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Abstract:  

This paper makes a comparative and historical study of the landscape painting works of the early 

Chinese oil painter Qi Sha, the heir to European New Realistic Painting School. In this way, this paper 

divides Qi Sha’s landscape oil painting into different stages of his artistic life, and investigates the 

underlying reasons for his masterpieces’ fascinating beauty behind his familiarity with western 

traditional painting techniques and multi-genre painting concepts. 
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On March 29, 1914, Qi Sha was born in Sha Village, Ji County, Zhejiang Province. He was initially 

named “Yinnian”, styled Jiliu, and later renamed Xianxi with an artistic name Qi Sha. With only 100 

or so households, this village cultivated the legendary Sha Family’s Five Brothers in China’s modern 

history, including the great talented person who refused to work for Chiang Kai-shek (president of 

China from 1928 to 1931 and 1943 to 1949),  the calligrapher Menghai Sha, the revolutionis t Wenqiu 

Sha who died in Guangzhou Honghuagang War, Zhejiang Provincial Governor Wenhan Sha, 

legendary CCP spy Wenwei Sha, and Red Revolution painter Jitong  Sha. Qi Sha is the elder cousin of 

the five brothers, and he was raised by Sha family(Note 1). From 1929 to 1936, Qi Sha studied at 

Changming Art College, Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts, Hangzhou National Art College and the Art 

Department of National Central University. He was involved in modern Eastern and Western 

paintings, and gradually revealed his art talent.  Boldly used color and deep-color-based composition 

made Qi Sha get Beihong Xu’s appreciation during his studies at the Art Department of National 

Central University. In 1937, by the time the Anti-Japanese War broke out, Qi Sha was recommended 

by Beihong Xu to go to the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Belgium for further study. 
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I. Early-stage Landscape Oil Painting (1929-1948) 

（1）Relationship with the Flemish School and the Belgian New Realistic School 

From the beginning of his art career in Belgium, he was associated with a group of painters who later 

became known as Belgian neo-realism, and he became a student of Bastian, the dean of the Royal 

Academy of Fine Arts in Belgium. (Note 2)Bastian was a realistic painter who inherits the Flemish 

painting tradition styles, whose early painting skills were considered to be comparable to Rembrandt. 

After Bastian’s middle age, he began to absorb the open touch of romanticism and impressionism as 

well as Fakuulbe’s concern of real life, and formed his lively style that is not limited to the ancient 

one. 

This was his fifth time entered school to study Western painting, and was also the last time for him to 

become a student. Domestic college education did not essentially enable him to form a unique artistic 

expression style. He could only try to figure out the methods of his teachers even though he lacked 

specific instructions which can only be obtained from teachers’ one-on-one parenting. As a result, Qi 

Sha did not have a good grasp of oil painting at that time. In the works The Creek in the Sunset and 

The Creek Scenery (see Illustration 1 and 2), we can see that he always drew on the spot, and each 

time, he used Chinese ink painting to color layer by layer. For his paintings, it’s hard to recognize 

whether brush coloring or flat-pen coloring is used, and he seldom used a scraper to to pile up the 

pigment. 

 

 
  Illustration 1 The Creek in the Sunset      Illustration 2 The Creek Scenery 

 

However, at the time he just arrived at the Academy of Fine Arts, Dean Bastian, the representative of 

the Belgian new realistic painting school, taught him a rational and conscious painting technique. That 

is, everything is pre-calculated and pushed forward in the painting step by step, until the painter’s 

preconception in the sketch can be reached. (Illustration 3 The Sketch of the Royal Academy of Fine 

Arts in Brussels) 
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Illustration 3 The Sketch of the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Brussels 

 

Qi Sha’s award-winning painting of the 1936-1937 Academic Year Art Competition 

 

When Zuoren Wu introduced the works of his respected teacher Bastian in the article written for 

Belgian Modern Painting Exhibition, he pointed out that “simple and indulgent painting, as well as 

rich and fantasy colors” are his stylistic characteristics. ( Illustration 4 Bastian Works) 

 

 
Illustration 4 Forest Creek 

 

Thanks to the guidance of the new realistic painter Bastian, Qi Sha was able to be familiar with the 

painting techniques of the Flemish School and systematically studied the traditional European 

paintings, drawing on some of the techniques of impressionism and initially forming his style features 

which is typified by solid shape, amazing brushwork, and warm color. From the accurate shape, deep-

colored brown, pleasing brushwork, and emphasis on tranquility of his paintings, it can be seen that Qi 

