Finger Painting of the Deaf Taoist School:
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The Hand Before the Brush

High upon Mount
Emei, thick mist veils
ancient pines and temple
roofs, making their
outlines vague and subtle.
What emerges from the
haze is not a scene, but
Liu Zhun, great-grandson
of Master Liu Xiling who
has set aside the
traditional paintbrush, his
fingertips dipping ink and
dancing on paper. The
strength, serenity, even
the unruly wilderness of
the mountain are vividly
captured on the thin piece of work.
He is not merely making the image
itself; he is infusing art with nature.
This is the art of Deaf Taoist Finger
Painting — an intangible cultural
heritage in which humans’ hands
are used only as a tool.

Long before the invention of the
brush, our ancestors turned to
minerals for pigments to mark
themselves, which is an earliest
revelation of aesthetic appreciation.
This primitive art form was later
transformed by Liu Xiling
(1848-1923), who named himself
“the Deaf Taoist”. Liberated from
the constraints of brush and
linguistic limitation, its nature is
profoundly bold and untamed. The
artist’ s hands — fingers, palms,
nails — guide the ink in strokes that
are rugged and powerful. The result
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possesses a raw, unpolished beauty,
a textural richness that brushes could
never replicate.

These fingercreated paintings
speak with striking clarity, drawing their
themes from life-especially among the
sacred peaks and towering cliffs. For
instance, Liu Xiling’ s masterwork,
“Spring Swallows at Guihu Lake”, won
gold at the 1915 Panama-Pacific
Exposition, while his descendant Liu
Zhun has carried the legacy forward,
introducing new techniques that blend
forceful strokes with more delicate
color washes.

So, the next time we gaze upon
these wild lines, let us lean in — not
just to see, but to listen with our eyes.
Why not sense the heartbeat pulsing
through the ink? Why not feel the
rhythm of the artist’ s gesture? In one
fleeting moment, the
energy of the mountain
flows from hand to
paper, and ultimately,
iNnto our souls. This is
the magic of Deaf
Taoist Finger Painting:
never merely a picture
of the sacred, but a
masterful  trace that
makes it present and
eternal.
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