanding and facilitating the pursuit of beauty and the 

pictorial expression the artists’ aesthetic, emotional, and spiritual sensibilities. Digital 

media need to accommodate such elements as finely crafted decorative patterns, clothes 

with different colors or styles, and backgrounds with traditional water ink painting 

effects. (p. 1)  

Still, Huo (2014) feels that digital media have merit because they, “…bring the traditional 

style into compliance with the developing trends of modern illustration.” (p. 1)  

Indeed there are lots of digital art works filling the contemporary Chinese market that 

lack true Chinese character, are heavily influenced by commercial interests, and are alarmingly 

similar. The likely reason for this flood of low quality artwork is that digital media make it easy 

and economical to “surprise” audiences with instant impact technical content, and the Chinese 

audience is relatively unsophisticated in its artistic tastes. There is easy money to make and 

Chinese artists have just become “lazy and take no time to think” (Ou-yang, 2009, p. 2). While 

Huo’s emphasis (2014) was on “stimulation of creative inspiration and daring to create our own 

spiritual substance and wealth” (Huo, 2014, p. 1) this might not be a good solution since 

innovation cannot be created from nothing. In fact, every innovation is a remix of two or more 

previously unrelated concepts, such as traditional Chinese painting and digital painting. This is 

kind of like fighting, if someone knows the skills of both boxing and wrestling, then this fighter 

will automatically mix both sets of skills in a fight; while if someone who only knows boxing but 

tries to add some wrestling elements into his movement, the result will be superficial and 

ineffective. Therefore lack of appreciation for our heritage and inadequate formal study of 
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historical methods are more likely problems than lack of innovation. There are two possible 

approaches to this problem: on one hand, we might hope to change society’s prejudice so as to 

attract those artists with strong traditional cultural backgrounds to the digital art industry. On the 

other hand, we might hope to improve the education of digital art students in the area of 

traditional culture so as to produce more talented digital artists with a solid background in 

Chinese painting.  

Another problem mentioned in Huo’s article (2014) is more urgent, the problem of 

different audience experience between traditional and modern. The new generation of Chinese 

people and artists grew up watching American and Japanese animations, surrounded by western 

and modern visuals, which have a totally different aesthetic value system from traditional 

Chinese aesthetic values. As Huo (2014) has said:  

The creation standards of traditional Chinese art deviate from the modern aesthetic 

standard, therefore the internal aesthetic and sensibility of Chinese traditional painting, 

cannot be fully expressed by the modern fad elements.” ….It follows that if Chinese 

painting is to survive and flourish, it needs to “adapt to the modern aesthetic vision and 

touch the heart of the viewer. This adaptation will require appropriate use of digital 

technology to replicate the look and feel of the traditional painting and apply it in today’s 

painting.” ( p. 1)   

Bringing traditional Chinese painting into the digital age will be a very long process, 

requiring not only the right artists and art works but also the right audiences. This might require 

many years, even a whole generation, for both artists and audiences to adjust and adapt to each 

other. Habit is hard to change; so is visual habit, but the problem is even though a digital artist 

creates work that meets all the requirements and contains all the essence of traditional Chinese 
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painting, modern audiences might still have trouble comprehending it because they have 

different sense of “beauty.” Yang and Zhao (2012) have noted that “beauty” is an internalized 

concept, and the modern sense of beauty is not equivalent to traditional Chinese painting.   

…. The elements that characterize traditional Chinese water ink painting is may not 

appeal to modern audiences. So when modern illustrators create classical Chinese 

compositions, they also exaggerate and beautify the characters abandoning “shape 

likeness,” in the pursuit of “spirit likeness.” Even though we can vaguely replicate the 

traditional, it does not conform to the modern audience’s aesthetic standard. (Yang & 

Zhao, 2012, p. 1)      

External problems.  The external problems are mainly about influences and challenges 

from other cultures, especially from those originating in developed countries that are more 

advanced in modern art forms like illustration or animation. The visual habits they have 

established in the modern audience over the past decades are particularly problematic because 

they leave very limited space for other artistic styles. Yu (2013) has noted that the dominance of 

Japanese, European, and American cartoons and illustrations has created an urgent need for an 

illustration style with true Chinese character. 

However, the influence of established painting styles like Japanese and Korean eastern 

style illustrations and the exaggerated expression seen in European and the American 

illustration have occupied the market for too long and threaten to become a monopoly. 

The dominance of these existing styles creates a dependency in the market as well as 

demand for more of the same. For this reason, the outlook for the combination of the 

water ink style and digital illustration is not optimistic; at this point in time, opportunity 

and challenge coexist. (p. 1) 
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Yang and Zhao (2012) have agreed: “Illustration art, influenced by Japan and South 

Korea, without exception, beautifies the figure image, which is more in line with the modern 

aesthetic standards. So the character's clothing, hair style and environmental background 

increasingly incorporate modern pop elements.” (p. 1)   

Conclusions from the Precedents 

In conclusion, the research revealed five main issues in that have prevented Chinese style 

digital painting from becoming a widely used art form: 

1. Content is limited by tradition in Chinese culture, and content objects are dictated by 

traditional Chinese forms, including characters, clothes, environments, and 

implements. This prevents the traditional Chinese painting style from being applied to 

western and modern digital content. 

