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1. Introduction

Lin Fengmian, born at the turn of the 20™ Century, was one of the most influential forces in
the modernization of Chinese painting. His aesthetic theory of combining compatible Western
and Eastern painting elements (so called Fengmian Style) and his tremendous contribution to
the development of Chinese art education stands him out as one of the most important

contemporary Chinese painters.

A general impression might exist that Lin Fengmian’s works, with cherubic birds, graceful
ladies, still lifes with vivid colors and serene landscapes, always immerse the viewers in a
tranquil atmosphere as depicted by the Chinese idyllist, Wang Wei'. However, when we take a
closer look, we find out that, compared to this late painting style, large-scale figure works shot
through with social and humanistic orientations- such as “Groping”, “Pain”, and “Humanity”-

are dominant in Lin’s twenties and thirties, while they seldom explicitly re-appear in his art

style again later. Just like the change of his initial name Fengming(JX\"%, “phoenix tweedling™)

to Fengmian(XUHIE, “nap with the wind”), Lin Fengmian’s painting style also underwent a

dramatic transformation from enthusiastic roaring to calm observation and inwardness of

feelings, which is precisely a kind of transcendental sediment of the previous volcanic outburst.

Born to an artisan family?, Lin Fengmian was exposed to Chinese art at an early age and
showed great talent and aptitude for painting. In his middle school, where Lin received

systematic painting training, the art of Lingnan School combining western and Japanese style,

! Zheng Zhao, “Early Painting style of Lin Fengmian,” Lin Fengmian lun (On Lin Fengmian) edited by Zheng Zhao
and Jin Shangyi, Zhejiang mei shu xue yuan chu ban she, 1990, P. 94.
2 Lin’s grandfather and father made a living by chiseling tombstones.
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as well as the Western realist painting refreshed his mind. After graduating from middle school,
Lin was selected to be sent to France at the age of nineteen under Cai Yuanpei*'s work-study
program in 1919/20. He was first enrolled to the Ecole Superieure des Beaux Arts in Dijon,
where the principal, Yencesse, recognized his talent and sent him to the studio of the Fernand
Cormon at Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris. When Yencesse visited Lin Fengmian half a year
later and found him confined to the academic naturalism, he told Lin to get out of the studio
and into the museums, to study the glamorous Chinese art and not just to be restricted to
painting but also to learn something from sculpture, ceramics and woodcut. After this re-
encounter with Yencesse, Lin Fengmian became a frequent guest of all kinds of museums in

Paris, where he largely broadened his horizon.

After finishing his study in Paris, Lin was invited by a friend to Berlin in 1923, where he
encountered a new art style from north Europe, in which painters more intensively and
subjectively use their brush to express their feelings toward nature than the Impressionists he
had come across in Paris. German Expressionism, a strong representative of the northern

European art confronting him, triggered his outburst and left far-reaching influences on him.

Although he only spent a year in Berlin, Lin created huge amounts of sensationally large-scale
figure works with great inspiration, one of which, “Groping”, marked his first career success.
However, much of his early work was destroyed during the Sino-Japanese War. Although Lin

reached his first career milestone during his Berlin study-trip, documents regarding this period

3 Cai Yuanpei(1868-1940), celebrated Chinese educationist in the 20th century, was best known for
being the Republic’s first Minister of Education, Chancellor of Beijing University, and the founder
and first president of the Academia Sinica, China’s highest national research institute.
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of activities are scant and few. This paper, based on some fragmentary materials on Lin
Fengmian’s life and exposure to art in Berlin and with an in-depth visual analysis of his works,

tries to reconstruct and trace the early development of his painting style.

2 Lin’s life and exposure to art in Berlin

2.1 Simultaneous encounter with Muse and Cupid

In 1923, Lin Fengmian left Paris for Berlin. At that time he could not speak German very well.
One day, when he was exchanging currency at the railway station, a girl came to help him
bargain. Lin was totally attracted to this girl, Rota, and they fell in love at first sight, which gave
Lin great passion and inspiration in his artistic pursuit. Rota, an Austrian German, was the
offspring of a downfallen aristocratic family. Although she studied chemistry, she had a deep
affection for music as well as for painting. The only things she had inherited from her parents
were a big piano, a complete set of world painting albums and many other art collections.

Rota played classic German music and modern symphonies for Lin Fengmian, and music since

then became an indispensable part of his life and endowed his works with an epic resonance.

