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English Abstract

Art studies used to believe that art is centered around the idea of the beautiful, but

since  the  time  of  the  Avant-garde  this  has  changed.  Lyotard's  theory  suggests  an

alternative: the sublime. It is a great advantage of Kantian aesthetics that it can suggest

such an alternative center. How well this new center functions is a different question. It

was tailored for Western art on the basis of Western thought, but contemporary art faces

global challenges of non-western aesthetic values.

This thesis uses a transition to the aesthetics of the sublime as a model for the Avant-

garde art of Taiwan. In the introduction to the thesis an exposition of the elements of this

model is given: what is Avant-garde art, what is Kant's theory of the sublime and how is

Kant's  theory  applied  to  Avant-garde  art  according  to  Lyotard  and  others.  The  first

chapter presents the background of the sublime aesthetics in Taiwan. A brief exposition

of the Taiwanese art world before the 60s is given. The second chapter demonstrates the

model and how it works on the material of Taiwanese Avant-garde of the 60s. The end of

the aesthetics of the sublime is presented in the last chapter.

How is the sublime aesthetics operating in Avant-garde art? One of the important

moments of sublimity for Kant is the mind's ability to grasp the object conceptually

while being overwhelmed by it regarding the limits of the senses. The object felt to be

sublime is too big or too forceful. For Kant, this is why the pyramids of Egypt are so

fascinating for human beings. This feeling is called the mathematically sublime. In the

Black Square  (1915) by Malevich this ability of the mind can find an ideal object for

practice:  the viewer is exposed to an endless space of blackness from one side of the

frame to another. Traditionally, the painting is a window to a particular world. The Black

Square is like a window to the universe of darkness. That is the reason why the Black

Square can produce a sublime feeling in a sensitive viewer. For such a viewer the Black
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Square looks like a tremendous abyss.

In Taiwanese Avant-garde art Malevich's square finds an interesting equivalent in Li

Yuan-Jia's (李元佳) point. Li Yuan-Jia was interested in this graphical element, which at

the same time is a concept in mathematics. Both Malevich and Li Yuan-Jia used their

signature forms of abstract art, a square and a point, to refer to the absolute. During its

first  exhibition,  Malevich puts  the  Black  Square  in  a  sacred place of  the traditional

Russian house – in a red corner, where house icons are supposed to be. Li Yuan-Jia

builds on Daoist symbolism to ground his own 'Cosmic Point',  as critics call it.  The

stability  of  the  Black  Square,  the  way  it  is  filled  with  color  from border  to  border

contrasts with the elusiveness of the point, for which, as geometry supposes, real size

stands for no size at all. A point, to quote Euclide, “is that which has no part.” The

contrast between the square and the point finds itself in parallel with the fundamental

distinction of Western and Chinese styles of thinking: the world as something permanent

or as endless change.  The  thesis illuminates the reasons which lead to the differences

and the similarities of Li's point and Malevich's square.
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中英文摘要(Chinese Abstract)

藝術學曾經相信藝術圍繞美的觀念。可是前衛藝術以後這個

觀念很明顯已經有所改變了。利奧塔建議以「崇高」替代

「美」。這樣的替代是康德美學偉大的好處，可是藝術怎麼圍

繞「崇高」的觀念? 「崇高」是一個為了西方藝術設計的觀念，

「崇高」的基礎是西方哲學。此外，現代的藝術世界面臨全球

挑戰。 

在這篇論文裡，我把過渡到崇高的美學認為是台灣前衛藝術

的模型，而台灣前衛藝術的時期是在六○年代。在論文的序言

裡，介紹了這個模型的三大重點：前衛藝術是什麼、康德崇高

的理論是什麼、利奧塔跟別的研究者怎麼用崇高的理論來了解

前衛藝術。論文第二章討論台灣前衛藝術的歷史背景。它簡短

說明六○年代以前台灣的藝術世界是怎麼樣。論文第三章談到

示範模型與模型在台灣怎麼運作。第四章討論怎麼崇高美學的

模型不復存在了。  

崇高怎麼在前衛藝術裡運作？按照康德的說法，崇高的重要

特色是理性的能力在感性不堪重負的時候仍然能認知客體。給
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我們崇高的感覺的客體是從我們的感性來認為其太大或者太有

