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Abstract

As the pinnacle of Yuan Dynasty temple murals, the Yongle Palace murals hold
significant importance in the development of Chinese traditional painting,
bridging the past and the future through their line art. Lines are not only the most
fundamental modeling tool in the Yongle Palace murals but also play a central role
in figure portrayal, spatial construction, and emotional expression. This paper
focuses on the "Chaoyuan Tu" (Palace Ceremony of the Immortals) mural in the
Sanqging Hall of Yongle Palace, analyzing its line expression types, stylized spatial
construction methods, and the emotions and calligraphic qualities conveyed by
the lines. Through a review of line types such as iron-wire drawing and
willow-leaf drawing, and considering the organization of line density, length, and
straightness/curvature, this paper explores how the Yongle Palace murals
construct an orderly and rhythmic visual structure in planar space. Furthermore,
starting from the traditional painting concept of "capturing the spirit through
form," it elucidates the aesthetic value of lines in shaping divine images and
conveying spiritual atmosphere. This paper argues that the line art of the Yongle
Palace murals not only reflects the high maturity of the traditional Chinese line
drawing system but also provides an important example for understanding the
spatial cognitive logic of traditional Chinese painting, offering important insights
for contemporary Chinese painting creation.
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1. Introduction

The Yongle Palace murals occupy an important position in the history of Chinese
temple and monastery murals. Their grand scale, numerous figures, and complete
subject matter make them crucial examples for studying Yuan Dynasty painting
styles and the folk painting system. Scholarly research on the Yongle Palace murals
has been extensively discussed, covering aspects such as the source of their subject
matter, religious thought, stylistic language, and the relationship between line and
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color, with particular attention paid to their linear stylistic features . In recent years,
research on the Yongle Palace murals has mainly focused on the source of their
subject matter, the Taoist iconographic system, and the analysis of stylistic language.
Some scholars have also noted the relationship between their line drawing style and
the folk painting system (e.g., Zhao Sheng & Lei Yahui, 2021; Wang Bomin, *A
History of Chinese Painting*). However, existing research often discusses lines from
the perspective of figure modeling or technique, rarely examining lines
systematically within the context of the overall composition and spatial generation
of the painting.

The importance of this question lies in the fact that the Yongle Palace murals were
created within a cultural context lacking a strict perspective system, and their
spatial construction methods differ fundamentally from those of Western painting.
In this context, how do lines fulfill the dual function of both shaping form and
constructing space? What spatial cognitive patterns are reflected behind this unique
construction method? Inquiring into these questions not only helps deepen our
understanding of the artistic characteristics of the Yongle Palace murals but also
provides an opportunity to re-examine the spatial logic of traditional Chinese
painting.

In fact, in the murals of Yongle Palace, lines are not merely used to outline forms, but
are deeply involved in the formation of pictorial order and the organization of visual
rhythm. Lines are not only the foundation of form, but also a means of generating
space, and an important carrier of emotion and spiritual connotation. Therefore, it is
necessary to move beyond a simple "line modeling" perspective and examine lines
within the overall framework of "expressive type—spatial construction—emotional
expression” to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the inherent logic of
the line art in the Yongle Palace murals.

The core argument of this article is that the Yongle Palace murals formed a unique "
creating a scene with lines" model—through the stylized organization of lines, they
constructed an ordered space with a sense of depth on a two-dimensional surface,
and by utilizing the calligraphic qualities of lines, the spatial structure
simultaneously became a carrier of emotional experience. This model not only
embodies the aesthetic ideals of "establishing the framework with lines" and
"conveying the spirit with form" in traditional Chinese painting, but also provides an
important case for understanding the spatial concepts of ancient Chinese painting.
The concept of " creating a scene with lines" proposed in this article follows Zong
Baihua's discourse on the "spatial consciousness" of Chinese art and echoes Fang
Wen's theory of "the structure of lines," but it places greater emphasis on the active

constructive function of lines in the generation of space.