In his one-year stay in Germany, Lin was also occasionally involved in the social circle of
Chinese intellectuals, but he spent most of his time in the company of Rota at the fishing
villages along the seaside and in the cafés of Berlin. Deeply inspired by nature and love, Lin
created large scale oil paintings such as “Austrian”, “Berlin Café”, and “Serenity” featuring
what Lin had experienced during that period. Unfortunately, nearly all these paintings were
destroyed during the war. Only from the photographic records and the descriptions from

those who had witnessed his paintings can we reconstruct and conjure his early works today.
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Lin was extremely captivated by Rota’s family collection of world paintings, in which he
encountered many of the famous masterpieces he had not come across at the Louvre and was
very much illuminated. One of the albums Lin was especially enchanted with was “Der
Almanach Der Blaue Reiter”, edited by Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc in 1912, great

representatives of German Expressionism.

Given Lin Fengmian’s fascination with the book, a deeper investigation into “The Blue Rider

Almanac” might help us gain a better understanding of his illuminations from it.

In a letter dated June 19, 1911, Kantinsky presented Marc with the plan of this Blue Rider
Almanac:

“...We will put an Egyptian work beside a small Zeh (the last name of the two talented
children), a Chinese work beside a Roussseau, a folk print beside a Picasso, and the like!
Eventually we will attract poets and musicians... The underlying principle of comparing and

contrasting works from different areas and periods must be particularly noted...™

In the final printed volume, which appeared in the middle May 1912, not only were included
the works of Fauvism, Cubism, Futurism and Expressionism presented on the “First
Exhibition of the Editors of the Blaue Reiter”® which opened on December 18, 1911, but
Russian folk art, medieval art, paintings and woodcuts from China and Japan, masks from

Africa, sculptures from ancient America and children’s paintings were also included. The

* The Blaue Reiter Almanac, edited by Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, English-language translation 1974 by
Thames and Husdson Ltd, London, P. 15.

® The exhibitions were organized by the editors of a proposed book that was to bear the title Der Blaue Reiter.
Accordingly, Der Blaue Reiter was originally nothing but the title of a book that was transferred to the exhibitions.
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editors were aiming at exploring those art forms in the past as well as in the present, which
were unfettered by traditions and conventions and thriving at its most natural existence. This
book deeply inspired Lin Fengmian not only in his unique artistic practice but also in his
theory in art education as well as art movement. Later, in May 1927, Lin Fengmian initiated
and organized an art conference in Beijing, which fused the borders between Chinese painting,
western painting and design. Three thousand items including Chinese ink monochromes,
designs, architectures, sculptures, music performances, Western oil paintings, caricatures were
exhibited. This initiative of viewing art from diverse origins as an organic and integral entity
naturally reminds us of the ideas of Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, the impacts of whose

“Blue Rider Almanac” can obviously be recognized here.

Lin was then (1923) tremendously impressed by this book. “A rift is to be seen inside the crust
of the pedantic conventions. Beneath the rift, there is a strong power, which will emerge

someday.” said Lin®.

2.2 Historic background and artistic style of German Expressionism

This strong power, different from the art influenced by Paris and Mediterranean, is a kind of
northern art, art of unrest, fear and disorder, a kind of reflection on the modernity of the
society, a hybrid of affirmation and negation of life’. And German Expressionism,
representative of this northern art, with striking subjectivity in its painting style, proved to be a

forceful stimulus in Lin Fengmian’s artistic practice.

6 Zheng Zhong, Lin Fengmian zhuan, Shanghai, Oriental Publishing House, 1999, P. 25.
" See note 6
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German Expressionism, beginning in 1911 and continuing throughout the Weimar period, was
a cultural product as well as a purposeful rejection of the era “Wilhelm 11 Germany”. Upon the
victory over France in 1870/71, which simultaneously marked the first reunification of
Germany under one central ruling political body, there existed a complacent serenity, a spirit of
optimism about the future and confidence in the present prevailing in the minds of Wilhelmian
bourgeois. Consequently, this sense of complacency and security led to their resistance to
changes and their protecting the status quo from potential disruptive forces especially in terms
of morals and politics through censorship of the press and other forms of media. However, in
the end, conservative self-protection amounted to repression of not only the unruly elements,
but also the liberal spirits and social conscience of human character. Besides, although the
ruling middle class preserved the existing situation through an emphasis on such moral values
as order, restraint and discipline, they were fundamentally contradicted by the severe social
reality with problems like poverty and prostitution flourishing in the Wilhelmian era.
Intellectuals, especially the artists were extremely disappointed and took a rebellious attitude
toward the materialism and the spiritual sloth of German imperial and bourgeois society. They
retreated back into the world of art and expressed their concerns with aesthetic, metaphysical
and moral questions, and their frustration, isolation, fear, despair and pain with their brush in
an extremely subjective way. Only human feelings and emotions were real and reliable for

them.