力。太大的客體給我們感覺叫「數學崇高」(mathematische

Erhabene)。根據康德的看法，這是為什麼埃及金字塔引起興趣的

理由。馬列維奇的《黑方塊》(1915)是為了這個理性能力完善的

實驗對象。因為畫是一扇窗可以讓觀者靜觀畫裡的世界，《黑

方塊》的觀者靜觀黑暗的宇宙。這就是為什麼《黑方塊》會讓

敏感的觀者引起崇高的感覺的理由。對敏感的觀者來說《黑方

塊》是一個巨大的深淵。

在台灣前衛藝術裡馬列維奇的方塊找到很有趣的對照：李元

佳的點。馬列維奇與李元佳用他們的主題抽象主義形式，方塊

與點，用來指出絕對。《黑方塊》第一次展覽的時候馬列維奇

把《黑方塊》放在所謂的「紅角」（«красный угол»）。「紅角」

是俄國人在家中放置聖像的神聖地方。李元佳用道教象徵主義

創立了他的點。因此，一些批評者叫它「宇宙點」。點的大小，

按照幾何學，是任意性的。歐幾里德對點的定義：「是沒有部

分的實體。」方塊的固定性與點的難以捉摸的差別，就好像東

西方不同的思考模式。西方東方想法的不同，就是西方哲學研

究的重點在於宇宙的永恆不變，而東方哲學著重變化無常的道。
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我的論文的目的就是說明為什麼在李元佳的點與馬列維的方塊

中間有這樣的相似與差異。
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1 Introduction

Philosophy of art used to believe that art is centered around the idea of the beautiful,

but since the time of the Avant-garde, it is obvious that this has changed. The theory by

Jean-François Lyotard (1924-1998) suggests an alternative: ''it is in the aesthetic of the

sublime that modern art (including literature) finds its impetus and the logic of avant-

gardes finds its axioms.''1 It is a great advantage of Kantian aesthetics that it can suggest

such an alternative center. How well this new center functions is a different question. It

was tailored for Western art on the basis of Western thought, but contemporary art faces

global challenges of non-western aesthetic values. Among them the Chinese aesthetics

seems to be one of the biggest alternative aesthetic worlds.

Chinese  aesthetics  is  the  only  continuous  endemic  aesthetic  tradition  beside  the

Western one. It is so developed in its terminology of art experiences that as Clement

Greenberg (1909-1994) has acknowledged, Chinese has nuanced aesthetic distinctions

where Europeans have none.2 Taiwan is a unique place where Avant-garde art meets

Chinese aesthetics, hence it is ideal for a stress test of a Kantian approach to the Avant-

garde art.

In this thesis a transition to the aesthetics of the sublime is used as a model for the

Avant-garde art  of  Taiwan. In the introduction an exposition of the elements of  this

model is given: what is Avant-garde art, what is Kant's theory of the sublime and how do

they meet according to Lyotard and others. The first  chapter ('2 Transition's point of

1 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 77.

2 Clement Greenberg (1993), ‘The Art of China’, Review of The Principles of Chinese Painting by George Rowley in The

Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 3: Affirmations and Refusals, (ed) John O'Brian, Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, p. 42.
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departure')3 presents  the  background  of  the  sublime  aesthetics  in  Taiwan.  A brief

exposition of how does the art world of the island look like before the 60s is given. The

second chapter demonstrates the model and how it works on the material of Taiwanese

Avant-garde of the 60s. The end of the aesthetics of the sublime is presented in the last

chapter.

How is the sublime aesthetics operating in Avant-garde art? One of the important

moments of sublimity for Kant is the mind's ability to grasp the object conceptually

while being overwhelmed by it regarding the limitations of the senses. The object judged

to be sublime is too big or too forceful. For Kant this is why the pyramids of Egypt are

so fascinating for  human beings.  This feeling is called mathematical  sublime.  In  the

Black Square (1915) by Kazimir Malevich (1879-1935) this ability of the mind can find

an ideal object for practice: the viewer is exposed to an endless space of blackness from

one side of the frame to another. Traditionally, the painting is a window to a particular

world. The Black Square is like a window to the universe of darkness. That is the reason

why the Black Square can produce a sublime feeling in a sensitive viewer. For such a

viewer the Black Square looks like a tremendous abyss.

