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Although the fine arts of China are traditionally linked to the Confucian literati, aesthetic theory associated with these arts is couched in a terminology often thought to stem from philosophical Daoism.  In this paper, I demonstrate that the naturalness definitive of many Chinese fine arts has its theoretical genesis not in Daoism but in Confucianism.
In historical accounts of Chinese art, the Six Arts (liu yi 六藝), ritual propriety (li 禮), music (yue 樂), archery (she 射), charioteering (yu 御/馭), calligraphy (shu 書), and calculation  (shu 數)) of early China are usually noted only in passing.  Even more rarely is it mentioned that a common feature among them is an important somatic element.   I argue that this somatic element, which became crucial in later aesthetic development, especially in the brush arts of painting and calligraphy, was a core criterion in the judgment of successfully executed ritual propriety, which at its aesthetic apex is identified by its naturalness, or effortlessness (ziran 自然  or wu wei 無爲).  

The bulk of the paper will be devoted to: 1) understanding the aesthetics of ritual propriety; 2) delineating the concept of naturalness in an aesthetic context; 3) delineating the category "somatic art" with respect to Chinese art; and 4) extending that category to specific non-Chinese art forms.  The conceptual gain will be both a better understanding of the fundamentals of Chinese aesthetics and a new method for understanding art more generally.