This movement consists of three major parts — the two organized groups, Die Briicke(The

Bridge) created in Dresden in 1905 and headed by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, and Der Blaue

Lin Fengmian in Berlin 8



Reiter (The Blue Rider) founded in 1911 by Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, and a third

section composed of independent artists(Die Neue Sachlichkeit/The New Objectivity).

Generally speaking, the German Expressionists were seeking to disclose through intuition and
empathy the essence of things hidden behind appearances. The ideas of an organic relationship
between man and nature and of man surrounded by fearful and hostile forces are widespread
in expressionism. Edward Munch, predecessor of German Expressionism, set the direction of
emotional emphasis for the movement. Munch’s “Scream” (Fig.1) may be regarded as the
slogan of the German expressionism. The tormented figure, distorted facial expression,
overwhelming anxiety and breathless tension tremendously influenced the succeeding
generations of expressionists. This scream, as well as the distorted figure with unspeakably
painful sight programmatically demonstrates the isolation, loss of identity and disenchantment
with the modern epoch. The founder and the most influential representative of Die Briicke,
Ludwig Ernst Kirchner uncovered the alienation of the Metropolis in his renowned series of
Berlin Street scenes (Fig.2). His contemporary, Ludwig Meidner, created huge amounts of
apocalyptic landscapes and catastrophic mega cities through his Visionen des Grauens (grey
vision) (Fig.3). And love, death, suffering, scream and isolation were showed to be the major

subject matter of the German expressionism.

1923, when Lin Fengmian came to Berlin, was an extremely crucial year for German society
after its defeat in World War 1. The November movement in 1918 brought forth the fragile
Weimar Republic, which was heavily burdened with the aftermath of the war and the

consequent harsh social situation. The Treaty of Versailles with the cession of Upper Silesia,

Lin Fengmian in Berlin 9



French occupation of the Ruhr and the war reparations confronted Germany’s first republic.
Wartime debts (war bonds) and reparations claims of the Allies resulted in the printing of more
money and selling of German currency on the foreign exchange, thus drastically depreciating
the Mark. The first five years of the republic (1919-1923) were characterized by severe political
and financial instability. In “Inflation and artists”, Dennis Crockett depicts the harsh social
situation in the early 1920s:

“...Unemployment skyrocketed throughout 1923-24. Those who played by society’s rules
suffered, while those who exploited the system stood to profit. Food shortages went from
dreadful to catastrophic (yet the menus of the fine restaurants remained unaffected). The years
1920-1924 witnessed an unprecedented mass crime wave. Beggars and prostitutes-many of
them were victims-lined the streets of every German city. And there was no end in
sight...During the period of rapid inflation (summer 1919-March 1920 and summer 1921-
November 1923) paper currency needed to be exchanged daily for goods and services in order

to avoid further depreciation...” ®

1923 marked the hyperinflation year. By the autumn of 1923, with the free fall of the Mark,
Germany was approaching complete disintegration. Famine, unemployment, and runaway
inflation had destroyed the nation’s economy and the morale of its population. Yet, 1923 was
also an inception of great salvation. In October, the Allies adopted new policies of cooperation
because the reparations could only be possible once Germany’s economy was stabilized. And

the new policies resulted in the stabilization of economy in the following years.

8 Dennis Crockett, “Inflation and artists,” German Post-Expressionism: The Art of the great disorder, 1918-1924, The
Pennsylvania State University, 1999, P. 26ff.
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It was exactly in this very special year that Lin Fengmian came to Berlin, central hub of cultural

activity since 1911.

David Clarke mentions in his article “Exile from Tradition-Chinese and Western Traits in the
Art of Lin Fengmian” that “...its (Lin’s work “Groping”) treatment seems to be indebted to
the style of German Expressionist artists such as Nolde whose work Lin may have come

across around that time, during his visit to Berlin”.

