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Perspective and Modernity in Late !"th and 
Early #$th Century Chinese Lithographs
B! GEA ARDESCH1

ABSTRACT

Kao has suggested that in the late 19th and early 20th century Chinese started to use Western 
techniques in their art (produced for a domestic market) for the sake of the grand scheme 
of modernisation (1998: 151). According to Kao, one of the Western features Chinese 
artists experimented with was the use of linear perspective. I would like to take a closer 
look at how, and how consistently, the technique of linear perspective drawing was used in 
Chinese lithographs in the late 19th and early 20th century. What role did perspective play 
in lithographs of this period, and (how) did this evolve? To what extent does this re!ect 
modernisation, and to what extent does this re!ect tradition? 
 I will approach these questions by looking at the construction of perspective in 
lithographs published in the Dianshizhai Pictorial, as well as calendar posters published 
in the "rst half of the 20th century. I will furthermore explore the idea of perspective as 
symbolic form as described by Panofsky, and assess how this relates to the Chinese context. 

LATE 19TH CENTURY: A NEW PERSPECTIVE?

ART AND MODERNISATION

Kao claims that by the second half of the 19th century “it is evident that 
Western painting method became welcome in China primarily for its 
mathematically precise rendering of the objective world” (1998: 148). By 
this time, vanishing-point perspective, volumetric shading, and single-source 
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light were no longer seen as exotic but instead were considered to have a 
practical and utilitarian value. Drawing is elementary to making machines, 
and thus Western-style drawing would ultimately contribute to the progress 
and modernisation of China (Kao 1998: 148).
 Panofsky, unlike Kao, isolates perspective from other techniques, thus 
suggesting that perspective possesses an unique signi"cance. Moreover, he 
goes one step further than Kao’s assertion that linear perspective in drawing 
was seen to help achieve modernisation; according to Panofsky, constructing 
an image with linear perspective is an act of modernisation in itself. Panofsky 
argues that “linear perspectival construction […] is itself comprehensible 
only for a quite speci"c, indeed speci"cally modern, sense of space, or if 
you will, sense of the world” (1991: 34). He agrees with Ernst Cassirer that 
perspective is a “symbolic form” which gives spiritual meaning to a material 
sign. “#is is why it is essential to ask of artistic periods and regions not 
only whether they have perspective, but also which perspective they have” 
(Panofsky 1991: 41). Panofsky sees the conversion to linear perspective as 
intrinsically modern. Indeed, Panofsky fully acknowledged the new paradigm 
embodied by linear perspective: it uni"es objects and space, thus representing 
a break with the notion held since Antiquity that bodies and non-bodies are 
essentially and wholly di$erent (ibid. 1991: 44). Panofsky furthermore points 
out that linear perspective objecti"es the subjective, and turns art itself into 
science (Panofsky 1991: 66). #us, Panofsky attaches more importance to 
linear perspective than does Kao, who endorses the – more material – view 
that linear perspective could help modernise the Chinese nation by serving as 
a base for drawing machinery.

PERSPECTIVE IN CHINA

How, then, does Panofsky’s treatise on perspective relate to the Chinese 
case? Our word perspective comes from the Latin perspectiva, meaning: 
seeing through. According to Panofsky, this means that perspective allows 
for the two-dimensional plane to be optically transformed into a view from 
a window, as it were (1991: 27), instead of a wall or panel that bears the 
forms of individual things and "gures (1991: 55). Perspective allows for the 
representation of a closed interior space, which signi"es the consolidation of 
objects, but moreover signi"es a revolution in the formal assessment of the 
representational surface (1991: 55). 
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Fig. 1: 
Antique “angle-perspectival” construction of 
a rectangular interior space. 

Left above: plan. 
Left below: elevation. 
Right: perspectival image arrived at by 
combining the segments marked o# on the 
“projection circle” .

(Panofsky 1991: 39).

