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“Thank you for bringing me 
home,” said the ox. 
“Thank you,” replied the boy, 
“for helping me see I was big 
enough to do it.” 
  —Big Enough 
 

1. Introduction  
 
Little Ah-Fu has a big 
imagination, but he can’t imagine 
being the oxherd boy yet. When 
the day comes for Ah-Fu to bring 
the huge family ox home from 
the woods, he worries that he’s 
not big enough to do the job. Can he rely on his wits and compassion to become the 
Oxherd Boy his family expects and prove to himself that he is, indeed, big enough? 
 
Big Enough is a beautifully illustrated picture book inspired by Chinese philosophy and 
traditional ink painting. Written and illustrated by Regina Linke, the story follows Ah-Fu, 
a young boy who grows “big enough” to accomplish difficult tasks. Along his journey, 
he learns that courage is not measured by size or strength, but by compassion, 
perseverance, and the willingness to help others. 
 
The illustrations are deeply influenced by traditional Chinese shan shui (mountain-
water) painting and incorporate symbolic elements such as lotus flowers, birds, rivers, 
mountains, bamboo, and ox. The text and artwork invite readers to observe nature and 
reflect on personal growth. 
 

2. Chinese Ink Painting: Gongbi (工笔 gōng bǐ) 
 
Gongbi (literally “careful brushwork”) is one of the oldest styles of traditional Chinese 
painting, characterized by precise outlines, delicate brushstrokes, and carefully applied 
color. Unlike expressive freehand (写意 xiě yì), which emphasizes the artist’s emotions, 
gongbi focuses on attention to detail. Traditionally, gongbi artists paint subjects such as  
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flowers, birds, insects, animals, landscapes, and historical figures using fine brushes 
and mineral or plant-based pigments on silk or high-quality paper.  
 
In Big Enough, the detailed illustrations of lotus flowers, birds, an ox, and natural 
landscapes show the characteristics of classical Chinese painting. Although created as a 
contemporary picture book, the artwork introduces readers to an artistic tradition that 
has shaped Chinese visual culture for centuries. Chinese paintings often invite viewers 
to travel through the landscape with their eyes. Empty space is intentionally left on the 
page to suggest water and sky.  
 
Teachers may encourage students to compare Chinese ink paintings with European or 
American landscape paintings by discussing perspective, color, composition, and the 
role of negative space. Students can also experiment with ink brush techniques to 
understand how a few simple strokes can express emotions, focusing on patience 
rather than speed. 
 

3. Mountains and Water (山水 shān shuǐ) 
 

The landscapes throughout Big Enough are inspired by shan shui (山水 shān shuǐ), 
literally “mountain and water.” In Chinese philosophy, mountains symbolize 
perseverance, wisdom, and stability, while water represents flexibility, adaptability, and 
the continuous flow of life. Together they reflect the Daoist belief that humans live in 
harmony with nature. 
 
Traditional Chinese landscape painting is not intended to portray a specific location but 
to express an ideal relationship between people and the natural world. Ah-Fu’s journey 
through rivers, mountains, and valleys mirrors his emotional growth as he gradually 
discovers confidence and compassion. Nature functions almost like another character in 
the story, quietly teaching lessons about patience, courage, and resilience. 
 
Teachers may ask students how the landscape changes throughout the book and how 
these changes reflect Ah-Fu’s feelings. Students may also compare mountain imagery 
found in Chinese paintings with landscapes from their own communities. 
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4. The Lotus Flower (荷花) 

 
The lotus flower appears repeatedly throughout the illustrations and is one of the most 
important symbols in Chinese art. Although rooted in muddy water, the lotus blooms 
above the water. The lotus has been featured in Chinese poetry, painting, and 
philosophy for more than two thousand years. Chinese people love lotus, not only 
because of the symbolic meaning of purity, resilience and hope, but also its importance 
in daily life. Every part of the lotus—flowers, leaves, and roots—can be used as food or 
decorations.  
 
In Buddhism, the lotus represents enlightenment because it blossoms above the muddy 
water and opens in the daytime. Confucian scholars appreciate the lotus for maintaining 
its purity despite difficult surroundings, which is important for a moral character.  
 
By including lotus flowers throughout Ah-Fu’s journey, Regina Linke sends the message 
that true growth comes from overcoming challenges with kindness and determination. 
Students may compare the symbolic meaning of the lotus with flowers in their own 
communities, such as roses, cherry blossoms, or sunflowers. 
 

5. The Ox 
 

The ox has played an essential role in Chinese agriculture, particularly in the rice 
growing regions of southern China. Oxen helped farmers plow rice fields and prepare 
land for planting. Their strength and calm temperament make them indispensable 
partners in rural communities. 
 
In Chinese art and literature, the ox often symbolizes patience, diligence, and harmony 
between humans and nature. Big Enough presents the ox as a gentle companion that 
also experiences fear and uncertainty. This reminds readers that courage is not the 
absence of fear but the willingness to face challenges together. Students may compare 
the ox in China with working animals such as horses, or camels in other parts of the 
world. 
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Discussion Questions 
 

• What details do you notice in the illustrations that suggest close observation of 
nature? 

• How does gongbi painting differ from other illustration styles you have seen? 
• Why might an artist choose to paint flowers, birds, and animals with such careful 

attention to detail? 
• How do the illustrations help communicate Ah-Fu’s emotions and the peaceful 

atmosphere of the story? 
 
 
Author: Haixia Wang, Senior Lecturer, Carnegie Mellon University & Curriculum 
Specialist, University of Pittsburgh 
2026 
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