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ABSTRACT: Earth pigments, natural colorants derived from soil, minerals, and rock
rank among the oldest materials of human artistic expression. This paper examines their
aesthetic, cultural, and ecological significance in contemporary art practice and extends
that inquiry by situating earth pigments within Taoist philosophy. Concepts such as Dao
(the Way), Wu Wei (effortless action), Ziran (naturalness), and the dynamic balance of
yin and yang offer a framework for understanding why unprocessed, locally sourced
materials continue to attract artists seeking authenticity and ecological responsibility.
Reading traditional Chinese painters such as Mugqi, Shitao, and BadaShanren, the
Japanese monk-painter SesshuT6y6, and contemporary practitioners including Claire
Benn, Heather Bird Harris, Bharti Kher, and N. S. Harsha alongside Indian mural and
folk traditions, the paper argues that earth pigments function simultaneously as visual

material, cultural memory, and a philosophical practice of harmonizing with nature.

INTRODUCTION

For most of human history, artists relied on pigments drawn directly from the earth. Cave paintings, ancient murals, and folk
traditions across the world were created using locally available soils, clays, minerals, and charred organic matter. The
Industrial Revolution’s synthetic pigments gradually displaced these materials, offering brighter colour and mass availability at
the cost of toxicity and environmental harm. In recent decades, climate change, pollution, and the erosion of indigenous
knowledge have prompted artists to return to natural, earth-based materials, treating material choice as an ethical and

conceptual decision rather than a purely technical one.

This return gains philosophical depth when read alongside Taoism, the Chinese tradition that for over two millennia has
treated artistic practice as inseparable from a cosmological relationship with nature. Taoist thought offers vocabularyDao, Wu
Wei, Ziran, emptiness, and the harmony of opposites for articulating why unrefined, place-bound materials continue to
matter to artists. This paper therefore examines earth pigments through four interrelated dimensions: their material nature,
their aesthetic and philosophical resonance with Taoism, their cultural significance in Indian traditions, and their
environmental implications, arguing throughout that these dimensions are facets of a single concern- the artist’s right
relationship with nature.

EARTH PIGMENTS: MATERIAL NATURE AND PREPARATION

Earth pigments are derived from mineral-rich earth such as iron oxides (ochres, sienna, umber), green earths, kaolin,

limestone, and carbon blacks(Fig-1). They are traditionally prepared by drying, crushing, washing (levigation), and grinding
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the raw material before mixing it with a binder. Genuine earth pigments are largely non-toxic and biodegradable, though
commercially sold “natural” pigments are sometimes adulterated with synthetic fillers, underscoring the need for careful
sourcing. Notably, carbon black made from charred wood or bone is also the base of East Asian ink, a material link that will
matter when the discussion turns to Chinese ink painting below.

Figure 1: Earth pigments
Source-www.skillshatre.com/en/blog/drawn-from-nature-a-guide-to-natural-pigments
TAOIST PHILOSOPHY AND THE ART OF EARTH

Taoism, founded in the teachings attributed to Laozi’s Tao TeChing and elaborated by Zhuangzi, centres on the Dao, an
ungraspable principle underlying all natural process. Three concepts derived from it bear directly on artistic material practice.
Wu Wei, often translated as “effortless action,” does not mean inactivity but acting in accordance with the inherent
tendencies of things rather than forcing an outcome. Ziran, or “self-so-ness,” names the spontaneous, uncontrived quality of
things that arise from themselves rather than from external design. Emptiness (xu), meanwhile, is not absence but a
generative space that allows form to breathe and the viewer’s attention to slow down.

These ideas illuminate why earth pigments are valued precisely for the qualities synthetic paint suppresses. Their granular
inconsistency, their tendency to settle and separate, and their gradual shift in tone under changing light are not flaws to be
engineered away but expressions of Ziran, the material’s own nature asserting itself within the work. An artist who works with
earth pigment practises a version of Wu Wei: collecting, drying, and grinding soil requires patience and responsiveness to the
material’s behaviour rather than imposition of a predetermined uniformity.