2. Main Types of Line Expression in Yongle Palace Murals

2.1. Iron Wire Drawing: Establishing Structure and Sense of Power
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Iron-wire drawing is the most common and supportive form of line expression in
the Yongle Palace murals. It plays an important role in establishing the structure and
stabilizing the order of the entire picture. In the "Court Audience" mural in the
Sanqing Hall, the outlines of many figures, the main lines of clothing folds, and the
structural lines of objects are all completed with central iron-wire drawing. The
lines are rounded and vigorous, with relatively uniform thickness. They maintain a
high degree of continuity between the beginning, middle, and end of the stroke,
forming a stable and continuous sense of power and constituting the solid
"skeleton" of the picture.

In terms of specific techniques, iron-wire drawing emphasizes the use of the central
brush tip and the restrained control of brush strength. During the brushstroke, the
artist adjusts the brush tip upon entering the paper, coordinating all the hairs to
advance the lines at a relatively uniform speed, giving the lines a calm and solid
texture, like "drawing with a cone in sand" or "leaking roof marks." Although the
lines rarely show obvious contrasts in thickness, they possess a stable yet elastic
tension, avoiding both weakness and stiffness. This high degree of control over the
brush tip, strength, and rhythm allows the figures to remain clear and full even in
large-scale paintings and dense compositions, possessing an almost sculptural sense

of volume.

Figure 1: Blue Robe Taiyi

In the depiction of principal deities, the structural function of iron-wire drawing is
particularly prominent. The main lines of their flowing robes are mostly completed
by long, straight iron wires, cascading down from the shoulders with few hesitations
or breaks, forming a clear vertical supporting force. This vertical line not only
visually enhances the figure's height and solemnity but also establishes the overall
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solemn and stable religious tone of the painting. Especially in the images of the
Antarctic Longevity Emperor and the Purple Emperor, the continuous long lines
formed by their wide robes and sleeves support the figure's structure like pillars,
giving the deity an aura of majesty and constancy that transcends that of ordinary
people.

The iron-wire drawing technique also plays a significant role in distinguishing
materials and objects. In the "Court Audience" painting, objects with hard textures,
regular shapes, and a sense of order, such as scepters, hats, halos, utensils, tables,
and decorative components, are mostly outlined with iron-wire lines. Taking the
image of Taiyi in blue robes as an example, the main lines of his clothing begin with
rounded strokes and continue with concealed brush tips, resulting in straight and
powerful lines. The scepters held in his hands are depicted with double-outline
drawing, the difference in thickness indicating distance, solidity, and depth, while
also highlighting the solidity and cool texture of the ivory material. This method of
distinguishing the attributes of objects by the nature of the lines allows the painting
to achieve a clear and stable visual order without relying on chiaroscuro.

It is worth noting that iron-wire drawing is not a mechanical repetition in its overall
execution. In grand scenes with numerous figures and long lines, the artist often
uses brushstrokes and line continuity to maintain the visual continuity of individual
lines. Even at the junctions of brushstrokes, the artist presents a calligraphic
characteristic of "the brush may break, but the meaning continues." This approach
avoids the abrupt splicing of lines and maintains a smooth and vibrant rhythm
within the overall solemn and rigorous atmosphere of the painting.

From an overall stylistic perspective, the iron-wire drawing in the Yongle Palace
murals does not deliberately emphasize the variations in pressure and release
reminiscent of Wu Daozi's "water shield strips.” Instead, while absorbing the spirit
of "Wu's flowing lines," it shifts towards a more robust, rounded, and composed
approach to lines. As the relevant research institute of the Yongle Palace Mural
Conservation Research Institute in Shanxi Province pointed out, the lines in the
Sanqing Hall murals "became robust, rounded, composed, and powerful," reflecting
the creative transformation of Yuan Dynasty painters based on the inheritance of
tradition. This line system, established with iron-wire drawing as its core, allows the
entire mural, despite its grand scale and dense figures, to maintain a coherent flow
and orderly structure, fully demonstrating the high level of maturity in the line art of
the Yongle Palace murals.

2.2. Orchid Leaf Drawing: Enhancing Flexibility and Dynamics

Unlike the structural and stable characteristics of iron-wire drawing, orchid-leaf
drawing in the Yongle Palace murals serves more to express the dynamic details and
emotional changes. These lines are frequently seen on the faces, hands, and clothing

ribbons and sashes of figures. The brushstrokes are elastic, with distinct undulations,
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exhibiting a rhythmic blend of softness and strength in the pressure applied,
injecting lively and flexible elements into the solemn overall atmosphere of the
painting.