Berlin was then home to many organized artistic groups and independent painters. At one
time or another, all artists passed through Berlin. The Great Berlin Art Exhibition, Germany’s
largest exhibition, also had its residence in the capital. As previously noted, after Yencesse
exhorted him to go into the museums, Lin Fengmian became an addictive museum-goer. And
another biography about Lin Fengmian also confirmed his museum activities in Berlin:
“Germany not only owns a reasoning mind, but also an artistic one. Goethe, Beethoven and
Durer are the ever great giants in the country. In museums, in concert halls, in elaborate

painting albums, Lin Fengmian is wandering together with the artistic masters.” °

As a result, although almost nothing like diary entries can be found documenting exactly what
kind of exhibitions Lin Fengmian was exposed to at that time, it will be legitimate to try to
conjecture the art exhibitions and aesthetic flows Lin might have come across through a survey

of exhibition catalogues or artistic periodicals referring to the period 1923 Berlin.

® Zheng Zhao, Master of a Generation-Lin Fengmian, Shanxi: People’s publishing house of art, 1994, P. 10.
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“Kunst und Kiinstler” (“Art and Artists”), edited by Karl Scheffler, belonged to the most
prominent monthly periodicals in the circle of art critics at that time in Berlin. In one of its
rubrics “Kunstaustellung”(Art exhibition), significant art exhibitions in major cities would be
announced. In the issues from May to December 1923, art exhibitions of Max Beckmann,
Otto Dix, Lovis Corinth and Georg Kolbe associated with the Blaue Reiter, as well as Erich
Heckels and Ernst Ludwig Kirchner with the Briicke, for example, were enthusiastically

anticipated.

It would be rush to claim that Lin Fengmian must have been to those exhibitions simply
because they happened to take place during his sojourns in Berlin. However, this at least

reveals the artistic atmosphere Lin was steeped in.

Post Expressionism is the term commonly employed by German art critics referring to the
period between 1920 and 1925. Compared with the initial Expressionist painters mentioned
above showing their rebellious attitude towards the Wilhelm 11I’s bourgeois society by simply
withdrawing from it, the Post Expressionists after World War | were characterized by their
heightened social and political awareness and they in overwhelming numbers threw themselves
actively into the maelstrom of post-war political life." A good example can be cited here that

in 1919, the Expressionist November Group published its guidelines that “its interests were

10 Roy.F.Allen, Literary Life in German Expressionism and the Berlin Circles, Goeppingen: Alfred Kuemmerle Press,

P.94ff.
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not economic, that it was not merely an exhibition association and that it demanded a voice

and an active role in all official artistic matters.”

This forceful political engagement represented by Post-Expressionism deeply inspired Lin

Fengmian, who had originally planed to go to Europe to learn realist painting techniques.

2.3 Bereavement

In late 1922, just before his Berlin trip, Lin Fengmian learned about the passing away of his
father in China. Losing maternal love at an early age, on hearing his father’s death, it was with
deep sorrow that Lin Fengmian left for Berlin. And just a year later, the true love of his life,
whom he had just found, Rota, died of childbirth. Endless grief overwhelmed him. It is not
surprising that this kind of consecutive loss of his beloved, made Lin Fengmian extremely
prone to the subject matter of Expressionism: love, death, frustration, isolation, fear, despair

and pain.

Many Expressionist painters suffered from unimaginably great misfortunate and unlike the
Impressionists, they sought to express their emotional responses in the world of art without
obscuring any ugliness of life. The predecessor of German Expressionism, Edward Munch, for
example, witnessed his mother’s death from tuberculosis at the age of five. At eight, he nearly
died of the same disease. Three years later, his favorite sister hemorrhaged to death just as his
mother had. As an artist he was rejected for his frank treatment of death and sex, not only by a

general audience but by progressive artists and critics as well. Emil Nolde, too, led an uneasy,

1 Dennis Crockett, “Inflation and artists,” German Post-Expressionism: The Art of the great disorder, 1918-1924, The
Pennsylvania State University, 1999, P. 9.
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anchorless, vagabond life, wandering all over Europe with his invalid wife. 1t is well
conceivable that Lin Fengmian, suffering from bereavement, sympathized with those

expressionist painters sharing similar painful experiences.

3. Influences of German Expressionism on Lin

One of Lin Fengmian’s pupils mentioned in an interview regarding his master’s early painting
style:

“...Have you ever seen his early works like “Groping” and “Suffering”? So intensive,
breathtaking and earthshaking! He bravely faces with life with deep thoughts! This style

conveys the picture of the poems of Du Fu instead of those of the idyllist poet Wang Wei.”