Sha’s early-stage landscape paintings were deeply influenced by Flanders school. 
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In 1939, Qi Sha won the Excellent Art Gold Award with his outstanding achievements. Shortly after 

graduation, Qi Sha turned his attention to the expressionist style that was emerging in the west, and 

created a series of oil paintings and watercolors with oriental flavors. (Illustration 5 and 6: Belgian 

Landscape and Brussels Farm) In 1940, Qi Sha and Picasso held a painting exhibition at ATRIOME in 

Bijing. With his unique painting beauty, he won the unanimous appreciation of the local art circles and 

became a well-known painter in Belgium. 

 

 
Illustration 5 Belgian Landscape, 1940s                Illustration 6 Brussels Farm, about 1940 

 

2. Comparative Study of Qi Sha’s Early-stage Landscape Painting 

Belgian Landscape and Brussels Farm are collected by Qi Sha’s family and the museums of Zhejiang 

Province. They are also important works that Qi Sha brought back home when he returned from 

Belgium in June 1946. During China’s Cultural Revolution, the Wenyu Pavilion of Zhejiang 

Provincial Museum was overhauled, and all the collections had to be transferred to the warehouse. 

Many of the debris that was thought to be rubbish at the time was piled up outside the warehouse and 

was ready to be transported to the canteen where the waste would be burned. Dachuan Wang, the son 

of the old museum curator, was studying oil paintings at that time. He passed by the warehouse and 

found that there was an animal skin-like thing. He took it home with a lot of effort, washed it and 

found that it was an oil painting belongs to a man called Qi Sha. He loved this painting very much, hid 

it under his bed secretly, and often took it out for imitation. In this way, Qi Sha became his teacher 

who he had never met. Eventually, his secret came to light, and his father compelled him to sent it 

back. No one expected that this is the most perfect painting in Qi Sha’s middle-stage, the only formal 

work he left in the world, and later became the museum’s rare collection. (Note 3). Intense and strong 

sketching relationship color enables dark color dominate the painting, and the dull red and ochre create 

a gloomy but impressive harmony. Qi Sha impressed the audience through the masculine painting 

technique and the imaginative painting language. At the same time, he exerted his own emotional 

attitude of the courageous brushstrokes on the audience. For instance, the atmosphere of Belgian 

Landscape is melancholy and contemplative, and its simple and clear approach is in harmony with a 

solemn, poetic sentiment. In Brussel Farm, a poetic simplicity was created based on real-life scenarios. 

The sheds and roadside baskets built on those farms are represented with masses in a general way, but 

they clearly show the unique temperament of the sketch. Qi Sha’s early-stage landscape paintings can 

easily arouse people’s feelings, because they can feel that the thought and emotion that is essentially a 

literati is conveyed through a straightforward description that is usually used on ordinary things. From 
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the two works, we can infer that Qi Sha was an artist, and his talent was bound to lead him further into 

the path. 

All the landscapes in this period show how Qi Sha studied in-depth the classicism and romantic 

painting, and how he had been deeply influenced by his mentor Bustian. As we have seen, he had a 

keen observation of realism painting (European new realism) from the very beginning. Although his 

literati feelings and his love for all impressive and magnificent works eventually led him to 

expressionism and beastism, the his deep intuition and his love for the realist theme still led his early 

landscape paintings to European neorealism. Yiqing Zhangpointed out in the article Voluntary and 

Tireless: The Artistic Journey of Qi Sha in His Early Years that: Compared with his freedom and 

arbitrage during another artistic peak in his later years, some scholars have compared Qi Sha’s works 

from the 30s and 40s to dancing in chains, indicating that he carefully pursued the trend of modern art 

in the exploration of this period, but never deviated from the techniques and norms of realism. (Note 

4). However, compared with those who are more fortunate in talent and more complete in personality, 

Qi Sha, who had such a complex and contradictory early experience, often needed a longer incubation 

process. Among all the landscape works of this period, Qi Sha had already shown the authenticity of 

his artistic inspiration and the urgency of artistic conscience. We can see his heroic, almost 

disregarding frankness, and desperate sincerity in his work. 