The basic characteristic of orchid leaf brushstrokes is the uneven application of
force, with varying pressure during the brush movement. Each line enters and exits
lightly, and the interplay of pressure and lifting creates rich and diverse variations
in the lines, making the deities more vivid and three-dimensional. This style of line
drawing inherits the vigorous and powerful strokes and undulating rhythm of Wu
Daozi's calligraphy, which was fully developed and innovated in the murals of
Yongle Palace.

4[] SERS ‘

Figure 2: The Lady.of Bao-vu
The use of orchid-leaf strokes is particularly typical in the depiction of deities' faces.
For example, the eyebrows and eyes of civil officials and celestial beings are often
rendered with delicate and subtle orchid-leaf strokes. The lines pause slightly at the
turns, without deliberately emphasizing structure, but rather using variations in
curvature and straightness to suggest the inner spirit and temperament of the
figures. This approach to line work prevents the expressions from becoming
formulaic and stiff, while also avoiding the triviality of overly realistic depictions,
thus preserving rich spiritual connotations within a highly generalized style. The
painter flexibly controls the thickness, density, and shade of the lines according to
the different characteristics of the figures and their clothing to distinguish the
texture and temperament of different objects. For instance, in the painting "The
Court of the Immortals: The Jade Maiden Offering the Treasure,” the jade maiden's
skin is smooth and delicate, and the lines of her face are outlined with fine softness,
distinguishing her from the facial lines of the male deities. Utilizing the subtle and
ethereal characteristics of orchid-leaf strokes, the painter precisely distinguishes the
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texture of the skin through variations in the density, thickness, and shade of the
lines, creating a gentle and dignified image of a female deity.

In depicting hair, the orchid-leaf stroke technique also demonstrates exquisite
control. The Queen Mother's hair is rendered with smooth, black, and powerful long
lines, reflecting her noble majesty; while the palace maids' hair is depicted with light
and sparse lines, suggesting their humble status. Through precise use of lines, the
artist vividly portrays the different identities and personalities of the various figures,
creating lifelike images of the deities. Furthermore, the orchid-leaf stroke technique
further enhances the dynamism of the painting in the depiction of sashes, ribbons,
and clouds. The ribbon lines often undulate in a wave-like manner, with a
continuous and rhythmic flow, contrasting and complementing the stable structure
formed by the iron-wire stroke technique. In the grand and magnificent scene with
numerous figures and long lines, it is difficult to draw a complete line in one stroke.
Therefore, the artist uses the technique of connecting strokes to achieve seamless
connections in the depiction of lines, resulting in a smooth, light, and seemingly
effortless effect. This interplay of movement and stillness in the lines allows "The
Court of the Gods" to maintain a sense of fluidity and rhythm amidst the dense
arrangement of figures, as if the gods are slowly moving forward in a solemn ritual

order, enhancing the ritualistic nature and visual tension of the painting.

Figure 3: Xi Wangmu

It is important to emphasize that the orchid leaf strokes are not arbitrary depictions

of natural forms, but rather a highly refined and stylized language. Through
long-term practice, the painters developed a mature set of line techniques, ensuring
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that seemingly soft lines always maintain an inner strength, reflecting a profound
grasp of the figures' spirit and the rhythm of the composition. This "soft yet strong"
linear characteristic is a significant marker of the highly mature line art of the
Yongle Palace murals. As Zhao Sheng and Lei Yahui (2021) pointed out, the lines in
the Yongle Palace murals "transcend the simple function of depiction, becoming a

medium for 'seeing the Dao'.

3. The Stylized Organization and Spatial Construction of Lines

3.1. The stylization of lines and the generation of order in the picture

The lines in the Yongle Palace murals are not isolated, but appear in groups and
rows, forming a highly stylized organizational structure. In the "Court Audience”
mural, the number of figures is large and densely arranged, but the picture does not
appear cluttered. The fundamental reason for this is the meticulous and orderly
arrangement of the lines in terms of density, length, and direction . The lines of
clothing tend to overlap densely where the figures' limbs turn and their movements
intersect, while they tend to be simplified in areas where the body is relaxed and the
posture is stable, thus creating a rhythmic contrast of "dense enough to be
impenetrable, yet sparse enough for a horse to gallop through.”