2. Chinese style digital paintings use the narrow lens of Chinese culture instead of world 

culture, which makes it difficult for Chinese style digital painting to interact with 

other art forms from outside Chinese culture. It also prevents Chinese art from 

contributing to global culture and isolates Chinese style digital painting so as to 

prevent western artists from accessing it.  

3. There is a lack of cultural character because imitation of the style remains superficial, 

addressing an entire culture by just copying or transplanting some cultural symbols 

from ancient painting. This kind of surface treatment cannot embody the deeper spirit 

and methodology of traditional Chinese art. 

4. The divergence of visual habits and aesthetics between ancient and modern people is 

another issue. Modern audiences lack the cultural knowledge needed to appreciate the 

methods and aesthetic quality of traditional Chinese painting. 
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5. At this point the visual vocabulary for modern digital Chinese style painting is 

limited. Artists lack a consistent body of work in the public domain on which to base 

their ideation and methodology. Even though an artist creates one successful Chinese 

style image, it is a specific case, and hard to be adapt to other uses by other artists. 

Therefore the achievement stops at this singular work and cannot become a trend. 

Contemporary Experiments and Artists Working in the Chinese Style 

Some artists have made meaningful attempts to incorporate traditional Chinese styles into 

digital work. While the level of success has been variable, these attempts can serve as reference 

points for further development. Among these artists are Zi-yang Weng, Wang Zhang and 

Junshan,. 

Zi-yang Weng.  Weng has created comics, illustrations, and paintings applying the 

traditional Chinese style through digital media. The works presented as Figures 6, 7, and 8 are 

found on the artist’s personal blog. 

 

Figure 6. Weng’s comics. Weng, Z. (2007) Fei from “Three Kingdoms,” [digital]. Retrieved 

from: http://blog.sina.com.cn/u/ 1340413765 
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Figure 7. Weng’s illustration. Weng, Z (2007) Zhao Yun from “Three Kingdoms [digital]. 

Retrieved from: http://blog.sina.com.cn/u/ 1340413765 

Weng’s comics (Figures 6 & 7) have demonstrated the traditional water ink style very 

well; the example shown as Figure 6 (2007) appropriately used stroke, cloth blank (blank space), 

and other techniques from the water ink style; his work also has demonstrated the methodology 

of Chinese painting. For example, the characters are liberated from exact details and there is 

more focus on portraying the mentality and spirit of the character. Weng also has taken the 

important next step of combining these traditional methodologies with skills and methods of 

modern comics like breaking of the grid/frame and other special features.  

In the second work (Figure 7) Weng has applied the free hand brush painting style in his 

brushwork to depict the feeling of speed and strength; he also used blurring of ink to create the 

chaotic shaking effect of the battle. 
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Figure 8. Weng’s digital painting. Weng (2008). Tao Yuan Jie Yi (Digital painting), Retrieved 

from: http://blog.sina.com.cn/u/1340413765 

The third work (Figure 8), a painting also by Weng (2008) combined the Chinese 

painting style with a European-American oil painting style. The problem is that the application 

of the lighting and shading effects on the faces caused the rest of the image to feel unfinished. 

This also demonstrates the kinds of problems that can develop when artists combine eastern and 

western styles. 

Weng’s digital paintings applied the Chinese painting style successfully, but the theme 

was still trapped in traditional Chinese topics and stories. The characters, for example, were 

wearing traditional robes, so his work cannot advance Chinese style digital painting into other 

realms and content such as those found in popular modern and western topics. 

 Wang Zhang.  Wang Zhang is a digital illustrator who has been very successful in 

applying traditional Chinese painting styles to digital drawing. His works contain the real 

essence of traditional Chinese fine art painting including the use of line, the application of color, 

the design of characters, and the treatment of texture.   
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Figure 9. Chinese style Star Wars. Zhang, W. (2016). Star Wars [digital painting]. Retrieved 

from: http://blog.sina.com.cn/u/1340413765 

 

Figure 10. Zhang’s environment. Zhang, W. (2016). Environment [digital painting] retrieved 

from: http://blog.sina.com.cn/u/1340413765 

Zhang’s compositions have also demonstrated strong use of blank and spacing skills 

(manipulation of space) as well as multi-point perspective. In other words, according to the 

standard of traditional Chinese painting, his work is admirable. 
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Figure 11. Chinese style Batman. Zhang, W. (2016). Batman [digital painting]. Sina.com. 

Original: Finger and Kane, DC Comics #27, 1939 

 

Figure 12. Chinese style Superman. Zhang, W. (2016). Superman [digital painting]. Sina.com. 