In the spring of 1924, “Groping” (Fig.4), created during his Berlin period, was presented at the
Exhibition of Chinese Paintings in Strasbourg. This masterpiece, like a magnet stone, caused a
huge sensation and fascination among viewers. Lin Wenzheng™, who witnessed the original,
could not help expressing his overwhelming excitement when he recalled his first encounter
with “Groping”:

“A masterpiece, really a masterpiece! Five meter in width, three meter in height! Co-presence
of Homer from Greece, Dante from Italy, Confucius from China, Hugo from France, Tolstoy

from Russia and many other philosophers and writers of different times and spaces who are

12 Zheng Zhao, “Early Painting style of Lin Fengmian,” Lin Fengmian lun (On Lin Fengmian) edited by Zheng
Zhao and Jin Shangyi, Zhejiang mei shu xue yuan chu ban she, 1990, P. 94, Du Fu (712-770), Chinese realistic
poet of Tang Dynasty, whose most characteristic poems are autobiographical and historical, recording the effects
of war on his own life.

3 Lin Fengmian’s close friend ever since his youth, who was later also to assist him in promoting art education in
National Hangzhou Academy of Art; Cai Yuanpei’s son- in- law.
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seeking the essence of existence and where the future of human beings leads to. Majestic

composition, crude and slashing lines full of force and oppressive hue in black and grey... ” **

This grave and reflective tone of “Groping” should undoubtedly be owed to the strong power
beneath the rift ** mentioned by Lin Fengmian himself. Especially the tension and the
distortion of the human bodies characterized by the German Expressionism for emotional

catharsis have left evident marks on “Groping” and many of his other early works.

In this chapter, attempts will be made to carry out a visual comparison between Lin
Fengmian’s early works in the 1920s and 1930s and those of the German Expressionists to

illustrate the far-reaching impacts of the latter on Lin Fengmian’s painting style.

31 Berlin Image

During his sojourns in Berlin, Lin Fengmian was extremely inspired by the aesthetic
atmosphere there and experienced the first prolific period of his career. “Berlin Café” (Fig.5)
could be seen as an image of the German capital from Lin’s artistic perspective. A description
from the witness of the original painting might make up for the vague photo copy here:

“In the foreground, there are two glamorous looking madams with their dress fluttering, while
in the background some other ladies are depicted drinking coffee and chatting with one
another. With vibrant brushstrokes, dense colors, and strict composition, the picture presents a

hilarious atmosphere in Germany in after-war-recovery.” *°

14 Zheng Zhong, Lin Fengmian zhuan, Shanghai: Oriental Publishing House, 1999, P. 30.
1 See note 6.
16 Zheng Zhong, Lin Fengmian zhuan, Shanghai: Oriental Publishing House, 1999, P. 26.
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According to another biography of Lin Fengmian, “Berlin Café” conveyed a pictorial
description of the enchantment and intoxication of human beings in a metropolis”.

There seems to be controversies about the interpretations of this picture. Another researcher
stated:

The motif (of “Berlin Café”) was originated from Lin Fengmian’s suspiration on seeing the

extravagant and dissipated life and the degeneration of spirits of the rich in Germany*.

According to the documentations, Lin Fengmian left for Berlin at the beginning of 1923 and
went back to Paris at the end of the same year. As previously mentioned, the fall of 1923
marked the watershed between hyperinflation and inception of economical and political
stabilization after World War I. However, the effect of economical recovery wasn't really
reflected in people’s life and moods until the follow year, 1924, that is to say, during Lin’s stay
in Berlin, the situation was still harsh and dominated by dreadful food shortage and
catastrophic living conditions of the mass in contrast to the extravagant and dissipated life of
the exploiters. Besides, in the photo copy, the vague yet still visible luxury apparel of typical
bourgeois madams also suggests a larger possibility of the latter interpretation that the picture
conveys a state of spiritual void and alienation of human nature in a modern metropolis, which
was simultaneously a characteristic and recurring motif of German Expressionist paintings as

well as poetry prevailing at that time.

17 Zheng Zhao, Master of a Generation-Lin Fengmian, Shanxi: People’s publishing house of art, 1994, P. 10.
18 |_ang Shaojun, Lin Fengmian, Shi Jia Zhuang: He Bei Jiao Yu Chu Ban She, 2002, P. 27.
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Not only in composition, but also in subject matter, Lin Fengmian’s “Berlin Café” is
indissociable from Ludwig Ernst Kirchner’s well known “Berlin StraBenszenen” (Berlin Street

scenes, Fig.6) created from 1913 to 1915.

