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THE LNADSCAPE PAINTING OF LI KERAN AND

ITS SPECIAL QUALITIES
Abstract

Li Keran (1907-1989)is one of the most important artists in the history of twentieth
century Chinese art. He experiencedall the major events of political chaos, national wars
and ideological revolution in China this century. Involved in the mainstreamart of the May
Fourth tradition, he achieved the transformation of traditional landscapepainting into a
modern style, and becamethe representativeof the new orthodox art.
This thesis aims to understandLi Keran's unique way of solving the problems with
which modern Chineseartists have been faced involving the confrontation between art and
politics, the Chinese and Western approach, and tradition and reality. Li's landscape
painting shows special qualities demonstratingboth the developmentof traditional art itself
and the dream of its reform by artists of severalgenerationsin this century.
The thesis is divided into an introduction and six chapters. Chapter I describesLi
Keran's early artistic career. Chapter 2 investigatesthe processof his reform of Chinese
painting and his establishmentas a master in New China. Chapter 3 makes a survey of the
formative processof Li's landscapestyle. Chapter4 discussesfive special subjectsraised by
his case. Chapter 5 reveals how his art exists in the context of traditional art. Chapter 6
reviews the relationship between Li's art and that of different schools and masters in
Chinesepainting reform movementsin this century. The conclusion included in Chapter 6
provides a summationof the author's view on Li Keran's artistic path.
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INTRODUCTION

Contact between oriental and occidental civilizations began very early, and was
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English in this field appear from the beginning of this century, but also, by the 1960s,
diverse schools in the study of Chinese art had begun to appearin the United States. But
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lacking in academicvalue, and therefore could not constitute a specific academicfield.
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who insisted that contemporaryChineseart was merely a propagandainstrument of politics
and should not be regarded as an art. But the Symposium on Twentieth-Century Chinese
Painting, organized by AndamansEast International Ltd. in Hong Kong in 1984 clearly
demonstratedthat the situation had greatly changed. Modern Chinese art is beginning to
its
People
international
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scholars.
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Winking
Yhe
in
be
diversity
to
an
all-round
way.
penetratingly
understood
complexity and
(4)
by Ellen JohnstonLaing, published in 1988,
Owl: Art in the People's Republic of China
covered contemporaryart materialsup to the end of the 1970s.
The modern study of ancient Chinese art began to take shape in mainland China this
Art in the TwentiethCentury,Berkeley,1959
[11Michael,Sullivan,Chinese
[2] Li Chu-tsing (Li Zhuji), Trends In Modern Chinese Painting, Artibus Asiae Publishers, Ascona,
S%vitzerland,1979
[31 Arnold Chang, Painting in the People's Republic of China: 7he Politics of Style, Boulder, Colorado, 1980
[4] Ellen Johnston Laing, 'The Winking Owl - Art in the People's Republic of China, University of California
Press, Ltd., London, 1988
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century, and much has been published on the subject. But the study of twentieth century
Chineseart only took shapein the 1980s, far behind developmentsin the West. This was
due to the interferenceof politics after 1949. The paintings, theories and materials of many
painters and painting schoolsbecamepolitically sensitive and could not be madepublic and
discussedfreely. It was only by the end of the 1970s that the New Tide Art began the
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1985
history
by
Chinese
passionateyoung
painting
and
critique
of
modern
a
review
consistedof
including
individual
by
Hereafter,
schools,
or
painting
on
or
artists
many
works
artists.
those which were well-known as well as those which had been neglectedor slighted were
published one after the other, and a series of art exhibitions was held. The enthusiasm
displayedby cultural circles on the mainlandfor the study of modern art since the beginning
of the 1990shas overtakentheir concernfor classicalart. The subjectsand issuesof modern
art history have already become a focus for study, art exhibitions and publications in
mainland China.
Li Keran (1907-1989)was an important figure in the history of Chinese art in the
twentieth century. In the 1930s, he had been much prized by Lin Fengmian; and in the
1940s, while he was in Chongqing, he had won some fame for himself, and had been
recommendedby Xu Beiliong and Lao She. Later, he was highly praised by Qi Baishi as an
able successorto Wu Changshuo.In the 1950s,he endeavouredto reform Chinesepainting
and had the ardent support of Huang Yongyu, Wang Zhaowen and Zhang Ding, though he
was criticized by others as "anti-traditional". By the early 1980s, Li's social status as a
masterpainter had been firmly establishedin Chineseart circles. Art journals both in Hong
(6)
His position as an explorer and
Kong and Taiwan devoted considerablespaceto him.
[5] Zhang Shaoxiaand Li Xiaoshan, 7he History ofModern ChinesePainting, 1919 - 1985, Nanjing: Jiangsu
Fine Arts Press, 1986
[6] Sun Meilan, 'Li Keran and His LandscapeArt', Hong Kong: The Artist, No. 13,1980; Wu Guanzhong,
'The Style of Li Keran's Paintings',Hong Kong: 77seArtist, No.34,1983; Zheng Ming, 'Talk of the Art of Li
Keran -a Modem Renovator of LandscapePainting',Taibei: Xiongshi Art, No. 9 and No. 10,1984; 'Special
issue on Li Keran', Taibei: TheArtist, 1984
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pioneer of modern landscapepainting had been fully confirmed by art circles in mainland
(7)
China.
Meanwhile, Li had beencriticized as a "conservationist" by the New Tide artists.
In 1989, Li Keran died. After his death, from 1990 to 1993, researchand study connected
in
Hong Kong, Taiwan and the mainland.
him
reached
a
peak
with
In the three years, severalcomprehensiveeditions of Li's painting were published in
Hong Kong, Taiwan and the mainland. His treatise on art was published in the form of an
anthology by the Beijing People's Fine Arts Press. Grand scaleexhibitions of his work were
held for the first time in Beijing (1992), and then in Taibei (1993) and Nanjing (1993). As
to the study of Li Keran, it beganwith memorial articles by his friends and students,which
provided voluminous historical material for reference. Later, several editions of Li's
(8)
biography were published. At this time, articles and essaystreating diverse aspectsof
Li's artistic achievementsmostly appearedas prefacesin the various editions of Li Keran's
collected paintings. The monographA Study of Li Keran by Sun Meilan, published in 1991,
reflected the result of many years' study of Li Keran's art on the mainland. That sameyear,
the successful PhD dissertation by Wan Qingli, a former student of Li Keran, at the
University of Kansas, U. S.A. was entitled 'Li Keran and Twentieth-Century Chinese
Painting'. Starting in 1990, the Hong Kong monthly Brush and Ink, faunded in 1990,
(9)
The studies covered a wide range of
published four special issues about Li Keran.
problems including authenticationand the art market.
On 15th December 1994, when the author was visiting Li Keran's widow Zou
Peizhu, the Li Keran Art Foundation, which had been in existencefor two years, gained
approval from the government.At present,the Foundation is devoting its efforts to building
a Li Keran Memorial Hall in Beijing. The Foundation is planning to promote the study of Li
[7] Mang Ding, 'Li Kcran - The Renovator of LandscapePainting', People's Pictorial, Beijing: The Foreign
languagePress, No. 10,1979; Wan Qingli, 'The Founder of the Li School - Li Keran', Appreciation of Famous
Works, Taiyuan: Shanxi People's Press,No. 2,1984; Lang Shaojun, 'On the LandscapePainting of U Keran',
Literature and Art Studies,Beijing: The Literature and Art Press, 1986/3
[8] U Song, The Life of Li Keran, Tianjin: Tianjin People's Fine Arts Press, 1992; Sun Mcilan, A Study ofLI
Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991; Wan Qingli, 'Biography of U Keran', Hong Kong: Brush and
ink, No.26
[9] Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 4,25,26,43
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Keran's art, the Li School's landscapepainting and modern traditional Chinesepainting.
The characteristicsof the study of Li Keran from 1990-1993were: all who devoted
themselvesto this project included his former studentsor his followers. They had all had
direct contact with Li either for a long or short duration, and had, to a greater or lesser
extent, first-hand information of the artist. Their studies reflect their painstaking
accumulation of materials over many years, together with their critical manner in the
manipulation of the traditional maxim "know the man before criticizing his painting" and in
grasping styles from the angle of creating and appreciatingworks. No doubt, the results of
their studies representthe highest level of researchwork on artistic history in the mainland
during recent years. When the author first entered into this sphere of study, the master
painter bad already died. The superior quality of the work by the aforementioned
researchersseemedto constitute an insurmountablerampart for latecomers.However, there
remain many attractive areasfor future scholarsto explore from diverse angles. As for the
author, the following would prove to be the most interesting.
First of all, Chinese art today differs so much from that of a century ago. A
perfunctory glance may not espy any inter-relationship between them. To the younger
generation, Chinesetraditional art may appearmore remote than Western art. If this is the
case,what has really occurred in art over the period of a hundred years?Has the conceptof
value in traditional art any influence today? What are the expectations and desires of
traditional artists that they want to be gratified in art? The personal history of Li Keran is
truly a rare casefor the inspection of the transition in traditional art within the spaceof a
hundred years. The reasons are: he lived for eighty-two years in this century, and
experienced all its important events. It was he who successfully brought traditional
landscape painting into the new society. Many historic problems were manifested in
concrete form in his case, for example, the problem of the continuation and mutation of
tradition; the problem of the conflict betweenChineseand Western cultures; the problem of
the relationship betweenart and social reality, etc. In his individual case,one might seethe
successfulexperienceof an artist under particular conditions, as well as an episode in the
evolution of art history and tradition.
xxx

Secondly, under the influence and inspiration of the viewpoint of E. H. Gombrich
"great Art always changesunder the influence of its own autonomousproblems",

(10)

the

formative
the
process of Li's artistic style, and was surprised to
seriously
studied
author
discover that the style and mode of his new modern landscapepainting could be traced back
to his immediateteachersand the painters with whom he was associated.In other words, his
in
by
his
directly
predecessors'
efforts
solving
and
enlightened
was
rested upon
creativity
the problems of art. It was precisely through this kind of successionand developmentthat
he was able to keep the most concrete and the closest contact with tradition. In many
respects,the caseof Li Keran was a proof of Gombrich's theory. However, the author also
discovered that the violent changesthat have taken place in twentieth-century Chinese
society did really give an enormous impetus to art. The case of Li Keran, meanwhile,
illuminated the kind of attitude that a successfulartist adoptedin a society where political
demandstook precedenceover the practice of art.
Thirdly, the structure of the thesis adoptedby the author does not proceedfrom the
usual analysis of the background of the times in order to give prominence to individual
peculiarities, but from an investigation of the relationship between the individual and the
environmentto manifest the conditions under which the artist formed his style and thought
(Chapters I and 2). After making an analysis of the formative process of the artist's style
and his outstandingachievements(Chapters3 and 4), the thesis returns the individual to the
backgroundof tradition and his times, and by making comparisons,evaluatesthe historical
significance in those achievements(Chapters5 and 6).
Fourthly, this thesis, the fruit of studying the case of Li Keran in recent years,
investigatesand clarifies contradictions existing in the previously used historical materials
(for example, the family members of Li Keran; the time when Li Keran began to draw
buffaloes, see Chapter 1). More investigations are made into the background of the art
circles from the 1950s to 1960s, a topic which had been neglectedin earlier studies (for
example, the analysis of the periods in the reform movementsof Chinese painting after
[101Karl Popper,'Gornbrich
LogicandPeriods
Art', in 77tePhilosophy
on Situational
andFashion
of Karl
Popper,ed.by P. A. Schilpp,OpenCourt,1974,p.1178
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4.1).
As
Chapter
(see
regards the problem of
revolutionary politics with artistic practice
blending the Chineseand the Western in Li's art, a concreteanalysis of which was lacking
in previous studies, the author would venture to put forward the view that LI merged the
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Chinese
the
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within the macro-frame of traditional art, and she
and
of
arts of
discussesthis viewpoint from the angle of brushwork, modes, forms, attitude to nature and
Li's
Similarly,
Chapter
4).
(see
the
the
question
of
regarding
origin
of
new
concepts
artistic
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by
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research, the author also puts
concrete
of
need
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forward her own viewpoint and argument(seeChapter 5). Finally, this thesis discussesthe
formation of the reform movementsin Chinesepainting of this century. Further, it proves
that Li's style benefitedfrom the influencesof diverse contemporaryschools, and to a great
demands
(see
Chapter
6).
time
the
the
of
general
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The phenomenonof Li Keran involves aspectsof many of the problems encountered
in twentieth-centuryChineseart, such as, should an artist pursue art as a superior handicraft
in
intrinsic
does
the
rest
perfecting traditional
philosophy;
of
art
or as a profound
value
rules or in freely displaying one's personality; is it significant that Chinese traditional
landscape
is
it
traditional
that
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turns
towards
style;
significant
a realist
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the
the
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the
and
art
compared with
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position of moderate
prospectsof traditional art, all of theseissuesremain for further study and consideration.
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CHAPTER 1: LI KERAN'S EARLY ARTISTIC CAREER

This chapterattemptsto describethe early artistic life of Li Keran, to searchand to
his
he
in
passed
early years,
the
which
artistic
environment
and
cultural
reveal again
together with those events and persons that affected him in his growth as an artist. In
investigating the personal experience of Li Keran, the background of the modern art
movement in the first half of this century is unfolded as well. The study of the present
author was based to the utmost upon the original materials of recollections or writings
investigations
has
his
himself
by
by
Keran
Li
and
she
made
contemporaries,
or
provided
and argued her views when contradictions occurred among the various editions of the
biographical content about Li Keran.

THE EARLY XUZHOU YEARS (1907-23)

(1),
Li Keran, originally named Li Yongshun
was bom on 16th March, 1907
(dingwel, the 13th day of the 2nd moon of the lunar calendar) in Xuzhou municipality of
Jiangsu Province. His father Li Huichun (?-1935) fled to Xuzhou from a famine-stricken
rural area when young. He earned his livelihood by fishing in the Sui River on the southern
outskirts of Xuzhou. Later on he was apprenticed as a cook, and having completed his
apprenticeship, set up a stall selling steamed stuffed buns and working in an eating house.
By living frugally, he managed to save a little money. Together with his brother, he built a
few thatched cottages at the 'Guangda Lane' (Guangda Xiang) in the neighbourhood of
Xuzhou's north city gate. (Li Keran was born in one of these cottages, which was repaired
[1]. Accordingto the "Biographyof U Keran"by WanQingli, Li Keran'soriginalnamewasLi Sanqi;in one
Picture(1939),one can still find a squaresealengravedwith the words 'San
of his early works, Tea-Serving
Qi's paintingseal'. Hong Kong: Brushand Ink, No.26, p.98 and p.100. Accordingto the author'srecordof
her visits to U Keran'swidow Zou Peizhuand Li Keran's4th sister,ProfessorLi Wan, the family had no
Picture
knowledgeof U Keraneverhavingsucha name.It wastheir beliefthatthe authenticityof Tea-Serving
andthe sealawaitedverification.
(a
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by order of the Xuzhou Municipal authorities in 1985 and named as the old home of Li
Keran where a part of the famous painter's works were displayed.) It was then that Li
Huichun got married and the two brothers managedto run a small eating place. Li Keran's
She
did
Li.
in
Xuzhou
daughter
surnamed
the
not
also
a
pedlar
of
vegetable
mother was
know her own birthday and did not even have a name. According to the practice at that
time, she was known as Mrs. Li Li after marriage. She was industrious, hardworking and
lived
discreet
80.
The
in
health
lived
couple
a
and
she
over
good
until
was
and
open-minded
frugal life, having been quite successfulin the managementof their small restaurant. The
family's financial situation gradually improved and by the time Li Keran was born, they
faniilyý2)
Keran
Li
the
the
third
of
child
was
off.
were quite comfortably
During his childhood, Li Keran's deepestimpression of his mother was her two
hands. In order that her children could have clothes to wear, she spent all her time sewing,
her
hands
being
immersed
dyeing
of
and
as
a
result
all the year
mending, washing and
from
leaves,
herself
liquor
in
dye
they becamerough and
walnut
prepared
she
which
round
dark brown in colour. Li Keran's memory of his father was that the old man was very fond
"bury
Stories
like
historical
stories.
pens to form a tomb", and "Xizhi raising
of relating
his
father
how
him
have
could
wonder
made
rememberedso many historical
often
geese",
tales besidesbeing able to speak so well, not only vividly but also changing his styles of
he
Sometimes
from
frequently.
the middle of a story and though telling the
started
speech
[2]. According to a record of the author who paid a visit to Mrs. Li Keran, nee Ms. Zhou Peizhu, Li Keran's
brothers and sisters, including himself, totalled eight in number. Keran was the third child among the brothers
and sisters. His eldest brother, Li Yongping (1902-86), had a few years schooling in an old- style private
school in his childhood. He soon left school and helped the family in household management,spending his
whole life in Xuzhou. Keran's elder sister (her birth and death datesunknown) helped her mother to look after
her younger brothers and sisters and did some householdwork. She was married into a family called Feng.
One of her sons is now a director of an institute of chemical industry in Nanjing. Keran's secondyounger sister
(birth and death dates unknown) was married into a family called Zheng. She has a son called Zheng Yuhe
(bom in 1934), who was known for his coloured clay sculpture. He was a member of the Chinese Artists
Association, and now lives in Beijing and holds a post in the Chinese Historical Museum. Keran's third
younger sister (birth and deathdatesunknown) was one of a part of twins, but the other one died early. Keran's
younger brother Li Kepeng (birth and death dates unknown) becamea painter under the influence of Keran. He
died before China's War of ResistanceagainstJapan. Keran's fourth younger sister Li Wan (1920- ) followed
Keran during the War of Resistanceand left for Chongqing in Sichuan. She graduated from the National Art
School at Chongqing and was a good friend and schoolmateof Keran's secondwife Zhou Peizhu. She later
became a member of the Nanjing Painting Institute in Jiangsu Province and professor of the Nanjing Art
Teachers College. The "Biography of Li Kcran" by Wan Qingli records that Li Keran had a brother and two
sisters (Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 26, p.98), which is not correct.
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same story, he was able to generate a feeling of something fresh which his audience never
got tired of hearing. When speaking of paintings and art later on, Li Keran often
interspersed his speech with stories, which showed the influence of his father.
Free of the bondage of the feudal ethical code, Li Keran in his childhood was able

to develop himself freely and unrestrainedly into an admirer and student of art. The place
he enjoyed most and was most reluctant to leave was a sandy beach formed by the old
courseof the Yellow River outside the southern outskirts of Xuzhou City. As days passed
by, the beachhad gradually becomea popular country fair and a place of recreation. There
were somewho set up a stall with goods spreadout on the ground for sale, some performed
acrobatics and magic, some told versified stories sung to the accompanimentof a small
drum and other instruments and some sang local operas. When he was only six or seven
years old, he already knew how to use bits of broken bowls to sketch operatic figures,
which often attracteda crowd of spectatorsoffering praise.
Li Keran entered an old-style private school in 1914 when he was seven. In an
account in his own words, he said: "There was no good teacher in the village, I learned
in
in
the central room could I write and draw at will. "(3) The tutor
two
only
years,
nothing
of the private school who was partial to him often hid himself behind Li, quietly watching
him drawing and writing at random without making any attempt to interrupt him. Certain
little boys of the sameschool had given Keran two lithographic books of model paintings of
unknown origin which he was so fond of that he wouldn't let go of them. He beganto draw
and looked at the book and after looking at it beganto draw again, holding it in his bosom
and even taking it to bed with him. In his reminiscencesin later years, he rememberedthat
he once saw a scroll of a landscapepainting hung in the middle of the wall of the main room
in the houseof the man who owned the private school. Before he was able to get near and
have a good look at the painting, all of a sudden he felt that the air changed, he was
enveloped in mist, a cloud of mist was rising all around, and it appearedas if he was
envelopedin a thick black-colouredmysterious atmosphere,seemingly having flown to the
[3]. Sun Meilan, A Study ofLi Keran, P.3, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991
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summit of a high mountain. He felt thunderstruck, deeply sensingthe subtlety of Chinese
(4)
landscapepainting. Later on when he had more contactwith art, he got to know that that
particular scroll was the work of Li Lan (datesof birth and deathunknown), the celebrated
Xuzhou painter who died before Li Keran at school-age.Li Lan used thick, dark ink in his
painting which won him the name of "Li Lan ink Block". In his later years, Li Keran used
to recall the deep impression of that painting imprinted on his memory. He quoted this
impression into China's painting history, having felt that its style was rather close to but
more attractive than that of Lan Tianshu (15854). Wittily he said later, "I am fond of using
black in my painting, I am afraid it was the impressionof that occasionwhen I saw Li Lan's
painting that rooted it in my mind. '(5)
Li Keran's interest in calligraphy was also acute. In the beginning, he practised
writing charactersafter a calligraphy model. At about nine years of age, he chancedto see
at the private school two big charactersChang Huai written by local calligrapher Miao
Juwu (datesof birth and death unknown), expert in copying the lovely style of the regular
script of Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322). These stimulated him so much that when he reached
home, he used a big brush which he madehimself to write the two words. His father was
his
had
done,
son
consequentlyposting the paper which carried the two
of
what
very proud
drew
It
local
the
the
of
restaurant.
wall
on
scholarsto inscribe poemson it, and Miao
words
Juwu himself also wrote a colophon on the paper. After that, at every spring festival many
of his neighbours and fellow villagers would engage him to write

Spring antithetical

coupletsfor them.
New schools were set up in Xuzhou in 1917. Li Keran was ten years of age at that
time, and he changedover to a new primary school run by the government.This was called
Xiu Yi primary school. The painting teacher Wang Qinfang noticed that Li Keran was
intelligent, fond of learning and quite different from other children, he therefore chose a
new name, 'Keran', for the child, indicating that "the boy is worth teaching". From then
[4]. ibid., P.8
[5]. ibid., P.9
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on, he usedthe nameof Keran throughout his life.
Li Keran was crazy about traditional opera. He was especially fond of the huqin, a
two-stringed bowed instrumentused specially in opera. As a child, he used to spendwhole
days wandering about in streets and lanes and once had followed a blind huqin master
roaming about the town. Li Keran was deeply touched by the blind man's long-drawn-out
desolate melody. On the ensuing days, he persisted in following the blind huqin master
listened
having
feeling
to every
till
only
after
the
satisfied
midnight,
streets
roaming about
implored
he
his
father
buy
he
When
blind
to
the
a
eleven,
man's
melodies.
was
one of
second-handhuqin from a vendor's stand for him and beganto practise by himself. Playing
huqin becamehis hobby for the rest of his life. In his later years, he said that his primary
he
did
have
But
because
huqin
become
in
his
to
not
a solid
a
player.
youth was
wish
mastery of the basic skills to understand and remember the music score, his self-study
instrumentalist,
in
failure
become
his
disrupted
to
a
stringed
and he
and
ended
processwas
felt quite miserableabout

(6)
it.
Later

on, 17-year-oldLi Keran enteredthe College of Fine

Arts in Shanghai.Through the introduction of a fellow villager, he paid a formal visit to
Sun Zuochen, reputed to be a great master of the huqin. After listening to Keran's huqin
fingering
Keran's
the
said
was quite good. Keran listened to the old man's
master
playing,
talk about his past, how he practisedhis fingering skill in the snowy weather out of doors
when he was young. Keran was deeply touched by the story which he rememberedall his
life. When he was 22 and a studentat the Art College in Hangzhou, he used to practise the
huqin near the West Lake early in the morning and late into the evening. The sound of his
huqin often attracteda crowd of sightseersin the park who would gather around and listen
to his melody. Both of Li Keran's love affairs which resulted in marriage were linked with
his love of Beijing Operaand huqin. His first and secondwives were both sparetimeBeijing
Opera players and singers.
In 1920 when Li Keran was 13, he had by chance gained an opportunity to formally
(7)
become a pupil of a local master of landscape painting, Mr. Qian Shizhi (1880-1922).
It
[6). Li Keran OnArt, P.27, Beijing:The PeopleFineArts Press,Beijing,1990
[7]. Qian Shizhi (1990-1922) took the brush-nameSongling, he copied the style of Wang Shigu (1632-1717)
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was during the summer holidays of that year. Keran and his playmateshad wanderedto a
gardenplot at the corner of Xuzhou's southeasterncity wall whereonwere scatteredrows of
in
kualzal
kiosk
known
fing
A
buildings.
the middle of the
situated
as
was
garden-style
place which had become a rendezvous among local literati. At play one day, Li Keran
foot
buildings
in
house
ball
found
the
at
of the city wall,
a
of
a
among
row
a
accidentally
before
certain
gentleman
standing
a
close
quarters
a
at
were
watching
several
people
where
desk painting a picture. Keran was at once attractedby the scene,for that was the first time
he, at the age of 13, saw a painter working on a painting. He therefore slipped down from
the slope of the wall, and perching himself on the outside of the window, watchedintensely.
He just could not tear himself away even though all his playmateshad gone away. On the
in
days,
he
lay
the
third
peeped
as usual, which ultimately
and
window
outside
secondand
attractedthe notice of the people inside, who called him to go into the hall, also permitting
him to come every day to watch the master doing his painting. This painting master was
Qian Shizhi, a local painter whose name was unknown beyond his native village and a
member of the local Ji (gether)

Y1(wisdom) painting and calligraphy society, chiefly

known for his landscapepainting. Keran cameevery day to watch him paint and madenotes
home,
he
he
When
he
returned
copied the whole painting and by the time the
watched.
as
he
it
Qian
for
formed
took
to
a
volume,
advice. Various noted painters were moved
copies
by Keran's talents in the discerning power of his eye, his power of memorization and
tracing by hand. They therefore urged Keran to formally become the pupil of Qian who
gladly accededto his request. In accordancewith the prevailing custom, Keran's father
prepareda few dishesin his little restaurantto honour the event, after which Mr. Qian spent
about a week painting a scroll of about 4 chi (I and 1/3 of a metre) long after the model of
the four Wangs'(8), and gave it as a gift to Keran. Mr. Qian also wrote many lines as a
postscript to the painting with a poem attachedat the end, the last four sentencesreading:
whereas in calligraphy, he copied the style of Liu Shi'an and of the Han and Wei dynasties. In poetry,he
followed Tao Yuanming. His works included Collections of Poetries, Calligraphies and Paintings in Huai-wei
Collage. Mr. Qian Shizhi's photo was seenhung in the hall of Li Keran's former dwelling.
19]. Wang Shimin (1592-1690);Wang iian (1598-1677);Wang Shigu (1632-1717);Wang Yuanqi (1643-1715)
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"Fond of writing and drawing when a child, rare in sensitivity and dexterity, your son is
like a roc that thrusts into the firmament, while 1, like a flounder, recede in flight. " This
original work by Qian Shizhi was kept for many years in Keran's home but was ultimately
lost in the war chaos.
According to Li Keran's own account, Mr. Qian learnedpainting from Wang Shigu
(1632-1717), one of the four Wangs. As Wang Shigu's range of knowledge was wide, his
painting was easily understood. Li learnedthe landscapepainting of Wang Shigu under the
guidanceof Mr. Qian, whose teaching method was to draw some models himself and ask
Keran to copy them. This period lasted about two years until Mr. Qian passedaway. It
marked the beginning of Li Keran's formal contactwith Chinesepaintingp)
When Li Keran was fifteen (1922) there lived in Xuzhou City a rich and influential
family surnamedZhang. Zhang Xun, a bureaucratwho launcheda movementto restore the
monarchy in 1917, in order to celebratehis mother's birthday, had engagedseveral very
from
Opera
Shanghai
Beijing
and
actresses
and Beijing to put on joint
actors
well-known
performancesin Xuzhou, the scale and lineup of which were rare in the history of China's
Beijing Opera. The actors present included celebrities like Yang Xiaolou (1878-1938), Yu
Shuyan (1890-1943), Cheng Yanqiu (1904-58), Xun Huisheng (1900-63), Wang Youchen
(1885-1943), Wang Changlin (1856-1931), Qian Jinfu (1862-1937), etc. By sheer luck,
Keran was able to get an invitation card from a venerableelder who had got one becausehe
had sent a birthday banner to the Zhang family. The elder was unable to go himself, so he
askedKeran to attend the grand occasion. In his later years, Keran called this opportunity
"the chanceof a lifetime, " consideringhimself most fortunate in having been able to attend
a major joint performanceby Beijing Opera celebrities gathering together in a hall and to be
able to appreciatethe high level of China's traditional operas. In his later years, he still
rememberedBai Dengyun who beat a drum during the performanceof the Beijing Opera
(whosejob correspondedto the conductor of a Westernorchestra). He also rememberedthe
huqin player Hu Tiefen. He said that Hu's movementsin playing the huqln appearednever
[9]. Li Keran, 'Recalling', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 4, p. 13
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to change,but that the timbre was ever-changing."He had captivatedmy soul,"(10) Keran
by
Chinese
hows
After
he
the
that
art, which was to
sought
after
and
whys
realized
said.
He
in
for
condition.
said
simplicity
and
unadorned
and
changeable
natural
seek
something
many times later,
"When I was more than 10 years old, I heard Cheng Yanqiu singing
"Yu Tang Chun". Ancient people talked about "the music lingering in the
air non-stop for three days after the performance", whereas to me, it
When I think of it now, I am still deeply
lingered for more than hal
ear.
'T
impressedby his singing."ý?
In his old age, Keran said,
"It was solely through opera that I was usheredinto the world of art.
Opera is somethingthat displays life, but at the sametime it is not life. Its
realm is different from Tfene is able to see the distinction between an
objective world and art".
Li Keran was born in a poor family of illiterate parents, with no tradition of
scholarly learning. However, in his initial contacts with folk arts, operas and books and
paintings, he had become aware of the most touching charm from the realms of Chinese
traditional art. With the gift of sensitivity, he felt that the purpose of art was to manifest
life, but at the sametime, it is not life; the realm of art is expression, its appeal is able 'to
captivate one's soul. ' Among the four forms of art, lute-playing, chess, calligraphy, and
be
to
the means for the cultivation of the moral character and the
reputed
painting,
nourishment of the inborn nature of the literati and scholar-officials, Keran had, with the
exceptionof chess,exhibited unusualtalent in the other three in his early youth. Though the
ways of the above-mentionedarts were different, to him, the theories related to them could
be mergedand understood,and the highest realm was entirely the same.Thereafter, he held
in awe and veneration the highest realm of Chinesetraditional art. His heart yearnedfor it
and his whole life was devotedto the searchfor the comprehensionof the true meaningof
art.

[101. SeeSun Mcilan, A StudyofLi Krran, P. 10, Nanjing: Jiangsufine Arts Press, 1991
[Ill.

ibid., P.94

[121. Li Keran, 'Recalling', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.4, p. 16
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1.2

ART STUDENT AT THE SHANGHAI ART SCHOOL AND LATER (1923-29)
Li Keran graduatedfrom Xiuyi primary school in 1923 when he was sixteen. He

left Xuzhou for the first time to go to Shanghaiand was enrolled in the ShanghaiArt School
(13) for further
The
level
He
teacher-training
course.
an
elective
as
choseprimary
studies.
It
school.
to
that
middle
elementary
teacher-training
of an
coursecorresponded
of a primary
length
two
the
for
the
course
was
of
training
teachers,
and
primary
school
art
set
up
was
14)
years. The main curriculum included painting and handwork!
Other subjects at the school included Chinese painting, Western painting,
Chinese
The
design,
high-level
teachers
of
teacher-training.
technological
sculpture and
(1894-1938)
included
Pan
Tianshou
(1897-1971);
Wenyun
Zhu
and the teacherof
painting
Western painting was Ni Yide (1901-70). Li Keran's two years at the school happenedto be
the first two years when Pan Tianshou taught Chinesepainting and the history of Chinese
painting there. But as Pan Tianshou was then in an important period of stylistic
(15)
In his later
development,it seemedthat he did not exert much influence over Li Keran.
[13]. ShanghaiArt School was one of the earliest private art schools set up in contemporary China. Liu Haisu
for
long
the
time. The school was first set up in November, 1912 by WU
the
of
school
a
principal
was
Shiguang,Zhang Yuguang and Liu Haisu, etc. under the nameof the ShanghaiArt Institute and was changedto
Shanghai Painting Art Institute in 1915. In 1916, it was renamed Shanghai Painting Art School. In 1917, it
organized a School Board of Directors, inviting Cai Yuanpei, Liang Qichao, Wang Zhen, Shen Enfu, Huang
Yanpei, etc. to be membersof the Board. In 1920, the school again changedits name to ShanghaiArt School
in
Specialty
School.
introduced
West
Art
The
Shanghai
in
1921
the
to
the
of
school
educational
ways
and again
teachingWestern art, using models for sketchingpractice, organizing studentsto go travelling. making sketches
from nature, and advocating the diversification of art styles. In his thoughts on running the school, Liu Haisu
including
his
*freedom
Yuanpei's
Cai
influence
the
viewpoints
of
on
new
aesthetic
education
of
under
was
thoughts and all-embracing" stand. In calligraphy and many art standpoints, he came under the influence of
Kang Youwei. In a poetic postscript on painting, Kang Youwei had eulogized Raphael's (1483-1520) painting
Europe
in
by
Liu
Haisu:
"Today
draw
School
Art
the
hope
essence
of
up
we
should
the
set
on
and placed great
the depiction of form for the defects of our Chineseart. In setting up the Art School, Liu Haisu has combined
Chinesewith the West. Evidently is it here that one day there will emerge a talent who will combine Chinese
Lu,
Jinan:
Press,
Jinan,
Qi
Shandong
Art
Haisu,
Talks
Art
"
(Liu
West
form
on
and
at
the
to
style?
new
a
with
1985, p. 87)
[141. Li Keran, 'Recalling'Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 4, p. 13
[15]. In the "Biography of Li Keran", Wan Qingli said that during Li Keran's schooling period in ShanghaiArt
School, Li had learned through Pan Tianshou and Zhu Wenyun, then teachers of the School, that "Wu
Changshuohad developedthe painting of thefin shi school initiated by Zhao Zhiqian to another height." (Hong
Kong: Brush and Ink, No.26, p. 102)

years, Li Keran said:
"When I came to Shanghaiat the age of 16,1 had come i,ýq contact
with many works by Wu Changshuoand was very fond of them.
But he never mentioned anything about his impression of Pan Tianshou when he
was in the Shanghai Art School between sixteen and eighteen years of age. During his
graduation examination, Li Keran painted a Wang Shigu-style fine-brushwork landscape
his
Liu
for
it
Haisu,
Principal,
the
schoolmates.
a
colophon
which
astonished
wrote
which
in
the graduation creations.
topmost
ranked
As to the rudimentary knowledgeof Westernpainting which Li Keran learnedat the
ShanghaiArt School, it consistedchiefly of someof watercolour. He had not gone through
(17)
The
any strict sketching training, neither had he come into contact with oil painting.
teacherof Western painting in the school at that time was Ni Yide, who was a graduateof
the school in 1922 and remainedas a teacherafter graduation. He used to publish his views
concerningbasic teaching methodsand theory in the school publication, Art. In 1927 when
he had already had five years of teaching experience, he published An Outline of
Watercolour Painting. It was quite possible that Li Keran's initial watercolour sketches
from nature bore the influence of Ni Yide.
Deeply influencedby the viewpoint of Cai Yuanpei's (1868-1940)(18)new aesthetic
[161.Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990, p. 191
(17]. The "Outline of Art Education" of the,West Lake National Art Academy (The National Art School of
Hangzhou) (1928-1937) with Lin Fengmian as its principal, had pointed out: "sketching-training is the
foundation of plastic arts, the mistake of our art schools in the past has been the neglect of the importance of
sketching. It has been the practice of the school to teach the beginnerswatercolour or oil painting after giving
them some superficial fundamentalknowledge in pencil drawing." (Zheng Chao, ed., Cradle ofArt, Hangzhou:
Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts Press, 1988, p. 11). Li Keran later on recollected his condition in 1929 when he
sat for an examination for enrolment in the West Lake National Art Academy. He said, "to be frank, at that
time I was only able to do somewatercolours, I was no good in Chinesepainting and had never yet touched oil
painting." (Li Keran, 'Recalling', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 4, p. 13). As to sketching, Li Keran's
drawing was the poorest in the class in the first few months. This shows that during Li Keran's schooling
period in ShanghaiArt School, the lessonshe had were mostly those of watercolour drawings. He had never
touchedoil painting and had not learnedvery much about sketching.
[18]. Cai Yuanpei (1868-1940), China's leading educationist,a native of Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province. In 1917,
he was appointed as the principal of Beijing University. He advocated "freedom in systematic learning",
recommendedthe "all-embracing" of new and old thoughts, spread the idea of "using aesthetic education to
replace refigion. "After the outbreak of the May Fourth Movement in 1919, he was forced to resign his post. In
1927, he was appointed Head of the Guomindang GovernmentUniversity Office, and afterwards changed to
become the Principal of the Central Research Institute. After the September 18th Incident, he advocated
resistanceto Japan and together with Song Qingling, Lu Xun, etc., organized an Alliance for Safeguarding
China's Human Rights. He died of illness in Hongkong during the War of ResistanceagainstJapan.
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educationand the "freedom of thoughts, all-embracing" stand (Axiang ziyou, flan rong bing
bao), the Principal of ShanghaiArt School, Liu Haisu, let go his hold, allowing his students
to freely choosedifferent styles and schools. In teaching, there was no strict system, neither
was there any teachingprocedurethat ran through the whole. Li Keran was dissatisfied in
his two years study in the ShanghaiArt School. Later on he said "I did not learn anything
when studying in Shanghai"*(19)
According to Wan Qingli's record of Li Keran's recollections on his lifetime, there
in
during
Li
In
1924,
Keran's
days
deserves
that
our
attention.
student
was an event
responseto the invitation of Principal Liu Haisu, Kang Youwei (1858-1927)(20)gave three
addressesin the ShanghaiArt School, which had a deep influence on Li Keran. According
to Li Keran's recollection, Kang Youwei's principal viewpoint consistedof the following Until the Song Dynasty, Chinesepainting had all along beenat the summit of world art. But
Chinese
Yuan
Dynasty,
literati
the
the
painting,
painting had been
as
a
result
of
of
since
rise
on the wane. He attackedthe "four Wangs" in particular, remarking that it was the orthodox
painting school that becamethe stumbling block of Chinesepainting. He advocated"Return
to the ancientsfor rejuvenation", and the restoration of the Song academicpainting style.
He further encouragedrealistic views and the study of Renaissancepainting in order to
Chinese
"the
of
and Westernpainting. " He also encouragedthe studentsto
merging
achieve
study tablet inscriptions of the Six Dynasties, especiallythose of the Northern Wei, so as to
(21)
createa "strong and vigorous" style.
After the 1940s, Li Keran becameimmersed in the tradition of Chinese painting.
[19]. Zheng Chao, ed., Art Cradle, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts Press, 1988, p. 82
[201. Kang Youwci (1858-1927), leader of China's modern Reform Movement group. He was a native of
Nanhai, GuangdongProvince. In 1899, he was summonedto an audiencewith Emperor Guangxu, which led to
the "Hundred Days Reform Movement". After the coup d'etat in 1898, he went into exile in Europe. Later on,
he organized the constitutional monarchistsin opposition to democratic revolution. After the 1911 Revolution,
he published talks against republicanism and for the preservation of the quintessenceof Chinese culture.
Becauseof his petition to the Northern Governmentto fix Confucianismas National Religion, he was ridiculed
and severely criticised by people like Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao and Lu Xun, the promoters of the New Cultural
Movement. But Liu Haisu and Xu Beihong, the two most important figures in the history of modern artistic
education,were Kang's pupils and still looked upon Kang Youwei as their teacher.
[211Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.26, p. 104
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His lifelong devotion to the reform of traditional landscapepainting was inseparablefrom
his entranceto the ShanghaiArt School in his youth and his contact with people like Kang
Youwei.
Li Keran graduatedfrom the ShanghaiArt School when he was eighteen(1925) and
cameback to Xuzhou. He acceptedan appointmentas an art teacherin the primary school
affiliated to the 7th Teacher's School of Xuzhou City until the winter of 1928. At the same
time, he held a post as a teacherof charcoalpainting in a private art school in Xuzhou City.
The job was a voluntary one with no salary but a travel allowance of 3 yuan each month.
During summer vacation periods, he often held get-togetherswith his former schoolmates
of Shanghai Art School to practise Chinese painting. He also used to frequent the area
around Xuzhou's Yunlong Hills to draw from nature, taking peanutsas rations, going out
early in the morning and returning late in the evening. Li Keran at the same time
consistentlypractisedhis huqin.

1.3

GRADUATE STUDENT OF ART IN THE NATIONAL ART ACADEMY AT
WEST LAKE IN HANGZHOU (1929-32)
The Graduate ResearchSection of the National Art Academy at West Lake in

Hangzhou was to enroll eight postgraduatestudentsof oil painting in 1929, one year after
the academywas founded. Lin Fengmian (1900-1991), Presidentof the Academy, engaged
French painter Andre Claudot (1892-1982)(22)as the supervisor. At the invitation of Lin
Fengmian, President of the School National Beijing Specialist of Fine Arts from the
begining of 1926to the autumnof 1927, Claudot cameto Beijing(23) in September1926 to
[221 Andre Claudot had in his early years been much influenced by the impressionist, the post-imprcssionist
and the painting style of Henri Matisse. His structure of natural forms were found to be succinct and brief, and
his style strong and powerful. In 1926, he held a personal exhibition of rather big scale in Paris and after a
great successin it came to China in Septemberof the sameyear. The portraits made by him when he was in
Beijing between the years of 1927-28 and in Hangzhou in 1929 had shown a style of slight deformity, high
condensationand betweenpost-impressionismand expressionism.He was a painter who had in his whole life
resisted post-impressionism.(See Wan Qingli, Qi Dawei, 'French Painter Andre Claudot and his travels in
China', Taibei: Xiongshi Art, No.242,1991/4, pp. 181-190)
[231 In 1928, the Nanjing Nationalist Government changed the name of Beijing to Bciping. On Ist October,
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be in charge of the Departmentof the Western Painting. Again at the invitation of Lin, he
camedown south to Hangzhouto take up his new jobý24)
Li Keran, 22 years of age that year,decided to enter himself for the entrance
examination for postgraduates,with the consent of his mother, who gave him her total
savings of 20 yuan as the expensesfor his trip. Li arrived in Hangzhou in June the same
year.
The National Art Academy (NAA) was founded with the approval of Cai Yuanpei,
who was then Head of the GovernmentUniversity Office, the supremeadministrative organ
in chargeof academiceducation.On his recommendation,Lin Fengmian, a returned student
from France (1919-1925), was appointedheadmasterof the National Beijing Art School. In
1927, Lin left for Shanghaiand was nominatedby Cai as Director of the Arts and Education
Committee by Cai in his Office. In March 1928, with support from Cai, Lin set up the
National Academy of Art beside the West Lake in Hangzhou and acted as President and
professor. Its two Departmentsof Western Painting and ChinesePainting were integrated
into one a year later, in 1929.
Li Keran met Zhang Tiao (1900-1934), a candidate for the examination from
Shandong Province, the day he set his foot in Hangzhou. They immediately became
acquaintedafter having exchangeda few words. They settled down in a cheaphouse Oater
they called it "dangerousbuilding") rented for one yuan a month in ShanfuAn (Benevolence
Temple) near the Tomb of Yue Fei. Li Keran only had an educationalbackgroundequal to
junior high school when he graduatedfrom the ShanghaiArt School. He trailed sevenyears
behind a postgraduateand had never learned oil painting. Zhang Tiao had studied oil
painting in an art school in Jinan before he came to Hangzhou. So he volunteeredto teach
Li how to paint oil. They went to buy the paraphernalianeededand went to paint landscapes
at the West Lake. After a short period of time, they went to take the exam. They were
required to draw a life-size nude in oil which Li had never tried before. Nevertheless,by
1949, when the People's Republic of China was founded, it was changedback again to Beijing.
[241 See Wan Qingli and David Clarke, 'French Painter Andre Claudot and His Travels in China', Taibei:
Xiongshi Arts, No.242,1991/4, pp. 184-186
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making use of his good basis on drawing opera charactersin his early youth, he painted a
nude, a first in his life. He was not sure of the result. When the list of students to be
admittedwas published, his namewas on it insteadof Zhang Tiao. Zhang Tiao askedto see
Mr. Lin Fengmianand statedsincerely his aspirations.Mr Lin was moved by his words and
madean exceptionto admit him. As Li later recalled,
"Mr Lin thought I was unusual and my0.
ordinary becauseI painted oil in a Chineseway"

nting was out of the

Li was very fortunate. At the crucial stage of his study in the youth, he met Lin,
who advocatedblending of the Chinese and Western paintings and emphasizedartistic
individuality. During his three years in the Academy, he came under the influence of Lin
Fengmianand the painting style of the Academy.
"I received no knowledge from my family in my childhood, and
learned little when I was in Sht2oai. It was in Hangzhou that I really
learnedsomething," later said Li k
He called his stay in Hangzhou "a crucial stage that helps me decide my lifetime
career"

(27).
The artistic atmosphereand thinking in the National Art Academy affectedLi Keran

in the following three respects:
[1] The teachingof Westernpainting.
[2] The teachingof Traditional ChinesePainting
[3] The professors' New Arts Movement and the activities of student organizations
[11 THE TEACHING OF WESTERN PAINTING:
The academyattachedgreat importanceto the training in basic skills, which focused
on sketchingor charcoalpainting. It statedin its Syllabus of Art Education that
"sketching constitutes the essenceof the formative arts. Art schools
have in the past ignored the importanceof sketchesand gave beginnersonly
superficial knowledge of pencil drawing before teaching them water colour
(28).
or -. 1
[25] Li Keran 'Recalling', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.4, p. 13,
[261Zheng Chao, ed., 7he Cradle ofArt, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 82
[27] Li Keran, 'A Brief Account in His Own Words', from Sun Meilan, A Study of Li Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu
Fine Arts Press, 1991, p.259
[281 refer to Zheng Chao etc. 'Chronicle of Zhcjiang Academy of Fine Arts', Zheng Chao, ed., 7he Cradle of
Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 11
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The painting style of the Academy at the time belongedto post-impressionism.The
Academy adopted a flexible system in the teaching of sketching that focused on summary
and expression, and training of modelling ability. The students called it the "School of
Hangzhou" or "School of Lin".
"This kind of sketching system put emphasison the modelling of the
overall outline of the objects insteadof slight changesin their contours. In
dealing with lighting effects, it paid heed only to the part exposedto the
light and the part in the dark, and purposely abandonedthe large patchesof
grey betweenthem. Striving to be objective and realistic, the works, though
roughly sket0
presentedvivid images of individuality in distinct black
and white. "
For example, Fang Ganmin (1906-84), an early professor at the NAA, once studied
under a French historical painter belonging to the French Academic School. Fang was
he
introduced
his
Instead
but
he
mentor.
at
realistic
painting
never mentioned
proficient
more works of Cezanne(1939-1906)and Matisse (1869-1954)to his students. He believed
that

"Modern paintings are simple and distorted and seem like poorly and
hastily painted pieces, but they actually show a good foundation of the
painters who createdthe modern paintings and the strict attitudes towards
s observe things from new angles so that
sketching of them. These pa
they paint in different ways."M
Fang laid stresson training in observationalmethodsand said that in observing an

look
it
at
as a whole, then compareand associateits different segments
should
object, one
with each other, and analyze each individual part from different angles, thus getting a
thorough comprehension of it before starting modelling; For example, one should
dismember a plaster statue into several parts and try to summarize it three-dimensionally.
(31)
Wu Dayu (1903-1988), another professor returned from France, held that painters
must first of all grasp the entirety instead of being entangled in details, that is, in the
training of basic skills they must pay heed to the entirety of the composition, as well as
[291See Cai Ruohong, 'Lin Fengmian in My Memory', Zheng Chao and Jin Shangyi, ed., On Lin Fengmian,
Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1990, p. 17
[301Min Xiwen, 'In Memory of My Teacher Fang Ganmin', Zhcng Chao, ed., 77ieCradle of Art, Hangzhou:
Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p.64
[311SeeZhu Ying 'Unforgettable years', 7he Cradle ofArt, p.97, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Press, 1988
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(32)
expression.He insistedthat works must reflect the vitality of the objects.
When the school beganin September,Andre Claudot was the sketching instructor of
the postgraduateclass. According to one student's recollection, the 1.7-metre tall Claudot
had a blonde moustacheand wore a brown bold-stripe corduroy suit. He was sincere,
amiable and straightforward but rather stern with the students.Well grounded in sketching,
he was also very knowledgeable about plaster statues. Students were required to use
(33)
pantographsto sketch outlines, and he applied preciselines to polish their pictures.
Li Keran recalled about the course,
"I lagged far behind other Specialist School graduates in sketching.
When the weekly appraisal came, I always felt embarrassedto show my
the reverse side out
put
work which looked like a massof cotton. I alms
4
and turned it over when Claudot approached.
Li felt so ashamedand wrote the word "wang", a homonym for another "wang",
"desperate" (*yifu wang ming qlanfu nan dang"), on his easel. He determined to work
desperatelyhard and catch up with the others.
I got up every M?5ningbefore daybreakand practised sketching under
the kerosenelamp," W
His hard work paid off in six months. At the end of the term, he got the top grades
in the academy.And the word "wang", meaningdesperate,becameknown as his one-word
motto.
According to Li himself, the works of Gauguin (1848-1903) had exercised a
(36).
him
influence
He said he was prone to use colours like
on
regarding colour
profound
khaki, Indian red, purple, lotus green and black in Claudot's oil painting class, and he had a
specialliking for black.
"One day in the class, Mr Claudot approached me, looked at -my
painting and then me, touched my forehead and asked, 'Have you got a
[321 See Cao Zengming, 'My Teacher Wu Duyu', 77teCradle of Art, p.52; ChineseEncyckpedia, Fine Arts
Volume,11,p. 868, China EncyclopediaPublishing House, 1991.
[33] See Qiu Xi, 'Notes on Foreign Professorsin the Mother School', 77teCradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang
Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 69
[34) see Hua Xia, 'Recollections of Li Kcran in his life in the Art School', The Cradle of Art, Hangzhou:
Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1998, p. 81
[35] ibid.
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[361ibid., p.82
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feverT 'No, ' I said. 'Tben why don't you know what exact colour to use?'
He then told me unhappily that it was not sensibleto use black. A few days
later, Mr. Claudot greetedme warmly when he saw me, and invited me to
go over to his house some day. 'It was wrong for me to criticize you that
day for using black, ' said Claudot. 'You arM Chinese, and black is your
fundamentalcolour. You may use it again'.
Claudot's tolerance towards Li's use of colour also reflected the Academy's
principle of emphasizingartistic expression and blending Chinese and Western art. The
thick tones Li applied in his oils when he was in the Academy becamemore deyeloped in
his later publicity posters in the Anti-JapaneseWar. It constitutedone of the unique features
in his later landscapepaintings.
French pictorials and magazineswere then ayailable at the library of the Academy.
Studentshad accessto works of mastersin different periods, from Italian Renaissanceto the
classical period, from impressionism to Cezanne, Van Gogh and Gauguin of postimpressionism; Matisse and Derain of Fauvism; Picassoof cubism and the expressionist
painters in Germany. They held heateddiscussionson theseworks which were then totally
alien to ordinary people. Professors at the Academy also displayed their reproductions
painted from French originals, such as Cezanne'sMount Sainte-Victoire (1890-1900) and
Womanin Red Trouserscopied by Fang Ganmin.
Li Keran later recalled,
"Only then did we have accessto works of famous painters from
different Europeancountries including Italy, France, Holland and Germany.
I like Botticell! from the Renaissanceperiod best becausethe lines in his
works are quite similar to those in Chinese paintings. As for French
like
I
the charactersof the labourers in Millet's paintings. His
paintings,
work A Man Leaning on A Hoe is a touching piece; I also have a liking for
Daumier and Gauguin. The colour Gauguin employedin his paintings is my
favourite. Other painters like Rembrandt and Kathe Kollwitz also affected
me greatly. During that period, I often stayedin the library for a whole day,
bringing only a pie with me for lunch. The I ibrary is closed at noon. But the
librarian was very good to me. He locked me inV95
i
In this way, I read
more books and pictorials than any other students.
One paragraph in his letter to Mr. Wang Zhanfei in 1980 stated the influence he
received in Hangzhou.

"You said Zhang Tiao and I were greatly affected by Gauguin. Yes,
it's true, especially in colours. But the painting style at the NAA was
basically post-impressionist, which had aroused discussion among us. The

[371ibid.
[381ibid.
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light and colour tone of impressionism are valuable, but they are not
profound in reflecting the new society. And we thought that works of
Michelangelofrom the Renaissanceperiod, and those of Leonardo da Vinci
and Botticelli were serious and expressive;the works of Botticelli show the
application of pure colour, clear-cut lines and are close to Chinese works.
Moreover, Millet's works reflect the lives of farmers in a simple and honest
style. Daurnier's are sarcastic about the dark si.1s9rf society and
Rembrandt'sare expressiveand unrestrainedin strokes
From this statement,one can clearly see that Li held two basic attitudes when he
first came into contact with Western art. First, he was attractedby the traditions from the
Renaissanceto post-impressionism.He was not involved with any particular style but tried
to find their commonfeatures- their highly artistic expressivepower - insteadof differences
betweenthe various schools. Second,he broke through the individual systemof eachschool
and took as nourishmentand referencein his own creation all that was useful. This indicates
that deep in his heart, he looked at Westerntraditions from a Chineseartistic angle. Though
he was a postgraduatestudentof oil painting, he worked hard on sketching as well as oils
during that period.
Appreciating Li's artistic talent, Lin Fengmian had planned to keep him on as an
assistantlecturer when he finished his studies and send him to France one or two teaching
years

(40).
But
later

after Cai Yuanpei left his post in education,the NAA was renamedthe

National Hangzhou Specialist Art School in October 1930. The length of schooling was
(41).
Graduate
five
Section removed
Andrew Claudot
to three years and the
reduced from
(42).
left the School for France at the end of the same year
Under Lin's arrangement,Li
Keran worked as an assistantin the studio so that he could continue to paint at the School
and make a living. In this way, he managedto finish the secondyear of his studiesý43)
[391 For Li Keran's letter to Wang Zhanfei, Sth April, 1980, see Sun Meilan, A Study of U Keran, Nanjing:
JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.267
[40] SeeHua Xia, 'Recollectionsof Li Keran in his life in the Art School', Zhcng Chao, ed., 77teCradle ofArt,
Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 83
[41] See Zheng Chao etc., 'Chronicle of Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts', Zheng Chao, ed., Vie Cradle ofArt,
Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 10 and p. 11
[421 See Wan Qingli and David Clarke, 'French Painter Andre Claudot and His Travel in China', Taibei:
Xiongshl Arts, No. 242,1991/4, p. 187
[431 See Hua Xia, 'Recollections of Li Keran on his life in the Art School', Zhcng Chao, ed., 7he Cradle of
Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 93
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[2] THE TEACHING OF TRADITIONAL CHINESE PAINTING
The Academy adheredto the principle of academicfreedom, and adopted an allintroducing
in
Western
blending
Chinese
the
school
while
and
arts
running
stand
embracing
in an all-round way the teaching methods, teaching processesand library materials from
French fine arts schools. Lin Fengmian combinedthe two departmentsof Western painting
and traditional Chinesepainting into one, and at the sametime invited Pan Tianshou, who
dissented from Lin's views and the combining of the two departments(44), to teach
traditional Chinesepainting(45). Lin Fengmianexplained:
"Many people then thought that traditional Chinese painting and
Westernpainting differed greatly and were completely unrelated. Professors
and students in the two different departments could not understand and
looked down upon each other. If we were going to blaze a new trail in
it
in
Chinese
to
to social
traditional
adapt
order
painting
revitalizing
consciousness,students studying it should not neglect the contributions
learning
Western painting
by
Western
Meanwhile
those
painting.
made
should not ignore the achievementsof more than a thousand years of
traditional Chinesepainting if we were to get rid of the stereotypedmode of
Westerý4emtmg and develop it as a new art that represented national
spirit. "
However, due to the attacks on traditional Chinese paintings since Kang Youwei,
May
Fourth
Movement,
during
held
in
the
the prejudice that
young
students
particular
and
traditional Chinese paintings were out of date and unscientific, and thus shifted their
Guanzhong
Wu
(1919- ), who was admitted into the
Western
to
paintings.
attention
Academy in 1936, recalled,
"The specializedcoursesof the whole morning are on Western painting
[44] In 1939, separatingthe Chineseand the western into two Departmentsagain in National Art Academy was
put forward by several professors with Pan at their head. On the relationship between the Chinese and the
western, Lin Fengmian laid special stress on absorption and harmonization of the two; while Pan Tianshou
believed that the easternand the westernbelongedto two systems;like two mountains,they on one hand should
learn from eachother, while on the other, should increasethe distancebetweenthem.
[45] Towards the end of 1927, Lin Fengmian sent a messageto Shanghai inviting Pan Tianshou to go to
Hangzhou to make preparations for the setting up of a state-run art academyand to assumethe post of Head
Professor of Chinese painting. Pan Tianshou left Shanghai for Hangzhou in the beginning of Spring 1928,
settling down in Hangzhou for the next years and never leaving the Academy again. See Pan Gongkai, Critical
Biography of Pan 71anshou,p.21, The Commercial Press, Hongkong, 1986. With regard to the relationship
between Chinese and Western art, Pan and Lin disagreed with each other, see Zhcng Chao and Jin
Shangyi,ed., ConunentsonLin Fengmian, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine ArtPrcss, 1990, pp. 112-114
[46] Zheng Chao etc., 'Chronicle of Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts', Zheng Chao, ed., Vie Cradle of Art,
Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1989, p. 12
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everyday. There are only two afternoons per week for traditional Chinese
painting courses. Despite Mr. Pan's artistic talent and excellent character,
studentstook fewer of his classesbecausethey thought Western painting
features
important.
Mr.
Pan
talked
the
of
more
about
artistic
was more
mastersof traditional Chinesepaintings, especially Shi Tao and Ba Da, and
put stress on composition, tone and the concept of a painting in his
teaching, which were exactly what modern Western painters have been
ever the students then were far from being
pursuing and exploring.
able to study thoroughly.-1W
Mr Pan had called those studentswho dropped out after the attendanceregister had
been checked"roll call students"and others "ink-rubbing students"becausethey stayedand
instruction,
joined
finished
his
ink
then
teacher
the
till
the
and
a
or
review
ground
slowly
(48)
group for discussionbefore they startedtheir own works
Li Keran had recalled in his later years (1982),
"Due to the corrupt imperial court of the Qing Dynasty, wars among
the warlords, and invasions by imperialist nations, many people turned to
Western painting in order to find a way out, and a tendency towards total
Westernizationappeared.I am someonewho has gone through it. I started
to learn traditional Chinesepainting in my teensand had once looked down
upon it when I was studying Western painting for twýjears in my 20s, but
I realized later that it was wrong for me to think so.

Li admittedthat he also becameaffectedby the tendencyto look down upon
traditional Chinesepaintings during the two years in Hangzhou. Neverthelesshe read a lot
Chinese
fine
history
it
books
the
arts
and
of
wrote
and
a
chronology
put
up on the
on
of
learned
by
He
heart
famous
historical
from
lodgings.
his
the
name
of
every
painter
of
wall
(50)
various dynasties.
[31 THE PROFESSORS'NEW ARTS MOVEMENT AND THE ACTIVITIES OF
STUDENT ORGANIZATIONS
Many young professorsat NAA were studentswho had returned from France. Lin
Fengmian, the president, Lin Wenzheng (1903-90), the dean and professor of history of
Western arts, Wu Dayu, the principal professor of Western arts, and Liu Jipiao (dates of
[47] Wu Guanzhong, 'Out of an ivory tower', Zhcng Chao, ed., Vie Cradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine
Art Academy Press, 1988, p. 170
[481 See Hong Yiran, 'Random Recollections on Luo-Yuan's art learning', Zhcng Chao, ed., 7he Cradle of
Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Art Academy Press, 1988, p.93
[49] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press, 1990, p.92
1501Hua Xia, 'Recollections of Li Keran on his life in the Art School', Zheng Chao, ed., 71e Cradle of Art,
Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 83
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birth and deathunknown), the principal professor of design had organized an OverseasArts
Society to respondto Cai Yuanpei's call for aestheticeducationagainstreligion while they
were in France. After they came back, they set up a nationwide arts society composed
mainly of the staff of NAA to promote "creations for new arts in a new era". They came
under the influence of Impressionismand other modern schools in respectof artistic thought
and style, and meanwhile, they brushed their opinions on important social events. Some of
the works produced in this period were Exploration (1923, in Berlin), Humanity (1927),
Agony (1929), and Distress (1934) by Lin Fengmian; A Fallen Tripod, by Wu Dayu;
Manyrdom of Qiu Jin in Shao Xing, and Sun Zhongshan by Cai Weilian, Premier's
(51).
Guidance by Fang Ganmin
The left-wing Professor Andre Claudot, after repeated
visits to alleys and lanes, based a number of his works in China on the lives of the poor
such as Beggars (1928) and Blind Persons(1928)ý52)
When studying, Li Keran showed no sign of sticking to the "arts for life's sake"
his
formed
Landscapes
the
of
practice drawings. Having Lin
and
subject
nudes
principle.
Fengmian and Claudot as his tutors, he learnt from them the basic skills of modelling and
the approach to expression in art. He then showed a deeper interest in pursuing the
itself,
but
did
not seemto care much about social reality.
art
possibilities of
Studentsocietiesof the NAA organizeda seriesof activities. Somewere held by the
initiated
by the students themselves.There were altogether
Some
were
societies
school.
(53).
With different world outlooks and artistic
scoresof such public societiesaround 1929
standards, some advocated "arts for art's sake" while many others believed in "arts for
Life's sake". Among thesesocietieswas Yiba Yishe (The Eighteen Art Society), the earliest
and the best known progressiveorganization which lasted the longest among the groups of
the samekind.
[51] Refer to Zheng Chao etc., 'Chronicle of Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts', Zhcng Chao, ed., Vie Cradle of
Art, Hangzhou: Zhcjiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 12
[52] Taibei: Xiongshi Arts, No. 242,1991/4,

p. 188

[531 Wang Zhanfci, 'Friendship by the side of West Lake', collected in Sun Mcilan's A Sludy of Li Keran,
Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Arts Press, 1991, p. 273
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Xihu Yiba Art Society was founded on January, 22,1929. Chen Zhoukun, the
organizer, put up a notice together with others and a few days later, eighteenmemberswere
enrolled by signature. The Society was thus n=ed becauseit was establishedin the 18th
year of the Republic of China with eighteen members, at the West Lake. The Society
received assistancefrom the School with President Lin, foreign Professor Andre Claudot
and other professors as its advisors. In March 1930, The League of Left-wing Writers
(LLW) headedby Lu Xun (1881-1936) was founded in Shanghai. Under its influence and
the introduction of Puro's works, as well as through the efforts of Zhang Tiao(54), the
Chinese Communist Party Member in the School, the members of the Society started a
heateddispute on whether to take working-classpeople as a main subject in artistic work or
to remain closed to their lives, views which were raised by LLW. The discussion ended in
conflict. On 21st May, 1930, some of the students,headedby Chen Zhoukun, changedthe
nameof the Society from "Xihu Yiba Art Society" to "Yiba Art Society" and took in more
members, including Hu Yichuan, Ji Chundan (later called Li Yang), Wang Zhanfei, Wang
Zhaomin, ShenFuwen, Lu Hongji and so on. After 1930, Yiba Art Society put itself under
the leadership of LLW. Other studentsstill held on to the original name "Xihu Yiba Art
Society". Influencedby Zhang Tiao, Li Keran joined the reorganizedYiba Art Society.
Zhang Tiao often organized discussions among the students to help them read
He
books.
arousedthe government's suspicion and was put into prison in the
progressive
spring of 1930. Two monthslater he was bailed out by Lin Fengmin. However, he was then
154]Zhang Tiao (1900-1934)was born in a poor family of scholars in Wei County, ShandongProvince. Before
he came to Hangzhou, he had studied oil painting in an art school in Jinan. Later on, because of his
participation in the anti-imperialist, patriotic movement, he was expelled from school. He joined the Chinese
Communist Party in 1926. He came to Hangzhou in the Spring of 1929 and after examination was admitted to
the National Art Academy. Together with Li Keran, he was admitted to the GraduateSection. In the spring of
1930 Zhang was arrestedand put into the HangzhouArmy Jail. Through the efforts of PresidentLin Fcngmian,
he was released on bail but expelled by the Academy. Subsequentlyhe went to Shanghai to shoulder the
responsibility of leadershipof the Mutual Relief Society of the Communist Party in Fa Nan district and of the
League of Left-wing Artists. He had once been appointedthe Party Sceretaryof the LLW. In 1932, he was sent
by the Party to the northeast Soviet area of Jiangxi and to shoulder the rcponsibility for the leadership of
literature and art there. Subsequently,he was appointed as Education Minister of the Soviet Government in
Fujian, Zhejiang and Jiangxi. In 1934, he was framed and killed by a "Central special commissioner" who
followed Wang Ming's political line. (See Wang Zhanfei's 'The First Communist Member of the Mother
School, Zhang Tiao'; Zheng Chao, ed., 7he Cradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press,
1988, pp.71-72
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Yiba
Art
Society
Soon
from
the
were expelled
of
after,
six
other
members
expelled
school.
(55). After Zhang Tiao
too
was taken prisoner Li Keran cameover to seehim, bringing him
jail
Later,
Mang
Tiao
and was going
came
out
of
necessities.
when
other
some clothes and
to leave Hangzhou,Li Keran paid him anothervisit at a friend's house.
Forced to leave the school, the membersof Yiba Art Society managedto meet in
Shanghai,and later got in touch with Lu Xun. Following to his advice, they began to work
his
In
less,
fine
though
they
speech
values(56).
which,
cost
embodied
artistic
on woodcuts,
193d57)
Lu
Xun
Shanghai
in
February
Zhonghua
College
Art
made
at
painting
on
.
introduced the functions of woodcutsto the audienceand proposedthis art form. A member
of Yiba Art Society, Lu Hongji listened to Lu Xun's speech, and the society received
assistancefrom Lu Xun. He recommendedtwo of his published books, SelectedWorks of
Modern Woodcuts( 1929) and Pictures of Shi Mintu (1930) to its membersfor reference.
(58)
Encouragedby Lu Xun, someof them beganto show an interest in woodcuts.
Yiba Art Society put on its secondpainting exhibition in Shanghaifrom I Ith to 13th
June, 1931. The show included more than 180 works, with an averageof two to three from
eachmember, amongthem traditional Chinesepaintings, oil paintings, woodcuts, sculptures
[55] BesidesZhang Tiao, the six membersof Yiba Yishe expelled in 1930 were Yu Hai, Chen Zhuokun, Chen
Yaotang, Gu Honggan, Luo Yankan, Huang Ying. (SeeChen Guang and Lu Hongji 'The Whole Story of Yiba
Art Society', 7he Autograph Albion of Yiba Art Society, edited by Wu Bunan and Wang Guanquan, Beijing:
The People's Fine Arts Press, 1981, p.4) Wan Qingli wrongly recorded that the six fellow students"included Li
Keran's good friend Wang Zhaomin (born in 1908)" ('Biography of Li Keran', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink,
No. 26, p. 108). Wang Zhaomin's status as a student was cancelled in 1932 becauseof his participation in the
third painting exhibition of Yiba Yishe in Shanghaiin a period betweenSpring and Summer 1932, and the Fiveman Exhibition held in the School in Hangzhou. In September, 1932, with the consent of Lin Fengmian, a
certificate showing courses attended was issued to Wang Zhaomin who was soon transferred to the Western
Painting Department of the Art College of Beiping University. (See Wang Zhaomin, 'Myself and Yiba Yishe',
and Wang Zhanfei, 'Notes on Yiba Art Society', ne Autograph Albuin of YibaArt Society, edited by Wu Bunai
and Wang Guanquan,Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1981, p.45, p.34, p.37
[561 Chen Yuan, 'The Relationship Between Lu Xun and Yiba rishe', ne Autograph Albuin of 17baArt
Society, edited by Wu Bunai and Wang Guanquan,Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1981, p.29
[57] Lu Xun had, on Sunday21st February, 1930, delivered a speechat the Zhonghua Art College in Dou-LeAn Road (now Duo Lun Road) on a topic called 'MiscellaneousTalks on Painting', in which he talked about
the artistic and social function of the woodcut and advocated it ror the first time. In 1976, Liu Ruli wrote
'Record of Lu Xun's Talks at ZhonghuaArt College' and 'Supplementarynotes', published for the first time in
full, Beijing: Art, 1979/4
[581 Chen Yuan, 'The Relationship Between Lu Xun and Ma Yishe', 77teAutograph Album of Viba Art
Society, edited by Wu Bunai and Wang Guanquan,Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1981, p.30
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(59)
Uchiyama Kanzo (1885-1959)

to rent the second floor of the

JapaneseDaily Press as the site for the exhibition and offered to write a commentary
introduction for the show

(60). During

the exhibition, he came and saw it for himself. He

Five
Dead
by
7he
Famine
Victims
by
Hu
Yishan
Prisoner
the
and
and
woodcuts
appreciated
Wang Zhanfei, and also commentedfavorably on someoil works such as Portrait of An Old
Man by Xu Shiyong, Sweat and Toll by Chen Yuan, Crying and Night by Wang
Zhaomin(61). The ShanghaiLiterature and Arts Press carried the news of the show, the
catalogueand Lu Xun's brief introduction and two commentaries.Li Keran submitted three
paintings to the show(62). According to a commentby Yu Hai,
Tw se of full and rich brushwork revealed his depressedstate of
mind'
However, in Li's works one could not see any signs of the influence of Puro's
works. Using such Western religious themes as Adam and Eve as his theme, he certainly
focusedon somethingbeyond social reality.
In the autumn of 193 1, Li Keran's fiancee, Su E (1911-193 8)(64) came to join him
(65),
at Hangzhou. Su E had left Shanghai with her father, Su Shaoqing (1890-1963)
a
[59] UchiyamaKanzo(1885-1959),Japanese
ownerof NeishanBookShopin Shanghai,sold mainlyJapanese
books,andwasa friendof Lu Xun.
[60] First published in the ShanghaiLiterature and Art Press, 14th issue, 15th June 1931, included in Er Xin
Collection, Completeworks ofLu Min, Vol. 4, Beijing: The People'sLiterature Press, 1981, p.308
[611 See Chen Guang and Lu Hongji 'The Whole Story of Yiba Yishe', 7he Autograph Album of riba Art
Society, edited by Wu Bunai and Wang Guanquan,Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1981, p.5
[621SeeChapter 3, Note [1]
[631 Shanghai Literature and Art Press, 15th issue, 22nd June, 1931, See Autograph Albwn of 17 Ba Art
Society, edited by Wu Bunai and Wang Guanquan,Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press, 1981, p. 90
[64] Su E (1911-1938), also known as Su Muhan, had attendedthe ShanghaiXinhua Art Specialty School, and
studied painting. Influenced by her father, she was also expert in Beijing opera performance. She married Li
Keran in Xuzhou in 1932, becamemother of one daughter and three sons: Yu Qin (daughter), Yu Shuang, Xiu
Bin, Su Yuhu, and died of scarlet fever.
[651Su Shaoqing(1890-1963),a native of Xuzhou, Jiangsu. an actor of modern drama in Shanghaiduring his
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playwright, and moved to Xuzhou in order to stay away from the chaosin 1927. There she
met Li Keran. Sharing a mutual interest in Beijing opera and painting, the two fell deeply in
love. Four years later, they were reunited in Hangzhou. In early 1932, they made a trip
back to Xuzhou to get married.
With all membersforced to leave the school, Yiba Art Society was closed down in
(66).
Li Keran was removed from his assistant'spost. Lin Fengmian
the summer of 1932
(67)
sent him sixty yuan through an intermediary and told him to leave immediately
.
Wang Zhaomin (1908- )and Wang Zhanfei (1911- ) went to see him off at his house on
Society
(68).
behalf of the rest of the membersof Yiba Art
Li Keran kept his connection
with those progressivestudentsin the later years when he cameback to Xuzhou. Ever since
the beginning of his life at NAA in Hangzhou, Li Keran had made friends with some
progressivestudentsand someCommunist Party membersthrough Zhang Tiao. He beganto
be involved in the arts movementled by the Communist Party, yet he did not ever join the
Party.

1.4

RETURN TO XUZHOU (1932-37)

At the beginning of 1932, Li Keran returned to Xuzhou which he left three years
before. He found a job in the Xuzhou People's Education Institute as a clerk in charge of
fine arts, concurrently holding anotherteachingjob in Xuzhou Art School, a private school.
He took another teachingjob in the Xuzhou No. 3 Girl's Normal School from September
1936 to 1937.
[66] See Chen Guang and Lu Hongji 'The Whole Story of Ma Yishe', 77jeAutograph Albwn of Ma Art
Society, edited by Wu Bunai and Wang Guanquan,p.4, The People'sFine Art Press, 1981
[67] refer to Hua Xia, 'Recollections of Li Keran in his life in the Art School', 7he Cradle of Art, Hangzhou:
Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p.83. The source of the author's historical data on this point differs
from that usedin Paintings and Politics in the People'sRepublic of China. SeeJulia F. Andrews, Paintings and
Politics in the People'sRepublic of China, London: University of California Press, Ltd., 1994, p.94
[681 Wang Zhanfei, 'A Note on the Friendship by the Bank of the West Lakc'. collected in Sun Mcilan'm A
Sludy ofLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.281
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After the September18th incident in 1931, Japanesetroops had completely occupied
the three north-easternprovinces of China, and further invaded and occupied Shanghaion
January28,1932. The anti-Japanesesentimentsof the Xuzhou populaceran high. Li Keran
and his colleagues of the Education Institute started to publish an Anti-Japanese
Lithographic Pictorial. Together with his colleaguesat the Art School, in Septemberhe
establisheda Black and White Print Society, with Li as the supervising teacher, to promote
the woodcut movement in Xuzhou. Wang Zhanfei, a former member of Yiba Art Society
who had afterwardsbeentransferred to the WesternPainting Departmentof the Art College
affiliated to Beiping University, recalled that in 1932he had receivedlithographic pictorials
(69)
It could be seen from the lithographic pictorial of black and green
sent by Li Keran.
chromatographythat
"very smooth and sparing techniqueswere used in the depiction of all
his characters, including their muscular anatomy, which appearedto have
been accomplishedunder conditions unaffected by interruptions. But the
skill in his pictorial propagandawas already so proficient that not a single
carelessstroke could be found. It could a%be seen that he was searching
after a succinct techniqueof expression."
In the years between 1933and 1934, Li Keran, with the assistanceof another young
man, had openedan anti-Japaneseexhibition hall in the Education Institution. It produced a
number of oil paintings, watercolour paintings and cartoons which reflected happenings
from the naval battle of 1894-1895to the 18th Septemberincident of 1931, vividly exposing
Japan'sencroachmentof China for 40 years. Toward the end of the summerof 1934, Wang
Zhanfei, on his way back to Beijing from his native place Guixi of Jiangxi Province, paid a
special visit to Li Keran when passing by Xuzhou. He saw those watercolour propaganda
[691 Wang Zhanfei used to correspcnd with Li Keran in 1932. He often received lithographic pictorials from
Li. In 1933 he also received several photographsof paintings, "among which, one of a landscapeand another
of a portrait showed Li's high and compact artistic style; they also demonstratedhis farsighted and resolute
search". ( SeeWang Zhanfie's 'Friendship by the side of West Lake', NorthwestArt, Collected Works ofArt,
1989; Sun Mcilan, Study of Ll Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Art Press, 1991, p. 284). Shen Fuwen, another
schoolmateof Li Keran also received in April, 1933, the photographsof several oil and watercolour paintings
sent to him from Xuzhou by Li Keran. Shen and Wang Zhanfei had at the same time been dispensedwith by
the Hangzhou Art Academy, and transferred to the Department of Western Painting of the Art College of
Beiping University. In 1972, Shen Fuwen returned thesephotographsto Li Kcran who was then painting in the
hostel of the Foreign Ministry. The photographof the Wife's Portrait was one of them. Shen Fuwcn had only
kept a photograph of Li Keran's oil painting 77selandscapeof WestLake which was published in San Mcilan's
A StudyofLi Keran, plate 7; for a description, seep.313.
[701Wang Zhanfei, 'Friendship by the side of West Lake', op. cit.
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paintings and large oil paintings madeby Li. He recalledthat
"There propagandapaintings are on display in the big exhibition hall of
the Education Institution. Most of the frame are about 2 metres high, 2.5
metres wide large oil paintings as well as some watercolour propaganda
paintings of smaller size. The contentsof all of them are devoted to making
propagandato explain and arouse the people for the War of Resistance
againstJapanand for saving the nation from extinction, a part of which are
to expose the atrocities perpetratedby the Japaneseaggressors.The first
time when I saw the general appearanceof these works, I was more than
astonishedfor I was upset by the powerful artistic appeal, almost the same
first
I
saw the etching and woodcut by K. Kollwitz, the great
as when
German painter. The big colour oil paintings that stood one by one in the
ion hall were like one and another mountains, imposing and
big ex
lofty. "'IM

WangZhanfeimadespecialremarkson the appearance
military officers
of Japanese
in the oil painting,sayingthat they weremoredeep-going,moretypical, that after incisive
0
been
had
feature
innate
reflected
the
their
refinement
and
artistic
exaggeration,
character
of
(72)
more authentically.
In accordancewith the written record of Wang Zhanfei, it can be seen that Ll
Keran's skill in sketch modelling and the principle of the early modern art learned in
Hangzhou Art Academy had given full play to his feelings when reflecting the subject
matter of social realities. In his remaining years, Li Keran recalled:
"To me, what influenced me most was the publication of Kollwitz's
picture album by Mr. Lu Xun not long after I left Hangzhou. After I saw it,
I recognisedthat it was a pioneer painting of socialist realism. I was filled
with admiration. After I left Hangzhou, I painted a great number of
propagandadrawings of the War of ResistanceAgainst Japan in my home
town and in the Tbird Bureau qfjV Political Department, most of which
bore the influence of Koll-im..

In May, 1935,U KeranandChenXiangping,a colleagueof the EducationInstitute
(an underground memberof the Communist Party and a specialist in social science)made a
sightseeingtour to Beiping. On the way, they visited Mount Tai. After the two arrived in
Beiping, they visited the National PalaceMuseum, where they viewed and enjoyed the great
collection of paintings through the ages, which deepenedLi's understandingof traditional
painting. When in Beiping, Li Keran visited many old friends including Wang Zhanfei and
[71] ibid., pp.284-285
[721ibid.
[731 Li Kcran's letter to Wang Zhanfei, April 8.1980, Northwest Art. Collected Works of Art, 1989; Sun
Mcilan, A StudyofLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.284
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Wang Zhaomin. In Wang Zhanfei's lodgings, he saw a motto carrying the words "have to
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in
Nanjing
held
Exhibition
Art
the
All-China
in
the
the
second
session
of
to take part
(75)
Actually, after he left the Hangzhou school, he
Central Art Gallery in April, 1937.
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ResistanceAgainst JapaneseAggression that causedhim to suspendthis second kind of
work.
After the July 7th Incident of 1937, Japan started its all-out invasion of China. U
Keran and his colleaguesat the Education Institute, and the teachersand studentsof Xuzhou
Art School threw themselvesinto the creation of anti-Japanesepropagandapaintings. He
drew the outline with sevenof his studentsputting on the colours. The painting was done on
light blue cotton cloth, and altogether they finished about a hundred large propaganda
In
in
its
Xuzhou
the
tour
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literary and art circles. During visits to the big embankmentand while gathering materials
for a play written to reflect the flood, Li Keran got acquaintedwith Tian Hang6)

[741 See Li Keran's letter to Wang Zhanfei, I st July, 1988, NorthwestArt, Collected Works ofArt, 1989; Sun
Meilan, Study ofLI Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.270
[75] Wan Qingli, "Li Koran's Position in Chinese Painting History of 20th Century", Hong Kong: Brush and
Ink, No. 43, p.21; see also Wan Qingli, 'Biography of Li Kcran' mentioning that Li "Went to Beiping in May,
1935.... returning to Xuzhou in July. The big Zhong Kid was painted that year ... " Brush and Ink, No.26,
in
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the previous text
the
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mentioned
108-110.
The
and
time
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pp.
'according to the chronological table made from Li Keran's oral account in 1981" as its basis.
[76] SeeSun Mcilan, A StudyofLi Keran Nanjing: JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.54
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1.5

STAFF MEMBER OF THE THIRD BUREAU TRAVELLING FROM WUHAN
TO CHONGQING (1938--40)
On 12th December, 1937, Nanjing fell; the flames of war closed in on Xuzhou.