Original: Siegel & Shuster, Action Comics #1, 1938 

Thematically, Zhang also has demonstrated two break-through achievements. First he 

involved non-Chinese characters like the Avengers, DC series, the Star Wars series and so on 

(Figure 9, 10 & 11). He has also correctly used the Chinese painting style to create digital 

landscape (Figure 11), a rare achievement because in Chinese art, environment paintings or 

landscape paintings have a different set of methodologies and skills than figure paintings (eg. the 

Three-far methods). 
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Zhang used Chinese painting’s inking and texturing skills to create very unique visual 

effects, which produced a look that is also intriguing to modern audiences. While his characters 

like Batman and Superman were topics taken from American culture, the way he combined them 

with the Chinese style is rather strange; he put them in ancient Chinese armor. This is intriguing 

to Chinese audiences but might be confusing to western audiences. This incongruous treatment 

suggests that Zhang is still trapped in the lens of Chinese culture and has not advanced to the 

broader lens of world culture. Whether the work can be accepted or adopted by people from 

other cultural backgrounds was not Zhang’s concern. It should also be noted that adding cultural 

marks like armor or other specific objects is a very shallow application of cultural elements, 

comparable to trying to create a Shakespearian sonnet by simply replacing the words in a 

contemporary poem with ancient English vocabulary.      

 Jungshan.  Jungshan’s art style is noteworthy. She has applied the speed and motion 

feeling of Chinese calligraphy in digital painting (Figure 13). Every single character in her 

paintings is like a stamp or a Chinese word. As such her work is uniquely inventive and exciting. 

However, it has also revealed a problem or limitation in Chinese or water ink painting - the 

tendency to value style over content. Images can present a visual aesthetic and also convey 

information. For example, with an image of elegant machines or vehicles people would be 

attracted by the very detailed information it contains, but it is hard to imagine how to depict that 

level of detail with the unconstrained brush stroke.  
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Figure 13. Jungshan’s warrior. Jungshan (2016). Speed [digital painting]. Retrieved from: 

jungshan.deviantart.com 
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Chapter III: Design Methodology 

 This project was designed to create a set of digital paintings aimed at resolving some of 

the constraints limiting contemporary Chinese style digital painting. The object was to arrive at a 

set of methodologies that could apply the Chinese painting style and elements more widely, so as 

to contribute to the global visual language. 

To achieve this goal, it was necessary to address two aspects of the problem: traditional 

Chinese painting and digital painting. Because these two aspects in many ways oppose one 

another, it was also be necessary to arrive at some suitable resolution of these oppositions. 

To fully respond to traditional Chinese painting, these experiments needed to contain the 

real essence and knowledge base of traditional Chinese painting. Based on the background study 

three main characteristics of traditional Chinese painting were identified as central: line style, 

traditional compositional methods, and color application. For purposes of this study, limited to 

the elaborated and water ink painting styles, the first identifier selected was correct use of the 18 

line styles discussed in the historic texts referenced on page 13-14.  

Compositionally the review of precedents indicated that the three far compositional 

methods are important identifiers of traditional Chinese style. Color is less precise in its 

definition. The study of the work itself and the writing of leading practitioners, however, 

indicated that the color is diffuse in nature and flatter in application absent the contoured and 

realistic shading common to western art. These three qualities were selected to serve as 

identifiers of successful application of traditional Chinese style. 

To address the second issue, digital painting, it was necessary to address the capabilities 

and limitations of digital media in producing the desired qualities. This aspect of the study 

revealed several areas of challenge. Studies of previous attempts to produce the water ink and 
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elaborative styles using digital media underscored shortfalls in the functions of digital media. To 

overcome these challenges, the artworks needed to find ways to apply the eighteen traditional 

line styles. The compositions had to follow the rules standard to traditional Chinese painting; and 

the application of color had to be consistent with traditional Chinese painting.  

This study utilized a qualitative visual approach to examine the qualities and traditions of 

traditional painting in order to define the essential qualities of the style. At the same time the 

study examined the capabilities of several digital media to discover commonalities between the 

requirements of traditional Chinese painting and the capabilities of the existing digital media. 

Materials and Software 

 The main software used were Adobe Photoshop, Corel Painter and SketchBook Pro. The 

rationale for this choice was that these three are well-known and widely used by digital 

illustrators and artists. Theoretically, a new method will be more likely to be accepted if it uses 

familiar tools than if it uses unfamiliar ones. This, however, does not mean that these software 

programs are the best for Chinese style digital painting; this series of trials was limited to the 

researcher’s knowledge base and habits, so it is possible that there are other software or 

programs that can better serve the purpose. This study focused specifically on how these three 

software packages can be used in a series of planned experiments. Later studies may explore 

other software and digital media.  

Adobe Photoshop was selected because it is probably the most famous digital editing 

software; it is taught by many colleges and schools.  

Corel Painter is another very powerful and popular digital painting software; it has a 

group of brush settings called ‘Sumie’ that were specifically intended to create some Asian art 

effects.   
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Sketchbook Pro is user friendly, but has limited capabilities compared with the other two 

programs, but it was chosen because it is readily available and in certain cases offers greater 

control of line than the other two programs. Also, its simplicity makes it a good option for 

beginners.  

Project Procedure 

 This project involved more study, research, discovery, and experimentation than just 

painting. This was necessary because there were so many styles and schools in traditional 

Chinese painting, and many of them were initially unfamiliar. The creation of every painting in 

this project followed roughly the same procedure. 

The first step was to choose the character. The time allowed for this project was about 

eight weeks and so there was only time to create seven to eight works. Therefore, every single 

painting was intended to demonstrate a different specific quality, some certain type of painting or 

some specific skill set from Chinese painting. For example, the ‘Alice’ applied the elaborated 

fine arts lady painting style, Mad-hatter utilized the free-hand style figure painting technique, 

and Cheshire Cat applied the fur and animal skills from Chinese painting. 