Fig. 2: 
Linear perspectival construction of a 
rectangular interior space. 

Left above: plan. 
Left below: elevation. 
Right: perspectival image arrived at by 
combining the segments marked o# on the 
“projection line” .

(Panofsky 1991: 29)

Fig. 3: Models of projective transform (variation on Bernard 1983: 436).
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However, the paradigmatic shift is not quite the same in China as it has been 
in the West; perspective in Antiquity relates size to angle (which is inspired 
by the concave angularity of the lens of a human eye; see Fig. 1) while linear 
perspective relates size to distance (Panofsky 1991: 35; see Fig. 2). China, of 
course, does not share this history that goes back to antiquity. #e classical 
Chinese perspective is an oblique orthographic perspective,2 which uses a 
rationalised system of parallelism (see Fig. 3). Tyler and Chen describe some 
of the methodology involved: 

“By the time of the Sung dynasty (宋, 960-1279), writers were 
referring to the use of a ruler to guide the straight brush strokes, calling 
the technique “ruled-line painting (界畫)”. $e typical ruler was 
about three feet long and two inches wide. When split lengthwise in 
half with joints at either end, exact parallel lines could be rendered”.
(Tyler and Chen 2011: 5)

Figure 4 provides an example of the parallel rendering of objects – in this case 
a table – from as early as the late Tang dynasty (9th century). Note how with 
this perspective, the oblique lines of the table seem to diverge in the back, 
even though in fact the lines are exactly parallel to one another.

2 According to Barnard, “the parallel projective transform is called ‘orthographic’, the central 
projective transform ‘perspective’” (1983: 436). However, in this article I refer to both as a kind of perspective, 
di$erentiating between orthographic or parallel perspective (what Barnard calls “orthographic”) and 
linear or vanishing point perspective (what Barnard calls “perspective”). #e latter de"nitions are more 
appropriate here, as they help us think along the Panofskyan lines of “di$erent kinds of perspective”, as 
mentioned earlier in this article. ‘Oblique’ refers to the slanted lines in which traditional Chinese parallel 
perspective is depicted.

Fig. 4: 
‘Ladies Concert (宮樂圖)’, late Tang 
Dynasty (9th century).

Nb: depicted without lines in Tyler 
and Chen: p 5.
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As Tyler and Chen point out, it was probably to solve this optical ‘problem’ 
that artists start to change this parallelism to include converging lines as early 
as the Song dynasty (960-1279), using multiple vanishing points (see "gure 
5). #is becomes more comprehensive in the Qing dynasty, when we see 
examples of paintings in which – with minor discrepancies – one vanishing 
point is used (see "gure 6).

Fig. 5: Section from long ‘River Scene (清明上河圖)’ scroll by Zhang Zeduan (張澤端) (Song 
Dynasty, 960-1279) (Tyler and Chen, 14).

Fig. 6: ‘Peace for the New Year (太平春市圖)’ by Ding Guan-peng (丁觀鵬) (Qing Dynasty, 
1700-1771) (Tyler and Chen, 16).
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PERSPECTIVE IN THE DIANSHIZHAI PICTORIAL

By the time the Dianshizhai Huabao (点石斋画报 “Lithographic Studio 
Pictorial”), a journal featuring lithographs related to current events, started 
publication in 1884, Western theories and practices of perspective had been 
spread for centuries. Since the 16th century Jesuit missionaries have exposed 
the Chinese to Western painting. By the late 18th century, the Chinese (re)
produced images in a Western style for a Western audience. In the second 
half of the 19th century, some Western books on drawing containing copies of 
pictures were published in translation. By 1875 the monthly Xiaohai Yuebao 
(小孩月报 “Children Monthly”) propagated Western theories and practices 
of, amongst others, perspective (Kao 1998: 148). Let us turn to late 19th 
century lithographs, and see what kinds of perspective were used. 

