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IMMORTAL CREATIONS

An Introduction to Li Keran's

Freehand Figures and Buffaloes

Sun Meilan

Li Keran, the world— renowned master of modern Chinese landscape
painting, cultivated in the artistic garden for 70 years. His talents and attain—
ments crystallized in the realm of landscape painting, with his free sketched
figures and buffaloes equally creative and outstanding.

The monumental, solemn, and poised features of Li Keran's landscapes
in which thousands of brush strokes do not seem abundant stand in striking
contrast with the lucid, transcendental, and revealing character of his figutes
and buffaloes in which one or two strokes do not appear less than sufficient.
His ‘complexities’ of the former category can well be compared with those of
Wang Meng and Huang Binhong, where as his ‘simplicities’ of the latter group
well match those of Liang Kai and Qi Baishi.

Landscape painting was the first kind of paintings Li began to learn as a
child. His graduation work from Shanghai Private School of Fine Arts at the
age of 18 was also a large scale landscape which bore the annotations of Liu
Haisu, the then school master. There is ample evidence, therefore, that land—
scape paintings dominated Li’s earlier creations followed by free-hand fig—
ures. In the subsequent 10 years, however, Li began to learn oil painting and
exerted much effort in producing anti—japanese propaganda drawings. He re-—
turned to traditional Chinese painting when he was 35. Li described his career
in the 1940’s as being “dominated by landscapes, with occasional classical
figures, buffaloes, and legends”. Nevertheless, critices of the time mostly
viewed Li' s success as in, above all, freehand figures, accompanied by land-
scapes and buffaloes. During the 1950’ s, Li’ s determination to break through
the tradition was also realized through his landscape paintings, entailed by
buffaloes and figures. Thus, from landscapes and figures to figures, land—
scapes, and buffaloes and later to landscapes, buffaloes, and figures, Li Keran
had so far gone through a spiral development in his efforts to explore and re—

fine the Chinese painting tradition. The later “cultural revolution” barely fin—



ished him, and yet it did not stop him from carrying on his calligraphy prac—
tice in which he excelled consequently and formed his own style. Li Keran's
unique artistic system of landscapes, figures, buffaloes, and calligraphy can
thus far be said to have matured and developed into a self-sufficient and in-—
tegral stage characterized by its creative vitality and originality.
Most critics today are focusing on Li’'s landscape paintings. Very few
systematic studies on the artist’s figures and buffaloes, though well praised,
have been found, which could be due to the overwhelming fame of Li's land-
scapes. It is to this end that this introduction is aiming itself.

LI KERAN’S FREEHAND FIGURES

“Able to paint as a child,

Your gift is seldom seen.

There will be a day when you’ 1l suddenly find

Me humbly admiring you.”

These, among other things, were the words in the annotations written on
a landscape painting given to the 13-year—old Li Keran the year he began to
learn painting from his earliest art teacher Qian Shizhi.

“Able to paint as a child” helps us track the beginning of Li’s freehand
figures. At the age of 7 after he was admitted to a private school, he fell in
love with calligraphy and painting. He won quite a fame when, at the age of
9, he wrote two large Chinese characters “Chang Huai” (expressing my aspira-
tions freely) after a well- known calligrapher Miao Juwu'. Since then, the
young calligrapher developed an habit of writing Spring Festival couplets for
people as well as painting “Zhong Kui” (a legendary ghost—eater) at Dragon
Boat Festivals to “exorcise evil spirits”. This habit of painting “Zhong Kui”,
as we shall see later, lasted till the end of his life, creating a series of master-—
pieces.

Why is it that Li Keran began to paint “Zhong Kui”at such an early
age?To answer this question, we have to understand Xuzhou, the place Li was
born, otherwise a comprehensive understanding of Li's art, especially his fig—
ures and buffaloes, would seem unrealistic. A visit to Xuzhou, to his childhood
neighbors, therefore, would help locate the origin and cultural bearing of Li’s
art.

Seven decades ago, the city of Xuzhou was situated along an abandoned
course of the Yellow River. This replaced river course naturally became a