Figure 2: Mugqj, Six Persimmons, 1950, lithograph on paper mounted to aluminum, 13%4"x 11"

Source- Artnet
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Chinese and Japanese ink painting make this connection concrete, since ink itself is a refined earth pigment. The Southern
Song Chan monk-painter Muqi exemplifies Wu Wei in works such as Six Persimmons (Fig-2), where a handful of fruit is
rendered in a few unforced ink strokes against an undefined field of emptiness; the painting’s restraint embodies the Taoist
conviction that less-determined form invites fuller perception. Shitao, the seventeenth-century painter-theorist, argued in his
treatise on painting that the “single brushstroke” (yihua) reconnects the artist with the primal unity of the Dao, treating the
line not as decoration but as the trace of nature’s own process moving through the hand (Fig- 3).

Figure 3: Shitao, Poetic Feeling of Tao Yuanming, Album of twelve leaves, 1644-1911, ink and color on paper, 27 x 21.3 c¢m,
Palace Museum, Beijing

Source-www.comuseum.com

BadaShanren’s eccentric, sparsely populated compositions, solitary birds and fish suspended in vast blank paper use
emptiness as an active compositional force, expressing both Taoist transcendence and the melancholy of a painter mourning a
lost world(Fig- 4). In Japan, SesshaToyo, trained in the Chinese ink tradition, developed the haboku (“flung ink”)
technique(Fig- 5), in which spontaneous, rapid application of diluted ink allows the medium itself to determine much of the
final form a vivid instance of Wu Weti translated into gesture.
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Figure 4: BadaShanren, Landscapes, Flower, Birds & Rocks, Album of seventeen leaves, sixteen of paintings & one of
calligraphy, ink on paper, Each leaf measures 29.5 x 21.9 cm

Source- Christie’s
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These artists rarely worked with raw earth pigment in the manner discussed elsewhere in this paper, yet their aesthetic of
restraint, spontaneity, and respect for material behaviour anticipates the values that motivate today’s earth-pigment
practitioners. The comparison also sharpens a contrast: where Taoist ink painting pursues monochrome austerity,
contemporary earth-pigment artists often celebrate chromatic variation across ochres, siennas, and umbers. The shared
commitment, however, is the same- an unwillingness to override the material’s own nature in pursuit of industrial uniformity,

and an implicit critique of the forcing of nature that the Tao TeChing associates with disorder and loss.

Figure 5: Sessht'Toyo. “Haboku Sansui.” Sumi-e ink. 1495. Muromachi. 111.5 x 75.8 cm. My6shin-Ji Temple, Kyoto, Japan
Source- www.wikiart.org/en/sesshu-toyo/haboku-sansui-1495
CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Earth pigments carry symbolic, ritual, and spiritual meaning across cultures. In India, they are used extensively in mural and
folk traditions such as Warli (Maharashtra), Madhubani (Bihar), Pithora (Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh), and Kerala
murals(Fig-6), each drawing on locally sourced reds, ochres, and lime whites tied to ritual and cosmology. Kerala murals are
especially notable for the Panchavarna system five natural colours (red, yellow, green, black, white) obtained from laterite,
indigo, neem, and other local sources and mixed with coconut water, where each hue carries a moral or divine meaning: green
for divinity, red for power, yellow for knowledge, black for darkness, and white for purity, echoing categories found in Hindu

scripture.
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Figure 6: GajendraMoksham Kerala Mural at the Krishnapuram Palace in Kayamkulam, Kerala
Source- Wikipedia

This elemental logic resonates with Chinese cosmology’s Wu Xing (five phases), which likewise assigns earth along with
wood, fire, metal, and water, a foundational place in the generative cycle of nature. The structural parallel between India’s
Panchabhuta (five elements, including earth) and China’s Wu Xing suggests that the impulse to root pigment in a wider

cosmological order is not unique to either tradition but a recurring response to art’s material dependence on the land.
MATERIAL CULTURE, SYMBOLISM, AND THE HUMAN-NATURE RELATIONSHIP

Material culture theory holds that physical substances carry social meaning and cultural identity; when an artist works with soil
or mineral colour, they engage memory embedded in the material itself. In Indian communities, red earth, lime, and charcoal
remain associated with ritual purity, celebration, and seasonal cycles, and their continued use sustains a sense of regional
belonging that resists material homogenisation.