In Taiwanese Avant-garde art the Malevich's square finds an interesting equivalent in

Li Yuan-Jia's (李元佳 , 1929-1994)  idea of a  point.  Li Yuan-Jia was interested in this

graphical element, which at the same time is an element in mathematics. He refers to

this idea in his poetry, in the name of his Italian art group, Punto, and in his art. Both

Malevich and Li Yuan-Jia used their signature forms of abstract art, a square and a point,

to refer to the absolute. During its first exhibition, Malevich puts the Black Square in a

sacred place of  the traditional  Russian house – a red corner,  where house icons are

supposed to be. Li Yuan-Jia builds on Daoist symbolism to ground his own  'Cosmic

3 All self-references are given according to the numeration of the sections of this thesis, starting with the introduction, or 

according to the numeration of chapters, the first chapter being after introduction (and thus the second chapter begins  

with section 2 and ends after sections 2.4.3). Every change of the first digit in the section's number signals the end of a 

chapter.
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Point', as critics call it. The stability of the Black Square, the way it is filled with black

color from border to border contrasts with the elusiveness of the point, while the point

stands for no size at all.

The sublime feeling has such intensive relations with the worldview because of its

religious  connotations.  Jacques  Derrida  (1930-2004)  makes  a  comparison  of  two

comparisons, how Kant speaks about the quantum of the absolutely large in comparison

with which all the rest is small and comparing the comparable with the incomparable in

the proof of the existence of God by St. Anselm (1093-1109).4 Lyotard claims that the

judgment of the sublime “presupposes both a capacity to conceive of the absolute and a

sensibility of the 'presence' of the absolute.”5 Being a non-religious feeling to Kant, the

sublime  was  analyzed  by  Lyotard  through  a  religious  aspect.  Probably  this  has

something to do with Lyotard's own religious views, his “appeal to the ‘dark God’ of the

Jews”6 as  opposed  to  the  authoritarian  God  of  Christianity  associated  in  Lyotard's

thought with so-called 'grand narratives'. Or maybe it has something to do with Lyotard's

interest  in  polytheism and paganism.  The 'theatre  theology'7 and the  religiosity  of  a

'roman parody'8 are important and attractive to him. Because of this interest Lyotard's

view on the sacred things was close to the world discovered by Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-

1975).

Nothing in Kant directly contradicts Lyotard in regard to the reading of the sublime

as open to religious interpretation. Kant himself speaks about the sublimity of God (5:

261), and this is also true for the pre-Kantian tradition in the theory of the sublime,

4 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 167.

5 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 73.

6 Lieven Boeve (2011), ‘Jean-Francois Lyotard on Differends and Unpresentable Otherness: Can God Escape the Clutches

of the Christian Master Narrative?’ in Culture, Theory and Critique, 52 (2 – 3), p. 263.

7 Lyotard, Jean-François (1993), Libidinal Economy, (tr) Iain Hamilton Grant, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 

University Press, p. 93.

8 Ibid., p. 104.
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where the sublime is often understood as a sign of the supersensible in a religious sense:

the magnificent world as a creation proves the magnificent nature of the creator.9 Avant-

garde artists are interested in religion, be it theosophy for Kandinsky,10 Mondrian11 and

much later for Beuys,12 or own religious experience, as it is the case for Malevich13 and

for Picasso.14 If all of them in their artworks, despite the religious differences, let the

judgment of the sublime presuppose the absolute, this absolute can be taken as a relative

conception different from civilization to civilization. The difference in the sources of

influence leads to the development of the sublime aesthetics as a  point (Li Yuan-jia)

rather than as a square (Malevich). My thesis' task is to illuminate the reasons which

lead to this difference.

1.1 What is Avant-garde art?

The term 'avant-garde  art'  is usually used in a narrow sense or  in  a broad sense.