 

II Mature oil painting landscape painting（1980-1990） 

In 1946, Qi Sha returned to China, and Beihong Xu immediately hired him as the professor of Beiping 

Art College. However, due to his illness, Qi Sha never took office. The mental illness had left a deep 

shadow on Qi Sha’s daily life, but the long-term live in seclusion did not reduced his love for art. In 

his hometown Sha Village, he was once considered by the art world to be passed away. In fact, he 

worked silently in his hometown for more than 30 springs and autumns. It is in this environment that 

he has created thousands of pieces of work with simple tools. In the early 1980s, with the help of 

Chinese government, and his relatives and friends, Qi Sha resumed the creation of oil paintings, and 

successively went to Jiangsu Province, Zhejiang province and Northeast China to gain folk 

inspirations, and the number of his oil paintings was also increasing during this period. His works in 

this period are straightforward in brushwork and simple in color. They are mixed with the 

characteristics of impressionism and expressionism, which fully demonstrate his love for nature, his 

longing for life and his keen observation and artistic imagination. According to Qi Sha’s manuscript, 

he had never given up on the exploration of art when he lived in the country, and World Art was his 

favorite journal. 

 

1. The Influence of Watercolor Painting and Ink Painting Practice on Landscape Oil Painting in His 

Mature Stage 

From the late 1940s to the 1970s (when Qi Sha lived in Sha Village), he lacked oil painting materials 

and tools, his student Shi Sha recalled that once a time, Qi Sha saw his box of watercolor paints, and 

he was so ecstatic, saying that he wanted to borrow the paints for a painting, but in the end, he used 

them up in a few days. 

Compared with his paintings when he studied abroad in Belgian, his works in this period are consisted 

of watercolors, ink paintings and manuscripts, which are full of outlines, but what we must recognize 

is that tiny works that are often discarded by artists can often reveal the underlying tendencies in his 

nature, precisely because these works are less influenced by well-conceived and conscious purposes. 
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(Note 1) When paintings were back to Qi Sha’s life in 1980, he used hick-coating method less and 

less, and even finally gave up his usual painting methods used widely in Royal Academy of Fine Arts- 

painting the canvas slowly and therefore some white void appears, and even though the work had been 

completed, this kind of void would still exist. The brushstrokes of the work TreeRoots (Illustration 7) 

is extremely beautiful and vivid. His landscape oil painting in this period has shown to some extent the 

personal characteristics of his watercolor and ink paintings. Although Qi Sha lost the strong sensibility 

of the enamel-like pigment layer obtained during the 1980s and 1990s in Belgium, it is undeniable that 

this kind of watercolor and ink painting method gave him greater freedom in emotion. During this 

period, he was able to achieve his synthesis directly without any modification or repetition, and 

without the use of numerous pigment layers. In fact, synthesis can be firmly grasped by his 

imagination, and thus externalized and produced a color change which is difficult to capture. 

 

 
Illustration 7 Tree Roots, in 1982 

 

2. Research of Landscape Painting in Qi Sha’s Mature Stage 

For this stage’s landscape painting, we may consider Tree Roots as a model. The painting Qi Sha used 

as the depiction of the objective world has obviously been simplified. At the same time, we may get a 

hint about how Qi Sha completed this painting in 1982: the actual object presented in Qi Sha’s vision 

is deprived of the unique characteristics that we usually use to grasp their specific existence - these 

characteristics are reduced to pure space and volume elements. In this simplified world, Qi Sha 

perfectly reorganized these emotional elements, simplified the picture language and brought the work 

back to the real world through a constant change and adjustment, while at the same time regaining that 

kind of realistic. Every painting process was carried out unconsciously or subconsciously in his 

creation process.  Undoubtedly, all great art solves the problem of artistic creation that cannot be 

solved from a superficial perspective. In Qi Sha’s work, we can acquire a clear insight into this 

creative process. 
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Illustration 8 Spring Scenery Behind the Mountain, at the end of 1980s 

 

     We must classify a landscape like Spring Scenery Behind Mountain (Illustration 8) as a relatively 

late work in Qi Sha’s mature stage. It belongs to a transition period leading to the next stage. From 

1981, under his son’s arrangement, he moved to Hanling Town, Jixian County, and stayed in his 

student Yi Yu’s house, and was looked after carefully. From then on, his creation entered a new 

prosperous period. (Note 2) This painting has a vivid color and a sense of architecture. The flat space 

in the foreground is interrupted by a tyrant, and it is extremely important to locate our imaginary 

aesthetics through these lines—the directivity of the visual guidance formed by the short trees on the 

right side of the picture, the shrubs and leaves nearby—All of this prepares us for the cross-

movements of the scenes in each area. Through these movements, our eyes can reach the striking 

vertical lines and rich colors of the hillside and the dark erected trees at the top of the picture, and 

finally escape to the open sky. These analysis only intends to evoke our attention to the primary and 

secondary relationships of a complex composition system in Qi Sha’s landscape paintings. It is true 

that there are very few landscape paintings that can be so moving. In his mature landscape oil painting 

works, the green world of vegetation and openness, each with ample sunshine and fresh natural 

atmosphere, artificial traces such as houses and trails are almost obscured by colors and brushstrokes. 