Towards the beginning of 1938, Li Keran hurriedly left Xuzhou, bringing with him his
fourth younger sister Li Wan. In his later years, Li Keran recalled:
"During this period, the railway service betweennorth and south was
suspended,and Xi'an was the only place to go. At that time I wantedto go
to the rear to continue my propagandawork againstJapaneseaggression.I
therefore hurriedly brought my fourth younger sister Li Wan with me to
Xi'an, and as we were completestrangersin Xi'an without any relations or
friends, we had to live in a refugee camp locatek t the upper floor of a
closed cinemahall to the eastof the Drum Tower.
On Ist April, 1938, as a result of the cooperation of the Guomindang and the
Communist Party, a Political Department of the Revolutionary Military

Commission of the

Guomindang government was set up in Wuhan with Zhou Enlai acting as the deputy
minister of the Political Department, and Guo Moruo (1892-1978) as head of the Third
Bureau of the Political Department. They led a large number of patriotic people in a

common struggle againstJapaneseaggression.A Literary and Art Office was set up under
the Third Bureau with Tian Han as its head. As soon as Li Keran heard this, he wrote to
Tian Han, expressinghis wish to take part in the work. The moment he received a reply
(78)
By then, the Literary and Art Offlce of the Third
from Tian Han, he left for Wuhan.
Bureau had gathered altogether several hundred literary and art workers who excelled in
[77] Li Keran "Autobiography, Outline", Sun Mcilan, A Study of Ll Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Art Press,
1991, p.54
[78) See Sun Meilan, A Study of Li Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Art Press, 1991, p.55. Wan Qingli,
"Biography of Li Keran" says: "in October, 1937, Li Keran received a letter from Ni Yide inviting him to take
part in the anti-Japanesepropagandawork of the art section of the Third Bureau under the lead of the Political
Department of the National Government Military Commission. Li brought his fourth younger sister Li Wan
with him, they arrived in Wuhan by way af Xian. " (Hong Kong: Bruslaand Ink, No.26, P.I 10.) According to
the record of the author who visited Professor Wang Qi (1918-) on 11th February, 1996, Ni Yide was in
Chongqing in the winter of 1937. He Icft Chongqing for Wuhan in February, 1938. In March, 1938, Wang Qi
received a letter from Ni Yide, exhorting him to go to Wuhan to take part in the anti-Japanesepropagandework
of the art section of the Third Bureau. Wang Qi and Ding Zhcngxian left Chongqing, arriving in Wuhan on
29th March. Li Keran had not yet arrived at that time. Therefore it was improbable that Li Keran had received
Ni Yide's letter in October, 1937.
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literature, music, drama, and art. Ni Yide was appointedas the headof the Fine Art Section
under the Literary and Art Office. The section membersincluded Lai Shaoqi, Ye Qianyu,
Wang Shikuo, Li Qun, Lu Hongji, Luo Gongliu, Zhou Lingchao, Wang Qi, Li Yang,
Huang Mengtian, Ding Zhengxian and others. As soon as Li Keran arrived in Wuhan he
was immediately informed that there would be a propagandapainting exhibition two days
later. He took part in the work at once and painted 7he Blood of the Innocents and 7he
Bombs of the Aggressorsas two separatecloth propagandapaintings.
While working in the Art Section of the Third Bureau, Li Keran had unexpectedly
met a very good old friend of his, Li Yang, a school mate of Hangzhou Art Academy and
member of the Yiba Yishe. They becamework partners with Li Keran doing the painting
work and Li Yang writing the headline words. Together they created many War of
Resistancepropagandapaintings. Cai Yi (1906-92), an aesthetician,recalled:
"I arrived in Wuhan in May, 1938. Up to July, I used to travel between
the two banks of Changjiang. The many big anti-Japanesepropaganda
paintings hung on the city wall of Wuchang's road junction and on the high
walls along the riverbanks of Hankou. By virtue of the prominence of the
figures and images that appeared on the paintings, wide attention was
attracted among the passers-by.I myself was deeply %ýessed. I learned
later on that someof them were the work of Li Keran..
He mentioned in particular JapaneseEnemiesin Sorry Plight (1938), a painting by
Li Keran, of which he said:
"It was of typical significance that this image of the Japaneseenemy
which appeared rather early in anti-aggression paintings had given
prominenceto the militarist image of the Japaneseenemy. As a result, this
art image had, in the years of $6 anti-Japanesewar, repeatedlyappearedin
periodicals and on the stage."
The image of the Japaneseenemythat appearedin this propagandapainting created
by Li Keran in 1938 must have been a further developmentof the military officer depicted
in the large oil paintings done in the years between 1933 and 1934, seenby Wang Zhanfei
when he was in Xuzhou in 1934. Wang had also said:
"Later on, during the performances by the various most famous
theatrical troupes in Wuhan, the faces, carriage, expressions, etc. of the
military officer in theselarge oil paintings had all beenused as the basesfor
(79] Cai Yi, 'The pursuit of Li Keran', Beijing: ChinesePainting ResearchInstitute Correspondences,199113,
P.12
[801ibid.
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makeupand performances."(81)
Li Keran's skill in portraying typically strong and outstanding images in his antiJapanesepropagandapainting was repeatedlyexhibited later on in his ink and colour figure
paintings during the 1940sand the landscapesketchesin the 1950s,as well as in the mature
landscapepaintings of his remaining life. His pursuit of the power to expressimage types in
art was deeply rooted in his love of the power of expressionin Chineseoperatic characters.
Wuhan fell in October, 1938. During the moving of the Third Bureau from Wuhan
to Changsha,painters divided themselvesinto groups to work on wall paintings around
in
the streets. Li Keran cooperatedwith Li Yang, and together they
and
corners
street
(82) Some
painted six works on the walls.
of the wall paintings which Li Yang
photographed on the spot have now become precious historical data. Judging from the
photos, figures in the paintings were one and a half times the size of real personsand all of
them had distinct features, so they were very convincing and appealing.
Before the big fire on 13th November, the Third Bureau withdrew from Changsha,
and its personneltravelled on foot all the way, via Xiangtan, Hengshan,Hengyang,boarded
the newly-built railway and reachedGuilin in Guangxi Province. A large number of writers
and artists from Shanghai, Wuhan, Guangzhouand other cities had gathered in Guilin at
that time. The city of Guilin became overnight an important centre of literary and art
activities in the War of Resistance.In Guilin, Li Keran continued his activities in the
creation of propagandapaintings. Painter and theorist Huang Mengtian recalled:
"At that time I was a memberof the cartoon propagandateam that was
living in a middle school in Guilin. One morning when I passed by an
empty classroomon my way back from outside, I saw someoneinside the
classroompainting a propagandapicture on a large piece of a cloth. That
man was none other than Mr. Keran. The cloth painting was very large in
size, more than twice that of the one he later drew on rice paper which was
12 chi in size. I leanedon the last window of the classroomand looked in
stealthily. Winter in Guilin was very cold, I was shivering even with my
cotton coat on. Mr. Keran was without assistants,without a brazier, and he
climbed up and jumped down all alone." "The theme of his painting
181]Wang Zhanfei, "Friendship by the side of West Lake", Northwest Art, Collected Works ofArt, 1989,; Sun
Mcilan, A study on Li Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.285
[8211). Arise, Fellow Countrymen,Defend Our Motherland, 2). Winter Clothing Neededat the Front, 3). Good
Common People Love Soldiers, Good Soldiers Love Common People, 4). Contrihute Winter Clothing, Give
Relief to Refugees,5). CompromiseHalkay means Total destrucdon, 6). Don't Become Traitors Nor Docile
Citizens, Be Heroes in the War of Resistance(Li Kcran had his picture taken in front of this wall painting).
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depicted a sceneof Japanesebombers in a wanton raid on innocentFWple,
the material camefrom the touching imageof his own experience."(
As to the methodused in painting, Huang said
"First, Keran used crayon to draw a rough draft. Then he put on ink
lines -- this is the main way in the formation of an image and also the place
hand
the
of
showing
of a master in sketching. The coloured
capable
most
dressing is very thin or sparing. Appearing like a rugged, forceful large
tkjých-style cloth painting it highlights the main themewith intensepower."

After a short stay in Guilin, the staff of the Third Bureaustartedtheir trek to
Chongqingvia Guiyang.They travelledon trucks, crossingover mountainafter mountain
andgoing throughdangerouszones.In this journey Li Keranhad personalexperienceof
how difficult it wasto travel in Sichuan.
Towardsthe end of 1938, the Third Bureaufollowed the move of the Political
(85)
Department of the Military Commission into Chongqing.
The setup was unchanged
though the staff was reduced somewhat. Li Keran remained as a member of the Fine Art
Section, continuing his work in the creation of War of Resistancepropagandapaintings. In
the summerof 1939, due to the heavy bombing of the city by enemy planes, the major part
of the staff of the Third Bureau moved from the city's Lianglukou to Jingangpo, 30 11to the
(86) There
were about six or seven painters living in the Jingangpo
west of the city.
[83] Huang Mengtian, 'Thinking of Mr. Li Kcran', Hong Kong: 7he Artist, No. 73,1990,
[841ibid.
[85] Concerning the time of Li Keran's arrival in Chongqing when he followed the Third Bureau, Professor
Sun Meilan and Dr. Wan Qingli differ. A Study of Li Keran by Sun Mcilan mentioned "arriving in Chongqing
in the spring of 1940", see P.56, Jiangsu Fine Art Press, 1991; Biography ofL1 Keran by Dr. Wan Qingli said
he "reached Chongqing at the beginning of 1939. In April, Li received letters from home through a Shanghai
refugee... ", seeP. 110, Ink and Brush, No. 26. The author paid a visit to Professor Wang Qi (1918- ). lie took
part in the anti-Japanesepropaganda work of the Fine Art Section of the Third Bureau under the Wuhan
Political Ministry from April to August, went to study in the Fine Art Department of Lu Xun Art School in
Yan'an from August to December, returning to Chongqing from Yan'an a few days after 20th December,
1938. According to Professor Wang Qi, when he returned to Chongqing, he found that the staff of the Third
Bureau had all arrived in Chongqing. Therefore the time when the Third Bureau arrived in Chongqing should
be December 1938. Aocording to the record of Guo Moruo Chronological Life (edited by Gong jimin, Fang
Rcnnian, Tianjin: Tianjin People's Publishing House, 1982, vol. 1, pp.337-338), Guo Moruo on the morning of
2nd December, 1938 left Hengyang for Guiling, arriving Guilin the next morning. According to Guo's own
remarks, "After arrival in Guilin, the main task was to keep one-third of the staff of the Third Bureau behind to
take part in the work of the Political Departmentof the field headquarters," "the other part of the staff was to
proceed to Chongqing by trucks." Another record showed that Guo Moruo together with his wife Yu Liqun
flew to Chongqing from Guilin on 27th December. This data also showed the time when U Keran along with
the Third Bureau arrived in Chongqing should be December 1938.
[86] See Cai Yi, "The pursuit of Li Keran", Beijing: ChinesePainting Institute Correspondence,No. 1,1991,
p. 12. In addition, according to a record of talks between the author and Professor Wang Qi during a visit on
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(87)
dormitory,
including Li Keran and Fu Baoshi, (1904-65)secretaryof the Third Bureau
under the chargeof Guo Moruo.
It was only sometimeafter their arrival in Chongqing that Li Keran heard from a
fellow villager that his wife Su E had in 1938 given birth to their fourth child, Su Yuhu.
Sheherself died of illness in Shanghainot long after. Later on he also heard that the seven
or eight membersof his old family in Xuzhou were being supported by his eldest brother
who had become a pedlar hawking for sale wares carried in a basket on a shoulder pole,
later on changingto selling soya-beanmilk in front of his housedoor. He changedhis trade
again to selling clay toys. But none of the aboveenabledhim to make endsmeet. He had no
alternative but to send Xiu Bin, Keran's third son, and Zheng Yuhe, the son of his second
sister, to serve as apprenticesin a grocery. In a word, the whole family was struggling
along on the verge of starvation. National humiliation and family disastercombinedmadeLi
Keran terribly upset. He was in deepgrief. He createda propagandapainting under the title
of TMo Caused the Ruin of Your Happy Family. Thereafter he suffered insomnia and
(88)
hypertension.
In March 1940, Wang Jingwei (1883-1944)formed a bogus government in Nanjing.
The massesin the rear area launcheda movementwith a parade against Wang and against
surrender. Li Keran created a large cloth painting entitled Wang Jingwei, Traitor and
Collaborator for the contingentsof marchers. He painted, one after another, Today's Qin
Gul, Monkey show, A 7Wo-manComic Show, etc., propagandapaintings with themesthat
voiced opposition to compromiseand surrender.
Statistics show that from 1938 to 1940, about two hundred War of Resistance
propaganda paintings came from the hands of Li Keran. Excepting a few works which were
preserved in valuable photographs or historical materials in writing, the majority of them
11/2/96:On 3rd and4th May, 1939,afterthe heavybombingof Chongqingby Japanese
planes,manyoffices
movedto the countryside,and the Third Bureaumovedto Laijiaqiaoa village in suburbanJingangpoin the
summerof thesameyear.
[87] SeeHuang Miaozi, 'Recollectionsof Shiniu Tang', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 26, P.130.
1881See Li Keran, Autobiography Outline; Sun Meilan, A Study of LI Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Art Press,
1991, pp.57-58.
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have disappeared.

1.6

THE YEARS IN CHONGQING AND TEACHING IN THE NATIONAL ART
ACADEMY (1940-46)
In September1940, the Guomindangclosed the Third Bureau, replacing it with a

Cultural Work Council, and appointing Guo Moruo as its head. Official businesswas dealt
in
Jingangpo,
in
Village
The
Laijiaqiao
in
the
two
one
countryside
at
places.
remained
with
that in the city was set up at No. 7 Tianguanfu Street. Li Keran was despatchedto work in
the Cultural Council. After the Wannan Incident in January 1941, the Cultural Council
found it very hard to continue its original work in the War of Resistance,and it therefore
made a decision to let the Staff do research work connectedwith their own specialized
subjects. At that time, a greater part of the staff memberslived in Laijiaqiao Village, so
they had time to learn from each other or exchangeviews on academic questions. Guo
Moruo and Hou Wailu maderesearchreports on ancient history for all of them, Jian Bozan
(1898-1968)talked on the generalhistory of China for more than a month, Xia Yan lectured
on journalism. Later on when Guo Moruo was busy editing 7he Bronze Age, Li Keran had
found from the National Art Academy Library and helped him copy 'A Study of the
imagery of Sacrificial Vessels', a preface to an old work by Guo Moruo now reportedly
lost, An Illustrated Series of Inscriptions on Ancient Bronzes of the Two Zhou
(89)
Dynasties.
According to the recollection of art historian and calligrapher Huang Miaozi
(b. 1913)
"Every time we met, when Li Keran entered the city, he was always
dressedin the samemanner, a suit of old Western-styleclothes envelopedin
a faded yellowish mackintosh and with an old beret on his head. At that
time he was carrying on with both oil and Chinesepainting, of course he
also did anti-Japanesepropagandapaintings." "When he was in town, he
sometimes lived in Lianglukou Street (sic; this should be Tianguanfu
Street), at the office of the Cultural Work Council.j MT ember that I often
went to seehim and he gave me many of his works.
(dated21stFebruary
1945)of hiswork,77teBronze
[891GuoMoruomentioned
Age,
thismatterin thePreface
House,1957,p.2
Publishing
Beijing:TheScience
[90] Huang Miaozi, 'Recollections of Shiniu Tang', Hong Kong, Brusla and Ink, No.26, p. 130; In the
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Cal Yi recalled that it was after the Third Bureau moved to Jingangpo in the
outskirts of Chongqing that he and Li Keran got to know each other. After the
reorganizatonof the Third Bureau, Cal Yi and several others were among the first group
that moved from the original office of the Third Bureau at Jingangpoto the former address
Alliance.
Anti-War
These people organized their own canteen which
Japanese
the
of
including
U
formerly
Bureau,
Third
the
the
who
people
ate
at
canteen
of
attracted some
Keran. By chanceLi found that there was a long table in a large room of the conferencehall
in
he
day
for
be
he
this
and
therefore
there
way
and
every
painting,
went
which could used
Cal Yi worked in the samehouse. Together they worked there for more than a year, until
towards the end of 1942 all of them moved out of that house. During this period, Cal Yi
began to write his manuscript 7heory of New Art and Li Keran began his research on
traditional Chinesepainting.

(91)

It should be said that beginning from 1941, Li Keran had started the most important
period of his art career. Not only had he concluded the stage of extensive study and
absorption and returned to his researchon the tradition of Chinesepainting which he had
aleady started during his Xuzhou period, but he had now commenceda project to reform
traditional Chinesepainting in a planned way, step by step,
Later on he recalled:
"At the beginning of the forties, my determination to study Chinese
painting was as strong as the proverbial saying, 'how can you catch tiger
cubs without entering the tiger's lair'. I had written down two sentencesas
my motto to maintain my vigilance. The two sentenceswere 'break into
tradition with the greatestskill' and 'break out of tradition with the greatest
courage'. I had also shown thesetwo sentencesto someof my friends. After
I strode acrossthe realm of Chinesepainting, I was astonishedby the ability
of the Chinese people in their cognition and manifestation of natural
phenomena.At the sametime I felt its charm in art, as a result of which my
mind felt actually a bit intoxicated. At this juncture, a few of my good
friends cameforward reminding me of the two sentencesI wrote down. Mr.
Cai Yi was one of them. This was somethingwhich I could never forget. "
quotation, he mcntions, "The office of the Cultural Work Council in Lianglukou
information provided by Professor Wang Qi during a visit by the author, Iluang
recollection. Lianglukou Street had once been the location of the office of the
afterwards abolished. After its change into the Cultural Work Council, its office
Tianguanfu Streetand its suburbanoffice at Laijiaqiao.

Street". According to the
Miaozi was wrong in his
Third Bureau which was
in the city was set up in

[911 See Cai Yi, 'The Pursuit of Li Keran', Beijing: Chinese Painting Research Institute Correspondence,
1991/3, pp. 12-13
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(92)
Cai Yi and Li Keran worked on their own in the samehouse. Cai Yi recalled,
"What Keran wanted to study and practise at this period was Chinese
painting. When I saw his rough sketches,I noticed that he was quite wellhis
Keran
in
talked
that
seldom
past, and at the
about
area.
grounded
beginning, I only knew that he had learned Chinese painting. He liked it
for
Western
I
knew
he
Gradually
though
that
painting
studied
very much.
in
Chinese
in
himself
he
to
the
ten
end
still wanted
engage
years,
over
in
learnin yestern painting, eventually
though
quite
and
serious
painting,
it was in order to develop Chinesepainting.'ý3
Cai Yi rememberedthat at that period, Li Keran had painted an ink and colour
Cai
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was
lines of a poem promptly rose in his mind: "the breath of spring stirs to the south of the
Yangzi river in the secondmonth of the year; the well-sweep sounds,soft apricot blossoms
lines
inscription
delicate.
"
it,
He
Keran
latter
the
of
told
the
an
are
about and
gladly made
(94). This
"apricot
initial
theme
the
the
of
on
picture
attempt on
painting was probably the
blossom, spring rain, south of Yangzi river" continuously repeatedby Li Keran in his later
years. It also reflected the spirit of painting which won his heart till his remaining years,
imbued with poetic charm.
Huang Miaozi recalled that the freehandbrushwork in Li Keran's figure painting at
that period consisted
"mostly of figures of models free from vulgarity. Enjoy the cool,
Sporting with Geese,Bamboo Forest, etc. were his often-used themes. It
seem-A31 if at that period, he was in pursuit of the lingering charm of Shi
Tao. "O
Besidesfigure painting, most of his paintings were of buffaloes, which had become
the themehe was expert in for Life. In 'A Brief Account in His Own Words':
"After 1941, the work of the Cultural Council was brought to a
temporary close, so I had more time to revive my study of Chinesepainting.
At that period, I lived in a farmer's house in the countryside of Jingangpo
in
I
lived
A
Right
Chongqing.
to
the
was
a
cowshed.
room
next
outside
bulky buffalo camebefore my eyesevery day. It went out in the daytime to
[921Quoted in 77teLye ofL1 Keran, by Li Song, Tianjin: Tianjin Peopic's Fine Arts Press, 1992, p.6
[931 Cai Yi, 'The Pursuit of U Keran', Beijing: ChinesePainting ResearchInstitute Correspondence,1991/3,
p. 13
[94] ibid.
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[951Huang Miaozi, 'Recollectionsof Shiniu Tang', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.26, p. 130
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till the land and cameback to graze in the evening. I could hear distinctly
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use ink and wash for painting a buffalo. ,
As regards the time when Li Keran started his work on buffalo and buffalo boys,
(97) Li Song

almost all researchpapers follow Professor Sun Meilan, fixing it in 1942 .
(98)
Dr. Wan Qingli in his 'Biography of
saysthe samein his work 7he Life of LI Keran.

Li Keran' earnestlydeclaresthat this is mistaken.He points out that the time when Li Keran
beganpainting buffalo was in "September, 1940 when Li Keran moved to a farmer's house
in Jingangpo, outside Chongqing, and the removal occurred after the Third Bureau was
(99)
According to the investigation and study of
reorganizedas the Cultural Work Council".
the author, both versions are incorrect.
Professor Wang Qi recalls that the Third Bureau stationed in Lianglukou Street in
Chongqing city had moved to Jingangpo in the summer of 1939 to escapethe heavy
bombing of the Japaneseplanes, the main staff of the Third Bureau, including Li Keran
having also moved to Jingangpo(100).The earliest buffalo painting by Li Keran should date
from 1939. Lao She had kept a buffalo painting by Li done in 1939. He wrote in 1944:
"That buffalo painting is still hung on the wall of my study room which
How I adore that buffalo rendered
is also my sitting room
(%bedroom.
with those few strokesl .

Beginning from Sth April, 1941, Guo Moruo successively composed eight poems as
(102)
In the spring of 1942, Guo wrote a poem named
inscriptions on Li Keran's paintings.
[96] Li Keran, 'A Brief Accountin His Own Words', August,1977,from SunMeilan,A Studyof Li Keran,
Nanjing:JiangsuFineArts Press,1991,p.260
[97] seeSun Meilan, A Study ofLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.65
[981Li Song, TheLife ofLi Keran, Tianjin: Tianjin People's Fine Arts Press, 1992, p. 6
[991Wan Qingli, 'Biography of Li Keran', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.26, p. 110
[1001Guo Moruo wrote a poem 'Chanting a Tragic Sight' on 12th May, 1939, original note recording "Heavy
bombings on 3rd and 4th May, high casualties.I write what I have seen, lest we forget" (7he Complete Worki
of Guo Moruo, Literary Works, VoUT, p.398, Beijing: The Pcople's Literary Publishing House, 1982). "Guo
Moruo's house in the city was bombed in the later June, 1939, he moved temporarily to the outskirts in
Laijiaqiao. " (Gong Jimin, Fang Rennian, ed., Guo Moruo 's Chronological Life Vol. 1, Tianjin: Tianjin People's
Publishing House, 1982, p.347)
[1011Lao She, 'Watch Painting', Chongqing SaoDang Newspaper,22nd December, 1944, already collected in
Collection ofLao She'sArt Cominenlaries
[102] 7he Compkte Works of Guo Moron, Dierary Works, Vol. 11(Beijing: People's Literary Publishing House,

37

(103).
Li Keran extracted the first half as the inscription on his
'An Ode to the Buffalo'
Picture of Nine Buffaloes in 1985, appending as a colophon, "the above inscription was
dedicatedto the poem 'An Ode to the Buffalo' madeby Mr. Guo Moruo in 1942, recalling
the years when Guo and I lived together at the foot of Jingangpo in the Chongqing
countryside. I beganpainting a buffalo. Our revered Mr. Guo wrote this poem of 36 lines,
speakingof the virtue of the buffalo in glowing terms, calling it a national animal. It further
in
interest
buffalo painting. This picture inscribesonly half of the poem, noted
my
enhanced
by Keran in 1985, yi-chou"(104). Since then, the subject matter of buffalo and buffalo boy
had developedinto scoresof different themesand compositionsin Li Keran's painting, and
right till his later years had, apart from landscapepainting, become his major painting
theme.
While studying and practising Chinese painting, Li Keran also started making
landscapesfrom nature with ink and wash and watercolour. In the autobiographicaloutline
which he drafted in his later years, he wrote,
"In the past, I had felt that the sceneryof the West Lake was nice, but
when comparedwith the sceneriesin Sichuan, the two were poles apart in
grandeur and majesty. Lanting Xu talked about the scenery in Sanyin,
saying that here we have lofty ridges and towering mountains, thick forests
of trees and tall bamboos. Actually such scenery exist everywhere in
Sichuan. One day when I strolled halfway up the mountain of Jingangpoto
a place not far from my dwelling-place, piecesof paddy field that glistened
with golden lights, much like scraps of a broken golden mirror, countless
layers of misty trees by the side of the fields and in distant placeswere also
bathed in sunlight rays which tended to broaden the minds of the people, it
was indeed an astonishingsight! I had never seensuch a picture before, and
from then oýld5oon began to use ink and wash and watercolour to paint
5
landscapes."
The moving scenery describedby Li Keran here was manifested in his Picture of
1982), 'Two Inscriptions on Li Keran's Painting, 1, On Buffaloes Painting (5th April, 1941), 2, Sailing a Boat
in the Gorges (SLhApril, 1941)'. pp.356-357; 'Xijiangyue, Shepherdand Buffaloes Singing a Chorus' (22nd
August, 1942) p.262; 'Two Inscriptions on Li Keran's Painting, 1, Dongbo's Visit to Chibi, 2, Village Scenery'
(21st March, 1943), pp.240-241; 'On Bo Yi and Shu Qi' (17th November, 1944), p. 188; 'To Whom after Shi
Tao' (17th November, 1944), p. 189; 'On Liu Ling Got Drunk' (17th November, 1944) p. 190. See also Wan
Qinqli, 'Biography of Li Keran', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 26,1992, p. 110
11031SelectedWorksof Guo Moruo, Chengdu: SichuanPeople's Press, 1979, p.237
[1041Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1990, p.212
[105] Li Keran, 'Autobiography, OULline',quoted in Sun Meilan, A Sludy of Li Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine
Arts Press, 1991, p.69
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GreenHills and DenseForest in 1965, an instanceof the deep impressionit madeon him.
Li Keran was not the only one in Chongqing at that time who used ink and wash
and watercolour for painting scenery. Zhu Dequn, a former student of the National
HangzhouArt School who remainedas a faculty assistantin Chongqing Art Academy after
graduation around 1942, recalled:
"After arrival in Chongqing, I engaged myself in watercolours for
quite some time. It was due perhapsto the inspiration of Mr. Li Banchen
who had returned from England. I spent my time every morning and
evening near the banks of the Baling River and the hilly city of Chongqing
doing my painting, often accompaniedby Wu Guanzhong. Others liked
painting scenery under brilliant sunshine, but I preferred to paint the
atmosphereof overcast and rainy weather. I was unaware of it in the
beginning but later on I realized that this was the influence of Chinese
painting. I was after the hazy ýýftf of the scenery,I painted its emotional
appeal,I didn't like the lustre."
Painting rainy weather and the hazy feelings of scenery was also a realm towards
which Li Keran's landscapepainting has tended, right up until his later works. When Li
becamea teacher in the National Art Academy, in 1943, he got along very well with Zhu
Dequn. At that time, those who frequented Li's home included Zhao Wuji and Guan
(107)
Liang.
Li Hu, a student studying in the Art Departmentof the Central University, which
then moved to Shapingba, in Chongqing, also used ink and wash to paint night scenesof
Chongqing, the boat trackers towing boats up the Ealing River, etc.. Xu Beihong had
praisedhim in 1942, saying:
"Using Western ways of painting to do drawing from life with Chinese
brush and ink, young Li Hu was the most successfulsince the setting up of
the Art R6gýrtment of the Central University after its removal to
Sichuan.
Spring Rain On Li River, an ink and wash painting done by Xu Beihong in 1937,
must have beenamongthe exhibition of his works held in the Central Library of Chongqing
in the spring of 1943. Xu Beihong also used the brush and ink of Chinese painting to
[106] Min Xiwen, Zhu Ying, 'Excerpts of letters from famous overseaspainter Zhu Dequn', 7he Cradle of
Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988. p. 100
[107] SeeLI Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1990, p. 117
[1081Liao Jingwen, My Recollection-Vie Life qfXu Beiliong, Beijing: China Youth Publishing House, August,
1982, p. 179
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portray the hazy moonlight and night scenesin his Moonlight Night and At Rise of Moon.
Under the guidanceof Xu Beihong, his student Zong Qixiang had also tried to use ink and
having
in
dusk,
to
exhausted
street
scenes,
painted
vendors
gathering
wash
paint night
sedan-chairbearers in dim lamplight as well as the fishing boats on the Jialing River with
the reflections of lamplight glittering in the water!

109)

The ink and wash paintings and watercoloursof theseartists could be consideredas
the sourceof the ink colour painting which was very popular in the 1950sand once replaced
Chinesepainting. The attemptsof Li Keran to do ink and wash and watercolour landscapes
formed an important experiencebefore he started his drawing from life with ink and brush
in 1954.
In the summer of 1942, the Foreign Friendship Society made use of Li Keran's
watercolour landscapesto decorate a room for a meeting. Xu Beihong was very pleased
with them. He wrote to Li Keran, expressinghis wish to exchangePicture of Cat, one of
his paintings, for a watercolour by Li Keran. Li was much moved. It was through this that
Li got to know Xu Beihong. In September1942, a joint exhibition of contemporaryChinese
painting was held in Chongqing. A Chinesepainting entitled A Buffalo Boy Pointing in the
Direction of Apricot Village by Li Keran was hung at the entranceto the exhibition hall. At
the opening ceremony, Xu Beihong pasted a note in red on the painting with the words
"reservedfor Xu Beihong". Li Keran felt deeply grateful for Xu Beihong's high regard and
the contactsbetweenthe two noticeably increasedafter that.
During this period, Li Keran often paid visits to Lin Fengmian, who was then living
in a room of a warehouse of the Guomindang troops in a remote district on the southern
bank of the Jialing River. Because of student unrest which arose when the Hangzhou Art
Academy merged with the Beiping Art Academy, Lin Fengmian had in 1938 resigned his
leadership post at the school, and since then had worked as a member of the Design Office
of the Third Bureau, at a salary of 200 yuan. But after the closing of the Third Bureau
(110).
He was no
caused the abolition of the Design Office, life had been very hard for him
[109]ibid.
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[1101 See Hua Xia, 'Li Keran's Recollectionsof the Art Academy', 77je Cradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang
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longer the Presidentof the Art Academy but a poor and lonely painter. His diet was the
sameas that of a soldier and he had to cook and wash clothes for himself. However, he had
not changedhis determinationeven in such adversecircumstances,but immersedhimself all
day long in painting. When in Hangzhou,he had begun to try ink and wash painting to give
vent to his feelings after oil painting, whereas in Chongqing, where material conditions
were extremely difficult, he found it impossible to continue his oil painting work, and
turned therefore to the painting of large quantitiesof ink - wash and coloured ink works.
Towards the end of 1942, the situation of the Cultural Work Council further
deteriorated,and Guo Moruo urged the staff to be mentally preparedfor finding other jobs.
It so happened that at this juncture, Chen Zhifo (1896-1971), who was appointed as
President of the National Academy in the summer of 1942, happenedto see Li Keran's
works in an exhibition, as a result of which he invited Li Keran to work as a lecturer in the
0
11).
Department of Chinese Painting of the National Art Academy
Chen Zhifo had in
addition engagedFeng Zikai (1898-1975) as the professor of Introduction to Art and the
(112).
Dean of Studies
Li Keran acceptedthe offer and becamea teacherat the National Art
Academy in 1943, and moved to live in a dormitory behind the high black walls of the
compound. At the beginning of 1944, Pan Tianshou was appointed as the Presidentof the
National Art Academy, and in the summer of the same year, due to his efforts, Lin
Fengmian returned to the Academy to teach. Ni Yide was another who accepted the
0 13)
offer.
During this period, a large number of noted painters were found in Chongqing,
either attached to the National Art Academy at Panxi or to the Art Department of the
Central University at Shapingba.They included Lin Fengmian, Xu Beihong, Fu Baoshi, Ni
Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p-85
1111]ibid., p.84
[1121See Feng Yiyin, 'Cherishing the Memory of My Mother School and My Father Feng Zikai', Hangzhou.7he Cradle ofArt, p. 148, ZhqJiangFine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 148
[1131 See Cao Zengming, 'Mr. Haiyan Talks on Past Events at the Art Academy', 77te Cradle of Art,
Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 150
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Yide, Guan Liang, Zhao Wuji, Zhu Dequn, Ding Yanyong, etc. In addition noted scholars
who were also at that time living in Chongqing, such as Guo Moruo, Lao She, Ban Bozan,
Cai Yi and others, were all friendly with Li Keran. These intellectuals frequently met each
other. Together they probed into academicsubjects, exchangedtheir painting experiences
and ideas about art which resulted in the formation of a pluralistic cultural circle, which
exerted a great influence on Li Keran's endeavoursin Chinese painting as well as his
subsequentdevelopment.
In 1943, Li Keran had once brought along with him to the China Art Institute a
class of students then studying landscapepainting in the Academy, to visit the painting
collections of the successivedynastieson exhibition there. The Institute was founded with
money from the Boxer Indemnity Fund appropriated by the China-Britain Board of
Directors. Xu Beihong was appointedto be in chargeof the preparationsfor its founding in
(114).
the autumn of 1942, in the nature of an institute for art research
Xu Beihong readily
agreedto Li Keran's request, taking out his often-usedseal for the studentsto have a view
of it.
Ll Keran also once invited Lin Fengmian, who was then living in Tanzishi, a
remote countryside spot on the southern bank, to give a lecture to his students in the
landscapeclass. As soon as Lin arrived, he was immediately encircled by the students
asking to watch him doing the painting. Lin was in high spirits. He took up his paint-brush
on the spot and gave a painting to a student as soon as it was finished. He produced more
than twenty paintings altogether and every student in the class received a painting, to the
satisfactionof all.
Li Keran also demonstratedhis painting techniquesfor the studentsin the class. In
1985, he exchanged a new painting, for an old one, A Lady Holding A Fan, which he
painted in 1943, with a former student in a classroom in the Academy in Chongqing. In the
colophon, he sighed with emotion that in those years when he wielded a brush, the lines
were like fine thread and gossamer, but he could not reproduce them in his later year, when
Life of Xu Bediong,Beijing:ChinaYouthPublishingHouse,August
[1141Liao Jingwcn,My Recollecfion-77je
1982,p.184
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his eyeswere dim and his handstrembling.

(115)

During the period when he was in the National Art Academy, Li Keran changedthe
focus of his attention in the study and practice of Chinesepainting to landscape.In 'A Brief
Account in His Own Words, he said,
"in 1943,1 was offered a job teaching Chinesepainting in the National
Art Academy of Chongqing. I therefore had more time to probe and study
the tradition and creation of traditional Chinese painting. I was then
studying traditional ink and wash freehand brushwork. The objects of my
study were mainly laýYjýpes, supplementedwith the paintings of buffalo
and classicalfigures. ",
Since the time of the Cultural Work Council in 1941 when he began to probe and
study tradition, the influence of Fu Baoshi among his friends in art circles could not be
ignored.
Fu Baoshi was the secretary of Guo Moruo when the latter was in charge of the
Third Bureau during the years 1938--40. It must have been in this period that Li Keran got
acquaintedwith Fu Baoshi. After the removal of the Third Bureau to Jingangpo, they both
lived there at the sametime. When the Third Bureau was abolished, Fu Baoshi left his post
and returned to the Central University as a professor, devoting himself with great
concentrationto creative painting. Fu went to teach in the Central University every day and
had to tramp over hill and dale on the way, and the hills and waters of Sichuan which he
saw daily contributed greatly to his landscapepainting creations. The period in Chongqing
was the peak period of Fu Baoshi's creativity in Chinesepainting. In September1942, he
openedhis 'Personal Exhibition at Chongqing in the Year Renwu'. Altogether 100 works
were exhibited including the Dad! Cottage Picture with a colophon by Xu Beihong which
read "Vitality uninhibited, the supplication of a sincere human being", and Qu Yuan and
Portrait of Tao Yuanmingwith poemsby Guo Moruo on them. In 1943, Fu held his second
exhibition in Chongqing and Chengdu. His name as a painter at that period was like the
midday sun.
Both Li Keran and Fu Baoshi lived in Jingangpo for about four years; their two
[1151SeeLi KeranOnArt, Beijing:The People'sFineArts Press,1990,p.205
[1161 Li Kemn, 'A Brief Self-narration', August, 1977, from Sun Mcilan, St"dy of U Keran, Beijing: Jiangsu
Fine Arts Press, 1991, p.260
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dwellings were about ten minutes walk from each other, and Li often went to visit Fu
Baoshi. In the secondhalf of 1943, Li Keran moved to live in "the courtyard with black
(117)
Fu
walls" (a nicknameof the Academy in Panxi), he continuedhis visits to Fu Baoshi.
lived in Jingangpo continuously until October 1946 when he returned to Nanjing. His
traditional Chinesepainting At the Foot ofJ! ngangpowas done in July, 1945.
Fu and Mang Daqian (1899-1983), then a researcherat the China Art Institute
under Xu Beihong, were ardent admirers of Shi Tao and Zhu Da. They echoedthe trend of
those thinkers and artists since the New Cultural Movement of May Fourth who bitterly
attackedthe restoration of ancient ways and the orthodoxy of the four Wangs, and this led
to the tendencyto worship the tradition of the Ming loyalists and early Qing monks Shi Tao
is
it
in
Zhu
Da
Chongqing's
Chinese
In
not
and
painting circle.
such a cultural atmosphere,
at all surprising that Li Keran's landscapepaintings during his period in Chongqing bore the
strong influence of Shi Tao and Zhu Da. Li Keran said later,
"Not a single modern landscapepainter, such as fri ý aoshi, Zhang
Daqian or myself, is free from the influence of Shi Tao.
BesidesFu Baoshi, someoneelsewho played a part in promoting Li Keran's intense
study of tradition must have beenPan Tianshou, who was twice his teacher.In the spring of
1944, Pan Tianshou was appointedPresident of the National Art Academy in Chongqing,
and Li Keran continuedhis work as a lecturer in the Departmentof ChinesePainting.
After Li Keran moved to live in the "courtyard with black walls", young bamboos
were seengrowing out of the bamboogrove behind his houseand extendedinto his studio.
Li named his studio "you (being) jun (a man of noble character) tang (studio)", and
engraveda seal with the three characters "youjun tang ff which he kept using till the years
(119)
after he moved to Beiping in 1946.
[117] Gong Jimin, Fang Rennian, Chronological Life of Guo Moruo, volume 11,says that on 17th October,
1943, Guo Moruo lunched at Fu Baoshi's home in Jingangpo. U Keran was also present in the afternoon.
Tianjin: Tianjin People's Press, 1982, p.445. See also Wan Qingli. 'Biography of U Keran', Hong Kong:
Brush and Ink, No.26,1992, p. 112
[1181Quotedin Sun Meilan, A StudyqfLl Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p. 33
[1191 see Li Keran's handwritten comment, compiled by Wan Qingli, 'Chronology of U Keran' Hong Kong:
Brush and Ink, No. 26, p.27, and U Keran, a Chronological Table'. compiled by Sun Meilan, A Study of LI
Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Arts Press, 1991, p. 139. Again according to the notes from the author's visit to
Zou Peizhu, "young bamboos extended into studio" occurred in Li Keran's studio at National Art Academy
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In the summer of 1944, Li Keran married Zou Peizhu(120), a graduate of the
Sculpture Departmentof the Academy. Zou Peizhu (b. 1920) was a native of Hangzhou of
the sameage as Li Wan, Li Keran's fourth younger sister. The two were schoolmatesand
good friends. Zou Peizhu had once been the chairwoman of the student union. Her school
She
had
bright
loved
disposition,
to sing the tunes
a
and
cheerful
and
excellent.
was
record
of Beijing opera. The Academy in Panxi frequently held performances and Zou had
performed and sung 'laosheng' (old man) roles with Li

Keran playing huqin

(121)
accompaniment.
In December, 1944, an Ink and Wash Painting Exhibition of Li Keran was held at
the National Art Academy in Chongqing. Before the occasion,Li Keran had shown a few of
his paintings to Xu Beihong who was very pleased with them and took the initiative in
writing a prefacefor the exhibition which said:
"Mr. Li Keran of Xuzhou is unique in bringing a new charm to
painting. The romancewhich Xu Tianchi has spreadover inanimateobjects
and flowers, Mr. Li has brought to all his figures. Brimming with unusual
charm, high and mighty, his brush sings and his ink dances,without parallel
ý2ýý tory. Given time, his achievementsare bound to break all limits. "
Xu Beihong's commendationdwelt mainly on Li Keran's style in following that of
Xu Wei (1521-93), an outstanding freehand flower and bird painter of the Ming Dynasty,
and on the unique style of his figure painting that excelled even the ancients. Li Keran
admitted that his figure painting at that period was trying to assimilatethe "unconventional
("Courtyard with black walls"). Wan Qingli wrongly recorded it as in Li Keran's house in Jingangpo. See
'Biography of Li Keran', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.26, p. 110.
[1201According to Wan Qingli, 'Biography of Li Keran', Li Keran and Zou Peizhu got acquaintedin February
1943, and married in May of the same year; Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.26, p. 112. Sun Mcilan's U
Keran, a Chronological Table' also records about Li Keran and Zou Pcizhu got married in 1943; Sun Mcilan, A
Slu4 of Li Keran, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Art Press, 1991, p. 139. The author confirmed with Zou Peizhu that
after Li Keran moved into the "courtyard with black walls" in the first half of 1943, he becameacquaintedwith
her, and after her graduation in the summer of 1944, they married. They had two sons and a daughter: Li
Xiaoke, Li Zhu (the daughter), Li Geng.
[1211SeeYu Lu, 'Su Shaoqingand Li Keran', recordedoriginally in Nanjing Political ConsultativeConference
Ist issue, 1990, collected in Sun Meilan, A Studyof Li Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p. 312
[122] Xu Bcihong, 'Preface to the Painting Exhibition of Mr. Li Keran', recorded originally in Tianjin N Shi
Newspaper, 12th September,1947, collected in Xu Beffiong's Collected Works On Art, Volume 2, Taibei: The
Artist Press, 1987
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(123)
grace of Liang Kai and Xu Qingteng."
The writer Lao She was very excited after his visit to the exhibition. He said to Li
Keran:
"After seeingyour paintings, I felt as if I had drunk longlin te
the "white and clear chicken" of Sichuan, enjoyed myself to the fuliflIv

ed
-

He also wrote a commentary entitled 'Watching Painting' and published it in
Chongqing's Saodang Paper. This commentary was a pertinent remark on Li Keran's
during
in
Chongqing
he
in
his
Chinese
was
assiduousstudy of
painting while
achievements
the 1940s.
1) Lao She made an overall appraisal of Li Keran's creative progress in Chinese
She
Lao
in
1939.
Chongqing
five
before,
he
said:
to
since
came
years
painting
"His painting is immensely better than that of five years agol Five
he
it
he
deliberately
that
to
was
show
that
scrawling
years ago, seemed
was
daring. But he could not set the minds of others at ease,his hand sometimes
hesitated.But today, there is almost stroke that is not very bold, neither is
there a stroke that is not confident. His,paTWg is now entirely his own. It
will not causeany worry to a spectator.
Lao She was not talking in generalities, becausefive years before, in 1939, he had
bought two of Li Keran's paintings, one of a buffalo and the other a landscape,and this time
he "looked at them for two solid hours"(126). His commentarywas therefore well-founded.
Lao She's remarksrevealedthat Li's painting had experiencedchangefrom a rather juvenile
to a more mature state, and it was after his arrival in Chongqing to study traditional Chinese
painting that the changehad occurred.
2) Lao She highly praised Li Keran's figure paintings. He said:
. ing, the works of Keran are no doubt the greatestin the
"In figure F1ý9ý
country now."
The reasonwas that
1123] Hua Xia, Ti Keran's Recollectionsof the Art Academy', 7he Cradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine
Arts Academy Press, 1988, p. 85
[124] ibi4
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-wA

", -le arl

[1251 Lao She, 'Watching Painting', recorded originally in Chongqing's Saodang Paper, 22nd December,
1944, collected in Lao Site Collection of Literary and Art Commentaries,Sun Meilan, A Study of LI Keran,
Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, pp.262-263
[1261ibid., p.262
[127] ibid.

46

"the figures of Keran are creations.When he says it is Du Fu, then Du
Fu it is. If he wants to create a drunýM) then a drunkard it is, and the
drunkard can be immortal like Du Ful'
On this point, he comparedL! Keran's figures to those by Zhao WangyUn (190677). He said:
'Wangyun was famous for his figure painting, but, in fact, he has not
faithfully pýaý% the person. Wangyun's figures have neither eyes nor
"Wangyun can only mak
figures change their
expression.
clothing. To date, he has not createdcharacter.'
His view was that when Li Keran created the typical images of Du Fu and the
drunkard, what he dependedon was not the clothing but their expression.He said that Li

Keranwasreally clever,
"He did not pay much attention to which dynasty the clothing
M q3ged, he focussedhis attentionon the face and eyesof the figure."
"He transferredthe expressions
of the figuresin Westernpaintingto
Chinesepainting,asa resultof whichthe figuresbecamealive. Someof his
figuresshut their eyes,someopenone eye and shut the other, someraise
their eyebrows,somehavea twistedmouth.No matterhow their eyebrows
andeyesappear,their heartsandsoulsbreaký6, a3 their faces,pitifully and
funnily alive on thepaper,permanentlyalive!" 3
Lao Sheobviouslyadmiredthe humoroussentimentsand sympathyin Li Keran's
art. He said,
. In the creationof thesefigures, Keran has fully demonstrated
what
kind of a manhe is -- he is enthusiastic,
straightforwardandhumorous.It is
because
he sympathizes
witW e peoplethat he paintedthem,eventhough
they look a bit ridiculous."
On this point, Lao Shehad indicatedthe greatestdifferencein the realmof figure
painting betweenLi Keran and Fu Baoshi, i. e., Li's figures belong to those that are socially
experienced,warm and humorous, whereasthose of Fu Baoshi are people who keep aloof
from worldly affairs and free from vulgarity. However, Li Keran's figure painting style
showed "the beauty of the succinctnessof the lines peculiar to Chinese painting", which
more or less bore the influence of the figure paintings of Fu Baoshi.
[1281ibid.
[1291ibid.
[1301ibid.
[1311ibid.
[1321ibid.
[1331ibid.
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3) On Li Keran's landscape painting, Lao She's views were of profound
significance. He said,
"I am of the opinion that his (Li's) landscapepainting is not as good as
his figures. Landscape,having passedthrough the painstaking creations of
so many generations, today seemsunable to jump out of the old circle.
Keran would like very much to jump out of the old cricle. No matter
whether it is in the use of the brush, in mood, in colouring, in composition,
all he thinks of is to create, not to copy. But he has succeededonly in part,
becausehis mood is still the aloofnessand seclusionof pastoral poetry: he
doesnot dare to paint a 'new poem' on the paper. In this respect,though he
is courageous,he is still not equal to Zhao Wangyun. But with Keran's
talent and craftsmanship,should he willing to try a 'new poem', I believe
that he is sure to excel Wd11F
,Yull.
What Lao She said had three implications: 1) He affirmed that Li Keran wanted to
jump out of the old pattern, and in every aspectof form, all he thought of was to create, not
to copy. [This was in harmony with Keran's self-appraisal.He believed, at that period, that
he was "breaking in with the greatest skill", devoting himself to the study of tradition,
learning the standardsof his predecessors,but "nowhere falling into the conventionsof my
(135)]
.
2) He criticized the mood of Li's landscapepainting for still bearing
predecessors.
the aloofnessand seclusionof China's pastoral poetry. 3) He advisedhim to try and show a
new mood in his landscapepainting, like a new-style poem and song which demonstrated
the rich and complicatedthoughts and feelings of modern people. Lao She enthusiastically
placed his hope in Li Keran, believing that with his talent and skill, he was sure to succeed.
Lao She's last suggestion typically reflected the mood of a number of post-May Fourth
scholars and artists who yearned for the emergenceof a modern pattern of Chinese
landscapepainting.
From the two commentariesby Xu Beihong and Lao She on the painting exhibition
it can be seenthat: 1) Li Keran's simple and unadornedstyle of figure painting had won full
approbation as early as the 1940s. 2) How to create a modern system of traditional
landscapeas well as a new concept is a problem facing 20th century painters, and it was
Lao She who directly revealedit to Li Keran.
Some time after 1944, Li Keran viewed and enjoyed more than 70 works by Qi
[1341ibid.
[1351V Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press, 1990, p.201
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(136)
Early in 1929 when Xu Beihong was Presidentof
Baishi in the home of Xu Beihong.
the Art College under National Beiping University, he had engaged Qi Baishi to be a
professor at the College and personally edited the first volume of Qi Baishi's painting
collection and written a preface for it. He recommendedit to the Shanghai Zhonghua
(137)
Qi Baishi had
Publishing House for publication at the beginning of the 1930s.
inscribed poemson paintings which he sent to Xu Beihong to expresshis gratitude for their
close friendship. The poems, in part, read: "It's a pity to opposethe multitude so strongly,
(138);
it mademy poor face sweat with perspiration"
"Xu is the only gentlemansouth of the
(139)
Yangzi who pours out his heart";
"With cane in hand visiting Xu Xi in a dream".
(140) In 1930
when Xu Beihong returned south to Nanjing, he correspondedwith Qi Baish!
continuously, and wheneverQi painted a fine painting, he would send it to Xu Beihong, and

(141)
Xu would remit to Qi Baishithe remuneration
Qi Baishiwas in a mature
dueto him.
periodafter his "reform at 60 yearsof age",full of vim andvigour. Xu Beihongboughtfor
his collectiona largenumberof Qi's works of this period, and it wastheseworks that Li
Keransawat Xu Beihong'shouse.Beforethis, Li KeranhadalreadyreadQi Baishi'sbrief
accountabouthimself. Now that he sawwith his own eyestheserare works by Qi Baishi,
he simply worshippedhim. Xu Beihongexpressed
that sinceLi admiredQi so much,he
[1361ibid., p. 117
[137] See Liao Jingwen, My recollections - 71telife of Xu Beihong, Beijing: China Youth Publishing House,
1992, pp. 104-105; Collected Paintings of Qi Baishi, the Zhonghua Book Company, Shanghai,July, 1932; the
Prefaceby Xu Beihong collected in the Xu Beiliong's Collected Works On Art, Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987
[1381 A poem inscribed by Qi Baishi on a landscapepainting sent as a gift to Xu Bcihong read: "Painting a
landscapepicture in my youth is for amusement,not out of any wish for fame; why risk the curse of thousands
on my style, Xu is the only gentlemansouth of the Yangzi who pours out his heart; as for the claim that things
grotesqueissue from my heart and hand, it is ghosts and gods that cause it, not human beings; It's a pity to
opposethe multitude so strongly, it mademy poor face sweatwith perspiration.* Quotedon p. 104, ibid.
[1391ibid.
[1401Qi Baishi's painting Finding a way home on a moonlit might,(1930) a gift to Xu Beihong with two poems
inscribed on the painting. One of them read: "(Zhugc Liang) was duty-bound to reply to (Liu Bei's) three calls
at his thatchedcottage, let alone the trifling skill of an old painter. Light breeze and full moon above the sea,
Cane in hand I visited Xu Xi in a dreamy state." Here the name Xu Xi is used with reference to Xu Beihong.
Quoted on P.103, sameas above.
[1411 See Liao Jingwen, My recollections - 7he life of Xu Beiliong, Beijing: China Youth Publishing House,
1982, p. 104
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would introduce Li Keran to Qi Baishi when an opportunity aroseý142)
In the summerof 1944, Lin Fengmianreturned to his teaching in the National Art
Academy, also staying in the "courtyard with black walls"(143) at a distanceof two to three
11from Xu Beihong's dwelling house in Panxi. However, Li Keran noticed that the two
masters "have never yet visited each other"(144), which made him very uneasy. One day,
he askedLin Fengmianto accompanyhim on a visit to Xu Beihong. Lin Fengmian was in
high spirits and they went together. Three days later, Xu Beihong formally invited Lin
Fengmianto dinner at his house, and Li Keran, Zhang Anzhi (1911-90), Li Ruinian (1910(145)
helped
1985) and others
In his later years, Li Keran
entertain the guest of honour.
twice mentioned this event, thinking it worth "having the occasion recorded in letters of
(146)
in
gold the history of art".
In 1945, Li Keran together with Lin Fengmian, Ding Yanyong (1902-78), Guan
Liang (1900-86), Ni Yide and Zhao Wuji (Zao Wouki; 1920- ) held a Six-Man Joint
Painting Exhibition in Chongqing.
In August of the sameyear, Japandeclaredunconditional surrender. The eight-year
War of ResistanceagainstJapanwas over.

1.7

TEACHING AT THE BEIPING NATIONAL ART ACADEMY (1946-49)

[1421SeeSun Mcilan, A Study ofLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.35
[1431 According to Li Keran's recollection, Mr. Lin lived in a "courtyard with black walls" and Mr. Xu lived
by the side of the Jialing River, the distance between them being only two to three li. Li Keran had
accompaniedLin Fengmian on a visit to Xu Bcihong (see 77je Cradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts
Academy Press, 1988, p.85). Lin Fengmian's settling down in the "courtyard with black walls" occurred after
his return to his teachingjob at the Academy in the summer of 1944, see note (34), this Section. Therefore Li
Keran's visit to Mr. Xu in the company of Mr. Lin must have occurred after the summer of 1944. Wan Qingli,
in 'Biography of Li Keran' erroneously records it as 1943; seeHong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 26, p. 112.
[1441 Hua Xia, U Keran's Recollections of the Art Academy', 7he Cradle of Art, Hangzhou: Zhcjiang Fine
Arts Academy Press, 1988, P-95
[1451 ibid.
[146] Li Keran On, 4ri, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1990, p. 117
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In 1946, Li Keran received two letters of appointment, one from the Beiping
National Art Academy, the other from the National Art Academy in Hangzhou. He decided
to acceptthe offer from Xu Beihong. This decision dramatically affectedhis artistic path in
the latter half of his life, even influencing the realization and establishmentof his personal
objective of innovating Chinesepainting with "knocking in" and "knocking out", which had
taken root in the early 1940s.He remarkedlater,
"I had decided to go up north becauseBeiping is one of China's
antique culypý cities, where there are paintings kept in the National Palace
Museum."

He furtherstated,
"We paintersof this generationmay haveno problemin representing
but our
things in a form of our own, even excellingour predecessors;
greatestshortcomingis in calligraphicbrush-work.Herein Beipingwe have
masterQi (Qi Baishi)A masterHuang(HuangBinhong).I havecomejust
J.
because
of thesetwo"
He explained,
"I was then forty years old. I reckoned, if I did not learn ancient art
direct from mastef 57ists, direct from tradition, I might have committed a
4
historic blunder.
This shows that in acquiring arts and knowledge the path pursuedby Li Keran was
in a way really traditional. He believed that "in acquiring tradition, it would be most
valuable to acquire it direct, i. e., 'zhen chuan' (handeddown direct from the master
(150)
In November, 1946, Li Keran moved his family up north to settle down in Beiping.
The first two years he and his family lived in the dormitory quartersof the Beiping National
Art Academy in the Gongyuan Xijie. Two years later, they moved to No. 2, Dayabao
(151)
Hutong, where they lived to the latter part of the Cultural Revolution.
In the same
year, his fourth sister Li Wan, while on her way home via Kunming, organizedand held an
Exhibition of Li Keran's Chinese Paintings, displaying some forty paintings, most of which
[1471FromSunMcilan,A StudyofLI Keran,Nanjing:JiangsuJineFineArt Press,1991,pp.35-36
[1481 ibid. "I ý
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[1491U Keran On Art, Beijing- The People's Fine Art Press,Beijing, 1990, p.33
[1501ibid., p.32 143'-,his .-W rc'*i:, '
1151]According to notestaken by the author on a visit to Zou Beizhu, 28th Fcb, 1996
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(152)
have beenunfortunately lost.
Xu Beihong had come to Beiping from Nanjing by the end of August, 1946. He
beganto advocatehis educationalnotions of innovation in Chinesepainting while teaching
at the Beiping National Art Academy. Coming with Li Keran to assumeteachingposts were
Ye Qianyu (1907-95), director of the Department of Chinese Painting, Li Kuchan (18991983), Jiang Zhaohe (1904-86), Li Hu and Zong Qixiang. Xu Beihong had invited the 83year-old Qi Baishi and the 81-year-old Huang Binhong to be honorary professorsof Beiping
(153)
National Art Academy.
Xu Beihong set up two years' sketching training as a foundation course in Chinese
painting for his students.In the later professionaltraining of three years, his pupils had to
be able to

" paint ten kinds of animals, ten kinds of feathers,ten kinds of trees or
plants and paint a palaceto the minutest detail. Further, they should be able
to handle diverse implements to draw a circle, curve and straight line, to
paint anything under heaveneasily, be it figure, landscane imal or plant,
(154Y
and architectureof any structure efficiently and easily".
He further stated,
"In sketching, we learn from nature which is comparableto an electric
light bulb, and learn from the ancientmasterswhich is comparableto candle
light. Now we have fellows who imitate the works of Dong Qichang and the
Four Wangs and feel elated as if 'ding on high horses. How can it be any
brighter than the candle light? "JA
A seriesof innovative measuresadoptedby Xu Beihong at the Beiping National Art

Academy provoked an "Anti-Xu

movement" in October,

1947. The Beiping Artists'

Association accused him of "trampling on Chinese painting, a conspiracy to destroy Chinese
(156)
Art"
Xu Beihong stubbornly refuted the attack. He held a press conference on 15th
.
11521Letter from Li Wanto SunMeilan, 10thJuly, 1988.SeeA Studyof Li Keranby SunMeilan, Nanjing:
JiangsuFineArt Press,1991,p.70
[153] See Liao Jingwen, My Recollection - On the Life of Xu Bei Hong, Beijing: China Youth Publishing
House, 1982, p.329
[154] Xu Beihong, 'Steps In the Build-up of A New Chinese Painting', 1947, Collected Works of Xu Beffiong
On Art, Volume II, Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987, pp.530-531
[1551 Xu Beihong, 'The Art Situation of China Today', Collected Works of Xu Beiliong On Art, Volume 11,
Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987, p.537
[1561See Liao Jingwen, My Recollection- On Me life of Xu Beiliong, Beijing: China Youth Publishing House,
1982, pp.334-335
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October, 1947. He madea written statementin which he pointed out,
"To establisha new Chinesepainting is not at all amelioration, neither
can it be called a merging of Oriental and Occidental art. We obtain our art
direct from nature alone. But to obtain from nature directly cannot be
achievedby mere empty words. The calumny that any stress on sketching
would follow the footsteps of GuiseppeCastiglione (1688-1766) or of the
Japanesepainters, is in reality no more than a repetition of prejudice voiced
by people in the past. Just seethe work of newly-rising painters like me and
Jiang Zhaohe (1904-1986), Ye Qianyu, Zong Qixiang; one can clearly see
the fallacy of such a prejudice, and be convincedthat there are many paths
to be blazed for our new Chinese paintings, which need people to
(157)
develop
......
Near the end of 1946, Xu Beihong brought Li Keran to pay a visit to Qi Baishi,

mentioningLi's earnestdesireto be Qi's pupil. But as Li did not bring any paintingwith
him, his requestdid not arouseQi's attention.As Li wasreally in earnestaboutbecoming
Qi's pupil, whenhe did not receiveany responsefrom Qi within a periodof time, he went
(158)
Qi, reclining,
againearlythe next spring,bringingwith him sometwentypaintings.
took a glanceat two paintings,then satup, andfinally stoodup to spreadthe paintingson
the table and scrutinizedeachcarefully. After studyingthem carefully, he spokewith a
smile,

"Thirty years ago, I beheldthe genuinepainting of Xu Qingteng, M65
dreaming that thirty years later, I would behold yours, a young man..
"You should make prints of theml Use this kind of paper". Then he turned
is kind! You
to take out a caseof vellum paper from a cabinet, sayinfi6ip
haven't any. I have. Use mine to print your painting
......
Obviously, Qi Baishi appreciated Li's paintings. That year, Qi was eighty-four

while Li was forty years of age. One day, Qi Baishi suddenly askedLi Keran, "Don't you
"
have
Li Keran answered, "You yourself have been my master already."
to
a
master?
want
A few days later, Li learned that the old man was displeasedbecausehe had not formally
acknowledgedhim as his master. Li Keran explainedthat becausehe was short of cash, he
was trying to save more money in order to give a formal party as a ceremony
[1571 Xu Beihong 'Steps In the Build-up of A New Chinese Painting', 1947,771e Collected Works of XU
Beiliong On Art, Volume 11,Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987, p.531
[1581From notesby the author on a visit to Zou Pcizhu, 28th February, 1996
[159] From Sun Meilan, A StudyofLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.36
11601From Huang Yongyu, 'A Sacrifice to Console the Soul - No.2, Dayabao Hutong', Hong Kong: 7he
Nineties, 1990/1
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acknowledging Qi Baishi as his master. But Qi Baishi had his nurse telephoneLi, saying,
"You need not spend any money, come instantlyl" That day, Li Keran and Qi Ziru, the
third

son of Qi Baishi, knelt down kowtowing to Qi Baishi as a rite

of

(161) Thereafter, Li Keran
was always by the side of Qi Baishi, rubbing
acknowledgement.
the inkstick for him, observing while the master was painting, until Qi Baishi passedaway
ten years later in 1957. His master seldom talked. Li Keran could only silently observe
when he was wielding a brush in creating a picture and imbibe the spirit he was exhibiting
while he was painting. What he obtained and ruminated on were fully manifested in the
(162)
In his articles, he
diverse articles which he wrote about his master Qi Baishi.
expounded the vague discourses, correspondence and inscriptions into valuable and
theoretical viewpoints, such as his motto "the subtlety of art is in-between likeness and
unlikeness" which was his own discovery and propagated to society at large. Another
example was his rectification of the misunderstandingof Qi's inscription *A brush by old
Baishi" which gave people the impressionthat the works by the master artist were really too
easyand frivolous, merely making brush splashesto create a painting. As a matter of fact,
all the adoration of Li Keran for his master Qi Baishi was to become the platform from
which Li made attemptsto reform Chinesepainting, and could be detectedand felt in his
artistic pursuits and achievementsin the later half of his life. As a teacher at an advanced
Art Academy, his conduct in formally acknowledging a master was incomprehensibleto
those left-deviationists amonghis contemporaries.
According to master Qi's janitor, a eunuch of the Qing Dynasty named Yin (Yin
Ruchun), Li was the most diligent student and a frequent visitor. Tbough unlike those
studentswho used to bring costly presentsto the master, yet the master took a particular
delight in dealing with him. Master Qi had been in Beijing for a long time. He had disciples
and studentsaplenty. But in the later part of his life, the one who really inherited his artistic
[161] SeeLi Song, 7he Life ofLI Keran, Tianjin: Tianjin People'sFine Art Press, 1992, p.9
[162] Li Kcran, 'Master Chinese Painter Qi Baishi', People's Daily, 8th April, 1951; 'A Brief Biography of
Painter Qi Baishi', Collected Works of Bai Shl. Rong Bao Zhai, 1952; 'On Master Qi Baishi and His Paintings',
Art, 1958/5
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(163)
legacy was none other than Li Keran.
Master Qi was very fond of Li, holding him in high esteem.He bestowed some
thirty paintings and calligraphies on him in succession.His first painting, 77iePicture of
Five Crabs, had a humorous inscription which reads,
"the articles of Sima Xiangru of yore r tPAT uck over the land, now the
paintings of Li Keran will run amuck too. "
During the Cultural Revolution, Li Keran had to snip off the inscription, for the
be
he
"run
for
to
could
punished as
amuck"
were
sufficient
constitute
which
words
a crime,
an anti-revolutionary. The five crabs are still in the painting.
Li Keran did a figure painting entitled Old Man Under the Pumpkin Shed, in which
he painted an old man dozing in the cool under a pumpkin shed. Master Qi praised it highly
as "supremely transcendent".Hence, he inscribed his praise:
"This could be a painting by Qingteng; even had the olj, ggýnter
Qingteng painted it himself, I fear it would be not so transcendent.'
In his life, Qi Baishi adored Qingteng (Xu Wei). Comparing Li's painting with
Qingteng's painting is evidenceof master Qi's high esteemfor Li Keran. In 1957, when Li
Keran and Guan Liang visited East Germany and jointly held an Art Exhibition in Berlin,
this painting becamethe property of the Premier.
In the spring of 1947, while still a disciple of Qi Baishi, Li Keran asked to be a
pupil of landscape master Huang Binhong (1895-1955), but he did not perform the
ceremony of acknowledgement.At his first interview, Li brought a few paintings to ask
Huang's opinion. One of the paintings was Zhong Kul, the guardian god, and Huang praised
it greatly. He instantly took out a painting Guardian God Belabouring the Ghosts, a Yuan
dynasty work which he had kept as a prize. He wanted to give this to Li as a gift, but Li
declined. But in the summer of 1948, following an invitation from the National Art
Academy, Huang went south from Beiping and settled in Hangzhou. Li Keran failed to have
the opportunity to learn as much from Huang as he had from Qi Baishi.
[163] SeeHuang Miaozi, 'Recollectionsof Shiniu Tang', Hong Kong: BrIsshand Ink, No. 26, p. 130
[164] See U Keran, a Chronological Life', Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990,
p.223
[1651ibid.
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At the end of the 1940s, Li Keran styled his studio Shl Shl Mal (literally tenmaster-study), signifying that he was studying and learning from the ten renowned
traditional master painters. Apart from the two "direct instructors", Qi Baishi and Huang
Binhong, the other eight were: Fan Kuan of the Northern Song, Li Tang of the late northern
Song - early southern Song, Wang Meng and Huang Gongwangof the Yuan dynasty, and
the Four Monks at the beginning of the Qing Dynasty: Shi Tao, Shi Xi and Zhu Da,
166)
together with the Jinling painter Gong Xian!
Li Keran also entitled his studio Shinlu Tang (Ox-Worshipping Hall) signifying that
(167)
he would, like the ox, "give others more, take from others less"
.
During the summer and autumn of 1947, Li Keran held a personal exhibition in
Beiping and Tianjin successively, using Xu Beihong's 1944 Preface to his exhibition in
(ts
Chongqing.
168) In 1948, he held
a secondexhibition of paintings in Beiping. Xu Beihong especially
treasuredsometen pictures, including Boruan Tu, Hualsu Shujiao and Boy! and Shuqi, and
designedmounts for them personally, all of which are kept in the Xu Beihong Memorial
Hall.

[1661ibid., pp.. 32-34
[1671 U Keran, self-explanationof the seal *Shi-Niu Tang"; from Sun Mcilan, A Study of Li Keran, Nanjing:
JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.250
[168] Tianjin: ri Shi Daily, 12th Scptember,1947
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CHAPTER 2: REFORMING CHINESE PAINTING AND
ACHIEVING LI-STYLE LANDSCAPE

This chaptercontinuesto investigateLi Keran's artistic career in the secondhalf of
the century, i. e. the entire process of realizing his personal project of reforming Chinese
painting, and his activities and thoughts at various periods. At the sametime, this chapter
describes the general problems arising in the development of the movement to reform
Chinesepainting, and also related to the difficulties that common artists of the time had to
face and what they were thinking. The purpose of such a description is to make a
comparison between Li and his contemporaries and to reveal the complexity of the
relationship betweenart and politics in China today. It may be of help in understandingthe
path that Li Keran had traversedunder the specialhistorical and political conditions as well
as the background in which a certain idea or an artistic style were produced.

2.1

THE EARLY YEARS OF TEACHING IN THE CENTRAL ACADEMY OF FINE
ARTS (1950--53)

When Xu Beihong was appointed to head the National Beiping Art Academy, he
was encouragedby Zhou Enlai. At that time he indicated that he meant to run a leftist
(1) In
the autumn of 1948, when Beiping was near to liberation, the Education
school.
Ministry of the GMD government had cabled urgently to various universities and academies
in Beiping, including the National Beiping Art Academy, telling them to move south. But
Xu Beihong refused to comply. In the winter of the same year, Tian Han had carried a
message from Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai to Xu, enjoining him not to leave Beiping no
matter what should happen; further, to work as much as be could in cultural circles for the
[1] SeeLiao Jingwcn,My Recollection-Life
of Xu Beiliong,Beijing: ChineseYouth PublishingHouse,1982,
p.328
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(2)
Later, Xu Beihong convinced Qi Baishi to remain in Beiping.
Communist Party.
Consequently,Qi cancelledhis projectedtrip to

(3)
Hongkong.

On January 31,1949 Beiping was peacefully liberated. Massesof people ardently
Li
Keran
Army
Liberation
the
the
city.
and a majority of the teaching
entering
welcomed
in
Beiping
followed
Xu
Beihong
in
Art
Academy
to
the
the
example
of
and
remained
staff
cheer in liberation. Before long, the military-controlled committeeheadedby Sha Kefu and
including membersAi Qing, Jiang Feng and Wang Chaowen,enteredand took over the Art
Academy. As Li Keran had taken part in the students' leftist Yiba Art Society when he was
in Hangzhou, and later had been working in the Third Bureau under Zhou Enlai and Guo
Moruo, where he got acquaintedwith many communists,it was only natural that he should
remain to welcome liberation.
In July, Li Keran was invited to take part in the First Delegates Conference of
Literary and Art Workers, when he was elected to be a director, and Xu Beihong to be
chairman, of the China Artists' Association.
On October 1,1949, the People's Republic of China was established.All cultural
and artistic circles had made a profound yet complex historic transition. 'The Talks at the
Yan'an Forum on Art and Literature'(4) by Mao Zedong had becomethe basic principles of
for
ideology
the
of the Party. Experiences in the ideological
guidelines
policy and
intellectuals
the
and artists in Yan'an were propagated everywhere within
of
reformation
China. According to the principle of the "Talks", there was only one direction in literature
and art work, which was subordination to the needsof the workers, peasantsand soldiers.
Life was the only sourceof Art. Artists must take part in the work of the factory, the rural
village and the army camp to be with the masses,tempering themselves in the social
struggle, thus gradually adapting their minds and sentimentsto become "popularized with
the public", "revolutionized" and "labourerized". In the face of all these principles,
[2] ibid.,p.357
PI ibid., pp.358-359
[4] Mao Zedong, 'Talks At the Yan'an Forum on Literature and Art', May 1942, Mao Tse-tung(Mao Zedong)
On Literature and Art, Beijing: Foreign LanguagesPress, 1960, pp. 1-43
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traditional landscapepainting were confronting a very seriouscrisis hitherto unheardof.
In April 1950, the National Beiping Art Academy headedby Xu Beihong merged
with the Third Section of North China University from the liberated area to become the
Central Art Academy. In 1952, the private Jinghua Art College in Beijing was incorporated.
Xu Beihong continued to head the Central Art Academy. Meanwhile the system of Party
leadershipbegan to appearwithin the administration. The Party secretarywas Hu Yichuan
(b. 1910), a print-making artist in the liberated area who had enteredBeiping in the wake of
the army in 1949. In July 1951, Jiang Feng (1910-1982) was transferred from Huadong
Sub-Academyof the Central Academy of Fine Arts to replace Hu Yichuan as the Party
(5)
Secretary.
In 1953, Hu Yichuan was appointed to go to Wuhan to set up the Art
Academy of Central South China and be its president; in 1958, when the Academy was
moved to Guangzhou,and its name changedto the GuangzhouAcademy of Fine Arts, Hu
continued to be the president. The Huadong Branch Art Academy of the Central Academy
of Fine Arts was formerly the Hangzhou National Art School, which had been taken over
by the Communist Party in 1949. Some new art cadresfrom the liberated area were added
to the original staff which fundamentally remainedunchanged,after the reorganization. Liu
Kaiqu was appointedits president, with Ni Yide as the Ist vice-president, and Jiang Feng as
2nd vice-presidentand Party Secretary.As far as teaching was concerned,both Chineseand
Western painting were incorporated into the Painting Department. In November 1950, it
changedits nameto the Huadong Sub-Academyof the Central Academy of Fine Arts, and
in 1958 it becamethe Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts. (6)
After the establishmentof the Central Art Academy, the length of courses in the
Painting Department was three years. The object of education then was to turn out a great
number of art workers, to be sent to various parts of the country, thus to meet the
(7)
Following the arrangements of the Central Committee
construction needs of New China.
[51 Refer to 'Chronicle of the ZhejiangAcademyof Fine Arts', Zheng Chao, ed., 7he Cradle of Art,
Hangzhou:ZhejiangFineArt AcademyPress,1988,p.28
[61 ibid., pp.25,26,28,33
[71 Jin Shangyi, Sheng Yang, Zhu Naizheng, Du Jian, Chcn Zhaoxiang, and Zhong Han, 'Forty Years of the
Central Academy of Fine Arts in Retrospect'.Art, 1990/4, P.9
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of the Party, the Academyhad, one after the other, organizedthe studentsto take part in the
"Counter-revolutionary SuppressionDrive" (zhenyafangeming), the "Aid Korea, Oppose
American Aggression Campaign" (kang Mei yuan Chao), "Land Reform" (tud! gaige), and
the "Three-Anti's and Five-Anti's Campaigns" (san fan wu fan), and in the drive for
(8)
intellectuals to acquire Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought.
In teaching and
training, apart from paying due attention to chiaroscurodrawing and a small amount of oil
painting, emphasiswas laid upon sketchingfrom life, and a methodof line drawing and flat
(9)
colouring which had been all the rage once in the liberated areas. Throughout the whole
teaching course, special attention was paid to lessons on creativity. Each year various
departmentsinside the Academy organized the studentsto devote a considerableperiod of
time to work in the country, in the factory and in the army, to know life, upon the basis of
which they createdand painted. At that time, stresswas laid upon political criteria first, and
artistic criteria second. Attempts were made to coordinate art with thought. The style thus
adopted included New Year Painting and strip cartoon series, propagandapainting and
leadership portraits. According to the recollections of graduates from 1950-1953, in six
terms of thosethree years, five political movementswere held. They used to go down to the
countryside. What they studied most were sketching and line drawing. The entire
(10)
educationalcoursewas concernedwith carrying on political movements.
Li Keran took an active part in the various political drives during the early Fifties.
In 1950 and 1951, he was sent down to the villages of Dahongmenand Longzhuashuin the
outskirts of Beijing, and down south to the village of Nanning in Guangxi Province to take
part in the Land Reform Movement. In Nanning, he edited and drew twenty propaganda
paintings under the title of Look, compare, think-,ponder. He also created the New Year
Paintings Got a Giant Yellow Ox in Land Reform and At the Age of 88, Did I Find Out 7hat

[8] See 'Chronicle of the Zhejiang Academy of Fine Arts', Zheng Chao. ed., The Cradle of Art, Hangzhou:
Zhejiang Fine Art Academy Press, 1988, p. 27
[91 ibid.
[101 Author's notes after visiting Professor Gao Yaguang of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, 7/3/1996
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Soldiers and the People Are in the Same Family, and The Grand Gathering of Model
(11)
His experience of producing propaganda
Workers in Beihal Pleasure Park (1952).
paintings during the War of Resistanceagainst Japan enabled Li Keran to fulfil political
assignments without encountering any difficulty.

Meanwhile, in taking part in the
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and
nationwide
painted many portraits in oils and made sketchesof the delegates.All painters who could
managefigure painting took part in the creation of New Year Paintings. For example,
(12)
Shi
Zhang Longji and Fang Zengxian jointly created WestLake of the People (1952),
(13)
Lu painted Happy Marriage (1952),
Li Xiongcai painted A Visit to the Paternal Home
(14)
Unity
7he
Beiping
Ye
Qianyu
Liberation
and
of Chairman Mao (1955),
and
of
painted
(15)
Our
Various
Nationalities (1952).
of
To adapt himself to the requirementsof the time, Pan Tianshou, who was teaching
in the Painting Departmentof Huadong Sub-Academyof the Central Academyof Fine Arts,
attemptedto paint portraits of subjects wearing modern costume. In 1950, he went with
teachersof the younger generationto Yiqiao village in Yuhang county to study life and to
discover topics for sketching from life. He could not paint modern people, neither could he
sketch from life, so he found it very hard to paint. Even a tiny picture, he sketchedand
altered, altered and sketched. But finally he succeededin accomplishing some figure
fine
brushwork,
one of which was Actively vying to pay the agricultural levy
with
paintings
(1950)(16).
As the aim of the art academiesand collegeswas to produce popular artists, many
painters of landscapeand flowers-birds had no classesto teach. For example, the well[11] 7he SelectedNew Year Pictures, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1961
[121ibid.
[13] ibid.
t14] Beijing: Art, 1955/12
[15] Author's notes after visiting Professor U Shusheng,one of the writers for the 'Chronicle of the Central
Academy of Fine Arts', 8/3/1996
[161Pan Gongkai, Critical Biography of Pan 77anshou,Hong Kong: The Commercial Press, 1986, p.30
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known painter of flowers and birds, Li Kuchan, could only assistin miscellaneousworks at
(17)
SubTianshou,
in
Huadong
Pan
the
the Central Academy,
worked
whereas
who
Academy, was for many years assignedto collect and register art materials.

(18) According

to the recollections of those who studied in the Central Academy of Fine Arts at that time,
only those painters from the liberated areaslike Hong Bo, Luo Gongliu, and Wu Biduan,
together with the oil painters Ai Zhongxin and Feng Fasi who were Party members,had any
prestige. The rest of the painters and professors meant nothing to the students, and among
(19)
Li Keran, who
them, the Chinesepainting artists were on the lowest rung of the ladder.
taught watercolour and line drawing, encountered difficulty

after difficulty.