The second step was to, choose the appropriate style for the character and practice it 

using digital media. In preparing for the Queen of Hearts, for example, the preparation involved 

finding an elaborated painting in the desired style and then trying to duplicate the skill sets with 

digital methods.   

The third stage was the process of painting the final version. In this stage, different 

software were compared to discover the best match for the work. The object was to determine, 

for example, which software to use for the hair or fabric, and which software is best for color 
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application. This was particularly informative because different software sometimes had similar 

tools and functions. The object was to discover the best solution for each use. 

After completing the painting, the fourth step was to assess the achievements and 

limitations so as to discover successful approaches and unresolved issues that needed to be 

addressed in subsequent work. 

Assessments 

Each of the works was assessed by applying three criteria:  

1. Whether it embodied the essence of traditional Chinese painting 

2. Whether it had visual appeal for modern audiences 

3. Whether it included a methodology that could be learned and communicated to other 

artists? 

Thus, the first question was how Chinese painting elements are applied. In other words, 

how strongly the work reflected Chinese painting and then how those features were combined 

with American content. 

The second criterion was evaluation of the paintings according to modern aesthetic 

standards, such as composition, contrast, and visual impact. A simple way to do this was to 

display the work and ask someone else to enjoy and comment on it. 

The third challenge was to make the process accessible to other artists. The idea was to 

describe the process of painting in words and see how it might be clearly stated, whether a 

certain descriptive method would make it clear enough that others might achieve a similar result. 
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Chapter IV: Personal Creative Work Chinese Style Digital Painting 

This chapter will introduce the digital works painted by the researcher, as well as the 

process and achievements. 

Goal and Criteria 

 The purpose of this study was to discover ways in which traditional Chinese painting 

might enter the digital realm. As we have noted earlier, however, digital art is not currently 

suited to this task. Therefore, this study also needed to generate a methodology that would enable 

digital painting to utilize the forms and techniques of traditional Chinese painting. 

The next question was how to determine whether or not the digital work generated by this 

process was consistent with the spirit, look, and feel of traditional Chinese painting. To do this, 

the digital works needed to apply the eighteen line styles from elaborated painting and 

composition strategies such as the “Three-fars” and the “Four-ables,” as well as some other 

features like color application methods.  

The preliminary research identified five main issues or obstacles that have limited the 

successful transition of Chinese style painting into digital media. If this research was to move 

digital Chinese style art forward, it had to target these five issues in Chinese style digital 

painting. This intent, then, was to create a set of digital art works that were consistent with 

traditional Chinese style painting and which addressed these five issues. The five goals below 

reflect this sense of purpose and served as targets for in this study. 

1. Illustrate a well-known western tale based on the provided textual description, and 

using a Chinese style. In producing these illustrations, be faithful to the written 

content including both description and context. The stylistic translation needed to be 

substantial rather than superficial. In other words, these works would use a different 
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cultural lens to tell the same story, unlike Zhang (2016) who put Batman in an ancient 

Chinese armor, which in fact changed the content of the story. 

2. Produce digitals art works with global appeal by gradually incorporating the strengths 

of traditional Chinese painting. During this process, break down traditional Chinese 

painting into its singular elements and examine which elements can make a 

contribution to modern digital art now and what elements should be kept for later. 

The goal is gradual assimilation of style and technique rather that remaking Chinese 

painting with digital media.  Ultimately this would allow us to reach new audiences 

using traditional Chinese approaches. 

3. Study and research traditional Chinese painting’s theory and methods focusing more 

on the process and treatment than the final visual result. In other words, focusing on 

the essence of these paintings and understanding why the paintings look the way they 

do is more important simply knowing how to reproduce the look. The ideal state is 

that an image’s appearance might have nothing that looks like any ancient Chinese 

painting, but the inside logic and treatment of the content can still reflect the spirit of 

traditional Chinese painting. 

4. In the whole process, keep the image in an acceptable range for both eastern and 

western audiences. Working in this way, the practice would gradually approach the 

traditional Chinese painting style. Meeting ancient Chinese painting’s aesthetic values 

and modern standards of beauty could not be done in one shot. It had to be achieved 

through continuing interaction between art works and their viewers. During this 

process, they will keep changing and adjusting and finally meet in the middle. 
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Therefore this initiative will maintain a conservative attitude instead of pursuing 

radical change in a single project. 

5. Conclude with a set of methodologies that could be utilized by other artists on other 

objects or themes, make a set of tutorial videos, and create a website to make them 

widely available.   

Essentially, this was a trial of matching a different culture’s forms and content while 

using Chinese styles to tell a western story.  

Alice in Wonderland is a well-known western tale known to both eastern and western 

audiences, and people are familiar with its content. Therefore, using Chinese styles to illustrate 

the story will not confuse either audience allowing the research to focus on the methods. On the 

other hand, while Alice in Wonderland is famous, the visual images of the story in the general 

population are not as vivid as some other stories, for example, Peter Pan. This also meant the 

audience would be more willing to accept variations on the associated imagery.  

The characters in Alice in Wonderland provide clear characteristics and varied 

personalities, which lend themselves brushwork, styles and settings essential to Chinese painting. 