Qi Sha’s love for life and nature were written into the work through a richly layered painting language. 

 

III. Landscape Oil Painting in His Declining Period 

In the 1990s, Qi Sha dwelled in deep seclusion and rarely came out, and entered his declining years. 

During this period, the colors on his canvas were increasingly simplified and saturated, and often 

drawn with an intense abstraction of rhythm. It can be seen from the landscape oil painting he painted 

between 1994 and 1995 that he no longer payed attention to light and shadow and color, but exerted 

the power of brush-based painting language to break the traditional styling concept and composition 

law, and created a splendid artistic scene. 
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1. Landscape Painting in His Old Age 

 
Illustration 9, Old Lane, 1994 

 

Old Lane (Illustration 9) gives us the insight into Qi Sha’s landscape oil painting at this stage. The 

long strips of composition are pushed far and wide in this work, and there seems no way to show the 

full charm of the original work as far as printing pictures. I attribute this type of painting to his earlier 

old age period, the early 1990s. It was during this period that Qi Sha devoted a lot of his time to the 

study of hometown and cottage landscape painting. In this painting, the old village alley of Jiangnan 

ancient village is narrow and long. For Qi Sha, who grew up in this environment since childhood, the 

alley as the main route to the outside world is an impressive picture left in his childhood memory. The 

sturdy and narrow slate trails, the tall and damp walls on both sides show a particularly intimate 

gesture with Qi Sha’s brushwork. Compared with his earlier landscape paintings, we can feel that the 

painting is more relaxed, the children’s play is also more laissez-faire, the structure of the painting is 

more solid, the color is more general, and the picture atmosphere is more ethereal and cheerful. Qi Sha 

no longer captured the objective world from nature and expressed it as in the past, but actively 

accepted the hints of changes in nature and boldly used it. In addition, he would leave a lot of blanks 

on the white canvas, and also whitening between the strokes, but when we look at the picture with the 

appropriate distance, the painting’s continuity of the shape will appear in front of us. 

 

2. Final Landscape Paintings 

Around 1995, Qi Sha’s oil painting art once again showed a new stage. Like Chinese early oil painter 

Dayu Wu, Qi Sha’s latest works have been directed to pure abstraction. The objects and spaces 

reproduced by his paintings in this period had been translated into abstract elements of oil paints. In 

around 1995, the boundaries of the originally clearly shaped blocks in his landscape paintings have 

become chaotic;, and the subtle color changes which are commonly seen in his work have become 

more and more general. We can even have a bold guess that Qi Sha seemed to have lost the ability to 

shape a concrete image. Tianmin Gao described in his article “Reading Qi Sha’s Paintings” that:In 
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particular, many of his works since the 1990s, such as Eden Garden, Hibiscus Flower in Black Pottery, 

Rose in Blue Bottle, are casually dyed and beautiful scenes full of life and vitality, these paintings 

have the feeling of white space in Chinese paintings, which makes his works reach a new purity and 

spirituality. His transcendental purity and spirituality are almost as good as Van Gogh, which is 

difficult for ordinary painters to reach. (Note 5) 

In Indescribable Landscape (Illustration 10), paints are painted thickly on a canvas with a bottom 

color. The colors are extremely general, simple, full of power, and reach incredible thickness and 

saturation. We have seen an abstraction with some form of rhythm. Looking at this painting at the first 

sight, the rich colors and the abruptly short lines make people think that this is an abstract painting. 