In an

atmospherewhere tradition was looked down upon, the students were unwilling to take
coursesin Chinesepainting. During three periods of teachingline drawing, Li had to spend
one of them telling and convincing the students of the importance of this subject. In
directing the studentsto draw New Year Paintings, he said, "according to the conventions
of New Year paintings, the colour on the face can be a little pale." But he never expecteda
"(20)
"So
it
Chinesepainting had
studentto retort,
sinks to the level of a Chinesepainting!
virtually becomea shamefuloccupation.
Beijing had been the stronghold of conservative influence in painting. The
innovation and reforms of Qi Baishi had been met with assaultsfrom the conservatives.
They reviled his works as *Yehuchan"(crookedways and practices, unorthodox). But at the
beginning of the 1950s, after the establishment of the new political regime, tradition
encounteredhitherto unknown fierce assault. Chinese painting was considered to be the
child of feudalism, unable to reflect modernity or to display real life, and a poison doomed
to extinction. Such an attitude towards Chinesepainting had a wide influence on the minds
[17] From author's notes after visiting the vice-president of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, Professor Du
Jian, 7/3/1996
[181Pan Gongkai, Critical Biography of Pan Vanshou, Hong Kong: The Commercial Press, 1986, p.31
[19] From the author's notesof visits to ProfessorsDu Jian and Gao Yaguang of the Central Academy of Fine
Arts, 7/3/1996
[20] Li Keran, 'Jiang Feng, In Violation of Party Policy on National Tradition', Art, 1957/6, P.19
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of the younger generation, who considered Chinese painting a synonym for "Decrepit
Feudalism". Ancient calligraphy copying books looked like waste paper to them, and were
on sale by the catty on roadsidestalls and in old bookstores. Painting albums on rice paper
were torn up to be used for wiping tables and paint-brushes.In the words of Li Keran,
"After the people welcomed in the People's Liberation Army with
unprecedentedzeal and ardour, this famoushistoric city - the last fortress of
feudal ideology - underwent tremendous changes. The Chinese painting
market, formerly supported by the comprador class and bureaucrats,
suddenly found itself cut off from its customers. Many painting stores
switched to other lines of business. Many Chinese painters could not find
any means of subýyjjnce, and for the first time Chinese paintings were
coldly neglected."
People's Art, a periodical founded by the ChineseArtists' Association in February
1950, openedup a debateon the reform of Chinesepainting in its first issue.
Li Hua, a professor at the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing and a wood
engraverfrom Yan'an, voiced the most severecriticism of the reform of traditional Chinese
painting over the previous thirty years on behalf of the Party's artists, keeping to the stand
and viewpoint of Mao Zedong's talks. He said that, during the past thirty years, many
painters had done a lot of work to reform Chinese painting, but they had only remedied
some outward shortcomings in form and technique and had not transformed it basically or
conceptually.He said that painters must give up the tradition of literati painting, completely
literati
the
and officials thoughts and adopt a new attitude towards artistic thoughts
out
wipe
and aesthetics. In a word, the painters must reform their minds before reforming their
painting. He believed that since 1942, with the publication of Mao Zedong's Talks On
Literature and Art, the correct direction for the developmentof the arts and literature had
beenpointed out and established,and from then on everyonehad had a theoretical basis for
discussingthe problem of reforming Chinesepainting. He emphasizedthat if they did so the
22]
be
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be
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and
certainly
a success!
could
would
painting
new
Hong

Yiran,

a critic,

analysed the differences between this transformation

movement and previous ones. He said in his article:

"The movement for reforming

[211Li Keran,'On TheReformof ChinesePainting',People'sArt, No.1,1950; Ll Keran OnArt, Beijing:The
People'sFineArts Press,1990,p.3
[22] Li Hua, 'The Basic Problem of Reforming ChinesePainting', People'sArt, 1950/1, pp. 39-41
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traditional painting did not begin today. But previous movementswere spontaneousand
scattered,without plan, principle and correct guiding thoughts, and only paid attention to
the transformation of artistic forms. Today's movement is under united leadership. The
programme is Mao Zedong's Talky at the Van'an Forum on Literature and Art and other
instructions. Painters will soon be organizedby organizationswhich are about to be set up,
like the Beijing ResearchSociety for New ChinesePainting.,[231
In fact, the debate should rather be called a verdict, because it admitted no
difference of opinions on the main points. It reflected the Party's policy and view of
traditional painting at that time. The substanceof the criticism was consideredas a struggle
betweenthe new and the old.
As Li Keran recalled, as early as the First DelegatesConferenceof Literary and Art
Workers in 1949, at the artists' forum, Jiang Feng had given his opinion on traditional
Chinese painting. He said that except by "line drawing and flat colouring" it would be
inappropriateto develop ink-brush painting. Qi Baishi's painting was excellence,but even it
had come to a termination, and could not be developed any further. (24) In recalling his
sentimentof that period, Li Keran said in 1957,
"I had devoted myself to ink-brush painting for years and would have
liked to develop such art further. For I had spent decadesstudying this kind
of Chinesepainting. On hearing such a remark, it seemedto me that I ýgd
received a capital sentence.My sorrow and vexation can be imaguied. -)
But in 1950, in the first issueof the periodical People's Art, Li Keran published his
important article 'On the Reform of ChinesePainting" which was written with ardour and a
positive attitude. This was the only active responseby a traditional landscapepainter in the
face of a grievous challenge.
In the article, his analysisdemonstrateda 'go-with-the-tide' attitude.
"Chinese painting sustained a fierce attack from New China, and
seemedto fall into adversity. But such aýjfteor un had been coming long
before the establishmentof New China."
[231 Hong Yiran, 'On the Reform of Chinese Painting and the Consciousnessof Painters', People's Art,
1950/1, pp.42-43
[24] U Keran, 'Jiang Feng, in Violation of Party Policy on National Tradition', Art, 195716,p. 19
[25] ibid.
[261U Keran, 'On The Reform of ChinesePainting', People'sArt, 1950/1; Ll Keran On Art, Beijing: People's
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He summarized the decline of traditional Chinese painting, which had been
subjectedto bitter attack for nearly half a century since Kang Youwei, into two points: One
from
imitating
formalism
the
the
ancient
painters,
seriously
estranged
which was
of
was
reality of life. Such a trend was representedby the Four Wangs of the Qing Dynasty, and
by the Xeziyuan Hua Pu. The second was the subjectivism which sacrificed objective
"likeness" and stressedthe "elegance"of the literati, as representedby literati painting since
the Yuan dynasty .
In his article Li proposedtwo meansof reforming Chinesepainting. One had been
pointed out by Chairman Mao in his "Talks", which advocated"a penetration into life" and
a linking up of art with life. Li said,
(27)
"This is a fundamentalcondition for reforming Chinesepainting".
Again he raised the questionby saying,
"How can we produce a powerful 'form' from the new 'content? Are
we to start a%) Or at the same time to accept the experience of our
predecessors?
Here he tactfully raised the problem of the successionof heritage. He quoted the
viewpoint of Chairman Mao in his "Talks" - "There should be a distinction betweenbeing
civil or uncivil, rough or fine, high or low and quick or slow" in the acceptanceor refusal
(29)
Thus he drew the conclusion,
of heritage.
"We must accept our inheritance with discriminatioq.
is is the
(3,
important
second
condition in the reform of Chinesepainting.
He pushed a step further aheadin talking about the acceptanceof inheritance. He
idea
important
an
of laying "stress on generalized principle, not on the minor
proposed
issuesof techniqueand device."(31) He considered,
"The principle of generalization is a relatively permanenttruth, which
will develop as life develops.Therefore, it is possible to enrich and promote
Fine Arts Press, 1990, p.3
[27] Li Keran, 'On the Reform of Chinese Painting', People's Art, 1950/1; Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The
People's Fine Arts press, 1990, pp.6-7
[281ibid.
[291ibid. p. 7-8
[301ibid. p. 8
[311ibid.
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our creativework."(32)
He gave an example: The difference between the expression of lines in Chinese
painting and various kinds of Wao" is in a way the difference between "principle" and
(33)
"technique".
In 1950 and 1952, Li Keran twice visited the Yungang Grottoes in Shanxi Province
on tours of inspection. He published his article "Impressions of the Yungang Stone
Sculptures" in the periodical Melshu (Fine Arts). From the stone sculpturesof the Northern
Wei period (the beginning of Shenrui, 415 A. D. - beginning of Zhengguang,520 A. D. ), he
discerned "how the external influence of an alien race merged with the basic pattern of
"(34)
Chinese art.
He took this as support for his persistence in taking the traditional
Chineseart heritage as the basic notion of his projected individual style.
In 1952, Li Keran joined the Investigation Corps led by the head of the Social
Culture Bureau of the Ministry of Culture, Zheng Zhenduo, to inspect the Binglingsi
Grottoes in Yongiing County, Gansu Province. On the way to the Northwest, the
Investigation Corps visited the Longmen Grottoes in Shanxi, the Forest of Steles in Xian,
the Tomb of Huo Qubing and the Maoling Mausoleum in Xingping County and the
Shunling Mausoleumin Xianyang City, Shanxi Province.
In 1953 the Central Art Academy changed its training courses to five years,
including oil painting, colour-ink painting and print painting in the Painting Department. In
1956, the Departmentsof Oil Painting, Colour-Ink Painting and Print Painting were set up.
In 1958, the Department of Colour-Ink Painting was again entitled the Department of
Chinese Painting'(35) The choice of the title 'Colour-Ink Painting' rather than 'Chinese
Painting' reflected the conceptual attitude of the Party towards Chinese painting at the
beginning of the 1950sand the policy of rapidly setting up a new style of Chinesepainting.
P21ibid.
P31ibid.
P41 Li Keran, 'Impressionsof the YungangStoneSculptures',Peopk'sArt, 195015;Ll Keran On Art, The
People'sFineArts Press,1990,p.56
P51 Author's notesafter visiting ProfessorLi Shusheng,
one of the writers of tile 'Chronicleof the Central
Academyof FineArts', 8/3/1996
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According to the recollection of Xu Beihong's widow, Liao Jingwen, prior to the
Second National Delegates Conference of Literary and Art Workers (1953), she
accompaniedXu Beihong to Zhongnanhaito seeZhou Enlai, when he conversedwith Xu in
his reception room. Xu mentioned the condition of artistic circles at that time. When he
be
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acquired,
to
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of
painting and
came
problem of
he also mentionedthat sketchingwas the very foundation of all creative arts. Premier Zhou
noddedhis approval and remarkedwith a smile,
"All arts must develop with the time, any stagnationwould result in the
loss of vitality. Absorbing the strong points from Western painting will
certainly enrich ours considerably."
He even said,
"From now on, we may not always use the term 'Chinesepainting' to
refer to the traditional style, as it would seemto be a little self-centredand
arrogant in the face of other kinds of painting."
Xu Beihong answered,
"In the Central Academy, we have caljq4 it Colour-Ink Painting."
Premier Zhou noddedhis approval and smiled. Ju)
This episode demonstrates the close link

between Party policy and the

transformation of artistic circles. As to the transformation of the term "Chinese painting",
Xu Beihong was actually helpless, and had to go with the tide.
On September23,1953, the SecondNational DelegatesConferenceof Literary and
Art Workers was convened in Beijing. The Conference issued a call for all writers and
artists to penetratedeeply into life to demonstratethe new life, new society and new events
During
in
its
Xu
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Beihong
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time.
the
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president.
part
and
executive
was
of
the Conference,Xu suddenlysuffered a cerebralhaemorrhage,which robbed him of his life
on the 28th of that month in Beijing.
When Beiping was liberated in 1949, Xu Beihong had painted two pictures of
galloping horses.The inscription on one read:
"A century of si
ss has beenhealed. Lift one's headto confront the
dazzling brightness."OU
This was to express his delight at seeing China, having suffered so much since the
[36] Liao Jingwen, My Recollection- Life of Xu Beiliong, Beijing- The ChineseYouth Publishing House, 1992,
p.403
(371ibid., pp.361-362

67

Opium War, rise again to behold a bright future. On the other picture he inscribed:
"After a hundred battles the land returns Democracy, Levelling all
the rugged ground to becomea smooth pad, .
It demonstratedhis trust in and longing for the new political regime. But after the
establishmentof the Central Academy of Fine Arts, the experiencesof art work from the
liberated areasreigned supreme,and the managementof the Academy was in reality in the
hands of the Party cadresfrom the liberated area. The teaching order in the classroomwas
abnormal. His student-elite, his most admired painters and friends failed to secure
(39)
The pressure and emotions
reasonableassignmentsand to be rationally employed.
suffered by Xu Beihong in his last three years can easily be imagined.
Li Keran attendedthe Second National DelegatesConferenceof Literary and Art
Workers, and was again electedas a director of the ChineseArtists' Association.
That sameyear, Qi Baisbi had his 90th birthday and receivedthe honorary award of
"Artist of the People" from the Ministry of Culture. He was electedto succeedXu Beihong
as Chairman of the Chinese Artists' Association. He held a painting exhibition in Beijing
the next year, and was electedas a representativeat the First National People's Congress.In
1955, he obtained the honorary title of a CorrespondentFellow of the Arts and Sciences
Academy of the German Democratic Republic. The Peace Award of the World Peace
[381ibid., p. 362
[39] For example, Li Kuchan had been a student under his guidance and instruction when he was tutor in the
Painting ResearchSociety at Beijing University in the Twenties. In 1923, Li becamea pupil of Qi Baishi. Later
on his flower-bird painting was much respectedin painting circles. In the Thirties, Li Kuchan was a professor
in the HangzhouNational Art Academy. In the War of ResistanceagainstJapan, Li worked for the Communist
Party as an underground revolutionary in the guise of a painter. In 1940 he had been arrested by the GMD
government. In 1946, he was invited by Xu Beiliong to become a professor at the Beiping National Art
Academy. But after Liberation he had nothing to do, and had to paint bowls in the CeramicsDepartmentand to
work at miscellaneousjobs in the labour union of the Academy. His salary was eighty cattics of maize,
equivalent to 12 yuan a month in RMB. With a family of five to feed, he had a very hard time. In the summer
of 1950, Li wrote a letter of complaint in kuangcao ("grass script*, rapid writing cursive hand) on a sheet of
paper ten feet in length to Chairman Mao, who instantly sent his secretaryTian Jiaying to his abode at No. 2,
DayabaoHutong, the married quartersof the Academy, to investigate.VVhcnChairman Mao had listened to his
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Kuchan had to wait until 1958, when Chinesepainting had been rcstored as a Department, for a class to teach.
Huang Jingwan, who was the early benefactorof Xu Beiliong, continued to work at miscellaneousjobs in the
labour union. His pupil, Dai Ze, an oil painter, was assignedto be a keeperof teachingequipment.
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Council was conferredon him in 1955.
At a time when Chinesepainting was suffering severe criticism and verbal attack,
Qi Baishi had been held in high esteemby the government, becoming the only counterexample when the position of Chinese painting was at its lowest. Some Chinese painters
even made so bold as to say: "If the government does Qi Baishi so much honour as to
(40)
celebratehis birthday, then his crabs and shrimps are progressive,"
- meaning that
since Qi Baishi apparently did not require to be reformed, should other aged Chinese
painters need reforming? In his 'Rambling Talk On ChinesePainting', Ai Qing explained
thus:

"'Me governmentcelebratedthe birthday of Qi Baishi to encourage
him. I would considersuch an honour is becauseQi Baishi not only
successfullyinheritedthe tradition of our nationalpainting, but has also
He hascreated
outstandinglydemonstrated
what he wantedto demonstrate.
manyfine artisticpainting, ýe is not an ordinaryscholasticpainter,he is a
"Recently,he haspainteda LotusFlowerwith
valiantcreativepainter."
its shadowreflectedin the water. He said he had never paintedsuch a
picture before. Our g
nmentgaveits awardto Qi Baishi to encourage
suchcreativelabour."eW
Without doubt, Li Keran was greatly inspired by the weighty honours heapedon Qi
Baishi.

2.2

LONG-DISTANCE SKETCHING TRIPS (1954--59)
In the spring of 1954, supported by the periodical New Observer, Li Keran, with

him
in
by
hundred
to
the magazine,went on a sketching trip to the
advance
paid
yuan
one
south of the Changiiang river, accompaniedby Zhang Ding and Luo Ming. Li Keran had
become acquaintedwith Zhang Ding in Wuhan in 1938. Later, Zhang went to Yan'an. In
1949, he was responsiblefor the planning of the inaugurationceremonyfor the New China.
[401 Ai Qing, 'Talk on Chinese Painting', Beijing: Literary and Art Monthly, 1953/15; Shen pcng and Chen
Lusheng, ed., Shen Peng and Chen Lusheng, ed., Collected Essays On Fine Art, Beijing: The People's Fine
Arts Press, 1986, p.92
(411ibid.
[421ibid.
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In 1954, he was in charge of the Colour-Ink Section of the Painting Department of the
Central Academy of Fine Art. Luo Ming was a teacher in the same Section of the same
Department.
They carried their home-madepainting tools, and travelled to Wuxi, Suzhou,
Shanghai,Taihu, Hangzhou,the Fuchun River, and Shaoxing, then to Mount Huang. They
attemptedto sketch from nature using traditional media and techniques.The trip took three
months and becamea new turning point Li's artistic career, and was in fact a decisive step
in the course of his "breaking into" and "breaking out of" tradition since his time in
Chongqing. For Li Keran, this step had a profound conceptualbackground and could be
considereda consequenceof his mature thinking.
As a matter of fact, as early as 1954, after the Second National Delegates
Conferenceof Literary and Art Workers, the Beijing Chinese painting circle had already
started its sketchingactivities. In 1954, somepainters sketchedin the suburbsof Beijing, an
(43).
by
the Beijing ResearchInstitute of Chinese Painting
in April the
activity organized
sameyear, the ResearchInstitute together with the Chinese Artists' Association, arranged
for the painters Wu Jingting, Hui Xiaotong, Dong Shuping, Zhou Yuanliang and Wang
Jiabento go on a sketchingtrip to Wuxi, Huishan, Taihu, Hangzhou, the Fuchun River and
Mount Huang. The elderly painters were not accustomedto sketching, the situation for them
being reflected in a report:
"Despite the fact that many of the Chinese painters are considerably
skilful in traditional ways, they have been estrangedftom reality for a long
time and had little chanceof practising sketching from nature, hence, they
f their predecessorswhen
are unable to shake off the customary practiceý44J
"Some painters w
sketching to reflect the real life of today."
sketchingin front of an actual vista, can only paint the sameold stuff. "My
Some even complainedof being "Unlike the old mode, insufficiently Al
the new style; not only unprogressive, but in fact going backwards."
Or "When a sketchresemblesthe landscape,it doesnot look 11ý1ýpainting.
When it is a painting, it does not look like the real landscape."
[43] Xu Yansun, 'SketchingActivities of Beijing LandscapePainters', Beijing: Art, 1954/7, p.46
[441ibid.
[451ibid.
[461ibid.
[471ibid.
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The greatestcontradiction in this casewas when real scenerycame into conflict with
the traditional model. The elderly painters were used to the latter but lacked the ability to
hill,
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it had the inscription "Pines of West Suburban Park, in the style of Dai Wenjing (1388(50)
Some of these painters painted real objects in a limited part of
1462), March, 1954".
their painting, but imitated traditional techniques in the overall composition, so that the
familiar
"the
look
like
For
to
they
continued
an old one.
picture
would adopt
example,
(51)
textural strokes to paint hills" then add some boats drawn from life,
or borrow stones
and springs from the old style of painting forming "an ancient model of a complete
(52)
Some master artists of the old
wilderness", then add some flowers sketchedfrom life.
generation, out of a desire to evince their willingness to be abreast of the times, to
appreciatenew life and new events, painted railway trains, steamshipsand electric posts in
(53) Some
their picture.
old artists simply added new titles to old-style pictures, such as
painting six wild geesewith the inscription "Long March of Over Ten Thousand Ii", or
(54).
inscription
"Standing on solid ground"
"There seemsto be
painting a cockerel with the
a tendencytowards a new way of plagiarizing, not from antiquity, but from modern figures
(55)
"
The
from
traditional painting circle of the time had to sustain heavy
pictorials.
or
[48] Wang Xun, 'A Few SuggestionsConcerning the Creative Works in Modern Chinese Painting', Art,
1954n, Shen Pcng and Chen Lusheng, ed., Shen Peng and Chen Lusheng, ed., Collected Essayson Fine Art,
BeiJing-the People'sFine Arts Press, 1986, p. 101
[491ibid.
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1541Ai Qing, CollectedWorks on New Literature, Shanghai:New Literary Publishing House, 1955, P.36
[551Wang Xun, 'A Few SuggestionsConcerningthe Creative Works in Modern ChinesePainting, Art, 1954/7,
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blows from the ultra-leftists who "completely negated" traditional Chinesepainting; at the
same time, they had the inveterate habit of copying from the ancients, lacking the
lacked
Moreover,
heritage
they
the new
the
to
art
painstakingly.
of
perseverance study
(56)
life
from
life.
In
to
the
of
and
even
sketch
real
experience
ability
new
world viewpoint,
fact, they were unable to answerthe reprimandsof society.
In the face of the harassmentthat confronted the Chinese painting circle, the art
historian Wang Xun (1915-1969) in his article "My Opinions on Chinese Painting" made
clear his suggestion.He said,
"If the techniquesof our national painting can only draw certain objects
and expressfixed types of sentiment, it will remain no more than a lifeless
instrument, to be a pillory and not a weapon for us. Compared with the
scientific and realistic techniques of Western painting, a wide margin of
difference is apparent.Using scientific and realistic techniqueswe can paint
any real object that greetsour eyes.Therefore it is a techniquewith vitality.
Those who have a mind to improve the presentsituation of Chinesepainting
must acquire direct sketching method to display real life. Using this
scientific methodsto rectify our traditional technique, we may preserve its
strong points of accuracy, ingenuity, and ele ce, and thus convert lifeless
meansof drawing into skills full of vitality.
Wang's article triggered a huge debate which was published in twelve articles in
(58)
for
1-9
Art
1955.
issues
The essenceor substance of the debate concerned the reform
of
p.98
[56] The veteran painter Huang Jun, a professor of the Central Academy at Fine Arts, acknowledgedin his 'On
the Problem of Inheritance from the Angle of Creative Practice', "in the past, many Chinesepainters had to sell
their paintings to cam a living after only a short period of acquiring art. In such a condition, we lacked
sufficient time and even had no time at all to penetratethe lore of inheritancewith a correct attitude ... Because
in
holding
order to sell paintings, we were after quantity and speedin producing pictures. Hence
exhibitions
of
we had to adopt severalways of making pictures: Copying, joining old works into new ones, or 'creating' from
one's own imagination. We seldom had the time to sketch, to study sketching techniques. Even when we did
sketch, which was not actually sketching becausewe merely copied from others, such as paintings of cats or
horses. In painting cats, we mainly took Western painting as our chief source and then made some changes.In
drawing horses, we mainly copied from GiuseppeCastiglione (1688-1766). We seldom took the pains to study
real cats or horses. In painting a lady, we used to paint the frail morbid type of belle (I am some one who drew
belles for a long time). We lacked full comprehensionof character, feelings, even the anatomy of the figure we
drew. We did not even know why we should comprehendthem (including the strong points of ancient figure
both
inhcritance
lacked
the
For
traditional
of
these
painters
study
and new techniques
our
reasons,
painting).
and a new world outlook. All theseconstitutethe occurenceof various problems in our way and the obstacles
we have to encounteron our path to improve the creation of Chinesepainting ( Beijing: Art, 1955/9, p.47).
[571 Wang Xun, 'A Few SuggestionsConcerning the Creative Works in Modern Chinese Painting', Art,
1954/7; Shen Peng and Chen Lushcng, ed., Collected Essays on Fine Art, Beijing: the People's Fine Arts
Press, 1986, pp. 102-103
[581 Qiu Shiming, 'Some Opinions Concerning the Inheritance of Chinese Painting'. 1955/1, p.37-41; Xian
Tianchang, Pan Shaotang, 'A few suggestionsas to "Some Opinions Concerning the Inheritance of Chinese
Painting"', 1955/2, p. 9-11; Xu Yansun, 'My Opinion In Accepting the Heritage of Chinese Painting', 195512,
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of Chinese painting, how to handle the relationships between inheritance of tradition, the
acquisition of ancient techniquesand the acceptanceof alien sketching from reality. The
debatewas a richer academicdiscussionthan that which took place in 1950. Qiu Shiming's
viewpoint that Chinesepainting should cling tight to its traditional heritage and persist in
national style, maintaining the rationality and distinctive characterof traditional techniques,
offered a gradualist approach to reform within the old system. Meanwhile, Qiu's article
evinced an anxiety and worry that Chinesepainting might lose its essencein the processof
reform. However, Wang Xun's idea that reforming Chinese painting should involve
acquiring techniquesfrom the West and that sketchingfrom nature should replace imitating
antiquity had obviously prevailed.
The ideological preparation of Li Keran when he was on the way to Jiangnan in
1954 was evidently far above the level of both sides in their debate in 1955. In his
notebook, he wrote,
"I am considering oaging a solution to the contradiction existing
betweenreality and Arts"
He wanted to borrow the Western method of directly sketching from nature, but he
would never be trapped in "the realism of Western painting" which had been howling
vociferously since the May Fourth Movement, particularly since the inauguration of New
China. He specially asked Deng Sanmu to engrave two block seals on which were the
charactersfor "what we prize is guts, what we want is soul" (k-egul zhe dan, suo yao zhe
hun), these showed his determination to break through tradition, to encouragehimself to
createthe new and to show off the new spirit of the modern era. Li Keran later explained
that "guts" meant the boldness to break through the traditional limitations that lacked
p. 12-14; Wang Qi, 'Painters Should Pay Attention to Real Life", 1955/4, p.37-41; Qin Zhongwen, 'Discussion
on the Problemsof ChinesePainting', 1955/4, p.42-43; Fang Ji, 'On the ConservativeViewpoints Toward the
Heritage of National Painting', 195514,p.44-47; Cai Ruohong, 'Concerning the Problem of Development of
ChinesePainting', 1955/6, p-14-16; Zhang Ding, 'Concerning the Problem of Inheriting the Excellent Tradition
of ChinesePainting', 1955/6, p. 17-20, Huang Jun, 'On the Problem of Inheritance From the Angle of Creative
Practice', 1955/8, p.47-50; Theory Research Section of Arts Faculty of the Northwest Arts Academy, 'A
Discussion on the Inheritance of Chinese Painting', 1955/8, p. 51-53; Students of Scnior Class of the Art
Faculty of Nanjing Normal College, 'Our Opinions In Regard to Inheritance of the Excellent Tradition In
National Painting', 1955/8, p.54-55; "Some opinions on Inheritance and Creative Practice' (Abstract from
contribution), 1955/9, p.38-42
1591From Sun Meilan, A stlay ofV Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.41
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vitality, and that "soul" was to createa realm in accordancewith the spirit of the time.

(60)

At the time these two slogans carried no definition, and were therefore regarded as a
heretical revolt against the orientation of "serving politics". At a time when publications
were full of flattering and ingratiating works meeting the needs of politics, these two
slogans advocating that art should have its own realm of ideas and work should have a
characterof its own, were indeedan inspiration to all.
One of the most important events in his sketching trip of 1954, which finally
exerted a very profound influence on his art, was his visit to Huang Binhong at Xixialing,
(61)
This was his most important chanceto acquire
where Li Keran stayed for six days.
instruction from his master, and was his last chanceof seeingMaster Huang.
Huang Binhong was not merely the best master in landscapepainting, but was also
an excellent theorist in art history, an erudite scholar of the time. He was a great collector,
good at connoisseurship.As Li Keran recalled later, he viewed Huang's entire collection of
treasures. Master Huang had installed a tiny pulley by the wall. He could pull up the
paintings one by one for appreciation. Li had spent two whole days viewing them all.
Huang Binhong had said to him,
"All these paintings are my friends. When one has many friends, his
view of the world can be broadened. ý"V ave their strong points which I
would like to assimilateto be my owr:
In his later years, Li Keran had several times mentioned the viewpoints of master
(63)
knowledge
Huang with respectto acquiring
and making friends.
Though Huang Binhong was already 89 years of age in 1954 and had serious
cataractsin his eyes, as recalled by Zhang Ding,
"His responseand reaction was in sharp contrast with the tardinessand
taciturnity of Qi Baishi. He was good at discourse. When askeda question,
he would respond ý4 freat length as if he was an electronic database,
in
"
Art.
omniscient
[601Li Keran On Art, Beijing: the People's Fine Arts Press, 1990, p.98
[61] ibid., p. 185
[62] ibid., p.32
[631ibid., p. 138
[641 Zhang Ding, 'Li Keran's Acquisition and Exploitation of Art', Beijing: Chinese Painting stildies, No. 6,
The People's Fine Arts Press, 1993, p. 3
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After each discourse,Li Keran would debatewith Zhang Ding for a long time. Li
took great interest in important issues,which they would repeatedlyanalysewith zeal. For
example, Master Huang had severaltimes mentionedthe Two Shis of the Qing Dynasty. He
did not agreewith the eulogy of the time about the Two Shis. He consideredShi Tao to be
too self-willed. He greatly admiredthe richnessand hazinessexhaledin the style of Shi Qi's
painting. It is discernible that Huang's appreciation of the beauty of richness and
luxuriance, which he had pursued in his painting, was nearly identical with that of Shi Qi.
He also adored the unique brushwork of Cheng Sui (1605-1691)'sfinsh! huapal style.
Master Huang used to imitate Cheng's brushwork to form a style of his own.
During the visit, they had several chances to witness Master Huang drawing
pictures. Every stroke of his brush in making hooks and texture was definite and clear. He
demonstratedto them the reasonthat lines should be "full of twists and turns", repeatedly
reiterated the reason for neither erasing nor rubbing, even in colouring, and why it should
be done with clear brush strokes.(65) Li Keran was greatly influenced by Huang's
brushwork theory and practice.
As recalled by Zhang Ding, he and Li Keran were once painting a hill by the West
Lake. On top of the hill was a store, inside which hung a picture by Huang Binhong. It was
probably a work done when he was over seventy, when he had eye-trouble and could not
seeclearly. The lines were all double, but the picture exhibited Huang's features. Li took an
immense interest in that small-sized picture by Huang Binhong. When they took a break
during sketching, he would go into the store to admire it, gazing carefully in appreciation.
(66) Later, Li
said,
"In painting a landscape,the layers should be deep, using the technique
lation' Y! mo) which is the most important yet the most
of 'ink acW"Addition
difficult. "
of the secondlayer should not be a repetition of
the first one. Sometimesone has to use a different texture stroke technique,
alternating brushwork strokes. The way is like a kind of multiple printdown
does
in
the
come
second
edition
exactly againstthe
not
making which
[651ibid.
166] From Sun Mcilan, A StudyqfLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.46
[671Li Keran on Art, Beijing- the People'sFine Arts Press, 1990, p.44
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(68)
first. "
That small landscapepainting by Huang Binhong with double-lines must have
directly openedLi Keran's mind to his way of brushwork.
In the week when Li Keran was with Master Huang in Hangzhou, Huang gave him
one of his paintings every day, and urged him to study and appreciate.One evening, with
his own eyes, Li Keran saw Huang paint some sevento eight pictures at a stretch, and yet
(69)
he said, "Today, I did not paint much."
Though he had nearly lost his eyesight, he
continuedto grope and view pictures. sometimeshe painted on the back of the picture and
in his inscriptions, the secondline would coincide with the first. Every day he sketchedso
(70) Before
many pictures, without ceasing.
taking leave of Hangzhou, Li Keran bade
farewell to Master Huang, who gave a pair of scrolls to him and saw him off for a very long
distance.The next year, in 1955, Master Huang died.
In Hangzhou, Li Keran specially paid a visit to the renownedBeijing Opera master
Gai Jiaotian (1888-1970). At a gathering in a teahouseby the side of the West Lake, Li
Keran once discoveredthat Gai Jiaotian had stuck his leg in betweenthe horizontal bars of
the table, training the strength of his leg. Gai Jiaotian said,
"We should regard the practice of our skill as being as ývoyýty as
Mount Tai. Lazinessand easecan never achieveanything in art.
After returning from his sketching trip, Li Keran, Zhang Ding and Luo, Ming held
an exhibiton of their water-ink painting in September1954, in Beijing. About 80 paintings
were on exhibition, of which 40 were Li Keran's. Apart from what he had sketchedin the
south, they also included works done in Beijing, such as 7he Garden of Hannonlous
Delight, SununerPalace, etc. Qi Baishi, who was 92 years old then, wrote the title for the
exhibition and was personally present to appreciatethe paintings as a gesture of his great
support for his disciple's new attemptsin Chinesepainting. The exhibition elicited various
responsesfrom diverse circles. Studentsof the Central Academy of Fine Arts visited it and
[681ibid.
[691ibid.. p. 185
[701 ibid.
[711ibid., P.13
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were strongly touched by the works. When Jiang Feng discernedthe breath of new life in
the pictures, he gave his approval too. The chairperson of the Beijing Chinese Painting
ResearchSociety, Xu Yansun, an old artist who had considerableinfluence, remarked: "In
(72)
what way are these Chinese paintings? They were merely painted by a Chinese..
Another critical opinion was that "they were all mere Formalism", "poisoned by
traditionalism"

(73).

That sameyear, the periodical New Observerpublished sketch works by Li Keran,
accompaniedby an article written by the print-making painter Huang Yongyu (b. 1924)
first
the
to be written in support of Li Keran's sketching.
was
which
In the summer of 1956, with the support of the Central Academy of Fine Arts and
accompaniedby the postgraduateHuang Runhua, Li Keran beganhis secondlong sketching
trip. They went to the Southernpart of China and travelled up the ChangjiangRiver via the
three Gorges, and reachedSichuan, from where they travelled along the BaochengRailway
and made their way back. Altogether they travelled through Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui,
Hunan, Sichuan and Shanxi provinces, taking a period of eight months. Counting the first
sketching trip, Li had spent the four seasonsadmiring the kaleidoscopic changesof nature
acrossthe landscapeof China.
On the 1956 sketching trip, LI Keran had made an important advance from
"sketching in front of scenery" (dulfing xiesheng)to "creating in front of scenery" (dulfing
chuangm).

He boldly applied the traditional means of artistic processing such as

exaggeration,cutting off, the traditional method of composition -- "viewing the small from
[721 Li Keran, 'Violation of the National Traditional Policy of the Party by Jiang Fcng', Beijing: Art, 1957/9,
P.19
[73] ibid. Further criticism from two sides appearedin Beijing: Art: "We have found the unhealthy tendency in
the introduction of the Trio-Sketches, such as 77ireePonds Rej7ectingIlit Moon by Li Kcran; EmboBridge in
Fuyang by Zhang Ding (Beijing: Art, 1954/10). What were the painters wanting to impart to us? Any
educational meaning? Using so-called interesting brushwork, lines and techniques they just paint all these
definitely
"
('Opinion
imparting
that
are
unhealthy.
and
notions
sentiments
on the leadership
rubbishy pictures,
of the China Artists' Association and the Monthly Art from the Arts Circles in Guangzhou', Beijing: Art,
1955/1, p. 8). Again: "The painter (Li Keran) may acquire a certain scientific sketching skill but be extremely
poor in traditional painting techniques, at most borrowing skills from Shi Tao and Ba Da or Western water
colours instead." Huang Jun, 'On the Problem of Inheritance from the Angle of Creative Practice', Beijing: Art,
1955/8, p. 48
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the great" (yi da guan xiao) and "perspectiveof moving the visual point" (y! wel toushi) to sketching. He said,
"Landscapesketchingcan be called 'creating in front of scenery'. The
objects before one's eyes provide the materials for creating but not the
entirety, which can be summonedup or wafted away at will. Only seventy
percentof the whole sketchingwork can be basedupon the object-materials,
74)
whereasthirty percent should rest upon the needsof the picture. "
Also in this trip, Li Keran began to try Huang Binhong's ink-accumulation
technique.He sought to unify the profound expanseof the brushwork with the concreteness
and richnessof nature. In sketching the foggy landscapeof the Three Gorges, he invented
his unique method -- "From nothing to something, then from somethingto nothing" (Cong
wu dao you, cong you dao wu). He recalled sometimelater:
"Two years ago, I and a youth cameto Sichuanto sketch. When we
passedthrough the Three Gorges on a boat, I perceivedthe evening scape
was really beautiful. As the sun was getting down to the horizon, the whole
of nature becameblurred in the reflective glow of the setting sun, and a
myriad of trees, hills and houseswere all faintly visible. The landscapein
rain and fog was beautiful too, rich and profound in inner content, but
outside enveloped by a layer of haze. How to describe such a landscape?
Very hard indeed. Sometimeswe may expressit with a few brush-strokes,
but very poorly and listlessly. After many attempts, I finally found a way.
Sketch everything that meets the eye first, the more detail the better. Then
cover it with a diluted inky brush, so that the original outline gradually
vanishes, then touch up the tonal unity. When the outlines look as if they
are vanishing and reappearing, the whole picture will be very close to the
%) technique as 'from nothing to something,
natural scene. We describe tq
from somethingto nod
....&,.
On Mount Huang, he again discovered the fascination of the landscape in
backlighting, which closely resembledthe misty blur sceneof hills or river at dawn and at
dusk. Backlighting forms an integratedimage of the scene.
During the trip, Li Keran travelled over twenty thousand 11,sketching some two
hundred water-ink paintings, producing the most representativeworks of this stage of his

life.
In 1957, the periodical Art (issue 6) published four of his works done in Sichuan
and south of the River. In the next issue, a critical article 'There Is Passion and There Is
(76)
Scenery' by Wang Zhaowen was published.
The article considered that nature in the
[741Li KeranOnArt, Beijing:the People'sFineArts Press,1990,p.143
[751 ibid., pp. 78-79

[761Beijing: Art, 1957/7, p. 14, Wan Qingli in his 'Biography of Li Kcran' said: "the article by Wang Zhaowen
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works of Li Keran has "an entirely different atmospherein eachone, having characteristics
that cannotbe replacedand a realm that cannotbe repeated."(77)
In May 1957, while commemoratingthe 15th Anniversary of Chairman Mao's Talk
at Yan'an Forum of Art and Literature, the Movement of "Hundred Flowers Campaign"
was unfolded, which becamean Anti-Rightist Struggle two months later. Jiang Feng, whose
artistic thought was actually "ultra-left", was labelled a rightist. One of his offences was
national nihilism, opposing Chinese painting, violating the Party's national policy.
Thereafter, his leadership in art circles and in the Central Academy of Fine Arts
disappeared.It was only after the Cultural Revolution that he was allowed to resume his
leadership again. Xu Yansun, the chairperson of the Beijing Chinese Painting Research
Society, who was considereda representativeof the conservativeforces of the old artists,
was also labelled a rightist, with charges of "opposing the reform of Chinese painting,
purporting to draw Chinese painting back to the feudal era". That same year, the Beijing
China Painting Studio was established,with Qi Baishi as its Honorary President. Premier
Zhou Enlai attendedthe inauguration ceremonyin person. It followed that the national style
of art was positively recognized,just as had been concluded at the meeting which stated,
"Our socialist arts are surely to be established upon the foundation of the national
(78)
character."
Thereafter, post-liberation Chinesepainting seemedto have won a "battle of turning
the tables". Following the great debateof 1955, in the conflict between tradition and the
West, tradition had the upper hand. Not merely did Chinese painting have to talk about
tradition, even in oil painting the problem of "nationalization" had been brought up. The
new policy encouragedChinese style, Chinese air, and artistic works that gladdenedthe
hearts of the Chinesepeople. The Colour-Ink Painting Departmentof the Central Academy
of Fine Arts very soon re-adoptedthe name of ChinesePainting Department. In 1958, the
did not appear in the press" (SeeHong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 26, p. I IS). This is not correct.
[771Beijing: Art, 1957n, p. 14
[78] from Zhang Shaoxia, Li Xiaoshan, 77teHistory of Modern ChinesePainting, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Arts
Press, 1986, p. 263
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Huadong Sub-Academyof the Central Academyof Fine Arts switched its name to Zhejiang
Academyof Fine Arts, headedby Pan Tianshou.
The sameyear, under a Cultural Exchangeagreementwith the GermanDemocratic
Republic, the Ministry of Culture held a Grand Exhibition in East Germany. Li Keran and
Guan Liang were assignedas membersof the delegation to take part in the inauguration
ceremonyin East Berlin. They went together and sketchedand painted for a period of four
months. In sketchingthe landscapeof East Germany, Li Keran continuedhis searchfor the
effect of backlighting and the method of displaying light and colour. He continued his
attemptswith the ink accumulationtechniqueand variation in the shadesof ink.
Li Keran made a visit to the Dresden Museum, and even entered West Berlin
(79)
several times and visited museums there.
He carefully studied and appreciated the
original oil paintings by Rembrandt (1606-1669). He highly admired his modelling ability
and achievementin employing light in painting.(pl. 433-434)
In their joint exhibition at the Berlin Art and ScienceInstitute, Li Keran and Guan
Liang were warmly received. One-third of the exhibits were for sale with prices attached,
(80)
donated
two-thirds
the
The Museum reprinted
of
and
exhibits were
to various units.
sevenpaintings by Li Keran.
On September 16, while Li Keran was visiting East Germany, Qi Baishi passed
away in Beijing at the age of 94. Li Keran felt much grief and regret at not being able to
attend his master's funeral. On January 1958, he delivered a speech at the posthumous
exhibition of Qi Baishi's works. He defined the special featuresof the path pursued by Qi
Baishi as "the unification of folk arts with classical art; fine elegancewith popularity and
(81)
The sameyear, Li Keran's article 'On My Teacher Qi Baishi and His
form with spirit. "
Paintings' was published in Art (issue5), revealing the spectaculardiscovery of the spirit of
Qi Baishi's art by Li Keran.
179]A RecollectionBy GuanLiang, Shanghai:ShanghaiPublishing House of Books and Paintings, 1984, p. 110
[801ibid., p. 105: JS Itt, '-t
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[811LIKeran OnArt, Beijing: the People'sFineArts Press, 1990, p. 117
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In 1959, Li Keran led his studentsto Guilin, Guangxi Province. It was the fourth
time he went on a sketchingtrip, creating the first batch of works displaying the landscape
of Guilin. In 1962, he led his studentsto sketch there for the secondtime. From the 1960s
to his later days, the landscapeof Guilin becameone of his important subjects.
The rise of Chinese painting at the end of the 1950s was advantageousto its
development.Political ideology was very strong, for example, the slogan "when politics is
in command,brush and ink will be very different" put forward by Fu Baoshi in 1959 was
(82) Pan Tianshou
really very childish.
approved the viewpoint that "the object of flowerbird painting is to serve politics..

(83) Under

the howling of the political tocsin, artists were

very cautious. However, the reform of Chinese painting had shaken off the precarious
dilemma that confronted it at the beginning of the 1950s, and it had made great progress.
Especially as the Tenth Anniversary of National Day in 1959 approached,the completion of
the ten major buildings in Beijing was accompaniedby orders for Chinese paintings of
landscapeand flower-bird of great dimensions for their interior decoration. This could be
consideredas a high honour with some political pressure.Such orders hastenedthe birth of
enormouslandscapeand flower-bird paintings with expansiveviews, perfect technique and
national style. Fu Baoshi and Guan Shanyuetogether painted the giant landscapepicture
Such Great Beauty as 7hIs in All Our Landscape(1959) for the Great Hall of the People.
The title is a line from one of Chairman Mao's poems and the calligraphy of the title is in
Chairman Mao's handwriting. He Tianjian painted another giant work entitled Men the
River is Clear (1959) for the ShanghaiRoom in the Great Hall of the People, and for the
Shanxi Room Shi Lu painted the picture Horses Drink-IngBy YanRiver (1959).
To celebratethe Tenth Anniversary of New China, the Selected Works of Chinese
(84)
The landscapepaintings were by Fu Baoshi,
Painting (1949-1959) was published.
Guan Shanyue, Li Xiongcai, Qian Songyan, He Tianjian, Hu Peiheng, Wu Jingting, Wu
[82] Beijing: Art, 1959/1
[831 from Zhang Shaoxia, Li Xiaoshan, 7he History of ChineseModern Painting, Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Arts
Press,p.218
[841SelectedWorks of ChinesePainting (1949-1959),Beijing: the People'sFine Arts Press, 1961
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Hufan, Zong Qixiang, Li Keran, Luo Ming and Zhang Ding. They had all adopted new
topics, while using traditional techniques.It can be seenthat new themesand contentshad
to a large extent been united with traditional techniques. By the beginning of the 1960s,
most of the landscapepainters had had experience in sketching from life. For example,
since 1956 Qian Songyan (1899-1986) had been financed first by the Wuxi Artists'
Association then by the JiangsuChinesePainting Studio to make sketchingtrips. Fu Baoshi,
as the president of the Jiangsu Chinese Painting Studio, led a work-team on a 25,000 li
sketching trip to Sichuan, Henan, Shanxi, Hunan, Hubei and Guangdong. In 1961 Fu
Baoshi went with Guan Shanyue (b. 1921), then vice-president and professor of the
GuangzhouAcademy of Fine Arts, to sketch in the northeast. The Shanghaipainter He
Tianjian (1890-1977) had been to Foziling and Meishan reservoirs to do sketching. The
Beijing painter Hu Peiheng (1891-1962) took a sketching trip to Hunan, Guizhou and
Guangxi in 1956. The Guangzhoupainter Li Xiongcai (1910- ) had
severaltimes beento the
south and the north of the ChangiiangRiver to make sketchingtrips. At the beginning of the
Sixties, several selections of sketcheshad been published, such as Fu Baoshl and Guan
Shanyue'sSketchingWorks in the Northeast,(85) and SelectedSketchingPaintings in Guilin
(86)
by Hu Pelheng.
The 1950s was the most important sketching period in Li Keran's artistic career.
Meanwhile, he devoted most of his energy to teaching landscapein the Chinese Painting
Departmentand studying painting theory. Not a few of his works were painted during the
time when he led students on sketching training courses. Teaching, creative work and
theoretical studying had becomea trinity in his activities of this period.
In 1958 and 1959, Li Keran matured in both creativity and research. His teaching
notebook of this period, together with his lectures entitled 'The Peculiarities of Chinese
Painting' (1958)(87); 'On Brushwork' (1959)(88); and 'On Artistic Conception' (1959) all
[851Beijing:Thepeople'sFineArts Press,1961
[861Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1962
[871Li Keran On Art, Beijing: the People'sFine Arts Press, 1990, pp. 121-129
[881 ibid., pp. 130-136
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showed that by the end of the 1950s he had already built up a complete practical and
theoretical methodof sketchingfrom naturefor Chinesepainting.
In 1959, Li published his important article entitled 'Random Talk On Landscape
Painting' in the periodical Art (issue5). The article is basedupon his teaching notes for the
students of the Chinese Painting Department. On June 2 the People's Daily printed an
abstract of the article under the title of 'The Artistic Conception of LandscapePainting'.
The article lay emphasison
"The most important question landscapes,artistic conception, is the
(
"Artistic conception and artistic
soul of a landscape painting".
craftsmanshipare the two important keys ... We must pay full attention to
artistic craftsmanshipin 0 r to create a languagethat will touch the very
depth of human hearts."
All these viewpoints had a very strong impact on the prevailing condition in art
circles where personality had been ignored in the creative arts and the unique characterof
the artist's languagehad been overlooked.
From Septemberto October 1959, as one of the activities celebrating the Tenth
Anniversary of the Founding of New China, the Chinese Artists' Association held an art
exhibition by Li Keran entitled Such Great Beauty as 7his in All Our Landscape,containing
121 paintings, four of which were pre-liberation works. This exhibition obviously marked
official approval of the path pursued by Li Keran in his search for innovation, and was a
summary of his sketching period in the 1950s. The Exhibition was well received by the
public. But there were still some who criticized it as "such great blacknessas this in all our
landscape".As to criticism from the public, Li Keran would not concealhis viewpoint that
(91)
Later, the Exhibition
"our artistic demandsare far away from those of the public".
Guangzhou,
Chongqing
Tianjin,
Nanjing,
Wuhan,
Shanghai,
to
tour
and Xi'an.
went on
Most of the exhibits in this exhibition were included in 7he Collected Sketching
Works of Water-Ink LandscapePainting by Li Keran, published in 1959 by the People's

[89] ibid., p. 82
[901 ibid., p. 84
[911From Sun Mcilan, A StudyofLI Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.44
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Fine Arts Press in Beijing. The preface was written by the writer Fang Ji, who was an
interested
in
Li
Keran's
He
Binhong's
Huang
exploration of
much
art.
was
admirer of
Chinesepainting and most appreciativeof Li Keran's style which was full of poetic sense
and picturesquesentiment.He said,
"in the past, people merely spokeof giving vent to the poetic sentiment
of one's mind. In this way, the content of a landscapepainting becamevery
abstract. Recently, there have been people who consider that landscape
painting cannot exist alone or independently. Drilling machines for
prospectingfor mines must be addedto the picture, or trucks for transport.
Is it really so? It is worthy of our studying."
These questions seem in reality to be a defence of the landscapepaintings by Li
Keran.

2.3

RETURN TO THE STUDIO (1960--66)

Since the beginning of the 1960s, Li Keran had started his new phaseof creation.
During this period, though he was still engagedin sketching activities (which continued into
the 1970s), he concentratedmost of his attention on creative work in his studio. He called
the creative activities in this phase "mining once and refining ten times"(92), which meant
that one has to experienceten times more hardship in refining than in mining. Sketching
from life is only a processsimilar to that of mining, whereasthe creative phaseis similar to
that of steel smelting. The iron ores have to be refined and processedrepeatedly. His task
from
life
from
sketching
proceeded
-- to grasp the vividness and abundanceof natural
features
distinctive
landscapes
with
of their own, turning to refining his
creating
and
objects
language
to
the
pursuit of stylized modes, modelling vocabulary and
artistic
personal
brushwork characteristicsas well as the formation of individual styles.
In October 1963, Wang Zhanfei went to Beijing from Xi'an and paid a visit to Li
Keran after a separationof eight long years. He recalled that on the question of creation in
Chinese painting, Li Keran "only stressed the importance of surmounting the basic
1921LI Keran on Art, Beijing: the People'sfine Art Press, 1990, p.225
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modelling difficulties in Chinesepainting. Li said, not only is it necessaryto continuously
observeand comprehendthe object, one must also put in enoughtime and energy practising
brushwork. For example, every time he painted a buffalo, he used a pile of yuanshu paper.
It was only in the later stagesthat one was able to notice some water vapour on the nose of
the buffalo which actually appearedmoist.

(93). These

materials show that after Li Keran's

return to his studio, he made great efforts to explore and practise the skills of his own
modelling vocabulary.
From his teaching diary in Guilin in 1962, we are able to notice that besidesthe
series of principles and methods in drawing from nature pointed out in the 1950s, he also
talked about characteristicsin form and brushwork of hills, stones, trees, houses, boats,
ridges, shadows, and staffage(94). He explicitly pointed out the necessityto break free of
the ancient conventionsand to set up a new system of modelling brushwork vocabularies.
Besides the question of the renewal of modelling vocabulary, he mentioned composition,
saying, "we can find some typical compositionsfrom sketches,painting and polishing them
repeatedlyuntil the moment we are able to learn them by heart"(95), that is, to repeatedly
refine and deliberatethose typical compositionsthat come from sketchesto form significant
individual
an
style. In clear-cut terms, he said that "it must be like Qi Baishi
with
models
painting shrimps and Zheng Banpiao painting bamboos"(96), which means stylization. In
the diary, he mentioned the conceptsof "stylization" (chengshi) and "abstraction" for the
first time. He said:
jýýIization must be combined with reality, otherwise there will be no
"There are many abstract things in art; abstract things are often
,i fe
they come from objects, and again are different
most generalized .,
from formulism. "("s
[931Wang Zhanfei, 'Friendship by the side of West Lake', Xi'an: NorthwestArt, Collected Works of Art, Sun
Mcilan, A Study ofLi Keran, Nanjing, JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p.292.
[94] ibid., pp. 165-167
[951 ibid., p. 161
[961ibid.
[971ibid.
[981ibid., p. 164
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In the summerof 1961, Li Keran went to Beidaihefor the first time to paint, and in
three successiveyears he spent his summersin Beidaihe and his winters in the Conghua
before
Up
for
Guangdong
the
to
the
and
painting.
period
recuperation
springs of
province,
Cultural Revolution, he had created a number of landscapepaintings with more abstract
elements, more traditional style and features and more freehand brushwork, which were
closely linked to but sharply different from his works during the stagewhen he was drawing
from nature. He applied many methodsof artistic craftsmanshipformed in drawing from
in
1950s.
He
but
depicted
the
the
time
abandoning
at
same
scenery
nature,
and objects
concentratedon the basic subject matter of traditional landscapepainting -- the organization
and construction of hills, water, trees, houses etc., and on setting up a corresponding
modelling brushwork language. Representativeworks include Mists and Clouds on the
Mount Huang (1962), Sunset Reflecting on the Mountains (1962), Sunset on Rong Laix
(1963), and Li River (1963).
The period of severedifficulties causedby the natural calamities during 1961-1963
was one when the Party's policy happenedto be least severeon literary and art circles.
In 1961, the National Art Education Conference put forward a demand that the
higher institutions should set up separatespeciality teaching. In Chinese painting, teaching
into
figure,
divided
landscape and flowers-birds. The Central
the
three
areas
of
was
Academy of Fine Art set up two studios within the LandscapeSpeciality, one under Zong
(99)
Qixiang and the other under Li Keran.
In the same year, the Chinese Artists' Association took charge of the film
Landscape in Painting, a documentary introducing the art and creative activities of three
painters, Pan Tianshou, Fu Baoshi and Li Keran.
During this period, academic discussion within Chinese painting circles appeared
very active. A prominent claim was that in creative works extolling and propagating new
life the status of tradition had been raised by being crowned with "realism"(100) as opposed
[991Specialized
teachingwassuspended
asa resultof the assaultsmadeby the "socialisteducationmovement"
in 1964andwasrevivedin the 1980s.
[1001Michael Sullivan noticed this phenomenonand rcmarked in his article: "Natural pride in China's cultural
heritage led to all old works of art being cherishedand protected, even those of a kind which one would think
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to the "naturalism" then in vogue. For example, Cai Raohong wrote an article in 1961
proposing reneweddiscussionon the relationship betweensketching from life and imitating.
He held the belief that sketchingfrom life was a solution of the problem of "art comesfrom
life"; imitating was a solution of the problem of "skill and technique come from the
experiencesof one's predecessors".He maintainedthat in basic training courses,sketching
from life and imitating should be applied and used concurrently.
After returning from the 25,000 thousand 11 drawing trip of 1960 Fu Baoshi
published an article in which he wrote:
"We visited Mount Hua, famous for its towering cliffs. When we saw
its incomparably grand west peak vanishing into the clouds, a sheer ascent
of thousandsof feet, we were wildly exhilarated. We naturally thought of
the painting of Mount Hua by the fourteenth century artist Wang Andao (b.
1332). His picture seemedto be there before our very eyes, for it truly
conveyed the grandeur and appearanceof this mountain. When Wang
Andao did his painting, he first made careful observation of Mount Hua.
While he was at work on it, he made meticulous studies of his subject and
revised his ideas many times before finishing the painting. This is an
example of the great attention outstanding Chinese artists in the old days
paid to reality. Through observation of actual life. My, produced works of
art unique in composition and superb in technique.
In 1958, Qian Songyanvisited Mount Hua. He describedhow on the cliffs he saw
for the first time a real specimenof heyecun. He said,

"The ancients did not concoct these 'wrinkles' (cun) out of their
imagination but from the need to represent what they saw in real life. Later
artists, however, copied these 'wrinkles' slavishly and did not look around
them to study nature so that gradually these 'wrinkles' no longer
represented the real thing. It is correct to carry on tradition but this should
be linked with close observation of reality around us. As soon as I saw
Mount Hua I realized that the 'lotus-leaf wrinkles' as shown in painting
manuals have lost their authenticity; they should be refashioned by checking

for
ideologicallyunacceptable
example,the paintingof the literati and eccentrics,and academicpainting,
-

which are perfect examples of bourgeois formalism and, in the case of literati painting, was the exclusive
province of a class elite. But the Party theorists, being Chinese,were too sophisticatedsimply to flatten history
with an ideological hammer. instead of clumsily attacking traditional art, they sought to show that it is, in fact,
highly 'realistic'. For the Chinesepainter, thesecritics said, seizesnot upon accidentalsbut upon the essence."
( Michael Sullivan, 'Orthodoxy and Individualism in Twentieth-century Chinese Art', in Christian F Murck,
ed., Artists and Traditions: Uses of the Past in Chinese Culture, Princeton, 1976, P.202) The author thinks
Sullivan was right, but there was somethingelse. By claiming traditional art was highly "realistic" the painters
and theorists could advocatea return to tradition and to art itself as a meansof objecting to the use of art as
mcre propaganda, and by describing the characteristic of traditional art as being essentiality and abstraction
they were able to avoid the "naturalism" which had described the new life in too mcdiocre and trilling a way.
The key point to make tradition politically acceptablewas "realism", which was dcrined in traditional forms as
being "not about accidentals but about the essence", so that "realism" became a bridge leading art from
propagandaback to tradition.
[1011Fu Pao-shih(Fu Baoshi), 'The New Faceof Our Land', Beijing: ChineseLiterature, 1961/8, p. 122
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"
1021
[
againstthe rocks of Huashan.
Qian's words suggestedtwo points: the first was that the cun method camefrom the
ancients need to representthe real thing, in other words, came from drawing from life,
which, therefore, could be affirmed as techniquesof "realism". Consequently, traditional
techniquescould still serve the modern demand for reality. The second was that the old
method neededto be refashionedby checking against nature. In this way, new stylistic
practicescould return to tradition.
In the summer of 1961 the Beijing Literary and Art Monthly organized a forum on
the questionof developing China's heritage of art theory. One contribution by Zong Baihua,
Professor of Philosophy at Beijing University and well known scholar in aesthetics,was
published in ChineseLiterature of the sameyear. Zong Baihua startedhis article by citing a
line written by Xunzi in the third century B. C. which reads:
"Both wholenessand essentiality are neededto achievethe beautiful."
He further explainedthat
"Art, on the one hand, must comprehensively reflect real life and
nature and, on the other hand, representthem by discarding the chaff, the
inessentialtrivia, and preserving the kernel, their essentialcontent, thereby
raising them to a higher level, making them more typical and imbuing them
with greater universality. The abstraction (the 'essentiality') of reality is
achieved in artistic expressionas a result of this process of 'distillation',
this discarding of the chaff and extraction of the essenceof things and
phenomenathrough the elimination of all impurities. "
He pointed out that in Chinese painting the creative method of correlating
(essentiality)
and concretereality had beenapplied since very early times and he
abstraction
cited ancient mastersGu Kaizhi (c.348-409), Yan Liben (?-656) and Li Longmian (10401106). He went on to accountfor the common characteristicof Chinesearts -- the striving
to encompassessentialityas well as the wholenessof concretereality -- by taking Sichuan
instances.
He warned in his article that
tales
as
ancient
painters
about
opera and
"If, however, attention is concentrated solely on the striving for
'wholeness' and the search for '%sifntiality' is neglected, this will lead to
what we today call naturalism."11
He Tianjian, an old painter of traditional landscape, published three articles
1102]Chang An-chih (Zhang Anzhi), 'The Painter Chicn Sung-yen', Beijing: ChineseLiterature, 1964/9. p. 107
[1031Zong Baihua, 'The Abstraction and Reality in ChineseArt', Beijing: ChineseLiterature, 1961/12, pp.8286
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discussing the aesthetic problems of landscapebetween 1961 and 196211041.In one of
them, he carefully discussedthe traditional framework, pattern and terms. From the point of
view of the Chineselandscapeparadigm, he explainedthe relationship betweenconceptsand
nature. He gave as an example that although mountains were inorganic things, Chinese
landscapesaw them as organic things: just as the parts of one's body could never be
consideredas separateparts but interrelated with each other, so a group of mountains was
interpreted as a living whole in its origin and development. He went on to say that in
Chinese landscape theory, zheda and yingdal are concepts for understanding different
constructionsand movementsof mountains. He endedhis article with 'five avoidances':
"In Chinese painting, 1, form and spirit had better not be similar to
those of a photograph; 2, composition had better not be similar to that of
western water colour; 3, texture had better not be similar to the pattern of
marble; 4, taste had better not be that of a peý86ýr w; 5, the overall effect
had better not be similar to a colourful carpet.'
It was obvious that he was attempting to restate and reestablishthe advantagesof
traditional methods of observation and expression in their own logical way, and he was
worried lest the new experimental styles had gone wrong and moved too far away from
tradition.
On April 26 1961, the People's Daily published an article by Li Keran, Art is
Achieved by Hard Work. In it Li used a large number to vivid examplesto illustrate that
traditional

Chinese art "attached great importance

of a protracted

period

of practice

to basic training

(106)
and tempering. "

and to the important

He criticized

the practice

link
of

[104] He Tianjian, 'How to Improve the Creative Level of ChinesePainting', Bebing: Art, 1961/3, PP.30-32;
'Acsthetio Problems of Chinese Landscape', Beijing: Art, 1962/1, PP.21-24; 'My Opinion of the Subjects of
Landscapein the Future', Beijing: Art, 1962/4, pp.46-50
[105] He Tianjian, 'Aesthetic Problemsof Chineselandscape', Beijing: Art, 1962/1, pp.24
[1061 Li Keran on Art, Beijing: the People's Fine Arts Press, 1990) pp. 11-20. In the article he pointed out,
"basic skill meansthat an artist, throughout his very heavy and complicatedart training, should extract the most
fundamental, difficult and crucial parts, which correctly reflect the law of objective reality, and give them a
concentratedtempering. This is a great reserve of the basic potential for an artistic creation, and also a serious
and arduous battle in storming heavily fortified positions." "Basic skill is summed up from rich artistic
experiences.It is an achievementof earlier talented artists in their long search for a regular pattern and knack.
It could be said, therefore, that it is a very precious part of the cultural tradition. " He cited as an example the
movementsof an actor in a traditional opera when practising his basic waist and lcg skills which are different
from his performancemovementson the stage.He pointed out that "basic training is the foundation of creation,
it is not creation itself. Its link with creation is a basic inner law, which can be dissimilar in appearance.Its
service to creation is therefore sometimesnot visible but inward, not only present but also in the future." tic
criticized the creative works of that period, saying that to serve politics. "instant results and their direct use are
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"caused
in
many art workers to
work
which
vocational
utilizing politics
assaulting
discontinue their use of the brush for months and years." His article drew a heated
in
discrediting
the
his
because
advice
and
salutary
strong
viewpoints served as
response,
instant
for
boasting
successand
tendency
towards
eagerness
and
and
exaggeration
universal
The
1958.
developed
had
this
views
since
century, especially
quick profits which
systematicallyexpoundedin this article were the foundation of his "painstaking school" put
forward at the end of the 1970s.
As a result of government orders which required works for the Great Hall of the
People and the Museum of Revolutionary History to be finished before the end of the
1950s, it becamefashionable at the beginning of the 1960s to paint weighty subjects. A
large number of oil paintings depicting the themes of revolutionary history were
(107) Not
only did the subjects, their contents and the themes become the
produced.
representative work of the era, artistic expression and oil painting techniques also reached
their highest levels in that period. In Chinese painting, besides Such Great Beauty as 7his in
All Our Landscape (1959) by Fu Baoshi and Guan Shanyue; Horses Drinking By Yan River
(1959) and Turning to Fight in Northern Shanxi (1961)(108) by Shi Lu, landscape paintings
Mao
Chairman
the
the
of
places
revolution
sacred
and
as
well-known
phrases
of
using
themes had all of a sudden become the order of the day, for example Red Rock Village
(1960)(109) by Qian Songyan, Comrade Mao Zedong in the National Peasant Movement
is
it
It
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learned
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bit
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wish
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use
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help at the last moment,usinga bit, askingfor a bit, adoptinga piecemealapproachwhich resultsin a very
"
narrowabsorption.
[107] Luo Gongliu, ComradeMao Zedong in Jinggangshan(oil painting), Zhan Jianjun, ComradeMao Zedong
in the National PeasantMovementInstitute (oil painting), Hou Yimin, ComradeLiu Shaoqi and Anyuan Miners
(oil painting); Bao Jia and Zhang Fagcn, Huaihal Great Victory (oil painting); Wang Xuzhu, Jintian Uprising
(oil painting), see Beijing: Art, 1961/4; Jing Shangyi, Chairman Mao in December Meeting (oil painting), see
Beijing: Art, 1961/6; Lin Gang, Struggles in Prison (oil painting); Quan shanshi, Unyielding Heroisin (oil
Yan
River
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Liu
Han,
On
Brink
Qing, A Country
Zhong
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Art,
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painting), see
Be
Realized
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Certainly
Internationale
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Lipeng,
Won
Li
(oil
painting), see Beijing:
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of3,000
painting);
Art, 1963/5
[1081Beijing: Art, 1961/3, p. 16
[1091 SelectedModern Landscape Paintings, edited by Qin Lingyun, Beijing: the People's Fine Art Press,
1964, front cover picture
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Institute (1961)(110)by Yang Zhiguang, On the Way to

(111)
Nanniwan (1961)

and Dawn

Is Breaking in the East (1961)(112) by Shi Lu, Chairman Mao's Former Dwelling In
Dajing, Jinggang Mountains (1961)(113) by Wu Qi, Hu 77ao Gorge on Jinsha River
(1961)(114) by Zong Qixiang, Ten 7housandHills Crimson All Over (1961)(115) by Xiu
Jun, Mip the Galloping Horses (1963)(116)by Guan Shanyueand the two versions (196217)
3) of Ten 7housandHills CrimsonAll OverU
by Li Keran, etc... Tbough the themesof
Chairman Mao's poems and the sacred places of revolution augmented political
acceptibility, the visual aestheticvalue of the paintings could not be increasedor reducedin
(l
18)
this way. The disparity in the artistic quality of theseworks was still quite apparent.
The two Chinesepainting exhibitions which cameto Beijing in 1961 had developed
into two schoolsof Chinesepainting the JiangsuSchool and the Changan School. In the
beginning it was the painters of JiangsuProvince who, having finished their sketching from
nature in their 25,000 li travels acrossseveralprovinces in 1960, held a painting exhibition
in Beijing in spring 1961 entitled 7he New Face of Our Motherland. Art, in its third issueof
1961, published some of their works, including the works of Fu Baoshi, Qian Songyan,
[110] Beijing: Art, 1961/1, p.9
[1111Beijing: Art, 1961/4, p. 17
[112] Beijing: Art, 1961/6, p. 14
[1131Beijing: Art, 1961/4, p.38
[114] Beijing: Art, 1961/6, p. 15
[1151exhibited in An Exercise Work Exhibition of Chinesepainting by Xian Artists'Association, Beijing, 1961,
not published.
[1161 Guan Shanyue'sPainting Collection, Guangzhou:GuangdongPeople's Publishing House, 1979, pl. 82
1117]Li Keran, Ten ThousandHills CrimsonAll Over (1962), Li Keran's Landscapes,Beijing: Rong Bao Zhai,
1993, p.22; Ten 77iousandHills CrbnsonAll Over (1963), Beijing: Art, 1963/6, p.64
[118] Sensitive to the change of the use of red in contemporary Chinese landscapes,Chuang Shen wrote a
paper discussingthis phenomenonbetween 1959 and 1979, and called it the "the red landscapes*(see Chuang
Shen, 'Art and Politics: Study of a Special Relationship in Contemporary Chinese painting', in Meiqing Gao
ed., TwentiethCentury ChinesePainting, Oxford, 1988, p. 186) convincingly pointed out that the use of red was
no longer as a colour indicative of autumn, but took on new connotations,to incorporate a political theme. He
successfully analyzed the "red landscapes"of Shi Lu, U Kcran, Qian Songyan and Guan Shanyueto support
his points. However, he did not further distinguishthe different artistic value of the paintings.

91

Song Wenzhi and Ya Ming. The themes, compositions and the techniquesof all of them
showed distinct traces of interaction. Later on, towards the end of the same year, Xi'an
painters came to Beijing to hold the Exhibition of Exercise Works of ChinesePainting. In
1961, the 6th issue of Art published seven works by six painters including Shi Lu, Zhao
Wangyan, Fang Jizhong and He Haixia. During the exhibition period, Beijing Chinese
painting circles and art theory circles held an academicforum to discuss the question of
(119).
bringing forth new ideas and of the inheritance of tradition
in the discussion they
affirmed the new ideas brought forth in recent years on the expressionof technique and
skill, such as Shi Lu's Chinesepaintings that displayedthe featuresof the faults in the loess
plateauof the Northwest, never before seenin Chinesepaintings.
In the discussion, the question of "stylization" in Chinese painting was also
mentioned.Wang Zhaowen said,
"In Chinese painting, there are certain patterns. Without a specified
pattern it cannot be called a Chinesepainting. For example, it should be fit
to be looked at from afar as well as from nearby; every stroke of the brush
should be form and structure as well as calligraphy. Without a specified
convention in the use of a brush, seekingto copy the image true to it, then it
would be very hard to differentiate between the brush technique of a
Chinesepainting and a noý&jnese painting. The search for stylization is
therefore understandable."
The questions of brushwork, stylization, style and form touched upon in the
discussion were precisely the points at issue which Li Keran tried his best to solve in the
early 1960s.
As the discussion continued, the new works suffered rigorous nitpicking from
traditional quarters. The 4th issueof Art, 1962, published 'A Letter from A Reader' signed
Meng Lanting who queried the validity of Shi Lu's stand - whether or not his brushwork
correspondedto traditional requirements.Meng Lanting's letter touched off a big debatein
(121)
The focus of the debate
Art, published in nine papersbetweenissues I and 4 in 1963.
[1191 Beijing Painters and theorists taking part in the forum included: Wang Zhaowen, Ye Qianyu, llua Junwu,
Hua Xia, Wu Zuoscn, Li Kuchan, Li Qi, Yu Fcng, Qin Zhongwcn, Cai Ruoliong, Guan Songfang and others.
The Forum used 'New Conception and New Sentiment' as its title, which was published in Beijing: Art,
1961/6, pp. 21-29
[1201 Beijing: Art, 1961/6, p. 27
[1211 'A Summary of Incoming Manuscipts', 1963/1, p. 33; Li Nen, 'A Discussion with Mr. Meng Lanting',
1963/1, p. 37: Jiang Zhaohe, Zhang Anzhi, Xin Mang etc., 'What is New, How to Bring Forth New Ideas',
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inherit,
in
how
tradition
to
the
and
was
going
other
was concentratedon
question of what
words, it was a contention between new and old within Chinese aesthetic thought. Art
historian Yan Lichuan criticised the new landscapepaintings of Shi Lu and LI Keran as
"wild", "strange", "reckless", "black"(122). He criticized certain compositionsby Li Keran
as

"having almost put the central viewpoint and the line of the visual level
as low as the bottom of the foot (actually it is high up somewhereoutside
the picture - author), with the result that the earth's surface is set high up,
the rivers flow straight up and down rather than coming near from far off,
and look like 'the waters of the Yellow River coming from( ffi)sky'. It
Again,
makes people feel strange and uncomfortable looking at it.
"there were somewhich are painted too black, as if they were painted with
the sameink colour. It seemsto be trying to createa feeling of vastnessand
profundity.
ally it appears rather unenlightened, its tones
unconnected."6A
Yan Lichuan's opinion may represent a criticism proceeding from a traditional

demandfor routine practices to be followed more closely. Conversely, it can also be seen
that the efforts of Li Keran in his "fantastic" composition and "black" conceptmay be taken
as bold attemptswhich surpassedconventionalopinion. On the other hand, in actual fact Li
Keran's works in the 1960swere far behind the perfection of the works of his later years.
Speaking from the angle of skill and technique, the criticisms of Yan Lichuan were
reasonable.
In 1964, the political atmosphere in the realm of ideology was unusually
pronounced. It required that art was to reflect class struggle and serve the "three great
for
learn
from
to
artists
calling
amateurworker-peasant-soldierpainters. In the
revolutions",
autumnof 1964, certain parts of the country carried out the Socialist Education Movement.
The Central Academyof Fine Art was designatedas a trial unit for Socialist Education, and
1963/2, p.2; Xu Yiming, 'I Like Very Much to Hear the Opinions of Painters', 1963/2, p.7; Zhou Shaohua,
Liu Gangii, 'Brief Talk on Brushwork and Bringing Forth the New', 1963/2, p. 10,1963/3, p.33; Duan
Qianhu, 'Model Oneself After a Master and Sacrifice the Failings', 1963/2, p. 13; Huang Duwci, 'View on
Inheritance of Tradition and Innovation in Chinese Painting', 1963/3, p.38; Yan Lichuan, 'On "Wild",
"Strange", "Reckless","Black"', 1963/4, p.20; Cheng Zhidi, 'Concerning Artistic Concepts', 1963/4, p.24
[1221Yan Lichuan, on "Wild", "Strange", "Reckless", "Black"', Beijing: Art, 1963/4, p.20
11231Beijing: Art, 1963/4, p.22
[1241Beijing: Art, 1963/4, p.23
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all normal teaching work was suspended.The Academyunfolded a movementfor exposing
reactionaries. It denouncedthe right-deviationist opportunism of the Academy's Party

Committee.In fact, it markedthe preludeto the GreatCulturalRevolution.
In 1964-5,apartfrom publishingfour of Qian Songyan'sworks and two related
(125)
as well as a small amountof work by professionalartistslike ZhangPing's
articles
26)
GreenHills Like the Sea, the Setting Sun Like Bloohl.
Chinesepainting using
,a
ChairmanMao's poemsas its theme,Art wasfloodedwith imagesof workers,peasants
and
soldiersandslogansof revolution.The works of professionalartistswerequickly replaced
by thoseof amateurworker-peasant-soldier
artists.PremierZhou Enlai's visit to the Army's
art exhibitionwasheadlinenewsin the 4th issueof Art. In 1964,U Keranalso wrote an
article commendingthe amateurart works in the Army's exhibition,

(127)

the viewpoints of

which were obviously contradictory to his consistent artistic taste and thinking. It could
only be regardedas a declaration madeunder pressureof the political situation.
By the mid-60s Li Keran was nearing sixty years of age. He was then thinking
about a new reform in his art style, from "tightening up"(shou) to "free wheeling"(fang).
But not long after, the Cultural Revolution broke out and put paid to his original artistic
thought, postponing for ten years the "reform at sixty years of age" he once expected.His
Picture of GreenHills and Dense Woods(1965) and Picture of SichuanHills in Spring Rain
(1966)(128) becamean epilogue to his exploration of stylized artistic languageduring the
1960s.

2.4

THE YEARS OF THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION (1966--76)

[125] Qian Songyan's four Chinese paintings: Harvesting Paddy Rice; Iron Hill, Steel City; Paddy Fields in
Changshu; Qinling New Town, see Meishu, 1964/3, pp.60-63, Qian Songyan, 'Painting Socialist Bumper
Harvest Farms', Art, 1964/3, p.22, Wang Jingxian 'Delighted to see Qian Songyan's New Landscape', Beijing:
Art, 1964/3, p. 18.
[1261Beijing: Art, 1964/6, p.57
[127] U Keran, 'The Third P.L. A. Art Exhibition', Beijing: ChineseLileralure, 1964/10, pp.80-85
[1281SeeHong Kong: Brush and Ink, NoX. May, 1990
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The Cultural Revolutionwas launchedin June, 1966.As a "reactionaryacademic
authority", Li Keran was criticized and denounced.His house was searchedand his
property confiscatedand he was locked up in a "cowshed".Those thrown into the
"cowshed"included the leading personnelof the Party and administration,headsof
departmentsand professorsof the CentralAcademyof Fine Art and the ChineseArtists
Association.But Li Keran had a clean personalrecord and took part in anti-Japanese
propaganda
work in his early years.The anti-warpropaganda
pictorials and photographs
confiscatedwhen his housewas searchedwere proof of his revolutionaryhistory. In
his examinationwas unableto proceed,and he and Gu Yuan, a print artist,
consequence
werethe earliestto be "liberated"from the "cowshed"and "to return to the massesto be
subjectedto supervisionand reform". In this period, he was deprivedof the right to do
painting.However,he devotedall his energyto the studyandpracticeof the calligraphyof
the Han Dynastyand NorthernWei Periodwhich he had beenunableto do before. He
followedthe principleslaid downby KangYouwei in GuangYlzhouShuangil,andcopied,
readsilently andsavouredin a systematicway morethan 100kinds of stelesand rubbings
from the HanDynastyto the NorthernWei Period,the beginningof his phaseof studyand
practiceof calligraphyin the tenyearsof the CulturalRevolution.
In 1969,he wassummoned
to Beijingto do paintingsfor the Beijing Hotel, but was
his
to
sign
nameon themý129)
allowed
not
In 1970and 1971,Li Kerananda numberof other old artistsweresentto a cadre
school in Danjiangkou in Hubei province for re-education. To do manual labour in the
countryside at that time implied a form of "liberation", a way to "remould" oneself, a kind
of resolve that one would not vainly hope to do painting any more -- to thoroughly uproot
'the black root'. At first, Li Keran was sent to the farmland to pull up weeds; later on he
was detailed for duty in a janitor's room to relay telephonecalls and to look after bicycles.
His wife Zou Peizhu, professor in the SculptureDepartmentof the Central Academy of Fine
[1291in the 1980s, he was requestedto go back to fill in his signature.
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Art, was sent to do manual labour in Ci County in Hebei Province along with the teaching
staff and personnelof the Academy. Of their three children, the eldest boy becamea worker
in a factory, their secondson and their daughter went to the grasslandof Inner Mongolia
and to a poverty-stricken village in Ningxia province to be a herdsman and a peasant
respectively. A major part of their house in Dayabao Hutong was occupied by another
family: many of his household effects were stacked in the kitchen and books were found
everywherein the corridor.
In 1971, by order of Premier Zhou Enlai, some of the painters were transferred
back to Beijing to do painting work for the Foreign Ministry and for a number of hotels and
guesthouses.The National Hotel in Beijing sent a member of its staff to Danjiangkou to
make arrangementsfor Li Keran's return. But after Li Keran returned to Beijing, he could
not live in his own house for the reasonsmentionedabove. He therefore lived temporarily
in the hostel of the National Hotel. It was only after a year that he was able to move into a
flat in a block outside Fuxingmen. In 1972, Li painted a huge Li River for the National
Hotel. In the same year, he drew another huge landscape 7he Scenic Spot of Yangshuo
which took him three months. Again in the sameyear, he painted Springs among 7ýeesas a
for
a visiting head-of-state.During this period when Li Keran was able to
gift
national
resumehis painting work, he was very grateful to Premier Zhou Enlai. He tried his very
best, changing his sketchesseveral times and making versions refined and developing the
mode and style repeatedlyin the 1960s.The finished picture was full of grandeur, solemnity
and commemorativestyle. Though he gave priority to the use of ink colour, he increased
the quantity of colour used, and the details were carefully worked out as if it were a
handicraft article. One could feel that he was painting with reverenceand awe.
In the summerof 1973, ProfessorZhao Haoshengof Yale University paid a visit to
China. When in Beijing, he called on Li Keran and Wu Zuoren. Later he sorted out a
number of tape recordings which led to an article in which they talked about Qi Baishi,
published in the 12th issue of the Hongkong monthly Seventies in 1973. The article
unexpectedlyangeredJiang Qing who ordered investigation and criticism. In the spring of
1974, the Central Academy and art circles beganto criticize Li Keran and Wu Zuoren, and
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Spot
Scenic
7he
Li
Keran's
"black
by
followed
to
paintings".
this was
a movement criticize
be
"black
to
Owl
typical
Yongyu's
treated
paintings",
as
were
of Yangshuoand Huang
"ferreted out and put before the public". Li Keran was unawareof the fact that the series of
Confucianism
between
"struggles
black
and
"criticizing
like
paintings",
political movements
Legalism", "criticizing Lin (Biao) and criticizing Confucius" were attacks on the seriously
ill Zhou Enlai, and he therefore argued his case in earnest. Liu Boshu, a lecturer in the
Academy's ChinesePainting Departmentat that time, said later on,
"Mr. Li Keran did not give in to the criticism, maintaining that all his
his
he
he
from
life.
To
took
out
said,
substantiatewhat
pictures came
sketches and OT ed them to all those present who were astonished at
seeingthem."
It showed that Li Keran had never stopped drawing sketchesduring the Cultural
Revolution. As he was not allowed to go to other parts of the country, he frequentedparks
in the outskirts of Beijing. When he was not allowed to leave his own house he drew
basic
from
his
He
skill.
magazines.
sketchedas a meansof practising
sketches
The movement to "criticize black paintings" forced Li Keran to be present at all
his
He
had
Great
accentuated
could only remain silent.
political pressure
criticism meetings.
high blood pressureand he suffered a recurrenceof his heart diseaseso severethat he lost
his speech. In 1974 and 1975, he could only communicate with his family in writing.
During this period, he practised calligraphy as usual, persisting in writing neatly big
light
ink
black
After
he
daily.
to
in
kai
go
the
use
characters,
would
writing
style
characters
back over them performing an exerciseof "horizontal level, vertical straight" strokes and
lines. Later on he recalled: "I not only practised Yan (Yan Zhenqing, 708-784) characters
invented.
I
I
Wei
myself
and
awkward
scripts
which
stiff
steles, also wrote exceedingly
and
form
is,
dan
'Jiang
Dang
the
of
that
jokingly
ti),
rigid
standardized
style'Ylan
I called them
Chinese characters frequently seen written on the walls of sauce and pickle shops and
himself
He
"(131)
to
this
trained
so
avoid
way
as
the
society.
old
pawnshops of
in his brushwork.
1slipperiness'(11uhua)
[1301Li Song, 77seLife ofLi Keran, Tianjin: The Tianjin Fine Arts Press, 1992, p. 15
[1311ibid., p.40 IN.t, 'ni- av,y r. fem to the bovk )I ily oonfj
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After the end of the Cultural Revolution, people were astonished to see the
emergenceof a suddenmaturity in Li Keran's calligraphic art. His early landscapepaintings
had rarely been inscribed and his calligraphy in the 1960s was also in a subordinate
position. However, following the close of the Cultural Revolution, in the last ten years of
his life his calligraphic art had becomethe soul of his artistic world. The mixed zhuan (seal
character) , 11(official scipt) and cao (grass script) style of his calligraphy brought about
changesin his later landscapes,buffaloes and figures, returning to a certain degree to the
literati tradition with its emphasison the interest and charm of brushwork.
In 1976 Li Keran was 69 years of age. He suffered from overlapping toes on both
feet which hamperedhis walking, but as he was keen on travelling to revive his sketching,
he madeup his mind to undergo an operation which resulted in the amputationof a toe from
his right foot and two toes from his left. In the sameyear he painted two huge landscapes,
L! River and Mount Jinggang for the GeneralAssociation of OverseasChinesein Japan.
In 1976, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De and Mao Zedong died one after the other. In October,
the Gang of Four was arrestedand imprisoned, and the ten years of the Cultural Revolution
cameto an end.