The Mad-hatter is crazy, the Queen of Hearts is evil, and the Cheshire Cat is conniving.    

Finally, the content of this story provides a wide range of modern western style objects - 

from environment to flowers, from monster to animal to human, along with vivid descriptions. 

All of this offered a solid starting point for creative illustration. 

Phase 1. Exploring Alice 

 Alice #1.  The first attempt at the digital interpretation of Alice in Wonderland 

using a traditional Chinese painting style was this representation of Alice (Figure 15). This 
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painting incorporates the traditional Chinese elements: hair style, elaborated lady style including 

silk-line style, and uses Sketchbook Pro & Photoshop.  

 

Figure 14. Alice #1. Zixu Tian (2016). 

 

Figure 15. Elaborate style little girl. Example little girl in elaborated Chinese style Wang, P 

(n.d.) Little girl (painting) Retrieved from:xuexila.com 
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The design of the character followed the classic image of Alice, including her hair style, 

dress, and age.  

In the first “Alice painting,” the use of traditional Chinese painting was rather limited. 

The traditional Chinese features of Alice #1 are variations on the elaborated “Lady” style shown 

in Figure 16. Wang’s little girl is a particularly informative example, because he has depicted a 

little girl, similar in age to Alice.  

In traditional elaborated painting, there are no shadow or lighting effects, instead the 

focus is only on evenness of color, producing a rather flat look shown in Figure 16. This first 

attempt used this less tonal color style for Alice - a western girl, and the effect is somewhat 

unexpected, because most traditional Chinese paintings in the elaborated style are used to depict 

Chinese people who have light skin, dark hair, and flat faces. Even without shadow effects, there 

is still a strong value contrast defining the difference between hair and skin producing a look 

consistent with the visual conventions of Chinese painting. The effect of the blond hair 

represented in this piece proved to be surprisingly jarring, even on a western character. Perhaps 

this phenomenon can be attributed to visual habit; the blond hair just did not match the visual 

expectations associated with the style. Therefore, it seemed advisable to add a little shading 

effect later to better define the contrast between hair and face. 

The line style used in “Alice #1” is called silk-line, the fundamental and most popular 

line style in elaborated painting. Silk line is the basic line style; it is fluid and even in width, but 

otherwise plain and not as unique as the other line or stroke styles. The silk line stroke is easier 

to integrate with other styles, Chinese and global. The nature of this line style must be very tidy, 

clean, and regulated, which conforms with the elegant beauty of the Victorian style. To acquire 

the skill of painting silk-line with traditional media requires months of practice and errors are 
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very difficult to correct. Digital media, however, were surprisingly helpful in producing the fluid 

silk line style; using the smoother tool in Sketchbook Pro, this line technique can be achieved in 

hours and the result can always be canceled or redone.  

 

Figure 16. Alice #2. Zixu Tian.  

 Alice #2.  Each stage or phase of this study added more traditional elements and 

integrated the elements in more complex ways. Alice #2 incorporated more varied line styles, 

brush strokes and the translucent color style. This painting used Corel Painter instead of 

Sketchbook Pro and Photoshop. Compared with the first Alice, Alice #2 added more Chinese 

elements at the material level: the color is more transparent, and the Painter software allowed 

more authentic brush-like line style and texture. 

One of the objects of this study was to experiment with various software in order to 

determine the capability of each to replicate traditional Chinese painting styles. The second Alice 

painting was based on the same sketch as Alice #1 but was traced with a different line style and 

rendered by a different software program. Alice #1 used Photoshop and Sketchbook Pro while 

Alice #2 substituted Corel Painter. 
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Phase 2. A Truly Mad Hatter 

 

Figure 17. The Mad-Hatter. Zixu Tian. 

The third attempt was the Mad Hatter, done in a classic Chinese character style. This 

work, again utilized Corel Painter and incorporated additional Chinese elements. The line style 

was not limited to silk-line but used iron-line, cloth-line, pluck-reed line, and dry-wood line. 

These bolder and more varied line styles can better express the Mad Hatter’s personality. For 

example, compared with Alice, the line used in Mad Hatter was more “un-controlled” and 

“rough around the edges” and the line styles are therefore consistent with the personality of the 

Mad-Hatter.  

As for the character, himself, the facial expression is more exaggerated than Alice. This 

representation also broke free from of the limitations of real human proportion and focused more 

on depiction of the character’s persona. As we have noted earlier, the use of line quality to 

portray personality is another characteristic of traditional Chinese painting. The Mad Hatter also 
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broke away from the flat color style, but with limited success. Introducing some tonality or 

gradation reduced the contrast of line to color fill and therefore inhibited the communicative 

effect of the line. 

The use of lighting and shading effects can produce visual appeal and can also offer 

advantages in expressing texture and structure. The problem is, the line style is a very important 

expressive tool in traditional Chinese painting and most lines exist around the defined edges of 

the subject which is also where the shading is strongest. Thus, shading used with an expressive 

line tends to cover or at least weaken the line-work. This conflict was an unresolved problem of 

this attempt, and a challenge for subsequent phases.  

The Mad Hatter also produced some new digital insights. Representing the rather zany 

personality of the Mad Hatter, involved the use of some freehand brush skills.  Freehand 

brushwork is a style of color application in which the freehand colors can break the boundaries 

of the lines and blend into each other. This improvement in color treatment was accomplished 

with the use of the vivid watercolor tool available in Corel Painter.  