Fig. 7: Chinese convicts employed in road building (1887), Dianshizhai Huabao.
Note: depicted without lines in Ye 2003: 43.
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From the lines drawn in "gure 7, we immediately see that there is no vanishing 
point. However, the lines clearly show convergence, giving at least a sense of 
linear perspective, and parallel perspective is wholly absent in this picture. #e 
biggest anomaly can be found in the bottom left of the picture. By depicting 
this building below the horizon, the viewer gets the sense that we are looking 
down on the building, and yet we can see the bottom of the balcony as if we 
are looking up at the building. Since the artist appears to concern himself 
with creating a sense of perspective that conforms to some optical rules, 
this incorrect rendering does not seem likely to have been purposeful. On 
the other hand, it does correspond with an apparent preference that can be 
observed in many Dianshizhai pictures of depicting an object parallel to or 
‘facing’ the observer in the foreground of the picture. #is apparently stylistic 
preference is typically in perspectival disharmony with the rest of the picture.

Fig. 8: ‘Treaty-signing ceremony (和议画押)’(1885), Dianshizhai Huabao.
Note: depicted without lines in Ye 2003: 7.
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In "gure 8, there are a few curiosities. We can see, for example, that the lines 
which are supposed to be perfectly vertical (or in this case parallel to the line 
‘framing’ the picture on the right) in the background, are slightly but noticeable 
sloped. (Please note that I have drawn the lines on both sides of the fold in 
the middle separately, as the fold distorts the perspective to such an extent 
that we should look at both sides separately.) Another feature that stands 
out, are the %oor tiles; they appear to be di$erently and arbitrarily sized. #e 
horizontal lines of the %oor plane in between the seated people are converging 
(albeit not towards a vanishing point) towards the back, but they are parallel 
in the right corner. Upon closer inspection we can see that the lines are, in 
fact, not straight but slightly bent, suggesting that no ruler had been used in 
creating this picture, and that perhaps this was not considered to be of any 
importance to the artist.
 Figure 9 shows 
converging vertical planes, 
while the %oor is rather 
consistently constructed in 
a parallel perspective. #e 
roof shows some weakly 
converging lines, with 
the beam situated most 
right slightly diverging. 
Again, there is no central 
vanishing point. Instead 
we see a sort of vanishing 
axis as depicted in "gure 1, 
with the di$erence that the 
horizontals are constructed 
more according to a parallel 
perspective as opposed to 
convergence. 
 What becomes clear from looking at these (and other) pictures from 
the Dianshizhai Pictorial is that the artists certainly used converging lines in 
constructing their pictures. However, there is never one vanishing point. #ese 
converging planes are typically vertical planes, and are commonly combined 
in one image with parallel perspective, which is typically used for horizontal 
planes. Although here it is only represented in one picture, the lithographs of 
the Dianshizhai Pictorial typically depict at least one plane which is parallel 

Fig. 9: ‘An illiterate comprador (目不识丁)’ 
(1897), Dianshizhai Huabao.

Note: depicted without lines in Ye 2003: 128.
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to the observer, usually in the foreground, which is often strangely at odds 
with the perspective of the side planes of the same object and the rest of the 
picture.
 Since the Dianshizhai lithographs show the same partial convergence 
of lines that was found since the Song dynasty, as well as the classic Chinese 
parallel projection in parts of the image, there is more continuity than 
revolution in that sense. #us, the signi"cance implied by the epistemological 
shift is not the same in China, as the very nature of this shift (what it changed 
from, how it changed and even what it changed into) di$ers to the one that 
has taken place in the West. (Indeed, the West itself can be divided into north 
and south, with the north using linear perspective before comprehensibly 
theorising it, while the exact opposite happened in Italy.)