'Avant-garde art' in a narrow sense is an umbrella term for the art movements of the first

two decades of the 20th century. 'Avant-garde art' in a broader sense is art forms created

in 20-21st century with a strong innovative element. Here it is usually used in the first,

9 Robert Doran (2015), The Theory of the Sublime from Longinus to Kant, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 

164-165.

10 Boris Falikov (Борис Фаликов, 2016), ‘Astral color: Kandinsky and Theosophy (Астральный цвет: Кандинский и 

теософия)’ in Art Studies (Искусствознание), vol. 1-2, p. 68.

11 Pablo Bris-Marino (2014), ‘The influence of Theosophy on Mondrian’s neoplastic work’ in Arte, Individuo y Sociedad, 

vol. 26 (3), p. 490.

12 Mark C. Taylor (2012), Refiguring the Spiritual: Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy, New York: Columbia University 

Press, p. 22.

13  Aleksandra Shatskikh (2003), ‘Kazimir Malevich – a writer and a thinker’ in Kazimir Malevich, The Black Square, (ed) 

Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 23.

14 Pablo Picasso (2003), ‘Discovery of African art’ in Primitivism and Twentieth-century Art: A Documentary History, 

(eds) Jack Flam and Miriam Deutch, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, p. 33.
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narrow sense with a capital 'A', it is 'Avant-garde art' as a name of a period and creative

methods unique for that period. There are a lot of alternative terms for what is called

here 'Avant-garde  art'. For example, Jesus Pedro Lorente calls this set of art practices

and theories ''avant-garde experimental phase''15 (cursive is as in the original). For Hal

Foster  it  is  ''historical  avant-garde''16 and  Miwon  Kwon  designates  the  period  as

''traditional avant-garde''17. Mark Silverberg uses the term ''classic avant-garde''18. Grant

H. Kester writes about ''authentic avant-garde art practice''19. What Charles Jencks means

by ''Late Modernism''20 or Jason Gaiger means by ''canonical modernism''21 can be, with

some modifications,  presented as synonymous to what is  meant  by  'Avant-garde  art'

here.

Moreover, just as the Renaissance's name, the name of 'Avant-garde art' is often used

as a metaphor. Some writers speak about Persian or Chinese Renaissance, in a sense that

something cultural is  restoring. The same can be said of Avant-garde art,  when it  is

trendy to break new grounds in art and aesthetics, art criticism will say something about

'avant-garde'. It is a fine metaphorical usage, but it is wrong to jump to the conclusion

that such indirect usage removes Avant-garde art as a period from existence. Moreover,

the position of Avant-garde art is less favorable in contemporary scholarship than that of

the Renaissance. The problem is that Avant-garde art is much more international than the

15 Jesus Pedro Lorente (2011), The Museums of Contemporary Art: Notion and Development, Burlington: Ashgate, p. 231.

16 Hal Foster (1996), The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, p. xii.

17 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT 

Press, p. 97.

18 Mark Silverberg (2010), The New York School Poets and the Neo-Avant-Garde: Between Radical Art and Radical Chic, 

Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Company, p. 201.

19 Grant H. Kester (2011), The One and the Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a Global Context, Durham and 

London: Duke University Press, p. 138.

20 Charles Jencks (1987), ‘Postmodern and Late Modern The Essential Definitions’ in Chicago Review, vol. 35 (4), p. 42.

21  Jason Gaiger (2009), ‘Dismantling the Frame: Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Autonomy’ in The British Journal of 

Aesthetics, vol. 49 (1), p. 46.

13



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

Renaissance. Avant-garde art is also highly de-centralized.

The second big problem is that despite its international nature, Avant-garde art in its

integrity is not well presented in the English language. This fact has puzzled Poggioli,

the author of the very first systematic theory of Avant-garde art. Probably, the reason is

that the international language has received Avant-garde art gradually, and didn't have its

own booming period of creativity linked to such a reception near the 20s. Instead, and

chronologically after the Avant-garde art, New York and Los Angeles replace Paris as

the global art capitals and begin a booming period of their own art life. Lyotard has seen

it, in the 70s he believes that ''Paris was in decline; new centers were arising on both

Atlantic [New York] and Pacific [Los Angeles] horizons.''22

The situation is even more complicated, since Avant-garde is highly decentralized.

