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Introduction
This essay analyses and compares four typical artworks from China and Europe, spanning from the 12th century to the post-Renaissance period - including Along the River During the Qingming Festival, The Martyrdom of St Edmund, and The Last Supper. It explores differences in narrative structure and examines perspective, subject matter, technique, and cultural function to reveal how art reflects the underlying philosophies and social frameworks of its time. The analysis will follow a chronological approach, considering style, composition, viewer perspective, depicted subjects, and the treatment of religious and secular themes.

Before the Renaissance: Along the River During the Qingming Festival and The Martyrdom of St Edmund
In the 12th to 13th centuries, Chinese and European painting gradually developed a clearer sense of narrative, yet the methods of expression and underlying cultural motivations differed greatly.
Along the River During the Qingming Festival (c. 1100) (Fig. 1, 2), painted by Zhang Zeduan during the Song dynasty, is a handscroll in ink and colour on silk, measuring 24.8 cm in height and 528 cm in length (The Palace Museum, n.d.). It depicts the vibrant urban life of Bianjing (present-day Kaifeng) and stands out as a panoramic narrative painting. Using a scattered perspective and exceptionally fine brushwork, the artist constructs a complex, layered composition filled with diverse scenes. 
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Figure 1Detail from Along the River During the Qingming Festival, showing the bridge area.
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Figure 2Additional detail from Along the River During the Qingming Festival, showing the market scene.

At the same time, European painting from the period was mainly found in murals and manuscript illustrations. The Martyrdom of St Edmund (Fig. 3, 4) is a typical example of linear narrative in medieval European art. The events unfold in chronological order, with each scene shown separately. This style places strong emphasis on religious symbolism and the communication of doctrine. The composition is tightly focused, with simplified figures and exaggerated expressions and gestures to enhance the sense of sacredness. The aim is to convey devotion and warning, allowing viewers to quickly grasp the religious message (Epstein, 2011, p.5). For example, illustrations in The Georgics of Virgil (Fig. 5) also demonstrate a similar approach and religious focus.
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Figure 3Detail from The Martyrdom of St Edmund
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Figure 4Additional detail from The Martyrdom of St Edmund
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Figure 5The Georgics of Virgil

Artists in Society and Culture
Zhang Zeduan served as a court painter during the Song dynasty, when artists were formally recruited through examinations and granted official status. This integration into the scholar-official system gave painters like Zhang significant social recognition. Although Along the River During the Qingming Festival is unsigned, later colophons confirmed his authorship, reflecting the value placed on individual identity.
In contrast, painting in 12th-century Europe was largely centred around religious activity. Painters were often seen as craftsmen, grouped with stonemasons, carpenters, and other manual workers. Most remained anonymous, working under the commission of the Church or nobility to decorate religious spaces such as churches and manuscripts. Their work focused on function rather than expression, with little emphasis on personal style or ideas (Paoletti, 2005, p.45).

The Role and Audience of Painting
Since the Song dynasty, painting had been regarded as a reflection of personal cultivation and cultural refinement. It focused on achieving 气韵生动 (a sense of inner vitality and spirit), emphasising personal emotion and the painter’s imagined or idealised vision of the world (Fong, 1992, p.24). Supported by a prosperous economy and stable politics, Song society valued scholarship over military power. Painting became widely regarded not only as an artistic pursuit but also as a moral practice and marker of social identity. It was studied by scholar-officials, monks, noblewomen, and other educated groups. As recorded by Mi Fu in Huashi (History of Painting), “No fewer than ten thousand people were learning to paint (author’s translation)” at the time. Due to the influence of the civil service examination and the preferences of the elite, calligraphy and painting gained significant cultural and economic value. The art market became increasingly active, as recorded in Dreams of Splendour of the Eastern Capital (Dongjing Meng Hua Lu) (Meng, 1147/2006, p.144), “more than a hundred scrolls were traded each day at Panlou (author’s translation).”
In contrast, religion continued to dominate culture in medieval Europe, and painting was seen as part of the Artes Mechanicae (a medieval concept of skilled practices). Artists started as apprentices and were bound by guild regulations, often limiting personal creativity (Baxandall, 1972, p.33). For example, the Paris guild charter of 1182 explicitly forbade individual work. Most 12th-century murals and illustrations were anonymous; even the stained glass of Saint-Denis was credited to “a certain brother”, showing that artists’ identities were not yet recognised. Frequent wars and plagues left the population struggling under a rigid hierarchy. As a result, art remained under Church and noble control, with no independent art market or shared public taste.
Differences in Materials and Techniques
Chinese painting used materials such as silk and ink, focusing on the expressive quality of brushwork and the aesthetics of ink. Two main styles developed: gongbi (工笔, fine, detailed lines with colour), often used in court paintings, and xieyi (写意, freehand ink), favoured by literati artists (Lee, 1964, p.342). Auspicious Cranes by Emperor Huizong (Fig. 6) exemplifies the gongbi style, showing technical precision and controlled composition. Scrolls were portable; however, many were lost or damaged during the war.
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Figure 6RuiheTu