As an architecture student, Kirchner, together with his other two fellow students, founded
“The Bridge”, meaning a connection to the future, in Dresden in 1905. Then he and the whole
group moved to Berlin in 1911 in search for a better condition for artistic existence. Berlin,
which had developed itself into a metropolis in the same league with London, Paris and
Vienna within merely half a century (1870/71-1910/11), became the cultural “Heimat”
(German: homeland) of the expressionists such as Kirchner and primary focal point of their
artistic activities. Kirchner’s series of “Berlin Street Scenes”, although 11 in number and
constituting merely a small portion of his oeuvre, is regarded as his most significant work

vividly reflecting the social conflicts and tensions characterized by the dynamic German capital.

“The Street” (Fig.7) is one of the most important of the series. It forcefully demonstrates the
isolation and loss of identity that can occur in mega cities. Although crowded together
physically, the well-dressed men and women are psychologically distant. The male figures
appear to be a duplicate of each other, as if they were the same gentleman in the foreground.
And the picture records the simultaneous co-presence of him at different positions in time
sequence. The angular, brittle shapes and the staccato-like brushstrokes render the
surroundings extremely hectic, fleeting and transient. And the vertically attenuated bodies and
the use of Schraffuren (German: hatching) instead of lines defining the figures presents the

passengers as a series of vagrant and isolated individuals flooding the narrow sidewalk.
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Lin Fengmian’s “Berlin Café” is also crowded with richly bejeweled ladies; however, the focus
of the viewers is attracted to the glittering dress which dominates the major foreground of the
picture, while the facial distinction of the ladies is blurred, which might imply their
overindulgence in the luxury material life and mental sloth, besieged by the commaodity

bourgeois society.

Mental isolation, a typical motif in expressionist painting, is shown to be more obvious in
“Potzdamer Platz” (Fig.8), another significant painting in “Berlin Street Scene”, by locating the
two ladies onto the traffic island totally separate from the surroundings. And one can feel the
even more striking loneliness, spiritual blankness and the lamentable indifference in Kirchner’s
“Two women on the street” (Fig.9). And the previously mentioned expressionist painter,
Ludwig Meidner, who observed the world with his grey vision even put the alienation of
human nature to an extreme outburst in “Ich und die Stadt” (“The city and me”, Fig.10). The
deformation and distortion of facial muscles convey the message of helplessness and despair of

the painter trapped in the modern city.

A rebellious attitude towards the hecticness of cities can also be felt in the poems of Georg

Heym, an extremely talented expressionist poet. Some verses from his Berlin Trilogy:

Der hohe StraBenrand, auf dem wir lagen,
War weil} von Staub. Wir sahen in der Enge
Unzéhlig: Menschenstrome und Gedrénge,

Und sahn die Weltstadt fern im Abend ragen.

Lin Fengmian in Berlin 18



(The roadside, on which we laid, was white, full of dust,
In the corner, we saw countless crowds of people squeezing

And the metropolis tower afar at night)

Here, the poet turned out to be a critical observer, inwardly distancing himself from the

turbulences of the city.

During his short stay in Berlin, Lin Fengmian spent most of his time at the seaside village. And
of the many paintings he created in this period, Lin was inclined to depict the life at the
tranquil seaside, works such as “Serenity”, “Fishing Village After Storm” and “White
Headscarf”, which seems to suggest Lin Fengmian’s internal withdrawal from the city, and
preference for tranquil nature, where human beings are not threatened by the modernity of big
cities. In “Serenity” (Fig.11) for example, a group of fishing-village women are depicted
wandering along the seaside, staring at the endless horizon and waiting for their husband’s
comeback. This kind of serenity of soul transcends anxiety and sadness, and beneath this
serenity, there’s a strong emotional conviction, while in a city scenario, anxiety, isolation and

loneliness are to be felt.

3.2 Suffering and Appeal
Even looking at the photographic record of Lin Fengmian’s work “Groping”(Fig.4) today, we
still can not resist the spurt of his electrifying humanistic concerns for the real sense of life.

Another witness of the original work described enthusiastically:
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“The whole canvas is filled with great masters of all times. Not only their physical presence but
also their personalities and spirits are vividly depicted: Homer crouching, Jesus pondering,
Tolstoy stretching out hands, and many other prominent philosophers and writers, Goethe,
Galileo, Michelangelo and Ibson anxiously seeking the essence of the whole mankind. Homage

to the effort and spirits of all the predecessors!” **

It is precisely this inexhaustible pursuit of truth that deeply touched all the viewers. And
“Groping” conveys the most feverish social conscience of Lin Fengmian hidden behind the
darkest backdrop. Undoubtedly, one is deeply impressed with the visual tension caused by the
attenuated human bodies portrayed by forceful, slashing lines widely spread over the whole
surface, with the sensory shock brought about by the crass contrast between the grave
background and the pale hairs, brows and beards exhausted by the endless search, and with the
spiritual excitement resulting from the crisscross of time and space in the name of truth.