Taoism frames this same relationship more explicitly as TianRenHeyi, the unity of heaven and humanity: the artist is not
separate from the material world but a participant within its processes. Where Indian symbolic colour systems assign specific
moral qualities to specific pigments, Taoist aesthetics are less concerned with fixed iconographic meaning than with the
artist’s posture toward nature attentive, responsive, and unforcing. Read together, the two traditions suggest that earth
pigments function simultaneously as bearers of cultural symbol and as instruments of a broader ethical stance toward the
natural world.

ENVIRONMENTAL AND ECOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS

Synthetic pigments are frequently petroleum-based, non-biodegradable, and harmful to human and ecological health. Earth
pigments, by contrast, are naturally occurring, biodegradable, and require minimal industrial processing, aligning art practice
with sustainability. The Taoist critique of excessive intervention in natural process the Tao TeChing’s warning that forcing
things against their nature breeds disorder anticipates contemporary ecological ethics by centuries, and offers a philosophical
justification, beyond the merely technical, for why earth-based practice is treated as an ethical choice rather than a stylistic
preference. This logic also imposes a limit: over-extraction and careless sourcing of pigment-bearing soil can itself damage
ecosystems, meaning that Wu Wei in practice requires restraint in harvesting as much as restraint in handling.

CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS AND MATERIAL MEMORY

Several contemporary artists embody these Taoist resonances, sometimes deliberately and sometimes by independent
convergence. Claire Benn describes her practice as rooted in landscape, treating natural pigment as a direct means of
connection to the land- an approach close to Ziran, in which the artwork’s character emerges from place rather than from an
imported palette. Heather Bird Harris’s 300 Years of Georgia’, made with weathering rind found in Georgia(Fig-7), allows
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site-specific material to register the slow, unforced process of accumulation and decay that Wu Wei would recognise as art
proceeding with, rather than against, time.

Figure 7: Heather Bird Harris, 300 Years of Georgia, 2025, watercolors made with clay, ochre, & weathering rind found in
Georgia, manganese brown pigment, &watercolor on paper mounted on panel, protected with beeswax, 64 x 120 in

Source- https://spaldingnixfineatt.com/art/300-years-of-georgia-by-heathet-bird-hartis

Indian contemporary artists complicate the comparison usefully. Bharti Kher and N. S. Harsha both work with earth-toned
palettes and textured, soil-like surfaces, but their concerns are markedly urban and conceptual rather than landscape-bound.
Kher’s mixed-media works such as her bindi-based and wax-and-plaster pieces use organic matter and soil-like textures to
probe themes of body, origin, and cultural identity rather than cosmic harmony(Fig-8). Harsha’s pigment-rich surfaces,
drawing on Indian mural traditions, address collective social experience and contemporary critique rather than withdrawal
from the human world. Read against Taoist aesthetics, their work illustrates that earth-based material can serve ends quite
different from quietist harmony with nature: it can equally become a vehicle for social commentary, irony, and the assertion
of human presence. The contrast does not undermine the Taoist framework so much as clarify its limits, Wu Wei and Ziran
describe one possible relationship between artist, material, and nature, not the only one available to artists who choose earth
pigment.

Figure 8: Bharti Kher, An Absence of Assignable Cause, bindis on fiberglass 68 x 10974 x 45%4 in
Source- Christie’s
CONCLUSION

Earth pigments remain materially, culturally, and philosophically significant in contemporary art. Their muted tonal range,
textured unpredictability, and biodegradability give them an aesthetic and ecological standing that synthetic colour cannot
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easily replicate, while Indian mural and folk traditions demonstrate their enduring symbolic and ritual force. Reading these
qualities through Taoist philosophy- Dao, Wu Wei, Ziran, and the generative use of emptinessclarifies why artists across very
different traditions, from Chan ink painters such as Muqi and BadaShanren to contemporary practitioners such as Claire
Benn and Heather Bird Harris, value materials that retain a trace of their own natural origin. Contemporary Indian artists such
as Bharti Kher and N. S. Harsha show that this material can equally serve urban and conceptual ends, indicating that Taoist
aesthetics offer a powerful but not exhaustive lens. Taken together, the study affirms that reconnecting with earth pigments is
also a way of reconnecting with land, history, and ecological ethics- an artistic practice of restraint that, in Taoist terms, lets
nature paint alongside the hand that holds the brush.
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