The center – Paris, is obvious, but has no total domination over the period. In fact, one

of the biggest findings of the Avant-garde art, abstract painting, comes from the outside

of Paris. The first theories of abstract art are formulated not by metropolitan artists: one

such  theory  is  by  Kandinsky  (Münich,  1911),23 another  is  by  Larionov  (Moscow,

1912),24 and the third one is by Malevich (Petrograd, 191525).

The  time  frame  of  the  Avant-garde  art  is  debatable.  The  time  frame  of  the

Renaissance is debatable as well. There are even approaches which use so big a brush

that  the Renaissance disappears,  like is the case of  Albert  Borgmann, for  whom the

22 Sara Wilson (2010), The Visual World of French Theory: Figurations, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

p. 158.

23 Vasily Kandinsky (1911), Über das Geistige in der Kunst, Münich: R. Piper & Co. Verlag. The text does engage in the 

theme of abstract art while acknowledging that the world is not ready for it yet and in the end presents the situation of art

as a freedom between the two not excluded poles of the 'absolute abstraction' and 'new absolute realism', compare Vasily

Kandinsky (1992), On the Spiritual in Art, Moscow: Archimedes, p. 55 and p. 96. At the same time, Kandinsky does 

speak about ''abstract art of the future''.

24 Mikhail Larionov (1913), ‘The Rayonists and Futurists: A Manifesto’ in A Donkey Tail and A Target, Moscow: Ts. A. 

Munster Publishing.

25 See Aleksandra Shatskikh (2003), ‘Commentaries and Notes’ in Kazimir Malevich, The Black Square, (ed) Alexandra 

Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, pp. 499-500.

14



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

Medieval  period  ends  with  the  discovery  of  America  and  Luther  (1483-1546)  and

Modern  time  begins  after  a  'generation'  with  Francis  Bacon  (1561-1626),  René

Descartes (1596-1650), and John Locke (1632-1704).26 This approach does not mean

that the Renaissance does not exist for Albert Borgmann. The Borgmannian global view

only uses the brush too big to provide such a little detail. If Borgmann would speak

especially about Italy or France in the 14th or of the 15th centuries, then 'Renaissance'

will be an inevitable term to use. The same holds for Avant-garde art. A narrative about

Malevich  requires  a  reference  to  Avant-garde  art  period,  but  a  narrative  about

contemporary art can avoid it.

Do we need such thing as Avant-garde art as a period? Some conceptualizations of

time frames are unuseful. Thus, Lucie Varge believes that 'Dark Ages' is not a scientific

term, but rather a battle-cry [Schlagwort], ''a denunciation of the medieval conception of

the world, of the medieval attitude toward life, and of the culture of the Middle Ages.''27

And often conceptualizations of time periods can be viewed as myths. But it is a good

question, what the word 'myth' here means. Of course Renaissance in some sense is a

myth. It is a theoretical construct a scholar should view as a convention, as a way of the

organisation of tremendous amount of information related to the first half of the second

millennia  CE  in  Western  Europe.  To  orient  all  this  information  not  to  the  'mythic'

Renaissance but rather to the Big Bang would be a more positivist view. But it also will

confuse the scholars  and the readers.  What people want from history,  philosophy of

history, and philosophy of art is help in some kind of understanding the culture at hand

rather than more confusion. And therefore ''[i]f, however, the term [Renaissance] is used,

without prejudice to the achievements of the Middle Ages, or those of the world beyond

Europe, to refer to a particular cluster of changes in western culture, then it may be

regarded as an organizing concept which still has its uses.''28 
26 Albert Borgmann (1993), Crossing the Postmodern Divide, Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, pp. 21-22.