2.5

NEW ORTHODOXY AND REFORM IN THE LATER YEARS (1977-88)

In 1977, Li Keran was seventy years old. In a self-retrospectiveway, he drafted his
"Summary at Seventy", raising the curtain for the reforms of his later years and the coming
his
desk
he
In
his
the
on
notebook
wrote,
art.
of
climax
"The idea of my painting is not elegant enough, the composition too
is
deficiency
in
there
the
creativeness."
and
a
conception
poor,
artistic
stiff,
He summarizedhis defects in sevencharacters,and planned to rectify with another
sevencharacters:
"Industry overcomes slothfulness; modesty defeats self-satisfaction;
broadmindedness prevails
over
courage vanquishes timidity,
narrowmindedness,the new subduesthe old, rapidity remedies slowness,
and finally, replacing stolidity with flexibility. But the most important of all
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(132)
is to havea brand-newidea."
The sameyear,he askedpainterTangYun in Shanghaito engravetwo seals.One
read"white-haired,I learnfrom a child" (balfaxue tong) andthe other "at seventy,I realize
my ignorance"(q1sh!shi zhij! wuzhi),manifestinghis will to startall over again.Evidently,
Li was not satisfiedwith his own work during the CulturalRevolution.Moreover,he had
awokento the fact of the damagedone to him by the political impactof the Cultural
Revolution.
In the summerof 1977,accompanied
by his wife Zou Peizhuand the painterLi
Xingjian, Li Keran went on a trip to the Lu and Jinggang Mountains in Jiangxi Province,
where he went up three times to Huangyangjie. There he made many sketches. After
returning to Beijing, Li began his work of drawing a huge landscapeentitled Jinggang
Mountains - the Revolutionary Cradle for Chairman Mao's Memorial Hall. He recalled in
1978 that policy towards art was rather tolerant at that time. He himself had been received
twice by Hua Guofeng, then Chairman. He was greatly touched, for there was no restriction
(133) In July 1977,
Art invited all the painters working for the
on their creation at all.
Memorial Hall of Chairman Mao to a forurJ134). There Li Keran said,
"In Chinese painting, emphasis has been put upon brush and ink,
especially the latter. Brush and ink are developing all the time. But the
Gang of Four woAý ot permit people to paint with ink, denouncing it as
'black painting"'
in accomplishingthe political mission entrustedto him after the Cultural Revolution
he attemptedto use mainly ink with only a sparseproportion of green colour. Among the
by
landscapists
harping
paintings
on the main theme of revolutionary holy
voluminous
places, Li's painting was the most

(136),
black

whereasthe rest of them took either red or

11321 From Sun Mcilan 'The Contents of Seals and footsteps - further Discussion on the Aesthetic Thoughts of
Li Keran', Winter Jasinine, Feb. /1985, Tianjin: Tianjin Fine Arts Press, 1985, p. 6
[133] 'National People's Congress Inspired Writers, Artists Plan Many New Works'.
Agency in English, in Daily Report, March 10,1979, p. E. 8
[1341 Beijing: Art, 1977/6, p. 13
[1351 Beijing: Art, 1977/6, p. It
[1361 Beijing: Art, 1977/5, pages of plates
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(137) On
lines
draft
there
of
are
tones.
their
a
surviving
version
green as
colour
encouragementthat he wrote:
"Too timid, the contour lines too clear; looking rather mechanical,
in
takes
everything, without the rich
glance
a
mere
without containment;
flavour of a painting". "Be bold, avoid being mechanical, be bold at
wielding the brush, overbrimming with ink; full of meaning, paint as much
eaning; pay attention to the main
as one can, rich in reserve, with endl
tone, so it can be viewed from afar.'M%T
Although this painting was painted with obvious restraint, his paintings done in the
LI
Scenery
Jinjiang
Pavilion
In
Guilin(139),
Wonderful
7he
the
on
same year such as
River(140) and 7he Li River In Rain(141), all of which displayed an air of composureand
in
in
They
his
in
1960s.
a
maturity
the
manifest
confidence, comparison with
works
early
brushwork and pattern.
To fulfill the mission of decorating the east and west wings of the rest hall in the
Memorial Hall to Chairman Mao, the most effective strength of the traditional landscape
circle who had survived the historic calamity of the Cultural Revolution were convened.
Among them were the old painters Qian Songyan, Guan Shanyue, Li Xiongcai, and Wei
Zixi, besides Li Keran, together with middle-aged and young artists such as Song Wenzhi,
Ya Ming,

Chen Dongting

and Qin Jianming, some twenty altogether. Their styles of

fashion
the
one
approached
another,
reflecting
closely
painting
-- mimic techniques; realistic
images; a taste of popularity;

a commemorative

style -- a grandiose view

and a

This
be
described
"possessing
Chinese National style",
could
romanticism.
as
revolutionary
the result of reforming traditional landscape since 1950s. In the later 1970s, this fashion
landscape
become
to
the new orthodoxy.
traditional
the
old-fashioned
painting
supplanted
Most of the old painters who had been active in the 1950s and 1960s, who had contributed
Wei Zixi, RuangyangBorder;Lin
[137] Beijing:Art, 6/1977pagesof plates:Li Xiongcai,MorningShaoshan;
Fengsu,ChenDongting,Liang Shixiong,Dawn at Zunyi; GuanShanyue,JinggangMountain;Wu Linshen,
ShangJunli, Eulogyto Zunyi;QianSongyan,Dawnat Date Garden;Ya Ming, Qin Jianming,Beidailie
[1381from Liu Xilin, 'Wading from Nature to Art', Beijing: Literature and Art Studies, 1991/5, p. 129
[139] Li Keran's Complete Painting and Calligraphy Works, Landscape Volume, Tianjin: Tianjin Fine Arts
Press, 1991, p.251
[1401ibid., p.242
[1411ibid., p. 246
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much in laying the new foundation for this new orthodoxy, had died, including Fu Baoshi,
Hu Peiheng,He Tianjian, Wu Jingting, Zhao Wanyun, Qin Zhongwen and Wu Hufang. Shi
Lu was seriously ill and died in 1982. Obviously, the influence and position of Li Keran in
the reform of traditional landscapepainting and his status in the setting-up of the "new
orthodoxy" was not to be replacedby anyonein the 1970s.The repeatedreforms promoted
by Li Keran in his art in the 1980sand the summit he attained in his later years fortified his
position as the foremost master painter of modern traditional landscapepainting, a symbol
and representativeof the new orthodoxy.
In the summerof 1978, Li Keran began another sketchingtrip to Mount Huang and
(142)
Mount Jiuhua and the Three Gorges.
He stayed on Mount Huang for more than a
month, watching and observing at dawn, in the twilight of the evening, ruminating and
sketching from nature. Many works of his later years brooded during this stay in the
renowned mountains. Leaving Mount Huang, he visited Mount Jiuhuan. When he reached
Wuhan it was already mid-summer. He felt rather exhausted. A physical check by the
physician found him to be in the grip of a cardiac disease,and he was forced to cancel his
tour to the Three Gorges. While recuperating in Wuhan, he was invited by the Light
Industry Bureau to give a lecture to the LandscapeStudy Class. This was the first time he
had given a public lecture since the Cultural Revolution. The content of this lecture was
It
was a systematicsummary and exposition of his artistic thoughts and technical
rich.
very
(143).
experienceaccumulatedsince the 1950s
In 1978 Li Keran had been elected as a member of the Fifth, Sixth and Seventh
Sessionsof the National Political ConsultativeCouncil. In November, 1979, he was elected
to the post of vice-chairman of the Chinese Artists' Association. That same year, as
approvedby the Ministry of Culture, a production team was organized by the Central Arts
Academy and the Beijing Scienceand Education Film Producersto produce educationaland
entertainment

films

about Li Keran's

art. By 1983 the production

team had turned out the

[142] Refer to Li Xingiian, 'Learn in a Circuitous Way, Be One of the School of Industrious Labour', Winter
Jasmine, 1985/2
[143] LI Keran On Art, Beijing: the People'sFine Arts Press, 1990, pp.21-51
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(0

film of No SmoothPath to the High Summit -- the Art of LI Keran In LandscapePainting
and two short films: Creating Monumentsto Mountains and Rivers and LI Keran Draws
Buffalo. Of the three films, Creating Monuments won the International Silver Dragon
Award in the 20th International Short Film Competition held in Warsaw, Poland.
In the autumn of 1979, the Central Academy of Fine Arts for the first time took in
landscapepainting postgraduatesto the Chinese Painting Department. Li Keran and Liang
Shunianwere assignedto be the supervising professors.From a multitude of candidatesthe
Academy took five. In 1980, in his talk to the class, U pointed out for the first time,
"In acquiring the art of painting, the most important thing is to read
'two books' painstakingly first. The first is Nature (including society), the
secondtradition (including history). Any scholar must read these two, no
creative ss
can be achieved if we depart from macro-nature and
tradition. "PI
These 'two books' should be read equally painstakingly, but Nature is of the first
significance, whereastradition comessecond-(145)
In this talk he coined the term "painstaking school". He stated,
"I do not rely o?
I strive my utmost, I am of the
talent,
genius
or
14%5
painstakingschool".
Soon after 1979, art circles welcomed in a new era which has been termed "the
Spring of Arts". "Bringing order out of chaos" in the political ideology field enabled
break
to
through one "forbidden area" into another. For example, there
work
art
creative
(147),
(148),
Wound
the oil paintings of Snow of x day
appearedthe picture-story of Maple
(149)
M/150)
1968
and
which reflected the experiencesof youth in the Cultural
x month
(151)
(152)
Revolution, also the oil paintings InerasableMemory
and Defence
which were a
[144] ibid., p. 170
[1451ibid.
[1461ibid., p. 173
[147] Chen Yiming, Liu Yulian, 'Maple', 7he Picture-story Periodical, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press,
1979/8
[1481Chen Yiming, Liu Yulian, Li Bin, 'Wound', Beijing: Art, 1981/4, p.28
[1491Cheng Conglin, Beijing: Art, 1990/1, p.24
[1501Gao Xiaohua, Beijing- Art, 1979/7
[1511Du Jian, Gao Yaguang, Su Gaoli, Beijing: Art, 1979111,front cover.
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fields,
ideological
in
the
the
and
change
political
profound
when society was undergoing
concept of traditional Chinese painting and its ability to reflect profound social changes
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years was suddenlythrown wide open, the young artists were
closed
which
became
"all-round
"Complete
Westernization"
a
anti-tradition"
and
ardently attracted.
in
discussion
focus
the
art circles.
of
among
a
psychology
younger
generation
and
general
In 1981, the ResearchInstitute of ChinesePainting was established.Li Keran was
appointedPresident.
From 1981 to 1983, Li Keran twice visited Japan. On his secondvisit, in order to
Friendship
fifth
Sino-Japanese
the
the
the
anniversary
of
establishment
of
commemorate
Treaty, his personalChinesepainting exhibition was held first in Tokyo, then in Osaka.
In September1983, the Art and ScienceInstitute of East Germany conferred on Li
Keran the honorific title of "Communicating Fellow" which had previously been accorded
to Qi Baishi.
In 1985, the New Tide Movement in Art surged acrosssome of the main provinces,
had
Cultural
Revolution
the
the
that
movement
after
merely
youngsters'artistic
signifying
flitted over the stage, imitating a shadowy outline of modern Western art and PostModernism. In the July issueof Jiangsu Pictorial, Li Xiaoshanpublished his article entitled
'My Opinions on Modern ChinesePainting' in which he stated,
"Traditional Chinesepainting has reachedits termination".

[1521Ai Xuan, Beijing: Art, 1979/2
[1531Beijing: Art, 1979/11,1979/12
11541Beijing: Art, 1980/3
[1551SeeBeijing: Art, 1979/5,1980/10,1981/2,1981/6,1982/3,1983/1,
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He criticized Li Keran's work for

"including more rational elements"; "not daring to transcend the orbit
discover
Chinese
to
traditional
some new
endeavouring
only
painting,
of
subject in the midst of life"; "exaggerating certain techniques - paying too
much attention to elaborately wro g4t senses, thus affecting the direct
expression of emotion in painting. "
He complained,
"The achievements of Li Keran in Chinese painting have exerted an
inevitable influence on posterity which is more negative than positive. "
The defects in his works are "magnified twofold in the works of his pupils".
"In thi
the path they traverse in art is getting narrower and
narrower. "'NMY.

It is not hard to apprehend that Li Xiaoshan's criticism really echoed the
rebellious

mood

(nifan x1n1l) of youth in the post-Cultural

criticising art from an attitude of drastic anti-traditionalim

Revolution period,

and anti-routinism. Li Keran's

generation had contrived to set up a new orthodoxy to transform the classical -literati style
into a modern popular one amidst an entirely political atmosphere. This was just the kind of
tradition which the youth directly and instantly felt and wanted to revolt against at the
outset. Their

"Revolution

in Painting concepts" signified that they wanted to cast off

traditional values together with traditional

style. They were after the modern Western

philosophical concepts to manifest their strong individuality,

self-expression, fanaticism and

life.
In
towards
an article published later, Li Xiaoshan suggested that
attitude
a cynical
traditional painting should be exhibited in museums as a kind of antiquity, and called on
artists to make all-round innovations and explore an entirely new model instead of making
(158) The
Invitational Exhibition of New
"minor patches and repairs within the old system".
Chinese Painting sponsored by the Hubei Branch of the Chinese Artists'

Association in

Wuhan in December 1985 exhibited new Chinese paintings by the advanced guard who
were all estranged from the new orthodoxy of Li Keran and Shi Lu; for example, the
[156] ChinaFineArts Wreký, carriedthe abstractwith the title changedto 'ChinesePaintingHasCometo its
Termination',first pageof 1985/14,October26 1985
[1571ibid.
[1581 Li Xiaoshan, 'A Prerequisite for the Existenceof the Chinese Paintings', Me of Arts, No. 7, -, 'Chinese
PaintingsAs a Kind of PreservedTradition', Jiangsu Pictorial, 1986/1. China Fine Arts Weeklyhad abstracted
the two above-mcntionedarticles into one, changingtheir titics to 'Tradition, Dividing and PreservedPainting',
1986/1, January 6 1996, p. 1
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Stationary Featuresof the World(159)by Gu Wenda who had manipulatedvarious styles of
calligraphy and interpolated charactersto form the picture, and Zhu Xinjian who rather
"preferred 'the cosmetic odour'(zhifen qi) to 'the intellectual atmosphere' (shujuan q1)
within the Chinesepainting tradition(160). As such, he painted the nude body of a female
with

(161)
bound feet.
At the end of January, 1986, an old painters forum on the "crisis in Chinese

painting" was convenedjointly by the ResearchInstitute of Chinese Painting, the Beijing
Painting Studio and the Editorial Board of ChinesePainting. Tle old painters present

(162)

consideredthat
"The long history of tradition is the result of innovations over
generations. The innovation of today will JM ly become the tradition of
"The arts of every nation
tomorrow; they are an inseparablepair. "
contain that nation's own 'soul',... So long as the Chinesenation exists, so
long as the country exists, this 'soul' will live forever. Hence, anZ104ý
t)egation
of the tradition, any attemptto start all over again is impossible."
Being ill, Li Keran did not attendthe forum, but he askedLiu Boshu to passon his
opinion,

"The young men of today refuse to study tradition, to have life and to
have the hig
re of poetry, calligraphy and painting -- all theseamount
to nothing."ll*
As the controversy over the current situation and the future of Chinesepainting was

at its height, a posthumousexhibition by the painter Huang Qiuyuan (1913-79) of Jiangxi
in
February
1986
in
Beijing. The 120 works of this long-ignored painter
inaugurated
was
from a remote province created a sensationin Beijing art circles. Critics and specialists
[159] See Beijing: China Fine Arts Weekly, 1986/1, January 6,1986, p.2
[1601ibid., 1986/8, February 24,1986, p. 1
[1611ibid., 1986/1, January 6,1986, p. 1
[1621The old painters who attendedthe forum were: Ye Qianyu, Pan Jiczi, Liu Boshu, Wu Zhuorcn, Wang
Xueshi, Liu Lingcang, He Haixia, Zhang Ding, Xiao Shufang, Chang Anzhi, Yu Fcng, Zhou fluaimin, WU
Guanzhong, Huang Miaozi, and Liang Shunian. Becauseof illness, U Keran and Wang Zhaowcn were not
presentat the forum, but senttheir dcputcsto submit their opinions.
[1631Beijing: China FineArls Weekly, 1986/8, February 24,1986, p. 1
11641ibid.
[1651ibid., 1986/8, February 24,1986, p.2
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consideredthem to "be on a par with thoseof Shi Tao and Shi Qi"(166) , even to be rated as
(167)
"very masterpiecesif they had been stored in the Palace Museum".
Li Keran twice
visited the Exhibition, getting very excited and emotional, exclaiming that "It was a shame
(168)
He said,
that we were ignorant of the existenceof such a great talent".
"Nowdjjbýome young men opposetradition while knowing nothing
about it. " (170) "Huang Qiuyuan said nothing, but his works said
everything
In April 1986, the Exhibition of ChinesePaintings by Li Keran was openedunder
the joint sponsorshipof the National Union of Literary and Art Circles, the ChineseArtists'
Association, the Central Academy of Fine Arts and China ResearchInstitute of Chinese
Paintings, displaying some 202 exhibits including Chinesepaintings, calligraphy, sketches
and water colours done by Li over nearly half a century, from 1943 to 1985. In his
foreword (My Words ) to the Exhibition, Li said,
"I am now near eighty, but I have never been satisfied with my own
work. I used to think that if I could live to be a hundred, maybe I could
draw well. But as I ponder again, eventwo hundred would not do, maybe a
little better than I have done so far. 'Wisdom is limitless'. The development
of any matter is %yJTt end, interminably expansive. Absolute perfection
will never exist." Vth
From the exhibition, one can see that in the 1950s Li's works were increasingly
tinged with the imprint of sketching from nature. In his exploration of individual style and
languagebetweenthe 1960sand 1970s,he emphasizedpainstakingdesign. By the end of the
1970s,he beganhis "freewheeling" reformation by shaking himself free of external forces
and self-pressureand overcoming the rational bondage arising from over-designing, thus
approachingautomatic creative states.In the 1980s,he had reachedthe very summit of his
creation, accomplishing the pattern of Li-style and turning out a whole series of
[1661 Sun Ke and Ji Jingzhong, ed., 7he Collected Essays on Chinese Painting Master Iluang Qhquan,
Hongkong: Moqu zhai, 1988, p. 6
[1671ibid., p.5
[1681ibid., p. 105
[1691ibid., p. 113
[1701ibid., pIJ0
11711Li Keran On Art, Beijing: the People's Fine Arts Press, 1990, p. 98
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masterpieces,which transcendedreality and put the emphasison imaginary vision, the
brushesand ink merging as one and reachingthe very border of self-will in such paintings
(172)
Enjoying the Coolness In the 7hlck
as: Ink and Wash Rivalling Colour (1981) ;
(173);
(174);
Forests(1982)
Spring Rain South of the Changliang (1984)
Enjoying Coolness
by the Lotus Pond (1985)(175);and Listening to WaterfallsAfter Rain (1985)(176)

.

After the Exhibition, a publisher outside mainland China suggestedpublishing Li's
Collective Works under the title of "Chinese Impressionism", but Li Keran would not
consent.In 1987, in the postscript to A StreamFlowing through High Mountains and 7hick
Forest (1987) he solemnly statedhis reason,
"My painting takes root in the soil of my homeland, based upon
tradition, and develops objectively. The people of the world may see my
painting as Chinese impressionism, but I cannot agree with such a
statement.In the early days of my life I studied Western painting for a few
years. I am still very respectful towards those great painters of the West.
But I have always been aware that we have our own glorious cultural
system, unique in our pattern of expression. As for learning from abroad,
first we must learn the strong points of others in order to enrich ourselves.
If in learning from others, we belittý59Yrselves, discarding our tradition, I
should say this is a deepdisgrace."
This statementclearly manifestedhis viewpoint on the origins of his art, and his
unequivocal stand on the problem of the cultural relationship between East and West. He
believed,
'Tradition is a blood relation to us
from abroad is
anything
coming
...
cessary,but which should not be substituted for
our nutrition, which
our blood relation."
The last three years of his life, from 1987 to 1989, were the years of the New
Period, full of challenges and new artistic tides. Li Keran had no aversion to such a
[1721U Keran's CompletePainting and Calligraphy Works, Landscape Volume,Tianjin: Tianjin People's Fine
Arts Press, 1991, p.271
[1731ibid., pl. 115, p.293
[1741ibid., pl. 122, p.317
[1751ibid., pl. 128, p.334
[1761ibid., pt. 127, p.332
[1771U Keran On Art, Beijing: the People'sFine Arts Press, 1990, p.208
[1781ibid., p. 186
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situation. As he said in 1986:
"From a historicaý1,6I wpoint, the more developed the culture, the
wider the divergence."
The call in artistic circles for a style of individualization and diversification was
apparently a stimulant to his reform in later years.
In 1984 and 1985, Li Keran had inscribed the saying by Zong Bing of the Six
Dynasties "Clear up one's mind and observe the Dao" (cheng hual guan dao) on his
calligraphic scrolls. This was the earliest aestheticexposition concerning the meaning and
function of landscapepainting. In 1987, he specially expoundedhis reason for inscribing
thesefour Chinesecharacters.He said,
"As to the meaning of landscapepainting, due to prejudice it had not
been eýpqýBjed clearly. This is a problem we should study seriously and
deeply.
In 1958, he had linked the concept of "landscape" with that of the "homeland"
(181). Later, he had taken "creating
monumentsto mountains and rivers of homeland" as
his motto. No doubt, it was an explanationthat was acceptablein the political atmosphereof
the time, defining the function of landscape painting as the kindling of feelings of
later
his
he
In
years,
was plainly not satisfied with such an explanation. He
patriotism.
idea
Bing's
demonstrate
Zong
to
that he wanted to reconsider the value of the
out
picked
landscapepainting from anotherangle which was:
"From the relationship between modern people and Nature, from the
between landscapeart, human mentality, and the dao of the
relationshif, 82)
universe."
Correspondently, his painting style became simpler, more integrated and more
implicit.
In 1986, he summarizedstandardsof "excellence" in landscapepainting in a Tiveimplicit
limitless
follows:
Formula',
Rhymed
resonance;
with
vivid
spirit
as
word
ink;
brushwork
behold;
to
and
magnificent
remarkable
elegant
messages;rich and pleasant
[1791ibid., p. 194
11801ibid., p. 118
[1811ibid., p. 128
[1821ibid., p. 120
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(183)
His first principle recalled the tradition since the Six Dynasties of
and broadminded.
appraisingthe 'soul' of a painting, which had various meaningsand explanationsuntil in the
Ming Dynasty it was explainedas a demandon the temperamentand knowledge of painters,
who should be excellentboth in personality and in consequentpainting style and brushwork.
Li Keran did not explain the meaningof "vivid spirit resonance",but in explaining "implicit
with limitless messages"and"rich and pleasantto behold", he said, "not only should this
(184)
it
As
refer to the appearance",but should be a source of "everlasting rumination" .
for "magnificent and broadminded", his explanation was "such qualities are decidedby the
(185)
All these criteria put emphasis on
self-cultivation and temperamentof painters."
subjective beauty. Compared with the idea that the "artistic conception is the soul of a
landscapepainting", which he used to promote from the 1950sto

(186)
in
1970s,

which he

stressedobjective beauty, it was indeed a significant change.
In talking with his studentsin 1987he said,
"Chinese painting is fully-versed in the abstract, and in the union of
(187)
It
abstractand concrete. would never do without the abstract.Here, his "abstraction" comprised twin meanings; one was the rules of abstract
beauty within form and brushwork; the secondwas abstractconceptsin painting theory and
meaning. He said,
"There is a processin understandingand acquiring traditional Chinese
painting. Without the greatest patience and exertion, want?Ngtlk of
bring
will
one nowhereand will be incomprehensible."
studying
He beganto reconsiderand re-apprehendthe tradition representedby Dong Qichang
had
been
Wangs
Four
the
which
under severe attack ever since the May Fourth
and
Movement. He said,
"In the very beginning I could not comprehendDong Qichang and his
painting. I failed to seehis excellence.Of course, his artistic conception is
[1831ibid., p. 182
[1841ibid.
[185] ibid., p. 183
[1861ibid., p.82, p.45
11871ibid., p. 187
[1881ibid., pp. 187-188
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nothing particular, but his painting is really excellent. I take pleasurein the
painting of Ba Da, and gradually I perceivedthe shadowof Dong Qichang
in the painting of Ba Da, which comesentirely from Dong. I beganto view
Dong's painting and perceive that he was unsurpassedin wielding his
brush. Very 'limpid' indeed. All the objects he painted NO) ust like the
world in moonlight, all transparent,like a crystal palace...
Here, Li Keran acknowledgedthat there had been a process in his comprehending
tradition. In the last three years of his life, he stressedthe comprehensionof the deep
intrinsic value of Chinese painting. This remained the ideological core that directed his
reforms.
The last three years of his life witnessedhis attainmentof the very summit of art. In
his colophonsfor some paintings of last three years, one can clearly perceive that Li Keran
could hardly conceal his delight at his own new breakthrough. In his colophon for the
painting of Landscape(1988) Li Keran wrote,
"I have toyed with ink since I was a child; sixty years have rolled by
already. From morning till late in the evening, brush and ink were always
with me. In old age, I painted at random but profusely; my brush did not
need to touch the paper, but it had the weight of a thousand catties. Only
ý565 with clairvoyant eyes and diligence in practice could comprehend."
He always had in mind that Beijing opera possessesdiverse schools, and each
its
has
own tradition and style. He rested his hopes in his studentsand disciples. In
school
his foreword for the exhibition held in Japanin 1987 by his three studentsHuang Runhua,
Zhang Ping and Li Xingjian, he raised the issue of schools for the first time and designated
his own school as the "PainstakingSchool"(k-uxue pal). He wrote,
"Like Beijing opera, Chinesepainting puts emphasison inheritanceand
development.In respectto time, a school is in reality an individuality. I am
now over eighty years old. In my working and teaching life, I have reared
many studentswhose influence on the life of our sq86ý naturally form a
school which I would call the "painstakingschool" .
However, L! Keran had done so much that none of his disciples could shakeoff his
strong influence and surpasshim. This was perhaps the ground upon which Li Xiaoshan
criticized him as "having a negative influence" on posterity. But the system of instruction
and sketching methods set up by Li Keran for the transition from the traditional to modern
[1891ibid., p.188
[1901ibid., p.207
[1911ibid., p.52

110

landscapemodel has become a solid foundation for the system for teaching landscape
painting in the fine art academiesof contemporaryChina. Through the bridge set up by Li
Keran the young generationare able to move freely betweenthe traditional and the Western,
and the traditional and the modern. No doubt this was his great contribution to tradition and
to modern Chineseart. As to whether posterity can surpassthe teacher, the responsibility
rests on the posterity and not on the teacher.

2.6

THE LAST YEAR AND ACCIDENTAL DEATH (1989)
In May 1989, Li Keran contributed one hundred thousandyuan in RMB donatedto

his personal academicfoundation by a Philippine Chinese for his painting 7he Wonderful
(192)
SceneryofLi River,
to fund the SecondSection of the China Art Festival.
That same year, he again contributed the forty thousand US dollars which he had
obtained through the auction of his landscapepainting 77zeGurgling Spring Is Rapid after
.
Rain to the International Committeefor Restoring the Great Wall and RescuingVenice.
In the summer of the same year he donated thirty thousandyuan in RMB to the
in
TiananmenSquare.
fasted
studentswho
In December,two days before his death, he donatedone hundred thousandyuan in
RMB to the Foundation Committee of Ma Haide to fulfil his desire of "exterminating
Leprosy".
On November2nd, at a forum on Lin Fengmian's art Li Keran delivered an address
(193),
expressinghis gratitude and respect for his teacher. On
entitled "A Genuine Artist"
November 15th, accompaniedby his wife Zou Peizhu, he attended the inauguration
ceremonyof the Exhibition of Lin Fengmian'sPainting where he presenteda floral basketto
congratulatethe Exhibition, and to offer congratulationson Mr Lin's 90th birthday.
On November 23rd, in response to a request from the Hong Kong periodical
11921
ibid., p.110
[1931ibid., pp. 115-117

ill

Shoucang Tiandi, Li Keran invited some of his students to discusss contributions to the
094)
From the
magazine. This was the last long discourse of his life with his students.

subjectshe touchedon, it could be seenthat to the very last minuteof his life, he was
greatly concernedwith the problemsthat had long been in his mind:
1) Concerningthe special mannerof expressionin Chinesepainting. He said,
"The foreign way of observing nature is usually limited to the extent of
their vision, they can hardly appreciate our particý15ýway of observing
)
nature and the intrinsic beauty of Chinesepainting."
Again he admitted that his slow comprehensionof Dong Qichang was through Ba
Da; and that it had beenthrough the influence of Huang Binhong that he gradually cameto

and Ni Yunlin
realizethe abstruseexcellenceof the paintingsof Yun Nantian(1633-1690)
(1301-1374).
2) Concerningthe developmentof the Li School, he said,
"the landscapepainting of the Li School should make a breakthrough
from sketqIlVs from nature to real creative work, this is a great
difficulty. " ki.
He said,
"Tbe developmentof studentsis upon the foundation they acquire from
their teacher. 71beyhave their own individual features, not similar to each
object is the same, but they have to develop on
other. 717heir
wn. If
everyonewere the sameas Li Keran, it would be meaningless.-ýTý7ý
Evidently, he was criticizing his studentsfor lack of their own unique style.
3) As to the ftiture of Chinesepainting he said,
I have asked Wang Yong to engrave the seal of Me East has
dawned', from the last sentenceof SUD1
OUR)s poem Qlan ChIbt Fu which
"I would predict that in the
says 'ignorant of the dawn in the East'"
near future, only the Orient can vie in excellencewith the Occident. This
doesnot meanthat we should play the upper dog oe
069T other, but it does
imply that we should give somethingto the other."
On December 3rd, U Keran spoke at his home to his disciple Li Baolin and said
[1941ibid., pp. 189-192
[195] ibid., p. 191
[1961ibid., p. 191
[1971ibid.
[1981ibid., p. 199
11991ibid.
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that the Ministry of Culture was sendingsomeoneto seehim in two or three days, wishing
to hear his opinion on the work to be carried out in the ResearchInstitute of Chinese

Painting.He said,
"As to the routine work of the ResearchInstitute, I myself cannot
manageit ... but as to the presentstate and developmentof Chinese
painting,I really give it a lot of thought.In my presentsituationI really
havea mind to do somethingfor our Chinesepainting I really hopethat
...
the ResearchInstitute has definite
OOT be
a
aim and pol'
in studying and invigorating Chinesepainting."

of service and use

On the morning of December5th, after washing, Li Keran went downstairs to do
some taiji boxing. He was in high spirits. At about ten, three men and one woman came
from the Ministry of Culture. They talked for only a very short time.

(201) Suddenly, Li

Keran slouched down against the back of the sofa, his face turning white. His wife Zou
Peizhu rushed in from the next room, calling the physician, who diagnosedthe diseaseas a
suddenirretrievable cardiac failure. At ten to eleven, Li Keran passedaway into his eternal
sleep in his studio Shiniutang, at the age of 82.

[2001Li Baofin, 'A Talk Before Etemal Separation', Beijing: Art, 1990/3. p.21
[2011The content of the talk has not been officially revealedpending textual research. It has been reported the
officials were questioninghis contribution to the studentsin TiananmenSquare,and enquiring about the attitude
and demeanourof Liu Boshu, the vice-presidentof the ResearchInstitute, towards the Tiananmcn Incident.

113

CHAPTER 3: THE FORMATIVE PROCESSOF
LPS LANDSCAPE STYLE

This chapter will make a general survey of the style of Li Keran's works together
with their formative process,in chronological order. Such an analysisof style may strike us
as dull and ponderous,but is a necessity.Although it may be possible to derive a general
impression of the style of Li's work by merely taking a brief look at all his works, the
author will attemptto make a closer investigation of the works themselves.She is convinced
that without a definite number of Li's works as the solid foundation for analysis, simply
sampling a few piecesof Li's artistic work to verify a fore-settled conclusion, or proceeding
with classification of Li's works at various periods from a general impression, is no difficult
task, yet it is very unreliable, for the conclusion thus drawn will probably be paradoxical,
even far-fetched.
The objective of form analysis is to reveal secrets in Li's paintings; to reveal
problems Li cameacrosswhen expressinghimself, and the strategieswith which he solved
the problems; to reveal evidenceof the evolution of the style in his "chain of works" and the
internal relations among them. On this basis, we may be able to make a further step to
intensively
the
time
same
at
experience the artistic style of Li's works,
and
summarise,
including his languagefeaturesand his temperament,and we may be able to conduct further
discussionabout the intrinsic cultural value of his work, and the original factors that affect
his style. Therefore, in this chapter,the author will purposely avoid discussingthe aesthetic
focus
but
the
all attentionon the evolution of style.
of
works,
spiritual
content
and
Most of Li Keran's works that the author has seen, besides a few photographs
which have been preserved (mainly early period oil paintings and War of Resistance
propagandapaintings, some of them published in magazines,newspapersand periodicals
after 1990) and early period publications already discovered, were original Chinese
paintings. After An Album of Ll Keran's Ink and Wash LandscapeSketchesfrom Nature
(publishedby the Tianjin People's Fine Art Press in 1956), Collected Worky of LI Keran's
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Ink and WashLandscapePaintingftom Nature (publishedby the Beijing People's Fine Art
Pressin 1959), and Li Keran's Album of Paintings (reproductionsof works mainly from the
Czech State Museum and private collections, published in Czechoslovakiain both Czech
and English in 1959), various editions of albums of Li Keran's paintings have been
published one after another in Hong Kong, Taiwan and the PRC (after 1990). The four
volumes of Li Keran's Complete Painting and Calligraphy published by the Tianjin
People's Fine Art Press in 1991 are the most extensive collection of Li's representative
works and include landscapes,buffaloes, figures, sketchesand calligraphic works. A small
number of works from the Cultural Revolution period which were not collected in albums
were seen in ChineseLiterature, an English-languageperiodical published in the PRC, in
the 1960s and 1970s. Some paintings in private collections have been published in Brush
and Ink, a Hong Kong monthly magazine which started publication in 1990. These
publications served as the main sourceof material for the author in her study of Li Keran's
works.

3.1

THE ECLECTIC ATTITUDE (1929 - 40)

So far we have not discoveredany sketch works done by Li Keran during his stay in
(1).
The black and white photos of his oils,
the National Arts Academy in Hangzhou
[11 Li Keran's three exercise works, two pieces of Mate Nude and Paradise Lost, took part in the Yi-Ba Art
Society's Exercise Works Exhibition held in Shanghaion I Ith-13th June, 1931 (Sun Mcilan wrongly recorded
it as 21st May, 1931, Study of Ll Keran, p. 14, Jiangsu Fine Arts Press, 1991). Two black and white prints Of
Li's works were published in 7he Picture Album of the 1931 Ylba Art Society's Exercise Works Exhibition.
According to Yu Hai's commentariesin 1931, the works of Li Keran included in the exhibition were "three
large pieces" (Shanghai:Literature and Art Press, 15th issue, published on 22nd June, 1931, see Wu Bunai,
Wang Guanquan, ed. Autograph Album of Yiba Art Society, p.80, the People's Fine Arts Press, 1981). Yu
Hai's article did not stateto which kind Li Keran's works belonged. Wan Qingli said in 'The Formation of Li
Keran's Painting Style' that thesetwo works were sketches(Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.25, p.41). Both Li
Song's Brief Biography of Li Keran (Tianjin People's Fine Art Press, 1992, p.4) and Sun Mcilan's A Study of
Li Keran (JiangsuFine Art Press, 1991, p. 14) recorded that the three works of U Kcran in the exhibition were
oil paintings. Wang Zhanfei's article entitled 'Friendship by the side of West Lake' (collected in Sun Mcilan's A
Stu4 of Li Keran, Jiangsu Fine Art Press, 1991, p.268-300), mentions that "Li Keran's oil painting
composition exercise work Paradise Lost of 1931 comprised the first trial of his abilities when he was at
Hangzhou Academy " (Ibid. p.283). The oil painting mentioned above was very likely the Paradise Lost
...
which took part in the Yiba Art Society's Exercise Works Exhibition in Shanghaion I Ith - 13th June. 1931.
The author wrote a letter to Professor Wang Zhanfci of the Xi'an Academy of Fine Arts to clarify the facts.

115

(3),
(4),
(2)
including Male Nude
WestUke
and Paradise Lost
and his landscapeAvenue
(5),
(6)
Scenery
done in the 1930s, however, feature clearly the integrity
and Yulong Shan
of the work and presentationof grouping of masses,with artistic exaggerationand summary
of slightly rounded arcs and triangular geometrical forms, as well as the condensationof
black, white and gray scaleof objects in reversedlight or in sidelight. In terms of form, Li
Keran preferred post-impressionismand the simple and summarizing style of early modern
Western paintings such as Fauvism and expressionism.The artistic conceptionof his works,
however, was quite different from those of modern paintings which were usually intense.
Li's works were more in Chinesestyle, and were poetic and beautiful. The five photos of Li
Keran's oils revealedlittle of his characteristicsin applying colours. He obviously exploited
condensation,with bold strokes and thick tones. The investigation and analysis now rest
solely on the composition and on form characteristicsof someworks mentionedabove.
The oil painting Paradise Lost (1931) (pl. 1) drew its subject-matterfrom the Bible,
but apart from a little snake depicted in the lower left hand corner of the picture which
hinted at the subject, it was basically an exercisein painting the female nude. The form of
the figure used distinct contours both exaggerating and understating circles and curves.
Clear and definite black, white and grey areascovered the female figure and its background,
the hills and stones. The succinct plane form and the slightly deformed treatment of this
According to Wang Zhanfei's letter to the author, dated 12th May, 1996, that Li Keran's Paradise Lost and two
Male Nudes which were in the Yiba Society's exhibition in Shanghaiin 1931 were all oils, and the Paradise
Lost mentioned in his article entitled 'Friendship by the side of West Lake' was the only one shown in the
Exhibition. This picture was unique, with no reproductions.
[21 published in 7he Picture Album of the 1931 YI-BaArt Society's Exercise Works Exhibition; seeWu Bunai,
Wang Guanquan, ed. Autograph Albwn of 171-Ba
Art Society, p.94 and p. 96, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts
Press, 1981
[31 ibid.
[41 Li Keran, Avenue, dated 1929, published in Shanghai:Art Style, 1933, Vol. 1, No.2
151The black and white photographof this work was sent by Li Kcran from Xuzhou as a gift to Shen Fuwcn. it
was collected and preserved by Shen Fuwen and was first published in A Study of LI Keran by Sun Meilan (
plate 7; refer to ShenFuwen's Ictter to Sun Meilan, 26th May 1987, in the samebook, p.313, Nanjing: Jiangsu
Fine Art Press, 1991.
[6) Li Keran, Yulong Shan, (the 1930s), published in Liu Xin, An Illustrated 11undred-Year-Ifistoryof the Oil
Painfing in China, Nanning: Guangxi Fine Arts Press, 1996, p.24
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painting was obviously due to the influenceof the modern painting styles of the early period
in the West as well as the influence of Lin Fengmian's early oil paintings.(pl. 2)
Male Nude (1931) (pl. 3) demonstrateda strong painting style with the tableau filled
up with a single figure. By a sidelighting and backlighting treatment, its tones becamethick
and strong, stressingthe mass structure of the body and giving a senseof the whole, thus
reflecting the characteristicsof sketchingof the Hangzhouschool as well as the influence of
the intense painting style of Li Keran's supervisor, Claudot (pl. 4). Such strong and dark
tones under sideligbting and backlighting treatment appeared repeatedly in Li Keran's
subsequentWar of Resistancepropagandapaintings, which showed an inner correlation
with the black landscapespainted in his later years.
WestLake (pl.5) was very close to Paradise Lost in style, its composition plain and
succinct, with the hills, trees and houses tending towards round, curved and triangular
forms, and with a high simplification in the relations of the black, white and grey areas.The
inverted reflection in water was like a mirror. In a formative sense, the painting was
obviously influenced by the modern painting style of the West. But in emotional appeal, it
pertained to the romantic style of a quality suggestiveof poetry and painting of the East.
From the indistinct black and white printed reproductions of these oil paintings, it
can be seenthat there still existed immaturities in his skill and technique, for example, in
the treatmentof the hands, feet and face of the female body in Paradise Lost and that of the
legs of the male body in Male Nude. However, it is also quite obvious that Li Keran had
keen perception in the formative senseof the modern painting of the West, having also
manifestedgreat interest in the experimentationand study of modern painting styles. 7bis
perception and interest were manifestedagain during his quest for the new languageand
mode of traditional landscapebetweenthe 1950sand the 1960s.
Li's early ink and wash painting Landscape (signed "Keran" and

(7)
dated 1932)

(pl. 6) seemsquite childish. As Dr. Wan Qingli has pointed out:
"It seemsthat there is no clear trace showing that Li Keran learned the
orthodox tradition of the Four Wangs from Qian Shizhi when he was a
171Li Keran, Landscape, signed 'Keran", dated 1932, ink and colour on paper, Hong Kong: Brush and Ink,
No.25, p.41
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calligraphy of Zhao Mengfu in his childhood.
This remains the only reproduction known of an ink and wash landscapeby U
Keran before the 1940s.
Another ink and wash painting entitled Guan Yunchang(signed "Ran" and undated)
in
1934
(pl.
7),
Kingdoms
in
7hree
Romance
Yunchang,
Guan
was
published
of
a general
of
(9)
in Nfeng (Art Style) magazinein Shanghai and could be looked upon as a work of about
the same period. The contour of the figure in this painting has the appearanceof an arc,
ink
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Fengmian's
like
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and
swift
rapid,
very
much
easy and smooth,
in
did
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he
different
from
figure
8)
(pl.
the
more traditional
paintings
and quite
style
style in the 1940s.
From a black and white print

(10)

of an ink and wash work painted by Zhou Peihua

who was in the Hangzhouschool with Li at the sametime, it is clear that his paintings were
influenced by Pan Tianshou in every respect from theme to composition, modelling and
brushwork. Therefore, there should be no doubt that Li Keran had some accessto Pan's
but
Li's
Chinese
time,
two
that
at
works mentioned above bore no influence of
paintings
Pan Tianshou, and no signs of following Jinshl huapal painting (The Painting School of
Bronze and StoneScripts).
From the five works dating from his period in the Hangzhou Art Academy, it can
be seen that certain formative elementsin the three oil paintings have internal correlations
Lin
later
his
landscapes,
but
to
trend
the
close
the
of
characteristics
expressive
with
Fengmian's ink and wash style was very soon abandonedin his subsequentcreations.
Li Keran recalled that in 1936, he painted a Chinese painting, Mong Kul, which
in
in
Nanjing
Exhibition
National
Art
Session
Second
for
the
sponsored
the
of
was selected
[8] Wan Qingli, 'The Fomation of U Keran's Painting Style', Hong Kong: Ink and Brush, No.25, p.4
[9] Li Keran, Guan Yunchang,ink and colour on paper, Shanghai:Art Style, 1934, Vol. 2, No. 6, on illustration
page (no page number),
1101published in 7he Picture Albion of the 1931 N-Ba Art Sociery'sExercise Works Exhibition; seeWu Bunai,
Wang Guanquan, ed. Autograph Albion of K-Ba Art Sociery, p.94,96, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press,
1991
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April, 1937.
"Some newspapersof that period carried special introductory articles
(11)
which set a high value on the painting."
It is a pity that this work is no longer extant. However, according to Dr. Wan
Qingli, another Chinesepainting by Li Keran in 1937, Liu Hal Playing with a Golden Toad
(signed in the twenty-sixth year of the Republic of China) (pl. 9), can be found among the
(12)
drastically different
the
style
of
which
was
collection of Robert Hatfield Ellsworth
,
from the style of his ink and wash paintings during his studentdays in Hangzhou. Li seems
to have completely changed direction towards the painting style of Liang Kai of the
Southern Song Dynasty who was appointedan official of the Imperial Art Academy during
the Jiatai reign period (1201--1204). Liang was well known for the figure painting style of
reducing strokes and splashing with ink. (pl. 10) This change occurred in 1934 after Li
started to pursue ink and wash figure painting in the traditional great freehand brushwork
style, especially after his tour to Beiping in 1935 when he saw a great number of painting
collections of past dynasties in the Palace Museum, which increased his knowledge of
traditional Chinesepainting. This painting was the earliest instancewe have seen in which
Li used a large volume of ink. Beginning from the mid-forties to his later years, Li Keran
in
ink
in his landscapepainting, and after he beganto learn
the
of
use
efforts
madeuntiring
from Huang Binhong, he becamemore concernedwith the use and developmentof the ink
accumulationmethod, and ultimately attainedunusual achievementin the method of using
ink.
From the mid-1930s, Li Keran began studying traditional ink and wash figure
painting. It comesas no surprise, therefore, to learn of the high commendationheapedupon
his figure painting achievementsin the forties. Li Keran's son-in-law Yu Lu recalled:
"At that time, we were still able to find in Su Shaoqing's family some
of Li Keran's early paintings, most of which were landscapes. I have seen
as many as four or five pieces. Later on, the lives of his family members in
Shanghai worsened and they were forced to trade paintings for rice. This

[III Ll KeranOnArt, Beijing:The People'sFineArts Press,p.,222
[121SeeWan Qingli, 'The Fomation of U Keran's Painting Style', Hong Kong: Ink and Brush, No.25, p. 45
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was a pityl"

(13)

The early paintings mentionedby Yu Lu which he saw in the houseof Su Shaoqing
must have been works from 1932, when Li and Su E were married, up to 1938, before Ll
left Xuzhou. It is very likely that Su E brought them to her parents home in Shanghai.
According to Yu Lu, "most were landscapes".It was a pity that a second early landscape
painting in traditional style by Li Keran prior to the 1940shas not yet beenfound.
In the years between 1938 and 1940, Li Keran created nearly two hundred antiJapanesepropagandapaintings. From the preservedphotographsof the works (themselves
now lost), it can be seen that all of them were creationsof figures reflecting social realist
themes. Those works fully demonstratedLi Keran's achievementsduring his time at the
Hangzhou Art Academy, when he learned sketching and the artistic expressive skills of
Western painting and was exposedto the influence of the painting style of his supervisor A.
Claudot in particular.
A comparisonof Claudot's charcoal sketches(pl. 11,12) made in Beiping streets in
1928 with the charcoal pencil propaganda sketch, Who Destroyed Your Happy Home?
(pl. 13) and charcoal propagandasketch, Who Murdered Your Child? (pl. 14) by Li Keran
form
Keran's
Li
that
of figures followed entirely that of Claudot. Both of them
shows
stressedbone structure; the movementsof the figures appear rather stiff; their forms tend
towards straight lines and geometric forms, adding some washesof ink or shadowsto dark
Li
Keran
include
The
paintings
those painted on walls and on
propaganda
of
other
portions.
cloth, such as Don't Become Traitors Nor Docile Citizens, Be Heroes In the War of
Resistance,(pl. 15) PleaseProvide Relief to the Refugees (pl. 16), Innocent Blood (pl. 17) and
.

After the Bombings by Japanese Bandits (pl. 18), all of which show the same characteristics
in form. As for the treatment of the heads of the figures, Li Keran frequently resorted to the
use of side and back lighting to accentuate the thickness of tones (pis. 14,15,17,18), a
method which also came from Claudot (pis. 4,19). Besides, from the movements of the old
man and the exaggeration of the old man's body in VVhoMurdered Your Child? (pl. 14), as
well as from the movement of a man holding his fists high in After the Bombings by
[131Yu Lu, 'Su ShaoqingandLi Kcran', Nanjing:NanjingPoliticalConsultative
199011
Conference,
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JapaneseBandits (pl. 18), one can see the exaggeratedmovementsof the human body as
German
in
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the
the
print
the
of
work
sentiments
as
symbolic
and
monumental
well
artist Kathe Kollwitg (pis.20,21).
If we compareLi Keran's propagandasketcheswith the new woodcuts of the same
(pls.
in
in
find
China,
their
style
and
artistic
sketching
method
similarity
great
period
we
22,23,24). Both were influenced by the early modern painting and the prints of the West. In
fact, most of the youths engaged in the early woodcut movement were Li Keran's
schoolmates in the Hangzhou Academy and members of the Yiba Art Society. T'he
difference lay in the fact that Li Keran's images were entirely Chinese, and rich in
expression,whereassomeprints of the sameperiod still showedto some extent the tracesof
direct copying from foreign works (pls.25,26).

The images of soldiers fighting the

Japanese,traitors and the common people portrayed by Li Keran demonstrateda kind of
treatmentthat was not purely individualized, but in a way very typicalized. Such a capacity
for high simplification and adequate exaggeration on the foundation of realistic
representationwas close to characteristicof Chinesetheatrical roles. In JapaneseEnemy in
Sorry Plight, (pl. 27) such a techniquemadethe image of the Japanesesoldiers exceedingly
conspicuous,and this served as referencematerial for the make-upand performanceof War
of Resistancetheatrical troupes as well as the initial creative idea of the image of the
Japanesesoldier in Chinesefilms.
One can say that the works of Li Keran in this period abundantly reflected what he
had learned during his studies at the Hangzhou Art Academy. He constructed a bridge
between the principle of expressivenessand typification of Chinese traditional opera and
that of moderatedeformation on the foundation of realism in modern Western painting. He
for
backlighting
flexible
the
to
sidelighting
and
modelling;
chiaroscuro
of
made
use
accentuatethe blackness,thicknessand intenseeffects and elementsof geometric graphs for
simplification and exaggerationof the image. Such treatmentdid not only satisfy the special
demandsfor the eye-catchingeffect of poster art, it also becamea common characteristic in
Li Keran's later landscapes,stressingexpressivepower and the senseof form as well as the
typical distinctive image.
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Creating Anti-Japanesepropagandapainting was only a responseto the needs of
social reality, it did not reflect Li's personalartistic aspirationsnor his interests. But where
such principles as artistic expression, modelling and composition were concerned,
propagandapaintings exhibited an internal relationship with his mature landscapestyle.
Therefore, this phaseof Li Keran's artistic careershould not be ignored, especiallybecause
ftom it one can seethe sketchingtechniquewhich he learned at the Hangzhou Academy as
well as the source of the influence of Western art reflected in his efforts to reform Chinese
painting in his later years.

3.2

INVESTIGATING TRADITION (1940 - 53)

Among L! Keran's existing works from the 1940s, with the exception of a small
number of watercolours, the majority consist of traditional-style Chinese paintings, which
include pictures of figures, buffaloes and landscapes.To use Li Keran's works as a basis for
dividing his formative processinto different periods, fits well with his personaldescription
from
1940s,
Watchinga Waterfall at the Foot of Pines, in 1979:
the
of an old work
"When I started studying Chinese painting, I wrote two phrases for
self-encouragement,'use the greatestskill in breaking in', 'use the greatest
courage in breaking out'. This painting was done in Sichuan when I was
over thirty years of age, forty years have slipped by since then. At that
period, I studiedtradition with great concentration.Though I usedthe brush
randomly, I had not in any way fallen into the set pattern of predecessors,
which was 'to use the greatest skill in breaking in'. Since 1954,1 have
travelled over all the famous mountains and waters, and gone through all
kinds of hardshipsand difficulties, and this has causedgreat changesin my
painting style, utterly different from this work. The ancientssaid that it was
very hard for fish caught in a net to passthrough the net and escape,but I
intend to use the greatest courage in breaking out. I wonder whether, in
thirty years, I can become a fish that breaks out of the net. I found this
painting among some waste paper, and the feelings of the present and the
past have overy4lmed me. I therefore write a few words to mark what I
think. Kera...
The meaningof this was that, from 1954, Li Keran had started on his long journey
to paint from nature, reforming the model of traditional Chinesepainting and pursuing his
[141Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press,p., 201
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Li
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of
personal style, whereas
works exhibited extensiveand profound study of tradition.
Traditional figure-painting was the earliest theme and study material dealt with by
Li Keran in the 1940s.
His Beautiful Woman with Round Silk Fan (pl. 28) painted in 1943 was done in
quiet, elegant colour, with lines which were succinct and firm, easy and smooth. If one
basic
it
is
(1944)
(pl.
29)
by
Fu
Baoshi,
it
Woman
Beautiful
that
the
clear
compares with
linear type of both painters camefrom that of Gu Kaizhi (348-409): sturdy, continuous and
elegantand rich in rhythm scheme(pl. 30). But if we take Two Old PeopleLooking at Plums
by Li Keran in 1944 (pl. 31) and compare it with Fu Baoshi's Tong Trees Washedby the
Rain (1943) (pl. 32); or L! Keran's Listening to the Wind among the Pine Trees (pl. 33) and
Sleeping under a Pine Tree (pl. 34) done in the 1940s, and comparethem with Fu Baoshi's
Wen Tianxiang (1943) (pl. 35) we can readily seethat although both of them were influenced
by Shi Tao's free, natural and unrestrained figure style (pls.36,37), in lines, forms and
different.
Li Keran's lines were gentler and rounder, Fu Baoshi
they
obviously
were
style,
had more dramatic changesand conflicts, such as the linear pattern of "nail head and rat's
tail" (ding tou shu wei) and intersectionof lines; in modelling, Li Keran had more that came
from folk-art, like the free and humorous elements of earthen figurines and china vase
figures which were childish and round and spontaneous,whereasthose of Fu Baoshi had
more of the independentflavour of classicaleleganceof the literati.
Li Keran's figure paintings in the 1940s,just as Dong Bo Washing His Ink-stone,
Xizhi Fondling Geese, Mad Mi Saluting Stones, and Mong Kul had, from subject-matter to
interest and charm, all manifested the countless relations of the edifying influence of folk art
during his childhood days as well as the oral folk culture passed down from his father. An
inclination towards the simplicity, boldness and vigour of folk art was something that Li
Keran and Qi Baishi had in common. The Rolypoly (pl. 38) by Qi Baishi, according to his
student Xu Linlu, the flower-and-bird painter, was created with reference to small folk clay
05)
figurines.
In the inscription on Zhong Kul (pl. 39), he pointed out that he painted it with
1151Hua Xia, 'SeeThe Changeof Methodfrom PaintingDrafts', BalshiPaintingDrajls, Beijing: Cultureand
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(pl. 40) the head of the old man dozing off had an exaggeratedforehead exactly like the
image of the charming and humorous folk god of longevity. Cooling Off (around 1947)
(pl. 41) also exhibited a similar flavour. Zhong Kul (pl. 42) painted by Li Keran in 1947
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and
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Baishi (pl. 43).
Among Li Keran's early buffalo paintings, Autumn Pasture (1947) (pl. 44), which
had postscriptsby Qi Baishi on the upper part of it, showing two children holding a cricket
fight was painted with easein a natural and lively way. The characteristics of the lines
looked similar to Cooling Off (pl. 41), and thick and thin ink blocks were used in the
formation of the buffalo, which was analogousto the fallen leaves in Cooling off. The
disparity appearedto be that the lines in Autumn Pasture were more forceful, for example in
the sketching of the lines or contours of the buffalo horns and those of the rope tied to the
buffalo, all of which exhibited the staid, slow and heavy sensereminiscent of Qi Baishi's
influence. In expressingthe pleasureof the lives of the farmer's family and child interest, Li
Keran was in nature very close to those of Qi Baishi (pl. 45). This was probably one of the
in
two
the
their relations.
admired
each
and
other
were
close
why
reasons
Those Chinesepaintings that were highly appreciateddone by Li Keran in the 1940s
freehand
brushwork
figures
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For
of
entirely
and
example,
almost
consisted
She wrote an article commendingthe works in Li Keran's personal exhibition in 1944 and
in the preface of the exhibition Xu Beiliong also made commendatoryremarks, and it was
Li's figure paintings that both of them praised; the works of Li Keran autographedby Qi
Baishi were mostly figures and buffaloes; when Li Keran called on Huang Binhong for the
first time, among the works on which he askedfor advice, one that was highly praised by
Huang was also figure painting. The figure and buffalo paintings of Li Keran during this
period stressedthe use of lines in form, with lines which were succinct, smooth and easy
in
Shi
figures
Tao's
Most
the
rich
were
of
and compositionswhich were empty and natural.
Art Publishing House, 1981, p.2
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unconventionally graceful lingering charm, while at the same time exhibiting the
distinguishing features of the childish, clumsy and humorous influences of folk art. His
works after 1947 even exhibited tracesof the influence of Qi Baishi who wielded the brush
heavily and slowly with lines which were heavy and forceful.
The earliest extant examples of Li Keran's landscape paintings in the 1940s
comprise a few works done in 1943 after Ba Da and Shi Tao's style: After Ba Da and Shl
Tao (1943) (pl. 46); After Ba Da (1943) (pl. 47); Mountain Pavilion in Crisp Fall (1943)
(pl. 48) and Watching Waterfalls at Foot of Pines (1943) (pl. 49). The first three works
mentioned above closely resemblethe style of Zhu Da's landscapepainting regardlessof
their composition, brushwork, modelling or style. (pls.50,51,52) One can also find tracesof
Shi Tao in some tree and figure methods. (pls.53,54,55) However, in the last work
mentioned above, the style and painting methodsof the pines, waterfalls, hills and stones
and figures were all similar to Shi Tao's work (pls.56,57,58,59). All these works gave
priority to the use of lines in form and the use of light ink, by which the artistic conception
appeared unconventionally graceful, delicate and pretty, sparse and simple, pale and
elegant. it is evident that when Li Keran devoted himself to the study of tradition at the
beginning of the 1940s, he adored above everything the style of Shi Tao and Ba Da.
However, his achievementsand his commentson himself were identical: on the one hand
one was able "to seethe standardof my predecessors"in his paintings, while on the other,
he had "nowhere fallen into the set pattern of my predecessors".
New factors in his pictures appearedin two 1944 landscapeworks Retreat (pl. 60)
and Plum Blossom Study (pl. 61). In Retreat, the modelling of hills and stones in square
forms and straight lines resembledthe style of Shi Tao (pl. 62) as well as that of Qi Baishi
(pl. 63). The lower margin of the house joined in a straight line resembled closely the
method of Qi Baishi in painting houses.The two full and straight palm trees which appeared
in the painting are not found in Shi Tao's paintings. The ideas very likely came from the
inspiration of the actual sceneryof Sichuanas well as probably from the works of Fu Baoshi
(pl. 64). In the Plum Blossom Study, the structures of the house possibly had something to
do with the buildings in Sichuan, and it also looked like a simplification of the pattern of Fu
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Baoshi's house. (pi. 65) If the use of the imageof the fence did not come from life, then very
likely it camefrom the influence of Qu Baishi's works (Pls.66,67). The figure method in the
painting looked very much like that of Shi Tao (pl. 68), and also like that of Qi Baishi
(pl. 69). The painting of the plum blossomwas identical with that in the figure picture Two
Old People Looking at Plums (pl.31) painted by him in the same year. These two works
mergedmany kinds of techniquefrom both ancientand modern times but with little trace of
copying. Though the artistic conception was still close to the ancient, the ability to
synthesizeand the creative spirit were evident in the two landscapes.This new changeof
style when Li Keran was studying tradition might have somethingto do with his visit to Xu
Beihong's house in 1944 when he saw more than seventy works by Qi Baishi in Xu's
collection.
It would appearthat the four works marked clearly as having been done in Sichuan
in 1946 were the last Li Keran did during the period when he was in Chongqing. These few
works reveal that Li Keran, in his determination to break into tradition, aimed at getting
advice from severalschools, and not rigidly adhering to a particular sect or a school. Poetic
Flavour of Song People (pl.70) representedthe mood of Song poems in Ba Da's painting
techniqueand style. On 7hick Forestson Autumn Hills, one understoodfrom the postscripts
that the original wish of the painter was to copy the painting style of the Song Dynasty, but
like
looked
Huang
Gongwang
it
finished,
the
of
more
style
of the Yuan Dynasty, with
when
in
brushwork
the
another
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of pima cun. He therefore sighed with
one
upon
peaksrising
feeling that he himself was "a fish caught in a net which found it very hard to passthrough
the net and escape." It could be inferred that Li Keran had made a serious study of the
works of Huang Gongwang while also paying attention to the style of Song painting. In
Chatting in a Hill Pavilion (pl. 71), the lines suddenlybecamevery thick and heavy and the
modelling of the leaves changedinto heavy blocks of ink; the calligraphy of the inscription
on the picture also becamesquareand upright, thickset and straight, showing the influence
of Qi Baoshi and the Jinshl school on his brushwork. Quite obviously, in Playing the QIn In
the Shadeof a Plantain Tree (pl. 72), the palms in the foreground were entirely influenced
by Qi Baishi (pl. 73). The appearanceof plantains camevery likely from the inspiration of
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Fu Baoshi's work (pl.74), whereasthe methodof painting resembledmore that of Qi Baishi
(pl. 75).
From the few works which Li Keran painted towards the end of the 1940s and
which are to be found among the collections in Xu Beihong's Memorial Hall, Return in
Evening (pl. 76); 7hree Gorges in Wind and Rain (pl. 77); Half the Mountain Covered by
Cloud in Spring (pl. 78); Village Ferry (pl. 79); and Chanting PoemsAmong Waternutsand
Lotuses (pl. 80), one can seethe personalinterestsof Li Keran towards the end of the 1940s
when he concentratedon the study of tradition as well as his inclinations in the selection of
traditional subjects.The noteworthy characteristicsof theseworks were:
1) The lines were rough and hairy, vigorous and powerful, especially in Return in
Evening and 7hree Gorgesin Wind and Rain. This meantan affirmation of the changefrom
quick and unrestrainedlines to rough and powerful lines startedby Li Keran from the mid1940son, that is to say that in brushwork, he was more intent on following the tradition of
the calligraphic school. Another outstanding proof in keeping with this change was that
beginning from Pavilionfor Setting Free Cranes(pl. 82) (painted in 1945), obvious changes
occurred in the style of calligraphy of the inscriptions on Li Keran's pictures, the
having
from
dignified
changed
and pretty to peculiar and abrupt, childish
style
calligraphic
inscriptions
increased
in
the
and
number. Such a change clearly reflected the
and clumsy,
influence of Qi Baishi's calligraphic and painting style on Li Keran. Judging from his
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lines
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most
of
many
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copying the
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existing
calligraphic style of Qi Baishi, a fact which could almost be regardedas a clue to identifying
the period when these works were painted. But these changesstopped from the end of the
1940suntil his later years, after the study of epigraphic tablets for ten years in the period of
the Cultural Revolution, when Li Keran ultimately attained maturity in his brushwork. It
was only then that his inscriptions on pictures became longer and increased in number
again.
2) The concurrent use of splash-ink and break-ink, water and ink free from
inhibition, especially the painting method of hills in 7hree Gorges in Wind and Rain was
almost similar to the splash-ink method of Qi Baishi when he painted lotus leaves (pl. 81).
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This meant an affirmation of the experimentsin using ink blocks for modelling to replace
linear modelling. 7he Pavilion for Setting Free Cranes (pl. 82), painted in 1945, was the
earliest of these experiments. These few works conspicuously reflected Li Keran's great
interest in the use of ink. The earliest instanceof this interest was discernible from Liu Hal
playing with a Golden Toad (1937) (pl. 9). In the 1950s Li Keran learned the inkaccumulation method from Huang Binhong and combined it with splash-ink, the
combinationultimately becomingthe outstandingfeature of Li's landscapestyle.
3) Forming major mountain peaks in pictures, and underlining them with threedimensionaleffect, admittedly thesewere an approval and return to the traditional pattern of
the Song Dynasty (pl. 83). For example, for the highest peak in Village Ferry Li used long
line wrinkles and dyed it with ink blocks. It is very likely that this specific painting method
was inspired by Qi Baishi (pls.84,85). Such a style became the principal pattern of Li
Keran's landscapesin his mature period, which led to a further changein his pattern of the
eighties. The two works Li Keran painted at the end of the 1940s in which he copied the
Tao
Ba
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Copy
Shi
and
of
of Shi Tao's Landscape(1947) (pl. 86) and Watching the
style
Hills After Rain (1948) (pl. 87), also reflected the above-mentionedchanges.A comparison
1943
his
of
which also copied the style of Shi Tao and Ba Da (pls.45-48),
works
with
in
differences
brushwork
significant
and form.
reveals
To summarise, Li Keran's efforts in the 1940s "to break into tradition" took Shi
Tao and Ba Da as the point of departurewithout rigidly adheringto a particular school or a
sect. After 1947, when he formally becamea pupil of the two masters,Qi Baishi and Huang
Binhong, Li drew closer to the brushwork tradition of the Jinsh! school on his own initiative
and started to augmenthis skill in ink method. Although his landscapestyle in the 1940s
and in the later years were entirely different, his interest in artistic problems of traditional
art exhibited in his works from the 1940sto later periods coincided internally.
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3.3

BREAKING AWAY FROM TRADITION BY MEANS OF SKETCHING (1954 59)

Between 1954 and 1959, Li Keran four times set out on long trips to sketch from
nature with Chinese ink and brush, devoting himself to reforming traditional landscapes.
The first occasion occurred in the spring of 1954, when he, accompaniedby Zhang Ding
and Luo Ming, spent more than three months in regions south of Changjiang and
Huangshan; the second occasion occurred in 1956 when he visited regions south of
Changjiang and later on travelled up the river to Sichuanand Shanxi in the companyof his
student, Huang Runhua, spendingeight months away altogether;the third trip was in 1957,
when he and Guan Liang were invited to pay a visit to East Germanyfor four months where
he did landscapesketching; the fourth occurred in 1959, when he took some students to
Guilin to sketch for a period of around two months. These four trips altogether took
seventeenmonths, and resulted in more than 200 single-picture ink and wash landscape
sketching drafts and a large number of pen and pencil sketches.From these works, one can
see Li Keran's efforts "to break out of tradition with the greatest courage" as well as the
his
"what
of
maxim:
we prize is guts, what we want is soul".
real significance
Li's sketches of 1954 showed distinctly new artistic conceptions. However in
techniquesof expressionthey still betrayedvacillation betweenthe painting methodsof the
Chinese and of the West. For example, from 7he Street View of Shanghai (pl. 88) and
Geling Ridges in the Spring (pl. 89), a flavour of contemporarylife came blowing on your
face, and the influence of Western watercolours on the composition and expressive
technique was evident. Rain Also Wonderful (pl. 90) and Tal Lake (pl. 91) also came from
sketching, but the techniques of treatment came more from the influence of Qi Baishi
(pls.92,93). Tian Du Peaks (pl.94) was a product of sketching in Huangshan,the wrinkle
method of painting the hills clearly reflecting the brushwork characteristics of Huang
Binhong's "full of twists and turns" (yi buo san zhe) (pl.95). The painting of Spring Rain on
Sichuan Hills (pl. 96) demonstratedthe close relationship of some of his paintings in the
1940swhich were after the style of Shi Tao and Ba Da. Every Household Looks Like In
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Pictures (pl. 97) was an example which showed that he ideally combined real scenery
sketching with traditional technique. Many layers of colour and ink were applied on the
green mountainsand trees. Although in technique,traditional lines in sketching the contours
and the "boneless method" (mo gu fa) were used together, with borrowings from the
methodsof watercolour painting , the combination appearedquite natural. In this work the
characteristicsof fullness and thickness in composition are shown. Setting Sun After Rain
(pl. 98) gives indications of a mature pattern of the 1960s.
Important changesin the style of Li's painting occurred in sketching from nature in
1956, characterized by the fullness of composition and the darkness of tones, which
replacedthe simplified brushwork and gentle colour treatment in his works of the 1940s,
and also swept aside the hesitation and vacillation in ways of expressionhe showedwhen he
began to sketch from nature in 1954. All of these exhibited his bold originality in
expressionof artistic ideas and his pursuit of vigour and luxuriance.
In 7he Plum Blossom Garden, Wuxi (pl. 99) and Me Humble Administrator's
Garden, Suzhou, (pl. 100), one noticed that the lines for drawing branchesand twigs, with
thousandsof postures, spread over the whole picture and evolved into a strong senseof
form. Me Tiger Hill, Suzhou(pl. 101) proceededfrom the foreground of the riverbank to
the top of the pagodaon the hill in the distance.This was the traditional methodof Chinese
traditional composition: "look at the small from the large" (yi da guan xiao) as well as the
methodof moving the point of vision up and down (shidian shangxia yiwel). But Li Keran,
at the sametime as he was doing his utmost to reduce the differences of the perspectiveof
the sceneryin front and behind, far and near, and showing the scenerystageby stageon the
plane, also produced a visual effect in the picture which did not contradict the senseof
perspective,and madeit finally very different from traditional landscapepatterns. The unity
of such "position-moveperspective" (y1weltoush!) with real visual effect becameone of the
mysteries of Li Keran's landscapecompositions. It can also be said that it was a further
developmentof masterQi's principle of form that, in the creation of scenery, "the ingenuity
lies betweenlikeness and unlikeness".
A 7housand Year Old Ginkgo in Suzhou (pl. 102) revealed his interest in the
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backlighting effect createdby sunlight penetratingthrough the crevicesof leaves.
In 7he Zigzag Bridge at 7hree Ponds Reflecting the Moon, WestLake (pl. 103), A
Corner of Wu Mountain, West Lake (pl. 104) and A Yeahouseat the Lingyin Temple
(pl. 105), Li Keran startedto try the ink-accumulationmethodwhich he learned from Huang
Binhong, applying it to the portrayal of branchesand leavesin a forest. This experimentled
to a seriesof important changesin his style, the first of which was that the "denseness"of
lines changed into the "denseness"of ink; the modelling style from the linear pattern
became the pattern of circular blocks. The repeated use of dark and light ink and the
application of colours in painting of branchesand leaves, resulted in thick and vigorous
modelling and dark and strong tones. Second, the repeateduse of ink and colour for the
accumulativedyeing of the forest trees resulted in a further reverse of the substance(shi)
and void (xu) and black and white relationship of the compositionwhich had belongedto the
pattern of fullness. Repeatedaccumulative dyeing caused a great part of the secondary
position to becomehidden in the shadesof ink and colour, with only a small area of white
becoming a substantialspacestriking to the eye, for example the white walls of cottages,
white brooks at the foot of a mountain and bright leavesamong trees. And in Looking Far
Into the Distance From Qiantang River (pl. 106) and Cottages at the Foot of Yandang
Mountains (pl. 107), the effect of the pictures was changedto a state as if the black ink was
the basecolour of pictures such as a seal cut in intaglio.
In 7he River in Wanxian(pl. 108), Li Keran developedthe ink-accumulationmethod
into the "from nothing to something, from something to nothing" method, to seek in the
first place to depict the sceneryclearly and richly, with everything included, and then to use
ink and colour to adjust the tones, making the picture become gradually blurred in order
that it might produce an effect that was rich and profound in details but reservedand simple
as a whole. The invention of this method further determined a thorough change in the
traditional relationships between substance and void; black and white in pictures,
culminating in Li's mature pattern of landscapecharacterizedby "fullness" and "blackness".
If we look at 7he Summit of Lingyun Mountain (pl. 109) and 7he Great Buddha,
Jiading (pl. 110) for example, we notice that when Li Keran used ink shadesto regulate the
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tones, he madea bold simplification in the black-white-grey relationshipsof the complicated
scenery. The black-white-grey region carved up in his painting showed geometric figures
(pls.111,112),

demonstrating the influence of the awarenessof plane construction in

modern Western art. 71biswas directly related to the foundation laid when he was at the
HangzhouArt Academytaking lessonsfrom A. Claudot. Furthermore, his treatmentof the
black-white-grey relationships was linked with another subject, "layers" (cengci), in which
he felt very interested.He used the methodof relief for the treatmentof "layers"P(16)using
many layers to show the senseof space in landscapepainting. In his works, one can see
clearly the pattern of this sort of "relief type" (fu diao shi) inclining towards the plane in the
treatmentof layers. In Yhe Great Buddha, Pading (pl. 110) for example, the first layer was
the stepson the left side; the secondlayer was the Great Buddha; the third layer was Leshan
mountain; and the fourth layer was water and the sky. Each layer was relatively on the same
plane, forming a careful and precise composition. However, the significance of substance
and void of each layer was relative, for instance,to the Great Buddha, the black mountain
but
"void",
to the water and the sky, it was "substance"; to the mountain, water and
was
but
boats,
"void",
to
the
they were "substance",and so on. Therefore, eachpart of
sky was
the whole painting had a double meaning, the "substance"(sh!) and the "void" (xu), which
extendedthe volume of information of the painting. This was another implication of the
"fullness", which was one of the characteristicsof Li Keran's landscapepainting.
A small amount of white with a great area of black tone produced a voluminal and
illuminative senseof the mountain in backlight in Li Keran's landscape.The warm colour
applied on the white areagave the whole painting a sunsetfeeling, like Yhe City of Lueyang
(pl. 113).
Among his sketches of 1956, there were many pictures showing the effect of
backlight by the linking of the ink accumulation technique with a feeling of light, for
exampleHilly City Under the Sunset(pl. 114), and Emei Mountain In Autumn (pl. 115). He
also utilized the senseof light on the "eye of the picture" (huayan) which is the essenceof a
[161Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press,p. 152
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(17)
picture (as Li Keran
put it), as with the gurgling mountain spring in the painting 7he
River in Wan County (pl. 108); the glistening creek in the painting 7he Matched Hall of Du
Fu (pl. 116) or the terraced fields in the painting In the Foothills of Yandang(pl. 117). The
effect, just as Huang Binhong said, was that
"the far away receding hills, the light of a torch, they are all like a
point in the eye, entirely void, but there is suýýJqce in the voidness, which
can attain the stateof sublimation (huajing). "
In his 1957 sketchesfrom nature, Li Keran continued to develop and experiment
with the techniquesof layers, light sensationand ink accumulation.As in Dusk in Dresden,
Germany(pl. 118), he used ink accumulationtechniqueto show a vast expanseof sceneryat
dusk. The buildings and trees were treated very indistinctly. To the slightly more distinct
small figures, the background appeared"emptiness", but the pinnacles of the towering
architectural complex were painted very distinctly which enabled this vast expanse of
indistinct building to have a substantialfeeling and a hint of entity. The feeling of light in A
Mill in Germany(pl. 119) was exceedinglystrong, but it was due entirely to an "artificial"
light source similar to stage lighting which helped to give the entire picture a mysterious
7he
Weimar
In
Bridge, Germany (pl. 120), the warm colour flashes in the woods
glamour.
in
the water below the bridge reinforced the sense of depth and
the
reflection
and
In
from
the
sketches
nature in Germany, the effect of Li Keran's ink
penetration.
accumulationappearedmuch more sleek, glossy and restrained, in some ways like an oil
In
fact,
121,122).
(pls.
this was also one of the elements of "profundity", an
painting
aestheticcharacteristicwhich Li Keran sought after.
With regard to the sketchesfrom nature in 1959, a fact worth special attention was
the emergenceof a modelling type of a single tree which in the 1960s and in Li Keran's
later years becamea basic form for a single tree. (pls. 121,122,123).
From 1956 to 1959, a number of sketches using mountains as their principal image
provided a basis of sketching from nature for various brushwork vocabularies in matured
mountain patterns, such as outlining with the tip of the brush "full of twists and turns",
[171ibid., p.142
1181Quotationsof Huang Binhong, p.7, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople'sFine Arts Press, 1961
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wrinkling in short parallel lines in a horizontal direction in 7he Hundred Step Ladder at
WushanMountain (pl. 124); outlining in wulouhenbrushwork ('drawing lines like traces of
raindrops on a leaking roof), wrinkling and rubbing in smooth and adversebrush strokes in
Spring Rain in Guilin (pl. 125); splashingink and breaking ink plus wrinkling and rubbing
in dried strokes in YheMelshan Bridge (pl. 126); and using the Mi dotting method (MI than
fa) and the "bonelessink technique" (mo gufa) in Apricot Blossom and Spring Rain South
of the River (pl. 127).
In the 1950s, Li Keran createda series of landscapeswith new artistic conception
and distinctive nature by sketchingor creating in the face of scenery. At the sametime that
he was making bold reforms, he never deviated from the study of traditional subjects. For
example, on the basis of Huang Binhong's study of ink accumulation,he developeda style
of more realistic painting; on the basis of traditional composition which brought a vast
expanseof mountainsand rivers into a small scroll, he attemptedto inform the senseof an
integral whole. It was precisely becauseLi Keran discovered the point of combination
between traditional subjects and the common aestheticstandard at that period that he was
his
to
out
work from a relatively high academicstarting point, which on the one
carry
able
hand harmonizedhis painting style with the needsof the time, and on the other guaranteed
the quality of his artistic reform, and increasedhis distancefrom the painting style in vogue
in the 1950s.

