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The Formation and Transmission of Fan Kuan’s
Artistic Style: Realism and Idealization in “Travelers
Among Mountains and Streams””

. EES
Takenami, Haruka

Abstract

Fan Kuan (ca. late 10th—early 11th c.), a native of Huayuan (modern Yaozhou
District, Tongchuan City, Shaanxi Province), developed a landscape style rooted in the
natural environment of his home region. His monumental landscapes, composed in the
high-distance (gaoyuan) mode that accentuates upward spatial recession, established him
as one of the most distinguished masters of Northern Song landscape painting. Centering
on his masterpiece “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams” (National Palace Museum),
this article examines the significance of Fan Kuan and his painting in the history of
Chinese landscape painting and its impact on later generations in three parts.

Part one analyzes the compositional structure, pictorial motifs, and techniques
of “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams,” tracing the emergence of Fan Kuan’s
distinctive style, which combines heightened naturalism with idealized vision. Although
his manner appears at first glance to be unprecedented, comparison with related works
reveals that it was established based on the development of landscape painting from the
Tang through the Five Dynasties in northern China. The section further argues that Fan
Kuan’s stylistic originality lies in his extraordinary observation of the scenery surrounding
Mt. Zhaojin, which enabled him to achieve remarkable representational fidelity. By
emphasizing the mass and height of the central peak and by arranging motifs to guide the
viewer’s gaze, he constructed an image that transcends the mere depiction of an actual
site to achieve a symbolic visual world. Moreover, analysis of figures such as the monk
and the caravan of pack animals demonstrates that the painting represents a late-summer
evening setting, positioning the work as a highly accomplished Northern Song example of
the depiction of season, time, and atmospheric conditions.

*  Received: 30 June 2025; Accepted: 7 November 2025
**  Professor, Faculty of Fine Arts, Kyoto City University of Arts



The National Palace Museum Research Quarterly 43: 2 117

Part two explores how Fan Kuan came to be esteemed alongside Guan Tong (10th c.)
and Li Cheng (919-967) in the Northern Song painting world, offering new insights by
situating his reception within contemporary political dynamics and the circumstances of
the Shaanxi region. Owing to turmoil at the end of the Tang, the capital region of Jingzhao
(modern Xi’an City) and the surrounding Shaanxi area had declined, and even after the
founding of the Northern Song, the region continued to suffer from raids by Tangut forces
and bandits. This instability likely contributed to Fan Kuan’s decision to live reclusively
in the mountains of his home region while developing his style. During the Zhenzong
reign (997-1022), Shaanxi served as a key military frontier, and numerous high-ranking
officials with roots in the North China region—chancellors and military commissioners—
were dispatched there, individuals who likely became informed appreciators of Fan
Kuan’s work. Meanwhile, in the capital Kaifeng, although many painters were mobilized
for imperial Daoist temple construction projects, key administrative positions were held
by Jiangnan-born fiscal officials and eunuchs, making the climate unfavorable for the
recognition of Fan Kuan’s austere, Shaanxi-based landscape idiom. In the subsequent
Renzong reign (1022-1063), the rise of the Western Xia (1038—-1227) intensified political
attention on Shaanxi, though Fan Kuan had already passed away. Nevertheless, as Li
Cheng’s “level-distance” mode came to be highly valued, Fan Kuan’s contrasting “high-
distance” manner also began to attract attention. From the later Renzong period onward,
Fan Kuan came to be ranked with Guan Tong and Li Cheng as a great master.

Part three examines the transmission and transformation of Fan Kuan’s style after
the Northern Song. His manner was initially carried forward mainly by artists in Shaanxi
during the mid-to-late Northern Song, then adopted by court painters, Jiangnan artists,
and literati painters by the final years of the Northern Song and early Southern Song,
even as the monumental force of his idiom gradually diminished. An intriguing example
is “Snowy Landscape” (Tokyo National Museum) by Liang Kai (late 12th—early 13th c.).
Painted during the reign of Emperor Ningzong (1194—1224), its depiction of the Shaanxi
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landscape reminded contemporary viewers of the politically significant issue of reclaiming
North China from the Jin dynasty. And then, “Sitting Alone by a Stream” (National Palace
Museum) reflects a later understanding and reinterpretation of Fan Kuan’s visual legacy.
Through these cases, this part elucidates the historical pathways through which Fan
Kuan’s style circulated.

Through these three parts, this study clarifies that the essence of Fan Kuan’s pictorial
mode lies in its sophisticated fusion of realism and idealization, grounded in the natural
environment of his homeland. It was precisely this quality that led Northern Song scholar-
officials to praise his works as faithful to the true forms of the mountains. In doing so, the
study demonstrates how Fan Kuan’s artistic reputation was established and elucidates the
lasting significance of his work within the history of Chinese landscape painting.

Keywords: Fan Kuan, “Travelers Among Mountains and Streams,” Northern Song landscape
painting, high-distance (gaoyuan), “raindrop texture strokes,” Mt. Zhaojin
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