This stylized organization of lines not only shapes the figures but also establishes a
clear and stable structure of order within the painting. Taking the overall layout of
the deities paying homage in the "Court Audience" painting as an example, the
figures are arranged symmetrically or nearly symmetrically, with the lines echoing
each other vertically and horizontally, creating a coherent and unified visual effect
from the complex group composition. Through control of the weight, thickness, and
direction of the lines, the painter integrates deities of different statuses and ranks
into the same system of order, maintaining the overall grandeur while avoiding local
chaos and disorder.

In the context of the Yongle Palace murals, stylization encompasses at least three
levels: first, technical stylization, namely the standardized use of line types such as
iron-wire drawing and orchid- leaf drawing; second, stylistic stylization, namely the
rules for line representation corresponding to the different identities of deities; and
third, compositional stylization, namely the established patterns of figure
arrangement and line organization. These three levels of stylization support each
other, jointly constituting the highly unified yet varied visual language system of the
Yongle Palace murals.

This highly standardized linear language reflects the mature system inherent in the
Yongle Palace murals as a collective creation of folk painters. On the one hand, the
stylistic formalization of lines ensured stylistic unity during the large-scale painting
process; on the other hand, the painters, within the established formula, subtly
varied the rhythm of the lines to imbue the figures with distinct expressions . This

"balance between form and individuality” is a key characteristic of folk painting art.
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Research suggests that the Sanqing Hall murals may have been painted
simultaneously by two teams of painters on the east and west walls, exhibiting both
unified technical standards and distinct stylistic features in the details.

3.2. "Creating Scenery with Lines": Non-Perspective Expression of Lines
and Space

Unlike Western paintings that rely on focal perspective and chiaroscuro to construct
space, the spatial expression of the Yongle Palace murals is mainly achieved through
the organization of lines. The spatial relationships between the figures in the "Court
Audience" mural are not reflected by scaling down or vanishing points, but rather by
the overlapping, occlusion, and arrangement of lines at different heights, which

gives the flat picture a sense of depth and spatial layering.

s g

Wigiie Emper the Antarctic
In practice, painters often use variations in the density of lines to suggest spatial
relationships: the lines of clothing folds on foreground figures are clearer and
denser, while the lines on figures in the background are relatively simplified or
partially obscured, thus creating a natural distinction between foreground and
background. At the same time, the varying heights of the figures in the picture are
not simply a matter of compositional arrangement, but are closely related to the
direction of the lines. The repetition and echoing of lines at different heights allow
the spatial relationships to unfold layer by layer on the plane.
This spatial construction method shares an inherent connection with the spatial
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concepts of Chinese gardens and architecture. Techniques such as "borrowing
scenery" and "framing scenery" in gardens also do not rely on strict perspective, but
rather create a flowing spatial experience through the overlapping, echoing, and
guiding of objects. The linear organization in the Yongle Palace murals, to some
extent, achieves a similar "flowing space” effect—the viewer's gaze is guided by the
rhythm of the lines, constantly moving, lingering, and moving again within the
painting, thus gaining a profound psychological experience. This experiential mode
resonates with the concept of "wandering gaze" in classical Chinese aesthetics and
also forms a cross-cultural dialogue with phenomenological discussions of
"temporal space.”

It is worth noting that long, straight lines play a prominent role in spatial
construction in "The Court of the Immortals." The long, vertical lines formed by the
robes, sleeves, and ribbons of the figures appear repeatedly in the painting,
reinforcing the overall vertical force and visually guiding the viewer's eye from
bottom to top, thus creating a solemn and grand spatial experience. This space is not
"space in the sense of perspective,” but rather an ordered space generated by the
rhythm of lines, reflecting the unique aesthetic logic of traditional Chinese painting
that uses lines to create atmosphere.