3.4

SCHEMATIZING A PERSONAL ARTISTIC LANGUAGE (1960 - 66)

Li Keran returned to his studio in the sixties to carry on with his creative work,
commencinga changeto a new style which was closely linked with, but utterly different
from, his sketchesin the 1950s. The direction of this change can be analysed from the
characteristicsof a seriesof his works in the 1960s.
Fishing Boat in Willow Creek (1960) (pl. 128) can be looked upon as a signal of the
beginning of this new phase.Though it derived from a sketchof 1955 (pl. 129), one can find
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no trace of sketching from nature, a fact which shows that Li had to some degreereturned
to his simple and elegant style of the 1940s. The patterns of distant hills, trees and water
were close to traditional freehand brushwork models. This work clearly showed the
painter's initial attemptto extricate himself from tracesof sketchingfrom nature and create
a new traditional pattern.
In the Midst of Ten YhousandPlum Blossoms(pl. 130), painted in 1961, was a recreation of 7he Plum Blossom Garden, Wuxi (pl. 99) and 7he Humble Administrator's
Garden, Suzhou(pl. 100), painted in 1956. In this new work, the branchesand trunk of the
plum-tree, the winding covered path and the hills and stones were treated with a more
distinct and traditional drawing technique which augmented the aesthetic value of
brushwork itself. The point of vision of the picture was elevated,to prevent the scenery in
the foreground from blocking that in the background, which was a common sight in
Western painting. In the postscripts, Li Keran wrote, "In this picture I took plums from the
Plum Garden in Wuxi and planted them in the Humble Administrator's Garden in Suzhou",
demonstrating explicitly his principle of upholding the authenticity of not being too
punctilious in a parficular scene,and "painting according to intent"(vi yi wei zhi, creating it
according to comprehensionand aspiration) to construct an artistic conception richer in
personalstyle.
Both the above-mentionedworks showed that Li Keran's subject for study was no
longer the liveliness and richnessof nature. Instead, he turned to a more traditi(ýal way of
creation and of tempering his personal artistic language.In harmony with this change,the
series of sketchesdone in the 1950swhich made a great impression on people, including
271ger
Hill, Suzhou; YheHilly City, Chongqing; 7he Great Buddha, Jiading; 7he Summit of
Lingyun Mountain and A Yeahouseat Lingyin Temple, did not become a basis for his recreation works in the 1960s. The subject matter which he felt interested in and used
repeatedlyuntil his later yearsbecamerather concentratedand limited. During the courseof
his repeated treatment of these subjects, he never ceased deliberating over an ideal
composition, leading gradually to the formation of several basic schemata,from which,
even in his reforming style in later years, he did not depart. From the processof working
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out his personalschemata,we can understandthe real meaningbehind Li Keran's so-called
"to mine once and refine ten times" (cal yi Ilan sh!) and "find several
typical compositions from sketching, paint repeatedly, temper repeatedly
and imr ro them over and over until one is able to write them from
(%
memorý,
painting therýo Jike Qi Baishi drawing shrimps and Zheng
or,
Banqiaodrawing bamboo".
The following is an attempt to analyze several basic schematadrawn up in the
1960s:
[1]: The Mode of the Li River
The subject matter of the Li River was one of the themeswhich Li Keran repeatedly
created, from the time he started making sketchesfrom nature in Guilin in 1959, until his
later years. As his main theme, he also painted it on a large scale.
7he Li River (pl. 131), painted in 1963, eventually establishedthe basic pictorial
pattern of this subject matter. That was, mountain and water had equal sharesof spacewith
the mountains appearing like upright tablets and water like bright mirrors. From the
foreground into the distance, the rocks criss-crossed,layer upon layer pushed far back,
making the water area appear exceedingly wide. The dark black hues of the rocks made
indistinct
and gloomy, whereasthe inverted image in the water and the small
seem
nature
boat sailing on the river showednature's calmnessand serenity.
The formation of this basic mode had emergedfrom a difficult exploration. In the
sketches of Guilin in 1959, the viewfindings and compositions in works like 7he Xlaodong
River, Guilin (pl. 132); On the Bank of the Li River (Pl. 133); Water Meels in Guilin fields
(pl. 134); Yang River, Guilin (pl. 135) and Householders by the River (pl. 136) stressed
openness and prettiness, and the artistic conception was rather insipid. It was only in the
mountain method in Spring Rain in Guilin (pl. 125) of 1959 that one saw the embryonic
form of his matured pattern in later years. Misty Rain On the Li River (pl. 137) of 1962 used
the techniques of splashing ink and ink accumulation in painting the black mountain, thus
achieving the imagery of the hills around Li River after rain. A Ferry Crossing At Yangshuo
of 1962 (pl. 138) used the image of hills to fill up the picture, ink accumulation and
[19]LiKeran OnArt, Beijing:ThePeople'sFineArts Press,p.161
[201 ibid.
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luxuriance
hills,
the
their
the
to
as well
and
the
verdancy
colouring stress
senseof
massof
as deepening.Only in this picture was a matured pattern of the hills around the Li River
achieved. However, none of the three compositions had solved the relationship between
hills and water. YheLi River of 1963 (pl. 134) eventually achievedan ideal mode by using
the darkness,the bulk and the constriction causedby crowded arrangementof the hills, to
form dramatic conflicts and contrast with the brightness, the opennessand calmnessof the
water area thus giving the subject of the Li River a miraculous artistic conception and
strong charm. In the postscriptson this painting, Li Keran confessedhis gladnessat having
achievedthis composition. He wrote:
"I visited the Li River three times, and though I felt that the landscape
there was wonderful, it was not easyto work out a composition. I now use
the traditional method of 'looking at the small from the large' to paint it.
Standing
the bank of the Li River one is not able to see this
scenery."A
The formation of this mode basically solved the treatment of the composition, the
tones, the technique for painting mountains, and that for water and so on, of this theme.
Most of the changesof his Li River subject in his later years occurred in this mode, as
further efforts were made to perfect brushwork and the expressionof different emotional
Li
Keran
atmosphere.
stressedthe senseof depth very strongly, but in fact, only
appealand
the Li River subject proved to be a successful example in his exercise of the depth
perspectivemethodduring the 1960s.
[2]: The Mode of City and Town
This mode, full of creative originality, had already been produced in Lu An's Old
Home, the City of Shaoxing (pl. 139) and Look-Ing far into the distance from the Qlantang
River (pl. 106), two works of sketching from nature in 1956. Li Keran reduced the
difference of size and colour shades in perspective caused by objects in the different
distances, put the houses of the town on a plane spread out in full, with roads and rivers
passing through the picture from top to bottom, and the river in distant view lying across
the uppermost part of the picture. The whole painting united in a dark tone, achieving
balances between horizontality and perpendicularity as well as among dots, lines and planes.
[211ibid., p.199
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This pictorial pattern was used again in Lu Xu's Old Home, the City of Shaoxing (1962)
(pl. 140); Morning Market at Jiangcheng (1965) (pl. 141) and Morning Fog in Jiangcheng
(1965) (pl. 142), the latter two paintings in light ink tones which createda fresh and lyrical
artistic conception.
[3]: The Mode of Using Paper-cutSilhouetteStyle Mountains as the Main Body.
This was a mode never seenin Li's sketchesduring the 1950s.It was a form which
blended most of his achievementsin the sketchesof the 1950swith his later most typical
landscape
from
It
traditional
typical
subject matter
and changeablemode. made use of
his
forming
in
hills,
buildings
unique style of
trees,
and waterfalls as elements
painting Sunset
Lake
At
8);
Ronghu
(pl.
13
in
(1962)
Ferry
Crossing
Yangshuo
A
at
composition, as
(1963) (pl. 143); A Mountain Pavilion at Sunset (1963) (pl. 144) and Ten 7housand Hills
Crimson All Over (1964) (pl. 145). In this mode, the usual method was to use a papercut
silhouette style of mountain in thick and heavy tones to fill up the picture, with trees,
houses,waterfalls (or water) arrangedin different layers in front of the mountain, leaving a
blank space in the right/left upper corner of the picture for showing layer upon layer of
distant hills and spacebehind the main mountain. Such spatial treatment was characterized
by the combination of "dividing the plane" and "pushing forward in depth". The trees,
in
be
low
in
high
the
to
scenery
appeared
relationship, while
etc
and
pavilions,
waterfalls,
in
flat
different
layers,
hence,
the
the
time
and
arranged
at
same
spatial
theseelementswere
forward
in
layers
behind
like
front
in
layers
of
sculpture
pushed
appeared
relief
and
thin
depth. The formative processof this composition was visible in Li Keran's sketchesin the
1950s, 7he City of Lueyangat Sunset(pl. 146) and 7he Great Buddha, Jiading (pl. 110).
This mode was easily adaptableto many kinds of themes. One can seethat changes
in most of his works in Li's later years occurred on the basis of this mode. The two main
in
included
life
his
liked
Li
Keran
versions of this mode.
also
themeswhich
were
all
The first was the theme of a pavilion and trees that camefrom the sketch A Maple
Grove at Suzhou (pl. 147) of 1956. If one comparesit with A Fine Sunset Scene (1963)
(pl. 148), one can seethat the latter was a version of the former. But the picture of 1963was
entirely free from traces of sketching. It used a papercut silhouette style mountain as the
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background, with the addition of a waterfall on its left side. The painting method of the
pavilion and trees causedpeople to associateit with his early landscapepaintings in the
1940sthat copied the style of Ba Da (pls.46,47). The whole painting used ink methodsof
splashing, accumulatingand dyeing which made the picture dripping wet. It had the neat
formation of the 1960s' patternsand the natural randomnessof the brushwork of the 1940s.
This subject almost becamehis speciallessonfor practising the unrestrainedstyle in various
periods when he reviewed his brushwork of the 1940s. In later versions of this subject,
from the 1970sto the 1980s(pls. 149-154),one soon notices his relaxed style when he freely
used his brushwork on this subject.
The secondwas the theme of "apricot blossom and spring rain south of the River"
which he painted from childhood days till his later years. He used light ink to do the
painting (pis. 155,156), then in 1963 usedthick ink to do it (PI.157), and in his later years,
he painted it using different shadesof ink and different painting techniques in order to
develop and changeon the basis of this fundamentalmode. (pis. 158-162)
[41: The Mode of the Gorges
Mountains at Sunset (1962) (pl. 163) provided a mode depicting chains of hills
facing each other on opposite banks of the Three Gorges, with the Yangzi River flowing
through the narrow waterway. When comparedwith the pictures of 7he Gorges by Jiangsu
Qian
Songyan,
Song
Baoshi,
Wenzhi
Fu
and Ya Ming (pls. 164-167), obvious
painters
differences can be detected. Apart from the application of accumulating ink and reverse
lighting methodsto paint the chainsof hills, Li Keran paid more attention than the painters
mentionedabove to the simplicity of the formative construction -- from the whole down to
the details, he repeatedlyused vertical and level lines. On the basis of dividing the plane,
and in neat formation, attentionwas also paid to the relationship of spatial layers, so that the
hills in the foreground and those in the middle were entirely different in their shadesof
colour, thus stressing the senseof spaceof the hills facing each other across the Yangzi
River. The result was, that although no lighthouses, steamersor other things pertaining to
modern times appearedin the painting, in artistic treatmentit neverthelessseemedricher in
modern significance. The pictures of the Gorgeswhich Li Keran painted in his later years,
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on the basisof this mode, appearedmany times in different versions.
[5]: The Mode of Mount Huang
Mists and Cloudsover Mount Huang (1962) (pl. 168), Mists and Clouds In 7Wilight,
Mount Huang (1963) (pl. 172) and Mist and Clouds over Mount Huang (1963) (pl. 173) of
1963 produced the basic characteristicsof the mode of Mount Huang: 1). A section of a
chain of mountains is cut off as the principal part of the picture; 2). The composition
assumesthe form of an S-shaped curve, both the mountain and the shape of the clouds
tending to repeatthe curve. 3). The unoccupiedpart of the mountain is occupiedby clouds,
the mountainsand the clouds connectingtogether and filling up the picture; 4). The body of
the mountain is representedas a heavy and colossal black mass, contrasting strongly with
the bright and light curve pattern of the clouds, forming the artistic conception of the
mountainstranquil and at rest, the cloud floating and moving.
While Li was searching for typical compositions of certain subjects, his works in
the 1960salso gradually formed a systemof modelling languagein his personalbrushwork.
For example, the technique of painting mountains gradually formed a standardised
inherent
language:
the
structure of the body of the mountain assumedthe shapeof
modelling
In
in
the rectangularstructure, Li madeuse of horizontal parallel lines and
a
circle.
a square
("axe-chopping"
fupi
cun
wrinkle technique) to wrinkle and rub, doing the work
vertical
ink,
ink,
light
ink,
dried brush and wet brush in order that
thick
colour,
with
repeatedly
every stroke of the brush criss-crossedand each layer changed, attaining the effect of an
integral whole, thick and heavy (pls. 171,172). Using the sametechniques,he combinedthe
splash-ink method with the "boneless method", changing again to the mountain pattern
which representedthe mountainscoveredby green vegetation (pl. 173) as well as the more
humid effect of southernmountains(pl. 174). The I ight and shadetreatmentof the mountain
was rather close to that in the sketcheswhere Li was studying changesin the brightnessand
darknessof mountains (pls.175,176), both adopting backlighting and sidelighting treatment
to give full play to the effect of the ink accumulation method. This kind of "mountain
language"becamethe basisof Li Keran's further efforts in the pursuit of the abstractbeauty
of brushwork in his later years.
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Comparedwith the sketchesof the 1950s, the modelling of trees showed obvious
stylized characteristics.The first was the use of the paper-cutsilhouette method in drawing
connectedand individual trees, with the contrast of different tones to form different spatial
layers (pl. 177). The secondwas that in the form of individual trees produced in sketchesin
1959, the shapesof the branchesand the stems assumedthe constitution of parallel lines,
exceedingly rich in decorative sense (pl. 178). The third was the use of the technique of
scatteredtips in dotting the leaves of trees in the foreground, which method came very
likely from the inspiration of Fu Baoshi (pls. 178,179). All these forms were consolidated
and developedin the works of his later years.
From the 1960s on, waterfalls became an important constituent element in Li
Keran's landscapes.7he Waterfall on CangyanMountain (pl. 180), the first of his works in
the 1960s where the waterfall played a leading role, already showed Li Keran's basic
pattern in painting waterfalls. In A Mountain Pavilion at Sunsetof the sameyear, the typical
brushwork technique with its strong calligraphic charm was shown even more clearly
(pl. 181). Tlirough vertical strokes in different shadesof ink, with the addition of a few
horizonal strokes, Li expressedthe relationship betweenthe water and the structure of hill
and stones. Becausethere were very little blank spaceson the dark bottom, the waterfall
appearedbrighter and faster-flowing. The forms of waterfall and its branch streams were
sharp angles besides vertical and level lines, showing a decorative flavour with those
geometric elements(pl. 182).
The modelling of housesshowed even more Li Keran's interest in level lines and
geometric figures and in the constituentfactors of decorativeforms of black roofs and white
walls (pis. 183,184). Like other images where the painter paid special attention to
connectingand constituentclusters or groups, Li Keran connectedhousesinto groups so as
to createa certain rhythmic senseand a senseof wholeness(pl. 185).
Another interesting discovery was that Li Keran used the image of small figures in
the depths of the forest in his sketchesin 1957 (pl. 186) as an image unit in his creations in
the 1960s(pls. 187,188). Li Keran was obviously awarethat this was an effective methodof
penetrating a new spatial depth in an all-over composition, so that, as an expressive
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language,it repeatedly appearedin his works in later years (Pls.189-193). It did not only
increasethe spatial layers of the scenery, it also formed the so-called "air hole" (q! yan) of
the picture, producing a senseof penetrationin the blocked-up areas.
The principal aim of Li Keran's reform in the 1960swas to draw close to tradition,
including a concentrationof theme and subject matter, the schematizationof composition
and form. In the process, he did not exclude the merging of formative factors and
constitutional rules from Western art into traditional compositional and formative
techniques, but combined the effects of the light, colour, shadow and so on of Western
painting with specially traditional brushwork, introducing them into his schemata,thus
enabling his quest to return to tradition in the 1960sto include many factors of "breaking
away from tradition", ultimately creating an individual style and the new model of
traditional landscape.
Comparedwith those from the 1950sand in his later years, his works of the 1960s
exhibited a very strong senseof design. In a sense, they lost the visual resemblanceto
nature which was evident in the works of the 1950s, and neither did they possessthe full
charm of brushwork which appearedin the works of his later years, but appeareda little
Such
a situation was unavoidablein the course of a searchfor new
overcautious.
rigid and
language.
stylized
modesand
By comparisonwith his landscapes,Li Keran's figure and buffalo paintings in the

1950sandthe 1960swerevery few in number,but wereobviouslyinfluencedby the style
of landscapein fullness,richnessandblackness.For example,in ZhongKul EscortingHis
Sister(1962)(pl.194),he usedthick blocksof ink for the modellingof Zhong Kui, which
formeda markedcontrastwith the linear modellingof his sister.The conceptionof sucha
cameoriginally from a sketchdonein 1956,A
contrastbetweenforcefulness
andgentleness
7housandYear Old Gingkoin Suzhou(pl.102). By comparingAdmiring Lotuses(1962)
(pl.195)with Coolingoff by Still Lotuses(pl.196) and CoolingOff (pl.41) (all from the
i940s),
onecanseethat the compositionbecamethe all-overtype; the lotus leavesforming
big patchesof thick andheavyink blocksandthe lotus stalksbeingrepresented
asparallel
lines in the 1960s.The changesseenin the buffalo paintingswere closerto the style of
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landscapepainting. The imageswas more realistic and the composition was plump and full
and formed large dividing and contrasting parts(pls. 197,198). Evening Harmony (pl. 199)
done in 1965 showed a mature pattern of buffalo painting, the accumulateddyeing of vast
tree shadesand the blocks of ink for shaping the buffaloes were similar to the painting
techniqueLi used in landscapepainting.

3.5

STUDY OF ANCIENT MONUMENTS (1966 -- 76)

Since the end of the 1940s, Qi Baishi's influence had made Li Keran turn towards
the brushwork style of the Jinshi school. The reforms of the 1950sand the 1960s stressed
the pursuit of a precise, dignified and profound style. As a result of this, corresponding
changes in the style of calligraphy in the inscriptions on pictures had occurred. For
example, the calligraphic style of the inscriptions of Yhe Garden of Harmonious Delight
(1963) (pl. 200) showedthat Li was then studying the zhuan (seal character)and 11(official
script) calligraphic style, which was identical with the schemaof a square in a circle, and
the strong lines of the brushwork of the picture. It showed that he was making efforts to
study the skill of calligraphy in order that it might become a mainstay of his brushwork
expressionin landscapepainting. However, this wish of his was not realized until the days
of the Cultural Revolution.
Among the existing drafts of his calligraphic exercisesduring the period of the
Cultural Revolution one notices that Li Keran was engagedin the basic practice of brushstrokes with "horizontal, level; vertical, straight" as well as the block charactersof the "soy
sauceand pawnshopstyle" (flang dang ti)(pi. 201). He said that when he was a little boy
living in his home town, he learned Zhao's (Zhao Mengfu) style from a tutor, studying it
blindly in pursuit of the beauty in appearance.But only later on did he understood that it
would easily breed the malpracticeof "slipperiness"(Iiuhua). His purpose in practising the
" soy sauce and pawnshop style", by which is meant the very stiff and mechanical
calligraphic writings by craftsmen on the walls of the sauce and pickle shops or the
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(22)
pawnshopsof the past, was to correct his own style and to prevent "slipperiness..
A comparison of the calligraphic style of Mao Zedong's poem Shuidiaogetou, Up
Again on Jinggang Mountain (pl. 202) written out by Li Keran in 1976, with that of Mao's
poem Kunlun Mountain (pl. 203) inscribed by Li Keran on his painting of the sametitle in
1965, shows that the latter assumeda neatly lettered regular style, whereas in the former,
one can clearly observe the influence of the offical script style in tablets from the Balshi
ShenjunBe! (183 A. D) of Eastern Han (pl.204) to the CuanlongyanBei (458 A. D) of the
Northern and Southern Dynasties (pl. 205). During the Cultural Revolution, Li Keran
concentratedall his time and energy on the study of a few hundred copies of tablets which
he began to collect in his middle age. As his method of study, he rarely tried copying, his
main task was to "look" -- to read silently and savour, which he called "seeing through the
cowhide." However, the calligraphic works of Li Keran in the 1970s still showed some
traces of works which he had taken as models. For example,A Trip to the Westof Gansu,
7hough the TortoiseLives Long (pl. 206) a poem by Cao Cao (155-220) which Li wrote out,
distinctly bore tracesof the Si San Gong ShanBe! (117 A. D) of Eastern Han (PI.207) which
he commendedas "characterswhich seemedto be cast in iron".
Most of the few paintings Li did in the period of the Cultural Revolution were of
the kind done as a political duty. For example, when comparing the Shaoshan (pl. 208)
which he painted in 1969 with the sketch Shaoshan(pl.209) painted in 1956, it can be seen
that the former has many additions, such as red flags and pines to give it some political
significance. The large landscapepainting Ten 7housandTorrents and Crags painted for the
Foreign Ministry in 1971 was a version of YheIdle Boast of An Impregnable Pass (PI.210)
painted in 1964, which title came from a line in a poem by Mao Zedong. Another large
landscapepainting which he painted for the Foreign Ministry in the sameyear was a version
of Galloping Horses (pl. 211) done in the 1960sin accordancewith the implied meaningof
another Mao's poems. Though thesepaintings showed characteristicstypical of Li Keran's
landscapes,the weaknesses(as evidenced in overcautiousnessand inflexibility brought
[221Li Keran, 'Recalling', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.4, p. 13
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about by over-designingin the 1960s)were much exaggerated.The large landscapepainting
7he Wonderfid Scenery of Yangshuo (pl.212) which he painted in 1972, although it
successfullyconveyedthe senseof space,also enumeratedthe details, taking in everything
at a glance, as a consequenceof which it lost the simple and reservedartistic conceptionof
Li's landscapes.The very last of Li's large landscapepaintings was 7he Revolutionary
Cradle, Jinggang Mountain (pl. 213) painted for Chairman Mao's Memorial Hall in 1977,
when the Cultural Revolution was drawing to a close. Though its scenery was clear in
layers, and the realm was grand and magnificent, it was rather too stiff, and the artistic
conceptionappearedinadequate.
The earliest sourceof such a rigorous, grand, ornamentaland commemorativestyle
could be traced to Li Keran's New Year painting done in 1952, A Grand Gathering of
Model Workersin Beihai Park (pl.214), which gave expressionto a plain ornamentalstyle.
Shaoshan(pl. 208), painted in 1969, used an almost identical painting style to that of the
New Year Painting. This kind of style frequently appearedduring the formative processof
Li Keran's individual style, and was directly related to the political pressuresof ideology.
On the one hand, it merged into the achievementsof Li Keran's personalresearchsubjects,
it
the
was stiff and overcautious.
other
on
while
There was yet another type of painting which Li undertook during the Cultural
Revolution, which was entirely different from the above mentionedworks. These reflected
the thought of Li Keran when he was in a state of free creation. Me SketchyLandscape
(pl. 152) of 1973 showedhis departurefrom the over-elaboratestyle prevalent in the 1970s.
It appearsthat he returnedto the simplified brushwork and gentle colour style of the forties,
due perhaps to the painter's wish to refresh and relax himself. A version of this painting
(Pl. 153) in 1974 which usedthe samesubject matter and mode was done most vividly, in a
natural and carefree way, exhibiting a detached, free and random attitude toward the
prepared mode. The maturity of brushwork was unprecedentedin the 1960s, and for the
first time reflected the fruit of his calligraphy studies during the Cultural Revolution. In
Terraced fields on the Hilltops (pl.215) of the same year, from the structure of the
inscriptions to the compositionof the painting, as well as the brushwork technique, all were
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in harmony with the poise and refinementof Burial of 7he Crane (514 A. D. ) (pl. 216) which
Li so greatly admired. Though 7he Mountain Village Waterfall (pl. 217) of the same year
usedthe typical mode of paper-cutsilhouette-stylemountainsof the 1960s,the treatmentof
the layers appearedfree and relaxed, using many layers of light ink and accumulatedink,
the light seenout of the darkness,and the whole picture appeareddeepand veiled. The trees
in the foreground were painted with the charm of the calligraphic technique of seal
characters,highly resilient. The equilibrium betweenbold, vigorous strokes and plumpness
in brushwork was completely absentin Li's works from the 1960s.
During the ten years of the Cultural Revolution, Li Keran studied various kinds of
steles and models of calligraphy and did not concentrateon a particular school or sect.
When the Cultural Revolution was over, his calligraphy showeda clear-cut individual style.
One can seethat he basedit firmly on the steles, in addition absorbing the strong points of
the models and mixing in the charm of zhuan, 11,xing and cao, thus achieving an integral
whole. The maturity of his calligraphic brushwork gave his schemataand artistic language
in
he
the 1960sa firm foundation in brushwork, thus facilitating the entry of
sought
which
his landscapepainting into maturity in his later years.

3.6

LI'S STYLE REACHES MATURITY (1977 - 89)

Towards the end of the 1970s,althoughLi Keran continuedto use the typical mode
and formative language worked out in the 1960s, such as the mode with a paper-cut
silhouette-style mountain as background (pt. 151,218), and the schematizedlanguage of
trees, waterfalls and houses,owing to the maturity of his brushwork and the effect of his
calligraphic style on his painting, he also exhibited many new developmentsand changesin
both compositional modes and modelling language.The expressionof these changeswere
already quite conspicuousand marked in the works of the eighties. These characteristics
markedthe arrival of the summit of Li Keran's creative work.
[1] The painting techniquefor the portrayal of a thick forest:
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In the documentaryfilm To Write a Biographyfor the Mountains and Rivers of Our
Motherland - Introducing Painter Li Keran, completedin 1983, one can seethat in Spring
Among Trees(pl. 219), Li Keran had skilfully used a creative methodof his own in painting
mountainforests which he later on termed "the painting techniquefor the portrayal of thick
forest enveloped in mist"

(23)

Such a technique was obviously a development of a
.

techniqueof painting mountainsof the 1960swhich used ink accumulationskill in painting
mountainscoveredwith green vegetation(pls. 173,174). An early indication of the technique
was already visible in Wonderful Sceneryon the Li River (pl. 220) of 1977. This technique
was basedon proficiency in the utilization of brushwork quality and the ink accumulation
method, through accumulatingthick ink and light ink layer-upon-layer,portraying an image
of mountains covered with forests of luxuriant vegetation, which were deep and serene,
denseand thick, and this was quite different from any kind of cun method (wrinkling skill)
for crags and rocks painted by the ancients(pls.228-230).
[2] Dispersed-tipleaf-dotting technique (sanfengthan yiefa):
In the above-mentioneddocumentary film, one can clearly see that Li Keran was
brushwork,
dispersed-tip
using
with the strokes falling rapidly and vertically on the paper,
in painting the leaves on trees in the foreground to form a backlighting tree crown which
intense
feeling
illumination. The earliest examplesof similar results could
of
a
engendered
be found in his works of the 1950s(pl. 123). This method was believed to have originated
from Fu Baoshi (pls.224,225). But Fu madeuse of an old hard brush, and after dipping it
in ink, brought it down on the paper vertically with the tips of the brush scattered in a
natural way forming thick and thin, big and small and sparseand close dots. However, Li
Keran resorted to the use of a goat's-hair brush, letting the scatteredtips fall on the paper,
putting forth his strength evenly, highly resilient achieving an entirely different result. Li
Keran's leaf-dotting skill was inspired by Fu Baoshi, but nobody has ever pointed this out.
Such a techniqueof dispersed-tipleaf-dotting, as a formative languagefor an individual tree
crown, becamethe typical languagefor Li Keran's trees in the later years (pls.226,227).
[231LI Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press,p.207
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[3] Half Tone Method:
The use and controllability of moisture content in a painting brush have been
problematic in brushwork techniques. From the works of Li Keran in the eighties, one
could observe a very rich series of changesoccurring from heavy to light gradations of
water and ink. Li Keran's commandof the techniqueof ink and water led to developments
in his painting style in his later years.
First of all, the fine and smooth joining of the ink shades brought about an
exceptionally sleek and moist effect, which was rarely seenin his works before the 1980s.
However, it was universally highlighted by Li Keran in his works of the 1980s. (Pls.153,
228)
Secondly, the use of the rich gradation of ink colour expressedthe depth of space,
replacing the distinct divisions betweenfar, middle-distant and near scenery as well as the
"relief method" of pushing forward layer by layer. From a comparisonof Enjoying the Cool
in a 7hick Forest (1982) (pl. 229) with Ronghu Lake at Sunset (1963) (pl. 143), one can
observe this point clearly. In the new works, the black, white and grey regions were not
spatial divisions: within each region, there were rich intermediate colour tones which
caused the foreground and the distant view to look farther apart. The rich ink colour
demarcation and interpenetration made the picture a unified entity, and demonstratedthe
brushwork
techniqueas well as the freedom of his treatment.The desired
excellent
painter's
effect did not dependmainly on planning or arrangementbeforehand. Such a changewas
universally reflected in Li Keran's works in his later years (pls.230-232), and resulted in a
great weakening of the feeling of design in Li Keran's compositional modes but a great
strengtheningof the free element of calligraphic brushwork. This was one of the reasons
why Li Keran's works in his later years were richer in traditional romantic charm.
At Lin Fengmian's painting exhibition of 1989, three weeks before Li's death, Li
expressed his admiration for the intermediate colour tones in Lin's painting. This
commendationcan be consideredto serve as an explanationof his own use of the half-tone
method:

"In a painting, the most important thing is the amount of intermediate
colour gradation, for it determinesthe number of layers -- its richness and
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he key to this
degree of depth which were expressedin your paintin
,
depth lies in the treatmentof the intermediategradation.'ýj
Thirdly, Li used rich intermediatetones of ink colour in modelling mountains, thus
a strong senseof massappearedin the representationthereby, which replacedthe paper- cut
silhouette style mountain and brought about changes in the compositional modes. For
example, Clouds and Mists in Lqfty Mountains (1982) (pl.233), Landscape(1984) (pl. 234),
Lqfty Ridges and Mick Forests, a Distant Sourceand a Long Stream(1987) (pl. 235), and A
7housand Cliffs Vyingfor Elegance,All Valleys Struggling for Flow (1989) (pl. 236) were
all painted using the mode of mountains,trees , buildings or waterfalls, but mountainswere
no longer background in a paper-cut silhouette style, but had changed to an expressive
centre rich in an intense feeling of uneven masses.By comparing his two compositions
entitled Spring Rain South of the Changliang River, one from the 1960sand the other from
1980s(pls. 157,161), or his two compositionsentitled Yhe waterfall in Mount Huang, one
from the 1950s and the other from 1980s (pls.237,238), one can also see the obvious
changesof the above-mentionedcharacteristics. Similarly, the compositional mode of the
Three Gorges all of a sudden changedfrom a horizontal spreading out of layers of hills
(pl. 163) into a longitudinally developing seriesof hills (pl. 239). The S-shapecomposition of
the compositional mode of Mountain Huang changed a step further into an'enormous
encircled space. The treatment of the "relief type" mountains changed into a "sculpture
type" bulkiness (pls. 169,240). The imagery of mountainsprotruding forward was produced
initially in the 1940s, but the bulkiness of mountains realized in the 1980s could not be
equatedwith that in Li's works of the 1940s.
[4] The influence of his calligraphy style on his painting:
First, influenced by the calligraphy theories of Kang Youwei and Huang Binhong,
Li Keran had, beginning from the 1950s,said of the wulouhenbrushwork techniquethat in
exerting oneself, the hand should be regular and steady, like "using an awl to draw on
sand", and that when using a brush, it was necessaryto hold back, accumulatingthe dot to
form a line, "like the tracesof water seepingslowly in through a crack in a leaking house".
[241Beijing: Art, 1990/3, p. 12
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(25) However,
the results of his practising calligraphy showed that, if we compare the
works of the 1960swith those of the 1980s,there were very great differencesin the skill of
his brushwork. For example, the form of houses(pls.241,242) and that of boats (pls.243,
244) of the 1980s were all due to the roundnessand thickness of the brushwork, and the
more natural combination between lines and forms of the 1980s caused the lines of
brushwork to be more aestheticallyvaluable, at the same time causing the images to be
richer in three-dimensionaleffect.
Second, with regard to the relationship between the strokes and structure of a
character,Li Keran had already begun to expoundhis viewpoints in the 1950s:
"The strokes should be as metal and stone, and the stucture as in
motion. T ý6ý nack of calligraphy is to reach a unity of movement and
stillness."
Such a viewpoint was successfully demonstratedin his calligraphy works of the
1980s, as in the six characterson a scroll "Me Treasureof Lesh! Study" (pl. 245). The lines
of the stroke belongedto the styles of seal character(zhuan)and official script at) on tablets
(pls.246,247), whereasthe forms blended with the characteristicsof running script (xing)
(cao),
for examplethe character "wen" (pl. 248). The character "zhl" was
script
and cursive
form
in
the
of a cursive script (pl. 249). Thus from the calligraphy scroll emerged
entirely
touches of natural agility in the style of sedatenessand heaviness.In harmony with this
it
happened
in
Li
Keran's
landscape
often
style,
calligraphic
compositionsin the 1980sthat
the focus was diverted from the central axis, with a thick and heavy mountain body on one
floating
free
natural
clouds and water on the other (pls. 161,230,233,234).
and
and
side
Comparedwith the squareand upright and steadycharacteristicsof the compositionalmodes
of the 1960s, Li's compositionsof the 1980spaid more attention to the contrast between
movementand stillness; substanceand void; regular and irregular.
Third, from the works of Li Keran in the 1980s, especially those of the last three
discussing
inscriptions
(1987-89),
the charm of ink
the
number
of
great
years
one notices

[251Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press,p. 146 and p. 132
(261ibid., p. 135
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(27)
The points on which he concentrated his efforts in his
technique and brushwork.
painting inclined more and more to the changesof brushwork and ink technique. For
(1988)
(pl.
251),
250)
Landscape
(1987)
(pl.
Shi
Tao
in
7he
Poetic
Flavour
a
and
example,
of
conspicuouschangewas the clarity and activity of the brushwork which to a certain degree
drifted away from the form and structure and spatial relationships of the objects,
contributing to the independentaesthethicvalue of the brushwork itself. It was exactly like
the abstract black dots in Huang Binhong's painting, which bore little significance in the
spatial distance but required liveliness of brushwork. The brushwork portrayal of the
luxuriance of nature had turned more and more to the expressionof the luxuriance of the
brushwork itself. This obviously showed approval of and a return to the tradition of literati
painting, which was an important phenomenonin Li Keran's works in his later years.
After the end of the 1970s, the buffalo paintings of Li Keran entered a period of
maturity, in harmony with his style of landscapepainting. The composition of buffalos was
also characterizedby fullness and darkness.He used big areasof ink for painting a buffalo,
with scorchedink lines to delineatethe horns of the buffalo and the buffalo boy; criss-cross
dots and lines were used to do repetitive accumulateddyeing on thick forest and denseleafy
shade. Occasionally the painting gave priority to intermediate tones (pl. 252), being
it
of
emotion;
sometimes
expressive
and
used heavy ink as its keynote (pl. 253),
exquisite
in
intense
containing
activity
stillness. In his later years Li Keran used the
contrast
with
lines of the cursive script style to paint tree trunks, breaking away from the original
compositional mode and exhibiting the strong charm of the brushwork of thefinshl school
(pl. 254).
The figure paintings of his later years also clearly showed the influence of his
mature style of landscape painting as well as the style of his calligraphy. In Painstaking
Composition (1982) (pl. 255), the lines in the painting were identical with those in the
calligraphic inscription, all striving for liveliness and flexibility

in the midst of dullness and

heaviness; for romantic charm amidst rules and changes. By comparing the two paintings
Admiring the Lotus of the 1980s (pl. 256) and the 1960s (pl. 195), it can be seen that the half[271ibid., pp.202-208
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tone is used in the former, and the effect of brushwork achievesboth vigorousness and
smoothness.
To summarize, in the 1950s, Li Keran relied on sketching from nature in the hope
inspiration
from
from
bondage
himself
tradition,
the
the
and,
gained
of extricating
of
with
the observationof nature as well as the nutrition obtainedfrom Western painting, he strove
to push forward traditional subjectsto new developmentand resolution. His search in the
1960swas for a personalstylized language.In his later years, supportedby the maturity of
his brushwork, he sought for new changesto break away from his own rules, in pursuit of
the realm of traditional romantic charm. Li Keran provided answersthat would meet the
demandsof the time, but never deviatedfrom the essenceof tradition, and therefore finally
establishedhis position in the ranks of creative masters, not only having formed a mature
personal style but also achievedthe transformation of traditional landscapepainting into the
modern style.
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CHAPTER 4: LI KERAN'S OUTSTANDING

CONTRIBUTIONS

TO MODERN TRADITIONAL
LANDSCAPE PAINTING

It can be said that Li Keran is a very spectacular"phenomenon"in twentieth century
China. He was deeply involved in the diverse ideological trends of the May Fourth
mainstreamtradition, but seemedto have distancedhimself from the confusion of secular
affairs, devoting himself entirely to moving within the sphereof his own artistic world. He
was not only the disciple of two masters, Qi Baishi and Huang Binhong, who were totally
different in style, disposition and background masters; but he was also the friend and
student of Lin Fengmian and Xu Beihong, the two reformist master painters who were
distinctly different in artistic thoughts and the assimilation of the East and the West in art.
He was friendly with the elite painters of diverse schools, artistic inclinations and ages,but
persistedin pursuing his own artistic path, keeping close to his own ideals and way of life.
He seemedto be scrupulousin moving aheadstep by step and not appearingto be aloof or
acting willfully, but he finally rose up like an enormous hill, standing aloft at the inter
section of traditional landscapepainting and modern life. This is the most surprising of all.
So what revelation can be derived from the final successof Li Keran?
After a historical survey of his personal life and artistic works, we are fully aware
that there are many valuable questionsworthy of our logical analysis and discussion. The
five questions discussedin this chapter are: The question of problem-solving, which in
substanceis the special way artists have of handling the relationship between art and
society; the questionof sketchingfrom nature, which is Li Keran's historic contribution to
traditional landscapepainting; the question of schematizinga personal artistic language,
which is a key link in the formative processof Li Keran's individual style; the question of
method and attitude in the acquisition of tradition, which is a question touching the
individual personality of the artist; and the question of qualities of style, which is the
comprehensivemanifestation of the personality, temperament,spirit, thought and artistic
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different
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and encompasseda
persistently
author
criticism and analysis made
common core, which is, what is Li Keran's conceptof the combination of the East and the
West? How is this aim to be attained?Searchingfor a solution to this question is also the
purpose of this chapter. Tlie way adoptedby Li Keran in blending the artistic traditions of
the East and the West was one of most profound mystery, by which Li Keran achieved
successand was also the most spectacularand meaningful contribution madeby Li Keran to
traditional landscapepainting and to modern Chineseart.

4.1

A KEY POINT--- SOLVING PROBLEMS

As with the developmentand transformation of all artistic styles, the processof the
transformation of traditional landscapepainting arose from the squeezingand pushing of
two forces. One was the autonomousproblem of Art itself, which can only arise from Art.
A good creative artist is capableof grasping the key problems, and solving them according
to his or her own formula. According to the theory of K. Popper and E. H. Gombrich,
"most of the problems of the sciencesand arts arise within the sciences
and the arts themselves.It is the tradition of the sciencesand the arts that is,
quantitatively and qualitatively, by far the most i ortant source of our
problems-and of our knowledge, or craftsmanship."TM
Popperbelieved that
"great V always changesunder the influence of its own autonomous
(
problems".
The second is the variation of conception in value and spirit created by the
vicissitudes of society and the age which together pose challengesto traditional artistic
conceptsand constitutea pressureon and even a threat to the developmentof art by artists.
Popper and Gombrich both disagreedwith emphasisingart as an expressionof the spirit of
the changingtimes, but they agreed
[11 K. Popper, 'Gombrich on Situational Logic and Periods and Fashion Art', 77jePhilosophy of Karl Popper,
ed., P. A. Schilpp, pp. 1177-1178,Open Court, 1974
[21 ibid., P.1178

154

"how difficult it can be for the artist to escapSsocial and personal
)
pressures inherent in the logic of4)the situation"( and the situation
"constitute a seriousmenaceto art".
"The logic of the situation" referred to by Popper and Gombrich did sometimes
create a void and falsified art problems which would be pursued by some artists, whose
works might arousea commotion of some sort for a time, but with the lapse of time, they
would surely vanish, and vanish forever. Such phenomenahave not been infrequent in the
history of art, particularly nowadays.The dangerof the phenomena
"consists of the eclipse of the purely artistic standardsor valjg3 by
standardsor values-perhapsadmirableones-extraneousto art itself'.
The artists who can amalgamatethe problems of two kinds (the problems of art

itself andthosearisingfrom the socialchallenge)into onearereally very rareandworthy of
esteem.Under the guidanceof novel aestheticnotions, they proceedto work on the
foundationof tradition.Any newmeaningfuldiscoveryin their creativework mayevenlead
to a renovationandtransitionalchangeof an entireartisticstyleandmode.Suchintentional
efforts at reformingtraditionalmodeswith explicit subjectscanbe seenvery clearly in the
casesof mastersin the historyof modernChineseart, for examplethe reform introducedby
Qi Baishiat the ageof sixty, which resultedin the birth of moderntraditionalflower-bird
painting. Similarly, the pursuit of luxurianceof style in landscapepainting by Huang
Binhong in his later years enabledhim to be a traditional mastertaking the first steps
towardsthe modernstyles,andLin Fengmianblazedout a new path betweenthe oriental
and the westernstyle, creatinga new branchin modernChinesepainting. However,Li
Keran was the most successfulin switchingtraditional landscapepainting to a modern
mode.
No one would denythat the landscape
patternof Li Keran is entirely at variance
with tradition, no matterwhetherfrom the point of view of conceptor that of technique;
equally,no onewoulddenythatLi Keranwasa masterof traditionalart. As for Li's critics,
theylaudedhim in the 1950sasa reformerof Chinesepainting,but in the 1980s,the new[3] ibid., p. 1176
[41ibid., p. 1175
[51ibid.
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tide school attackedhim as a defenderof traditionalism.
The specific dual characterof Li Keran's art betweenthe "New" and the "Old" is
actually the fundamental characteristic of modern traditional painting. But this does not
meanthat Li's art is merely a weird assortmentof the "New" and the "Old". The art of any
creative painter must meet two requirementsin artistic quality: the first is the integrity of
his individual spiritual world and his artistic style; the second is a close link with the
traditions of art, which meansto meetthe objective criterion establishedby the works of the
(6)
mastersthrough the generations. In modern Chinesetraditional landscapepainting, as a
specific pattern, the substantial manifestation of the requirement on the two abovementionedaspectsare: 1) To shakeoff the aestheticand emotional frame of literati Chinese
painting, as an individual spiritual world, to demonstratenew passionsor aestheticviews,
such as more popular and secular ones, at the same time linking more extensively with
traditional conceptsof value or cultural connotation; 2) In form, the artist should have a
unique artistic language and style, at the same time meeting the demands of the most
principled traditional criteria for technique, such as calligraphic brushwork. It was in the
two above-mentionedaspectsthat Li Keran had createdthe most original, the most general
and the most persistent value in art that had accomplishedthe transition of traditional
landscapepainting from the classicalmode to the modern one.
It has been mentioned in Chapter 2 that the transition of the traditional landscape
pattern to the modern one had terminated in the establishmentof a new orthodoxy, largely
through the exertions of several generations, among whom, as the representativesof the
contemporariesof Li Keran active in art circles from the 1950s to the 1960s, were the
landscapepainters Fu Baoshi, Qian Songyanand Shi Lu. It may be of some significance if
we make a simple comparativeanalysisof the work of the artists in terms of the solution of
their problems.
[61 On the objectivity of art standards,K. Popper said: "These standardsare objective in more than one sense.
They are shared, and they can be criticized. They can change (and far be it from me to say that they should
not). But alterationsshould not be arbitrary, and even less should they be hostile to thosegreat old standardsby
which we once grew, and outgrew ourselves. It is, after all, these "old" standsardswhich representart, and by
which art must be judged at any moment in its development; and an artist who hates all the old standardsis
hardly an artist: what he hatesis art. " ibid., p. 1176
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There is no doubt that Fu Baoshi was a creative genius. His mature style came
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After Liberation, Fu Baoshi madethree long trips to sketch from nature. Despite all
this, his style experiencedno radical changecomparedwith his style in the forties. In the
1940s, his work had been imbued with his own characteristicsin expressingthe effect of
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and
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Sandy Shore (1955) (pl.257), Early Spring (1957) (pl. 258) and Watching the Waterfall
(1953) (pl. 259). Reviewing his artistic career, it is inaccurateto say that Fu Baoshi's art
[71 Shying, Daya, Me King Wen', see 71e Compkie Translalion of Shying, translated and annotatedby Jin
Qihua, Nanjing: JiangsuGuji Publishing House, 1984, p. 613
[81 refer to Fu Baoshi, 'preface to the Renwu Chongqing Exhibition', FmBaoshi's Collecled Art Works, p. 457.
Nanjing: JiangsuLiterature and Art Publishing House, 1986
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reachedits peak after Liberation since he had already finished some of his most attractive
(1942)
(pl.
260)
Cottage
Dadi's
7hatched
7he
Picture
landscapes
and
the
of
works, such as
Pattering of Evening Rain (1945) (pl. 261) and the figure paintings Traveling with a Lute
(1944) (pl. 262) and Ode to Fair Ladies (1944) (pl.263). Compared with these, his new
individual
full
his
disposition
done
Liberation
to
to
give
play
or
seemed
not
after
works
talent. After Liberation, with stresslaid on sketchingfrom nature and reflecting reality, the
from
for
him.
His
bore
became
difficult
traces
sketching
works
which
obviously
of
situation
nature, such as Yellow River Clear (1960) (pl. 264) and Today is Better than Yesterday
(1962) (pl. 265), etc., were not his best works. He died in 1965, rather prematurely. People
noticed with regret that the realism and the popularization encouragedafter Liberation had
stifled the developmentof his individual style.
Being six years older than Fu Baoshi but far less famous than him, Qian Songyan
(1898-1986)was fifty-one years old at the time of Liberation. By then, he had assimilated
much from the techniques of the old masters by copying reproductions of their works.
Sensitive to the transformations in the times and in the life around him, his style too
underwent a tremendouschange.Following the fashion he painted figures in the early years
he
himself
Liberation,
as
said that figures were much more popular than other kinds of
of
191Later he
landscape
to
returned
with new themes. The historian, Chang Anzhi,
painting.
him:
on
commented
"Qian Songyanis extremely industrious. He sketchesassiduouslywhen
travelling and is an avid reader and questioner. As the horizons of his life
have broadened, new themes and new subjects have appeared
is
paintings and he has evolved new techniquesas well to expressthem.'M
Fully understanding political requirements, making appropriate adaptations from
traditional techniques,learning much from his contemporariestoo, and adaptinghimself and
his art as far as possible to the circumstances,Qian Songyanbecamea painter very much in
he
himself
(pl.
in
266-268).
His
1960s
high
creation
as
of
was,
principle
vogue with a
output
claimed, to "trim your sails" (kanfeng guafan). He said,
[91 QianSongyan, 'Let My Art Come Back to Life', Beijing: Art, 1962/3, P.11
[101 Chang An-chih (Zhang Anzhi), 'The painter Chien Sung-yen', Beijing: Chinese Literature, 1964/9,
pp. 107-109
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"In the courseof study I also realized that political content was the first
thing to consider in any work of art. I began to regard fjj painting as a
4
political task assignedto me by the Party and the people.
Qian Songyan'saccountsin his own words had reflected the exceedinglyprevalent
creative attitude at that time - exceptingthe use of art as a skill to pander to fashion, there
was no personal art principle or pursuit that could not be given up. However, it could not
be denied that this was a deadly weaknessto a master artist. Even the commentswhich
praised him so highly had also exposedthis questionfrom the negative side. The lines read:
"Chien Sung-yen's landscapeshave none of the former limitations of
narrow individual perspectivesand the sentimentsof the literati. He has
brought revolutionary elan and the fresh breath of contemporarylife into his
magnificent landscapeswýfýreflect socialist construction, a changegreatly
welcomedby the masses.
An other case is about Shi Lu. Born into a landlord's family and trained in
traditional Chinese painting for three years from the age of fifteen to eighteen, Shi Lu then
went to Yan'an to join the Red Army, contributing to the war propaganda programme by
acting in dramas and drawing cartoons. After

1954 he decided to devote himself to

traditional landscape painting and favoured subjects to do with the north-west loess plateau,
expressing a revolutionary
(pls. 269,270).

heroic spirit which had never been seen in traditional

art

Disregarding the conventional rules, his compositions
were always novel

his
In
Reporting
Duty
(pl. 271) for instance, with a little contrast between
to
succinct.
and
foreground and background, a massive plateau confronts the eye and recedes into the far
distance, painted in ink and colour to produce a rich and powerful range of tones. Shi Lu
did not hesitate to cut his subjects with the edges of the frame and, sometimes wrote his
inscription at the bottom, to emphasize the feeling of vastness of the huge, bare plateau. In
the corner of the picture there is a path winding through at the foot of the plateau with a row
it.
figures
The
are not only small and indistinct but also pushed offcoming
along
of people
centre, despite being the only hint of narrative and of realism. Shi Lu preferred to express
the spirit of tenacity and toughness by depicting the barren loess plateau in a wide
perspective, and making the form rather abstract and symbolic. Even in subjects connected
[111 Chien Sung-yen(Qian Songyan),'CreatingNew Paintingin the TraditionalStyle', Beijing: Chinese
Literature,1972/11,p.112
[121Beijing: Peking Review, No. 30,27 July, 1973, p. 22
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with leadership, he still revealed the hardest situation and indomitable spirit which came
from his personal understandingof the Chinese revolution, or rather, from his artistic
disposition. Emphasizingthe distinction and the originality of the artist's mode of thought,
Shi Lu said,

" artistic creation does not start with putting forward questions and
'life' doeýat start off with unfolding a reference letter or unpacking
luggage."

His words were directly contrary to the common tendency among painters towards
following popular subjects and themes whether or not they themselves had personal
experienceof them or real interest in them. A common phenomenonat that time was that
painters startedtheir work with questionssuch as
"What should I paint to greet National PAyý1141 and "I want to
describea good harvest, but how can I manageit. .1-i
As a result of stressing an artist's individual idea and its dominating effect on his
161,
his
Turning
artistic creativity,
to Northern Shanxi to Fight (1959) (pi-2721
on a
revolutionary historical subject connectedwith Mao Zedong, caused a big argument and
attracteddiffering comments:one view claimed that Mao Zedong and the north-west plateau
in
linked
a rational and coherentmanner, while the opposite view consideredthat Shi
were
[171
brushwork
Lu's
was coarse, rustic and immature.
This work got him into terrible
trouble in the Cultural Revolution because,by painting Mao standing alone on top of a cliff,
he implied that Chairman Mao and his revolutionary career had reacheda dead end. Being
importance
the
of traditional attainmentshe had tried to improve his calligraphic
of
aware
brushwork, but unfortunately after suffering dreadfully in the Cultural Revolution he died,
and lost forever the opportunity to overcomehis weaknessesin painting and to develop his
art as he should have done. However, his art, more than that of Li Keran, affected his
successorsstrongly by its novel composition, artistic flavour, abstract expressivenessand
[131Li Jiang,'TheQuestto TurnLife intoArt', Beijing:Art, 1961/3,
p.21
[14] Qian Songyan, 'Painting the Socialist Rich Fields', Beijing: Art, 1964/3, p.22
[151Li Jiang, 'The Questto Turn Life into Art', Beijing: Art, 1961/4, p. 16
[161Bcijing: Art, 1961/4, p. 16
[171 'On Problemsof Originality and Brushwork in ChinesePainting', Beijing: Art, 1963/1, pp.33-36
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his interest in subjectsconnectedwith the north-west loessplateau.
In summary, the artistic talent of Fu Baoshi, which in fact did not conform to the
trends of new traditional landscapepainting -- popularization in particular, was not able to
play its full role, thus ending in the stagnationof his artistic development. Qian Songyan,
who was overanxiousto panderto the artistic fashion of the moment, never found valuable
subjects in art itself which he should have as an artist, as a result of which his art was
lacking in lasting artistic value. Shi Lu, relying on his personal understandingand creative
fervour in treating revolutionary historical themes, createdan artistic style and languageof
rather rich originality and individuality, but, due to his early deathas a result of persecution
in the Cultural Revolution, lost the time necessaryto perfect his art. In comparison, Li
Keran was obviously much more fortunate than Fu and Shi in that his personal disposition
and artistic talent did not conflict with the tendencytowards realism and popularization. He
won a historic opportunity to develop his personal art style. Owing to his comparatively
long life, he also won relatively ampletime to perfect his personalart. Comparedwith Qian
Songyan, Li Keran was far-sighted. Though his art had also been highly approved and his
art orientation seemedto be quite close to the fashion, the definite problems of art he had
in
fact
had
him
for
himself
to maintain a fair distancefrom the fashion. He
caused
chosen
continuously and consciously tried to approachhis personal objective, and despite the fact
that occasionally he had to make some compromisesdue to circumstantial pressures, he
never lost his way.
In a seriesof anti-traditional landscapepainting censurescausedby social upheavals
and the rushing tide of the times, Li Keran had taken the stand of "reality", which was the
standard May Fourth spirit, and which he viewed as a target for reforming traditional
ChinesePainting.
"How to switclk e essenceof Chinese tradition into the aspect of
expressingreality?"C18T
This sentencehad pointed out the focus of his problem. For Li Keran, "reality"
consistedof two aspects:one is to adopt the meansand spirit of approachingto nature and
[181Li Keran, 'A RecoHectionof the Past', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.4, p. 16
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the reality of life as well; the other is to adopt the style of likenessof form.
Taking the "sense of reality" as an aesthetic problem that goes with the new
conceptualtide of the time, is not to be wonderedat in the history of modern Chineseart,
for there had been a great number of innovative artists working for this very aim, i. e.,
attemptingto reflect reality by Chinesepainting. But the most valuable point in the reforms
undertaken by Li Keran was that at the very first instant he had linked this "reality", an
aestheticproblem arising from the demandsof the time, closely with the problems of art
itself. In other words, his reforms were not to abandon, or to be estranged from the
"traditional essence",but, to usher in the new aestheticproblem within the problems of
traditional landscapepainting and to push to get them solved together. This would probably
greatly heighten the degreeof academicdifficulty of the problems, i. e., the requirement of
academicquality. The motto "breaking into tradition with the greatestskill and breaking out
of tradition with the greatestcourage" proposedin the 1940sby Li Keran coupled with his
motto in the 1950s "Courage, the most commendable;Soul, the most desirable" can both be
consideredas footnotes to his determination and purpose in searchingto develop the new
aestheticideology within tradition.
The conviction of Li Keran as to the expressivepower of traditional painting and
his infatuation for it was not less than that of Fu Baoshi and Pan Tianshou, but his way of
reforming Chinese painting was definitely not always similar to theirs. Apart from the
divergence in the aesthetic problem as mentioned above, the latter two were guardians
trying to preserve the purity of traditional Chinese painting. They would oppose any
indiscreet introduction of Western painting methods to reform Chinese painting. But Li
Keran, having painstakingly learned Western painting in his youth, and having had
experience of propagandapainting during the Anti-JapaneseWar, was prevented from
becoming a mere adorer of traditional painting when he finally returned to the field of
Chinesepainting in the 1940s.When he was trying "to break in" to and "to break out" of
tradition his training in Western painting had naturally pervadedhis way of thinking, his
style of creating and his taste of appreciating. Besides, he purposely borrowed Western
methodsto shatterthe formula and rule of the "all completesystem" in traditional landscape
162

painting. Such an intention is very clear in his works and in his opinions on painting. In his
opinions when he touched on traditional Chinese aesthetic concepts, he very naturally
employedthe professionalterms and conceptsof the West. For example, in dealing with the
(19)
Chinese landscape concept "greatness" (da),
he often explained it as "the sense of
space" frequently used in Western painting; in discussing Huang Binhong's concept of
"layers" (cengd), "volume" and "intermediatetone", conceptsfrom Western painting, were
(20) He
consideredthat the traditional theory of "a rock has three phases"
always mentioned.
(shi fen san mian); the wrinkling methods (cun fa) and the dyeing methods (xuanranfa)
developedsince the Song Dynasty and the requirementto show a concaveor a convex shape
as soon as the brush touchesthe paper (xia b! bian you aotu zhi xing) all coincided with the
Western painting theory of the relationship of light and shade.(21) In discussing "the sense
of wholeness" he employed the same viewpoint for its appreciation whether it was
(22)
in
landscapes
Huang
Binhong or in the sculpturesof A. Rodin.
These
manifested the
of
examplesshow that Li Keran, in the processof solving traditional problems, had abundantly
introduced the viewpoints and methodsof the West. This is enoughto distinguish him from
any painter of the purely traditional school, such as Qi Baishi, Huang Binhong, Fu Baoshi
or Pan Tianshou. Li Keran acknowledgedthat his purposewas
"to absorb what is good in the West and to amalgamateit 'th or
(2
tradition, so as to promote the tradition of our Chinesepainting. "
This is also to say that in the selectionand solution of the problems of art, Li Keran
had madea channelbetweenthe East and the West.
But it must be pointed out that in the amalgamationof the East and the West, Li
Keran maintainedoriental aestheticnotions as the framework of his artistic thoughts and the
expressiveprinciple of traditional Chinesepainting as the core of his art. This was evident
[19] ibid., p. 152
[20] Beijing: Art, 199013,p. 12
[211LI Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, pp.92-93
[221ibid., p. 142 , HThis now refers -

ne book hY Li',

[231Beijing: Art, 1990/3, p. 19
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too in his works and opinions on painting. Differing from Lin Fengmian's solution to the
problem of "blending East and West", which had abandonedthe traditional expressive
framework and the principle of aestheticappreciationwhich took calligraphic brushwork as
a nucleus and used the languageof Westernpainting to pursue the poetic senseof the East
and createa new speciesof Chinesepainting, Li Keran wanted to harmonize East and West
within the system of tradition itself. As to the perfection and tenacity of the system of
traditional Chinesepainting and the difficulty of merging external elementsinto it, Li Keran
had deep conviction. He had once said,
"Beijing Opera is not easyto understand,its level is rather high. Alter
a bit, and it would get a bit worse. The situation is the same in traditional
Chinese painting. If, without understanding, one attemptedto alter it, the
ld be rather difficult to improve or
result would be worse. Hence, it
alter traditional Chinesepainting."(Y'W
In the history of modern Chineseart, there was no lack of pioneerswho sought for
a reformation within the system of traditional Chinesepainting through "a merging of the
Chineseand the Western". Particularly worthy of notice were the Lingnan School's attempts
to introduce Western methodsof perspectiveand light and shadeinto Chinese painting in
the twenties; Xu Beihong was determinedto amalgamatethe objective sketching of the West
Chinese
brushwork
the
of
painting. However, owing to their failure to correctly find
with
and solve the problems, their "New ChinesePainting" resulted in a miserable combination
of Chineseand Western styles. Li Keran had unmistakablysaid,
"Wye
to learn from those works with defectsand even from failing
works. "
His sensitivenessto the defectsof unsuccessfulworks was not less than that to the
strong points of successfulworks. Their failure to grasp the essenceof the traditional arts
and to correctly solve definite problems were a lesson, which must have somewhat
enlightenedthe mind of Li Keran in reforming traditional Chinesepainting.
His attitude to tradition had been extremely cautious. During his life, Li Keran had
begged many master artists of traditional arts to take him in as a student. Apart from the
two renowned masterpainters, Qi Baishi and Huang Binhong, he had beggedto be taught
[24]Li Keran,'A Recollection
of thePast',HongKong:BrushandInk,No.4, p.16
[251Li KeranOnArt, Beijing:ThePeople's
FineArt'sPress,1990,p.138
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under Sun Zuochen, the remarkableplayer of the Chinesehuqin; Gal Jiaotian and Cheng
Yanqiu, the brilliant actors of Beijing Opera, and Zhang Boying, the mastercalligrapher. Li
believed that from the "direct instruction" of these mastershe could understandand grasp
the quintessenceof genuinetraditional knowledge, which were the precious experiencesof
the mastersin solving artistic problems. Li Keran once confessedthat for brushwork alone,
he had watched by the side of Qi Baishi for over ten years. In pain and diligence in
acquiring tradition, none of the painters who professed to devoted their energies to
experimentsin "merging East and West" could comparewith Li Keran.
His diligence, sagacity, modesty and cautiousnessenabledhim to correctly discern
and solve his problems under the enlightenment of his predecessors.He successfully
introduced the volume, light and colour of the West into the accumulating ink technique;
stretched the Western rules for inducting black, white and grey parts and of constructing
(26)
forms into the traditional method of "viewing the small from the large";
adoptedthe
inverted shadow of Western painting into traditional landscapesto produce the new "water
method"; introduced the objective sketching of the West into the oriental way emphasizing
the subjective, the spiritual, the abstract and the "inner beauty". In this way, the oriental
and occidental elementsmet and merged together without leaving a trace. None could use
the language of criticism which had been used in criticizing the new Chinese painting,
it
"against
Chinese
the
spirit
of
was
painting", "forsaking the quintessence,
claiming
(27)
to criticize the new pattern of Li Keran. In essential
pursuing the insignificant",
landscape
but
in
his
traditional,
the
paintings
purely
were
not
exactly
same
were
quality,
their traditional features. Not only in technical language,but also in aestheticconception,
Li's landscapepainting had someWestern artistic elementsmerged into it.
From his own description of his working situation, we can clearly perceive the
[261 (Song) Shen Kuo said: "most landscapepaintings are basedupon viewing the small from the large, just as
people are viewing the rockery". From Selection of Historic Materials on ChineseAesthetics, vol. 11, p.27,
Beijing: Zhonghua Publishing House, 1981
[271 Qiu Shiming, 'On the Struggle of the Old and New Chinese Painting', 1947, from Shui Tianzhong,
'Looking back at a Dispute in the Reformation of the Chinese Painting', Beijing: History and 7heory of Fine
Arts, 1993/2, p. 197
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spiritual tension of his labour. He said,
"In drawing landscapes,I have the feeling of being on a battlefield,
amongthe whizzing of the bullets and the glinting of bayonets.For I cannot
make any corrections on rice paper. Tberefore, no negligenceor mistakes
are permitted. Every stroke I put on the rice paper must solve the problem
of image, the problem of emotion, the problem of remotenessand nearness,
the problem of void and substance,the problem of thick and thin of the ink.
So I have to concentrateall my mind to show off the substanceof the
objective world, and to work out a sphere of art full of emotions and
scenery. It is really not easy. Just as my predecessorssaid, , battl ing
againstthe elephant,the lion has to fight with all his strength."A
In his exhibition at the age of eighty, Li Keran pointed out in his preface the
complexity of his problems which he had done his utmost to solve for several decades.He
said,

"Creating on the foundation of life and tradition, I have to overcome
many contradictions: the contradiction between new life and old tradition,
the contradiction betweenour tradition and lien tradition, the contradiction
betweenreal life and the artistic realm 11(2ý
...
Li Keran was a very rational artist, none of his contemporariescould comparewith

him in the complexity of the problems and in the long duration of solving those problems.
His dreams, switching the essenceof tradition into an expressionof reality, finally came
true after fifty years of unremitting efforts, by which he establishedan individual style and
pattern while accomplishingthe conversion of the classical pattern into a modern style for
traditional landscape painting. In a speech which clearly evinced his sincerity and
earnestnessin solving the problems, he said,
"I often asked myself, am I drawing or am I studying and learning
painting? My conclusion is, I arq, arning and studying painting. I am
studying and learning all my life. " kA

4.2

AN APPROACH TO NATURE

Concurrentwith his selectionof problems, it was quite natural that Li Keran should
choose sketching from nature as his basic route for the solution of his problems. He
[281D Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p.47
[29] ibid., p.98
P 01ibid., p. 173

166

exhorted painters to study by heart "the two books", "Nature" and "tradition". On the
relationship betweenthe two, he was of.the opinion thAt
M)
"Nature was of primary ýjjiificance%
tradition was next to nothing".

"Compared with nature,

Such a viewpoint reversedthe relationship of Nature to tradition in the traditional
creative mentality. He advocated
"Setting foot on the basic point of tradition in surveying nature,
discovering things which one's predecessorshad not yet discovered, leading
to the emerFW of creation", and said that "the new creation was
contribution.
Li Keran was the first of the modern painters who really solved the problem of
reestablishing direct and close links between Chinese landscapepainting and nature. The
great importance attachedto sketchingfrom nature by Li Keran as well as his efforts in the
practice of sketching were unmatched. There was not a single painter of the traditional
school who could comparewith him in this respect. Comparedwith the influential painters
of this century who stressedsketching from nature, such as Huang Binhong, Xu Beihong,
Lin Fengmian, Fu Baoshi, and Zhao Wangyun, his theory was more thorough and his
practical requirementswere more concrete and strict. Compared with his contemporaries
who were sketchingfrom nature in the 1950sand 1960s,his sketchinghad clearer academic
problems, with clear academictradition, and therefore a higher academicstarting point. It
his
be
theory and practice system of sketching from nature was the most
that
said
could
in
the history of Chineselandscapepainting.
of
sketching
exhaustivesystem

I

His practical system of sketching from nature could be divided into two parts:
sketchingof specialobjects and creating before scenery.
1) Sketchingof specialobjects:
Li Keran's opinion was:
"Sketching from nature represents a process of cognition and rective matters as well as one of uninterrupted
cognition of
"Only by sketching from nature can one figuratively,
intensification."P
genuinely and concretelyhave a deepunderstandingof the objective world,
[311ibid., p. 170
[321ibid., p. 86
[331ibid.
[341ibid., p.36
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(35)
landscape
images.
"
in
To
thinking
a
painter, the
enrich and raise one's
aim of sketchingfrom naturewas to elevate" his abiliM p make a thorough
For example, "a
study and a precise depiction of the object shown".
painter must make a special study of mountains, water, trees, rocks, clouds
and scenery-adornmentfigures, and make a thorough observation and study
degree
the
a
of cognition
the
enery,
at
of
natur
rules
of
organizational
surpassingthat of the commonpeople.'Vý
As to the method of sketchingfrom nature, Li Keran's opinion was that there could
be many styles, but he chose the sketching method of Western painting for monographic
studies. His belief was that
"the sketching method of Western painting is a sciencein the study of
image, it summarizesthe basic law of painting language. The scientific
principles shown in sketching, such as accuracy;volume and surface; light
and shade and light source of the objective world 49) nly do good and
nothing bad to the developmentof Chinesepainting.
However, his aim in sketching was a thorough study of the modelling rules of
objective images,and he was never bound by of the strict systemof Western sketching.
The nearly one thousandsketchesleft by Li Keran when he died clearly showedthe
significance and characteristicsof his monographic study sketching. For working on such
sketcheshe used pencils most of the time and fountain pens occasionally. Basically he used
linear
form,
treatment
of
and sometimeshe used effects similar to the light and shade
a
tones of Western sketching for expression. He was very careful and precise, no matter
which sketching methodhe used. For example, in the caseof landscapesketches,he would
stressthe study of the structure of mountainsand the gradationsof trees (pls.273,274); for
the sketchesof trees, stresswas laid on organization in the caseof many trees, wheres in the
caseof a single tree, importancewould be attachedto the crisscrossof branchesand stems
in front and behind (pls.275-279); in the caseof boats, emphasiswould be on structure and
form from different angles (pl.280); in the caseof a waterfall, emphasiswould be on the
relationship betweenwater and rocks (pls.281.282); in the caseof houses,stresswould be
laid on the structure and their organization(pls.283,284); for the sketchesof figures, stress
[351ibid.
[361ibid., p.29
[371ibid.
[381ibid., pp.27-28
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Keran's landscapes,someof them even to spatial gradations,tones and artistic effects.

2) Creating in front of scenery:
Li Keran initiated by using traditional media to create a landscapepainting directly
before the scenery.The various stepsof making a draft, wrinkling with ink and completing
the whole work were all carried out before outdoor scenery (pl. 288). This was very
different from the practice of the painters of the traditional school such as Huang Binhong
followed
Fu
Baoshi,
the traditional way of doing sketchesfrom nature outdoors,
who
and
only delineating the sketch and not wrinkling with ink, drawing only the general outlines
(pls.
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he
knew
drawing
only
saw",
not
also
and thought of',
creation before
treatments
the
the
of
organization,
artistic
cutting
out
and
exaggeration
carrying out
different
from
(pls.
295-300)
the ordinary sketching methods
was
widely
which
scenery,
1950s.
in
by
Xu
Beihong
West,
the
the
to
those
sketches
of
as
and
many
practised
of
close
(pls.301-305)
Li Keran's belief was that the crux of the problem of creating before scenerylay in
"the originality of artistic conceptionffing)". He believed that
(40)
"wi thout
"artistic conception is the soul of landscapepainting",
it
be
indistinct,
is
the
will
artistic conception
artistic conception or when
[391Liu Xilin, 'Wading from Nature to Art', Beijing: Literature and Art Studies, 1991/5, p. 129
[401LI Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p-76
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impossibleto producea good landscapepainting".

(41)

What then was artistic conception?He thought that
"artistic conceptionmeansthe integration of sceneryaný411ntiment,the
description of scenerymeansthe expressionof sentiments."
How then could one acquire artistic conception?The specific requirementsof Li
Keran consistedof the following:
" It is necessaryto have an all-round and thorough knowledge of the
objects you want to express,one must be personally on the scene,and spend
a long petýSJ in observation in order to grasp the spiritual essenceof the
objects.",
He demandedat the same time that when making an observation, one must treat
oneself as an "extraterritorial" being, "as if it was the first time that he saw nature, and that
(44)
fresh
That is to say, in observing nature, first of all one should
to him. "
was
everything
(45)
An artist
avoid "common sense", and secondly one should avoid "preconceivedideas".
should

" see things that are invisible to the T4dinary person, and discover
beautieswhich were unknown in the past."( J
[2] In the processof observing nature, he emphasizedthat
"the first lesson in sketching from nature is to keep calm", (47)
'
(48)
"imagery naturally emerges from looking calmly on a49)things";
"calmnessbreeds wisdom, stability engenderswisdo...
"only when
,
ý5ý
like
a clear mirror can he discover the exuberanceof life in
min
one's
scenery'
When one is thinking of an artistic conception,
"he should sit for a long time before the scenery, look long and

[411ibid.
[42] ibid.
[43] ibid., p.77
[44] ibid., p. 148
[45] ibid., p. 159
[461ibid.
[471ibid., p. 147
[481ibid., p. 141
[491ibid., P.155
[501ibid., p. 141
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steadily on it and meditateon

(51)
it. "

[31
. An artistic concepqQncomes from intense and sincere thoughts and
(52)
He said, "In the caseof a landscapepainter, he
feelings of the painter."
it
he
depicts,
feelings
intense
the
towards
have
scenery
and sincere
must
having
lies.
There
tell
no
to
some
painters
who,
are
would not work
desire
to express
impressions
or
no
wish
mentioning,
worth
experienceor
their own feelings, always repeating those of others,(WHebe disqualified
from talking about originality of artistic conception."
said: "Let's
look at the spiritual essenceof a tree, or a mountain, which, after being
exaggeratedby the thoughts and feelings of the painter, will become more
* rtiStic conception.A thoughtlessartist cannotproduce a good
distinct in tý41
painting."
[4]
" To expressjýc
the artistic detA3,
one's heart".

conception, one should try his utmost to process
so as to "find an artistic languagethat would touch

According to Li Keran, there were three principles for artistic processingin Chinese
art: the first was cutting out (Iiancai), which meant, to give prominence to the principal
down
the portion of secondary importance to "zero"; the second was
cutting
portion,
exaggeration(kuazhang),
"to exaW ate means to give people the greatest satisfaction in
"Art demandsa grasp of the esse tial characteristicsof the
sentiments",
(M
it
object, expressing strongly and emphatically".
The third was organization (zuzhi), arranging the objects anew according to the
A
limited
"sense
to
the
the
picture
was
not
expression.
of sight", one should move
of
needs
"what
"(59)
have
have
known
have
"what
from
to
thought.
seen"
you
you
and
what
you
on
[51 According to Li Keran, there are four techniquesdirectly connectedwith the
[51] ibid., p. 37
[52] ibid., p. 81
[531ibid., p. 78
1541ibid.
[55] ibid., p. 81
1561ibid., p. 78
[571ibid., P.79
[581ibid., p. 80
[591ibid.
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formation of artistic conception:
"the first is composition;01 second,image; the third, layers and space
and the fourth, atmosphere."
Li Keran discussedeach of these extensively, for example, on the principles of
composition he spoke of.- "viewing the small from the large", "the equilibrium of a
(61)
the "hammering nails
steelyard", "set to rational compositionthat which looks queer";
important
beginning
fix
draft,
to
the
to
the
all
parts
at
means
a
at
start
of
which
method"
(62)
In the portrayal of an image, one should "grasp the essentials" and
form a frame.
(63)
In the courseof
"steadily, accuratelyand ruthlessly" expressthe most important parts.
painting, one must "go to detail first and put into order afterwards",

(64)

which is the same

as the method of "from nothing to something,then from somethingto nothing".

(65) "Give

priority to nature (the object being painted) in the first seventypercent of the painting, and
(66)
The treatment
then give priority to the requirement of the picture itself (subjectivity).
of layers was concerned with the expressionof the depth of space and the richness and
(67) For
generosity of artistic style.
creating an atmosphere,one should keep the spirit in
every stroke and link every stroke with the whole, only thus could the atmospherebe lively
(68)
and forceful.
In Li Keran's system of sketching from nature, Western sketching methods as a
basic meansof studying the visual characteristicsof natural objects had been fused into the
imported
Chinese
These
like
painting.
of
methods
a new weapon,
process
were
creative
[60] ibid., p. 149
[61] ibid., p. 150
[62] ibid., p. 151
[63] ibid., p. 142
[64] ibid., p. 151
[651ibid., p.79
[661ibid., p. 151
[67] ibid., p. 144
[681ibid., p. 145,146
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with which Li Keran was able to shakeoff the traditional symbolic systemwhich was "fully
equipped with styles and techniques", to obtain new visual knowledge of the objective
form
brushwork.
From
individual
language
furthermore,
build
the
to
of
with
an
world, and,
works of Li Keran in the 1950sto 1960s, we can easily notice the influence and traces of
Western sketching methodsand sense.Owing to his highly skilled calligraphic brushwork
in his later years, such influence and traces were dissolved, and successfullymixed into the
stylized language of Chinese landscapepainting. However, we are still able to feel the
influence of Westernpainting in Li Keran's mature works, in, for example, the senseof the
whole, the feel of light, and the organization of black, white and grey parts as well as the
accuracyof form and so on.
Li Keran's systemof sketchingfrom nature establishedas its core the creation of an
artistic conception rich in the sense of realism. As soon as he started using Western
sketching methods and had obtained the visual likeness of natural objects in their richness
and liveliness, he changeddirection and addressedthe problems of Chinesepainting itself.
The connotationof artistic conceptionas he defined it, - "the integration of sentimentsand
scenery" - belongedto the Chinesestyle; the argumentset forth in the method of creating, long
belonged
Chinese
exaggeration
the
and
to
the
of
sentiments
observation
style;
-principles of artistic craftsmanship- cutting out, exaggeration,and organization were also
that of the Chinese style. Meanwhile, the problems of the Chinese and the Western were
closely intertwined, ending ultimately in a traditional solution; for example,the techniqueof
"from nothing to something,from somethingto nothing" was the result of a combination of
the regulating tones method of the West and the ink accumulatingtechniqueof the Chinese.
We can clearly see that the sketchingstudies of mountains in backlighting and sidelighting
had suggestedthe effects of the ink accumulatingtechnique (Pls.306,307); the sketching
studies of mountains covered by thick forests had led to the invention of "the painting
technique of the portrayal of a thick forest enveloped in mist" (pls.308,309), and the
sketching studies of waterfalls inspired the use of calligraphic brushwork of wulouhen
(pls.310,311,312), etc.
Though "creating in front of scenery" included various links in the process of
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artistic creation, as a kind of sketching from nature, it was still, according to Li Keran,
different from the phase of "formal creation". This was becausethe phase of sketching
happenedprior to the highly stylized brushwork processing. Its task was to discover the
beautiesof nature, seizenew artistic conceptionsof landscapepainting, and at the sametime
probe for a solution of the correspondingproblems of expressivetechniques.7bat is to say,
Li Keran's systemof sketching from nature, besidesbeing treated as the basic skill for the
study of the visual characteristicsof nature, was at the sametime looked upon as a training
in "pushing real life into the artistic realm",

(69)

and was, therefore, looked upon as a basic

project in an artist's lifework. It was precisely becauseof this that Li Keran advocated
concentratingone's energy on solving problems one by one. He said,
"in solving problems, it is necessary to solve them one by one.
Whoever does the most,
the most difficulties, the greater his
7g)vercomes
)
"It would be better to draw one painting in
achievementswill be."
earnest, to(1ýve one problem from morning till night, than to draw ten
casually.Tbough Li's system of sketching was very personal, his experiences, views,
methods, and the stepshe took could be applied extensively. It has becomethe foundation
(72)
Chinese
landscape
in
teaching
of
of the
painting the fine art academiesof China,
and
has exerted a far-reaching influence in contemporary landscape painting and in the
transformation of traditional landscapepainting into the modern style. In this regard, there
is not a single painter of the twentieth century whose historical role can be comparedwith
his.

[691ibid., p. 148
[701ibid., p. 174
[711ibid., P.175
[721 See Huang Runhua, SketchingFrom Nature, TeachingMaterial No. 4for ChinesePainting, The Chinese
Painting Departmentof the Central Academy of Fine Arts; Zhang Ping, LandscapePainting, TeachingMaterial
No. 7for Chinese Painting, The Chinese Painting Department of the Central Fine Art Academy, Beijing:
Xucyuan Publishing House, 1993
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4.3

A LINK BETWEEN SKETCHING AND MATURE STYLE -- STYLIZATION

In the long, strenuous course of the efforts made by Li Keran to transform
traditional landscapepainting from the classicalmodel to the modern style, there existed a
reverse course, which involved starting from sketching, approaching the visual
characteristicsof nature, and switching back to tradition. The target of this processwas to
set up an individual languagesystem of pattern and brushwork and to return to a more
traditional creative style. From the early Sixties, Li Keran spent more than ten years in
accomplishing the process of stylization. Not until the later period of the Cultural
Revolution did Li Keran gradually embark on a new reforming phaseof free style.

In the caseof Li Keran himself, the processof stylizationwas very distinct and
particularly significant. But in studies of Li Keran up to the present, this rather important
processhas been either intentionally or unintentionally ignored by researchers.It has not
beentaken as a relatively independentstagein the separatephasesof Li's artistic style, and
there have not been any articles specially devoted to such a study. When touching upon the
particulars of this process, researchershave mentioned it as "re-creation on the basis of
(73); "the
(74);
conformity and sublimation"
sketching"
or "creating a landscapethrough
(75)
The causesof such "neglect" might be: 1) The technical processand its
imagination".
particulars were overlooked by researchers; 2) Chinese painting had been vehemently
criticized since the beginning of this century as an art of formalism and formulisin estranged
from the reality of life, therefore, the mention of "stylization" as a feature of Chinese
painting was purposely avoided. Meanwhile, owing to the prevailing custom of plagiarizing
the ancients in recent centuries, "stylization" had also been considered as a restriction on
original creative power and innovation.
Possibly

for

a reason similar

to the second point

mentioned

above,

despite the

[731 Refer to Wan Qingli, 'The Formation of Li Keran's Painting Style', Hong Kong, Brush and Ink, No. 25,
p.48
[741Lang Shaojun, 'The LandscapePainting of Li Keran', Beijing: Literature and Art Studies, 1991/5, p. 95
[751Sun Mcilan, 77zeStudyofLi Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press,p. 84,1991
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strenuous practice undertaken by Li Keran in forming his individual stylized language,
which he called "to mine once and refine ten times", his experiencesat this stage were
seldom summarizedin his treatiseson art. This was of coursedue to the fact that his most
creative and challenging work closely linked the tradition of landscapepainting with the
beauty of nature. The main content of his treatise on art concentratedon the problems of
sketching from nature and creating artistic conception. In discussing the problem of
stylization, he was really wary. For example,while complaining that "the dregs of Chinese
(76)
he also stressedthat
painting is formulism entirely estrangedfrom the reality of life",
"the essenceof Chinese painting is the inborn opposition against naturalism. It not only
pays attention to regulation but is rich in vitality. "

(77)

Obviously to avoid

misunderstanding, here he substituted the concept of "regulation" for the concept of
"stylization". He said,
"Any art attaining a higher level will have more traditions and more
rules. We would
making a mistake if, for the sakeof opposing formulae,
we deny rulen.
Needlessto say, traditional Chinesepainting is a highly refined pictorial language,
and just as in the performance of Beijing Opera, each gesture is highly stylized. In
traditional Chinese painting, the concept of stylization has connotations: one is the
techniquesof artistic expression, which were distilled from repeatedpractice over many
centuries until they became a relatively stable, systematic and complete set of artistic
language and vocabulary. The other is the steps and methods used in a definite painting
images
landscape
For
the
traditional
of
: rocks, trees, water, boats,
example,
procedure.
housesand figures, all thesedemandthat the wielding of the brush should follow a definite
procedure in order that the dots, lines and planes can match and interweave with one
another, attaining a certain degree of rhythm and regularization, evincing the diverse
changes of light and

changes of light and heavy, rapid and slow, thick and thin, void a

manipulation of brush and ink. On the one hand, the languageof brushwork should manifest
[761Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art's Press, 1990, p. 140
[771ibid.
[781ibid., p. 131
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the special feature of the object, but at the sametime, each dot and each stroke should be
forceful, just like the strokes in calligraphy, possessingthe aesthetic value of relative
independencewithout attachingto any representationof images.That is to say, the stylized
languagedemandsthe aestheticvalue should consist of two aspects,the concrete and the
abstract.Li Keran remarked,
"Chinese painting is most appreciative of the abstract. It is a
concrete and abstract. It is impossible without an
combination betwe(
abstractelement."
He was here emphasisingthe basic characteristicsof the stylized language.
The remarkable stylized languageof traditional painting originated from the same
traditional source and the samelogic as Chinesecalligraphy as well as the special material
medium adoptedby both. It can be said that the fundamentalexpressionof Chinesepainting
is through rational conclusion and not just through mere sensation.In Chinesepainting, the
freedom of expressionis a result of a skilful wielding of the painting materials and tools as
well as the stylized artistic language. Any creative artist must have his own stylized
language. For instance, the master painters through the generations had created various
wrinkling methodsto manifest the structure of rocks and hills: Li Tang (1048-1130)of the
Song Dynasty createdthe dafup! cun (pl. 313) to manifest the stout hardnessof rocky hills in
.
Northern China; Dong Yuan (tenth century A. D. ) of the Five Dynasties createdp1ma cun
(pl. 314) just to cover up the earth slope in SouthernChina; Mi Fu (1051-1107)of the Song
dynasty created midlan cun (pl. 315), using slanting big dots and light ink merged with
heavy ink to demonstratethe moistness of the bills south of the Yangzi River; Huang
Binhong used to manifest the richness and luxuriance of nature with a cufu luantou cun
.
(pl. 316). All such variety of cun were a hypothesized language for depicting the diverse
features of rocky hills with brushwork, while forming the styles of various schools. Each of
these traditional

stylized

languages influenced successive artists,

were adopted and

developed, thus establishing the historical position of its founder. While studying techniques
of traditional landscape painting, the painters of traditional schools would generally start by
copying masterpieces so as to grasp the stylized language of tradition. After acquiring a
[791ibid., p.187
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certain traditional technique,they would go to nature, to investigateand to verify, even to
make some alterationsand improvements,in order to develop conventionaltechniques,and
to set up their own features. But in the highly stylized traditional language,despitethe fact
that painting styles had changedrepeatedlythroughout history, there were actually very few
who could truly shake off traditional conventionsand be really acknowledgedor accepted
by tradition. For example,Shi Tao (1630-1707)who was a remarkablemasterpainter of the
Qing Dynasty, was able to go againstthe fashion of copying the ancientsand approached
nature, creating many works full of fresh spirit and novel conception, occupying a
prominent position in the history of art. But in studying and analysing his works,
particularly his brushwork, the historians considered that his wrinkling technique "still
failed to show originality".

(80) From

this, we can truly perceivethat in highly stylized art,

the developmentof pattern and techniqueshad beenstrictly restricted by its own tradition.
In the case of Li Keran, the reason the process of "stylization" possessesspecial
significance is that it was a reverseroute of returning to tradition after "breaking away from
tradition". This was quite different from the route followed by traditional painters in general
of grasping traditional techniquesfirst, then looking for development.In fact Li Keran spent
breaking
into
ten
tradition before his sketching period, including
than
years
on
more
acknowledgingQi and Huang to be his masters.However, when he confronted nature to do
sketching in order to find a path to "break away from tradition", he emphasizedthat
"We should lay aside the set of methodswhich came from copying or
imitating the ancients. We should A lore a new set of methods from
observationson objects of painting".
From the analysis we have made of his sketchesduring the 1950s, we may clearly
see he was seeking to come as close to nature as possible through Western sketching
methods. He did not blindly follow any traditional cun methods to depict a hill, neither did
he follow the traditional kaihe (open and close) method to compose a picture. Hence, he
thoroughly

shook off the restraints of traditional

stylized techniques, and forsook the

[801Wu Linsheng,'A Masterin Painting- On Fu Baoshi'sOutstanding
Achievement',HongKong: Brushand
Ink, No.19, p.68
[811Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 161
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vocabulary to which painters through generationshad firmly clung. Li Keran demanded
himself that

" in sketching, every stroke of the brush should be closely linked to the
object being pa%ý, which is to be the very extract of the essenceof
natural beauty."

