Li Keran’s emphasis on the fabrication of natural illusions corresponds to the “innerlichkeit” spirit of German Expressionism
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Li Keran (李可染 1907 – 1986)’s unique pursuit on “Chinese aesthetics as substances, Western aesthetics as application” and “Western expression of Chinese soul” was stimulated by the turbulent social, political, cultural and diplomatic conditions of China during its early Republican period. Li’s scholastic cultivation was much influenced by the outcry for ideological changes due to the emergence of New Cultural Movement, whereas the scientific awareness of Cai Yuanpui and the global perspectives of Hu Shi provided invisible framework for Li to justify his reformative attempt in the aspect of forbearing an integration of Chinese-ink manifestation with the structuralism of European oil painting.

By observing the historical sequence in the early 20th century, Li Keran exposed to a diversity of new ideas imported by the Western art academia, for the increasing demand on China to strengthen her intellectual capacity as a preservation of her cultural heritages. Germany encountered the similar challenges after her defeat in World War I. Being boycotted by victorious European powers in the Versailles Settlement, the German painters were chauvinistic to search for a “revolutionary departure” from the continental-wide dominance of French-centred aesthetic methodology. German artists like Franz Marc and Wassily Kandisky disregarded the universal legitimacy of Classicalism or Impressionism in restraining stylistic innovations in oil-painting art. Both Marc and Kandisky acted as avant-gardes to push forward “innerlichkeit” as an applicable philosophy to transcend the “intra-specific aggression” of mankind, whereas most of their themes should be related to a reflection of “human absurdity” by developing metamorphic iconographies with innovative minds. Facilitated by the popular art education of the newly established Bauhaus Institute of Art & Design since 1917, German Expressionism was further developed as a new school of thought that enabled art intellectuals to release their nationalistic sentiments based on their individual comprehensions. Such an artistic liberalization could also be found from Li Keran’s courageous adoption of “pragmatism” in his self-expressive paintings, for example, the semi-random penetration of moisture and ink in his piece called “The Jiangnan Scene Under Spring Rainfall” (《春雨江南圖》, 68.5 x 45.8 cm, 1984). Li Keran was aspired to make breakthroughs upon the styles of “Four Wangs” (namely Wang Shimin 王時敏, Wang Yuanqi 王原祈, Wang Hui 王翬 and Wang Jian 王鑑), whereas he endeavoured to enhance the academic value of Chinese-art connoisseurship by transforming self-expressiveness, poetic temperaments and spiritual essences into “aesthetic charisma” with a sense of immensity. For sure, being critical with the Western painting art for neglecting the issue of organic sentiments and ethical codes, Li Keran advocated to preserve the ultimate realm of psychological connection with the mysterious forces of our Nature, stressing that “innermost being” was a predominant channel for painters to highlight vitality of diversified natural phenomenon. Similar to Franz Marc and Wassily Kandisky who regarded fine art as no longer a pursuit of cultural artisanship and absolute visual perfection, Li Keran was critical with the art perspectives of literati and scholars in monarchical era, for their over-emphasis on the fulfilment of “imitation”. Corresponding to the liberal faith of “German Expressionism”, Li described the reality by natural field trips, created imaginative realm by spiritual or mental coordination, and pledged the existence of either miracles or fantasies by merging one’s secular philosophies with stylistic iconographies.

Corresponding to the analysis made by a German aesthetic scholar called Allan C. Greenberg, the “innerlichkeit”, being a significant creative psychology of German Expressionism in the early 20th century, enclosed a conceptual implication called “art as a kind of nationalistic propaganda”. Paintings, with enigmatic iconographies and distorted human anatomy, played a vital role of convincing compatriots to cherish a particular virtue in a collectivized manner. Taking an example of “Eclipse of the Sun” and “Pillars of Society” created by George Grosz in 1926, the ironic description on the corruptive political personnel of Weimar Republic under the increasing threats of Nazism was regarded as a “visual catalyst” to raise a sense of ideological consonance among German bourgeoisie who longed for a genuine fulfillment of republican democracy and an eventual diminishment of diplomatic humiliation. The expressionistic approach was not a straightforward offend with inter-racial hostility, but had deposited artists’ wish to influence audiences with conscientious awareness upon the established injustices in this secular world. Yet, being influenced by his enlightened peers like Xu Beihong (徐悲鴻), Ren Bonian (任伯年), Fu Baoshi (傅抱石) and Qi Baishi (齊白石), Li Keran revealed the similar elements when he developed painting themes that coincided with the threats of Japanese militarism, the internal unrest of warlord struggles, the nonchalant bureaucratic philosophy of Jiang Jieshi, and the intensifying military confrontation between Kuomintang and the Communist Party despite of violent Japanese invasion. Between the 1920s and the 1930s, Li Keran participated in the campaigns related to art revolution in the aspect of institutional elements, such as being a member in the 1-8 Fine Art Society (一八藝社). Li tolerated either the exaggerative, formalistic or advertising aesthetics to a limited extent, even though he persisted with the preservation of Chinese aesthetic spirits with Confucianism, Buddhism or Taoism as philosophical framework. Li’s pieces, namely “Our Nation Demanded For A Strong Air Force” (《祖國需要強大的空軍》) and “Victims’ Blood” (《無辜者的血》) reflected the expressionistic features similar to German pursuit on “innerlichkeit”, for highlighting the racial personality of Chinese citizens in the aspect of their emerging consciousness on national misery. For sure, between 1970s and 1980s, Li Keran attributed his hopeful spirits for national restoration to the description of prosperous landscape or urban episodes by creating self-expressive ink pieces, such as “Thousand Mountains Overlapping For A River Melody” (《萬山重疊一江曲》, 53.5 x 82 cm, 1984) and “The Sunset After Rainfall” (《雨後夕陽》, 1986). No matter what sort of painting mediums being manifested, Li Keran demonstrated his comprehensive analysis on how to reminisce the origin of traditional heritage and fabricate a collective ideological stance for the entire Chinese Civilization on particular intellectual concerns – such as an emergent demand for Chinese landscape or self-expressive painters, right after the decline of Monarchical-Confucian education system due to the outcry for national reforms in the May Fourth Movement, to holistically consolidate their theoretical, scriptural, literary, historical, philosophical and scientific foundations as a way of counteracting with the imperialistic strike of Western Art Formalism, preserving the spiritual faiths of Chinese-ink cultivation, forbearing an absorption of diversified ideological pursuits and striving for international acknowledgements on the artistic personality of Chinese citizens.

“Innerlichkeit” was never restricted by either the issue of legitimacy or the established institutional norms, but was presented with an unbiased sensitivity on how our “subconscious minds” perceived the controversial phenomenon – mainly related to the absence of world peace, the insane of human life or the contradictions of different classes. The outcomes could be patriotic icons, poetic metaphors or mysterious illusions that transcended the regularities of this ecology. Li Keran fulfilled such principle, for his ability to deconstruct Chinese ink from a scholastic leisure to a minimal linguistic realm (yu jing, 語境) that helped approach and communicate with the nationalistic psychology of widespread Chinese intellectuals. Sharing the similar contributions with the Bauhaus artists during the period of Weimar Republic, Li Keran pushed forward a trend of enlightenment by liberating Chinese fine arts from the over-emphasis on scholastic qualities. By making pictorial comparisons and adopting the perspective of Sino-Western mutual existence in my research, I will connect Li Keran’s reformative painting discoveries with the theoretical analysis of German Expressionism and the corresponding German philosophies in the early 20th century; which were related to the logical positioning of either critical or sentimental art contexts if encountering the risk of stagnation or abnormality in racial and cultural inheritance.
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