Phase 3. Merging Techniques in the Queen of Hearts 

The Queen of Hearts was the fourth figure painting attempt in the elaborated style and is 

more advanced than the previous three. It incorporates the Chinese traditional elements: 

hairstyle, facial makeup, dress style, color rendering, pattern, line styles: iron line, silk line, 

willow line and cloth line, and also combines three software programs: SketchBook Pro, Corel 

Painter, and Adobe Photoshop. 
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Figure 18. The Queen of Hearts. Zixu Tian.  

The illustration implies movement as the queen appears to move toward us, and her 

clothing swirls with the movement. This attempt also made use of light and shading effects. 

Tonality was used to contour the figure and represent texture and surface quality. The character 

herself is also more expressive - the hair, the heart shape decoration on the skirt, and the long 

robe were all good opportunities to apply the traditional Chinese painting styles.  

The wide variety of textures - different clothes, metal, skin, and hair etc. was the major 

achievement in this work, but the use of color tonality, weakened the effect of the line work. 

Information about surface and detail; such as texture, structure, and lighting are necessary 

functions in modern digital painting, so this study consistently favored lighting and shading 

effects over the traditional Chinese line style whenever this conflict presented itself. This choice 

was intended to ensure wide applicability of the style.  
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The Queen of Hearts also represents several advances in digital technique. Unlike Alice 

#1 and #2, the hair of the queen was drawn black and white first and then changed to red by 

adjusting the layer effects, so the uncomfortable feeling of inadequate value contrast between 

face and hair was resolved.  

This was also the first trial that combined different software causing them to support each 

other. The line of the hair and crown was drawn using Sketchbook Pro, the line of the cloth, and 

the color fill were done in Corel Painter and the heart pattern and texture on the dress were added 

in Photo Shop.  

Phase 4. Textures for the Cheshire Cat 

 

Figure 19. The Cheshire Cat. Zixu Tian.  

The Cheshire cat was the first attempt at an animal object in this study series, and for that 

reason, it brought some new challenges. The first challenge was painting the animal fur which 

has a unique texture different from human hair. Second, cats always show up on branches, so 

another challenge was to paint the tree. In Chinese paintings, trees and branches have their own 

painting method, and this method has to be applied with water ink or free hand brush strokes, 
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which differ from the elaborated style. Third, in the story, the scene happens at night so the 

environment and atmosphere were also a big challenge. 

The Cheshire Cat required exploration of textures, and the representation of darkness. It 

used a circular composition and the software programs Photoshop and Corel Painter.  

The research revealed that night scenes rarely happen in traditional Chinese painting, and 

Chinese painting almost never represents the dark sky. Instead they tend to include a moon and 

some clouds to hint that it is night. However for modern audiences, this effect is not strong 

enough. Therefore, this study chose to attempt a dark background. Then in order to emphasize 

the effects of the stroke, the digital brushwork included some white color brushwork and 

highlights on surfaces that would have been illuminated by moonlight.  These highlights also 

provided sufficient contrast to differentiate the objects from the darkened environment.  

In Chinese painting, every single hair of fur must be painted, which differs somewhat 

from oil painting because the oil painting style allows part of the details to hide in the shadows. 

Representing fur consistent with Chinese stylistic tradition became the digital challenge on the 

Cheshire Cat. Working with traditional media, the brush would have been squashed to form a 

jagged bristle edge suitable to produce the fur-like texture. Because Chinese painting is water 

based, translucent, and very hard to cover, the traditional the fur would have been applied in 

layers which takes a long time and allows for no mistakes. Moreover, the hair of an animal is 

spread over the whole body, so every stroke needs to maintain the same length, and this requires 

strong hand-control, skill, and patience. 

Experiments with the brushes in Corel Painter, Photoshop and SketchBook, determined 

that the brush in Photo Shop is the most viable for this kind of task. 
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The freehand brushwork on the cat was done in Corel Painter which has a useful stroke 

type called Sumi-e. The Sumi-e palette offers a variety of brushes that approximate freehand 

brush strokes rather well. However, Corel Painter cannot accomplish some effects such as dry 

scratch, which is a skill that in traditional brushwork is usually used to paint tree trunks or stone. 

For these effects, Corel Painter proved most effective. These variances in the capabilities of 

current software explain the necessity of using multiple software programs to achieve all the 

desired effects. One might hope in the future to see additional software development that would 

eliminate this need. 

From the artist’s perspective, the control and hand-feeling of a digital pen is also very 

different from a real brush. The control of a digital pen is through pen pressure, but a real brush 

has much more control of the stroke, using speed, angle, direction, and many other skills. 

Although the painting program has all those settings on the brush tools, they do not work as well 

as the pen pressure setting. The soft brush head of traditional media offers more interaction with 

the surface than the hard pen on a tablet. The development of a soft head digital brush should be 

a future challenge for the software industry.  