Thus, he set up a good foundation for the individual patternizedlanguagehe formed
later on. Meanwhile he foreshadowedin his sketchesthe re-emergenceof tradition. In other
words, he never once departed from tradition. Against the background of traditional
concepts and principles, he was moving to a higher level in discussing the meaning of
techniquesand guiding the "senseof reality" to the problems of tradition and their solution.
Hence, he was able to transcend the limitations of Western sketching methods in his
sketches.
The greatnessof Li Keran's project and his achievementin the reform of Chinese
painting lay in his incessantquest to switch back to tradition after his successin sketching
from nature. His endeavoursin stylizing languageand in brushwork were unmatchedby any
painter of the renovation school. As early as when he was a disciple of Qi Baishi, Li Keran
had himself witnessedthe power of the stylized languageof Chinesepainting. He stated,
"T'he first time I saw the old masterpaint prawns, I was astonishedthat
he did it in only a little over ten minutes. For him, drawing a prawn was as
easyas writing down a Chinesecharacteris for us. Where his brush passed,
there the volume, texture, movement, and an enlivened atmosphere all
cropped up vividly over that sheet of paper. To such an e! 'A would you
not be surprised at the expressivepower of his brus.... ot The creative state yearned after by Li Keran is the ultimate frontier of Chinese
painting - "the perfectly free realm" (huajing), i. e.,
"when one is painting, without seeing an object, not even a draft, just
wielding the brush at will on 'the white sheetof paper confronting the sky',
as if the myriad items of the universe could grow up out of on I and,
really attaining the realm of(,;ý ýIs and dales within one's bosom'
and
'nature within one's palm"'.
[821ibid., p.36
[831ibid., p.61
[841 [Song] Guo Xi, Lin Quan Gao Zhi, Yu Anlan, ed., Pamphlets On Painting, Beijing: The People's Fine
Arts Press, 1960, p.21
[851 Dong Qichang, Hua Vii, Yu Anlan, ed., Serial Pamphlets On Painting, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts
Press, 1960, p.79; Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art's Press, 1990, p. 19
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He perfectly understoodthat the freedom of expressionin Chinese painting was a
result firstly of fully grasping the rules of objects and nature; and secondly, of skilfully
grasping the stylized techniquesand language.Hencehe said,
(86)
"The ability to sketch from nature cannot solve every problem".
"From the level of sketching to crealing,a painting needsa breakthrough,
this is a very great difficulty indeed"ý873
It could be said that the key to realizing the breakthrough is to repeatedlypatternize
the language of brushwork. This was just the problem which Li Keran had striven his
utmost to solve in the 1960s.Fu Baoshi had also said,
"Even painting a tree or a stone, to reachthe realm of perfect skill and
show one's individual artistic feature cannot be attained accidentally, but
requires one to undergo a strenuous
se of practice and practice, until a
(W
freedom
is
stateof perfect
reached."
Li Keran had once evinced his agreementto the statementof Xu Beihong if you
wish to paint a lotus, paint one to two thousand sheets of paper before you discuss painting
lotuses. Li Keran told others of his experience in stylizing techniques and brushwork in
painting buffalos, when each time he would use up a whole pile of rice paper. From the
analysis of works in Section 4 of Chapter Tliree, we may clearly see that it was through
sketching that Li Keran had obtained a huge quantity of nature's images, with which he
proceeded to summarize and extract form, so as to form them into a certain brushwork
language agreeable to the stylized demands of Chinese paintings. The images of mountain,
tree, house and waterfall

in his works of the 1960s had clearly shown the stylized

his
The
own
style.
of
concentration of his subject matter and themes in the
peculiarities
1960s also formed typical corresponding patternized compositions. We may safely say that
the real value of the process of Li Keran's return to tradition, i. e. of stylizing his individual
language, was an entirely creative work. He created a new model - the landscape of Li's
style within

the system of traditional

landscape painting, which was unknown to his

predecessors. This is the reason why Li Keran was an original creative master in the history

[861ibid., p.38
[871 ibid., P. 191
[881 Fu Baoshi, 'Preface to the Renwu Chongqing Painting Exhibition',
Jiangsu Literature and Art Publishing House, 1986
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Fu Baoshi's Collected Art Works,

of Chinesemodern art.
After setting up his individual patternizedsystemof languageand vocabulary in the
1960s, and through further refining his calligraphic brushwork in the Seventies,Li Keran
beganhis new reform by the end of that decade,gradually approachingand entering into the
"realm of perfect freedom" in which he could paint and work at will without any restraints.
At this stage, his ability to control the brush and ink had almost become a part of his
physiological function. As he said to his wife in his later years, he could paint "pretty
His
he
had
"diverse
devices".
"devices"
his
because
The
techniques.
stylized
meant
well",
"painting pretty well" meant that in the processof painting he could freely produce, pass
and develop from one stylized techniqueto another. In the highly technical art of Chinese
painting, the formation of a stylized language,the grasp and manipulation of this language
is undoubtedly an important link in creating.
The landscapeof Li Keran in the 1960sreflected the characteristicsof definite and
strict rules, till in his later years, it reached a very high level of expressive power,
possessingmore meaningftil and spiritualized peculiarities, becoming more implicit, natural
and perfect, and attainedthe realm of "the highest law seemsto be lawlessý89) .
The paragraphsbelow will take Li Keran's works and the video materials(90) of his
painting process of Springs among Trees (pl. 219) and A Sea of Clouds, Mount Huang
(pl. 240) as examples,to analysethe peculiarities of brush, ink, form and composition of his
level
language
From
language.
the
of
of
an
analysis
construction one can see the
stylized
fundamentalwork of Li Keran in the combinationof Chineseand Western art.
1) Unique feature of brushwork:
In his later years, Li Keran wielded his brush forcefully to form dots, which joined
dot.
From
dropping
lines,
become
the
the
several
to
of
expansion
plane
was
and
one another
parallel lines used to depict weeping willows in Pavilion by the Lotus Pond (1985) we can

[89] (Qing)ShiTao, 'Quotationof MonkKugua',Selectionof HistoricMaterialson ChineseAesthetics,vol. 11,
Beijing:ZhonghuaPublishingHouse,1981,p.329
[901The photographstaken by the author from the videotapeof the film Creating Monumentsto Mountains and
Rivers, kept by the Departmentof ChinesePainting of the Central Academy of Fine Art
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clearly see that what seemed outwardly to be straight lines, in reality consisted of
innumerable dots joined together (pl. 317). This characteristic can also be detected in the
lines representing twigs and branchesof the trees in A Sea of Clouds, Huang Mountain
(pl. 318). Becauseof the force used in wielding the brush, the friction of brush againstpaper
naturally imparted a toothed shape to the lines (pls.319,320). In his own words, his
horizontal lines are formed by vertical lines, and the vertical lines by horizontal ones.

(91)

For example, in the painting SunsetAfter Rain (1986) we can clearly perceive this in lines
representingthe reflected shadowsin water (pl. 321).
Force or strength in wielding the brush had been emphasizedin Chinesepainting,
but in the opinion of Li Keran, the key point was to be slow in wielding the brush. In
drawing a line of dots joined together, the dots should be controlled one by one until they
(92)
It was the sameas controlling the bow when playing the huqin, when
are all linked up.
(93)
the notes of the music should be "slow but dense, rapid but stable".
He distinguished
thesekinds of force in wielding the brush: raising force -- do not let the brush down, raise it
it
letting
drop
firmly
down; pressing force -- the brush should be presseddown,
without
up
with pressing force sixty percent and raising force forty percent, without letting the brush
slip; dragging force -- the brush should be wielded continually without smearing. As the
brush moves slowly over the rice paper, there appearsa kind of resistancefrom the paper
feeling
from
in
of
a
power
overcoming this.
and results

(94)

In his last ten years, due to the trembling of his right hand, the lines would
accidentally break off, becausehis brush was temporarily separatedfrom the paper. But he
attemptedas best he could to get his brush under control, to keep the line continuing as one.
He thus remarked that every stroke should link and correspond with another stroke, they
ý95)
Li Keran personally
should not be scatteredin any way, but be closely linked together.
[911Liu Werjie, 'Authenticating U Keran's Paintings', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No.25, p.2
[92] Li Koran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 146
[931ibid., p. 135
[94] ibid., pp. 134-135
[951ibid., p. 135
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appraisedthe authenticity of the forged painting Mount Huang after Rain (PI.322), in which
the counterfeiter attemptedto imitate the lines in toothed shapedrawn by Li Keran, but such
lines showed traces of having been purposely broken, which was entirely against the rules
of forceful wielding of the brush. The fragility of the brushwork in the forgery can be easily
discerned.
2) Unique feature of ink:
The achievementof Li Keran in using ink in his later years was great. He adopted
the ink accumulation technique, applying thick and light ink, one stroke matched with
another, once, twice then again, gathering up to an accumulatedeffect. In such a landscape
painting, the ink would be accumulatedat least several times, up to tens of times. He
usually took severaldays to paint a picture, sometimesover ten days, sometimesas much as
several months. At times, he could only finish a few landscapepaintings in one year. His
dark ink was rich, lively and transparent;whereasthe light ink looked clear without being
too thin or superficial. Both ways of using the ink were forceful, profound and rich. If we
comparethe light ink and the dark ink applied in the forgery mentionedabove with those in
an original painting by Li Keran, such as Enjoying the Cool in the Dense Forest (1982)
(pl. 229), we can easily seethe vast difference of the skill in ink technique.
Li Keran consideredit was.easyto draw a line straight and strong, but not easy to
(96)
Generally speaking, a dry brush yields
draw it plump and with a brilliant lustre.
straight and strong lines, whereasa wet brush more easily shows lines plump and smooth.
When the brushwork is strong, it is difficult to be sleek, and vice versa. The crux of the
problem is the ability to control water content. In the works of his later years, Li Keran was
able to wield his brush in such a way as to be both powerful and sleek with every stroke of
his brushwork, as in his painting A Song of Mountains and Forests (1987) (PI.323), where
the trunk was painted out stroke by stroke, and each stroke was not a dry and straight line
but consisted of numerous twists and turns, and each stroke was full of elasticity, both
powerful and sleek. On the one hand, these strokes agreedwith the natural law (quoted by
[961ibid., p. 152
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Li Keran,) that "not an inch of the tree is straight"

(97),

and on the other hand, they fitted

perfectly with the demandsof calligraphic brushwork for wulouhen (the trace of a raindrop
on the wall) and zhechaigu (the twisted, circular and forceful lines). To produce an effect
both powerful and sleek, Li Keran considered:
"The brush should not soakup too muA) water, but forcefully wielding
the brush will squeezeout the water ... ...
If we scrutinize the forgery from this viewpoint, the lines representingbranchesand
twigs were without any elasticity, were dry, insipid and lacking in force.
Li Keran attachedextremeimportanceto the unification of tones of ink colour, and
the abundanceof intermediategradation. He stated,
"Changesof ink shadesshoA 'He
e minute and gradual, partial changes
further said, "The most important
should not be too prominent."
thing in a painting is the number of intermediatecolour gradations, which
determines the amount of layers, the richness and the degree of depth
expressedin your painting. The key to t6bepth and thickness lies in the
treatmentof the intermediategradation."
In the works of his.later years, Li was able to attain minute changesof ink colour in
a black tone, such as manifested in the Mountains and Rivers (1988) (PI.324), in which a
large sheet of dark ink showed a very rich, very deep and almost imperceptible senseof
gradation. The manipulation of intermediatecolour in ink was the prominent contribution of
Li Keran to traditional ink methods.The forgery lacked entity in tone and was confusing.
3) Unique feature of modelling and the painting process:
[A] Mountain methods: The video materials of the two pictures Springs among
Treesand A Sea of Clouds, Mount Huang by Li Keran recordedthe painting processof his
two typical mountain methods.The diverse imagesof mountainspainted by Li Keran in his
later years were the result of a comprehensivetransformation based upon these two
methods.
Rocky mountain method (pl. 325). First, the brushwork of "lines accumulatedby
[971ibid., p. 132
[981ibid., p. 43
[991ibid., p. 44
[1001Beijing: Arts, 1990/3, p. 12
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dots" Yi than chengx1an)was usedto draft the outline, trend and structure of the mountain.
(pls.326,327) The secondstep was to use the ink accumulationmethod to wrinkle and rub
in order to demonstratethe light and shadeeffect of the mountain under backlighting and
sidelighting (pls.328-331). In the processof wrinkling with ink, different brushwork was
used alternately so as to display the various textures of the mountain surface, which were
causedby the different elementsof the composition, such as rocks, earth, grassesand trees
(pls.332,333). Finally, upon the foundation of very rich detail, the tone was adjusted to
minimize the bright parts to the utmost, to enablethe most clear-cut parts to fade into the
intermediatetone (pl. 334). In this way, the layers becamemore and more rich and deep, but
the tone was getting more and more simple and unified, and gradually the volume of the
mountain emergedand was envelopedin an atmosphereof space and light (Pls.335-341).
This is a peculiarity never seenin the patternsof traditional Chineselandscapepainting.
In the forgery Mists and Clouds on Mount Huang (pl. 342) the light parts of the
mountain are displayed as homogeneousstripes, which is far different from Li Keran's
mountain image under sidelighting. The latter emphasizedthe organic integration and single
entity of light and shade.(pl. 343)
Method for mountains covered by thick forests (pl. 223). The cun methods
(wrinkling methods)were for centuriesthe languagesupposedto representrocky mountains
or soil hills, but there had never been a patternized languagedisplaying characteristicsof
mountains covered entirely by greenery. Li Keran was the first to create "the painting
technique for the portrayal of a thick forest envelopedin mist" (mi lin yan shu huafa) to
show the peculiarity of mountainsin the South of China.
As the first step, Li Keran used the serrated shapes brushwork in an upward
direction (pls.344-346). Each stroke of the brush would be a tree on the distant mountain,
the part where the ink was light or absentis the side of the tree in sunlight. (PI.347) He
applied the ink alternately in dark and light colours, crisscrossingeachstroke of the brush,
displaying layer upon layer of trees and the far distant space. (pis.348-351) The processof
adjusting the tone enabledthe colour of the ink to grow more profound, and the layers to
grow richer, the effect of the illumination to be more lively and natural, finally forming the
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mountain imagewith layer upon layer of hills and trees. (pl. 353)
[B] Tree method: The image of the broad-leaf tree under backlighting was Li
Keran's most creative patternizedlanguagefor trees. The brancheswere painted from the
tree top downwards to the bottom. First a wintry tree was drawn (pis.353-357), then the
brush was brought perpendicularly and rapidly down onto the paper repeatedly, letting the
scattered tips portray clusters of leaves. (pls.358,359) Various ink shades of dots
accumulatedand formed the clustered structures with bright parts transiting to dark parts,
thus showing the voluminous crown of the tree. (pls.360,361) The brightest part was the
fringes of the tree top, as they were penetratedby rays of sunlight. Where the leaves were
most dense was the darkest. Where the leaves were sparsely scattered, with sunlight
filtering through, was the medium tone (pl. 362). Against the darknessof the background
mountain, the trees looked much lighter, showing a strong senseof light and space(PI.363).
7bis way of painting trees had never beenused in traditional landscapepainting.
[C] Waterfall method: In the processof painting a waterfall, Li used the brush tip
on one side and ran it with the power of the horizontal into verticality, from top to bottom
one stroke after another (pl. 364), so that the line naturally was thick ink at the top and light
ink at the bottom (pl-365). Then he repeated it with altered brushwork to manifest the
relationship between water and the structure of rock (pl. 366). Finally, he left a minimal
empty spaceamongthe basic dark colour, so as to make the waterfall appearbrighter, even
giving the impressionof flowing down (pl. 367). The source of the water was painted with
the brush trailed transversely (pis.368,369). The distribution of the water on the rocks in
the foreground was painted with a forked brush (pis.370,371). The abstract beauty of the
brushwork and the sensationof the reality of the waterfall attained the highest degree of
unification.
[D] House method: Using the brushwork of "lines accumulatedby dots", LI Keran
outlined the structure of houses, doors and windows, at the same time making the
brushwork form various combinations of dots, lines and planes and giving the senseof
rhythm between void and solid, light and dark, dry and wet, sparse and dense, thus
displaying the differencesof the housesbetweenthe primary and the secondary,brightness
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372-374).
(pis.
darkness,
nearness
and
remotenessand
The unique featuresof modelling in Li Keran's landscapelanguagecan be summed
up as follows: (1) The close combination of characteristicsof nature with the interest and
charm of his brushwork; (2) For the first time in history, he enabledtraditional landscape
in
light,
the
to
to
the
space, volume
express
effects
ability
realistic
visual
painting possess
and structure of the object. (3) The main formative techniquefrom a linear pattern becamea
plane pattern of ink. (4) His forms had evident geometric elements,which, however, in his
works of later years, becamemore implicit in the elementsof rectangularity, straight and
angle, evincing an inclination towards naturalnessand roundness.
4) Unique feature of composition:
[A] In composition, Li Keran went against the traditional custom of leaving
abundantempty space,and boldly minimized the spacefor the top and lower margins of a
picture - which traditionally showed the sky and the earth - sometimeseven cutting off the
hill
a
or the earth, placing the main body of a picture halfway up a mountain,
of
summit
landscape
in
traditional
was usually the rather empty part. He squeezedinscriptions
which
and sealsto the very margin of a picture, giving the whole painting a senseof expansion.
[B] The expressionof traditional landscapepainting was mostly concentratedon:
framework
(qishi),
Ylanjia), sparsity and denseness(shu mi), thickness and
momentum
(101)
dan).
Apart
from
(nong
this, Li Keran put forward his opinion that the
paleness

(102)
hardestproblemto be solvedin landscape
He definitelyintroduced
wouldbe "layers".
that the
the spatialsenseof the West into the traditionalChinesecomposition,emphasizing
be
levels
and
remote
should
arrangedin depth.He attemptedto
of
near,
medium
separate
reach a compromisebetweenthe perspectivemethodof the West and the traditional
"viewing
from
large"
(viwel
(yi
"moving
the
the
toushi)
and
small
perspective"
conceptsof
da guan xiao), so as to enablethe compositionto come nearerto visual reality than
traditionalcompositions.
[1011Ming) Wang Yuanqi, 'Rambling Notes by the Window', PamphletsOn Painting, Yu Anlan, cd., p. 206,
Beijing: the People's Fine Arts Press, 1960
[1021Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 114
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[C] With the aid of the formative rules about the relationship of black, white and
grey in Western painting, he arrangedthe dark and bright parts of a picture leaving only a
few bright parts, so as to bring out the most important part of a painting and to attain "a
(103)
strong senseof entity and distinct layers in spaceand colour".
[D] The ink accumulationmethod used by Li Keran had a significant effect on his
compositions, causing a thorough reversal of the proportion of black to white in traditional
landscapes.The dark parts of a picture in the past becamethe bright parts in Li Keran's
painting; the white parts in a landscapeof the past becamethe dark or grey parts in the
paintings of Li Keran. He changedthe traditional idea of "prizing the black as if it were
into
(A
"prizing the white as if it were gold". He said,
mo
rujin)
gold"
"One inch of a picture is an inch of gold. We should prize the empty
space.We 04 d carefully consider how to arrange blank spaceas little as
possible".
(105)
black
His
landscapeended the "white hills"
that had ruled for over four
hundred years through the Qing Dynasty, and opened a new role for ink to play in the
landscape,which has resulted in a partiality for black tones in modern traditional landscape
painting.
It was really reasonablethat Li Keran's style of languagein landscapepainting, in
his own words, "possessestradition, but without any one traditional formula. "

4.4

AN ATTITUDE TO LEARNING FROM TRADITION

As a result of its highly stylized languageof expressionas well as the consequent
patterns of appreciation, traditional landscapepainting in its developing history of more
than one thousandyears had acquiredthe force of a huge "net". It would be very hard for a
[1031ibid., p.37
[1041ibid., p. 162
[105] Huang Binhong described the landscapepainting of the four Wangs as "white hills". Quotations From
Huang Binhong, Wang Bomin, ed., p.26, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople'sFine Arts Press, 1978
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learner to catch a glimpse of the profundities of the true essenceof tradition unless he
for
he
hard
be
it
"net".
However,
to
the
one
escape
once
entered
exceedingly
entered
would
the net. Fu Baoshi had confessedthe headachethat vexed innovators in Chinese painting,
when he said:
"If you want to paint a landscape,no matter which way you go, you
are bound to face a hard and fast system; should you be discontentedwith
things as they are, and make an effort to thrust upwards, there
emergessomethingthat will make you stumble and causeyou to falll"S(41
In his own case,Li Keran successfullygained useful experiencein breaking into and
away from tradition, especially after he formally followed the mastersQi and Huang. His
two teacherswere utterly opposedto each other in temperamentand painting style. One of
them was originally a carpenter,the other was originally a scholar; one was slow of speech,
the other was a good talker; one was absolutelybrief in brushwork, the other was extremely
luxuriant in brushwork; one attached importance to original creation, "ashamedto hear
(107)
the other talked frequently about the relationship of
reference to Jing and Guan",
inheritance from masters,having made a close study of mastersthrough several dynasties.
However, both were able to dive into and jump out of tradition, eventually becoming great
masters.Li Keran no doubt beriefitted from the teachingsof each, but his personalstyle and
brushwork were, in the end, entirely different from those of his two masters.The core of
his study method was "to lay stress on generalizedprinciple, not on the minor issues of
(108).
techniqueand device."
What then was "the generalizedprinciple" of Chinesepainting? Li Keran's answer
demonstratedthe result of his comprehensivegrasp of the spirit of the mastersas well as the
into
from
he
tradition. He said:
cut
angle
which
unique
"Art requires the solution of two problemZ,6W is the problem of
basic skill, the secondis the problem of cognition"
[1061 Fu Baoshi, 'Preface to the Renwu Chongqing Painting Exhibition, Fu Baoshi's Collected Art Works, p.
458, Nanjing: JiangsuLiterature and Art Publishing House, 1986
[1071Jing Hao ( active about 9th century to the early part of 10th century), Guan Tong (datesof birth and death
unkown), important painters of the Five Dynasties(A. D. 907 - 960).
[108] U Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art's Press, 1990, p. 8
[109] ibid., p. 169
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He summarized basic skill into two aspects-- moulding ability and the skill of
(110).
brushwork
For training in basic skill, his demandswere quite clear, specific, strict
and sequential. On the technique of brushwork which he considered to be the basic
peculiarity of Chinese painting, he did some analytical work, stripping the calligraphic
requirementsof brushwork such as wulouhen, zhechaigufrom the stylized languageof the
past dynasties such as the various kinds of cun method, abstracting the basic skill of
brushwork into an exerciseof one dot and one line, targeted for strength even and regular,
and "every horizontal stroke, level; the vertical, straight". In order to improve Chinese
painting's moulding capacity, he abandonedtraditional symbols completely - the concrete
patterns of languageand vocabulary -- the so-called "minor issuesof skill and technique",
and went so far as to absorb the experienceof the shaping method of Western sketching.
With the aid of the Western method, he set up a new language system for landscape
painting. We can say that on this fundamentallevel, in the two aspectsof basic skill, Li
Keran strove to mergeEast and West as a new basic project for Chinesepainting.
On the other hand, what Li Keran stressedwas the "problem of cognition", that
included
the
artistic
concepts
the cognition and experienceof life and
of
which
project
was,
between
the two, as well as the comprehension of and
the
relationship
art and
in
accomplishments the rich connotations of traditional culture, the purport of Chinese
Li
Keran
insisted
ideal
the
of
expression.
way
on using traditional views on
and
painting
aestheticsand painting as the core of his thoughts. For example, with regard to the term
used for "landscapepainting", Li Keran said:

"Chinese painting entitled it 'shanshul' (mountain and river) instead of
'landscape' (fengling), for in our concept, rivers and mountains are
tantamount to our Mother Country. What 'such great beauty as this in all
klm"Rivers
"
landscape'
Motherland.
and mountains
our
extolled was our
'*
can develop healthy
can provide for noble spirit and noble 61%
"Landscape painting is
atmosphere, making people become sincere. "
not a geographical record, neither is it an atlas or diagram with explanatory
notes, Chinese landscape painting and flower-and-bird painting embody the
spirits of human beings, what is called 'having one's emotions aroused by

[1101ibid.
[1111ibid., p. 128
[1121ibid., p. 120
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the scene'
emotion .

fing sheng qing) meansdescribing scenery to express an

These views showed abundantly that Li Keran's senseof landscapepainting was
closely linked with the cultural mentality, the ethical conceptsand the artistic thoughts of
Chinesetradition.
Beyond its central viewpoint, Li Keran's view of art in pursuit of expressivepower
was open in nature, and emphasizedthe communicationbetween the various arts schools.
He talked most about the strong artistic sentimentsproduced by the expressive power of
various kinds of art. He gave examples,such as in an ancient Chinesepoem the lines "The
water of the Yellow River comesfrom the sky, flowing into the sea never to return",

(114)

which coveredthe spaceof the whole of China; the two lines "The people of today have not

(115)
seenthe moonof ancienttimes,but the moonof todayhasshoneon ancientpeople",
which passedthroughthe timesof humanhistory, showinghow broadwasthe humanmind
(116);
he mentionedthe "cun" in the character"Shou"written
containedin Chineseculture
by Qi Baishi, in whichthe powerof a hook strokemadepeoplefeel that it waspossibleto
(117);
hang a mountainon it
onceyou heardthe singing of ChengYanqiu (an actor in
Beijing Opera), his voice continuedto vibrate in your ears for months

(118);

a central scroll

of landscapepainting by Li Lan causeda feeling that the atmosphereof the whole room had
been changedby it; the carved handsand feet by Rodin had not yet been stripped from the
(119); in 7he Last Supper by
stone, yet their expressive power was already sufficent
Leonardo Da Vinci all the people were sitting on one side of the dining table, which did not
[1131ibid., pp.76-77
[114] "huanghe zhi shui fianshang lai, benliu dai hai bu fu hui", the two lines from (Tang) Li Bai's poem
Viangfinfiu% seeSelectedTang Poetry, Beijing: The People'sLiterature Publishing House, 1979, p. 145
[1151 "jinren bufian gushi yue, fin yue cengiing zhao guren", the two lines from (Tang) Li Bai's poem 'Ba Jiu
Wen Yue', seeSelectedTang Poetry, Beijing: The People'sLiterature Publishing House, 1978, p. 180
[116] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 191
[1171ibid., p. 134
[1191ibid., p.50
[1191ibid., p. 143
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conform to perspective, neither did it conform to conventional life, but was proper in
artistic expression

(120);

innumerable
As
there
creator,
were
explorer
and
an artistic
etc.

casesand stories in his speechesand articles about the infinite proftindity and subtlety in the
world of art. The artistic expressivedevices in the successof Chinese and foreign arts
including painting, literature, music, drama and film had all become nutriment and
inspiration for his own art. In other words, exceptfor persisting in Chinesetradition at two
levels - the most fundamentalidea and techniqueof brushwork as well as the most highly
centralizedartistic concepts,Li Keran had eliminated the barriers betweenall schoolsof arts
at all times and in all lands, using all useful elements to become the supplement and
referencefor the specific expressivedevicesof Chinesepainting.
Thus, what he adheredto within tradition as well as his way of "breaking in" and
"breaking out" of tradition were very different from the painters of traditional schools as
innovational
those
of
as
well
schools. Not a single painter of any traditional school could be
like him, who had, from the basic moulding languageto the specific expressive device,
absorbed for reference so much from Western art; neither was there a painter of any
innovational school who could be like him, who had both created a set of new painting
language and incorporated traditional aesthetic thoughts and the essenceof calligraphic
brushwork at the sametime.
With relation to the focus of attention resting on understandingand on basic skill,
Li Keran's attitude to learning from art stressedstudy and practising hard. He emphasized
(121),
"To know something after being
"Knowledge comes from study" (xue er zhi zhi)
perplexed" (kun er zhI zhi)

(122),

which meant to improve knowledge and accomplishment

through continuousstudy, and to overcomedifficulties through ceaselessefforts in order to
grasp the essenceof scholarship.That is to say, the object of study was to raise cognition,
to find the right direction and path. He exhorted his students to follow the "right way"
[1201ibid., p. 126
[1211ibid., p.21
[1221ibid., p. 158
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(zhengdao),he defined the "right way" as "the way of realism -- the way having both form
(123)
He
and spirit of the Chinese tradition - the way to truth, goodnessand beauty."
in
his
life
"with
deep
going towards a goal"
said:
a
understandingof art, one could persist all
(124),

that was to say, one must persist in a direction and a way from beginning to end.

However, he also pointed out again that "knowing something" was not equivalent to "being
able to do something". Relatively speaking, "knowing something" was comparatively easy,
but "being able to do something" was very difficult, one was able to "know" from studying,
but to be "able", he must practise. Art required not only hard study, but also hard practice.
(125) He
expressedthe belief that ideological concept was always a prerequisite for an
artist, but without sufficient technique to express his ideological concept, it would be
(126)
impossible for the artist to achieve a work which would touch people's feelings.
"To
expressconsummatelywhat you think in your mind with the brush in your hand, you must
(127)
long
On the relationship
and protracted period of hard practice."
go through a
between "knowing" and "being able", he held the belief that both are a ceaselessprocess
improvement
and advancesin coordination. For example, when one was
gradual
requiring
highly skilled, it could lead to formulism, thus losing creative desire. He therefore said: "A
feeling
have
the
of something new about the objects quite familiar to him. "
painter should
(128) He

said that he himself had drawn severalhundred landscapes,but when faced with a

felt
feeling
it
he
terrified,
that
would entail strenuouseffort, and be very
still
new object,
(129)
He emphasizedthat the work of painting was a processof continuous study
difficult.
(130)
and research,and that the whole life of an artist was a processof study and research.
[1231ibid., p. 179
[124] ibid., p. 169
[125] ibid., p. 140
[1261ibid., p. 17
[1271ibid.
[1281ibid., p. 155
[1291ibid., p. 138
[130] ibid., p. 39
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The ideas of "painstaking study" and "painstakingpractice" which Li Keran spoke of to his
studentsagain and again were precisely the theoretical basis of the "painstaking school" (ku
xue pal) that he put forward in his later years.
In his thoughts concerning painstaking study and practice, one most outstanding
characteristicwas his emphasison self-remoulding. Contrary to the general opinion that an
artist should maximize favourable factors and minimize unfavourable ones, he stressedthat
(131),
'perceive one's weakness",
one should "compel oneself', "control oneself'
(132)
"summarize one's shortcomings", and "pay special attention to the weak links-.
He
believed that it was dangerousto yield to one's nature, bringing one's strong points into
play and forming a style prematurely: it showed that one's aspirationswere not high, and
though it might pleasethe spectators,it would neverthelessappearthin and

(133)
feeble.
He

thought that "partiality" in art quality and style came from the inertia of the artist. For
example, for a "strong" (gang) and "graceful" (rou) style, whereas it is not difficult to
achieve either strengthor grace, it is actually very hard to integrate the contradictions of the
(134) If
two.
a picture appearedlively, it tended easily to appearfrivolous, if dignified, it
might appearrigid. Therefore in art, the more the problems betweencontradiction and unity
(135)
higher
be
the achievement.
In the formative process of an
would
were solved, the
artist's style throughout his life, he stressed"casting off one's old self when changingone's
(136)
painting style".
In the caseof Li Keran, what we have seenwas primarily such a process,one of his
continuous struggle againsthis own weak points that he had been born with, one showing
that all his life he was engagedin practising asceticism and remoulding and improving
[131] ibid., p. 159
[1321ibid., p. 87, p. 95
[1331ibid., p. 160
[1341ibid., p. 171
[1351ibid., p. 168
[1361ibid., p. 69
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himself as well as the quality of his art. In reviewing Li's artistic experienceone notices that
he
Zhao
Mengfu,
in
learning
he
boy
the
was
to
style
of
calligraphic
write
when
was a
"pretty"
he
broadened,
horizon
his
tended to produce
Later
that
realized
on when
praised.
"facile", and that simplicity and lack of adornmentwould be better in quality and taste, and
he therefore resolutely correctedhis calligraphic habits. He said: "Later on I felt disgusted
how
it
in
it,
harder
beginner
learning
but
to write.
than
correcting
a
was
my
writing,
with
Whereasbefore I thought my brother's writing was clumsy, afterwardsI thought his writing
(137)
Later on Li Keran
was better than mine, perhaps a bit clumsy but not facile. "
practised writing in the style of Yan and the stele of Wei Dynasty very hard, he himself
invented the Viangdang style (ti)", the purpose of which was to transform the "skilful"
(qiao) into the "clumsy" (zhuo). Li Keran was born ingenious and elegant but at the same
time admired vigorous and firm styles. This was evident in his early works. One can
discover his ingenious and elegant nature in his oil paintings, Paradise Lost and Me
Sceneryof WestLake. But the oil painting Male Nude and some subsequentAnti-Japanese
War propagandadrawings expresseda style which was strong and thickset. However, the
strong and thickset style was due more to designing than to nature. The style of his Chinese
paintings in the 1940s, especiallythat of his figure paintings, appearedsparseand graceful,
ingenious
his
full
to
and elegant nature. But after he formally became the
play
giving
follower of Qi and Huang, his painting style experienceda radical change, beginning to
in
dignified,
pursuit
of
unusual and profound style, which marked
efforts
a
conscious
make
his first reform. In the 1960s, in accordancewith the aestheticideal he selected,he made
further efforts to restrain his nature, in pursuit of strict rules and the profound style, which
his
did
he
for
his
Only
in
later
his
the
open
nature,
seeking
up
years
secondreform.
was
in
in
dignified,
in
for
the
the
arriving
the
a realm of perfect
romantic
profound,
graceful
freedom in his mind.
The spirit of the great masterswhich touched Li Keran most was that of painstaking
study, as indicated in the thoughts of Confucius that "when three people walk together,
[1371Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 4, p. 118

195

there's sure to be one who could be my teacher.Choosegood things and follow them, take
those that are not good as warnings"

(138),

or in Qi Baishi's belief that he was a lover of

the grass script, but throughout his life, he wrote the regular script only, having walked
(139).
Similarly, Lu Xun said he used the time others
only one-half of the journey of art
(140);
Sun Zuochen practised huqin fingering on
used in drinking coffee for his work
snowy ground during severe winter

(141)

and Gai Jiaotian's favourite phrase was

"Considering the importance of practising the basic skills to be as heavy as Mount Tai"
(142). Someone
whom Li Keran held in high esteemand usedvery often as a subject matter
for his figure painting was Jia Dao, a poet of the Tang Dynasty, who was known for his
painstaking spirit, his famous poem read: "Two lines of poetry in three years! Each time I
sing, two streamsof tears" (liangiu sannian de, yi yin shuang lei liu). Among people of the
same generation, he praised Huang Zhou, pointing out that Huang used up two thousand
sheetsof rice paper for painting in one year; Wu Guanzhongspent ten hours in a row,
(143). Li Keran
without resting, painting a picture
seldom talked about the natural
endowmentand talent of great masters,whose spirit he held in high esteemand praisedtime
).
144
"first,
be
"second,
it
the
way must correct",
and again:
requires painstaking work"(
Li Keran was certainly not a painter who happenedto be in vogue. In his protracted
artistic career, he had studied continuously as well as deepenedhis understanding of
tradition; he had ceaselesslyreformed and improved self-cultivation and the quality of his
art, so as to get over closer to his individual aestheticideal. He spent his whole life in
realizing the "right way" (zhengdao) for learning from tradition and developing art,
[1381Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 88
[1391ibid.
[1401ibid., p.22
[1411ibid., p. 11
[142] ibid., p. 13
[1431ibid., p.22
[144] ibid., p. 11
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therefore, in a sense, his art practice was primarily a process of cultivating his moral
kind
followed
his
"a
He
then
talent
a
own
nature
and
accomplished
who
character.
was not
(145),
but
Qi
Baishi
Huang
Binhong,
his
like
learning
teachers
a great
truth"
and
of
or
improving
in
direction
"followed
the
one's
correct
and
method
master and authority who
(146).
It is
learning painstakingly, summarizing it further into a rigorous system"
has
Li
Keran's
that
the
theory
a particularly
school
and
practice
of
painstaking
undeniable
important significance in the art circles which had widely suffered from "a sicknessof the
century" of being eager for quick successand instant benefit, bred against the background
of this century which had been filled with chaotic wars and political turbulence. It would
indeed not be easy to cite a second example in the history of modern Chinese art, of an
artist like Li Keran, who, for the pursuit of a noble ideal, has been so consistent in his
direction and course, so firm in his emphasison rational study and planning, so tough in
struggling with his own weakness all his life, ultimately becoming an artist of great
achievements.

4.5

THE SPECIAL QUALITIES OF LI'S STYLE

A unique artistic style is manifestedthrough unique artistic forms and techniques,
language and vocabulary, and is at the same time closely linked with the artist's unique
personality, inherent temperamentand cultivation. Artistic technique can be imitated but it
is utterly impossible to imitate an artist's inherent temperament.The discussion of this
language
forms
from
to one of style and aesthetic
turn
the
and
of
analysis
section will
feeling, and strive a step further to search for profound cultural connotations and the
significance of moral characterin the specialqualities of Li Keran's landscapestyle.
It can be said that the most spectacular

characteristic

of Li

Keran's

landscape

[145] Zhongyong, 71anmingZhang,see 71e Great Learning, 77teDoctrine of Ilse Mean, Beijing: The Chinese
Teaching Publishing House, 1996, p.3
[1461ibid. -T! T hi- now referq to 77sung;
vonR,
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painting is its exceedinglyenthusiasticrepresentationof natural beauty. Approaching nature
through sketching from nature, constructing a new languagesystem supportedby Western
elements,all of thesewere no doubt aimed at the emergenceof a new pattern of landscape
painting richer in the senseof visual resemblance.He createda series of landscapeswith
clear-cut artistic conceptionsin his world of art, such as the landscapeof Guilin with hills
like steles and water like a mirror; the image of Mount Huang with lofty peaks and clouds
and mist curling up; the scenery south of Changjiang river with apricot blossom and hazy
spring rain, etc. Theseobviously are a deviation from the tradition of recent centurieswhich
indulged too much in interests of form and brushwork and neglected the expression of
natural characteristicsof landscape,and serve as a new departure from the framework of
literati painting embodying a more widespread nationalism and popularization in the
evolution of the traditional landscapepainting style. Of his landscapepaintings, an analysis
147)
be
from
three artistic levels!
can carried out
His approval of and return to natural beauty can be seen in his depictions, imbued
with romantic poetic grace, of his visual impressions of the natural landscape. He stressed
that the soul of art consisted of the integration

of sentiment and scenery. In the

"representation of nature", as the first artistic level, Li Keran's art had been prominent in
his strong sentiments. However, Li's sentiments were entirely different from the aesthetic
feelings of the traditional ideal such as "Abandoning common worldly likings, making an
inquiry purely into the fertility of rationality" (qi shisu zhi gong hao, qIong liqu zhi du yu);
(148) "A
state of solitude, having no way out, is most worth thinking by people" Yimo
(149) "The
spirit of aloofness, where fame and wealth
wuknaihe zhifing, zu! yl ren xiang);
(150)
(xiaotlao
danbo,
is
difficult
The
to
cl nan hua zhi y! ).
sought,
a
realm
paint"
are not
[147] The ideaof "thereartisticlevels"comesfrom Cai Xiaoshiof the Ming Dynasty.He describedthe three
artistic levels of Chineseci in the prefaceto his 7he Ci written at BaishishanFang. Zong Baihuamadean
Shanghai
People'sPublishingHouse,1991,pp. 63-64
elucidationof it in hisA Stroll in Aesthetics,Shanghai:
[1481(Qing)ShenZongqian,'JiezhouOn Painting',PamphletsOn Painting,Yu Anlan, ed., p.346, Beijing:
People'sFineArt Press,1960
[149] Qing), Yun Nantian, 'Nantian On Painting', Pamphlets On Painting, Yu Anlan, ed., p. 177, Beijing:
People's Fine Art Press, 1960
[1501 (Song) Ouyang Xiu, Selectionof Historic Materials on ChineseAesthetics,vol. 2, p.9, Beijing: Zhonghua
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sentimentalcharacteristicwhich Li Keran lodged in these landscapeswas the happinesshe
felt when having his body and soul thrown into nature, it reflected a satisfactory feeling of
life and the feeling that was most appealingto modern people. The landscapeshe painted
are not the lonely wooded and hilly lands where scholars of great sanctity built their
cottagesfor a life of seclusion, neither are they barren hills and withered trees betraying
traces of the bitternessof a conqueredpeople, but are placeswhere modern people work and
live. In the depths of the forest in a green mountain, one sees white-walled, black-tiled
farmhouses,firm and solid stone bridges and indistinct paths leading to a village. There are
fishing-boats and fishermen punt-poling across the lake surface, where seemedto be a
crystal palace. There are tourists ascendinga height to enjoy a distant view in a dreamlike
world of seaof clouds of Mount Huang. As describedby Li Keran, there are no desolation
or loneliness, no uninhabited places, his nature is brimming with the exuberanceof life,
always hinting at a close and inherent link betweenhumans and nature and betweennature
and life. The two lines of poemsextolling the autumn which he repeatedlyused as the topic
of his paintings read: "Frosty leavesare redder than flowers in the secondmonth" ([Tang]
Du Mu, "shuangye hong yu eryue hua" ) and "An autumn breeze wafts a shower of red"
([Qing] Shi Tao, "qiu feng chul xia hong yu lai"),

best showing his sentimental

characteristics.In the picture whose title is the line of Shi Tao mentioned above (pl. 254),
the autumn wind carries down flakes of red leaves, they are denselike rain; when moving
black
branches,
down
the
twigs
they appear exceptionally bright and
among
and
and
up
resplendent,just like the pulsation of life. It makespeople feel that it is not the bleak and
chill atmosphereof autumn but an atmosphereof joy and happiness.Confronted with his
artistic conceptionsof landscape,what people felt is substance,self-confidence,and a keen
senseof the joy of life.
On perceptual depiction, the requirementsof Li Keran consisted of "abundance,
abundance,and abundanceagain"; he went into details and a profusion of brushwork in
depicting the lushnessand exuberanceof nature. A seal reading "subtlety in essence"(zal
Publishing House, 1981
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fing we!) which he usedvery often indicatedhis intention in the treatmentof all small parts.
For example, in 7he Ginkgo Tree of a 77tousandYears (1956) (pl-102), 7he Summit of
Lingyun Mountain (1956) (pl. 109), and Rze Great Leshan Buddha (1956) (PI.110) the
portrayals of the objects are very detailed, subtle and rich in a visual senseof reality, and
this has rarely been seenin traditional landscapepaintings through the ages. His pursuit of
the richness of nature consequently gives his style its characteristics of "depth" and
"fullness".
The elaboration of his thousandsof brush strokes led to profundity in brushwork,
and voluminousnessof objects and layers of space.The "depth" of brushwork was abstract
and plane, the "depth" of mass and space was illusory and three-dimensional,the latter
coming from the influence of Western painting. Any attempt to integrate the spatial sense
developed on a plane of Chinese art and that of Western painting in pursuing threedimensional illusion was a very difficult and even dangerousone. Zong Baihua had asserted
that due to the "difference of world outlook" of thesetwo kinds of art, any attempt to merge
Chinese and Western painting methods in a single picture was bound to fail. (151) But Li
Keran cleverly combined the essenceof the two without forfeiting the "world outlook of
Chinesepainting". For example, in A Stream Flowing through High Mountains and 7hick
Forest,(pl.235) the water of a cataractseemsto flow down from the horizon of the clouds,
flow upon flow, passingdistant, high mountainpeaksand deepvalleys, the thick forests and
the dimly visible housesin the middle part of the scenery, and ultimately emptying into the
streamunder a stonebridge by the side of the forest in the foregrbund. On the one hand, the
mountains and trees tend to show the mass and bulk, a senseof sculpture from Western
be
"move
back and forth and
hand,
to
to
the
able
seem
one's
eyes
on
other
painting, while
reach anywhere betweenheaven and earth" (fu yang wang huan, tian di ji ye), a feature
which belongs entirely to the spatial consciousnessof Chineseart.
To find the greatestemotional satisfaction, Li Keran gave exaggeratedexpressions
to the landscapeconceptions,which was achievedthrough a strong visual shock force of a
11511Zong Baihua, A Stroll in Atsthetics, p. 124, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople'sPublishing House, 1981
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"filled-up style" composition. He always made his compositionscut directly into the main
theme, without leaving any room, so as to allow the mountains and waters in a picture to
surround spectators'senseperception and experience.Firstly, such a "fullness" is the sense
of substancein vision causedby a crowded arrangementin composition, which is far
different from the traditional idea of "emptiness"in composition, that "the most miraculous
(152)
is
Li Keran's
spot where no brush has ever touched" (Wuhua chufle chengmiaojing).
landscapesare, in the first artistic level, the visible and substantial, vivid and dramatic
natural mountainsand rivers.
After the artistic conceptionhad reachedthe state of abundanceand substance,Li
Keran turned to the pursuit of restraint and simplicity. He could not tolerate something
producing feeling of jumble and noise in his world of landscape. He used the inkaccumulation technique to weaken the effect of clearness, in search of a "restrained and
simple" abundance.In the course of his thousandsupon thousandsof brush strokes, he
accumulatedink, image and feeling. The abundantdetails of all things of nature, along with
stroke upon stroke and layer upon layer of ink colour, became submerged, hazy and
unfathomably deep and serene.The originally bright world darkened, the originally noisy
things quietened, the originally distinct details became indistinguishable, gradually all
things becameone and integrated into one restrained, deep and serenekingdom. Li Keran
said:

I like black most, black can unite with all things", and he added: "in
beautiful ink and wash places,J? %ur makes no contribution"; "a pool of
ink containsthe whole world".
Before the Tang Dynasty, there was already talk of "the best colour of ink looks

Q,
(gao
mo you
green"
and the colour of ink had long ago becomegreen; there was also
talk of "ink consistsof five colours" (Mofen wu se) in the Tang Dynasty, when the world of
ink colour had been a colourful world of life. The black in Li Keran's landscapesdoes not
make spectatorsfeel bleak, solitary, depressedor lonely, instead, it appearsas a realm of
[1521 (Qing) Da Chongguang, 'On Painting', PamphletsOn Painting, Yu Anlan, ed., p. 171, Beijing: People's
Fine Art Press, 1960
[1531Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 153
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natural beauty in dream-like luxuriance. If we say that images painted by lines mean an
expressionof an over-rational, cold and still state, then the imagespainted by ink tend to
becomean expressionof sentimentand warmth. The ink-accumulationmethod of Li Keran
not only makes lines dissolve in planes, it makes the black and white relationship in
traditional composition experiencea thorough reverse. The layer upon layer of accumulative
colouring makes the originally exposedand separatenatural scenery establish contact into
an integrated whole until it becomesvery hard for one to clearly make out any single leaf,
any single piece of rock, any single house, hilly path or any single ray of light from his
painting. Li Keran firmly graspedthe charm of colour black, using ink to its utmost, in
searchof simple, restrainedand integratedlandscapeconceptions.
On this secondartistic level which transcendsan objective description, the style of
Li Keran's painting shows "blackness"and "wholeness". On this level, what he emphasized
(154)
"spirit-consonance,
being life-motion" (qiyun shengdong),
was
or with ink charm in
(155).
His world of blackness does not signify
searching of "spirit resonance" (shenyun)
deathly stillness, its aim is to unify the limitless concrete creaturesof nature into a dusky
muddled state and transform them into a thriving universe where there is life-motion. In his
bright
few
the
spots which contrast with the black show most active vitality.
paintings,
These bright spots may be the setting sun on the tips of a forest; the lustre of backlighting
on a chain of mountains; waterfalls that flow very fast; the jumping bright spots in a little
creek; reflections in water; the white walls of farmhouses, or mountain paths. Their
appearanceis like the lustre of the stars in the sky of a dark night, being lively and lovely.
Li Keran said,
"Black is to exhibit brightness", "the clear place exhibits the most
interesting parts, the veiled place is for exhibiting richness, imagesthat are
just distinct and not veiled are not connotative Ný ereasthose that are just
(1
6
indistinct
"
are weak and powerless.
veiled and
[1541ibid., p. 182. The English translation of qiyun shengdonghere is according to sullivan's traslation: "Spiritconsonance,which is life-motion", seeMichael Sullivan, ChineseArt in the TwentiethCentury, Berkeley, 1959,
p. 32
[155] The English translation of shenyunhere is according to SusanBush, seeSusanBush, 77seChineseLiterati
on Painting, Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-chang (1555-1636), Glossary and Chinese Terms,
Massachusetts:Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1971, p.353
[1561Li Keran on Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art's Press, 1990, p. 153,143
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In the contrast and the unity betweenthe bright and the dark, the distinct and the
veiled, the rich and the simple, Li Keran transmitted the active life stored in the world of
nature. On this artistic level, betweenthe concreteand the abstract,Li Keran's art had been
prominent in spirit-consonance.
The final and also the supremeartistic level of Chinese art is an enlightenmentof
spirit and mind, an expressionof philosophy and moral quality.
The "depth" and the "fullness" of Li Keran's landscapestyle bring about richness
and substance in visual impression, again the impression is transformed through the
"blackness" and the "wholeness" of the style into feelings of restraint and simplicity that
suggest the universe in life-motion. In attaining unity between abundanceand simplicity,
richness and restraint in vision and mind, the senseof beauty conveyed by the artistic
conceptionsof Li Keran's landscapeis tranquillity and abstraction. As Zong Baihua once
said, "tranquillity" Ying), as an aestheticconcept, meansthe moment when the mind is free
of worries, "abstraction" (xu), as an aestheticconcept, meansthe spacewhere thoughts and
(157)
Only in a "tranquil and abstract" Yingxu) artistic conception
inspiration come and go.
can a visual landscape image be raised into an abstract awareness, mental state and
imagination; only then can it attain "greatness"of artistic conceptionon the level of spirit
and mind.
"Greatness"(da) is the final conceptof the 'Five-word Rhymed Formula' which Li
Keran put forward as a standardfor appraisinglandscapepainting.
He said: "'Greatness' means 'magnificent and broadminded' (the
greatnessof spiritual connotation) ... This is detq Ted by elementsin the
cultivation and characterof the painter himself. "M
In the discussionof the specialfeaturesof the various aspectsof the social and the
philosophical, the traditional and the Western, the individual and the general contained
within the spiritual connotationof Li Keran's landscapestyle, we can approachthis question
from a convenientchannel,that is, by analyzing the two definitions he gave of the functions

[1571ZongBaihua,
Shanghai:
Shanghai
People's
FineArtsPress,1981,p.24
StrollinAesthetics,
[1581Li Keran on Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art's Press, 1990, p. 183
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of landscapepainting in different periods.
"To create monumentsto the mountains and rivers of our motherland" was the
spiritual programme put forward by Li Keran in the fifties for reforming traditional
landscape painting. Doubtless, this was a slogan of utilitarianism with a strong and
pronounced flavour of the times. But it reflected an aspect of the quality of Li Keran's
landscapestyle. This slogan put stresson the socially and politically utilitarian significance
of landscapepainting, suggesting at the same time the patterned characteristic of new
landscapepainting. It can be said that this embodiedalso Li's understandingof the "senseof
reality" which he put forward in his task "to turn the traditional essenceinto the senseof
reality".
From an historical point of view, in Chineseacademicdevelopmentin the twentieth
century, it has been a common phenomenonto link academicundertakings with the great
cause of saving and vitalizing the nation. Depending on their social and political utility
academicundertakingspursuedrights of existenceand developmentof their own. Similarly,
consciouslyattachingto personalacademicpracticesthe senseof a historical mission to save
and vitalize the nation has been a common moral quality of intellectuals of several
May
Fourth Movement.
the
since
generations
Li's insistence on the political and social significance of landscape painting
suggestedit as a spiritual symbol of the nation and the country. No doubt it encouraged
Chinese landscapepainting very much when it was suffering a bitter attack and was at its
lowest ebb at the beginning of the 1950s.For Li Keran himself, who was a member of the
mainstreamof the new China's literary and art circles, had eight years experience in the
movement of resistanceto Japan and national salvation, and had also, in his early years,
been baptized by the new learning and the May Fourth ideological trends, it seemedquite
natural that his personalartistic aspiration was stampedwith the distinctive senseof historic
mission of the times.
Under such a spiritual programme, "to create monuments to the mountains and
rivers of our motherland", his landscapepainting becamenot only an individual expression,
but also gave expressionto the sentimentsof the nation as a whole; no more the "spiritual
204

oasis" of the literati, but a "spiritual monument" of the masses. The distinctive features of
his landscape painting, rich in natural beauty and the sense of visual resemblance, were also
the general character of the times. Here, the significance of the transformation of the
function and distinguishing features of traditional landscape painting resembled his appraisal
of Qi Baishi's art, when he said
"For the establishment of new Chinese paint i
the opening up of a broad, straight and even roaT65

$has played a role in

However, Li Keran's landscape style differed from the art of superficial political

utilitarianism prevalent in the 1950sand the 1960sin containing at the sametime richer and
deeper spiritual connotations,including personal charm as well as deep inherent links with
the most general aestheticthoughts of everlasting value in traditional art. To elucidate the
content of this aspect, we may make an analysis of another definition of the function of
landscapepainting madeby Li Keran in the 1980s.
"Clear up one's mind and observe the Tao" (cheng huai guan dao) was a new
explanationof the function of landscapepainting borrowed by Li Keran from the sayingsof
Zong Bing of the SouthernDynasties. However, this did not meanthat it was a revision of
his previous creativedirection but a supplementto his past theoretical explanation. Working
from this definition, one may perceive anotheraspectof the quality of Li Keran's landscape
style.
As a general concept of the traditional aesthetic, "clear up one's mind" meansthat
an artist, when facing nature, should get rid of distraction and become broad-minded and
clear; "observing the Tao" means that in observing nature, one should be able to
comprehend the law of the universe and nature and have tacit understanding of it.
According to the Chinese philosophy of fian ren heyi, the natural world and the human
world as well as the world of learning are in perfect harmony. When one has a tacit
understandingwith nature, he will have a tacit understandingof life as well as the basic
principle of learning. When Mind (xinyuan, the subjectivity of artists) and Nature (zaohua,
objective laws) coordinateby tacit agreement,one will be able to make use of a limited life,
[1591ibid., P.62
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a limited picturesquescenein realizing and exhibiting the unlimited natural "Way" (the law
(160) Therefore,
the proposition "Clear up one's mind and observe the Tao"
of nature).
lies,
Chinese
landscape
traditional
on the
that
the
painting
of
significance
reveals
profound
one hand, in examination of oneself, and is a continuous process of self-examination and
self-cultivation for a painter. In the process of continuously approaching nature and
appreciating the "Way" of the universe, it is necessarythat a painter should continuously
carry on purifying his moral quality; to use the words of Li Keran, "Rivers and mountains
are able to cultivate a noble spirit and sentiments"'(161) i. e. "clear up one's mind". On the
other hand, the ultimate significance of Chinese traditional landscape painting lies in
searching for the essenceof nature and of human life. As Li Keran put it, it means "the
(162)
discovery of nature" and "the discovery of oneself",
i. e. "observing the Tao".
The traditional aestheticidea of "Clear up one's mind and observe the Tao" was
elaboratedin three respectsin Li Keran's speechesand articles.
First, as regardsthe way of life, a piece of calligraphy which Li Keran often wrote
reads: "Show high ideals by simple living, keep tranquil for higher aspirations" (danbo
ming zhi, ningling zhi yuan). This revealedhis attitude to life and showedhe was willing to
lead a lonely and frugal life without the desire for fame and gain, concentratinghis efforts
in
order to achievethe steady developmentof his art. In other words,
creations
on artistic
on the one hand, with regard to the temptationsand disturbancesthat come from society, he
advocatedsimple living and "tolerance" (huaj1e),he said:
"one should try to tolerate unsatisfactory matters. 'The sea contains a
hundred rivers, it's big becauseof its tolerance' (hai rong bal chuan, you
rong nai da); 'Beam with joy and laugh, laugh at all the laughablepeople in
the world' JK yan blan xiao, x1ao shishang kexiao zhi ren) means
tolerance."

[1601Li Keran's Vao" consistedof at least three meanings: 1) Generally referring to the Universe itself and to
its origin, according to Zhuang Zhi, the Vao" possesses"the most supreme and absolute beauty that exists
objectively"; 2) As an intrinsic content of learning; 3) the path and method of pursuing and acquiring art (Refer
to A Study ofLi Keran by Sun Meilan, p. 110, Publishedby JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991).
[161] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The PeopIe'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 120
[1621ibid.
[1631Beijing: Art, 1990/3, p.9
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On the other hand, with regard to the questionof art, he advocatedthe necessityof
principle and a sense of historical mission. His calligraphic scroll bearing the words
"cherishing lofty aspirations,not afraid of immediatedifficulties" (xiong hual yuan zhi, bu
bu
in
(bafeng
is
"A
to
the
the
chul
sky"
move
moon
strong wind unable
welfin nan); and
dong tianblan yue), showedhis uncompromisingstand in his artistic ideals.
Second, with regard to the approach in academic pursuits, he advocated the
devotion of one's mind to a single academicdirection, believing that "only with a high level
of understandingcan one persist all his life in an endlessundertaking";

(164) he

advocateda

continuous summing up of one's own shortcomings, overcoming weaknessesand learning
and practising painstakingly.
Third, in the processof observing nature and creating, he advocatedthat one should
keep calm and tranquil. When painting, "one should throw in all his vitality, spare no
(165)
When one's artistic craftsmanshipreaches
effort, with energy highly concentrated."
the sublime, "he will be able to createlike God, his work will be as wonderful as creations
(166)
of nature."
The artistic conceptionof Li Keran's landscapesconveys a very deep stillness. In
his pictures, not only hills are still, mountainvillages are quiet, even lofty waterfalls exhibit
a quality of stillness. Without this stillness it would be like many new Chinesepaintings,
appearing gorgeous, full of distracting thoughts. Passingthrough this stillness, the artistic
conception reachesthe highest border of traditional aesthetics,"blandnessand naturalness"
(pingdan tianzhen). At the same time due to this stillness coming from the beauty of
richnessand profundity, it is not deathly stillness, but brims with many-sidedcontradictory
movementsand activities of life. His landscapes,under the influence of both Chinese and
Western art styles, exhibit a double-sidedcultural connotation. His "blackness" createsthe
visual sensationwhich comesfrom the form and colour of the material world often seen in
[1641Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art's Press, 1990, p. 169
11651ibid., p. 137
[1661ibid., p. 161
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Western painting, while it is a sublimation into a realm of "returning to blandnessfrom
utmost splendour" (Su Shi, xuanlan zhi j! guiyu pingdan"); his "fullness" manifests the
spatial consciousnessof modern Western painting, while it pertains to the traditional
oriental realm of searchingfor the post-substantialfree and natural, and for turning the real
into the abstract;his "depth" is imbued with the Western scientific spirit in expressingthe
visual reality of three-dimensionalspace, while it returns again to the spatial sense of
Chinese art, travelling freely back and forth betweenheavenand earth, seeingthe unlimited
spacein the limited; his "wholeness"bearsthe Western sculptural and architectural aesthetic
sense, while by his thousandsupon thousandsof strokes remaining as simple as one stroke
it embodiesthe Chinesephilosophical thought "things may changetime and again, yet stay
much the same" ("wanhua guiyl"). He pursued the contradiction and unity of aesthetic
feelings in his painting style, having achievedthe unity of vigour with elegance;the unity of
rectitude with flexibility; the unity of vastnesswith subtlety; the unity of the traditional
aesthetic view with the aestheticsenseof Western art. Among these the most important
point was the realization of transforming substanceinto abstraction, realizing the unity of
"abundanceis beauty" (Meng Zi, "chongshizhi we! me!. )(167) with "Various kinds of the
beautiful are inferior to the quietly elegant" (Zhuang Zi, "danran wuji er zhong met cong
(168) It
was precisely owing to such a richness of spiritual content that the artistic
zhi").
realm finally enlightenedby Li Keran's landscapepainting was "greatness" -- a thorough
spiritual understanding,purification and enjoyment.
Li Keran was an artist, not a philosopher, and the greatness of the spiritual
connotations of his works does not come from any analogy, symbolism, theoretical
elucidation or any hint of social or political content. His landscapepainting does not have
the metaphor of the life agony of Ba Da's style, neither does it have the suffering and the
literati's aloofnessfrom politics and material pursuits of Fu Baoshi's style; his picturesque
scene is mild and appealing, it suits both refined and popular tastes, it shows a glow of
[167) Meng Zi, Vinxin Zhang Ju Xia', Selection of Historic materials on ChineseAesthtfics, vol. 1, Beijing:
Zhonghua Publishing House, 1981, p.23
[1681Zhuang Z!, Keyi, Wang Fuzhi, Dwang Zi Jie, Beijing: ZhonghuaPublishing House, 1964, p. 133
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happiness, yet turns thoughts to the far distance, it is socially experienced, but also
unconventional; it is visually realistic while being ideal and romantic; its spirit-consonance
is life motion, while full of tranquillity; it pressesclose to nature, yet transcendsnature; it
is merged with the expressiveelementsand aestheticsentimentsof Western painting, yet is
deeply rooted in traditional cultural mentality and artistic spirit. In a sense,his artistic style
is also his self-portrait, a fitting expressionof his individual character, from which we see
the charm of a gentle and kind man who was intelligent, fond of learning, assiduous,serene,
humorous, tolerant, reserved,persevering, a man with deepthoughtsbut who would not go
to extremes, with ardent sentimentsyet gentle and sincere. Therefore, in the final and also
the supremeartistic level, Li Keran's art triumphs in spirit and personality.
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CHAPTER 5: LI KERAN'S ART IN RELATION

TO TRADITION

The original artistic achievementof Li Keran stemmedfrom his proper integration
On
by
itself
the
times.
the
the
solving
created
solution
of
problems
of
art
and
problems
and
the problems of art alone, how did his creativework exist in the context of the development
of art itself? What concrete and close links were there between his unique style and
tradition? This chapter attempts to proceed from traditional aesthetic categories such as
"elegance and vulgarity", "likeness and unlikeness", "brushwork" as well as "depth",
"fullness", "blackness", "lightness" and "wholeness", to probe his art in relation to
tradition. Such a relationship will prove that his original style came chiefly from tradition
and that most of the problems solved by him existed long ago in traditional art itself.

5.1

ELEGANCE AND VULGARITY

Elegance and vulgarity are an important pair of categories that influenced the
development of Chinese painting over a long period. They are the standard of aesthetic
judgement that determines the relative superiority or inferiority of taste and quality.
However, its connotationis not unalterable.The senseof eleganceand vulgarity of Chinese
in
is
linked
in
20th
has
brand
to
trends
the
and
modern
connotation,
century
a
new
painting
culture. But in the sphere of modern traditional Chinese painting, the new concept of
eleganceand vulgarity comesprimarily ftom the evolution of tradition.
Li Keran's landscapestyle markedthe accomplishmentof the traditional landscape's
transition from a classicalpattern to a modern one, the basic characteristicsof which could
be found in the change of aesthetic concept, that is, a change from the "unearthly
refinement" of the ancient literati into the bright, cheerful and energetic "vulgarity" of the
masses. The birth of this new aesthetic interest of course had a social, political and
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ideological foundation, as well as stemmingfrom the painter's individual nature. However,
if viewed from the angle of artistic tradition, there exists a more direct inner source.
At the beginning of the 1950s, Li Keran wrote many articles introducing and
"artistic
distinctly
brought
Qi
Baishi
the
of
work that
aesthetic
question
up
studying
which
idea
be
(ya
It
both
that
this
tastes"
said
su
shang).
could
gong
suits
refined and popular
graspedthe key to Qi Baishi's artistic spirit.
Li Keran had perceivedfrom Qi's art:
"In Chinese painting, painting with ink and brush is appropriate in
drawing from life, and glamorous colour can be applied too, so it is
possible to exhibit cheerful emotion; morTO)er, such paintings possess
considerablehigh-level power of expression.
Qi Baishi not only shook off the orthodoxy of the imitative style of the four Wangs
but also rectified the inclination towards a sketchy neglect of semblanceand the cold,
insipid, desolateatmosphereof the unorthodox literati painting.
"His works not only possessthe healthy simple emotionsof the modern
people but ý the sametime contain a unique individual style and depth of
tradition. "( "He tried his utmost to knead together the simple healthy
sentimentsof the masseswith classical artistic craftsmanship. On the one
hand, he endeavouredto meet the demandsof the in es; on the other
hand, he promoted their demandsto a higher level"W "He unified the
contradictory elements of the elegance of classical paintings and the
vulgarity of the folk arts, the concreteform and the spirit or mental state,
and ideological content and artistic quality. Most important of all was his
effort to shorten the distance that had long existed between the ancient
artistic traditý,W and the life of the people, together with their ideology and
sentiments."
The successfulexperienceof Qi Baishi showed Li Keran and greatly encouraged
him in realizing that the high technology of classical art is capable of expressing the
ideological sentimentsof the modernpeople. The demandfor semblancecan be unified with
spiritual factors that are to be found in traditional classicalpaintings. The interest of playing
with brush and ink can be unified with the demandfor realism. Profound tradition can be
unified with the individual style of creativeness(pls.375-378). Li stated that the art of Qi
[1] Li Keran On Art, p. 62, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990
[21 ibid.
[31 ibid., p. 70
[41 ibid.
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Baishi had
"a broadeningand srINothing action" on the path of establishinga new
form of Chinesepainting.
As regardshis personalchosensubject, "how to convert the traditional essenceinto
a feeling of reality"(6), he had discernedthe way out from the examplesset by Qi Baishi. It
landscapes
in
Keran's
inclination
Li
be
that
the
came
new
aesthetic
expressed
can
said
directly from the influence of Qi Baishi's art.
Tracing back from Qi Baishi, one can also seethe backgroundof deepertraditional
evolution which influencedthe art of both Qi Baishi and Li Keran.
During the Qing Dynasty in the 18th century, the developmentof textual research
and the continuedexcavationand rediscoveryof many pre-Tang stelespromoted the interest
of the people in the study of ancient steles. The study of ancient steles (beLxue)required a
specialized knowledge of the origin, times and content of the steles as well as an ability to
distinguish the authenticity or forgery of stone rubbings and trace the evolution of the
Chinesewritten language.Due to the richnessof calligraphic styles, including those prior to
the Tang Dynasty, such as the various kinds of seal characters (zhuan) before the Qin
Dynasty, the official scripts (h) of the Qin and Han as well as the cursive hand styles of
zhuan and Ii, such a rediscovery of ancient original steles had posed a challenge to the
dominant position of the tie style in the calligraphers' circle. The tie school chiefly means
the calligraphic tradition of regular script (kaishu) and semi-cursive script (xingshu) since
the two Wangs of the EasternJin Dynasty (Wang Xizhi, 303-361, Wang Xianzhi, 344-386)
and the Tang Dynasty, which were looked upon as models by calligraphers in times before
the 18th century. Up to the l8th century the calligraphers' circle was dominated by the
styles of Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322)and Dong Qichang (1555-1636)becauseof the partiality
for
(1738-1795)
Emperor
(1662-1722)
Emperor
Qian
Long
Kang
Xi
their
of
and
calligraphic style. The "orthodox" tie style and the calligraphic styles of Zhao and Dong
were characterizedby their dignity, eleganceand dexterity (pls.379,380). The calligraphic
[5] ibid., p. 62
[61 Li Keran, 'Recalling', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 4, p. 16
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dissimilarities
due
however,
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of characters which were
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style of
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led
brush,
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of roughness,
a
new
a writing
chiselled
School.
The
in
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that
tie
contrast
of
striking
and
which
was
clumsiness
vigour
himself
School,
Deng
Shiru
(1743-1805)
Bel
the
after the stelesof
modelled
of
calligrapher
the Northern and SouthernDynasties,using the li methodto write zhuan characters.He had
the spirit of initiating reforms in the calligraphic styles of zhuan, 11, kal and cao
(pls.381,382). The well-known scholar Ruan Yuan (1764-1849) was the first person who
brought up the difference betweenbei and tie, he himself being an admirer of the bel style.
After him, Bao Shenbo(1775-1855),a studentof Deng Shiru, wrote 77zeDouble Oars of the
Boat of Art (YI Zhou Shuangli), further advocatingthe study of the calligraphic styles of
steles of the Northern and Southern Dynasties. Kang Youwei completed his 7he Double
Oars of the Boat of Arts (Guang N Zhou Shuangli) in 1889, putting forward a more drastic
calligraphic theory which honouredbei and belittled tie, setting up the forcefulness, vigour,
density and eccentricity of the steles of the Northern and Southern Dynasties as a new
(7)
standardof aestheticjudgement (pl. 383).
The upsurge in the study of steles not only acceleratedthe reform of calligraphic
style, it was also a shock to the orthodox aestheticconceptionsin painting. The fashions of
the orthodox Qing Dynasty's flower -bird painting, elegant like that of Yun Nantian's
(1633-1690) school; dexterous and gaudy like that of Zou Yigui's (1686-1772) school;
clever like that of Hua Xinluo's (1682-1756)school, all basically belonged to the style of
like
"unorthodox"
Jin Nong
beauty.
18th
Yangzhou
However,
and
painters,
century
grace
(1687-1763) and Zheng Banqiao (1693-1765)had begun to merge the calligraphic style of
the Be! School into painting, which exhibited the taste of the grotesque, childish and
"vulgar",
from
"refined"
the
to
the
and
of
turning
the
characteristic
new
aesthetic
clumsy,
thus formed a new vanguard in contemporary flower-bird painting. In the 19th century,
Zhao Zhiqian (1829-1884) centred his mind on Northern Dynasty steles, using the
calligraphic brushwork of the Bet School in painting, in pursuit of a strong painting style,
[71SeeWan Qingli, 'Li Koran's Thoughts On Art and Painting Style', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 43, p.26
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thus moving from eleganceinto magnificence(pls.384,385). Meanwhile, becausehe himself
he
cutting,
enabledthe
time
and
of
seal
the
master
calligrapher
scholar,
poet,
same
a
was at
literati painting tradition characterizedby the Three Perfections -- poetry, calligraphy and
Four
into
develop
dated
from
Song
Dynasty,
to
of
the
combination
a
new
painting -- which
Perfections -- poetry, calligraphy, painting and seal-cutting. Consequentlyhe succeededin
better
(1844-1927)
Changshuo
Zhao,
Wu
Calligraphic
School.
After
the
proved
setting up
in all respectsin poetry, calligraphy, painting and seal-cuttingand subsequentlybecamethe
master of the Calligraphic School (pis.386,387). His style in flower-bird painting appeared
heavy and forceful, grand and magnificent, banishing the gentle and gaudy style of art
"elegance"
Qing
Dynasty,
the
the
the
and
concepts
of
and enabled
circles at
end of
"vulgarity"

to change and develop fiatlier.

Qi Baishi then further developed the

achievements of Wu Changshuo and blended the essence of folk arts into literati
accomplishments,becoming not only a traditional master but the foremost "people's artist"
of the 20th century. Under the influence of the Calligraphic School, a number of flower and
bird painters, like Chen Shizheng (1876-1923), Pan Tianshou (1897-1971), Qian Shoutie
(1897-1967), Wang Geyi(1897-1988),Lai Chusheng(1902-1975), Zhu Yuesan(1902-1983)
and Li Kuchan (1899-1983)all becamethe successorsof the Calligraphic School.
As an erudite scholar in art history, Huang Binhong held in high esteem the
tradition of the Calligraphic School. He criticized the "dry and hard" style of painting in the
Ming Dynasty as well as the "soft and extravagant"style of the Qing Dynasty, holding the
(8)
He
belief that "painting has been invigorated since the reign-periodsof Dao and Xian. said:

"Since the reigns of Dao and Xian (Daoguang: 1821-1850; Xianfeng:
1851-1861)the discovery of the lore of bronze and scripts has widened our
has
been
in
brushwork
interest
Much
aroused.
enjoyment
and
vision.
Ca%Tphy and painting as a speciality is a very well rooted field of study
Such an appreciationby Huang Binhong of the Calligraphic School as an innovation

in the modern history of painting was regarded by art historians as a "very abnormal
[81 See Wang Bornin, Huang Binhong, Shanghai, Shanghai People's Fine Arts Press, 1979, p. 41
[91 ibid.
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(10)
viewpoint" until the end of the 1970s.
In a postscript on Li Keran's picture Resting the Ox Mile Harrowing Grass, Qi
Baishi also expressedhis personalview on modern art history and the Calligraphic School.
He commented,
"In Chinese painting, the rising generation that could surpass its
1736-1820),
Jiaqing:
(Qianlong
in
Qian-Jia
the
period
predecessorswas
thereafter little was known of such master painters; in the Tong-Guang
period (Tongzhi - Guangxu: 1862-1908)there was only one masterpainter,
Wu
Foulu
Hui(ýftj
(Zhao
Zhiqian).
Later
Zhao
there
only
on,
was
was
who
(Wu Changshuo)."
In the postscript, Qi Baishi first eulogized the achievementsof the unorthodox
Yangzhou Painting School during the period of Qianlong and Jiaqing, saying that it
Wu
Changshuo's
Zhiqian
he
held
Zhao
belief
the
the
that
and
second,
ancients;
surpassed
art had reachedanother high point in modern art history. This postscript at the sametime
indicated his own heritage and origin in art. Finally, Qi went to write,
"After Wu passed away over twenty years ago, painters were as
numerousas fish scales,but only Keran was able to succeedWu Foulu. As
I have viewed many paintings by Li
an, I am now saying what I think
(abouthim ). 87-year-old Qi Baishi."JW
The few lines towards the end indicated that Qi had not only praised Li Keran's
ability, he also clearly affirmed that Li Keran was the successorof the Calligraphic School.
It was directly under the influence of Qi Baishi that Li Keran continued the
traditions of the Bei School and the Calligraphic School. His artistic style proved that he
successfullyintroduced the new aesthetictastes-- clumsinessand forcefulness, which earlier
for
first
in
flower-bird
into
landscape
the
timeý13)
painting,
appeared

[10] ibid.
[III 'The Chronicle of Li Keran', Ll Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990, p.223
[12] ibid.
[131 See Wan Qingli, 'Li Keran's Thoughts On Art and Painting Style', Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 43,
p.38
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5.2

LIKENESS AND UNLIKENESS

The question of "likeness and unlikeness" is closely linked with the question of
"elegance and vulgarity". Even from its very beginning, Chinese painting had been
imaginary, symbolic and rational, had never once reachedthe visual "likeness" that was
appearing in Western painting, and had never attained the "unlikeness" of absolute
abstraction. But along the lengtheningpath in the transformation of style, there continued to
between
"likeness
is
in
discussion
a
relationship
and
reality
a
on
unlikeness",
which
persist
form and spirit, subject and object, natural and artistic beauty. Professionalpainters during
the Tang and Song dynasties, and before, paid attention to semblance, emphasizing
"representative beauty" in the unification of the subject and object; whereas the literati
painters during the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties paid more attention to personal
character, cultivation and knowledge, and were interested in the brushwork, the
"implication of antiquity" and formalism. As a result of the cultivation of personality the
notion of "elegance" had gradually shifted from the "unification of form and spirit" in
"intrinsic
beauty" in refined brushwork. A passagewritten by Dong Qichang
to
the
vision
says:

"Considering the marvellousnessand fantasy of nature, painting is
inferior to the real landscape;
brushwork,
considering
wonderful
(%
painting far excelsthe landscape".
This was the first time that brushwork had been seenseparatelyas a main aesthetic

standard.Fang Shishu (1692-1751)had once said,
"Hills and rivers, grass and trees are all the creation of nature, they are
all existing landscapes.To createa landscapethrough mere imagination and
then manipulation by the hand is to produce a virtual one. Thus the
landscapesbecoming real dependsentirely on the wielding of the brush, --therefore the ancients, with their brus0 ork, could create a miraculous
landscapeapart from earth and hea.....
It could be said that Fang had truly voiced the essenceof Chinese landscape
painting. Wang Yuanqi had pointed out that to settle a landscape
[14] See Selectionof Historic Materials on ChineseAesthetics,vol II. Beijing, Zhonghua Book Store, 1980, p.
148
[15] See Guo Yin, Manuscript of the Aesthetic History of Chinese Painting, Beijing, The People's Fine Art
Press, 1991, p.354
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" we should first decide atmosphere(qlshl), then composition ylanjia),
finally
(shumi),
denseness
decide
thickness and
and
s
and
spars
on
next
thinness(nongdan)."Ugl
Ibis was no less than to place on landscapepainting the demandfor the abstract
beauty required by calligraphy.
In reforming Chinesepainting, Li Keran insisted on conceptsof Chinesetraditional
landscape different from those of the West, and on the exquisiteness of brushwork
demanded by traditional painting. Hence, he firmly grasped the essence of Chinese
landscapepainting, and therefore his reforms did not go beyond its macrosystem.
However, in the context of the upheavalswhich have shaken China over the past
"too
"too
"too
Chinese
landscape
and
cold".
quiet"
old",
paintings
really
appear
century,
When viewing the traditional landscape with the object of building a stronger country and
pursuing material progress, and taking the object-sketching (realism) of Western painting as
in
for
literati
people
naturally
considered
only
a
release
a reference,
painting, which sought
spirit but not for likeness in form, as an important problem in the reformation of Chinese
painting. Must Chinese painting have a "likeness" ? Was it or was it not able to reflect
practical life? Fu Baoshi, who had made an attempt at reformation in the 1940s, had
expressed his deep worries over the issue. He doubted very much the practicability

of

reforming Chinese painting through "sketching from nature", and worried that over-likeness
would become an onerous burden on Chinese "lines" and "ink", and would be detrimental
to Chinese painting. In the face of the "dilemma of Chinese painting", Li Keran was greatly
inspired and enlightened by Qi Baishi's art. He perceived that Qi Baishi's art attained the
unification of "likeness" with brushwork and with highly spiritual elements. For example,
the prawns drawn by Qi Baishi were as transparent as if they were in water, their volume,
texture, motion and spirit were not in any way lacking, reaching the sphere of "likeness" in
vision. Meanwhile, every stroke, every line was rich in the abstract beauty of calligraphy,
satisfying the demand of enjoyment by both the refined and the common people. Hence, Li
drew the conclusion that "Ink and wash painting can be lifelike".

