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ABSTRACT
Negative space, as a distinctive and charming artistic technique in Chinese landscape painting, carries profound cultural 
heritage and artistic value. The forms of negative space in Chinese landscape painting include compositional negative space, 
borrowed object negative space, and virtual-real negative space, which highlight the value of emphasizing the painting theme, 
showcasing spatial composition, and creating an artistic atmosphere. This study explores how negative space techniques can be 
innovatively developed by transforming traditional methods for modern use, integrating modern artistic elements, and 
expanding the forms of negative space expression in the context of contemporary art development trends. The aim is to provide 
theoretical references and practical insights for the inheritance and innovation of Chinese landscape painting creation, 
promoting the development of Chinese landscape painting art in the new era.

KEYWORDS
Blank technique; Chinese landscape painting; Form of expression

1　Introduction

Chinese landscape painting, as an essential component of traditional Chinese art, showcases the profound 
understanding and appreciation of nature and the universe by the Chinese nation through its unique artistic language 
and aesthetic realm. The technique of leaving blank spaces is a significant artistic expression in Chinese landscape 
painting, widely used by artists since ancient times. It is not only a compositional method but also a manifestation of 
artistic thought and philosophical concepts. From Ma Yuan's "one corner" composition in the Southern Song Dynasty, 
which creates a serene and distant atmosphere with large areas of blank space, to the concise yet powerful handling of 
blank spaces in the works of Bada Shanren, the technique of leaving blank spaces has consistently run through the 
development of Chinese landscape painting. In the context of diversified contemporary art, re-examining and studying 
the application of the technique of leaving blank spaces in Chinese landscape painting holds important practical 
significance for inheriting and innovating this art form.

2　The expression of the technique of leaving blank space in Chinese landscape painting

2.1　Composition and white space

Composition with negative space is one of the most common forms of negative space in Chinese landscape painting. 
By carefully planning the spatial layout of the painting, artists consciously leave blank areas to break the dense and full 
appearance of the picture, creating an artistic effect where reality and void coexist, thus giving the entire landscape 
painting a sense of depth and guiding the viewer's gaze. The main representatives of composition with negative space are 
Ma Yuan and Xia Gui, whose works are renowned for their "scenic corners." They skillfully use negative space to create a 
profound atmosphere of "seeing the big picture through small details." These two painters' compositional techniques not 
only enhance the spatial feel of the painting but also showcase boundless natural scenery within limited canvas sizes, 
making viewers feel as if they are immersed in it, experiencing the vastness and depth of the mountains and waters. For 
example, Fan Kuan's "Travelers by Streams and Mountains" from the Northern Song Dynasty features dense forests and 
traveling merchants at the bottom of the painting, while large areas of negative space represent the sky and distant mist 
at the top, creating a strong contrast between reality and void. This compositional technique not only highlights the main 
subjects but also gives the painting a deep sense of space, making viewers feel as if they are among the expansive 
landscapes, experiencing the grandeur and majesty of nature.[1]