From the perspective of viewing experience, this spatial construction invites
viewers to engage in a "gradual” viewing experience: the eye is first drawn to the
clear lines of the foreground figures, and then, guided by, obscured by, and echoed
by the lines, gradually enters the middle ground and the background, ultimately
forming a complete visual experience. This viewing method differs from the
"instantaneous" perspective of Western painting; rather, it is a "temporal” reading
experience—space unfolds in time, and time flows in space.

This "creating a scene with lines" model inherits the tradition of spatial
representation in Chinese painting and calligraphy theory. Zong Baihua, in his
"Spatial Consciousness as Expressed in Chinese and Western Painting Methods,"
points out that the spatial construction of Chinese painting "is neither based on the
rendering of light and shadow, nor on copying the three-dimensionality of
sculptures and the geometric perspective of architecture, but rather displays a
spatial sense similar to that evoked by music or dance,” or more precisely, a "spatial
creation in calligraphy." The line organization of the Yongle Palace murals is
precisely the concentrated embodiment of this "spatial creation in calligraphy” in

mural art.

4. The emotional writing and spiritual expression of lines
4.1. The texture of lines and emotional orientation
The lines in the Yongle Palace murals are extremely rich in texture, with different

objects rendered using lines tailored to their specific materials, creating distinct
emotional connotations. The lines of clothing are mostly rounded and thick,
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expressing both the suppleness and weight of the garments and enhancing the sense
of volume in the figures; the lines of beard and hair are detailed and elastic,
conveying vitality and spirit; while the lines of objects and decorative patterns tend
to be solid and stable, enhancing the sense of ceremony and solemnity in the
paintings.

Different line types convey different emotions and moods in a painting. Vertical and
powerful lines are often used to depict emperors and principal deities, creating a
solemn and majestic atmosphere; flowing curves are mostly used for sashes,
auspicious clouds, and attendants, conveying a warm and lively feeling; angular
lines appear strong and decisive in the depiction of generals or objects. Here, lines
are no longer neutral modeling tools, but are endowed with clear emotional
attributes, becoming an important part of the spirit and atmosphere of the painting.
The formation of this emotional orientation is closely related to the aesthetic
tradition of Chinese calligraphy. Calligraphy emphasizes "the sentiment of the brush
and the charm of the ink," expressing the writer's emotions and temperament
through the rhythm, strength, and variations in the wetness and dryness of the
brushstrokes. The lines in the Yongle Palace murals also possess this characteristic
of "the sentiment of the brush.” The painter's lifting, pressing, turning, and pausing
during the brushstrokes not only completed the task of modeling but also infused
the lines with their own emotional experiences, making the lines a carrier of
emotion. As stated in "A Record of Famous Paintings Through the Ages," "The
representation of objects must be in terms of resemblance in form, and resemblance
in form must be in terms of the essence and spirit. Both resemblance in form and
essence and spirit originate from the conception and are attributed to the use of the
brush. Therefore, many skilled painters are also skilled calligraphers." The "essence
and spirit" beyond resemblance in form is attributed to the use of the brush, and
specifically, the same brushstroke as in calligraphy, which refers to the meaning of
formal beauty.

It is important to emphasize that this emotional expression is not achieved through
exaggerated deformation or strong contrast, but rather through the subtle
differences in lines. There may be subtle differences in thickness, speed, and
elasticity between one iron-wire drawing and another. It is these subtle differences
that constitute the unique temperament of the figure and create the richness of the
emotional layers in the picture.

The calligraphic nature of lines and the epistemological significance of "capturing
the spirit through form".

Traditional Chinese painting emphasizes the shared origins of calligraphy and
painting, and the lines in the Yongle Palace murals also possess distinct calligraphic
characteristics. When outlining long lines, the painters often used the central
brushstroke, completing the lines in one continuous motion. The lines exhibit clear

rhythmic variations in pressure and turns, demonstrating a high degree of control
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over ink and brush. This calligraphic approach to linework imbues the lines not only
with a formative function but also with independent aesthetic value.