This subject matter might be influenced by Rafael’s “School of Athens” (Fig.12) of 1511,
where humanists tended to hope for the future by looking back into the past. In “School of
Athens”, scholars of ancient Greece are depicted exploring the realm of science, however, their
physical presence merely occupies a relatively small portion, while the glamorous palace with
golden arch dominates the whole space. By contrast, in Lin Fengmian’s “Groping”, human
figures totally prevail, breaking through the abstractive background and exerting an irresistible
force on the viewers, which manifests itself in the strongest declaration of humanistic and

social consciousness.

19 Zheng Zhong, Lin Fengmian zhuan, Shanghai: Oriental Publishing House, 1999, P. 30.
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“Suffering” (Fig.13) is another large-scale figure work from Lin Fengmian’s early period. In
1925, he returned to China and was appointed as principal of the Beijing Art Academy.
However, what awaited him was his homeland suffering from imperial invasions as well as
fights among warlords and his compatriots in starvation, exiles and endless affliction. On
March 18, 1926, massive demonstrations against imperialism and feudalism broke out in
Beijing, which was to be violently crushed by the authority. Many students were killed, and one
of them, was the president of student union at Lin Fengmian’s Beijing Art Academy. On April
12, 1927, a workers’ movement in Shanghai was brutally suppressed by Chiang Kai-shek after
he seized the power of the Guomingdang. Three days later, on 15.April, Lin’s friend, who had
invited him to go to Berlin in 1923, was shot dead during a demonstration in Guangzhou.

Having witnessed a series of bloodless persecutions, Lin’s feelings burst out in deepest sorrow.

It was under these circumstances that “Suffering” came into existence. Even larger than
“Groping” in size, this oil painting features huge amounts of female bodies, nude and distorted,
in different positions, laying, sitting, leaning, couching in an extremely painful manner. Black
and grey were still adopted as the key tune, while some female bodies were depicted in patina,

which rendered the dreadful atmosphere even more catastrophic.

“Suffering” was, both in regard to motif and form, stamped by the Expressionists, who held
an extremely rebellious attitude towards the repression and suppression of the bourgeois
society. They put emphasis on the uniqueness of personal emotions and were inclined to
employ exaggeration and distortion of figures as well as violent and grotesque colors to release

their inner agony and resentment.
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Lin Fengmian’s “Suffering”, as well as “Grief” (Fig.14), another work of similar motif, bears
striking resemblances with the works of Ludwig Meidner, a German Jewish Expressionist
painter, who was characterized by his observing the outer world through his “grey vision”.
The composition of nude female bodies in different gestures in Lin Fengmian’s “Suffering”
seems to be similar to that of Meidner’s equally large-scale figure work “Vision of a trench”
(Fig.15). Especially the positions of figures, not simply scattered over the canvas, but, with the
forceful lines, form great tension. Meidner’s “Vision of a trench” as well as his other war-
series works like “Terror of War” (Fig.16) and “The Burnt-down (homeless)” (Fig.17) , which
feature the great pain and misery caused by war through distortion of human bodies,
particularly the abnormal attenuation of limbs, the twist of facial expression and taut muscles,

left evident marks on Lin Fengmian’s “Suffering” and “Grief”.

In Lin Fengmian’s “Letter to the entire nation’s art world” (1927), he roared in a great fury:
“In today’s Chinese society, is there anything that can still be tolerated? Threatened by willful
fights among warlords and chaos all around, most Chinese people are yet still ignorant of what
country, society and human beings really are.” According to Lin, the reason for this
catastrophic situation is that “there’s neither so-called religion nor art in place of religion to
strike the balance of emotions in China.” Lin held the belief that “Art can soothe all kinds of
human sufferings and it is the responsibility of the artists to evoke the sympathy of their
compatriots”, because “Art, on one hand satisfies its creator’s emotional desire, and on the

other hand, assists all human affairs.”?