He acutely discovered Qi

Baishi's inscription which says, "the wonder is between likeness and unlikeness", and was
Beijing,The People'sFineArts Prcss,1960,p.206
[161SeeYu Anian, 7hecollectionof Painting71jeories,
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the first to propagateit, thus enabling it to become Qi Baishi's most influential painting
theory. Later, he proposed the principle of "uniformity of form with brushwork" for his
own landscapecreating. He said,
"The interest of brushwork should be soug
er upon the base of
accuracy and solidity of representing objects."ýýe "The trace of the
brushwork should be closely linked with the form of nM5 e, the trace of the
brushwork should transform into the sceneof nature".
Li Keran had successfullyapplied the brushwork of "Wouhen", "zhechatgu" and
the ink accumulationmethod in portraying illusions of lofty hills and woods bathed in the
setting sun, in waterfalls rushing down, in reflections in lakes, etc.
Sketching from nature is the basic method of approaching "likeness". In the early
1950s, Li Keran published articles intentionally recommendingthe sketching experienceand
the spirit of seeking truth of the old man Qi Baishi. Evidently he wanted to blaze a path to
realize the aim of reforming Chinesepainting by sketching. Prior to the introduction of the
Western sketching method into China, some Chinese landscape painters also attached
importance to sketching. For example, in his Book on Brushwork, Jing Hao of the Five
Dynasties had written that deep in the recessesof the Taihang mountains, there were
innumerable ancient pines with an excellent landscapewhich greatly surprised him. So he
took up brush and paper to make sketches.In the Ming Dynasty, after touring through the
Mount Hua, Wang Lu had finished his renownedPictures of Mount Hua and declared,
"Me
li s in form. Without a form how can you display your
meaning?"
There was also a famous saying by Shi Tao of the Qing Dynasty, "To draft after
visiting every miraculous hill"(20). However, generally speaking, the traditional sketching
method could only draw a general outline, without wrinkling and rubbing, without doing
painting on the spot. Huang Binhong's explanationof Shi Tao's saying is: " What we look
for in lofty peaks is the comprehensionof truth". The landscapesketchesby Qi Daishi were
[171Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p. 135
[18] ibid., p.44
[19] ChineseEncyclopedia,the vol. of Fine Arts, Beijing, The ChineseEncyclopediaPress, 1991, P. 835
[20] Shi Tao, Monk Kugua On Art, see Yu AnIan ed., Serial Pamphlets On Painting, Beijing: The People's
Fine Arts Press, 1960, p. 151
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not sketching from nature, but a study into and a grasp of objects (pls.388,389). One can
find notes written acrossthe sketchesof both Qi Baishi and Huang Binhong (pls.390,391),
feelings
to
the
to
the
and sensationsof the time when
are
assist
painters
recapture
which
they want to recreatepictures. Li Keran's method of sketchingdiffered from his seniors in
that he finished his sketchesor paintings outdoors, including those which were studiesof an
object's features and those createdin front of scenery. Although his method of sketching
entirely differed from tradition, it was definitely not a Westernstyle. He consideredthat the
methodsof observation and expressionin sketching should agreewith the Chinese attitude
to nature. It should observefrom multiple anglesand positions, should not be confined to a
single point nor to a bird's eye view. A painter should choosethe best angle so as to fully
view the entire landscape,and so that there is the possibility of linking up either up and
down, or left and right, or the front and the rear, thus providing an all-round survey of the
object to be sketched. This makes us think of the earliest observation style in Chinese
landscapepainting which was "meanderingabout in the scenery, keeping a moving sight of
it"(21) ("shen suopanhuan, mu suo choumou", quotation from Zong Bing of the Southern
Dynasties) - i. e. vision is variable and twisting; "a landscapeof hundredsof 11can be kept
within a square foot of drawing paper"(22) ("zhichl zhi tu, xle bat qlan 11zhi fing",
quotation from Wang Wei of the Tang Dynasty) -- i. e. the field of vision can be stretchedas
far as the entire landscape;"free either to lift up or to bend down, with one's spirit soaring
up to

(23)
heaven"
(: N

yang z! de, you xin tal xuan", Ji Kang of the Jin Dynasty) - i. e. a

survey of a limitless expansewithin a limited space,but coming back from the limitless to
the limited. In sketching, Li Keran seized the most lively, rich and fresh impression of
nature, but his landscapeconceptionis obviously not limited within the sphereof his vision,
his spatial consciousnesswas traditionally Chinese.
[21] [Southern Dynasties] Zong Bing, see Selection of Historic Materials on Chinese Aesthetics, Beijing:
Zhonghua Publishing House, 1991, vol. I, p. 177
[22] [Tang Dynasty] Wang Wei, ibid., p. 269
[231 Vin Dynasty] Ji Kang, see Zong Baihua, A Stroll in Aesthetics, Shanghai: Shanghaipeople's Publishing
House, 1981, p. 82
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Li Keran consideredthat "artistic conceptionis the soul of landscapepainting", and
"artistic conceptionis the union of passionand scenery". Such an idea is obviously a return
to the tradition of the Tang and Song Dynastieswhen the emphasiswas on painting natural
features and on similarity to the object, stressingthe unity of subject and object. The only
difference was that Li wanted "a conceptionshowing spirit of the new times,'(24)
.
Although sketching from nature had a particular and significant meaning to Li
Keran, enabling him to make a successfulbreakthroughin reforms, his view on the meaning
of sketching agreedwith that of Qi Baishi. He consideredthe highest realm of creation in
Chinese painting is the perfect freedom of the mind, when heavenand man merge into one
(tian ren he yi), and "the universe is within one's grasp"(25) the transcendentrealm
-(huajing). In the opinion of Li Keran this did not in any way mean that Chinese painters
could paint somethingfrom nothing, or subjectively paint anything from mere imagination,
but meant rather that, in conformity with the comprehensionof the Chinesepainter, only
"through incessantobservationand practice for a long time, to come to
know the object in an all-round way, can
reach a stage where one can
truly proceed to carry on creative work. "M Li also wrote that "An elite
traditional painter would consider studying life and getting acquaintedwith
life to be a very important part of self-cultivation; as he proceedsformally
to work as,,aR artist, he has already passedthe phaseof getting acquainted
with life. "(")
Li Keran regardedsketchingfrom nature as a basis for one's artistic activities, and
of getting acquaintedwith life in one's artistic career. Only after this can a painter enter the
path of creative work. Taking Qi Baisbi as an example,Li Keran said,
"Only at the ageof over fifty, did masterQi Baishi come to settle down
in Beiping. He had beenin the country for almost half a century Between
...
the agesof forty and fifty he went on tour five times, travelling over nearly
half of China, thus widening his eyesand broadeninghis mind. this way,
he laid a strong real-life foundation for his future career in art'
Following the experience of Qi Baishi, Li Keran arranged his long-distance
[24] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p.98
[25] Dong Qichang, Hua Zhl, Serial PamphletsOn Painting, ed. by Yu AnIan, Beijing, The People's Fine Arts
Press, 1960, p. 79
[26] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p. 88
[27] ibid., pp. 67-68
[281ibid., p.68
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sketching trips through the country for ten long years . After such outdoor sketching
activities Li would enter his studio and reform his artistic style incessantly.Only in his later
years did he relax himself and enter into the stage of freedom. Although the sketching
system set up by Li Keran made a big historic step forward in representing real life and
visual resemblancesto nature, his basic understandingof sketchingis still traditional.

5.3

BRUSHWORK

One of the imperishablevaluesof traditional Chinesepainting is the interest aroused
by calligraphic brushwork. Peoplehave been demandingbrushwork. It may be said that this
demand for brushwork has been in existenceever since the birth of landscapepainting. As
early as in the period of the Northern and SouthernDynasties, Xie He advocatedthe way of
wielding the brush correctly, i. e. the so-called "bone-means"(gufa yong b!) as the second
(29).
his
Six
Principles alufa)
Zhang Yanyuan of the Tang Dynasty stated that
article of
"Calligraphy and painting differed in namebut not in essence"(shu hua yl ming er tong ti);
"The spirit and form of pictures are based upon the painter's purpose and are fully
expressed through brushwork" (guq! xings! jie benyu Ryi er gulhu yongb!)S30) Zhao,
Mengfa of the Yuan Dynasty wrote: "The methodof painting rocks is like thefeibal method
in calligraphy, while painting woods is like writing seal characters; in sketching bamboo
one should first acquire perfectly the eight rules of calligraphy" (shl rufeibal mu ru zhou,
(3
1)
Dong Qichangof the Ming Dynasty proposedhis viewpoint
xie zhu hai ying bafa tong).
of "Considering the wonderful brushwork, the painting far excels the landscape" (YI b1mo
zhi fingmiao lun ze shanshul bu ru hua), which greatly reinforced the aesthetic value of
[291 see Selection of Historic Materials on ChineseAesthetics, Beijing: Zhonghua Publishing House, 1981,
VOLI, P.190
1301ibid., p.307, p.308
[31] Zhao Mengfu, an inscription on the Piclure of Inky Bamboo by Ke Jiusi, see Guo Yin, The Xing-Shen
77ieoryin the ClassicalAestheticsof China, Hefei: Anhui People's Publishing House, 1992, p. 174
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brushwork. In the Qing Dynasty, the Calligraphic Painting School usheredthe conceptsof
the Be! School into their paintings; later Kang Youwei honoured bel and belittled tie
drastically, which resulted in the changein styles of modern landscapepainting and flowerbird painting. It may be said that the value of brushwork rests not merely in its abstract
form, but also in the merging of its form and connotation.
Li Keran resurrectedthe tradition of the Song Dynasty when professional painters
put stresson representingthe beautiesof nature, but at the sametime he did not give up the
tradition of literati painting by scholars of the Ming and Qing Dynasties who stressedthe
stylish beauty producedby brushwork. It might be said that Li had bridged the gap between
the two traditions of representing forms and expressing personalities. Li's style of
brushwork differed entirely from that of his mastersQi Baishi and Huang Binhong, but had
been directly influenced by their theories and practices.
The wielding of the brush in painting should be slow and ponderous, this was the
greatestgain of Li Keran in watching closely the manipulation of the brush while Qi Daishi
was painting. He recalled that when he was some thirty years old, he wielded his brush
hastily and rapidly in painting. Once Qi spoketo him on this point, and said,
"Your painting is the running hand of painting which I delight in very
much, I would like to paint in a running hand too.
now I am nearly
ninety and I am continuing to write in a regular hand.'M
Li Keran then realized that Regular Hand should be the basic technique or
foundation of a painter. Qi Baishi wielded his brush steadily and slowly, and Li realized
that
"th e strength carried with the brush can strengthen the power of
express ". "Where do we derive force from? Contradiction yields
force"YA
Hence, a slow wielding of the brush will manifest a ponderoussensationof how the
brush overcomesthe resistanceof the paper in its progress.
"We Chinesehad
realized that the line should be thick, rough
thick to exhibit force."W
[32] Refer to Sun Meilan, A Study qfU Keran, Nanjing: JiangsuFine Arts Press, 1991, p.40
[33] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p. 134
[341ibid.
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At forty, Li Keran's speed in wielding the brush slowed down so as to yield a
tremendous change in his entire painting style. However, the "clumsy heaviness" of Qi
Baishi's brushwork derived from his nature, so the wielding of his brush was really very
brushwork
heaviness"
Keran's
"clumsy
Li
of
was
natural without any artifice, whereas
formed through long cultivation and promotion of knowledge performed with selfconsciousness.Hence his brushwork evinced traces of pretentiousness,and was naturally
inferior to that of Qi Baishi.
In pursuanceof the "clumsy heaviness"of line, he also pursuedthe plumpnessof it.
This came closer to his inborn disposition. He consideredthat "it is easier to draw a sharp
(35)
line, but it is rather hard to impart plumpnessto the line",
and that it would be ideal to
display strength and force in the plumpnessand richnessof the line. He had a predilection
for the script of Yan Zhenqing of the Tang Dynasty, whose writing was natural and
magnanimousin style (pl. 392). "The bone and muscle are uniformly distributed, there is no
grandiloquence and pomposity", as Kang Youwei remarked. Further, he was greatly
influenced by the wulouhen theory of calligraphy advocatedby Yan Zhenqing so that his
lines tended to be the continuation of dots, the so-called "accumulating dots to become
lines" which were plump and restrained(pl. 393).
As to the serrated brushwork done by Li Keran, it came directly from Huang
Binhong's sidewaysbrushwork (pl. 394). Huang once said,
"The peculiarity of wielding the brush on its side is that it yields lines
which are smooth on one side and serrated on the other. In painting the
landscape
ount Yandang or Wuyi, I am used to wielding the brush in
this way. "66ý
When Huang Binhong was lecturing to Li on the wielding of the brush, he left a
page of demonstration brushwork, from which we can clearly perceive these serrated lines
(pl. 395,396).

Li Keran was applying such a method of wielding the brush in coordination

with his ink accumulation method to create his "painting technique in the portrayal of a
dense forest enveloped in mist" which successfully exhibited the hills and trees in one
[351Ibid., p. 152
[36] Wang Bomin, ed., Quotationftoin Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
p.37

223

uniform body (pl. 344-351). Every short serratedline had becomea tree with its back to the
bush,
Li
Keran
Employing
distant
the
this
of
wielding
method
mountain.
sun on a
between
the
water and rocky stones, as
relationship
successfully representedwaterfalls -well as reflections in the water, etc.
The core of Li Keran's brushwork is the ink accumulation method, which he
ink
Huang's
in
In
his
developed
directly
from
Huang
Binhong
then
own
way.
and
acquired
accumulation, "Despite the accumulation of layer after layer, it continues to retain the
magnificence of the lines. "(37) (pl. 397) However, in Li's ink accumulation lines almost
disappear. They are merely visible on a few spots where they are usually the contours of
houses, boats, twigs and branches of trees, or hilltops in the sunshine. In the process of ink
accumulation over voluminous space, representation by lines has been replaced by ink
plane; the expressive power of line is hidden among the rich layers of ink. This is the
greatest difference between the ink accumulation of Li Keran and that of Huang Binhong.
From the point of view of the significance of the line, Li's ink accumulation is indeed a
little inferior to that of Huang Binhong. But, if viewed from the changing trend of modern
brushwork,

even the accumulated layers formed upon short lines by Huang Binhong

reflected the inclination of modern Chinese painting towards a weakening of the pattern of
line. In this tidal current, as an art historian said, there was Qi Baishi's mogu technique
(without drawing a general contour with line) (pl. 398) which took a considerable proportion
of the devices used in his paintings, so that Huang Binhong remarked, "In Baishi's
(38)
brush";
his
ink
far
he
the
the
and there were
of
excels
wielding
employs
way
paintings,
in
b1fa)
his
Fu
Baoshi
'dispersed
brush
(sanfeng
tip'
the
which
used
methods
of
also
tempestuous manner (pls. 224,225); the attempts of weakening the function of the line by
Gao Jianfu (pl. 399), Gao Qifeng and Chen Shuren of the Lingnan Painting School; and the
splashing ink and colour techniques of Chang Daqian and Liu Haisu (Pls.400,401),

which

in their later years replaced the strict linear pattern with their glamorous ink planes to
[371U KeranOnArt, Beijing:The People'sFineArt Press,1990,p.185
[38] Wang Bornin, ed., Quotationftom Huang Binhong, Shanghai:Shanghai People's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
p.25
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This tendency towards transformation of brushwork expressedthe
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The
a
speech
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painter
passionateexpression.
mogu painting, which fully explaineda new comprehensionof the principle of 'bone-means'
and the relationship betweenbrush and ink. He summarized:
"Chinese painting considersthat Gu ('bone') is the essenceof itself,
and this is its basic feature"; "If a picture is not formed by lines, it must be
formed by ink dots or colour dots, or by ink planes or colour planes". "It
should be known that a line is a continuation of dots, whereasa plane is an
expansionof dots. It should also be known that a dot has its volume, a dot
is the concentrationof force which when it becomesa line will impart a
sensationof 'righteous life and honourable death' (shengA gang Meng),
which is termed gu. Can it be said that the dots and planes, which impart
the same sensation of 'rý$Weous life and honourable death' to people,
should not be called gu)"
Li Keran's brushwork style is basedupon the constructionof ink planes, it was also
obviously the result of developmentfrom such a transformationof brushwork.
In his later years, Li Keran advocatedattaining 'spiritual rhyme' (shenyun) from
the 'ink rhyme' (mo yun). He held ink methods in high esteem, which was not only an
exhibition of the above-mentionedtendency, but also originated directly from Huang
Binhong, who had been very particular about ink. Huang had gatheredup the complete set
of theories on ink methodsadvocatedby the ancients,and further proposedthat
"A painting should be forceful and glistening, the forcefulness is the
power of the brush, the glistening is the colour of the ink. When the
brushwork is profound, the whole paiCýIjg can attain spirit-consonance
which is life motion (qiyun shengdong)."
He summarizedmethodsof brushwork into five items, "steady (ping), round (yuan),
retaining (hu), heavy (zhong)and changing(bian)" and ink methodsinto sevenitems: "thick
ink (nongino), breaking ink (pomo), accumulating ink Ulmo), thin ink (danmo), splashing
(42)
Li Keran practised and
ink (pomo), scorching ink Yiaomo)and overnight ink (xiumo)".
(39]
Lin Mu, 'A Pioneer in Modernization of the Traditional ChinesePainting', Beijing: ChinesePainting
Studies,No. 8,1994
[401SeeZong Baihua, Stroll in A esthetics,Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople'sPress, 1981, p.47
[411Wang Bomin, ed., Quotation of Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961, pp.
34-35
[421ibid., p.29, p.32
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developedHuang Binhong's theories of brushwork and ink method. Many examplescan be
found in his theoretical works and paintings, showing that he was directly influenced by
Huang - for instance,his apprehensionof Huang's 'forceful and glistening brushwork; his
realization of Huang's idea, 'thick ink without coagulating and sluggishness, thin ink
(43); his
ink
the
clean
colour of
pure
and
admiration of
without superficiality and weakness"
Dong Qichang which was mentioned several times by Huang. Li Keran's most unique
method in applying ink was his control and manipulation of the rich intermediate colours.
Such an achievementwas the result of his painstaking repeatedstudy of the techniquesof
applying water and ink and of wielding the brush. With the assistanceof the subtle delicate
richness of the intermediate colours, he displayed the depth of space, the depth and the
weight of objects, as well as imparting an especiallyglossy and moist effect to his pictures.
Li's new achievementof guiding art to meet the demandsof the times and his individual
expressionwas a developmentof Huang Binhong's brushwork theory and style.

5.4

DEPTH

Apart from the basic foci of attention - momentum, composition, sparsenessand
density, thickness and thinness manifestedin traditional landscapepainting, Li Keran also
put forward the problem of "layers" (cengci). For the comprehensionand solution of this
problem, he apparentlydrew support from the intervention of elementsof Westernpainting,
such as spacegradation in composition. But to Li Keran, the basic meaningof the problem
and a solution for it came, as before, from tradition itself -- primarily from the influence of
Huang Binhong, next from the tradition of the landscapepainting of the Song Dynasty.
Concerningthe conceptof "depth" (shenhou),Huang Binhong primarily meant the
quality and interest of a painting as well as the characterand knowledge of the painter. He
required that a painting should be able to transmit profound and subtle emotional
[431ibid., p. 45
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experiences,with an elegantand gentle style but not one which was frail. He said:
"Concentrate your energy on making your painting profound and
luxuriant; once you start to be in vogue, tending towards theA pant and
frivolous, you'll be looked down upon as of I ittle importance."
Li Keran was greatly shakenby Huang's thoughts, and then pursued "depth" of his
artistic expression after the beginning of the 1950s. Li Keran's early style of landscape
appearedquite natural and unrestrained, somewhatresembling the style of Shi Tao. But
Huang Binhong criticized Shi Tao for being too pretty and undisciplined, inferior to Shi Xi
whose style appearedprofound and vigorous. Li therefore beganto renew his understanding
of Shi Tao and Shi Xi, following the exampleof Shi Tao's freshnessin artistic conception
and savouring the perfectly round, vigorous and heavy brushwork of Shi Xi. In order to
avoid the defects of taking "slick and frivolous" as "natural and unrestrained"; "soft and
lovely" as "graceful and elegant", he would rather take a risk of being "crude" and
"clumsy". Right up to his later years, he repeatedly sighed with emotion over his own
masterpieces,saying: "I am pleasedin my awarenessof the profound and vigorous, without
the habitual practice of frivolity", which can really be looked upon as his deep yearning for
the earnestteachingof his teacherHuang Binhong.
Concerningthe further connotationof Huang Binhong on "depth", he meant thick,
heavy and forceful brushwork. His landscape painting started from the Xin'an School of his
hometown. He was deeply affected by the works of Hong Ren (1610-1664), Zha Shibiao
(1615-1698) Cheng Sui (1605-1691), Dai Benxiao (1621-1693), Shi Tao (1630-1707) and
Shi Xi (b. 1612). His early works placed emphasis on the fresh and refined, and he was
known as "Bai (white) Binhong" (pl. 402). After he was fifty years old, he assimilated the
painting style of the Song and Yuan dynasties, using dried wrinkling

and wet dyeing, or

else the method of ink accumulation, and thus his style became dense and heavy, bold and
vigorous, and this was called "Hei (black) Binhong" (pl. 403). After the age of seventy, a
unique style appeared in his landscapes, alternately using splashing ink, accumulating ink,
old ink and breaking ink so that his mountains and rivers looked deep and thick (pl. 404).
The characteristics of his brushwork were exactly like those that he commended in Dong
144]SeeSunMcilan,A StudyofLi Keran,Nanjing:JiangsuFineArts Press,1991,p.48
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Yuan (active 934-960):
"If you look at it closely, there are only strokes, uneven and jumbled,
you do not know what he was painting; but looking from a distance, you
find unity and cohereýp light and shade, voidness and solidness,
5
)
everywhereappropriate."
He pointed out that the main idea of the ink accumulationwas:
"To find layers injýý colour of the ink to exhibit the integral air of
mountainsand rivers. "
Huang Binhong was an expert on the ink accumulation method, but he did not
consider that the beauty of thick and heavy brushwork was equivalent to thick ink or
profuse strokes, realising that light ink and simplified strokes could also accomplish the
same effect of "thick and heavy", the crux of the question lying in the latent force of the
brushwork, which should be neither carelessnor weak and dissipated.Li Keran learned the
method of ink accumulationdirectly from Huang Binhong. Since 1956 he had been trying
and developing the method in his sketchesand paintings. In 1979, he wrote:
"In painting a landscape,it is necessaryto make the layers deep and
thick, and that requires the method of ink accumulation, which is very
important but also difficult. Everyone knows when he appliesthe paint once
on xuan paper, he often feels that ink colour is lively and fresh. But the ink
accumulationmethodrequiresthe addition of layer upon layer of ink. If one
does not have a command of this method, any addition will result in
stiffness, disorderliness, dirtiness and rigidity. The modern landscape
painter Huang Binhong was expert in this method, and could add more than
ten layers of ink.
e more he added, the more vigorous, luxuriant and
bright it became.
Proceedingfrom Huang Binhong's ink accumulationmethod, Li Keran started his
own creation, such as blending the use of the ink accumulationmethod with the light and
shademethod to exhibit the backlighting effect of mountains, and using intermediatetones
of ink colour to convey distant spaceand the volume of an object, etc.
The ultimate connotationof Huang Binhong's "depth" was, as he had said, "to show
the integrated atmosphereof landscapes",or their "inner beauty" --"rivers and mountains
(48)
"Inner beauty" means
are originally like a picture, one seesinner beauty in the quiet".
[45] Wang Bomin, ed., Quotations of Huang Binhong, Shanghai: Shanghai People's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
P. 19
[46] ibid., p. 35
[471 Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990, p. 44
[48] Wang Bomin, ed., Quotations ofHuang Binhong, Shanghai: Shanghai People's Fine Arts Press, 1961, p. 3
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nature's inner vitality as well as the personality charm attached to nature when one is
viewing and representingit. Among the seemingly disorderly dots and strokes of Huang
Binhong, details of nature and visual resemblanceshad actually not been represented.When
he followed the " depth" of Song and Yuan landscapes,he only madereferenceto the depth
of ink colour; to the luxuriance and vitality in the arrangementof scenery; but did not get
close to the realistic features of Song-Yuan art. It could be said that Huang had pushed
traditional landscapepainting to the limit of abstract beauty. Whereas Li Keran learned
directly from Huang Binhong he changeddirection in his pursuit of a new target and a new
appreciation. He said:
"In order to exhibit the profundity and vigour of our landscapesin his
later years, Huang Binhong tirelessly made great efforts in his method of
using ink. He repeatedlytestedthe breaking and accumulatingink methods,
being able to paint a picture seven, eight or even more than ten times, with
the result that the picture looked luxuriantly green. He created a new and
dynamic atmosphere,exceedingly rich and thick but not losing quiet and
emptiness.His pictures swept away the thin and withering atmospherein
Ming and Qing literati painting, raising45) expressivepower of landscape,
and have left us a most valuable legacy.
Li Keran explainedthe "depth" of Huang Binhong, who emphasizedits effect on the
quality of art; he explained brushwork and nature's "inner beauty" as an expressionof the
vastnessand richnessof nature, going a step further to link the aestheticconceptof "depth"
feeling
the
of spacein landscapepainting, and generalizedit as a technical question of
with
"layers". He said,
"To paint a landscapewell, one should successfully surmount two
difficulties: 'line' and 'layer', the latter is most difficult. It is becausea
landscapepainting usually has to expressa spaceof dozensof 11,and thus
the question of 'layer' appearsespecially prominent. It is a problem which
many old Chinesepainters never solved. Only when the 'layer' problem is
'depth'. There has been no great
solved would one be able to achieve
artist who would not seekfor 'depth'05
Li Keran madea big stride in a realistic visual sense.
To expressa senseof space,Li Keran also returned to the tradition of the Song and
the Yuan. The landscape paintings of the Song and the Yuan are nearer to nature than those
of the Ming and the Qing. The former pay much attention to the arrangement of layers in

[49] Li KeranOnArt, Beijing:ThePeople'sFineArt Press,1990,p.12
[501ibid., p. 144 [NB This now refers to the book by Lil
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good order in a picture. Guo Xi of the Song Dynasty wrote:
"There are three methods for painting mountains, looking up at the
summit from the foot, called gaoyuan; peeping at the rear of the mountain
from the front, called shenyua
ý13and looking at a faraway mountain from a
nearby one, calledpingman.
Guo Xi's methods enabled Chinesepainters, when viewing mountain scenery, to
"look up at the summit"; "peep at the back of mountain" and "look towards a distant
mountain". His visual line in observation was moving and turning. It fully expressedthe
unique spatial consciousnessof Chinese landscapepainting (pl. 405). It is precisely Li
Keran's landscapesthat demonstrate such Chinese spatial consciousnessand rules of
composition. The difference is that he laid more emphasison the front and back relationship
of images. He believed that
"The main point is to paint out a feeling of depth. A piece of paper is
flat, one must expressthe dep%% every possiblemeans,only thus can you
fill people with enchantment.,
With the help of methods from Western painting, he reached a new compromise
betweenthe "comprehensiveimage" by "moving sight" of the Chinesestyle and the "visual
image" by "a quick glance" of the Western style. He therefore pushed forward Chinese
landscapetradition to anotherlimit much closer to the visual beauty of nature.

5.5

BLACKNESS

"Blackness" is one of the most remarkable peculiarities of LI Keran's landscape
style. Since the later part of the 1950she was repeatedlyreprimandedfor such a peculiarity,
which during the so-called Cultural Revolution even became a crime, known as "Black
Painting". However, all of that did not make him give up his original intention, and he
continued to take up "blackness"as his artistic subject. Becauseof this, his landscapestyle
possessed,on the one hand, the typical characteristicsof the times, but on the other, it had
increasedits distancefrom the popular prevailing fashion and popular taste.
[511SeePamphletsOn Painting, ed. by Yu Anlan, Beijing: People'sFine Arts Press, 1960, p.23
[521Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p. 172
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Appreciation of the colour black comesfrom a unified viewpoint of philosophy and
aestheticspeculiar to the Chinese.Lao Zi said, "The five colours makesman's eyes blind;
the five notes make his ears deaf' ("wu ce ling ren mu mang, wu yin ling ren er long", Lao
Zi, Chapter 12)(53) ; "Mystery upon mystery - The gateway of the manifold secrets"
(54)
The Chinese word
("xuan zhi you xuan, zhong miao zhi men", Lao ZI Chapter 1)
.
"xuan" (Mystery) meansprofundity and also means 'black. A line from a famous ancient
poem goes: "Dark clouds press upon the city, the city will be destroyedby them" (*helyun
ya cheng chengyu cul", by Li He)(55), another line says, "When blacknesspenetratesthe
Moon, the storm comespelting down" ("he! ru taiyIn lelyu chul", by Du Fu)(56) : here, the
"blackness" or "dark" strongly implies the spiritual elements.Li Keran employedthe ink to
the utmost, seeking "spiritual rhyme" in "ink rhyme". This is just his way of obtaining
sublimation in the spiritual realm through the visual impact and contagious power of the
colour black.
From the angle of Chinesepainting technique, even before the Tang Dynasty, there
had been the saying "even denseinky black is still green", which revealsthat an inky colour
had been acceptableto expressthe lively exuberantcolour green. Another saying prevailing
in the Tang Dynasty was, "There are five distinct colours in ink", thus the realm of ink had
become a world alive with the multi-coloured. Poet Liu Kezhuang of the Song Dynasty,
after viewing the painting Ink and WashPicture of Ferrying Across in Ling Village by Xiao
Zhao, wrote: "Emerald green and gorgeousred sparkle over our eyes" (bilu yanhong zhao
yan lal), which tells us that he actually visualized "emerald green" and "gorgeousred" from
the colour of the ink. The inscription by Shi Tao: " Inside clusters of blacknessare clusters
(heituantuan
11
heaven
ink,
inky
blackness
expand"
motuantuan,
and
earth
of
amidst such
[531Lao 7ýu, translatedby D. C. Lau, Harmondsworth: PenguinBooks
[54] ibid.
[551 [Tang) Li He. Tanmen Taishou Xing', 7he Selection of Tang Poetry, vol. 11, Beijing: The People's
Literature Publishing House, 1978, p. 12
[561 [Tang] Du Fu, 'For the Picture of Two Pines', The CompleteWorks of Du Fu, Vol. 4, Shanghai:Shanghai
Ancient Book Publishing House, 1996, p. 47
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mohei cong zhong tiand! kuan), further tells of the miraculous mystery of applying ink in
Chinesepainting and the limitless potencyof ink in artistic expression.
The predilection of Li Keran for blacknessmight be traced back to the story of "Li
Lan's ink block" which impressedhim much in his childhood, and to the story of his
divergence of opinion with his supervisor, Andre Claudot, in employing the colour black
while he was studying in the Hangzhou Academy of Art. But he actually began to stick to
blacknessas his artistic subject for life when he learnedthe ink accumulationmethod under
the tutorship of Huang Binhong.
Huang Binhong accomplishedhis ink accumulation method when he was over
eighty years old, thereby establishing his unique personal style (pl. 406). However, there
were conflicting opinions in the art world about Huang's style. His layer upon layer of rich
blackness is the hardest point to appreciateand accept. Someonecriticized his painting as
"inky darkness". In reply to such criticism he once humbly explained,
"It is not becausepeople cannot apprehend,but becausemy attainment
has not reachedthe stage of maturity. To paint with the ink accumulation
in painting. The more we discuss, the clearer it will
method isýfficulty
become."
He remarked,
"Some people make their pictures light and simple, others heavy and
rich. They have their own accomplishmentsand strong points. In painting,
we do not fear accumulatinga thousandlayers of ink, but we do fear that
the accumulationof ink has not beendone properly and may becomemere
blackness.If it is done properly, even a hundred or a thousandlayers, that
blacknesswould be vivid. The ancientsused to speakof economizing with
ink as if it was gold, implying we should paint with ink carefully and
diligently, but not to mean we should restrict the application of ink. The
excellent liquors of the world are for people to drink. The Chineseink is for
painters and calligraphersto apply to paper, to write and to paint. A good
swimmer can swim in the river and in the boundlesssea as well; a good
painter can paint two or three strokes to paint a wonderful pictýtsput he
can also splasha great deal of ink to make an excellentpainting. "
Master painters who were adept at the ink accumulationmethod were very few in
history. The father and son of the Mi family in the Song Dynasty, (Mi Fu: 1051-1107, and
Mi Youren: 1086-1165)were adept at using ink accumulationand breaking ink to display
1571Wang Bornin, ed., Quotationsftom Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
p. 35
[581ibid., p. 17
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the landscapesof the South in rainy weather(pl. 407). Gao Kegong (1248-1310)of the Yuan
Dynasty was also a master painter in ink accumulation, his painting style being rich and
his
drawing
did
Qing
Dynasty
(1618-1689)
(pl.
Gong
Xian
408).
the
all
nearly
of
strong
layer
layer,
ink-dots
ink
to
the
after
accumulate
alone,
employing
accumulation
method
with
so that his imagemergedinto a whole (pl. 409). Huang Dinhong had acknowledged:
Gong Xian
"Gao Kegong can be recognized as my teacher
while
...
appearedless ponderousin his brushwork, and the way he employedink far
excelled %) of the painters of the Ming Dynasty. I had followed his ink
method..
Huang Binhong studied all the strong points of the ancientsin ink methods, but his
ink accumulationwas far different from that of the ancients.His brushwork was formed by
dots and short lines showing the feature of "one wave with three folds". His densestrokes
appeareddeep and fluffy and the colour of the ink looked transparent.He summarizedthe
main points of using the brush:
"Wrinkling strokes should be separated from one another, not
overlapping or touching. In discussing calligraphy, the ancients had the
parable of porters jostling for a path. When some tens of porters, bearing
burden on their shoulders, meet on a path, some have to keep to the right,
some to the left, so as not to jostle against each other. This is the key to
using one's brush."(60)
Li Keran benefited directly from Huang's theory and practice. Later he quoted the
effect of dislocation in the processof plate printing as an example of the ink accumulation
brush method:
"The secondtime should not be a repetition of the first", "Each stroke
of the brush should be staggeredwith the previous one, so as to ggyYally
constitutethe volume, space,light and shadeas well as atmosphere'
This can be consideredto be a further developmentand an exposition of the theory
of "porters jostling for a path". However, the effect of Li's ink accumulationwas inferior to
that of Huang Binhong, becauseLi mostly used lateral brushwork and pursued a complete
mergenceof it with form, so that it was almost inevitable that the colour of the ink and the
brushwork looked rather stiff. It was not until his later years, when he had fully matured in
ink methodsand been adeptat controlling rich intermediatetone that his ink colour became
[59] ibid., p.50
[601ibid., P.44
[61] ibid.
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vivid.
As to why painting should be richly and heavily coloured, Huang Binhong
discussedthe rationality of this from both objective phenomenaand artistic tradition. He

said,

"When I view mountains,I like to view them early in the morning or in
the evening, or to see them shrouded in misty clouds. Becauseiý. Suc a
62)
situation, more miraculous changeswould appearin the landscape.'
In other words, in deepeningshadesof dusk, mountainsappearto be heavier, and

this was the reasonthat he liked to paint mountainswith thick, rich colour. He criticized the
landscapepaintings by the four Wangsof the Qing Dynasty:
"Mountains possessthick rich colour, I can fully appreciateit when I
view them. But the four Wangs of the early Qing Dynasty dared not apply
heavy and rich ink colour, so the mountainsthey painted were almost hoary
white. This was because they ý.9W ly imitated, and did not study or
investigatethe actual
...-unta.....
He also quotedhistorical styles to support his viewpoint:
"As I viewed the paintings by the ancientsof the Northern Song, it was
as if I were walking in the mountains at night. In the T
re darkness, I
could only descry layers upon layers of denseblackness.'
He remarkedthat
"In painting the mountains at noon, the ancientsof the Northern Song
would paint the peaks dark
although they had never been reachedby
either Ma Yuan or Xia Gui. "
He went on to say,
"The paintings of the Tang Dynasty were sharply distinct and clear,
but those of A e Song Dynasty were rather sombre and dark, like
monuments".
The works of Fan Kuan (pl. 83) and Li Tang (pl. 410) of Song Dynasty were indeed
painted black, which feature may possibly have derived from their discovery of phenomena
of nature, but mainly from their deep interest in magnificentpainting style.
Li Keran was a painter who took pains to go into nature to make observations, to
discover and to sketch directly from nature. In his later years, he summarizedsome rules
[621 Wang Bornin, ed., Quotationsftom Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
pp.50-51
[63] ibid., p. 6
[641ibid., p. IS
[651 ibid., p.26
[661SeeWang Bornin, Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1979, p. 33
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that he had found in nature, which were different from what the ancientsusually expressed
in their paintings. For example, he had noticed that the near landscapeis bright and the
black;
but
forest
in
dense
does
landscape
dark;
the
a creek
not
appear
white
a
space
remote
in the shadowsof woods gleamswith deepblack. Therefore, he invented black mountains,
black rivers and the methodof expressingemptinesswith black. He once said,
"In broad day, the rocks of Mount Huang look like a jumble of rugged
stones, but if viewed a(Oýst light, or viewed in the evening, they appear
remarkably beautiful."
As a result, his landscapepaintings mostly concentratedon scenesin the morning or
evening, at dusk, in misty or rainy weather and againstlights. This was directly connected
with his choice of the subject of ink accumulation.We can easily surmise that Li Keran's
choice of subjects, of traditions, and the observation of nature had all been directly
influenced by Huang Binhong.
But in any case,the ink accumulationmethod employedby Li Keran was not only
entirely different from that of Huang Binhong, his consumptionof ink in painting surpassed
that of any landscapepainter in history. Huang Binhong, in applying ink accumulation,had
left vacant spacesin some places on his painting, empty spots in some places among the
crowded strokes. Thereby, he successfullytransformed substanceinto emptiness,and even
in
layers
distinct.
Li
ink,
However,
there
appears
clear
stroke
and
are
each
of
where
Keran's paintings, "blackness" is no longer "revealing", no longer "lucid", no longer
ffconcrete"; the meaning of "blackness" becomes "concealing", "blurred" and "abstract".
Li's ink accumulationmethod went beyond the ultimate limit employedby Huang Binhong,
perhaps only a small step, but it turned the relationship between black and white upside
down. Therefore, the style of "blackness"did not start with Li Keran, but it is reasonableto
consider it as an original creative featureof Li's landscapes.

5.6

LIGHTNESS

[671SeeLang Shaojun, 'On Landscapeof U Keran', Beijing: Literature and Art Studies, Beijing, 1986/3, p.60
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Throughout the landscapepainting of Li Keran the characteristicwhich runs parallel
to 'blackness' is 'light'. He introducedthe sensationof light into Chineselandscapeso that
the traditional landscapepossessedthe illusion of light. Such an invention attracted a great
deal of attention.
When did Li Keran start to pay attention to the problem of introducing light into
Chinese landscapepainting? From where did he derive his meansof utilizing light? Wang
Luxiang once put forward thesequestionsin his paper.
He said, accordingto Zhang Ding's recollection, on their way to go sketching south
of Yangtze river in 1954, Li several times talked to him about the achievementsof the
Dutch painter Rembrandtin the utilization of light, and more than once he mentionedwellknown works of Rembrandt, such as the Night Watch and the Raising of the Cross.
Rembrandt was adept in the utilization of sidelighting, domelighting and backlighting.
Zhang Ding thus considered that Li had been enlightened by Rembrandt, transferring
Rembrandt's method of applying light in his figure oils into Chineselandscapes.(68)
From Li Keran's sketchesin 1956 and 1957, we can clearly discern that he was
exploring the techniquesof light effect. His paintings of landscapesat dusk seemto show
the rich layers that had been inside the heavy and densecolours of Rembrandt.The effect of
his mountainsagainstthe light was somethinglike that of the main image in dark or brown
colours in Rembrandt's oils. The glow of the sunset on the hilltops in his pictures was
something like the mysterious sacredlight in the paintings of Rembrandt. (pl. 433-435) We
can say the light painted by Li Keran was full of realistic effect, it never came near to the
light painted by the Impressionists,but rather camecloser to that painted by Rembrandt. Li
Keran had said,
"The expressionof light and dark is not merely deýgV by the objects
we paint, but rests rather upon the needsof the picture. '
He pursued the effect similar to a supernatural light or the light over the stage, as
appeared in Rembrandt's paintings, which evidently showed the arrangement of light and
[681Wang Luxiang, 'My opinion aboutTeacher'sInfluenceand Li Kcran's LandscapePaintings',Beijing:
ChinesePaintingstudies,No.6,1993, p.9
[69] LiKeran OnArt, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p. 144
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dark by design.
In any case, from the light employedby Rembrandt in his figure oils to the light
distance
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landscape
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considerable
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existed
painting
effect
between the two. For Li Keran, even with a suddeninspiration, there must have existed a
series of intermediatelinks before he solved the problem. Inspiration is preparedbeforehand
for the purposeful mind. Only for those who had paid attentionto the problem of light for a
long time could such 'transferring' or 'borrowing' be possible.
What, then are the intermediate links in Li's case?First, we naturally think of
those figure oils against the light heavily painted by Li Keran when he was studying
Western art at the Hangzhou Art Academy (pl. 3). His propagandapictures in the War
Against JapaneseAggression repeatedly employedthis reversed light effect in heavy tones
(pls. 14-18). Though the oil paintings and propagandapaintings then did not display the rich
intermediate tones of his later landscapes,the major tone of blackness contrasting with
minimal light was unquestionably an experimental preparation for his later landscape
painting style, as well as for his approachto Rembrandt. It can be said that his supervisor
Claudot's painting style, together with the sketching style of the Hang School, had an
influence on him throughout his life.
Next, Lin Fenginian's endeavour in using light effects to express feelings and
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1950s,he went a step further and developedthe imagesof black hills and bright trees, as in
7he Lake (pl. 413); Village Cottage (pl. 414) and Autumn Forests (pl. 415). In those
forest
flaming
hills
dark
the
the
setting
autumnal
and
off
autumnal
and purple
paintings,
leaveswere entirely the imagesin backlighting. Those works certainly imparted a clear and
direct revelation to Li Keran. From the figure paintings in reversed light (pl. 416) to the
landscapesunder backlighting, Lin Fengmian was unquestionably a pathbreaker for Li
Keran. Of course, the achievementsof Lin Fengmiandid not in any way belong to the field
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of traditional landscapepainting.
We may well ask, is there anyonewho gave Li Keran the idea of transferring the
experimentationwith light to Chinesetraditional landscapepainting? Who was the one who
lit the sparks of inspiration within the field of traditional landscapefor him? The answer is
not only a definite 'yes', but also that this man was most probably Huang Binhong again.
Some material that has attracted little notice up to the present shows that Huang
Binhong had in the early 1950sshown some interest in the effect of landscapeagainstlight.
People had witnessedHuang amusinghimself with many landscapephotographs, studying
the appearanceof light penetratingthrough from behind the forest and from the back of the
(70) Among
the works of Huang Binhong in his later years, light ink set off the
peaks.
peaks and light penetrating the forest was visible to the eyes. (pls.417,418) Although all
these works done by Huang Binhong were based upon a very traditional viewpoint and
brushwork, such a solution of the light problem coordinating with the traditional ink
accumulationmust have been a challengeand a shock to Li Keran.
Obviously Li Keran was studying the question of the effect of light upon a more
realistic style. Therefore, his landscapeshave a strong visual senseand illusion of light. But
this is only one aspectof the problem.
Since the problem of light illusion had been introduced into the systemof traditional
landscapepainting, it had to be solved together with the problems originating in tradition
itself, such as brushwork, black and white, void and substance,and spirit-consonance,
while the result must coincide with the traditional mannerof appreciation.This is to say that
the problem of light in Li's landscapepainting was not a mere problem of light and shade,
or reverse light or side light as it is representedin Western painting. In this respect, the
theory and practice of Huang Binhong had exerted the most direct and most significant
influence on Li Keran.
For example, in responseto the criticism "such great blacknessas this in all our
landscape"(flangshanruci duo he!), Li Keran said in perplexity,
[701 Mang Zongxiang, 'On Huang Binhong's Painting', Chinese Painting, 1983/4, p. 15, Beijing: Beijing
Publishing House
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"Withotýjýlack, how can there be lightl" "Blacknessis for the sake of
lightness..
What he said was from the viewpoint of the traditional demandson ink colour in
Chinesepainting.
Huang Binhong had actually suggestedthe conceptof 'bright ink' (11angmo). He
said,

"As ink is black in colour, we call it black ink, but when it is properly
emplOved. changing the black into the bright, we can call it 'bright
(72Y
ink"'.
How should we comprehendthe term 'bright ink'? A passageby Su Dongpo of the

Song Dynasty would serve as the best explanation.He said,
"When people discuss ink they usually prize its blackness, but have
neglected its brightness. If it is bright but not black, it is sure to be
discarded;but if it is black but not bright it would hold no charnR anyone.
We should make it bright and clearjust like the eyesof a child.
That is to say, the colour of the ink should be bright and black, just like the eyesof
a child. Huang Binhong usedthe brightnessof lacquer as an analogy, and p osed,
"If the black colour is like lacquer, it can preserveits vigour"(T43
They both statedthat ink should so black as to attain brightness, in order to be of
the first grade. But what is the significanceof 'bright ink' in,ýgpnting? The answer is:
"The whole picture could be full of life from it.
In other words, the colour of the ink should be blazing and shining, so that the
painting can be ftill of spirit. But to reachsuch a stage,from the point of view of technique,
Huang Binhong had pointed out,
"Add one accumulatedlayer of ink to the blackest spot of the picture,
or add one stroke of the most concentratedovernight ink. When dried, it
would be the blackest in the whole painting. In contrast witým e white, it
will be more black, and can therefore be called 'bright ink'".
Apart from the technique,Huang Binhong also suggestedthat the choice of medium
[71] ibid. p.53
[721 Wang Bornin, ed., Quotationsftoin Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
p.47
[73] ibid., p. 32
[74] ibid.
[751ibid., p. 47
[761ibid.
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should be very strict. It is better "to have the best ancient ink put in store, to be ready for
using at any time"; or to grind the new ink slab with first grade gum, as a meansof painting
with the thickest ink. Otherwise, if the quality of the ink slab were inferior, the ink would
be diffuse when it comesinto contactwith water and completely disappearafter only a few
years.

(77)
Li Keran had exertedhis utmost, throughout his whole life, to meeting the demands

of 'bright ink'. He considered that 'bright ink' appears to be more important to ink
accumulation, and evenharder to attain. He therefore very much admired Huang Binhong's
technique in ink accumulation,because
"Huang could add ink more than ten times týAf icture, the more ink is
added, the more bright and gorgeousit becomes,
It may be said that Li Keran's apprehensionof 'light' firstly rested on his demands
of ink colour, in his own words,
"The thicker the ink, the brighter the painting, a picture requires no
colour as the ink is multicoloured in itself. The interest of brus ork
coupled with the charm of ink would be so shining as to be
'Light' and 'blackness' as related problems are inter-related with the problem of
substanceand void in traditional painting. 'Blackness' and 'substance'usually refer to the
brush
is applied; 'light' and 'void' refer to the empty space,without any touch
where
space
of brush or ink. In ancient painting theories, there was the saying "easy in substance,hard
(80)
in emptiness" (shichuyl, xuchu nan)
; "the most miraculous spot is where no brush has
ever touched"

(81). We

can thus clearly visualize the high esteemin which empty spacewas

held by Chinesepainting. Huang Binhong remarkedemphatically,
"In viewing a painting, not merely the substanceof a painting should
X)
be appreciated,we should also view its emptiness."
"When the ancients
[77] ibid., p.32
[78] Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p.44
[791ibid.
[80] See Quotationsftoin Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961, p. 4
[811 [Qing] Dan Chongguang, Hua Quan, see A Collection of Historic Essays on Paintings, ed. by Shen
Zicheng, Beijing: Cultural Relic Publishing House, 1982, p.310
[821Wang Bomin, ed., Quotationsfrom Huang Binhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961,
P.5
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not easily describedin words."
Painting with the ink accumulationmethod, it is really not easyto keep 'emptiness'
among the dense layers of ink. Huang Binhong made a comparison with playing chess
(weiqt) and said,
"Painting a picture is just like playing chess. Successdependson the
ability to create 'living eyes' (huoyan), the more the betteý84ýhat to chess
playing are 'living eyes', are breathing spacesto painting.,
In Huang's later years, the thicker he accumulatedhis ink, the more apparentwas
the element of brightness. He left some empty spaceson his painting, but the empty spaces
showed neither cloudy vapour nor light spots, nor the crevice between two substantial
forms. But when viewed with a sweepingglance, the whole painting seemedto be alive, to
be penetrating, and therefore, the equilibrium of substanceand void was maintained. Huang
Binhong's principle of spreadingemptinesswas quite abstract(pis.419,420). Li Keran often
quoted Huang's remark that "there are dragons and snakesmoving in the painting", and
understoodthat
"it was not to fill up the passageof the bright spots", "paths on hills,
water and cloud should be inter-woven li$)%the sliding and squirming of the
dragon and snake,thus gaining N
....... 7.
Tberefore, Li Keran creatively left the 'emptiness' and 'light' to the most
conspicuousspots and the most substantialspots where there are usually a section of a path,
a tiny bridge, some cottages,a sheetof waterfall, a glistening stream or a contour line of a
hilltop illuminated by the sunset. Meanwhile wielding his brush repeatedlyover thousands
upon thousandsof strokes he unfolded a grand and profound view of thick forests and hills;
thus converting the blackness of the whole picture into limitless space; into void and
abstractness.Li Keran's principle of arranging the light was to follow a realistic style.
In this manner, the black and white disposition in Li Keran's landscapeshas the
significant meaning of that in Rembrandt's art. In 1957, Li Keran had closely viewed and
appreciatedthe original paintings of Rembrandt in Berlin. Li found that Rembrandt had
[831ibid., p. 4
[841ibid., p. 5
[851Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990, p. 162
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painted the background of his oil paintings stroke by stroke and never brushed over the
picture evenly, thus enabling people to sense a depth, an atmosphere, a floating light
sensation trembling in the background of darkness. From the viewpoint of Li Keran the
essenceof Rembrandt'stechniquewas similar and compatiblewith that of Huang Binhong's
ink accumulation. Li Keran therefore benefited from Huang Binhong and from Rembrandt
as well. Between master-paintersof East and West, he was able to be intimate with both.
His achievementin employing light was an exemplary model of merging the traditions of
the East and the West.

5.7

FULLNESS

Another prominent feature of Li Keran's landscapestyle is "fullness".
In the tradition of Chinese painting, representationof details had been the most
remarkable feature of the professional painters' art for generations. Literati painting
advocated "wielding the brush freely", without demanding exactitude in forms (*yl bi
caocao", bu qiu xing s!). In technique, they stressed "writing" over "painting" so as to
attain a "literary atmosphere"; in composition, they stressed"void" over "substance", for
pursuing an "aloof spirit";

in style, they paid attention to individuality, opposing

craftsmanshipand finding satisfaction in "amusing oneself by frolicking with brushwork".
The positive meaningof this manneris to be striving to gain freedom in painting expression
without any restrictions from professionaltechniques.Prior to the end of the Ming Dynasty,
Dong Qichang borrowed the theoretical framework of chan Buddhism, and classified the
renowned painters in history into two schools: "the Northern" and "the Southern". He
strongly advocatedthe literati painting of "the Southern School" as againstthe professional
painting of "the Northern School", deprecating the latter's painting craftsmanship and
exactitude in form as "the habitual practice of painters". As a result, Dong's theory had
promoted Chinesepainting to becomea highly cultural mode, laying great stresson intrinsic
spiritual values. But on the other hand, it had led to the emptinessof painting style in recent
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centuries.
From this standpoint, Li Keran had obviously inherited the professional painting
tradition. He stressedbasic training in painting, paying attention to painting techniques,
rules and resemblancein form. He advocatedthat at the first stageof painting, the beginner
should

"paint in detail. It does not niggr if there is too much detail in draft,
for in the end it can be integrated.00)
He consideredthat
"It would not be proper to emphasizesuccinctnessin style alone. Our
literary works 7he 7hree Kingdoms and Dream of the
Chamber are
highly artistic, but they are all very rich in life detail."01ýed
In landscape,he gave up the traditional processwhich left too much empty space,in

order to represententhusiasticallythe diversified featuresof nature.
Apart from the richness in his landscape,Li Keran's painting style of "fullness" is
mainly displayed in his "all-over" composition. He boldly and resolutely cut off the space
left at the top and bottom of a picture, usually taking directly the medium shot in landscape,
sometimeseven arranging the rivers and mountainshigh and low on the paper so as to raise
the horizon of the spectators'eyesightbeyond the highest level of his picture.
Obviously this is different from the conventions of traditional landscape
composition,

which put emphasis on drawing the foot and the top of mountains. By

contrast, the middle sections of mountains look rather vacant. Painters were accustomed to
start their brushes from the very top of a mountain and move down along its meandering
stages. They would pay particular attention to painting the summit, doing more brushwork.
As their brushes traced down to the middle of the mountain and below, they would paint
some clouds, so as to make this section of the mountain appear sparse and sketchy. When
they reached the base, they would add ponderous brushwork to the paper again, always
terminating the mountain at the mouth of a river, or by a willowy bank, or with a bridge
leading into a village. With the water winding by the village, there would appear thatched
cottages with open windows, where reclined scholarly personages studying or playing
[861ibid., p. 164
[87] ibid.

243

chess.The baseof the hills expandsfar and wide, usually bordering the water, so there are
always vacant spacesalong the bottom of the picture. Moreover, on the top margin of a
picture there would be inscriptions and signatures,for which much empty spacewould be
reserved (pls.421,422). Just as Huang Qiuyuan had said,
"Viewing from the generaloutline, perfect compositionalrules demand
a solid foundation for mountains, a source for water, roots for trees,
orientation for the wind, and a path for a road. In this XT, we may
appreciatethe landscapepicture, living with and enjoying it.
Huang Binhong's landscape composition is generally very traditional. He also
advocated

. In a landscapepainting, there should be ridges for mountains,sources
for rivers, traffic for roads, as well as clouds and smoke, woods and trees.
All of theNýre arrangedin good order in a picture, thus the picture appears
perfect..

Ile

kind of full view of his landscapepainting stuck basically to such a rule

(pis.423,424). But what interestedLi Keran most was a batch of small landscapepictures
done by Huang Binhong in his later years. At this stage, Huang's ink accumulationmethod
had matured. His paintings were mostly full, leaving only tiny spacesof the top and bottom.
Both directions of the picture were rather fully occupied and crowded. With layer upon
layer of accumulatedink, blank space was left at various places among the mountains.
Looking at it from nearby, one can only perceive the abstract lines and dots, but looking
from a distance, one can descry deep mountainsand the rich foliage of trees, an excellent
picture indeed (pls.425,426). Li Keran must have acutely comprehendedthe expressive
power in this kind of composition, where the darknessembraceslight, the ink accumulation
and light effect showing the greatestcharm thereby. In a traditional composition, leaving
numerousblank spaces,the expressivepower of the ink accumulationmethod and the light
sensationwould be damagedgreatly. Consequently,Li Keran repeatedlyemphasized,
"One inch of empty spacein the picturM worth an inch of gold, we
"The marginal line of the
must particularly prize such empty space".
[88] See Wang Luxiang, 'My Opinion about Teacher's Influence and Creativenessof U Kcran's Landscape
Paintings', Beijing: ChinesePainfing Studies,No. 6. p. 17
[89] Wang Bornin, ed., Quotafionsfrom Huang Binhong, Shanghai: ShanghaiPeople Fine Arts Press, 1961,
p.7
[901Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Art Press, 1990, p. 162
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In the history of traditional landscapepainting, there had been attempts at the
(9
2),
in
"cutting off method" in composition. As an art historian pointed out in his paper
the Yuan Dynasty, Wang Meng (?-1385) in his Log Cabins in the Forest of Ju District
(pl. 427) had adoptedsuch a method to cut off the crown of the hill and cover the entire
scroll completely with landscape.It was thus labelled a "miraculous invention of landscape
composition". In the Qing Dynasty, Shi Tao had also adoptedsuch a method to select the
best sections of landscapesfor painting (pl. 428). In the Ming Dynasty, Shen Hao had
advocated,

'With the supremesummit as the main object, those down-below tops
can be neglectedand the foothills and roots of the trees need %ý e shown.
Peoplecan imagine them outside the sphereof the brushwork.

Dan Chongguang of the Qing Dynasty had consciously realized that viewers "do not
observe a picture as a whole at the last moment", he therefore advocated"cutting off the top
of hills and the bottom of roots, to concealtrees and rocks by the left and right sides of the
(94)
frame..
However, the application of such a "cutting off method" in composition
appearedonly in the horizontal scroll painting or in the fan-painting, and was seldom seen
in the vertical scroll or large-sizepictures.
In breaking away from traditional composition, Fu Baoshi was a pioneer among
modern painters. Many of his landscapepaintings in the 1940s did not stick to the
traditional composition of a long strip but were closer to a square. He did not place most
emphasison the top or bottom of a picture, but rather on the middle portion. The top of
in the foreground are usually cut out of the
mountains in the background and rocky crags
C,
picture. Consequently his landscape paintings look full and expansive (pl. 260). Most
Li
Keran.
influence
have
his
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exerted
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[911 Ibid.
C92]

See Wang Luxiang, 'My Opinion about Teacher's Influence
Landscape Paintings', Beijing: Chinese Painting Studies, No. 6, p. 19
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[93] Shen Hao, Hua Chen, Pamphlets On Painting, ed., by Yu Anlan, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press,
1960, p. 136
[941 Dan Chongguang, Hua Quan, Pamphlets On Painting, ed., by Yu Anlan. Beijing: The People's Fine Arts
Press, 1960, p. 171, p. 169

245

However, Li Keran had his own experienceof study of Western painting. His oil
paintings at the period when he was studying at the Hangzhou Art Academy and his
propagandapaintings in the period of the War Against JapaneseAggression had shown that
his compositional consciousnesswas influencedby the graphic conceptsof modern Western
painting. In those works he very often used the "cutting off method" in composition. When
he was later working to reform Chinese landscapepainting, he proved to be adept at
obliterating the surplus vacant spaceand unnecessarydetails of a picture. It is reasonableto
believe that he was naturally inspired by his past experience.
The "ftillness" of Li Keran's composition has evidently exerted an influence on
modern painting style. Huang Qiuyuan had once complainedthat
"Modern artists have many defects, such as hills without foundation,
rivers without source, trees without roots, roads without paths. Hence, it is
not easy to say that viewers could have the sensationof satisfaction, or
pleasureto the eyes or minds. Most of these paintings have hills standing
aloft, always with prominent summits. Though they look very gorgeous,
they show only one aspect of
displaying none of the alluring
5)
(yature,
quietudeand serenity of nature".
Even if Huang Qiuyuan's criticism is applicable to most artistic works of the time,
in the case of Li Keran, it has to be consideredotherwise. This was becauseLi Keran
adopted the all-over composition, the effect of his ink accumulation method had a forceful
impact on people's visual sense,and the proportionately very small areasof light sparkled
like gems on a black velvet.

5.8

WHOLENESS

"Wholeness" is an important characteristic of Li Keran's landscapestyle. In this
case"wholeness"meansthe integratedand simplified imageof artistic conception.
Throughout the history of the conceptual development of landscapepainting in
China, the landscapeimage of the Song Dynasty is mostly conspicuousfor its wholeness.
[95] Wang Luxiang, 'My Opinion about Teacher's Influence and Creativeness of Li Keran's Landscape
Paintings', Beijing: ChinesePainfing Studies,No. 6, p. 17

246

An example is Travel in Mountains (pl. 83) by Fan Kuan, in which the majestic mountains
look very imposing. After the Yuan Dynasty, landscape images gradually shifted to
brushwork, the image as an entirety gradually faded away. For exampleAutumn Colours on
Que and Hua Mountains (pl.429) by Zhao Mengfu (1254-1322) is perfect as far as his
brushwork is concerned, but is absolutely deficient in the forceful style of the Song
Dynasty. It was more so with literati painting in the Ming and Qing Dynasties, when the
literati painters were mostly paying no attention to the creative image as an entirety and
more interested in the charm of the brushwork. Thus landscapepaintings with distinctive
and integral images were seldom seen, except for a few by such artistic talents as Gong
(96)
Xian and Shi Tao.
Li Keran obviously admiredthe monumentalpainting style. He had been attempting
to search for a style that could symbolize a positive national spirit. The master-paintersin
history that he especiallyveneratedwere Fan Kuan (pl. 83), Li Tang (PI.410), Wang Meng
(pl. 430), Shi Tao (pl. 431), Shi Xi (pl. 432) and Gong Xian (pl.409). One can clearly
perceive an apparent common feature among those masters' landscapes, i. e., the
monumentalstyle with a very conspicuouseffect of wholeness.Li Keran once said,
"Art must firmly gr,
e nature of objects and express it strongly,
emphatically and deeply."W
He considered that exaggerationin artistic expression "should afford the greatest
(98) The
six Chinese characters of *zhong zhong'
emotional satisfaction to people".
(strongly), 'hen hen" (emphatically) and 7shenshen" (deeply) defined his fundamental
conception of how to integrate and simplify the image of landscape.He finally merged
beauty and majesty into his landscapeand formed a unique pattern unknown in the history
of landscapepainting. However, the grand and magnificent features of his painting were
mainly developedfrom the traditions of the Song Dynasty.
As early as when he was learning the skill of oil painting in Hangzhou, he had come

Painting',Beijing:LiteratureandArt Studies,1991/5,p.91
[961LangShaojun,U Keran'sLandscape
[97] LI Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Art Press, 1990, p. 80
[981ibid., p.79
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into contact with the concept of "wholeness". There were two prominent aspectsof the
sketching systemof the HangzhouAcademy: one was the silhouetteof image, the other was
the primary tones of light and shade, with strong emphasison the concept of viewing a
picture as a whole. Thus, from his studies there Li Keran not only apprehendedthe
importance of the concept of "wholeness" in artistic expression, but also acquired the
knowledge of how to introduce the three tones of black, white and grey in a picture. In his
later practice, he showed very clearly the consciousnessand skills to gain the effect of
"wholeness" in the oil paintings of his early years and in his propagandadrawings during
the War of Resistance Against JapaneseAggression. In his teaching career later, he
repeatedly stressedthis point to his students:
"The senseof wholenessof a q$We is a problem that a painter must
spendhis whole life trying to solve.
Li Keran acknowledgedthat, for himself, the "consciousnessof wholeness" came
from Western painting, but he was more willing to emphasizethat it came from observation
of nature. He once said,
"I absorbed something from the West, but more importantly, I
discovered.60
backlight, the sense of
t
the
objects,
such
as
Oýroni
wholeness.
He discoveredthat a landscapewith back-lighting would give a much stronger sense
of wholeness;and that objects viewed in the misty haze at dawn or dusk were also rich in a
senseof wholeness,they therefore looked particularly beautiful, so he took pains to display
such beauty. It may be said that he went into nature to observe landscapewith the senseof
"entirety", and then in return, what he found in nature stimulated him to develop his artistic
expression.
In pursuit of the senseof wholenessand profundity of the landscapeimage, he
replaced the flowing lines in his landscapes of the 1940s with the form of mass by ink
accumulation brushwork. While he did not go back to the Hangzhou Academy's treatment
of giving up half tones in sketching, he attempted to attain a subtle and profound effect
while pursuing a strong entity. That is to say, he wished to attain simplicity after using a
[991ibid., p.144
[1001 See Lang Shaojun, 'On Landscape of Li Keran', Beijing: Literature and Art Studies, 1984/3., p. 60
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profusion of strokeswhen painting a picture. In this respect,he admired the high level skills
of Rembrandt'soils in a unity of profusion and simplicity. Even up to the late 1970s,people
hanging
his
Rembrandt's
he
had
the
that
on
wall
of
oil
one
of
paintings
noticed
a print of
studio,

(101) for

the purposeof studying the entire effect with the richnessof detail as well

as the skill of unifying the black, white and grey tones in his work. At the mature stageof
his art, Li Keran's landscapeshave rich and exquisite half tones, showing the characteristics
of transparency, multiple layers and natural transition between shadesof colour in oil
painting, and it should be said that his ink accumulation effect was also influenced and
enlightenedby Rembrandt'soil painting.
Observing the works of Chinesemaster-paintersfrom the sameviewpoint, Li was
acutely consciousthat,

"In drawing shrimps or prawns, Qi Baishi controlled the colour of the
ink, basically keeping in the same shade. With the manipulation of his
brush, slowly or rapidly, lightly or ponderously, so as to yield the illusion
that the shrimps were contracting or expanding with the sensation in
transparency and elasticity of their body. The same with Ba Da's art, it also
had a strong effect of wholeness, the minutest variation incorporated in one
body, displaying unity and harmony. In the application of ink- Pey seldom
changed colour shades with great disparity in one painting. '(102

Thus he concluded,
"Tbe change in the application of the colour of the ink should be very
slight, it should not be too obvious to the eyes within a detail. If we demand
a change with every stroke, the picture would be 'blurred' and 'confusing'
to the eyes, desJfgTg the sensation of a wholeness, losing the major effect
of the picture. "
Li Keran had grasped the essence of reaching a harmonious unity in the Chinese
master-painter's art too.
Huang Binhong, who had the most direct influence on the reform of Li's landscape
painting and in the problem of "wholeness", was also the one that had benefited Li Keran
the most. He once said,
"The works of teacher Huang have a very strong sense of wholeness
with profound multiple layers of ink, and fully display the complicated and

11011SeeWan Qingfi, U Keran'sPaintingDevicesand Techniques'.Hong Kong: Brush and Ink, No. 25,
p.59
[1021Li KeranOnArt, Beijing:ThePeople'sFineArt Press,1990,p.44
[1031ibid.
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(104)
delicate relationshipsamongthe diverse objects in nature."
He had watchedHuang Binhong painting and seenhow he applied his ink over the
few
Viewed
here
few
there
closely, not even one stone
strokes.
a
strokes,
entire paper,
a
could be found, but when viewed from a distance,the verdant green of mountains, stones
ink
in
his
Later,
summing
accumulation
out.
up
shone
all
and rocks, space, even colours
method, Li Keran said,
"The most important thing is a strong consciousnessof wholeness.A
painter should have a whole idea aboutthe completepicture before painting.
For example,the painte 8ýyuld have a preconecivedidea before painting of
"In order to grasp the picture as a whole, one
where he should paint'Z
draw
One
just
then
should
completing
one
part
another.
should avoid
integralla,
the ink of every stroke as an integral part of the
add
04
whole. "
Huang Binhong was a typical scholar with a profound knowledgeof the arts, and he
painted in the manner of a scholar, and did not follow any rigid rules of painting. His way
of painting, therefore, could only be comprehendedmentally, and was also not to be
followed directly. Li Keran had his roots deep in studying painting as a subject, he was
adept at transforming abstractpainting theory into concreteprocedure. In order to attain the
unification of a wholenesswith rich and subtle variation in detail, Li Keran invented the
method of "from nothing to something,then from somethingto nothing", i. e., the painting
first
divided
into
At
the
two
stage, the painter should pursue richness,
stages.
process was
his
At
the
the
to
should
perfect
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painter
second
paint
more,
even
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should
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so
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and
should
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process of arranging
should be minimized until only the minutest area of light is left, so that "there is no
is
distinct;
layers
in
there
a strong sense of
the
are
very
and
confusion
colour shades;
(107) In his
Keran
Li
pursued richness, richness and richness,
paintings,
wholeness".
[104] ibid., p. 139
[105] ibid., p. 44
[1061ibid., p. 144
[1071ibid., p. 37

250

avoiding simplicity in the first half of his painting process; then he pursued simplicity,
simplicity and simplicity during the secondstage. He consideredthat otherwise he would
his
landscape
by
It
that
this
special
procedure
was
not achieve a strong effect of wholeness.
painting accomplishedthe unification of "richness" with "simplicity" and "wholeness" with
"subtle variation of details".
The conceptof "wholeness" is indeednot an original conceptof traditional Chinese
aesthetics.However, the integratedand simplified effect realized by Li Keran tacitly agrees
with the Chinese aestheticconceptsof "void" and "quietude". The images in Li Keran's
landscapepaintings are formed through thousandsof brush-strokeswith ink accumulation,
but finally rest on a unification, manifesting the theories of Chinesepainting, that *yihua
(every stroke) is the very origin of everything and the very root of diverse objects" (y1hua
zhe, zhong you zhi ben, wan xiang zhi gen);

(108)

and "From one stroke of the brush,

accumulatetens upon thousandsof strokes, and finally remain in one stroke still" (you yibI
qi, ji qlanwan bi, reng shi yibi)(109). The thought of "ylhua" is actually the embodimentof
Chinese Daoist philosophy which says, "one gives birth to two, two to three, three to
thousandsupon thousands... which finally return to one" (Y1sheng er, er sheng san, san
sheng wan ... wan gui yi). Thousandsupon thousandsreturning to one amountsto a return
to the state of "void" and "quietude" (xujing tiandan) which is the "origin of the myriad
10).
Daoism emphasizesthe void, and considersthat without the
things" (wanwu zhi ben)(1
life.
be
Therefore,
there
activity
not
any
of
would
can
and
consequently
grow,
void, nothing
it considers "void" and "quietude" to be the supreme limits of the beautiful, whereas
Confucianism lays stress on the "substantial" (chongsht). It considers "Substantialnessis
beauty"

(chongshl

11). But
zhi we! mei)(1

at the same time

it does not stop

at the

[108] Shi Tao, Monk Kugua On Art, see PamphletsOn Painting, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1960,
p. 146
[1091Wang Bornin, ed., Quotationsof HisangBinhong, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1961, p.
30
[1101 Zhuang Zi, 'Tiandao', Selection of Historic Materials of ChineseAesthetics, Beijing: Zhonghua Book
Store, 1980, vol. I, p.36
[1111Meng Zi, Uinxin Zhang Ju Xia', Selectionof Historic materials of ChineseAesthetics, Beijing: Zhonghua
Book Store, 1980, vol. I, p.23
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"substantial", it goes on from substantialityto the void, then developsto the realm of the
marvellous; i. e., "rich with glory is greatness,transformation of greatness is holiness,
unfathomableholinessis known as the shen (spirit). " (chongshler you guanghul zhi wet da,
12)
da er huazhi zhi wet sheng, sheng er buke zhizhi zhi wet shen)(1 That is to say that
Confucianism considersthe uppermostor the supremelimit is in the realm where you can
only appreciateand apprehendbut are unableto explain. In this way, at the highest level the
Daoists and the Confuciansdo agree. "Quietude" and "void" provide people with the time
and spacefor comprehensionand imagination, and only can then objective representationbe
converted into the subjective mind. Li Keran's landscapepainting, starting from substantial
richness, finally returned to simplified unification, just as the poet Fan Xiwen wrote,
"regard substanceas empty, converting landscapeinto sentiment" (yi shl wet xu, huafingwu
(1 13) Thus his
we! q1ngsi).
art attainedthe artistic realm with infinite meaning.

121ibid.
[1131 (Song) Fan Xiwen, 'A Nocturnal Discourse before Bed', see Zong Baihua, A Stroll in Aesthetics,
Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople'sPublishing House, 1981, p.34
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CHAPTER 6: LI KERAN'S ART IN THE CONTEXT OF
REFORM MOVEMENTS IN
CHINESE PAINTING

As a participant in the reform movementsin Chinesepainting this century, and as
the representativeof its final achievement-- the new orthodoxy of traditional landscape
painting, the line which Li Keran followed to reform Chinesepainting as well as to combine
Chinese and western art was very different from other artists. But were we to observe the
overall picture of the Chinese reform movement this century, we would find that there
existed many close links between Li Keran's thoughts and practice and those of different
schools and mastersin the reformation of Chinesepainting. Li Keran had set his mind on
the reformation of traditional Chinese painting from the beginning of the 1940s. But his
contact with such a concepthad been much earlier. Liu Haisu was the principal of an art
school where Li had his initial education in art. The first time he heard of the idea of
"blending the Chinese and the western", it was from Kang Youwei. He acquired his
knowledge of art from elder painters such as Lin Fengmian, Xu Beihong, Qi Baishi and
Huang Binghong, all of whom were very important in the movement to reform Chinese
painting in the early half of the 20th century. This chapter attemptsto make a brief survey
between
investigation
"the
together
the
movements"
with
relationship
century
reform
and
on
Li Keran and the diverse reform lines and schools, from which we will find that the creative
work of Li Keran not only existedin the context of developmentof art tradition, but also in
the "century efforts" in the reform of Chinese painting. His artistic style was not only
individual, but at the same time embodied the common dream of painters of several
generationsof this century. In other words, we might say that the successof Li Keran's art
representednot only a solution to one of the problems of art itself, but was also an answer
to the particular problemspresentedto art by China in the 20th century.
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6.1

AN ART MOVEMENT THAT RUNS THROUGH THE CENTURYM

6.1.1

THE ORIGIN

The reform movementin Chinesepainting in the past hundred years was definitely
not merely in searchof a changeof style in art, but originated from the historical problems
of society. It started at the beginning of the century and was promptly channelledinto the
May Fourth New Culture Movement which aimed at the transformation of society. Ilie
Opium War of the 19th Century symbolized great changesin China's social and cultural
pattern. The might of western fleets and cannonshad blown open the gate to China, a fact
that testified to the backwardnessof China. Since then, the problem of striving to make the
nation stronger has becomeChina's most important task in the 20th century. The quest for
reform of traditional Chinesepainting to a very great degreelies in the wish of the nation to
strengthenitself.
But before the Opium War, besidesthe public recognition of the "Four Wangs" as
the orthodox school of painting, there already existed in painting circles the Eight Strange
Masters of Yangzhou whose strong individuality appearedattractive to the culture of the
townspeople. Their art was quite active in the Yangzhou region in the 18th century when
commodity exchangeand the art market were brisk and prosperous.As unorthodox literati
painting, it already presaged a change in the cultural connotations and visual style of
traditional literati painting. After the Opium War, the expansion of the sphere of the
western powers in China as well as the rapid spread of western civilization in the country
stimulated the development of national industry and commerce as well as that of the
commercial economy in cities along the coast. There emerged as a result the Shanghai
School of painters, like Ren Bonian (1840-1895)etc who evolved from eleganceto vulgarity
so as to suit the tastesof the generalpublic, and the Painting School of Bronze and Stone
[11 See Shui Tianzhong, 'Debates about the Reformation of Chinese Painting in Retrospect', 13cijing: Ifistroy
and 7hoery of Fine Arts, 1983/2, p. 176; Xue Yongnian, 'Retrospect to the Development of Chinese Ink
Painiting in the 20th Century', Part 1, Beijing: Art Research, 1996/2, p.4; Part 11,1996/3, p.36
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so as to suit the tastesof the generalpublic, and the Painting School of Bronze and Stone
Scripts which took as its model the vigorous styles of the steles of the Qin and Han
Dynasties. In the art of these schools, a new chance for tradition to move towards the
modern was already in store, but they complied only with the needs of new aesthetic
judgments brought about by social changes,and had no consciousintention of transforming
traditional culture and society. But the series of political events that occurred during the
period betweenthe end of the 19th century and the beginningof the 20th century(2) instead
changedthe direction in which Chinesepainting had been evolving, causing it to become
very much a part of the social and cultural reform movement.

6.1.2

MAKING A START

The leader of the Reform Movement of 1898, Kang Youwei, was the first man to
draw back the curtain for the reform movementsof Chinesepainting. After the failure of the
Reform Movement in 1898, he fled to Europe. When he visited the painting collections in
several well-known museumsin Italy, he sighed
"the paintings of our own country are too crude and superficial, they
far behind those of the West, there must also be a reform in this field. "
In 1917, he made another resoundingcall in his Catalogueof the Wanmu Caotang
Painting Collections:
"Chinesepaintings in recentyears have beenA an extremely low ebb",
a clarion call is necessaryto savethe situation."
Cai Yuanpei, first as Minister of Education in the Republic of China in its early
years, then as the Chancellorof Beijing University, also advocatedreform, and commented:
"Calligraphy and painting are the quintessenceof our culture, but both
[2] The Sino-JapaneseWar in 1894 (Jiawu Zhangzheng)resulted in the total defeat of the Chinese navy by
Japan. It madeclear the total failure of the Sclf-StrongthcningMovcmcnt(YangwuYundong).The Wuxu Reform
(Wuxu Bianfa) in 1898 led by Kang Youwei, which lasted for only one hundreddays, also failed.
[31 Kang Youwei, Travels in Italy, SeeShui Tianzhong, 'Debatesabout the Refomation of ChinesePainting in
Retrospect', Beijing: History and 7heory of Fine Arts, 1983/2, p. 178
[41 Kang Youwei, 'The Catalogueof the Wanmu Caotang Painting Collections', Jiang Guilin, ed. Additional
CollectedPapersfirom WaninuCaotang, Taibei: DachengPublishing House, 1978, p. 191, p.203
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5)
of them modelledthemselvesafter the ancients"!
He therefore advocatedusing art educationto influence the spirit of the Chinese
people.
Chen Duxiu (1880-1942), the chief commanderof the May Fourth New Culture
04
in
Cheng
issue
New
Youth
the
1918
in
Movement had the January
collaboratedwith
of
form of a correspondencewhich started the attack, using the slogans "Art Revolution" and
(6)
"Rise in revolt against the Three Wangs". The shock produced by the above could be
directed
Confiicianism".
Their
"Down
chiefly
at
to
the
was
spearhead
slogan
with
compared
drawing
ignored
during
development
traditional
which
the
recent centuries,
of
painting
inherited
had
in
they
and on
realistic style, and placed emphasisonly on what
ability
imitation of ancient methods.Hence, the four Wangs of the Qing Dynasty, long considered
as the idols of the orthodox school, had becomethe chief target of the revolution.
In fact, the bitter attack on traditional painting in modern times was not causedby
its loss of aestheticjudgement but by its non-conformity with the needsof the times. Kang
Youwei, as a political reformer representingthe interests of industry and commerce, had
pointed out that from the angle of realistic utility:
"Everything in industry and commercetoday dependson painting, so
industry
have
improvement
and
commerce
in
painting,
will
an
without
nothing to talk about."(7)
He had discerned that in modern industrial and commercial society, the

developmentof architecture, machinery, technology, medical science, commercial
advertisingandotherfields withoutexceptionneededthe preciseandaccuratetechniqueof
Westerndrawing.However,the literati paintingin recentcenturiesonly "steathilycopied
and
the rough sketchof the ancients,erroneouslydrew witheredand sordid landscapes
(8)
nondescriptfiguresandflowersandbirds". He warned
[5] Cai Yuanpei, 'ReplaceReligion with Art

3,1917
Vol.
New
Youth,
No.
6,
Education',

[61 Lu Cheng, 'Art Revolution', Chen Duxiu, 'Art Revolution -A Reply to Lu Chcng', New Youth, January,
1918, Shen Pengand Chen Lusheng, ed. CollectedEssaysOn Fine Arts, Beijing: The People's Fine Ails Press,
1986, P. 10
[71 Kang Youwci, 'The Catalogueof the Wanrnu Caotang Painting Collections', Jiang Guilin, ed. Additional
CollectedPapersfrom WanmuCaotang,Taibci: Dachcng Publishing House, 1978, p. 192
[81ibid. p.203
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Using those competewith western paintings is like using a rifle
againsta cannon."(9T
His warning had a smell of gunpowder, but it brought the situation into the open,
pointing out that Western civilization was challenging China. Therefore, the tradition in
literati painting of "paying close attention to freehand brushwork and disregarding
portraiture"

(10)

itself
for
denounced
"evil
off from the
of
course
as
painting"
cutting
was

massesand non-conformity to the scientific spirit in the May Fourth Movement when the
public were calling loudly for "science and democracy". Just as Western learning had
becomethe wish of the people and the generaltrend of events, those important figures who
advocatedthe reform of Chinesepainting had also fixed their eyeson the west, and on the
realism in Western painting in particular. Kang Youwei was the earliest advocaterof
"blen
the Chinese and the western to usher in a new era of
painting. "TM
Chen Duxiu proclaimed that:
"The reform of ChinesepaintiTE) cannot succeedwithout adopting the
realistic spirit of western painting.
Cai Yuanpei pointed out:
"People of the West attachedimportance to natural science, that was
why in art they started from the portrayal of material objects." "The world
today is in a period when easternand western cultures are merging with one
another, ýj.Ld our country should of course adopt the strong points of the
C-)
West."
When they launched a fresh attempt to comment on tradition through the use of
Western realism as their main reference, they of course tended to praise the academy
paintings before the Yuan, Ming and Qing Dynasties which were despisedby the literati
painters. For example, Kang Youwei was of the opinion that the peak of Chinese painting
occurred in the Song Dynasty and that academy paintings in the Song Dynasty were
[91 ibid.
[101 Chen Duxiu, 'Art Revolution -A Reply to Lu Cheng', New Youth, January, 1918, Shen Pcng and Chen
Lusheng, ed. CollectedEssaysOn Fine Arts, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1986, p. 10
[111 Kang Youwci, 'The Cataloqueof the Wanmu Caotang Painting Collections', Jiang Guilin, ed. Additional
CollectedPapersfiront WaninuCaorang,Taibei: Dachcng Publishing House, 1978, p.214
[12] Chen Duxiu, 'Art Revolution -A

Reply to Lu Cheng', New Youth,January, 1918, ibid., p. 10

[13] Cai Yuanpei, 'A SpeechDelivered at the Beijing University ResearchSociety of Painting Method', Bf Uing
University Daily, 25th October, 1919
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"mature art, lacking nothing, with accomplishedbeauty", and that therefore,
"Only by taking academypainting as the correct path can the incorrect
Chinese
five
hundrý,
be
the
theories
ýfars
rectified,
and
of
past
painting
painting be remediedand makeprogress.
The stand of Cai Yuanpei, Kang Youwei and Chen Duxiu had triggered off the
dominant
direction
in
leading
Chinese
to
this
a
century,
also
painting
reform movementof
in the transformation of Chinesepainting. However, none of their theories had broachedthe
topic of the essenceof the concept of literati painting and the merit in its spiritual
expression. In fact, in the conflict between Chinese and Western cultures, the selfexamination and criticism of tradition mentioned above was one-sided. Therefore, their
stand had not only met with the opposition of the conservativeswho firmly believed that
"There's only good and bad, but no old and new in art", but also elicited a comprehensive
exposition by Chen Shizheng(1876-1923)on the value of literati paintingP5)
Chen Shizeng's family had a long tradition of learning, he himself had studied
abroad in Japan. He was expert in ink and wash painting and in fteehand brushwork, also
well-versed in the history of art. He was a figure with unusual influence upon Chineseart in
the 20th century. In his article, not only had he stated his views of the values of literati
painting in a positive way, he used as an examplethe developmentof Western art after the
Post-Impressionismto prove the significance of such values: "The strong point of art
(16)
obliges it to make other searches,.
which meant that the object of art was not aimed at
likeness in appearance,its aim was the spiritual symbol. One of his proofs was:
"It can be said that western painting has reached its height in
likeness in appearance.Since the advent of the 19th century, it used
scientific theories to study light and colour, to learn through real life and
visible phenomenain a subtle way. WhereasImpressionism,which followed
it, did exactly the opposite, paying no attentionto objects, relying solely on
subjective imagining, as Cubism, Futurism and Expressionismappearedin
ideas, one could see the
close succession. From these chang
insufficiency of likenessin appearance.'
[141 Kang Youwei, 'The Cataloqueof the Wanmu Caotang Painting Collections', Jiang Guilin, ed. Additional
CollectedPapersftom WanmuCaotang, Taibei: DachengPublishing House, 1978, p. 194, p. 191
[15] Chen Shizheng, 'The Value of Literati Painting', ibid., p. 12
[161ibid., p. 16
[171ibid.
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In his article, Chen Shizengstrongly defendedthe values of literati painting. He not
only supported the efforts to continue the practice within tradition, but also provided
another trend of ideasand direction for blending with and selectingWestern art.
The above-mentionedviews, published during the start of the reform movement in
Chinese painting in this century, have basically guided the reform practice of the various
schools of Chinese painting for nearly a hundred years since then. Though these views
differed, the central idea of all of them was to transform tradition so that the nation could
becomestronger.