2.2　Leave room for things

The technique of "borrowing objects to leave blank spaces" refers to the artist using certain elements in the painting to 
suggest or replace the blank areas, making the void not just an space but one rich with imagination. In landscape 
paintings, common methods of borrowing objects to leave blank spaces include leaving blank spaces for rocks, clouds, 
water, corners, and trees. Among these, leaving blank spaces for rocks involves the artist creating a gap in the overall 
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composition of rocks to highlight their form, making them appear more three-dimensional and vivid. For example, in the 
painting "A Thousand Peaks and Ten Thousand Valleys," the artist skillfully leaves blank spaces between the rocks, making 
them appear staggered and as if enveloped in mist, enhancing the painting's dynamism and profound atmosphere; 
leaving blank spaces for clouds and water is a typical method of borrowing objects to leave blank spaces. [2]By leveraging 
the ethereal and dynamic qualities of clouds and water, the artist skillfully leaves blank spaces in the painting, making it 
seem as if the mist and water are flowing within the frame. For instance, in the works of Qing dynasty painter Kun Can, he 
often uses swirling clouds and mist to represent the blank spaces, with the mist weaving through the mountains, blurring 
the boundaries , and adding a sense of mystery and depth to the painting. Viewers can feel the gentle breeze from the 
mountains and hear the sound of trickling streams through the misty blank spaces; leaving blank spaces for corners 
involves creating blank spaces in the edges of the painting, expanding the visual boundaries, and creating an aesthetic 
experience that leaves one wanting more. For example, in Southern Song dynasty painter Ma Lin's "Listening to the Pine 
Wind," the artist skillfully leaves blank spaces at the edges of the painting, extending the viewer's gaze beyond the canvas 
and evoking a sense of continuous pine breezes and distant landscapes. Leaving blank spaces for trees creates an effect of 
light and shadow interplay and the blending of reality and illusion, enhancing the transparency and vitality of the 
painting. This technique of borrowing objects and leaving blank space not only enriches the visual elements of the 
picture but also endows it with profound philosophical connotation, making landscape painting a dialogue between the 
soul and nature.[3]

2.3　Leave room for the real and the imaginary

Landscape painting expresses space through a combination of the real and the void, where "void" refers to negative 
space and "real" to the depiction of objects. The interplay between the real and the void is achieved through skillful 
composition, allowing the actual scenes and blank spaces in the picture to complement each other, creating an artistic 
effect that blends reality and imagination. Negative space is not just about leaving blank areas for ink and brush; it also 
embodies a philosophical reflection on the contrast between the real and the void. In this approach, artists typically focus 
on detailed renderings of the main subjects with fine brushstrokes, capturing their form, texture, and color while treating 
secondary elements or backgrounds as negative spaces. By using negative space in landscape paintings, the artist can 
alleviate the clutteriness of the scene, enhance spatial depth, and convey the vastness and openness of mountains and 
waters. For example, in Shen Zhou's "High View of Mount Lu," amidst the overlapping peaks, the negative spaces appear 
shrouded in mist, evoking a sense of rising vapor. This interplay of reality and imagination showcases the grandeur of the 
mountain and imbues the painting with a dynamic aura, making viewers feel as if they are part of the scene, their hearts 
moving with the clouds, and their thoughts lingering. Negative space is not only a representation of natural landscapes 
but also a guide for the viewer's soul, allowing them to experience boundless space and profound meaning within a 
limited frame, thus prompting deep reflections on nature and life.[4]

3　The value and function of the technique of leaving blank space in Chinese landscape painting

3.1　Highlight the painting theme

The technique of leaving blank spaces can effectively highlight the theme of a painting, focusing the audience's 
attention on the core content the artist intends to convey. In landscape painting creation, artists separate the main 
scenery from the complex background by setting aside blank areas, forming a visual focal point. This technique extends 
the viewer's gaze and highlights a profound sense of space, thereby making the theme more distinct. For example, in Shi 
Tao's "Sketching After Searching All the Strange Peaks" from the Qing Dynasty, the blank spaces between rocks are 
skillfully placed, making the main peak stand out even more. The viewer's eyes naturally focus, and the majesty and 
grandeur of the mountain peak are vividly portrayed on paper. The blank areas seem to be shrouded in mist, with the 
mountain peak appearing and disappearing, showcasing both the majestic beauty of the mountains and rivers and 
evoking endless imagination about the mysteries of the universe. The subtlety of leaving blank spaces lies in its ability to 
speak louder than words, deepening the artistic conception of the painting and broadening the viewer's mindset. Leaving 
blank spaces is like a spotlight on stage, guiding the viewer's gaze to the key points of the painting, making the theme 
more prominent. At the same time, leaving blank spaces can enhance the expressiveness of the main subject through 
contrast with other elements. A simple white background can highlight the rich details and lively forms of the main 
subject, making it more three-dimensional and vivid.

