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Figure 7. Shenxiang quanbian, Complete Guide to Spirit Physiognomy (神象全编), compiled 

by Yuan Zhongche (袁忠彻), alias Gongda or Jingsi, of the early Ming dynasty (1367-1458). 

A late Ming edition, preserved in the National Central Library of Taipei, Taiwan

Early Chinese manuals of portraiture advise painters to use traditional Chinese face 
physiognomy in order to memorize the face as a landscape during its depiction. It 
must be underlined, indeed, that in China the pictorial genre of the portrait flourished 
after that of the landscape, so that seeing the former as an instance of the latter would 
allow painters to render the singularity of a visage, memorize its individual features, 
and manifest their psychological relevance. At the same time, in this exercise of 
individuation, the relation between the human face and the cosmos is never lost: in the 
16th-century Chinese encyclopedia Newly Edited and Thoroughly Enlarged Complete 
Book of the Ten Thousand Treasures from the Exquisite and Intricate of the Forest 
of Scholars for Practical Use by All under Heaven (Xinban quanbu tianxia bianyong 
wenlin miaojin wanbao quanshu, 1612), the author inserts a mnemonic rhyme meant 
to help the portrait painter to remember a crucial operation: he must detect the secret 
geometry of an individual face, so that the proportion of the cosmos might appear 
through it:
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Horizontally, divide into five eyes;

Vertically, measure three planes.

[Consider] the eight directions [heaven] and the four quadrates [earth],

and you will thoroughly comprehend the entire cosmos!

A graph in the book visualizes this theory of proportions and correspondences 
between micro- and macro-cosmos (Figure 8):

Figure 8. 16th-century Chinese encyclopedia Newly Edited and Thoroughly Enlarged 

Complete Book of the Ten Thousand Treasures from the Exquisite and Intricate of the Forest 

of Scholars for Practical Use by All under Heaven (Xinban quanbu tianxia bianyong wenlin 

miaojin wanbao quanshu, 1612)

The modern development of the Chinese literature on portraiture makes it even more 
evident that the face constitutes a new pictorial challenge for an art, the Chinese one, 
that had been traditionally devoted to other subjects, such as landscape or calligraphy, 
and that, in depicting these subjects, had also sought to visualize their hidden nature 
of visual forms more than the replica of an original. Influenced by Daoism, Chinese 
traditional landscape painting neither mimics a scenery nor idealizes it but seeks to 
unveil its secret formula and connection with the whole, thus resonating with western 
painting influenced by cabbalistic humanism. When facing the issue of depicting the 
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face, then, Chinese art and art theory compare it to a landscape whose inner harmony 
must be manifested, as it is particularly evident in the Secret Formula for Painting 
Portraits (Xiezhen mijue), composed by artists and theoreticians Ding Gao (d. 1761) 
and his son, Ding Yicheng (1743 – after 1823) (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Secret Formula for Painting Portraits (Xiezhen mijue), composed by artists and 

theoreticians Ding Gao (d. 1761) and his son, Ding Yicheng (1743 – after 1823)

Instead of starting the portrait from the nose, as it was customary, they actually 
think of the creation of a portrait as that of a micro-cosmos. First, the circle of the 
primordial chaos must be drawn (hunyuanjuan); this stage is prior to the separation 
of heaven and earth, which takes place through the collocation, within the circle, of 
the sun and the moon, that is, the two eyes. The heaven then remains above the line 
of the eyes, the earth below it, and the positing of the nose completes the diagram of 
the three elements departing from which the entire face will be depicted. Following 
the Daoist framework, then, graded washes are added as pictorial embodiment of Yin, 
whereas flat washes as expression of Yang, thus creating those distinctions, within the 
chaos, that let the secret formula of each face emerge.

6. Conclusions

A cognitive, emotional, and even pragmatic feeling of singularity seems to 
spontaneously emerge in the perception of the human face; the more this face belongs 
to an individual who is construed as emotionally close, the more the generic idea of 
a human face yields to the particular notion of a singular visage. Somatic distinctions 
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among faces are easier to detect in one’s ethno-cultural group, even more so in one’s 
family, and the face of the beloved one appears as unique, as similar to no other face, 
as irreplaceable. In an era of growing individualism, one’s face is perceived exactly 
as the visage of the beloved one, as resembling to no one other. Representations of 
the human face, and especially those compelled by the desire of keeping present 
or presentify in both perception and memory the vanishing image of a beloved 
countenance, struggle, therefore, with the paradox of singularity: the simulacrum 
hardly renders the uniqueness that perception attaches to the beloved visage.