But after a closer look, we seem to be able to recognize the image of a white tiger with tail pricked and 

hair raised. Repeated smudges of the brush and the unclear red make the tiger’s head and fore paw 

blurred. It can be seen that Qi Sha has naturally transitioned from impressionism and post-

Impressionism to modernism. Here, the decomposition of the picture reaches such a degree that the 

various volumes are disintegrated and scattered in every corner of the canvas, so that at first glance we 

will not get any tangible images. But the beauty of all this is born from confusion, and it is even more 

touching. Perhaps it is in this type of work that Qi Sha opens his unusual imagination. In this work, 

color gives people a strong desperation. We can feel that in the final stage of Qi Sha’s life, he 

completely relied on the intuitive movement of his perceptual guidance. The warmth and passion of 

youth also return to his works. With such an enthusiasm and eager rhythm, beautiful and bright colors, 

and also the elimination arbitrarily details in his early years, we would easily think of Titian, the 

master of the Venetian paintings. This may be a well-known phenomenon among artists who can live 

to such an advanced age. During this period, Qi Sha’s art is no longer the pure impression of nature, or 

simply imitating, but refining, re-concentrating, re-organizing and re-adjusting. It is almost a self-

sufficient body that maintains a relationship with nature which is not isolated from nature. This is the 

final content presented in Qi Sha’s landscape painting, and it is also the key to understanding his final 

landscape oil paintings. 

 

 
Illustration 10, Indescribable Landscape, 1995 
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IV. Conclusion 

Regrettably, Qi Sha lived lonely in rural farmhouses because of long-term mental illness, and his 

compositional and unique works have almost disappeared with the passage of history. The terrible 

enemy he often had to deal with was always the entangled depression. His student Shi Sha once said 

that Qi Sha was often awake every morning, but the condition recured when provoked by the 

afternoon or other stimulus. Fortunately, Qi Sha still kept drawing, whether he was awake or 

unconscious. The mental illness did not bring destructive behavior to his art. Instead, it became the 

internal driving force for his continuous oil painting creation. Some people say that when Qi Sha was 

onset, he also went out to paint for life, nothing but the image that appears on the canvas is often not 

related to the sketch object. Part of the sketch is logically related, while others seem quite rational and 

sober. When Qi Sha was onset, he also went out to paint for life, nothing but the image that appears on 

the canvas is often not related to his sketch object. It can be seen from the specific works that some of 

the paintings are obviously drawn under the circumstance of logical mess, while others are drawn with 

a quite rational and conscious mind. From the overall creative state after he suffered from his illness, 

mental disorder did not enable him to paint the mysterious, strange, magical, and psychologist’s so-

called art of schizophrenia. From the comparison between his works in the period of staying in Europe 

and his later works, we found that some basic rules and technical features of paintings, such as 

composition, color, brushwork, and human body structure, which were developed in the early years, 

not only existed in the paintings drawn when he was awake, but also exists partly in those he 

completed in frenzy.(Note 6) In December 2018, a manuscript with more than 500 pages was 

discovered in his hometown. Every page is full of words and paintings and almost without any gaps on 

the paper. The words are written in blue, red or black pens, and every page uses at least two colors. 

There are both Chinese and some French in these manuscript texts, but no page can be read thoroughly 

and completely, let alone understanding the meaning of the whole page. It can be seen that his mental 

statement in Sha Village was already pretty abnormal. Sometimes he was awake but confused at other 

times. Perhaps because of this mental distress, Qi Sha’s oil painting has become a kind of color 

catharsis, and even makes us feel that he intended to break all the composition rules he learnt from the 

past, which had helped him gain a wide reputation when he was in Europe. However, we must not 

regard these works as Qi Sha’s whim, because these works are more than just his emotional 

experience that comes to mind. Therefore, when understanding why the paintings on the canvas of an 

artist suffering from mental illness is different from the traces left by a psychiatric patient, we should 

not forget Van Gogh’s warnings that, do not think that I deliberately work hard to get myself into one 

state of madness. Instead, remember that I was attracted by a subtle color balance. (Note 7) 

 

We can see from Qi Sha’s oil paintings that he is a Chinese oil painter who combined classicism, 

impressionism, beastism, expressionism and abstraction. What is especially surprising is that in the 

absence of pigments and painting tools, he still used dazzling tools to create stunning pieces. What is 

particularly admirable is that he was not willing to attract the attention from the press, or posed 

himself as an innovator. He had already infiltrated the oriental spirit pursued in his early years into 

every corner of his work, enabling his paintings of this period show the most precious qualities of 

Chinese art - the romantic charm. It is precisely in order to capture this charm, countless Chinese oil 

painters have worked hard and exhausted, and nothing else than that Qi Sha had performed this charm, 

we regard him as a milestone in the history of modern Chinese oil painting. 
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