3.2　Show spatial composition

The essence of Chinese landscape painting lies in its artistic conception, and the technique of leaving blank spaces is a 
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key element in creating this atmosphere. The areas left blank are not meaningless voids but spaces brimming with 
imagination and poetry. The blank spaces allow viewers to unleash their imaginations, imbuing the painting with 
profound meaning and emotion. The creation of Chinese landscape paintings has its own established system, 
emphasizing composition and layout, striving for a spatial ambiance where "a small space can evoke the vastness of a 
thousand miles." Composition is the primary step in creating landscape paintings. Through the technique of leaving blank 
spaces, artists skillfully divide the canvas, forming contrasts of distance, height, and reality and thus creating a richly 
layered sense of space. Ma Yuan, one of the "Four Masters of the Southern Song Dynasty," represents his "One-Corner 
Composition" in his work Treading Song. This piece employs the "one-corner composition" technique, resulting in a 
structure that is "real on the left, void on the right." The left side of the painting presents scenes of mountains and trees, 
while the right side unfolds the distant landscapes and silhouettes of pavilions. In particular, the willows sway gently and 
the bamboo rustles, showcasing vivid dynamic beauty. Interspersed throughout, the stillness of the figures highlights the 
movement, achieving a subtle visual balance that enhances the harmony of the entire composition. Additionally, leaving 
blank spaces can also convey the layering changes between mountains and water. By creating gaps between different 
layers of scenery, artists suggest spatial intervals and distances, making the spatial structure of the painting clearer and 
more three-dimensional. For instance, when depicting towering peaks, artists can leave blank spaces between the 
mountain ridges to represent clouds or air, thereby illustrating the staggered heights of the peaks and the depth of the 
space.

3.3　Create a painting atmosphere

The essence of Chinese landscape painting lies in its artistic conception, and the technique of leaving blank spaces is a 
key element in creating this atmosphere. The areas left blank are not meaningless voids but spaces brimming with 
imagination and poetry. Viewers can freely let their imaginations wander within these blanks, infusing the image with 
deeper meaning and emotion. In his work Hua Quan, Qing dynasty painter Da Chongguang proposed, "Emptiness is 
difficult to depict; clear, real scenes reveal empty landscapes... the interplay of reality and emptiness creates wonders 
wherever there seems to be no painting. " Leaving ample space in paintings allows for association and emotional 
investment in the "empty landscape," while the idea that "wonderful realms arise where there seems to be no painting" 
imbues the image with profound depth. Leaving blank spaces is not only an aesthetic expression of visual language but 
also a unique medium for the artist's emotions and philosophical thoughts. Through meticulous composition, artists 
integrate their observations of nature and insights into human life into the blank spaces, subtly and profoundly enriching 
the cultural significance and artistic tension beyond traditional brushwork. This creative wisdom of "wonderful realms 
arising where there appears to be no painting" is precisely what sustains the enduring vitality of Chinese landscape 
painting.[5]

4　 The innovative development of the technique of leaving blank space in the creation of 
contemporary landscape paintings is significant

4.1　Transformation of traditional techniques in contemporary times

In traditional Chinese landscape painting throughout the dynasties, negative space is mainly divided into two 
categories: one is non-figurative negative space that forms the overall composition of the painting, and the other is 
negative space that utilizes object images. Negative space adds depth to the painting and creates visual beauty. For 
example, "Ma Yijiao" and "Xia Banbian" of the Southern Song Dynasty are representative examples of negative space 
usage in traditional landscape painting. Their works feature innovative compositions, with large areas of negative space 
giving the paintings a unique atmosphere. Therefore, the development of negative space in landscape painting is a 
sedimentation of traditional culture. Today, Chinese painting art is undergoing transformation, shifting from tradition to 
modernity. Contemporary painters, rooted in traditional negative space aesthetics, deeply integrate contemporary 
aesthetic concepts and artistic aspirations, creatively reinterpreting this classic technique. In terms of compositional 
innovation, artists break away from traditional symmetrical and balanced paradigms, actively incorporating principles of 
modern design composition to reconstruct negative space with novel and unique layouts. Some painters try to turn areas 
of negative space into geometric shapes, creating visual interest with regular forms and lively images of mountains and 
water, giving their art a modern feel; by expanding their brushwork, contemporary artists move away from traditional 
limits, using various painting materials and methods to change the shapes of negative space. The fluidity of acrylic paints 
and the texture of composite materials, combined with experimental techniques such as splashing, dripping, and 
scraping, transform negative space beyond mere blankness. Through rich material layers and visual textures, they 
construct an artistic expression that combines traditional charm with contemporary aesthetics, breathing new life into the 
ancient technique of negative space in a contemporary context.
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4.2　Integrate modern art elements