Phase 5. Flower Painting with Caterpillar 

The Orchid (Figure 20) represented a unique opportunity to replicate an earlier work 

done in traditional media (Figure 21), this time using digital media, specifically Corel Painter 

and SketchBook Pro. This comparison is particularly informative because the same artist created 

both the digital and traditional media pieces. The Caterpillar is situated on an orchid plant with 

grass incorporating the fine art painting style. The caterpillar was also an attempt to involve the 

skills from another category of Chinese painting, known as “flower and bird painting.” The 
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stylistic attempt was interesting, but due to the time limitations, there was no further exploration 

on that direction. 

 

Figure 20. Digital orchid and caterpillar. Zixu Tian. 

 

Figure 21. Hand brush orchid. Zixu Tian.  

Comparison of the two pieces and processes, verified that the digital media can 

absolutely achieve the effect of traditional media, and even create more levels in space and 

depth. For example, the overlapping grass areas are more fluid because of the erasure capability 

in digital media. Working with digital media it was possible to erase intersections where the 

blades of grass overlapped, so the artist could draw them as continuous strokes and then erase the 

overlap areas. In contrast, working with traditional media, it was necessary to draw one part of 
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the leaf first and begin again from another side, so it was difficult to make the intersection areas 

continuous.   

Phase 6. Pattern and a Well Dressed Rabbit 

 

Figure 22. Rabbit in vest. Zixu Tian. 

Rabbit in Vest, continued the work of the earlier pieces with fur, trunk, and stone styles, 

and utilized Corel Painter and Adobe Photoshop. It introduced additional traditional Chinese 

elements in the form of the three far environmental strategies for the representation of space and 

depth. This attempt took advantage of improvements in the rendering and texturing skills and 

added a more detailed environment. It incorporated color strategies that are more varied and 

purposeful. The cloth vest of the rabbit used very little shading; instead, this attempt took 

advantage of the stripes in the plaid to contour the subject and give the form a feeling of solidity. 

Line was used to depict the texture. A new element in this piece was the discontinued stroke that 

was used to depict the shiny metal of the watch chain. The composition is a circle which is also a 

traditional decorative Chinese style composition, and the blank middle ground is representative 
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of the Chinese “level far” depth strategy. The bottom of the more distant mountains has 

disappeared, which is typical of the high far method discussed earlier. The most distant objects 

were lifted higher on the page than would be the case with real perspective, a strategy which is 

known as deep far. Then, part of the background was obscured, which is again characteristic of 

level far. In this work (Rabbit in Vest), the digital methods and techniques discovered in earlier 

experiments provided a more stable footing allowing a stronger sense of direction for the creative 

work.  

Phase 7. Combined Styles and the Mad Tea Party 

The Mad Tea Party took advantage of the techniques learned in the previous attempts to 

incorporate multiple styles and all three software programs. It utilizes the traditional fur style and 

rendering, composition, trunk and stone styles, elaborated style women, and a water ink style 

man. The painting also incorporates both the high far and level far spatial techniques. The earlier 

phases provided working methods that minimized the initial digital challenges. Looking closely 

at this piece, Alice is in the traditional Chinese elaborated style while Mad Hatter and the setting 

trees and rocks are in free hand style. The representation of the March Hare utilized techniques 

gained from earlier attempts like the Cheshire Cat and the Rabbit in Vest to produce an 

informative representation of animals. This piece also introduced a rose as a new element which 

demonstrated how to draw a flower in the traditional style. Finally this piece incorporates a much 

more complete environment that demonstrates how to create feeling of depth.  
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Figure 23. Mad tea party. Zixu Tian. 
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Chapter V: Summary and Implications 

 This chapter will conclude the whole project and offer some suggestions for future 

exploration. 

Summary and Results 

 This project set out to introduce the styles of traditional Chinese style painting to modern 

global artists and audiences through digital media while retaining appeal to the Chinese cultural 

base. This series of digital experiments successfully produced compositions that integrated a 

variety of traditional Chinese elements with western content. An exhibition (Appendix A) of the 

work received very favorable feedback (Appendix B) from a largely western audience. The 

software tested made digital production of these works possible, however further software testing 

and development would be desirable. 

In order to achieve the desired broader content and audience this study reasoned that 

success or lack of success would be most apparent if the illustrated content were based on a 

western (American-European) tradition. Selecting Alice in Wonderland as the content to be 

illustrated would not only provide good content variety, but would allow the Chinese painting 

styles to break through the limitations of content that is exclusively Chinese. 

Alice in Wonderland is a famous western story, published in 1865, which is after the 

Industrial Revolution, so it is also a relatively modern topic. The text is sufficiently descriptive to 

inspire illustration. The series of paintings, created by this study, identified several obstacles to 

combining traditional Chinese painting styles with western and modern content. For example, it 

was visually uncomfortable when an early attempt applied the Chinese lady painting style to 

Alice, a western girl, with blonde hair and a modern style skirt. The problem necessitated the 

development of strategies unanticipated by traditional Chinese painting. As noted in the Alice 
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example, compromise is one strategy that can be used to integrate Chinese and western styles, in 

this case by adding more light and shading effects. However, because of the time limitations on 

this project, the exercises focused primarily on illustration of the characters. Other kinds of 

content like buildings, environments and objects were not thoroughly explored but remain a topic 

of interest for future study.   