27 Quoted as in Theodore E. Mommsen (1942), ‘Petrarch's Conception of the 'Dark Ages'’ in Speculum, vol. 17 (2), p. 227.

28 Peter Burke (1987), The Renaissance, Houndmills and London: Macmillan Education, p. 5.
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Avant-garde art as a period is also a useful tool for the cognition of art. Moreover,

Avant-garde re-defined the borders of what art is.  As Clement Greenberg, 'one of the

very best' art critics in history,29 has stated:

[i]f in some large enough part high art in the West is still quite alive and moving,

as I think it is, there is one very important, maybe all-important reason. Western

tradition and Western society have produced something historically unique: the

avant-garde.30

There is a special field in the art studies, dedicated to answering the question 'what is

Avant-garde  art?'  The main  classical  works  in  this  field  are  two books,  one  is  The

Theory  of  the  Avant-garde  by  Renato  Poggioli  (1907-1963),  originally  published  in

Italian in 1962 (English translation 1968) and Peter Bürger's (1936-2017) Theory of the

Avant-Garde  originally published in  1974 (in German) and translated in English into

1984.  Poggioli  and Bürger  believe  that  Avant-garde  art  has  appeared  because  of  an

awareness  of  the  historical  nature  of art.  Of  course,  the  idea  that  art  has  a  history,

predates Avant-garde art. But, it did not influence artists on the same scale before Avant-

garde art. In fact, Avant-garde art can be considered as a practical way answering the

philosophical  question  'what  is  art?'  Lyotard  in  the  Lessons  on  the  Analytic  of  the

Sublime claims that Kant's third Critique gives us something more valuable than method

– a manner. Manner is a way to proceed without determined concepts. But is art such a

'Lyotardian  manner'?  In  this  thesis  art  is  taken  as  an  idea  which  can  be  defined.

Moreover,  Avant-garde art  is  viewed not  only  as  an  example  of  art,  but  also  as  an

29 Thierry de Duve (2010), ‘A Public Debate with Clement Greenberg’ in Clement Greenberg Between the Lines, (ed) 

Thierry de Duve, (tr) Brian Holmes, Chicago, London: University of Chicago Press, p. 121.

30 Clement Greenberg (1999), Homemade Esthetics: Observations on Art and Taste, Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, p. 35.
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attempt to define art. Hence, Avant-garde art is a kind of a self-defining conception.

When Duchamp presented to the public his first ready made, he was asking: 'is it art?'

With fame and recognition, Duchamp received a positive answer to his question.31 The

questioning by Avant-garde art can be presented as follows: 

1. Is art with no similarities to the world as appearance, non-realistic art – art?

2. Is art of so-called 'primitives', tribal societies far away from Europe fine art?

3. Is art without figuration, when there is no reference to something  outside

the artwork,  no  representation,  like radially  abstract  or  non-objective

painting, possible?

Poggioli and Bürger differ in their  views on the Avant-garde art time frame. Thus,

for Bürger Avant-garde art is something, which happened in the beginning of  the 20th

century.  But  for  Poggioli  Avant-garde  is  only  a  part  of  the  bigger  movement  of

Romanticism. What makes Bürger's book more preferable (although not in the ultimate

way, because Poggioli's argument is definitely a valuable alternative) is  the time of its

publication.  Poggioli  writes  before  the  turmoil  of  1968,  in  the  age  of  cultural  and

political transition in Europe. Bürger has seen 1968, the year of the 'failed revolution', as

he himself called it.32 On the other hand, at the time of Poggioli's book the English-

speaking  global  art  market  has  not  reached  its  current  dominance.  Pop  art  and

Conceptual art are more in intuition, than in actual existence. Not surprisingly, Poggioli

doesn't address the problem of collage, which plays a structural role in Bürger's theory,

nor does he pay much attention to photography. Bürger on the contrary acknowledged

31 Thierry de Duve elaborated on this problem in very close terms, see Thierry de Duve (1996), Kant after Duchamp, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, pp. 3-30.

32 Peter Bürger (1984), Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Michael Shaw, Theory and History of Literature #4, Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, p. 95.

17



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

photography  in  full  scope  and  incorporated  the  thought  of  Walter  Benjamin  (1892-

1940).