The integration of modern art elements with the technique of leaving blank spaces is another significant discovery in 
the innovative development of Chinese landscape painting's blank space techniques. Modern art emphasizes individual 
expression, formal innovation, and conceptual communication, which resonate with the artistic spirit embodied in the 
technique of leaving blank spaces. In the context of contemporary art, more and more painters are exploring dialogues 
between tradition and modernity, attempting to break through the conventional boundaries of landscape painting 
through interdisciplinary integration. Contemporary painters incorporate abstract elements, constructivism, and 
expressionism from modern art into their landscape paintings, enriching the forms and connotations of the technique of 
leaving blank spaces. For example, some painters borrow the expressive methods of abstract art, treating the blank areas 
as abstract color blocks or lines, combining them with concrete landscapes to create unique visual effects and artistic 
atmospheres. Other painters apply the principles of constructivism, recombining and rearranging the blank spaces and 
objects in the picture, breaking the traditional spatial order of landscape paintings, and creating compositions with a 
modern feel. This technique of integrating modern art elements into the blank space not only expands the artistic 
expressiveness of Chinese landscape painting but also aligns it more closely with contemporary aesthetic tastes and 
cultural needs. It breaks the conventional expression of traditional blank space techniques, allowing landscape paintings 
to retain their cultural essence while gaining the ability to engage in dialogue with contemporary art, providing new 
possibilities for the modern transformation of traditional art forms.

4.3　Expand the expression of whitespace

The development of the times and the updating of artistic concepts have continuously expanded the forms of 
negative space in contemporary landscape painting. In addition to traditional compositional negative space, borrowed 
object negative space, and virtual-real negative space, modern artists have explored many new ways to express negative 
space. For example, dynamic negative space is a new form of expression where artists handle elements such as the 
movement trajectories and light changes of objects in the picture, creating a sense of motion and rhythm in the negative 
space. When depicting dynamic scenes like waterfalls or flying birds, artists can use negative space to suggest their 
direction and speed, infusing the image with vitality and energy. Moreover, the advancement of digital technology has 
provided new possibilities for expanding the forms of negative space. Some avant-garde artists use computer graphics 
software to digitally process the negative space in landscape paintings. They add particle effects to simulate cloud and 
mist flow, employ animation techniques to create dynamic light and shadow changes in the negative areas, and even 
combine virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) technologies to allow viewers to participate in the construction of 
the image through interactive devices. At a certain new media art exhibition, after wearing VR equipment, visitors could 
control the shape changes of the negative space area through gestures, blending ink landscapes with digital light and 
shadow to create an immersive artistic experience. This digital form of negative space breaks the limitations of traditional 
media and opens up new avenues for the creation and dissemination of Chinese landscape painting, rejuvenating the 
ancient art of negative space in the digital age.

5　Conclusions

The technique of leaving blank spaces embodies the unique aesthetic concepts and cultural spirit of the Chinese 
nation, serving as the essence of Chinese landscape painting art. In the creation process of traditional landscape 
paintings, this technique plays a crucial role. Moreover, in the context of modern art, it also demonstrates vigorous vitality 
and enormous potential for development. The inheritance of the technique of leaving blank spaces should not be limited 
to imitation; it should actively seek innovation, integrating this technique with contemporary artistic concepts and 
expressive techniques. The project aims to create more landscape paintings that embody the characteristics of the times 
and possess high artistic value, thereby promoting the prosperity and progress of Chinese landscape painting art in the 
new era.
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