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Horse-drawn carriages rumbling, steeds galloping: The
Spiritual Metaphors and Temporal Narratives of Vehicle
Imagery in Chinese Qil Painting

Guangyu Song
Harbin Normal University, Heilongjiang, Harbin, 150000, China

Abstract

In the process of China’s modernization, vehicles have consistently served as the most tangible material symbols of historical
transformation. This paper focuses on contemporary Chinese oil paintings, systematically exploring how vehicular imagery
transcends its physical function to evolve into visual metaphors that carry collective memory, reflect the spirit of the times, and
represent individual destinies. The study first traces the cultural lineage of vehicles—from ancient ritual symbols to modernity’s
emblem; then analyzes the transformation of vehicular imagery in oil painting narratives, progressing from “the sublime symbol of
ideal construction” to “complex witnesses of social transformation,” and finally to “silent vessels of individual life traces.” Lastly,
it examines how artists employ symbolic treatment of form, color, and brushwork to transmute mechanical objects into spiritual
carriers. The research reveals that vehicles in oil paintings constitute a unique “mobile modernity” visual field, serving as both a
mirror of grand historical narratives and an annotation of microcosmic life epics, offering a compelling perspective for related studies.
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