European painting often used tempera on parchment or wood, producing rich but hard-to-alter colours, enhanced with gold leaf for a sacred effect (Thompson, 1936, p.24). Fresco was also important in religious spaces, with pigments applied to wet plaster walls. These works were visually powerful but fixed in place, unlike the portable Chinese handscroll.

The Renaissance and Yuan–Ming Period: The Last Supper and Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains
In the 15th century, the Renaissance marked a turning point in European painting. No longer confined to religious themes, art increasingly served as a means of personal expression and humanist thought. Linear perspective became a defining technique, bringing order and depth to pictorial space.
Taking Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper (Fig. 7) (1495–1498) as an example, the mural uses single-point linear perspective to draw all lines toward Christ, highlighting both his central role and the sense of order and sacredness (Kemp, 2006, p.236). The figures show clear body language and detailed facial expressions, which help to express emotion and feelings. The viewer becomes a direct witness, heightening the sense of immediacy and presence. This kind of “frozen instant” narrative reflects the Western concept of linear time and a focus on dramatic climactic moments (King, 2012).
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Figure 7The Last Supper

Around the same period in Yuan China, Huang Gongwang’s Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains (1350) (Fig. 8) presents a distinctly different approach to narrative. As a hallmark of literati landscape painting, it adopts a traditional scattered perspective, offering no fixed viewpoint and no single narrative climax. Reflecting core concepts in Chinese philosophy, such as the unity of humans and nature, and the balance between presence and emptiness (Tregear, 1980, p.108)
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Figure 8Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains

Shifts in Artistic Function and Identity
The Renaissance was closely linked to the Black Death (1347–1353), which had a profound impact on European society. The massive loss of life weakened the authority of the Church and led many to question religious beliefs. These changes gave rise to Renaissance humanism (Cohn, 2003, pp. 41–42). Artists began to gain social status and identity, moving beyond the anonymous role of medieval craftsmen. Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo, for instance, signed their works and left behind self-portraits, sketches, and notes. They were not only in direct contact with nobles and popes, but also held influence in political affairs. As artists became more closely tied to intellectual and civic life, art shifted from serving religion to becoming a tool for human expression and cultural power. In a different context, literati painting in Yuan-Ming China continued the Song dynasty tradition of using art for personal cultivation. However, from the Yuan period onwards, the focus of Chinese painting gradually shifted from the academy system to literati-led expression.
Political instability during the Yuan and Ming dynasties led to the decline of the scholar-official class, many of whom turned to the arts for spiritual refuge. Their work often expressed a strong sense of withdrawal and quiet resistance. As Huang Gongwang wrote in the colophon to Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains, “In my later years, I found this retreat in the mountains. I let go of worldly concerns, followed my feelings with the brush, and painted for my enjoyment” (Huang, 1350/2020, colophon; author’s translation). Though calm in tone, the colophon reflects the artist’s wish to withdraw from a turbulent world. Literati painting became a response to social instability, offering a refuge for personal expression, often created in private and shared within trusted circles.
Changes in Media and Technique
The Renaissance saw major changes in European painting, including the use of oil paint, canvas, and perspective to create depth and realism. Fresco painting also peaked in public and religious spaces. In contrast, Chinese painting continued using ink on paper or silk, focusing on brushwork, tonal variation, and the expressive power of space.

Conclusion
This essay explores how painting in China and Europe from the 12th century to the Renaissance reflects differences in narrative form, material use, and the artist’s role. These differences are shaped by broader political, economic, and cultural contexts. Whether in scroll or fresco, ink or oil, artistic choices carry the imprint of their time. Art, in this sense, is more than an image; it is a record of how people see themselves, their world, and their place. To read a painting is to read the logic of a civilisation, made visible through brush, surface, and gaze.
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Plate 4. FRENCH ILLUMINATION, The Georgics of Virgil