6.1.3

ART SCHOOLS - THE ARENA FOR REFORM MOVEMENTS

The May Fourth New Cultural Movement soundeda bugle call for innovation in
Chinesepainting. An important measurewhich impelled this new movementto continue its
development and eventually to set up the neo-orthodoxy of Chinese painting was the
adoption of the teaching of Chinese painting in the sphere of modern education at the
beginning of the century, when new schoolswere being established.
Since the abolition of the imperial examinationsystemby the late Qing Government
in 1905, art educationhad becomea branch (or department)of new schools. By 1928, the
art schools and the art departmentsaffiliated to universities which had great influence upon
modern Chineseart were springing up one after another. This had changedthe ancient way
of masterspassingon their knowledgeand skill to their apprentices.The most influential art
educationinstitutions included: the private ShanghaiPictorial Art Institute (ShanghalTuhua
Melshu Yuan) founded in 1912 by Liu Haishu (later the ShanghaiArt School, (Sharighal
Meishu Zhuanke Xuexiao); it merged with the Nanjing Art Academy (Nalying Ylshu
Xueyuan) in 1952; the ResearchSociety of Painting Methods of Beijing University (BeUing
Daxue Huafa Yanjiuhul) run by Cai Yuanpei in 1917 (tutors included Xu Beihong and Chen
Shizheng);the National Beijing Art School (Guoli Beijing Melshu ZhuankeXuextao) set up
in 1918 (Lin Fengmianhad beenthe principal; it later amalgamatedwith the Art College of
Beijing University (Beying Daxue YishuXueyuan) with Xu Beiliong as principal; after the
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War of ResistanceagainstJapanit was reorganizedas the Beiping National Art Academy
(Guoll Belping Yishu Zhuanke Xue-xiao)still with Xu Beihong as principal; it is now the
Central Academy of Fine Arts (ZhongyangMelshu Xueyuan)); the private Wuchang Art
School ffuchang YlshuEmanke Xuexiao) founded in 1920 by Tang Yijing (now the Hubei
Art Academy (Hubei Meishu Xueyuan); the private Suzhou Art School (Suzhou Melshu
Xuexiao) founded in 1922 by Yan Wenliang (merged with the Nanjing Art Academy in
1952); the Chun Shui Painting Institute ( Chun Shul Huayuan) founded in Guangzhou in
1925 by Gao Jianfu; the National Art Academy (Guoll Ylshu Yuan) founded in 1928, (with
Lin Fengmian as principal, later on its name changedto National Hangzhou Art School
(Guoti Hangzhou YlshuZhuankeXuexiao), and in 1954 changedagain to Zhejiang Academy
(Zhongguo
Academy
Art
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it
is
China
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into careers in modern art education. Thanks to the appreciation and support of Cal
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The prospectusof ShanghaiArt School under the chargeof Liu Haisu.proclaimed:
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that pushedforward the new art of China.
As early as the time when he assumedcharge of the Beijing University Research
Society of Painting Methods, Xu Beiliong had expressedhis attitude towards the reform of
Chinesepainting in the following remarks:
"We want to keep what was good in the old method; to continue those
things that were about to disappear; to changethose things that were not
good; to supplementthose that were sufficient; to mix those elementsof
41%
Western art that were useful for us.
At that time he had just come back from Japan after an inspection tour of six
months. He was greatly inspired by the Japanesepainters'spirit in exploring things new
through mixing with the western method. A strong senseof social responsibility impelled
him to take the rejuvenation of the nation's art as his responsibility. He deeply "deplored"
"the decadenceof Chinesepainting" and "the downfall of the nation".

(20) His
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"inherit what was left by our forefathers, adjust their good models and establish a modern
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"Hereafter our Beijing University Research society of Painting
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in
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we can(IiTduce more
circles."
[181 7he Chinese Encyclopedia, Fine Arts Volume, No 1, Beijing: The Chinese Encyclopedia Press, 1991,
p.460
[19] Xu Beihong, 'On Improving Chinese Painting', Shen Pcng and Chen Lushcng, ed. Collected Essays On
Fine Arts, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1986, p.63
[201ibid.
[211See Zhang Shaoxia and Li Xiaoshan, 77teHistory of Modern ChinesePainilng, Najing: Jiangsu Fine Arts
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Following his return to China after seven years of studying abroad in France, he
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Tian Han cherishedthe same ideals and both advocatedrealistic art. When he becamethe
principal of the Art College of Beijing University, he recognized at once the outstanding
achievementof Qi Baishi who was being largely neglectedat that time. He overrode all
objections to engageQi as a professor. Although it was after 1946, when he was appointed
the principal of the Beiping National Art Academy, that he systematically carried out his
reforms in the teaching of Chinesepainting, the scientific spirit and the realistic approach
dictated by his goal of reforming Chinesepainting had from the very beginning been clear
and unflinching.
When Lin Fengmian was in charge of the National Art Academy, his slogan was:
"Introduce western art, make adjustmentsin Chineseart, blend Chinese and Western art,
and produce art of the times." He was the first to put the Western Painting Department
together with a ChinesePainting Departmentand require studentsto study the arts of both.
Despite the fact that the situation at that time was just as he had described when he said,
"No matter in which school, Chinese painting and western painting are always in
antagonistic and conflicting positions",

(22) he

still insisted on "assimilating the culture of

other nations, with our culture as a basis, to form a new epoch."
Since the Revolution of 1911, massorganizations of painters all over the country
had been exceedinglyactive. Although many among these were very small and shortlived,
(2
3)
In the 1920sand
this fully testified to the vigorousnessof the modern art movement.
1930s, there appeared several rather famous organizations whose sole aim was the
developmentof traditional Chinesepainting. In Beijing, there was the ResearchSociety of
Press, 1986, p. 64
[221 Lin Fengmian, 'Reassessing the Value of Chinese Painting', Apollo,
No. 7, February, 1929

National Art Acadcmy Monthly,

[23] See Xu Zhihao, Catalogue of Chinese Fine Art Societies, Shanghai: Shanghai Publishing
Calligraphy and Painting, 1994
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House of

ChinesePainting (7_hongguohuaxue
Yanjiuhul) headedby Jin Shaochengand Zhou Yang'an;
in Shanghaithere was the Yiguan Society (NiguanXuehul) headedby Huang Binhong and
Jiang Xuyun; in Lingnan, there was the ResearchSociety of Chinese Painting (Guohua
Yanjiuhul) representedby Pan He, Lu Zhenhuan, Zhao Haogong and others. Although
disagreeing that the way to reform Chinesepainting was through blending it with western
art, these organizations were very active in holding exhibitions, publishing journals and
utilizing public and private collections of hand-written and printed copies for research,and
had considerable influence. The art schools in various localities invited some of these
painters to teach in their schoolswith the attitude that there should be "freedom in learning,
all-embracing", and as a result the art schools became places where different ideas
confronted, interchangedwith and supplementedeachother. In this way, the art academies
and schools becamethe centre of the reform movement of Chinese painting during this
century.

6.1.4

THE

WAR

OF

RESISTANCE AGAINST

JAPAN

AND

THE

ESTABLISHMENT OF A DOMINANT DIRECTION IN THE REFORM OF
CHINESE PAINTING

In the 1930s,the main themesof resistanceagainstJapaneseaggressionand national
salvation gradually prevailed over that of enlightenment in the May Fourth New Culture
Movement. The spirit of self-criticism born in the enlightenmentperiod had sunk to an
awkward situation in the crisis of "national and racial extinction". The intellectuals who
inherited the May Fourth spirit beganto understandand reassessChinesetraditional culture
more rationally. At this period, the enthusiasm of art circles for the ancient artistic
achievementsin the grottoes at Dunhuang showed that the public in general had a new
awarenessof national tradition. The widespreadand rapid growth of woodcuts had pointed
the direction of the developmentof Chinesemodern art, it also laid the foundation stone for
new Chineseorthodox art in the 20th century.
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The collection of writings unexpectedlyfound in a stone room of the Mogaoku
grottoes at Dunhuang at the beginning of the century had interestedthe world's academic
circles and had drawn Sir Aurel Stein from England, Paul Pelliot from France, a Japanese
expedition team and LangdonWarner from America, all of whom took many of the precious
scriptures, murals and statuesto their own countries. The investigationof thesematerials in
the West becamea special field of study. In the period 1920-1924,Pelliot published his six
volumes of Dunhuangmurals. In 1936, the Chineseversion of Stein's Archaeological Finds
in Western Regions was published. But for various reasons, these had not attracted the
attention of domestic academiccircles in China. It was not until the War of Resistance
against Japan,when the GansuCorridor becamethe National DefenceFront and Chongqing
becamethe temporary capital that Mogaoku all of a suddencameinto the limelight. Scholars
and artists from all over the country swarmedto Dunhuang, where they beganto carry out
surveys and investigations, to make records and copies and to do some conservationwork.
Zhang Daqian was one of the earliest to arrive in Dunhuang and from 1940 he spent two
years and sevenmonths copying a total of more than 270 Dunhuang murals. Dafeng Tang
Copies of Dunhuang Murals was published in 1943. The magnificence of Dunhuang art
arousedgreat excitementin theseartists, and madethem seethe great "age of magnificence
in tradition". Precisely as one artist wrote:
"God bless Chinal He has kept for us in the caves of westernmost
Dunhuangthe magnificent art relics of a thousandyears. We can rewrite art
historyl As if awakeningfrom a dream, we've discoveredt4i greatness,the
)
vitality, the power and the imaginationof our forefathers.""'
While reaching a new awarenessof Chinese art history in medieval times, the art
circles had also turned their interest to a number of painters who lived betweenthe end of
the Ming Dynasty and the beginning of the Qing. This was becausethesemen embodiedthe
"moral integrity" (qUie) of Chinese traditional culture as well as the "consciousnessof
responsibility" from Confucius and Mencius down to Sima Qian. Huang Binhong was
Beiping working on the historical data on painters who had
strandedin Japanese-occupied
been Ming Dynasty loyalists. Fu Baoshi published 7he Biographies of Artists of Ilan
[241Zong Baihua, An AestheticStroll, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople'sPublishing I louse, 1981, p. 129
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Nationality at the end of Ming Dynasty (Prefaceby Guo Moruo) in 1939. On the paintings
followed:
(artists),
Fu's
loyalists
Ming
Dynasty
analysis
these
of
"After the Ming Dynasty was conquered,every hill and every stretch
brushes
tree,
the
of the painters was
every
under
and
plant
of water, every
into
to
a picture of peerless
alien
race
the
an
resistance
of
spirit
woven with
heroism. Up to the 18ý2gjntury, we are still able to get in touch with the
lustre of such a spirit. "
As to the developmentof painting in the post-Tang dynastiesof Song, Yuan and
Ming, and the reason why brushwork was becoming more fteehand and why the spiritual
by
bullies
it
believed
Fu
Chinese
the
that
of an
caused
was
painting was rising,
value of
loyal
Dynasty
Ming
believed
in
He
the
that
to
of
works
alien race addition social unrest.
beyond
"their
imbued
"were
the
was
the
meaning
profound
spirit of
nation",
with
painters
(26)
The high esteemin which Fu Baoshi and Zhang Daqian held Shi Tao
their brushwork.
and Zhu Da, and the denunciation of the four Wangs after the May Fourth Movement
loyalists
led
Ming
to
tendency
to
the
tradition
and early
other,
of
each
a
echoed
worship
Qing monks Shi Tao and Zhu Da in Chongqing's Chinesepainting circles during the time of
the War of ResistanceagainstJapan.
The War of ResistanceagainstJapanof the whole nation had made the art circles'
criticism of the May Fourth Movement concentrateon the problems of national artistic
form, popularization and the reflecting of reality. Due to a shortageof supplies causedby
the war, the developmentof art suffered serious limitations. An exception was the new
Resistance
The
War
Xun.
Lu
initiated
by
the
against
outbreak
of
of
woodcut movement
Japan, insteadof hindering woodcut creation, pushed it forward to a new stage. 7be first
low;
the secondwas that most of
that
was
the
very
woodcuts
of
producing
was
cost
reason
the woodcut artists, though they formerly lived in the cities, with the progress of the War,
The
liberated
including
third
inland
dispersed
into
stations.
army
and
areas
regions
were
during
War.
In
the
the
masses
among
the
propaganda
spreading
reason was
necessityof
addition, the new woodcut had from the day of its birth been the most revolutionary
[25] Fu Baoshi, 'The Progressof ChinesePainting Thought', Fu Baosid Art Collected Works, Narding: Jiangsu
Literature and Art PublishingHouse, 1986, p.251
[261ibid., p.252
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With
Movement.
New
Culture
Fourth
May
the
greatest enthusiasm,
component part of
young woodcut artists joined the War of Resistancewith their creative works, causing the
kind
had
become
because
they
to
a
of new art that
production of woodcuts expandrapidly,
was closest to the masses,closest to reality and with plenty of vigour. As to the artistic
languageof the woodcut, Lu Xun had said:
"My idea is that it is not necessaryto ask whether it is western style or
Chinesesty$V's
see if the spectatorscan understand,then use whatever
is suitable."
He also advocatedthe realistic style, believing:
"To draw the proletariat artists should paint realistically, one should
original features,there's no needto
paint workers accordingto the wor
paint the fist larger than the head."M
For this reason, he stressedthe basic skills in training in woodcut-making, and
believed that a woodcut is after all a drawing, therefore one should first master the skill of
(29) During
the War, new woodcuts not only overcametraces of imitating the
sketching.
western pattern in the initial stages,but also showedtheir distinctive Chinesestyle after the
extensive discussions throughout cultural circles on the problem of national form. The
woodcut movement in Yanan, however, was more explicit in its creative principles,
"revolutionization", "nationalization", and "popularization", and it was entirely brought
into the orbit of the revolutionary force led by the Chinese Communist Party. Thus, the
woodcut movement during the War set an example and prepared cadres for future new
Chineseart, and also pointed out the basicprinciples for the innovation and developmentof
Chinesepainting. Thesewere: popularizationand realism.
After experiencingthe tremendousimpact of war and the storm of revolution, the
in
in
Chinese
begun
kinds
innovative
the century were
early
painting
of
experiment
various
faced with a new situation. The conservativeschools of sticking to old ways, and the new
schools of imitating modern western styles seemed to have lost their momentum of
development. It appearedthat Xu Beihong's school of "realism" had exceptional insight,
[27] Lu Xun, 'To Li Wucheng', 1934, Lu Xun On Art, ed. by Zhang Wang, BcUing: The People's Fine Arts
Press, 1956, p. 168
[28] Lu Xun On Art, ed. by Zhang Wang, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press, 1956, p-37
[291ibid., p. 151, p. 179
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Guan
Fu
Baoshi,
War.
For
during
had
the
the
example,
of
period
and
made great progress
Shanyueand Zhao Wangyun beganto try using comparativelyrealistic methodsto work on
their landscapepaintings. Jiang Zhaohe's figure painting with its outstanding achievements
had
in
figure
innovations
had
traditional
successfully
that
painting
proved
of realism
brought about a changefrom the classicalto the modern pattern. It should be said that this
felt
Xu
Beihong
Because
this,
the
times
the
elated:
of
and
environment.
as
a
result
of
was
"RealisýAj s raised its position in our country becauseof the War of
"It is really gýjý ýying to seethat the War was also able to
Resistance."
drive away the demonsin art. "

After he becamethe principalof the BeipingNationalArt Academy,he reaffirmed
anew his thoughts on the reform of Chinese painting. Comparing it with the reformism
propounded by himself at the beginning of the century he went a step further in stressing
that art must reflect real life. He said:
"To establish a new Chinese painting is neither reform nor a
combination of the Chinese and the W 51ýern, it means obtaining our art
directly from reality and nature alo...
"In soliciting opinions as to the
,
the wishes of the students, they all want art to
needs of the country
reflect people's lives. "%
His line of reform of Chinese painting by using western sketching as the basic
training, a line which he carried out forcefully, laid a teaching foundation for realism, a new
orthodox Chinesepainting.
In summary, the reform movementsin Chinese painting which commencedat the
beginning of the century grew into a tendencyto criticise the abusesof old Chinesepainting
innovative
tide
experimentsaround the time of
of many-directionedand multi-faceted
and a
the May Fourth Movement. By the end of the War of Resistanceagainst Japan, the reform
dominated
by
basically
in
Chinese
realism.
painting was
movement

[301 Xu Beihong, 'The effect of western art on Chinese art', See Shui Tianzhong, 'Debates about the
Reformation of Chinese Painting in Retrospect', Beijing: History and 77teory of Fine Arts, 1993P., p. 201
[31] See Shui Tianzhong, 'Debates about the Reformation of Chinese Painting in Retrospect', Beijing: History
and 77teory of Fine Arts, 1983/2, p. 201
[32] Xu Beihong, 'Steps In the Development of a New Chinese Painting',
Beihong On Art, VoLII, p. 531, Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987
[331 ibid.
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Collected Works of Xu

6.1.5

NEW REGIME AND NEW ORTHODOXY

The new regime, as set up by the Communist Party in 1949, ushered the entire
into
highly
including
circles
a
political and organizational
art
and
cultural
nation
in
Chinese
Innovative
painting had also proceeded under the
movements
environment.
guidance of Party policy and Mao Zedong's thoughts on literature and art with
innovative
1950s
had
directly
form.
The
the
of
powerful
movements
unprecedentedly
inherited the spirit of criticism of the May Fourth Movement, centring around the problems
between
for"
"to
draw
"whom
draw
the new and
the
to
as
collisions
and
what"
well
as
of
old, the easternand the western, and launcheda fierce critical assaulton formalism and the
restoration of the old in the Ming and Qing dynasties' orthodox literati painting.
Meanwhile, they also made criticisms of the innovative achievementsof the first half of the
century and firmly established the principles of revolutionization, popularization and
nationalization. With the beginning of the economic and cultural construction of the New
China, the innovative movement in Chinese painting was unfolding again, with the art
academiesas its centre.
From the 1950sto the 1970s,a seriesof political movementsconstantly reinforced
the political education function of art. The closed cultural environment obstructed the
entrance of modern western culture and arts. Under such special conditions, Chinese
became
highly
developed
into
the
and
realism
was
a period when
painting entered
mainstream. Basedupon the achievementof Xu Beihong and Jiang Zhaohe's realism, and
following the tradition of realism in the Soviet Union, figure painting developed Liu
Wenxi's (b. 1933) model which mixed freehandbrushwork together with New Year painting
flower-bird
incorporated
1931)
(b.
techniques
Fang
Zengxian's
of
which
model,
methods;
benefited
from
Ye
Cheng
Shifa's
(b.
1921)
and
cartoon-drawing;
which
model,
painting;
Qianyu (1907-95) and Huang Zhou's (1925-97) model, which was basedupon their figure
by
from
by
LI
from
life.
Heralded
the
undertaken
nature
sketching
peripatetic
sketches
Keran, landscapepainting gradually grew up into a new orthodoxy characterized by a
realistic style, representedby Li Keran in Beijing; Fu Baoshi and Qlan Songyanin Nanjing;
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Shi Lu and Zhao Wangyun in Xi'an; Guan Shanyue(b. 1912) and Li Xiongcai (b. 1910) in
Lingnan. In flower-bird painting, Pan Tianshou brought in landscapes,greatly expanding
the boundary of flower-bird painting. Upon the basis of sketchingfrom nature, artists doing
fine brushwork painting in the North and South of China also formed schools, as
representedby Yu Feian (1888-1859)and Chen Zhifu (1896-1962).
Without doubt, the achievementof reform in Chinesepainting of the 1950s- 1960s
in
"innovation
in
the
the
of
of
objectives
realization
was unprecedented,and rested mainly
Chinese painting", 'resurrecting Chinese painting" and "blending the Chinese and the
Fourth
in
May
in
the
period.
to
western usher a new era of painting" which were envisaged
Mao Zedong's thoughts, such as "Literature and art should serve the workers, peasantsand
soldiers, and should also serve the needsof proletarian politics"; "the old should serve the
purpose of the new, the alien culture the Chinese"; "unite revolutionary realism with
revolutionary romanticism", set a limited creative spacefor artists of the time, but within
such a space, the artists did their utmost to solve problems of art itself linked up with the
demandsof the times, enabling traditional Chinese painting to transform itself within the
narrow confines specified by politics. And finally they accomplishedthe transformation of
traditional Chinesepainting from the classical to the modern pattern under the guidance of
the May Fourth spirit and ideals such as "popularization"; "reflecting social reality" and
"the realistic and monumental style". The new orthodoxy of traditional Chinese painting
was establishedupon such a background.
But during this period, the excessive interference of politics in art, and the
large
benefits
by
fame
in
the
a
pursuit
of
and
political
art
production
excessive
resulted
full
hypocritical
works
of political slogans, which were a
of
number
shallow, common,
record of messagesof the times, but were of little or no aestheticvalue. The developmentof
such a trend reachedits climax during the period of the Cultural Revolution. Consequently,
after the Cultural Revolution it causeda profound argument and reflection on the new
orthodoxy as well as the May Fourth tradition.

6.1.6

FORMATION OF A MULTIPOLAR PATTERN IN ART CIRCLES
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Discussion of the defectsof the May Fourth Movement was a sensitive subject in
cultural circles in the 1980s. An influential view was that the theme of national salvation
obscuredthat of enlightenment,leadingto the crushing of the ideological trend of individual
(34)
Another
emancipation from feudalism which belonged with the May Fourth spirit.
point of view consideredthat due to the over excessivevalue placedby Chineseintellectuals
on the individual's obligations to society, the ideological trend of individual emancipation
during the May Fourth Movement was intrinsically a promotion of reforming society and
(35)
All these
not a question of sticking firmly to the belief in "individual liberty".
reflections on the May Fourth tradition came directly from reflections upon the Chinese
political environmentfrom the 1950sto the 1970s,including reflection on the origin of such
undesirable practices as: "politicisation of the role of art"; "the uniform pattern in artistic
creative works"; and "prohibition of individual exploration beyond the pale of collective
conception".
Just as in the May Fourth period and in the early years of New China, the changeof
historical conditions of the new era compelledtraditional Chinesepainting to face a serious
challenge once again. The torrential influx of modern Western civilization and arts in a
reforming and opening environment provided a opportunity for people to reflect on the
reform movementsof Chinesepainting during the century. The transformation of aesthetic
perception and the ways of thinking and the ways of living in a commodity economy in the
new era, all made new demandson the developmentof traditional Chinese painting. The
great debate on it began again. Those who believed that "Chinese painting is in crisis"
consideredthat traditional Chinesepainting had come to a dead end; the efforts madeby Xu
Beihong, Lin Fengmian and even Li Keran were merely petty remedies, unable to save it
from its fate of decline and fall. The only real way out for modern Chinese painting

[34] Li Zehou, 'The Dual Variation: The Enlightenmentand National Salvation', No. 1, Chengdu: Towardv 77if
Future, 1986
[35] Gan Yang, 'The Faith of Liberty: Defects in the May Fourth tradition', Beijing: Dushu, No. 5,1989
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therefore was to agree with the direction of Western art.

(36) Their

opponents considered

that traditional Chinese painting was not merely representativeof oriental culture, but
would be the trend of world arts in the future. Becauseits main core was "a return to
nature", just like the green plants that help maintain the equilibrium of the life cycle, it
emphasizedthe harmony betweenmankind and nature, man and society, man and oneself,
thus maintaining the mental equilibrium of mankind. Only conservativefeatures led the art
of the Ming and Qing to deviate from the main core, while innovatory featuresled art after
the May Fourth Movement also to deviate from the main core, hence producing a foggy
(37)
Such viewpoints with entirely different cultural
mist around modern Chinesepainting.
directions, neverthelesshave much in common when reflecting upon the May Fourth
tradition, i. e., both parties disputedthe problem of the conflict betweenthe Chineseand the
Western; both dissentedfrom the new orthodox art - the active result of the combination of
the Chinese and the western since the May Fourth Movement. Both were attempting to
surpassthe guiding principle in the reforms in Chinesepainting since May Fourth, and both
wanted to establish their theory, basing it upon cultural systems and the related artistic
spirit, no longer keeping an eye on selectingtechniquesor styles from the West.
At the sameperiod that the new orthodoxy basedupon Xu Beihong's realism was
questioned, the art of Lin Fengmian and Huang Binhong, which had not been considered as
mainstream, was rediscovered. Huang Qiuyan,

and Chen Zizhuang

(1912-1976),

as

representatives of the traditional masters were unearthed; Wu Guanzhong (b. 1919), as the
successor of Lin Fengmian, attracted much attention. In the new tidal wave of art,
popularization

was replaced by individuality

and elitism;

realism by abstraction and

transformation; the social function of reflecting reality by supra-politics understanding of
life. However, successors to the new orthodox art were not lacking. For example, Zhou
Sicong (1939-1996) succeeded to the tradition of Jiang Zhaohe (1904-86), paying attention
to social reality;

followed
Jia
Youfu
the example of Ll Keran and pursued a
while

[361Li Xiaoshan,'ChinesePaintingasa Kind of Preserved
Tradition', Nanjing:JiangsuPictorial, 199611
[37] Pan Gongkai, 'A Brief Discussionof the "Green Painting"', Beijing: Art, 1985/11
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magnificent and monumental style in landscape painting. In addition, there were also
attempts that did not descenddirectly either from the ancient or modern tradition - for
literati
language,
"New
Literati
the
the
painting",
adopting
painting
example,
so-called
displaying the attitude of cynicism; and the "New Ink and Wash Painting", which was
something like Pop Art made with ink and paper. All of these finally constitute a new
multipolar pattern in Chinese art circles today, and it could be said to be a result of the
in
Chinesepainting throughout the century.
movements
reform
From this brief review of the reform movementsin Chinesepainting this century, it
linked
Li
Keran's
be
that
with the mainstream
career
closely
seen
personal
artistic
was
can
of new Chineseart after the May Fourth Movement. As the representativeof the established
new orthodox art still alive at the end of the 1980s,he statedhis position in the debateof
the time. He believed that the direction of the May Fourth path was correct, but complained
that inadequateattentionhad beenpaid to tradition since the May Fourth Movement. As can
be seenfrom his artistic reforms in his later years, he tried his utmost to make his art more
intrinsically valuable, more abstract, more vigorous in imagination, and attempted to
surpassthe tradition of May Fourth.

6.2

LI KERAN AND THE MAIN SCHOOLS OF REFORM IN CHINESE PAINTING
IN THE EARLY PART OF THE CENTURY

The tide of reform in Chinesepainting in the first half of the century took two
different routes, one tending towards merging with Western art and the other towards
transformation within tradition. Within thesetwo main trends, there existed diverse schools,
of which the most influential were the traditional innovative school, representedby Qi
Baishi and Huang Binhong; Xu Beihong's realist school and Lin Fengmian's expressionist
school. Despite their different conceptsof reform in Chinese painting and their varying
degrees of successand failure, they jointly constituted the modern tradition of Chinese
painting, consequentlyplaying a significant role in the development of Chinese painting
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later on. Li Keran not merely kept a close link with tradition through his apprenticeship
with the traditional mastersQi Baishi and Huang Binhong, but also kept in close touch with
the entirely different approach of merging with Western art. He was very talented at
distinguishing and selecting the most valuable artistic subjectsfrom those entirely diverse
theories and practices, giving them his individual solution by bringing them together
through the intermediate link of sketching from nature. Therefore, Li Keran's personal
achievement,which effectively blended Chinese and western art within the framework of
tradition, had benefitedto a considerabledegreefrom the various experimentsin the reform
movementsof Chinesepainting.

6.2.1

LI KERAN AND THE EXPRESSIONISM OF LIN FENGMIAN

"The Expressionism of Lin Fengmian" is not a precise term. It bears no direct
kind
ink
indicates
Expressionism
here
West.
The
to
the
term
the
a
of
and
merely
relation
of
colour painting that Lin Fengmian used the medium of Chinese painting to create. Lin
emphasizedthat the nature of art was emotional and expressive,and his style and artistic
language can be traced back to modern Western painting, especially the Expressionism at
the very beginning of the century, hence, this thesis borrows the term "expressionism" to
refer to Lin's artistic style. In order to reveal the relationship betweenthe art of Li Keran
and that of Lin Fengmian, it is necessaryto make a general survey of the origin of Lin's
artistic experienceand thoughts.
Lin Fengmian went to study in France in 1919. The next year he entered the
Municipal Art School in Dijon, and studied under the principal who had much respect for
oriental art. Six months later, the principal recommendedhim to study sketching and oil
painting at the National Art Academy in Paris. Later, he suggestedthat Lin should not
involve himself in academicstudy for too Iona but instead should study his own oriental
artistic tradition. Tbus Lin left the studio in the Academy to wander among the various
museumsto do researchon oriental art. It may appearrather surprising that Lin went to the
West just to study oriental art. But getting re-acquaintedwith his native tradition In a
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foreign country had a decisive influence on the formation of his unique concepts of
innovation in Chinesepainting in his later days. At that time, he was more inclined to the
Post-Impressionismthat had been raging through Europe then, and the modern painting
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schools of
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1920, Claudot held an exhibition of his battlefield sketchesin Dijon. When he went to
Paris, he demonstratedhis concernsfor the livelihood of the common people at the lowest
levels of society. He had never been satisfied with the academicschool of the day but was
(38)
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influenced by the forceful painting style of Henri Matisse (1869-1954).
later
School
Art
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teach
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While in France, Lin Fengmianbecameacquaintedwith Cai Yuanpei, who was then visiting
there. Lin responded earnestly to Cai's proposal to "replace religion with aesthetic
he
When
Association".
"Overseas
Movement
Art
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then
the
organized
education",
China, he set up the "Society of Art Movement" throughout the whole country,
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introduce Parisian artists and their work in HangzhouArt School where he was in charge,
hoping that the new Chineseart could keep abreastof developmentsin the modern art of the
Hangzhou
Art
School,
in
Consequently,
first
the
ten
establishment
of
the
after
years
world.
it becamea centre where modern art was introducedand experimentedwith.
The idea behind "blending the Chinese and the western" as proposed by Lin
Fengmian, was to adapt modern Western painting to help make innovations in Chinese
painting. Influenced by Cai Yuanpei's ideason aesthetics,Lin consideredthat
"Art is basically the(gqduct of emotion"; "all social problems are the
problems of sentiments".
He believed the function

of art is to provide

solace, to communicate

and to temper

[381 See Wan Qingli and David Clarke, 'The French Painter Andre Claudot and His Trips in China', Taibcl:
Xiongshi Art, No. 242, April, 1991, P.181
[391 Lin Fengrnian, 'An open letter to the artists of the country'. Treatises on Art, Nanjing- Zhengzhong
Publishing House, 1936
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the sentimentsof human beings with beautiful creations. Basedupon such a viewpoint, he
considered that there were strong and weak points in both Chinese and western painting.
For example, the landscapeunder a Chinese artist's paint-brush tended to express his
emotion, "all paintings are a kind of impression". Hence,
"There has never been ý$ inese landscapepainter who sketches in
front of the actual landscape".
He considered that Chinese painting in recent centuries, because its form was
demand
it
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imitation
the
that
to
meet
everywhere,
prevalent
underdeveloped, with
it
losing
finally
freely
the
the
the
social
position
should
painter,
should
express
sentiment of
deserve, whereas the modern classical painting school and the naturalism of the West,
because they lacked sentiment, had made art into something purely mechanical. Therefore,
Lin

advocated "blending

displaying
the
object
of
art"
with
oriental and occidental

sentiments. He expected that those who defend Chinese painting should realize the
fundamental purpose of Chinese painting is to express sentiment, and should take advantage
internal
"adjust
Western
the
to
the
sentiment so
of
our
requirements
strong
points
of
of
art
as to bring about the renaissance of Chinese art";
painting,

(41)

whereas those who favour Western

should realize that Chinese painting has its own important elements for its

is
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In
Western
"Some
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what
can
surely
establishment.
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painting".

(42) These
viewpoints that guided his pursuit of a generalized and exaggerated

in
he
fundamental
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his
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the
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although
artistic style
creative works,
his
Western
from
guided
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also
choice
schools of
sketching
of
objects, consequently
painting. He discarded classical realism, but directed his gaze naturally at the modern
school that came after the end of the last century, acquiring their gorgeous colouring and
their geometric shapes in form. As to the study of Chinese tradition, Lin mainly adopted its
quality of expressing sentiments, at the same time trying to avoid being enslaved withln the
demands of formalism and calligraphic brushwork,

and instead to learn the free lines

[40] Lin Fengmian,'FutureProspects
of OrientalandOccidentalArt', ibid. IND This now rcfersto 7ý#atlstj
on Art]
[411ibid.
[421Lin Fengmian, 'Preface', Trealiseson Arts, ibid.
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portrayed by ancientfolk artists. Eventually, the route of blending the Chineseand the West
adoptedby Lin Fengmian, in a certain sense,fitted in with the notion of Chen Shizengwho
stressed subjective expression,and the artistic style created by Lin Fengmian was a new
kind of Chinesepainting entirely different from any traditional one.
But with the breaking out of the War of Resistanceagainst Japan in China, Lin
Fengmian's artistic experimentin stressingindividuality lost its developmentopportunities.
His path was no longer the direction hankeredafter by young artists. When New China was
set up, experimenting with the modern western style was completely forbidden. Lin
Fengmian isolated himself in his own home, but he could not escape criticism after
Liberation, and was even imprisoned for four years during the Cultural Revolution. Even
then, Lin Fengmian never switched his mind from artistic problems and his original choice
of ways to resolve them. As late as the 1980s, when his artistic achievementsbecame
Western
individualistic
to
the
art, which
acceptable,
modern
style,
close
politically
strongly
he representedagain becamethe trend of the time.
Li Keran was studying in the HangzhouArt School when the School was at its peak
under Lin Fengmian. There, Li Keran became involved in the mainstream of the New
Culture Movement of China. Under the influence of Lin Fengmian, he attempted to
experiment with the tendenciesof the Post-ImpressionistSchool and the early modern art
schools. At a later stage of the War of ResistanceagainstJapan, when he was starting his
practice of innovation in Chinese painting, he switched his direction and accepted Xu
Beihong's realism, and becamethe studentof the traditional mastersQi Baishl and Huang
Binhong. Finally, Li Keran went on with his reforms of Chinese painting within the
traditional framework and persistedin following the demandsof calligraphic brushwork. It
appearsthat Li went in a completely contradictory direction from Lin Fengmian's, and was
also far remote from Lin Fengmian's style. However, in stressing that the function of art
was to convey passionand expresssentiment,Li firmly kept in line with Lin Fengmian. On
such significant matters, they were both the defendersof traditional aesthetics;both were
expressionists.Departing from the principle of expressingone's sentiments,it was not hard
for them to comprehend the forms of the modern western schools, as well as the
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intercommunication betweenmodern Western art and Chinesefolk art, Chinese opera and
even literati painting. They both showedinterest in the formative rules of modern painting
and more or less benefited from these rules in forming their own styles, such as the
peculiarities of Li Keran's personal style, "blackness", "lightness", "fullness" and
"wholeness", which all bore a direct relation to the rules of form of modern art. Even when
he went on sketching trips, what Li stressedmost was strong sentiment obtained from
objects and meticulous means of expression. His artistic thoughts such as, "express the
object you are depicting strongly, emphatically"; the style should be "wonderful" (qO,
"forceful" (hen) and "never pedestrian" as well as "cutting out", "exaggeration" and
"organization", all these were based upon the starting point of rules of form. U Keran
(43)
In other
believed: Me greatestresponsibility of an artist is to touch people's hearts".
words, he consideredthe essenceof art to be emotional and expressive. Although the fact
that Li's way of conveying emotion was more implicit than that of Lin Fengmian, what he
agreed on with the latter, even if it looked rather incompatible at the time, might be the
important reason why he was able to surpasspure realism and traditionalism as well as
going far aheadof his contemporaries.

6.2.2

LI KERAN AND THE REALISM OF XU BETHONG

"The realismof Xu Beihong"is the term usedin this thesisto refer to a particular
route adoptedby Xu Beihongto reformChinesepainting, as well as to the practiceof the
artists who camevery nearto this route. It is worth mentioningthat GaoJ13nfuand Gao
Qifeng, the two leadingfigures of the Lingnan School, were pioneersin the reform of
Chinesepaintingwho heldsimilarartisticviewsto Xu Beihong,however,their achievement
and influencewerefar lessthan Xu's. The basiccharacteristics
of this reform route were:
mergingthe techniques
of the Westernacademicrealismof early this centurywith thoseof
traditional Chinese painting; emphasizingsketching from life, pursuing the visual
[431Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1990. p. 128
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resemblanceof artistic language;and advocatingart for life's sake. Xu Beihong's realism
occupied a particularly important position in the reform movementsof Chinese painting In
the 20th century, again, it was the direct origin and direct tradition of the new orthodox art
in the later part of this century. Hence, it is necessaryto make a brief survey of the content
and particulars of Xu's artistic thoughtshere.
In 1919, when Xu Beihong went to study in Paris, Europe was experiencing a
revolution in art. The diverse currents of artistic thought were having an impact on artistic
circles, while the strict classical style existed almost only in academiesor some private
believed
firmly
Youwei,
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Kang
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that only the
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as
a
studios.
Realism of the West was capableof reforming Chinesepainting. With great enthusiasm,he
had
in
he
Realism
Paris,
the
accept
never exceededthe
could
skills
of
studied
while what
limits of Impressionism.His strong senseof social responsibility, a fervent faith in Realism
and his "bigoted prejudice" and "determined character", as well as the support of Cal
Yuanpei madehim a noted artist and artistic activist in Chineseart circles when he returned
to China in 1927. The demandof the times enabledhim to realize his ideals and to bring his
temperamentinto full play.
The reasonthat Xu Beihong occupied an irreplaceableposition in modern Chinese
for
basis
he
first
lay
down
is
the
that
realistic
sketching
to
of
strict
modern artistic
a
was
art
education in China. He took a strict scientific attitude to the apprehension of realist
sketching, stating:
"Artists should have the samezeal in pursuing Truth as scientists. The
study of sciencehas a foundation of mathematics;the study of art is to be
based upon sketching. As there are no boundaries in science, art is the
common language of the world. Those who have received education in
China must have studied mathematics,but nobody has heard44) studying
'Western mathematics',it is the samewith studying sketching.
He believed that
(45)
"Sketching is a universal method".
Comparing the sketching training system of the various arts academicsIn the first
[44] Xu Beihong, 'The Art Situation of China Today', 710 Collected Worky of Xis Wtong
Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987, p.533
[451From Feng Fasi, 'Xu Beihong and ChineseArt Education', Art. 1995/8. p.60
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half of the century, Xu Beihong had once spokenconfidently,
"There is a definite Yes or No in mathematics, a 'positive' and a
'negative'. But the definite 'positive' and 'negative' since sketchingcameto
China originated froNT e. It may have a history of only twenty years but is
actually universal."
Comparatively speaking, the sketching system of the Lin School at the Hangzhou
Art School had been influencedby Post-Impressionism,and coincided with Lin Fengmian's
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He demandedthat in practising sketching one should grasp the entity, at the same
time penetrating into every minutest detail, so as to attain "total expansivenesswithout
detail"(48)
the
slightest
and thus achieving the enchanting effect of something
of
neglect
which is "soul-stirring when gazing from afar, immeasurably glamorous when beholding
from within inches."(49)
In contrast with Lin Fengmian's predilection for the various schools of Western
painting, Xu Beihong showed his deep abhorrenceof all forms of style in modern western
art and for the modern painting schoolsof the West. As early as 1929, he had developedan
argument with Xu Zhimo (1896-1931) over the "formalism" prevalent among the works
displayed at the First National Exhibition of Fine Art. He strongly deprecated the
"Commonnessof Renoir, the flippancy of Cezanne and the vulgarism of Matisse"(50)
11
Art.
highly
dignity
He
had
the
of
completely
removed
extolled the masterpiecesof
which
the romantic and classical mastersof the West. Even as early as 1918, he put forth his
[46] Xu Beihong, 'The Art Situation of China Today', 71zeCollected Works of Xis Beilsong On Art, Vol. 11,
p.533, The Artist Press,Taibei, 1997
[47] Xu Beihong, 'An Unsolved Mystery', ibid., p. 135 [NB This now rcfers to the book by Xu)
(481From Ai Zhongxin, A StudyofXu Beilsong,P.93-85, Shanghai:ShanghaiPeople's Fine Arts Press, 1981
[491From Feng Fasi, 'Xu Beihong and the ChineseFine Art Education', Beijing: Art. 1995/8, p.61
[501 Xu Beihong, 'Mystery' 27jeCollected Workv of Xu BeilsongOn Art, Volume 1, p. 132, Taibev 7110Artist
Press, 1997
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notion that

"The purpose of painting is: dramatic likeness in every respect. Mao
(Excellence)pertains to beauty, whereasxiao (semblance)pertains to artistic
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This meansprogressingfrom the mere sketchingof an object to the achievementof
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of the painter with the natural object, when sentiment and landscapemerge imperceptibly,
thus reaching the very summit of creative work. Later, he further suggested,
"Respectmorality, love literature, strive to be all-inclusive, make the
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but
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pursue a path of
surpass
all
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eve
v2petail,
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All these are to be the criteria of Art. "Respectmorality" is directed point-blank at
the characterof the painter.
"The responsibility of a painter is to ýjthom the mystery of the
"Even Art is only a minor
universe, to find an answerfor human mr, skill, but Shecan %fe the utmost beauty, create the utmost wonder, to
appealto mankind'
"Love literature" means a painter should have a high cultural level: his works
should be strongly imbued with literature. This meansthat the tradition of "there should be
in
"
tint
the
the
exhale
should
picture,
and
picture
should
an
atmosphere
of
poetry,
a poetic
be observedfaithfully.
"Strive to be all-inclusive, make the most of every detail" is not only a demandon
the sketching ability of the painter, but is also a demandon the artistic spirit and scope of
the picture. The poet Du Fu (712-770) said,
"The silk fabric has been soakedby the painter's ink-brushwork with
his vitality; Almighty Heaven would surely weep at the supplication of a
[51] Xu Beihong, 'The Methods of Improving ChinesePainting', Beying University Monthý, 23-25 May, 1918,
collected in 71heCollected Works of Xu Beihong On Art, Vol. 1, p.41, the Artist Press,Taibei, 1987; see again
'On The Improvement of Chinese Painting' Painting Lore Magazine, No. 1, June, 1920, A Discussion On
ChinesePainting, p. 110, Beiping: Li Da Publishing House, 1932
[521 Xu Beihong, 'An Unsolved Mystery', 7he Collected Work's of Xu Beillong On Art, Volume 1, p, 138,
Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987
[53] Xu Beihong, 'Looking Back and Looking Forward at the New Art Movement', 77seCollected Works of X84
Beihong On Art, Volume 11,p.427, Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987
[541From Xu Xingping, 'My Understandingof My Father's 'Rcalism", Beijing: Art, 1995/8, p.63,
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(55)
sincerehumanbeing."
That grandiosestyle is what Xu expectedin his "Strive to be all-inclusive", and this
grandiose vision is a preambleto "Make the most of every detail".
"Appr . te nature with minute care, observe with
attention."XI

particular

In this way, the picture drawn by the painter would be full of meaning without the
neglect of any detail.
"Surpassall in brilliancy, but pursue a path of moderation" meansthat art should
not go to extremes even at the very summit of skill, but should find the ideal point of
coordination for a settlementof the contradiction betweenthe real and the imaginary, the
complex and the simple, line and phrase,form and spirit, the painting of the concreteand of
the imaginary object. Thus may the highest ideal be reached,the most beautiful harmonious
state of "Moderation" (zhongyong).
With his ideal of realism coloured strongly with romanticism, Xu Beihong managed
to guide all his own education and artistic works. In 1947, he went a step further and
advocated that to establish new Chinese painting was merely following the guidance of
Nature. Later, he actually admitted,
"Though I have espousedrealism for(Ely"
twenty years, I have
ýr
some
.
never got in touch with the broad masses".
However, his idea of realism still has the most extensive influence. Among the
genres of traditional Chinesepainting, figure painting was the earliest to obtain good results
and make progressupon the foundation of his sketching training system together with his
notion of getting closer to real life.
A long list of names of those painters who came under the Influence of Xu

Beihong'srealismcouldbe given, amongthemJiangZhaohe(1904-1986),Zhao Wangyun
(1906-1977),Ye Qianyu(1907-1996)andHuangZou (1925-1997)wereall the elite of this
[55] Du Fu, 'The Song of New Landscapeat Liu Mansion House in Fcngxian', SelectionsfroonDis Fm. p.58,
Shanghai:ShanghaiAncient Book Press, 1983
[561 Xu Beihong, 'An Unsolved Mystery', 77seCollected Works of Xm Beiliong On Art, Volume 1, p. 139.
Taibei: The Artist Press, 1987
[57] See Zhang Shaoxiaand U Xiaoshan, 77teHistory of Modern ChinesePainting, Nanjing: Jiangsu rinc Arts
Press, 1986, p.72
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From 1946 when he undertook to teach in the National Beiping Art School, up to
1953 when Xu Beihong passedaway, Li Keran had worked by Xu's side for eight years. In
the secondyear after Xu's deathLi went on his long-distancesketchingtrip, and thus began
his most important stage of innovation in Chinese painting. In his work of this period,
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All such viewpoints were in reality an elucidation of Xu Beiliong's Idea. But Ll
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otherwise no application of science would be required. In other words, he did not consider
the object of art was to seek Truth or that the method of sketching was equal to the method
[581Li KeranOnArt, Beijing:The People'sFineArts Press,p.27
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of creating. He believed that training in sketching was only the most basic training In
drawing shapeor form. In this way, Li Keran had distinguishedthe problem of the accuracy
of form from that of the exaggerationof artistic expression; consequently in his artistic
practice he had been able to unify Xu Beihong's realism with Lin Fengmian's
expressionism.
The sketching system set up by Li Keran for the teaching of Chinese landscape
painting was no doubt basedupon the sketching systemof Xu Beihong. It included both the
study of form or shapeand the creation of art, which to a considerabledegreerealized Xu's
ideal of a realism which was also pervadedwith the romantic spirit. And in one sense, it
was also an approval and developmentof Xu Beihong's school.

6.2.3

LI KERAN AND THE SCHOOL OF TRANSFORMING WITHIN

TRADITION

The term, "the school of transforming within

tradition",

refers to the groups of

artists who persisted in seeking reform within tradition, uninfluenced by the Impact of
Western art and culture, since the beginning of this century. Among the artists of this
school, the most conspicuous representatives were certainly Qi Balshl and Huang Dinhong.
One enjoyed renown in flower-and-bird

painting, the other was famous for landscape

painting. Their art did not merely represent the continuation of tradition, it also represented
the new vigorous life of tradition in artistic transformation in 20th century China. They
were all ashamed to imitate the ancients, but would not follow Western art either. They
differed in their routes to reform within tradition, but all testified to the vitality of tradition
in modern times as well as the response in traditional art to the historic changes In society.
The influence of Qi and Huang upon Li Keran was especially great and direct. Here, it Is
necessary that we make a brief investigation of the artistic background and thoughts of both
Qi and Huang.
Qi Baishi came from the peasantry, he was apprenticed to a carpenter in his youth
,
and later on, he became a folk painter. As he came of age, he acquired scholarly culture,
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Huang Binhong camefrom the family of a merchant. He studied poetry and classical
books and history, and learnedcalligraphy, painting and seal cutting from his childhood. In
his youth, he took an active part in social reform. He agreedwith constitutional reform and
had twice been accusedof being a revolutionary and had been hunted by tile Qing regime.
Later, he supportedthe Revolution of 1911, and actively contributed articles and paintings
to the True Situation Pictorial (7-henxiangHuabao, establishedby Gao Jianfu and Gao
Qifeng in 1911, in Shanghai)which propagatedthe revolutionary theory of Sun Zhongshan.
Huang Binhong possesseda very strong national consciousness.lie constantly devoted his
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energy to studying, writing, publishing, teachingand painting in traditional culture and art,
and he visited the famousmountains,scenicspots and historic remains all over the country.
In 1934, his feelings were so deepthat he remarked:
"Since the World War, mankind has suffered tremendously. After
thinking about this, I realize that material civilization is man-made,unlike
innate
from
nature".
things
our
spiritual
which arise
He also remarked,
"The painting of the West started from Impressionism and moved to
abstraction, from the accumulation of points to drawing lines, so the
technique
aching perfection, and it will gradually coincide with that of
the East".
His views were a responseand support to the argument on the value of literati
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In his later years, on the solid foundation of his picture drafts which he had accumulated
through his years of journeying around the country, he beganhis painting reforms, striving
to express the majestic mountains and torrential rivers by his profuse and vigorous
brushwork, which he considered to be the symbol of the Chinese national character.
Finally, with his profound knowledgeand acuteperception of tradition, he summarizedthe
"seven rules of ink", creating a semi-abstract style in landscape painting, with his
accumulatedink in points and short lines, which camenearer to the mentality of modern art.
The other painters who basically belonged to the school of transforming within
tradition were Zhang Daqian, Chen Shizengo,Yu Feian (1888-1959), Chen Zhifuo (18961962), Wu Hufan (1894-1968), Li Kuchan (1899-1983), and Lu Yanshao (b. 1909). But
their achievementswere not as distinguishedas those of Qi and Huang.
The greatest fruit that Li Keran gathered from his masters Qi and Huang through
their profound knowledge and audacious original spirit was the perception of the profundity
innovation.
Li therefore located his work of
direction
tradition
the
of
of
and
path and

159]HuangBinhong,'On The FutureProspects
of ChineseArt'. Art Journal,No.1,1934, Shanghai:Usingyou
PrintingHouse
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innovation within the huge framework of tradition, following the attitude of the oriental
style towards nature, coupled with the basic demand of calligraphic brushwork. The
creative experienceof Qi and Huang helpedLi Keran directly and greatly in solving a series
of problems that had been included in "switching the essenceof Chinese tradition into the
aspectof expressingreality".
We should not, however, overlook the influence of Fu Baoshi and Pan Tianshou,
and their insistenceon "the national arts as the trunk", upon Li Keran's idea that "tradition
is a blood relation to our art, while those coming from abroadshould be the nutrition(60)
.
Li Keran had started his study of Chinesepainting at the beginning of the 1940s.
Since the 1950s,he had abandonedoil painting completely and devoted his whole heart to
traditional landscapepainting, which appearedto be incomprehensibleand a little pitiful to
his old schoolmatefrom the Hangzhou Art School, Wang Zhanfei, who parted with Ll
Keran in Wuhan in 1938 and left for Yan'an. Only after a separationof seventeenyears did
they meet again in Beijing. Wang recalledhis sentimentthen,
"What surprised me most was that Li Keran had now resolutely given
in
he
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he
treasured
the
that
and
which
made
up
oil painting
once
important achievements,in landscapeand portraiture as well as some large
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causeand strength impelled him to make such a decision?'k'
It was no wonder that Li Keran's turning towards traditional landscapepainting at
the beginning of the 1950s,when oil painting, figure painting and large creations of strong
themes were in favour and traditional landscapewas despisedby the public, made Wang
Zhanfei feel perplexed. However, Wang had at that time already felt that
"Li Keran had exceptional Aiksightwhen he talked about matters
connectedwith national culture."(6"J "Li Keran displayed a great ambition
in concentratinghis attentionon stqONýng
the profundity of Chinesepainting
and putting it into his own works.'ýo
[60]LiKeran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press, p. 186
[611 Wang Zhanfei, 'Friendship by the side of West Lake', collected in Sun hicilan, A Study of LI Koran,
Nanjing: Jiangsu Fine Arts Press, 1991, p.291
[621ibid., p. 290
[63) ibid.
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Considered in this way, the switching of Li Keran in his studies bore a direct
relation to his studying under Qi and Huang, and was inseparablefrom his associationwith
Fu Baoshi and Pan Tianshouwhen he was in Chongqing in the 1940s.
Fu Baoshi was a historian, a critic and a painter of profound learning, convinced of
the unique characteristicsand broad spirit of traditional Chinese painting. Ile had long
wanted artists to discover and to get acquainted with the "genuine value" of Chinese
painting, and to invigorate Chinese painting with the "valuing ourselves" concept of
national culture. Such a viewpoint was some distance from the leading trend of what Ll
Keran had been in touch with while studying at the Hangzhou Art School, but coincided
with the adoration and affection for the traditional arts in which Li Keran was brought up.
This meant great support for his insistencethat "tradition is a blood relation to our art". Fu
Baoshi had a very high opinion of landscapepainting, consideringit as
"the maximal explanationof the Chinesenational mentality, ande4 the
)
sametime the most intimate form of Chinesephilosophical thought."(
Its profound significance lies in a state when "Human beings and Nature transcend
(65)
the primeval atmosphereof nature",
seeking the maximal liberation of human life,
looking for the homogeneityof the universewith man. Later, he remarked,
"If the Chinese people forever0 se to give up landscapepainting,
they will forever be broad-minded".
Such high praise from Fu Baoshi regarding the philosophical significance and
have
had a positive effect on Li Keran
Chinese
landscape
might
value
painting
aesthetic
of
in his decision as to where to launch his attack when trying to realize his Ideal of
invigorating Chinesepainting. In addition, Fu Baoshi was at that time attempting to break
through the confinementof the formula of the ancients with sketching from nature, even
warning that, "line" and "ink" belong to the nation, they are "the noumenon and life of
Chinesepainting, which can not be harmed". This could not fail to leave a deep impression
on Li Keran.
[641Fu Baoshi,'The Progress
PaintingThought',Fu Baoshl'sCollected
Art works,Nanjing-,
of Chinese
Jiangsu
House,1986,p.228
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andArt Publishing
[651FuBaoshi,'YunNantian',ibid.,p.200
[661FuBaoshi,'TheSpiritof Chinese
Painting',ibid.,p.508
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Pan Tianshou, who had twice beenthe teacherof Li Keran, was the president of the
National Art Academy in Chongqingwhen Li Keran was teaching there. As early as 1928
Pan had put forward his view in An Outline History of ChinesePainting:
"For the national spirit is the flesh and blood of national art, and the
thoughts coming from abroad are mere nutrients. If one merely relies on
nutrients without taking exercise,he can never succeed.Mierefore if there
is an intention to open up a new situatioji in Chineseart, it has to wait for a
ý67)
renaissancemovementin national a...
In the 1930s, national contradictions were becoming more accentuated,and Pan
Tianshou stressedonce again that
"The art of a nation meansthe crystallization of a national spirit. so
there exists a close relationship b
en the vitalization of national art and
the vitalization of national spirit. "Of
This view was very close to that of Fu Baoshi, who wanted to rejuvenate Chinese
painting through "knowing ourselves and valuing ourselves". Pan Tianshou firmly
following
insisted
Chinese
He
itself.
the road to
that
on
advocated
painting must reform
developing Chinese painting independently. In teaching, he urged the students to study
tradition seriously and earnestlyduring the basic stages,suggestingthat they should "dig In
first and jump out afterwards", guiding them to make a comprehensiveand deep study of
tradition. In the later period, when Li Keran likened the traditions of the Chineseand of the
West to "a blood relation" and "nutrition", and in his motto in the 1940s, "break in with the
greatest skill, and break out with the greatest courage", the shadow of Pan Tianshou's
thought was perceptible.

6.3

LI'S STYLE AND THE DREAM OF A CENTURY

In defining standardsin the appraisal of landscapepainting, Ll Keran in his later
years regarded "greatness" as the highest mental criterion for the perception of landscape
painting. Such a concept had never before entered the field of traditional Chinese painting
[671Quotedin PanGongkai,'My FatherPanTianshouand the Teachingof ChinesePainting'.ZhcngChao,
ed., 7he CradleofArt, Hangzhou:ZhejiangFineArts AcademyPress,1988,p.138
[681 ibid.
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theory. He explained,
"'Greatness' means'magnificentand broad-minded', whereasthe art of
some painters gives people a feeling of 'trivial and affected'. This is
determin1ý6P elements in the cultivation and character of the painter
himself.
He cited the painting of Fang Kuan of the Song Dynasty in support of his own
viewpoint:

'Such works by Fan Kuan are rare in histor
of
are
examples
78yd
greatness,a good tradition in our Chinesepainting. "Y,
Considering the entire artistic theory and practice of Li Keran, his "Greatness"

refers to profundity of artistic connotation, especially an artistic style that symbolizes the
general characteristicsof the national culture.
Roughly speaking, in the history of painting in China, the artistic style that tended
to representan entire spiritual feature of the nation was mainly representedby the academic
art of the Han, Tang and Northern Song dynasties, whereasthe artistic tendency towards
strong individuality was most prominent in the literati painting of the Yuan, Ming and Qing
dynasties. After the May Fourth Movement, a majority of intellectuals admired the
traditional art of the Tang and Song dynastiesbut bitterly criticized the tradition of the Ming
and Qing dynasties.This bore somerelationshipto the problem of demandinga resurrection
and invigoration of nation and China. The cursory works of aloof and proud intellectuals
appeared,especially in the period of the May Fourth Movement, to be lacking in the spirit
of "science" and "democracy" which should accompanyrealistic style and popular appeal,
and were lacking in the higher featuresof an integral national mentality as well. Taking
these things into consideration, they were far removed from the dignified and magnificent
art of the Han and Tang dynastiesthat had successfullyassimilatedalien civilizations. Even
some of the intellectuals who highly praised the tradition of literati painting emphatically
stressedthat the genuinevalue of literati paintings rested in the aspectof national mentality
that would not submit to alien rule, but they failed to alter the fact that literati painting was
being ignored and slighted. For example, Fu Baoshi had considered that since the Yuan
[691Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press,p. 183
[701ibid.
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dynasty the idea of Chinesepainting had been transformed from an awakening of "truth"
and "rationality" to an expressionof "passion" and "meaning". The main causes were
impelled
intelligentsia
*vcnt
instability,
to
the
which
social
outside encroachmentand
(71)
Such an expression of
righteous indignation through the wielding of the brush"
.
"passion" and "meaning" was in reality the exhibition of the national mentality. Ifence,
orchid, bamboo and landscapehad "becomesymbols of the Chinesenation at the time.

(72)

He considered that Chinese painting had "attained the most meaningful era of
.
basic
being
Dynasty,
in
Yuan
that the subjection of the
the
the
reason
accomplishment"
literati
had
to
touched
the
of
painters, and
pride
alien
rule
sorely
sensitive
national
nation
had brought the essentialpeculiarity of the free hand ink and wash painting into full play.
Moreover, it enabledthe spiritual value of painting to ascendalong the route of "painting
rests upon the personality of the painter", so the brushwork could step higher to elegance
and simplicity, and express more of the sentimentsand personality of the painter

(73)

Although Fu's viewpoints were spattered full of brilliant academic ideas, they failed to
affect the mainstreamof thought in the reform movementof Chinesepainting. Before the
impact of Western culture, this persistedin looking upon the artistic tradition of Tang and
Song as the source from which to re-discover the national spirit and to invigorate the
mentality of the nation.
While criticizing the painting of the Ming and Qing dynasties as "being at an
extremely low ebb", Kang Youwei also highly praised the paintings of the Tang dynasty as
"the exploration of the profundity of art", and the paintings of the Song Dynasty as "mature
art, lacking nothing, with accomplished beauty", being at the very summit of art before the
(74)
fifteenth century.
He also considered that the art of calligraphy was at its summit In the
Ull Fu Baoshi, 'The Progressof ChinesePaintingThought', Fu Baosh!i CollectedArt Works, NAnjingJiangsuLiteratureandArt PublishingHouse,1986,p.237
[721ibid., 238
[731 ibid., p. 248,249, also refer to Wang Luxiang, 'The Painting Spirit of Fu Baoshi', Dcuing: Chinfse
Painting Studies,vol. 8, pp.96-115
[74] Kang Youwei, 'The Catalogueof the Wanrnu Caotang Painting Collectiom', 1917, Shen Peng and Chen
Lusheng ed., CollectedEssaysOn Fine Arts, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Press, 1986, p.2
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Northern and Southern Dynasties, becausethe tablet styles were magnificent, solemn and
forceful.
As the leading figure of the New Culture Movement, Lu Xun highly extolled the
carved stone art of the Han Dynasty as "profound and powerful in spirit and vision'(75). Lu
Xun consideredthe fact that the art of the Han and Tang dynastiescould freely assimilate
<76)
alien cultures exhibited a "confidenceof not being enslavedby an alien race
With regard to the comparison of the literati painting of "the Southern School"
(nanzong wenrenhua) with the academic painting of "the Northern School" (belzong
yuantihua), Xu Beihong voiced his opinion,
"As to Chinesepainting, the Northern School far excelled the Southern
School. The works of the South are merely beautifully elegant, whereasthe
works of the Northern School paid particular attention to fine brushwork
and details. Their strong points rest in their brilliant luxuriance, which the
Southern School can never hope to overtake. The paintings of the Southern
School can be comparedto tasteful articles, which are very pleasing to the
t attractive enough for people to linger over long in
eye, but
thought."(*3
He thought that what art should try its utmost to represent was the things
symbolizing great undertakings of the world, like the paintings by Michelangelo or the
Xu
Beihong declared that
Beethoven.
With
the
social
responsibility,
of
of
sentiment
music
the mission of art was to "make an appealon behalf of mankind", and the style of art should
be grand, majestic and monumental.Representedby Xu Beihong, the attitude of "enjoying
brushwork" adoptedby the literati to amusethemselveswith art was again replaced In the
Confucian
by
Chinese
the
tradition of "becoming morally
movement
of
painting
reform
(78)
instructive, offering aid to humanrelations'
Although Huang Binhong revered the literati painting of the Southern School, he
did not in any way debase the academic painting

of the Northern

School.

lie

even highly

(75] Lu Xun, Letter to Li Hua, September, 1935, in Li Hua, 'Lu Xun On the National Heritage of Wood
Carving Art', Acquire the Artistic 77toughtsofLu Xun, Beijing. The People's Fine Arts Press, 1979, p. 129
[76] 7he CompleteWorksofLu Xun, vol. 1, Beijing: The People's Literature Publishing I louse, 1981, p. 198
[77] Xu Beihong, 'Recent Events in French Art', Collected Works of Xu Briliong On Art. vol. I. Taibci: Tho
Artist Press, 1987, p. 73
U81 [Tang] Zhang Yanyuan, "cheng flao hua, zhu ren lun. " Selection of Ifislorle AlaterIaLs on Chinese
Aesthetics,vol. 1, Beijing: ZhonghuaPublishing House, 1981, p. 306

291

praised the academicart of the Tang and Song as being at the "summit of brilliance". lie
included the elegant and profound brushwork and the luxuriant style of Chinese landscape
painting that he had pursuedfor yearsas symbolsof the national character.This was to say,
he had attempted to amalgamatethe highly-cultured literati painting with the majestic
grandeur of academicpainting.
Liu Min Tu (Refugees)painted by Jiang Zhaohe in 1943 was the first work to
demonstratethe achievementof the reform movement in Chinesepainting. Jiang's artistic
view was the model of a unification of the Confucian attitude, which stuck to "not to be
feet
bel)
"to
bu
(bu
for
be
anxious
and
to
yIjI
things,
yi
wu
xi,
sad
oneself'
elated over
not
before other human beings, to be happy after everyone is happy" (xian fianxta zhl you er
(79)
Culture
New
Fourth
May
le
le),
hou
the
the
which
tianxia
zhi
er
spirit of
you,
with
advocated"art for life's sake". Like Xu Beihong, he was willing to appeal for the people
bitter
"Use
heart
his
his
In
tea and offer
to
cup
of
a
make
own words,
my
paint-brush.
with
(80)
He had acquired the Western realistic techniques and
it respectfully to the public. "
brushwork
traditional
to
the
which was consideredthe
creation,
while
not
giving
up
attitude
his
In
Liu
Min
711
figure
language
Chinese
the
and
a
series
of
painting.
artistic
of
core of
P
Chinese
his
imparted
he
to
of
portraits
modern
common
quality
a
monumental
paintings,
(81)
people.
Very obviously, to realize the social function of art, and to pursue a powerful style
that symbolized the national spirit have been the dream of generations of Chinese
intellectuals and painters since the beginningof this century.
After the founding of New China, even though there were drastic changesIn social
ideology, the literary and artistic notion of "the foreign should be used for China" (yang ivel
zhong yong) put forward by Mao Zedong was in reality a continuation of the opinion
[791[Song]Fan Zhongyan,'YucyangLou Ji', Wu Chucaiand Wu Diaohoueds., Gu%,
OnGuamZJII, vol.9,
Beijing,ZhonghuaPublishingHouse,1959,p.419
[801Jiang Zhaohe, the preface to Vie Collection of Jiang Zhaohe's Painting, vol. 1.194 1, also refer to Jiang
ZJiaoheOn Art, Beijing: the People'sFine Arts Press, 1994, p.2
[911See Weihe Chen and Keith Pratt, 'Chinese Figure Painter Jiang Zhaohe', I long Kong: Arts of Asia, Julu.
August 1993, pp.77-89
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formed in the period of Li Hongzhang's(1823-1901)Westernization Movement, "the study
of Chinese knowledge is fundamentalwhile the study of Western knowledge is Incidental;
Chinese learning is the essencewhile Western learning is only a supplement" (zhongxueq1
ti ye, xixue qi mo ye, zhu y! zhongxue,.fu y! xLxue),

(82)

and the proposal of Kang Youwel

(83).
They all
who advocated "blending the Chinese and the Western" (ronghe zhong x1)
insisted on absorbing what was beneficial in Western culture. Although their standardsof
absorption were different, their notion of sticking firmly to their own Chineseculture as the
main body were the same. The demandof Mao Zedong on art was to create "the fresh,
lively Chinese style and spirit which the common people of China love'(84). This was
evidently a step further forward from the spirit of the May Fourth Movement. On account
of his stresson a classview-point, the policy for art in New China had been shifting, but it
still stuck firmly to national tradition as its basic policy. After the break-down of the
relationship between the Soviet Union and China in 1957, national tradition and national
style were more thoroughly confirmed. As had beenstatedin a documentat the founding of
the Beijing ChinesePainting Studio the sameyear:
"The historic path of art is the path of the national tradition, The
national spirit, the national manner, the unique form and style, together
with the technique which has been formed through long years of
accumulationin history, are all valuableprecious foundation stonesto pave
the path of tradition. Thus, our socialist ar i built upon such foundation
stonesinfused with national characteristics."t8ý
In the debate over where to go and whom to follow in the early stages of New
China, Li Keran had clearly expressedhis view that new art should take the traditional
Chineseheritage as the main body to absorbalien culture. His slogan "to createmonuments
to the mountainsand rivers of our motherland" fully demonstratedhis Ideal of making his
[82] Sun Jianai, 'Memoria to Throne on Re-settingup the Capital Grand School', Jian Doun, ed., 77#*Wiall
Reform, vol. 3, p.21, see Tang Yijie, ed., 71e Chancellors of BeUing University and ChineseCulture, DcUing:
Beijing University Press, 1998, p.22
[83] SeeLiu Haisu, TaLksOn Art at Qi and Lu, Jinan: ShandongFine Arts Prcss. 1995, p,65
[841 Mao Zedong, 'The role of the Chincse Communist Party in the National War', StlecitI Works Mao
of
Zedong, vol. 2, Beijing: The People'sPublishing House, 1952, p.523
[851 Zhang Shaoxia and Li Xiaoshan, 77teHistory of Modern Chinese Painting, Narýing: Jiang%ur-ina Ans
Press, 1986, p.263
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landscapepainting a spiritual monumentto the nation and the times. LI Keran's artistic style
shows the general characteristicsof the times which are visual resemblance,popularity and
an august national style. Such a generalcharacteristicnot only required the artist to base
his creative work upon individual sentimentand experience,but to concentratehis attention
on the spiritual ideal of the nation as well. Up to 1960, not only did the new figure painting
reflect in an all-round way real life and important social or historic subjects,but flower-bird
painting too, which used to amusethe eyes and gratify the mind, had developed Into the
style of a "large painting" representedby Pan Tianshou, who considered,
"An article of art should be capableof representinga natiOP(,93 era, a
"
it
it,
is
then
the
genuine.
produces
only
region, and
painter who
Pan used his powerful composition and his assertivebrushwork in order to pursue
"the greatest, the most vigorous, the most righteous and the most honest"(87), a kind of
sublime beauty, and finally he developedflower-bird painting from Q! Baishi's style into a
monumentalmode that suited both refined and popular tastes.
It could be said that although the new orthodox art that had been formed In 19601970 was born in an enclosed environment under highly political pressure and under
conditions where artists lacked artistic freedom of creation, the general characteristicsthey
displayed in their art had a profoundly historic background. The landscapepattern of LI
Keran also gained successbecauseit was not merely individualized but showed a strong
in
for
the 20th century. In the same
self-invigoration
and
pursuit
of
national
quest
progress
way he had praised the art of Qi Baishi and said,
"Qi's art fully embodigdthe spirit of the nation, unyielding couragein
).
0'
hot pursuit of prospetity
Li's style of landscapepainting is a realization of such an attitude, pursuing a
resurrection of Chinesepainting that had beena dream for a hundred years.

[86] Pan 7-tanshouOn Art, Hangzhou: Zhejiang Fine Arts Prcss, 1997, p.62
[871ibid., p.55
[881V Keran On Art, Beijing: The People'sFine Arts Press,p.73
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6.4

CONCLUSION
The landscapestyle of Li Keran successfully traversed the path to link up the

essenceof traditional art with the demandsover a new era. Through strenuous efforts of
nearly half a century from the very beginning of the 1940sto the end of the 1980s, Li's art
provided his unique personalsolutions to the major problems that the reform movementof
Chinesepainting faced in the 20th century.
First, the dilemma of resolving the problems of art itself along with the demandsof
social politics has been most prominent in modern Chineseart history of the 20th century.
The origin of this dilemma was that the tradition of Chinesepainting, continuing for over
two thousandsof years, could hardly sustainthe severechallengeof the tremendoushistoric
changeswithin the past century. In this century, the successand full developmentof any
artistic style has beenthe result of the artist's choice and the coincidenceof social condition.
Some artists were over ardent to meetthe demandsof society while neglecting the searchfor
a solution of problems of art itself, hencetheir art was of little or no aestheticvalue, and as
time went by, their works naturally faded away. Some artists stuck to the rules of ancient
tradition, and failed to keep up with the changesof the times, so their art lost vitality In the
modern society. However, the great artists, in the face of challengescoming from social
upheavals, perceived the mental demandsof the times, linked them with their personal
experiences,then shifted them into the study of the problems of art itself. In the context of
the tradition of art, they createdtheir own unique style of solving the problems of art Itself.
Although the art of even such great artists was left out in the cold for a time, it would
eventually shine with the brilliance of its aestheticvalue, as happenedwith the art of Huang
Binhong and Lin Fengmian. Throughout his life, LI Keran was living In the vortex of the
times. He deeply felt the spirit of the nation's demand for self-invigoration after the May
Fourth Movement, and at the sametime, he submergedhimself in the depths of traditional
art. He carefully discernedvalues of the painting tradition of East and West, and strove to
absorb the experiencesof the ancients and his contemporariesin solving artistic problems
without any personalprejudice. Most important of all was that he had creatively found the
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link between social spiritual requirementsand the problems of art itself, thus offering an
artistic solution to the spiritual needsof society. It was due to this that his art became
representativeof the new orthodoxy of landscapepainting.
Secondly, the interfusion and confrontation of Chinese and Western cultures has
been a problem in all 20th century Chinese art. Not only is the problem still under
discussion, but also with the current extensive exchangesbetween world cultures and the
trend towards pluralisation in world culture, the discussionmay well continue forever. LI
Keran's art is no doubt a successfulmodel of blending the Chineseand the Western. On this
problem, his opinion was: "tradition is a blood relation to our art, while things which come
from abroad should be the nutrition"(89). The way he carried this out was to grasp firmly
the problem of artistic mentality at the highest level and the problem of brushwork at the
lowest, and to ensurethey both had the purity of tradition. As to the problems at the middle
levels, the artistic language and the artistic techniques and devices were blends of the
Chinese and the Western. Therefore, his artistic style achievedthe general impression of a
very pure tradition amidst a new artistic languagesystem "without any traditional formula".
Such an effect of harmony in containing the elements of Western painting within the
framework of Chinese traditional art had been attemptedbut had never been successfully
achieved by his predecessors.The ideal of "blending the Chinese and the Western" first
proposedby Kang Youwei at the very beginning of the century had at last been realized in
the art of the generationrepresentedby Li Keran.
Thirdly, the problem of the continuation and reformation of tradition has been
another issue which has perplexed the artists of the 20th century to date. In this century,
traditional Chinesepainting has always had to face the challenge of the views that It Is In
"crisis" or "its end has come". When China reachedimportant periods of transformation of
social ideology such as the May Fourth period, the early period of New China, and the
ofnew period" which emergedat the end of the 1970s, a debate about traditional Chinese
painting invariably ensued;however, the result of the debatewas always to push the reform
[891ibid., P.186
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movementof Chinesepainting to a further development.
When the debatebroke out at the founding of New China, Li Keran had already
been studying the tradition for ten years and had the experienceof being the student of Q1
and Huang. At the time when the reputation of traditional Chinese painting was on the
decline, he was the first to stepout along the road of sketchingfrom nature to create a new
model of landscapepainting. He freed himself from the bonds of traditional formulae by
using the sketching method of Western painting. At the same time, he incessantly
endeavouredto link up his fresh visual experiencewith the essentialconceptsof traditional
landscapepainting. He createda working methodof painting landscapesby facing nature In
the Western style, while adopting a traditional attitude to nature and traditional Spatial
perceptions. His artistic methods of "cutting off", "exaggeration" and "organization" all
came from traditional artistic concepts. After the stageof sketching from nature, he went
back to tradition, beginning to establishhis personalstylized languagesystemfor landscape
painting, and in pursuit of perfect expressionthrough brushwork. After studying calligraphy
for nearly ten years in later life, he gradually approachedthe condition of "sublimation" of
Chinesepainting, and achievedthe mature style of his landscapes.His attitude to the study
of tradition was "to lay stresson generalizedprinciple, not on the minor issuesof technique
and device"(90), and this was no doubt most enlightening. The prominent features of his
landscapestyle were the result of his individualized solution to the problems of art, whereas
his selection and solution of artistic problems came directly from the inspiration of
experienceshanded down from his predecessors.Through his discovery and solution of
artistic problems, he kept a concreteand close link with tradition, realizing his project of
"breaking into" and "breaking out" of tradition, and setting up a model of inheriting and
reforming tradition. Li Keran's landscapepainting not merely set an exemplary model of the
transition from the classicalto the modern pattern, but also proved the powerful effect of
renewal of tradition and the significanceof the traditional artistic spirit to the life of society
today.
[901ibid., P.8

297

Fourthly, Li Keran had the experienceof being a member of the leftist Yiba Art
Society and of serving in the Third Bureau in his early years; when he started going on
sketching trips for the purposeof reforming Chinesepainting he had the support and esteem
of society. In the 1950s,his position as an official artist was established,and he was treated
very well by the state in his later years. However, he never joined the Party and had not
wasted his energy on any administrativeduties in his life-time. It is said that "Art was born
in tribulation. - but died in liberty". Li was a pure artist, but had a favourable wind In his
artistic career. He stuck strictly to the duties of a traditional artist, and worked diligently.
His belief in the spirit of the masterswas "first, the way must be correct, second, it requires
long
line"
Qi
"dreaming
fastening
(Sun
Zuochen);
the
sun
a
with
of
painstaking work"
Baishi, "chi si changshengfi ri", i. e., hoping to stop the passingof time) and "there is no
smooth path to the lofty summit". He called himself the "painstakingschool", and continued
to practise sketchingfrom natureuntil late in life. He had faith in "the quality of a painting
originates from the personality of the painter", the very traditional principle of acquiring
art. He never once halted in the study of the Way, in order to raise his culture and
knowledge to a higher level. He incessantlycarried out reforms in his artistic practice, In
born
had
been
he
his
to
that
with, thus raising the quality of
own weak points
order rectify
his painting.
Li Keran's early educationat the art academywas a training in Western painting.

He was influencedby the modernart movements
of the 1930sin China,andhadten years
of artistic experiencesin oil painting, water colours, wood-carvingand propaganda
painting. Throughout his life, he admired Western painting, including classical,
Impressionistandmodernart anddid nothesitateto learnfrom it. But he acknowledged
that
his painstakingstudiesof Westernpaintingwas for the sakeof developingChinesean. In
his artistic career,he mainlydevotedhimselfto the work of Chinesepainting.At the time
when traditionallandscape
paintingwas underheavyattack,he beganthe long courseof
specializingin landscape
painting,andfinally becamethe masterof the moderntraditional
landscape.
Li Keranwas enthusiasticand earnestin reformingChinesepainting. As early as
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the 1940s,when he beganhis study of Chinesepainting, he had madeup his mind to reform
it. From the 1950s,he beganthe long journey to put his project into practice. lie chose as
his motto: "develop traditional techniquesto reflect the new era"; "to create monumentsto
the mountainsand rivers of our motherland"; and "what we prize is guts, what we want Is
His sketchingtours coveredtens of thousandsof miles, during

soul".

which he developedhis own style and a new model of landscapepainting. His influence
upon contemporary Chinese painting was in line with Wu Guanzhong'scomments, "no
landscape
flourishing
the
of
painting, over thirty years after the
new
pattern
origin of
(91).
Even In his
founding of New China, was the exhibition held in Beihai Park in 1954"
later years, he was constantlywondering, "I wonder whether, in thirty years, I can become
a fish that breaks out of the net". In the last year of his I ife, he askedsomeoneto engravea
"The
Dawn
J!
Bal",
four
Chinese
"Dong
Fang
the
of the
meaning
characters
seal with
East", which fully expressedhis delight in realizing his dream of the reform of Chinese
painting. However, Li Keran never adoptedan attitude of rejecting or overlooking tradition.
On the contrary, he adoptedan extremely careful and respectful attitude towards tradition.
He believed that the art of the masterswas great because"it had a very solid foundation*
(92)

Why solid? Becausesolidity "includes the cultural tradition of thousandsof years"
.

(93). He
suggested"one should not stand on the ground of the West to view Chinese
painting"

(94)

important principle. The history of Chinese painting
a
very
which
was
,

differed from the process of evolution in Western art. It was a course of unceasing
accumulation and gradual transition,

showing a high degree of continuation.

Such a

characteristic originated in the unified domain of a country with an uninterrupted history of
several thousand years, as well as, based on such a foundation, the high culture with a great
ability to renew and assimilate. Li Keran's landscape painting had its roots In reform, but
did not reject tradition; its roots were in the national culture, but it did not exclude alien
[91] Wu Guanzhong,
'The Styleof Li Keran'sPaintings',HongKong:774ArAvi,No.34,1983, p.4
[921 Li Keran On Art, Beijing: The People's Fine Arts Prcss, p. 72
[931 ibid., P.73
[94) ibid., p. 190
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culture; its roots lay in the problems of art itself, but it did not ignore the guidance of the
spirit of the times. His art reflected the traditional attitude of "the golden mean", the
rational and not going to extremes.It could be said that this was the most acceptablechoice
in the social reality of China, and ensuredthe successof his art. If at the end of the century,
we make a retrospectivereview of the reform movementof Chinesepainting over the past
hundred years, we will seethat the most accomplishedmastersof the century were mostly
among the ranks of the traditional reform school. This may suggest to us that even In
in
historic
have
China,
taken
tremendous
a multipolar
and
changes
place,
and
modern
where
situation with various art schools,the strengthof the traditional national culture is still very
powerful and deeply rooted.
Li Keran's artistic style realized the transformation and harmony between the
traditional and the modern pattern; between visual resemblanceand spiritual symbolism;
between sentiment and rationality; betweenthe individuality and generality; and between
popularization and professionalization. An important reason for the success of his
moderation in art was that his natural endowmentswere fortunately coincident with the
requirements of the dominant spirits in the reform movement of Chinese painting this
century. Hence, he was able to accomplishhis historic mission as a representativeof the
mainstreamof modern art. Such luck was not to be given to many other first-grade artists
who were outside the mainstream.
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