Moreover, Poggioli writes his book before many fundamental texts on contemporary

art  are  published,  like  the  work  on  aesthetics  by  Theodor  Adorno  (1903-1969).  As

Poggioli himself states, before his theory of Avant-garde art there is only an approach by

José Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955). This Spanish philosopher is for Poggioili the first

who analyzes the phenomenon of Avant-garde art  “in its totality.”33 Probably Poggioli

exaggerates  in  this  regard.  At  the  time  when  Ortega  y  Gasset  publishes  his

groundbreaking  The Dehumanization  of  Art in  1925, there  is  already an account  of

Avant-garde art by  Nikolai Berdyev (1874-1948).34 Poggioli's  background in Russian

literature could have helped him in knowing about it. But even together, Berdyev and

Ortega y Gasset are not much of the secondary literature.

For Bürger Kant's thought is relevant not only for Avant-garde art, but rather for art

as a whole. The relations between Kant's aesthetics and avant-gardism is set by relations

Bürger has seen between Avant-garde art and art as a socio-cultural phenomenon. To put

it briefly, Bürger believes that already in Kant ''the subjective aspect of the detachment

of art from the practical concerns of life is reflected''.35 Thus, according to Bürger, an

important condition for art to enter its maturity as a social institution is fulfilled. Bürger

explicitly stated, that “not until the eighteenth century, with the rise of bourgeois society

and the seizure of political power by a bourgeoisie that had gained economic strength,

does  a  systematic  aesthetics  as  a  philosophical  discipline  and  a  new  concept  of

33 Renato Poggioli (1981), The Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Gerald Fitzgerald, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harward 

University Press, p. 5.

34 Berdyaev writes mainly on Picasso. However, the aim, despite being centered on one artist, is to understand the new age 

of art and Picasso as its harbinger. See Nikolai Berdyaev (1914), ‘Picasso’ in Sophia, vol. 3.

35 Peter Bürger (1984), Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Michael Shaw, Theory and History of Literature #4, Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, p. 41.
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autonomous art come into being.”36 For him the rise of bourgeois society is the actual

birthdate of art in a modern sense of the word. Or, as Hal Foster puts it, according to

Bürger ''by the end of the eighteenth century (...) the autonomy of art is proclaimed as an

ideal,  in Enlightenment  aesthetics.''37 Of course,  art  in this  understanding has a long

prehistory, when it is not an autonomous institution, but only a subordinated part to other

social functions, such as ritual of ancient civilization or court live of the Early Modern

absolutist monarchies. 

Andrew Bowie discussing the Kantian turn in the history of the Western thought

suggests ''five main interrelated dimensions in which previously established orders tend

to disintegrate in modernity'',38 autonomy of art being one of them:

[a]rt, which had been seen mainly as either entertainment for those in power or

as connected to religious observance, comes to be seen as 'autonomous', subject

only to its own changing rules and to the freedom of the artist. At the same time,

however, art itself also becomes a commodity which can be bought and sold like

any other commodity.39

The question of the autonomy of art was discussed also by Theodor Adorno (1903-

1969), Greenberg, and others. Recently the question of the autonomy of art has gotten a

new momentum because  of  the  idea  that  art  now is  losing its  autonomy,  as  it  was

discussed by Gaiger and Kwon.

36  Peter Bürger (1984), Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Michael Shaw, Theory and History of Literature #4, Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, pp. 41-42.

37 Hal Foster (1996), The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, p. 21.

38 Andrew Bowie (2003), Introduction to German Philosophy From Kant to Habermas, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 

p. 3. 

39  Ibid., p. 4.
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Bürger draws on Karl Marx's earlier works to create a conception of Avant-garde art

as self-criticism of art as  a  social institution. At first,  art emancipates itself from the

ritual  and  then  its  quest  for  autonomy  begins.  It  finds  its  conclusion  in  complete

independence of art from all other social institutions. For Bürger it has happened at the

end  of  the  19th  century  in  aestheticism  and  different  l'art  pour  l'art  movements.40

According to Bürger, Avant-garde is in a sense a 'meaning of art', by which is meant a

kind of realization of  an  idea in social  reality. This approach is a famous feature of

Marxism and of all of Hegelianism in general. 