The article has shown that, in the effort to convey a notion of such singularity, 
especially in tragic settings, often human cultures resort to nature, and adopt animal, 
vegetable, and even mineral metaphors in order to rhetorically transfer the singularity 
of their shapes to that of the facial representations. This trend develops across cultures 
in world literature but imposes itself with particular emphasis in those traditions, 
authors, and texts that posit a systematic correlation between the microcosmos and the 
macro-cosmos, between body and nature, and between the face and the landscape. On 
the one hand, artists like Arcimboldo, inspired by Cabbalistic thought, seek to detect 
the human face in stereotypical representations of still life; on the other hand, artists 
like Huang Yan project the pictorial representations of landscapes on that of human 
countenances. The comparison and contrast of the two aesthetic attitudes let not only 
similarities but also differences between them emerge. As the tradition of Chinese 
physiognomy indicates, especially if compared with the Greek and Western one, 
whereas most western representations of the singularity of the face seek to render it 
through the adoption of natural metaphors, primarily pursuing a mimetic intent, most 
Chinese representations of the face visually study and depict it through the lenses of 
landscape painting, seeking not to reproduce the singularity of the appearance but, 
in line with Daoist aesthetics, to detect the singularity beneath the appearance. If the 
West represents the face through the landscape and other natural metaphors so as to 
express its uniqueness, the East rather refers to the activities of both the observation 
and the representation of nature as a source of that spiritual attitude that is necessary 
in order to uncover what is secretly unique in what is manifestly common.

Notes
1　 A first version of this article was presented as a keynote lecture at the symposium “The 

Semiotics of Cultural Heritage; Special Focus: Representing the Face across History and 
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Civilizations”, Shanghai University, July 1-2, 2019. I thank all the participants, and in 

particular Prof. ZENG Jun, for their comments and suggestions.

　　This project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under 

the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant 

agreement No 819649 - FACETS).

2　For an introduction, see Nugent, 2004, Waley, 2005, and Owen, 2006.

3　Also Bo Juyi or Po Chü-i; Chinese: 白居易; Taiyuan, China, March 3, 772 – Luoyang, 

China, September 8, 846.

4　8 September 685 – 3 May 762; also commonly known as Emperor Ming of Tang or 

Illustrious August, personal name Li Longji, also known as Wu Longji (Chinese: 武隆基) 

from 690 to 705, was the seventh emperor of the Tang dynasty in China, reigning from 

713 to 756.

5　Yongle, China, 26 June 719 – Mawei Station, Xianyang, Shaanxi, China, 15 July 756. 

Often known as Yang Guifei (Yang Kuei-fei; simplified Chinese: 杨贵妃); see Palm, 

1993.

6　5 February 756 – 29 January 757; see Liu et al., 1960, Yao, 1962, and Pulleyblank, 1982.

7　Timanthes of Cythnus (Greek: Τιμάνϑης) was an ancient Greek painter of the 4th century  

BC. On the “Timanthes Effect”, as the author of the present essay calls the rhetorical 

expedient of veiling the face to express extreme sorrow (but also, in some cases, extreme 

beauty) in literature and painting, see Leone, 2011.

8　Jean-Baptiste Racine; La Ferté-Milon, Kingdom of France, 22 December 1639 – Paris, 

Kingdom of France, 21 April 1699 (aged 59); see Barthes, 1963 and Alonge, 2017.

9　On the veil in Racine, see Barthes, 1963, p. 28: “il y a d’ailleurs un objet racinien qui 

exprime cette sujétion spéculaire, c’est le voile” [“There is, moreover, an object in Racine 

that expresses this specular subjection, that is the veil”].

10　See Arveda, 1992.

11　See Kaufman, 2009, 2018 and Delle Rose, 2018; see also Beran et al., 2017.

12　See Sommer, 2014.

13　Wang Yi (simplified Chinese: 王绎); ca. 1333-unknown; see Yang et al., 1997, pp. 154, 

185, 243.
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