BEGINNING OF THE 20TH CENTURY: CALENDAR POSTERS

After 1902 ‘Western learning’ intensi"ed, and again after the educational 
reforms of 1912. “#e tuhua (illustration) requirements were much more 
demanding, including additional training in foreshortening, perspective, 
engineering drawing, etcetera” (Kao 1998: 149). Western styles of drawing 
were furthermore taught in more schools, which sprung up all over China. 
$e Mustard-Seed Garden Painting Manual (Jieziyuan Huazhuan 芥子园画
传), which had served as an instructional aid to painters since 1679, now 
existed alongside instruction books which provided models according to the 
laws of linear perspective, like Xinzhuan Zhongxue Huaxue (新传中学画学 “A 
New Edition of Model Paintings for Middle Schools”), from which students 
learned by copying (Kao 1998: 151). If, as Kao has asserted, ‘depicting reality’ 
in a mathematical sense was the goal of western drawing and its teaching was 
intensi"ed, we might then expect ‘truer to life’ depictions in this period.
 By this time the Dianshizhai Pictorial has ceased to exist and 
lithography "nds other uses, like the production of calendar posters. At the 
heart of calendar painting lies the technique of converting a photograph 
into a painting by drawing a grid over the photograph and then copying 
this (Zheng and Xu 2004: 117). #is, then, does not require the artist to 
understand anything about theories on perspective: all that is required to 
faithfully copy the perspective is a good “eye-and-hand co-ordination”. As 
Kao notes, eye-and-hand co-ordination “not only involves the act of recording 
what is observed, but also cultivates keen observation of objective reality and 
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the ability to grasp the concrete world of appearances” (1998: p 151). In 
practice, we can see that the perspective in these pictures (see Fig. 10) was 
not so much an approximation of a linear perspective with a vanishing point, 
but rather constructed with a vanishing axis, similar to the antique “angle-
perspectival” construction of an interior space (see "g.1).

 It is important to understand some of the basic principles of 
photography in order to understand how it depicts reality, i.e. what kind of 
perspectival image it creates. #e technique fundamental to photography 
is camera obscura, which had been known in China at least since the 14th 
century. Zheng Fuguang (郑复光, b. 1780) devoted a chapter of his book 
on applied optics, which was "nished in 1835 and titled “#e Dark Box for 
Painting Paintings”  on what is quite plausibly a portable camera obscura, 
deeming it useful to draw gardens and human portraits (Moore 2008: 42). It 
was around this time (probably in 1844) that photography was "rst introduced 

Fig. 10: ‘Clinic Nurse’ (1915) by Xu Yongqing, Funü zazhi 9 (1915), 
front cover (Zheng and Xu 2004: 128).
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into China. As Jonathan Friday notes on the essence of the photographic 
medium: “(…) #e causal relation at the heart of the photographic medium is 
one that depicts the real world by means of a determinate and uniform point-
to-point projection from objects in the world onto the %at surface of the "lm” 
(Friday 2002: 41). (Or, of course, the %at surface of glass plates.) 
 However, in our context it is important to note that while pinhole 
camera obscura would present the viewer with a linear perspective on a two-
dimensional pane, photography or camera obscura using a lens works slightly 
di$erent. Due to the fact that it is not %at but rounded, the lens distorts the 
perspective to some extent, so that a true linear perspective is always just 
out of reach (architects who can nowadays circumvent this problem by using 
special cameras notwithstanding). #is becomes most visible with a straight-
lined object placed right in front of the lens. #is, of course, is the same 
principle that governs the workings of our vision (Panofsky 1991: 34; Friday 
2002: 44).
 It should be pointed out that this is essentially di$erent from the 
principles that lie behind the construction of linear perspective, for linear 
perspective seeks to reproduce the real world, disregarding these optical 
distortions that had been key to the construction of perspective since 
antiquity. Copying from a photograph is then also essentially di$erent from 
depicting reality; besides the fact that a photograph is, of course, already a 
depiction of reality and thus di$ers from what it depicts, one also copies from 
a marginally –but essentially– di$erent perspective. Indeed, the very act of 
copying, as was also done from model books for painters like “A New Edition 
of Model Paintings for Middle Schools” is di$erent to reproducing reality by 
constructing linear perspective, in the implied lack of necessity to internalise 
or fully understand the mathematical principles that govern the construction 
of linear perspective.