This study was designed to extend painting styles that have been traditionally Chinese to 

a more global modern audience. Therefore the creative work in this project adopted the view 

point of western audiences while keeping the work acceptable and adaptable to the broader and 

more modern target audience. All the illustrations respond to modern aesthetic values, and the 

Chinese painting skills, like color application styles and brush strokes, were used to create higher 

impact images that would appeal to modern tastes. The Chinese painting elements were not used 

directly but after adaptations. For example, in Chinese painting, different line styles are used to 

describe different personalities and dispositions. In this project, line style was also used to depict 

different textures and movements, which is more understandable for western audiences, who 

may not be familiar with the Chinese connotations of line quality. Time will tell if other artists 

are able to assimilate the work in this study in order to create even more fantastic works. The 

strategies developed in these explorations were intended is to inspire western artists and help 

western audiences accept and appreciate the paintings. In this, the study was relatively 

successful; the digital paintings were exhibited and the audience was invited to comment on the 

work. As shown in Figure 26, the reactions were very favorable. 
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Figure 24. Audience feedback board.  Work exhibited in Menomonie, WI, USA, May 6, 2012. 

Another objective of this study was to incorporate as much of the essence and spirit of 

traditional Chinese painting as possible. In this area, however, breaking away from content that 

is traditionally Chinese presented some unexpected problems. There is a big deviation of content 

and expressive methods between western and oriental cultures. In Chinese culture, certain 

objects have certain specific representative meanings or iconography; for example, the cuckoo 

represents missing lovers, the lotus represents integrity and so on. Those connotations are not 

meaningful to western audiences who have a quite different iconography of their own. For this 

reason the exercises in this study remained mostly at the technical level. Transposing 

iconography from oriental to western and vice versa is another topic of interest for further 

research. The work in this study did use Chinese painting skills to represent the characteristics 

and disposition of the characters. This application of the skill set reached a deeper level than the 

basic transplantation or copying of a cultural symbol. Still, these reapplications of Chinese 
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painting skills do not yet reach the level where they can reveal the wisdom and philosophy of 

traditional Chinese culture.  

The challenge of this study was to produce a style that would fall into an acceptable range 

for both eastern and western audiences. From the beginning there was an awareness that this 

must be done in stages or phases. 

From the first Alice to the last tea-party, the Chinese elements were added gradually 

more and more, and in each step, with the precondition of keeping it applicable and adoptable. 

Chinese painting elements were analyzed into single elements like “how to paint hair,” “how to 

paint fur,” “how to arrange the scene from front to back” and so on. A number of western 

painting styles and skills were also applied, like lighting and shading, structure and depth 

strategies.  

A secondary goal of this work was to develop a set of methodologies that other artists 

could use and apply to different objects or themes. In fact, the research did identify certain needs 

and summarized required skills and treatments like how to draw fine art style girls, free hand 

brush style man, elaborated style animal, water ink style stone and trees and put them into video 

tutorials. However, because the scope of this project was necessarily limited, it remains to be 

determined whether those treatments are universally applicable. For example, the treatment of 

fine art lady style is appropriate for Alice in this case, but if the same treatment were used on 

another western or modern girls, there might be new issues. Other artists are encouraged to 

conduct additional studies in these areas.  

As anticipated, this study also produced some useful insights on digital tools and 

software. For example, Photoshop’s painting function is not as comprehensive as Corel Painter, 

especially in imitating traditional media like the stroke and water fluid random effect. Therefore, 



71 

Photoshop was used mostly to do the overall adjustments with its layer effects and wrap 

adjustment tools. 

 Corel Painter proved to be the most useful and versatile program in this study. It was 

capable of imitating traditional media quite well with tools like the water color and digital water 

color brushes. The interface and control method is more user-friendly and the names for the tools 

and settings are also more intuitive and closer to traditional media. For example, the brush 

setting offers wet and dry, while Adobe Photoshop offers opacity and transparency, a slightly 

less effective option. Because of these advantages, the majority of this initial group of trials was 

done in Corel Painter. 

The line smoother tool in SketchBook Pro proved to be the best option for creating the 

long and regulated elaborated line-style. 

Implications for Future Research 

Due to the limitations of time and resources for this project, the work is mostly limited to 

the representation of figures with very little concern about representation of the environment and 

objects. The style used in this study was mainly the elaborated style. There was much less focus 

on other styles such as water color and folk art which were addressed only in very limited 

fashion. Future studies should expand the scope to include detailed experiments in environmental 

painting or still life elements. Other Chinese painting styles, such as water color or folk art could 

also be introduced into digital painting. 

This project primarily intended to imitate the character and style of Chinese painting. An 

alternative approach, would be to focus on the inside logic and treatment of Chinese painting. 

Using that approach, the result might look nothing like traditional Chinese painting but still be 

based on the internal logic of traditional Chinese philosophy. Such an approach could be more 
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successful and more applicable than this series of trials. The difficulty in that approach might 

also be substantial because the concepts would be so abstract. Others, however, might find the 

more abstract challenge appealing. This study reasoned that a more representational approach 

would fit best within the time allowed.    

The results of this study should inspire additional software development so that more of 

the fundamental color techniques, pattern capabilities, lines and brushwork of traditional Chinese 

painting might become available to digital artists. To date all of the trials in this study have been 

done in bitmap programs; some exploration of vector programs would be a useful sequel to this 

study. 
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