20| in Fengmian, “Letter to the entire nation’s art world,” Lin Fengmian edited by Zhu Pu, Shanghai: Xue Lin Chu
Ban She, 1996, P. 13ff.
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Another one of his early works, “Humanity” (Fig.18) might be regarded as a pictorial version
of his “Letter to the entire nation’s art world”. In an interview in 1957, Lin mentioned that the
motif was originated from a series of political persecutions in the late 1920s throughout
China®. In “Humanity”, numerous victims, cuffs, chains and gallows filled the widescreen-like
surface. Although the photographic record does shadow and obscure the appealing power and
verve of the original, which was destroyed in the Sino-Japanese War, viewers are still stunned
by the depiction of an innocent pale face threatened by a dark monstrous claw in a prevailing
position. Beside the face at the bottom, a bloodless chain also presents a hostile power. Lin
Wenzheng spoke of the subject matter of “Humanity” as “a desperate suffering not caused by
nature catastrophes, but by fellow human beings. Painter’s tremendous emotional pain is
directly reflected in the gesture of the figures and the depressive hue. And when we look
around, cannibalism can be seen everywhere” %, In a pictorial language, Lin Fengmian strongly

appealed to the whole society for humanistic conscience.

This kind of enthusiasm of evoking the conscience of the folk was largely indebted to the
political affiliations of the Post-Expressionism active during Lin Fengmian’s stay in Berlin.
The Post Expressionists, unlike their predecessors in the 1910s, were characterized by their
“desire for the realization of man’s true, essential nature, for the establishment of a
brotherhood or community of mankind, the permanent end of all war, the revitalization of life,
1 23

and for the deposal of the reigning materialist-positive philosophy of Wilhelmian Germany

In the Western art history, German Expressionism bore more directly than any other artistic

21 Zheng Zhong, Lin Fengmian zhuan, Shanghai: Oriental Publishing House, 1999, P. 90.

22 Zheng Zhong, Lin Fengmian zhuan, Shanghai: Oriental Publishing House, 1999, P. 62.

2% Roy.F.Allen, Literary Life in German Expressionism and the Berlin Circles, Goeppingen: Alfred Kuemmerle Press,
1974, P. 94ff.
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movement a crucial relationship and a political commitment to the society. Just as Kéthe
Kollwitz, German Expressionist printmaker and sculptor, stated in her dairies and letters:
“l want to have an effect on my time, in which human beings are so confused and in need of

help. Many feel the need to help and to be effective, but my way is clear and obvious.

In her war series (Fig.19) created between 1922 and 1923 and later series featuring famine,
“Bread” (Fig.20) for example, Kollwitz thoroughly depicted the human sufferings war had
brought about. Her humanistic concerns were particularly presented in the works of “No
more war” (Fig.21): the upraised arm of a Delacroix’s boy makes his appeal to humanity and

an explicit demand placed on society! How similar is Lin's voice in the “Humanity”!

During the Weimar Republic, the art world was dominated by a conflict between bourgeois
modernism and revolutionary art. Instead of advocating either of them, Kollwitz focused more
on life itself, which was equally apparently reflected in Lin Fengmian’s artistic approach. In his
works, deeply aware of the responsibilities of an artist, Lin Fengmian expressed his
profoundest concern with the fate of human beings and his strongest appeal to the whole

society for humanity.
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4 Conclusion
Lin Fengmian’s early painting style carries strong humanistic and social orientation. With his

first successful work “Groping”, he presented his deepest concern about the essence of life

and the fate of mankind. This style should be largely indebted to the German Expressionist art

he was exposed to during his sojourns in Berlin in 1923.

As an art movement which laid great emphasis on the subjective emotional response to the

interaction between man and nature and one which bore more than any other movement

directly a crucial relationship to the social reality, German Expressionism left evident marks on

Lin Fengmian’s early painting style, which manifested itself in the his large-scale figure works

such as “Groping”, “Serenity”, “Suffering”, “Grief” and “Humanities”.

German Expressionism, with its emotionally appealing power and its strong humanistic
concerns, triggered Lin Fengmian’s artistic enthusiasm and outburst. He bravely faced with
life, truth and reality, using his brush as the sharpest weapon to articulate his feelings and
thoughts. In such works as mentioned above, strong influences of the Expressionist artists,

such as Kdthe Kollwitz, Ludwig Meidner and Ludwig Kirchner can easily be recognized.

A drastic transformation can be traced in Lin Fengmian’s painting style. Compared with his
roaring early period, his works later dealt more with inwardness of feelings and internal
meditation with the outer world. However, his emotional appeal and humanistic concerns
influenced by Expressionism implicitly remained; or put in a better and more exact way, his
later style of internal tension of feelings was a transcendental accumulation of his earlier

outburst.
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