CONCLUSION

#e inconsistent usage of converging lines mixed with parallel lines suggests 
that the artists of the Dianshizhai Pictorial did either not fully understand how 
to construct linear perspective or had no interest in doing so. In any case, it 
seems that by the end of the 19th century the tools to learn about constructing 
linear perspective were available in China, and should have been accessible 
to these Shanghai bound artists. Indeed, camera obscura, which projects a 
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linear perspectival picture onto a two-dimensional surface, had been known 
in China since the 14th century. #is suggests that the Dianshizhai Pictorial’s 
artists were perhaps not interested in constructing an image according to 
linear perspective, but were satis"ed to give a sense of a receding perspective 
by using (what in some cases appear to be somewhat arbitrarily) converging 
lines. In some cases these lines come together in something of a vanishing 
axis. Furthermore, parallel perspective is often used quite consistently in parts 
of the pictures, suggesting a strong internalisation of and adherence to this 
classic Chinese perspective.
 #e practice to learn about linear perspective through copying from 
models constructed according to linear perspective implies that understanding 
the theory behind it was not as important as recreating its visual e$ect. A 
lack of theoretical comprehension is likely to increase the chance of error in 
constructing new images along the lines of linear perspective, to the extent 
that this was indeed an objective at all. #e calendar posters of the early 20th 

century typically depict an angle-perspective with a vanishing axis, and were 
constructed as copies from photographs. #is act of copying suggests that 
again there is no immediate need to understand the theory behind linear or 
any other kind of perspective. Moreover, the fact that photographs served 
as models for the paintings means that the models were strictly speaking 
not constructed according to a true linear perspective, but su$ered from 
distortions caused by the rounded surface of the lens; the same principle that 
causes our sight to be marginally distorted.
 If we relate the signi"cance of the use of linear perspective in 
China to Panofsky’s idea of perspective as symbolic form and his statement 
that linear perspective signi"es modernity, we should keep in mind that 
the epistemological shift that occurred in the West di$ers to the one that 
occurred in China. In Europe, this shift was signi"ed by a departure from 
constructing perspective according to optical principles in favour of depicting 
reality according to mathematical principles. In this context there has been 
a shift from a focus on human perspective to reproducing reality through 
mathematical principles. However, the classic Chinese perspective was not 
as much based on optical principles; instead it was a system which provided 
a rational (and not un-mathematical) solution to depict the world. #us, 
the shift from an orthographic perspective in which perfectly parallel lines 
were created with the help of rulers to an inconsistent and merely optically 
receding perspective is by no means a shift to a more objective rendering of 
the world. Indeed, following Panofsky’s argumentation one might say that the 
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perspective used in lithographs of this period is less modern than the classical 
Chinese perspective, as the more objective parallel rendering of the world has 
made way for a mere approximation of linear perspective, subjectively used by 
the artist. #us, the perspective used in lithographs of this period do not align 
with Panofsky’s celebration of the modern characteristic of linear perspective 
as “objectifying the subjective”.
 Finally, it does not seem reasonable to view the discussed period as the 
beginning of the road to linear perspective, and thus Panofskyan modernity. 
As far as the classic system of parallelism has (partially) given way to a more 
‘optically correct’ usage of converging lines, this was already done in the Song 
dynasty. #us, we should put Kao’s claims into perspective, and may conclude 
that the lithographs of this period re%ect a remarkable degree of tradition in 
their perspectival construction and are not modern in the Panofskyan sense 
of moving away from the subjective in favour of the objective. At the same 
time the Chinese case illustrates how the Panofskyan idea about perspective 
is based on a Western paradigmatic shift, and that it falls short when trying 
to understand the Chinese context.
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