From the perspective of "capturing the spirit through form,"” the Yongle Palace
murals do not pursue a realistic reproduction of objective objects. Instead, they
directly capture the spiritual essence of the figures through highly generalized and
refined lines. Take, for example, the main figures such as the Jade Emperor in the
"Court Audience" mural. Their faces and hands are mostly outlined with iron-wire
lines, which are strong and full, conveying authority and majesty. The drapery folds
are mostly composed of long and wavy lines, implying movement within stability,
making the figures solemn yet vibrant. This approach to line treatment allows the
figures to transcend their concrete forms, presenting a symbolic spiritual image.
"Capturing the spirit through form" is not merely a principle of form, but also an
epistemological stance. It presupposes that the essence of things does not reside in
the detailed reproduction of their external forms, but rather in the spiritual core
directly captured through the simplification and refinement of form. This
epistemological stance elevates the lines of the Yongle Palace murals beyond mere
depiction, transforming them into a medium for "seeing the Dao"—through the
writing of lines, viewers gain a direct grasp of divinity and transcendent experience
on a visual level. As Wang Wei stated in "On Painting": "With a single brush, one can
depict the vastness of the universe, to define the form of the body, and to fully
capture the clarity of the eye.” Painting is not about facing a real scene and depicting
a corner of the view, but about using a single brush to depict the vastness of the

universe.

Figure 5. A portion of the murals in the Yongle Palace.

Here, lines become the medium for communicating the artist's emotions and the
viewer's aesthetic experience. Through the movement, rhythm, and calligraphic
quality of the lines, the painting not only presents a complete and dynamic formal
structure but also subtly conveys a solemn, awe-inspiring, and transcendent
spiritual experience, embodying the aesthetic ideal of "spirit resonance" pursued in
ancient Chinese painting. Xie He's "Six Principles" places "spirit resonance" first, and
the generation of spirit resonance precisely depends on the calligraphic qualities of
lines.

5. Conclusion

The line art of the Yongle Palace murals represents a highly refined form built upon
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the long-term development of the traditional Chinese line drawing system. The
diversity of its line expression types, the stylized spatial construction, and the
expressive, calligraphic emotional delivery collectively constitute the unique and
profound aesthetic value of this mural system.

The core contribution of this paper lies in proposing and demonstrating the
"creating a scene with lines" model of the Yongle Palace murals: through the stylized
organization of lines, an ordered space with a sense of depth is constructed on a
two-dimensional surface; this spatial structure simultaneously becomes a carrier of
emotional experience, unifying form, space, and emotion into a complete visual
system through the calligraphic qualities of lines. This model is not only a
concentrated embodiment of the aesthetic ideals of "establishing the structure with
lines" and "conveying the spirit with form" in traditional Chinese painting, but also
provides an important case for understanding the unique spatial cognitive logic of
ancient Chinese painting.

From the perspective of academic history, this study of the lines in the Yongle Palace
murals attempts to transcend the technical perspective of "line modeling" and
examine the lines within a comprehensive framework of overall pictorial structure,
spatial construction, and spiritual expression. This shift in perspective helps to
deepen the understanding of the artistic characteristics of Yuan Dynasty temple and
monastery murals and also provides new ideas for the study of traditional Chinese
painting theory.

From the perspective of contemporary creation, the linear art of the Yongle Palace
murals offers important inspiration for Chinese painting: In a globalized context,
how can we explore a linear language that meets contemporary aesthetic needs
while inheriting the spirit of traditional line drawing? How can we find a new
balance between abstraction and figuration, tradition and modernity? These
questions await continuous exploration by creators in practice. Chen Zhenlian, in
discussing the essence of Chinese painting, proposed that lines should possess
independent aesthetic value, rather than becoming "appendages to form." This
viewpoint coincides with the calligraphic nature of the lines in the Yongle Palace
murals and points the way for contemporary creation.

The linear art of the Yongle Palace murals is not only an important legacy of
traditional Chinese painting but also a vibrant aesthetic resource. In-depth research
into their linear expression types, spatial construction methods, and emotional
expression mechanisms helps deepen our understanding of Yuan Dynasty painting
art and provides a valuable traditional reference for contemporary Chinese painting.
As Mr. Wang Chaowen pointed out after examining the Yongle Palace murals: "The
unique value of this aesthetic object still awaits further in-depth understanding; it
will shine brightly in the years to come."
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