However, at an earlier stage, before self-criticism of art, Kant is no less important to

Bürger  than  Hegel.  Bürger  has  seen  a  special  relation  between  autonomy  and  the

modality of aesthetic judgment: the universality of 'bourgeois' aesthetic judgment can be

contrasted with  “the particularity of the judgment to which the bourgeois social critic

subjects the feudal lifestyle (...)”.41 Thus, for Bürger, ''in Kant's Critique of Judgment

(1790), the subjective aspect of the detachment of art from the practical concerns of life

is reflected.''42 Therefore, the radical autonomy of art can be found in the third section of

the Critique of the Power of Judgment:

[i]f someone asks me whether I find the palace that I see before me beautiful, I

may well say that I don’t like that sort of thing, which is made merely to be

gaped at, or, like the Iroquois sachem, that nothing in Paris pleased him better

than the cook-shops; (...) All of this might be conceded to me and approved; but

that  is  not what is  at issue here. One only wants to know whether the mere

representation of the object  is  accompanied with satisfaction in me, however

40 Peter Bürger (1984), Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Michael Shaw, Theory and History of Literature #4, Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, pp. 26-27.

41 Ibid., p. 43.

42  Ibid.
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indifferent  I  might  be  with  regard  to  the  existence  of  the  object  of  this

representation. (5: 205)

1.2 Kant's theory of the sublime

It is not an exaggeration to say that Avant-garde art theory is founded on Kantian

aesthetics.  The two classical  works  in  this  field,  The Theory  of  the  Avant-garde  by

Renato  Poggioli  and  Peter  Bürger's Theory  of  the  Avant-Garde show  a  Kantian

influence. The latter is built on Kantian, Hegelian and Marxist grounds, while the former

is more influenced by Nietzsche. Interestingly, the structure of the book by Poggioli

consists of 'four moments'. Pogiolli literally repeats the four-moments structure from the

Analytic of the Beautiful from the third Critique. Even earlier, Greenberg in Modernist

Painting views Kant as an origin of the whole of Modernism through an analogical

usage of the Critical method.43

In the more recent literature, Lyotard has revived the interest in the Kantian approach to

the Avant-garde art in  Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime  (1991).  Moreover, Kant

occupies an important position in modern comparative aesthetics,  a young discipline

aiming at explaining the aesthetic beauty across the borders. For example, such scholars

as  Heinz  Kimmerle,  Antoon  Van  den  Braembussche,  Nicole  Note,44 and  Henk

43 Paul Crowther (1985), ‘Greenberg's Kant and the Problem of Modernist Painting’ in The British Journal of Aesthetics, 

vol. 25 (4), p. 317.

44 Antoon Van den Braembussche, Heinz Kimmerle, and Nicole Note (2009), ‘Intercultural Aesthetics: An Introduction’ in 

Intercultural Aesthetics A Worldview Perspective, (eds) Antoon Van den Braembussche, Heinz Kimmerle, and Nicole 

Note, New York: Springer. In particular, see the comparison of Indian conception of rasa and Kantian sensus communis 

in the introduction, pp. 2-3, however, they make a mistake by claiming that according to Kant ''all others should share 

our aesthetic judgments.'' (p. 2). For Kant it is only ''as if''.
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Oosterling45 use a Kantian sensus communis for their comparative studies.  Since the

interpretation of Kant's aesthetics by Derrida and Lyotard, the third  Critique receives

more  and  more  attention.  According  to  David  Ingram,46 because  of  Lyotard's

interpretation,  Kant's  heritage  occupies  the  central  role  in  the  debates  related  to

postmodernism in general.

Kant presents his theory of the sublime in §§ 23-29 of the Critique of the Power of

Judgment. He begins it with the transition (Übergang) from the beautiful to the sublime.

The two seem to be close to each other, but also different –  the  beautiful possesses a

special  quality  of  being  purposive  despite  having  no  particular  purpose,  while  the

sublime is 'counter-purposive' or 'inappropriate' (zweckwidrig). It isn't necessary to read

Kant to feel that something is sublime, for example Andy Warhol writes that:

[s]ome kind of beauty dwarfs you and makes you feel like an ant next to it. I

was  once in  Mussolini  Stadium with all  the statues  and they were so  much

bigger than life and I felt just like an ant. I was painting a beauty this afternoon

and my paint caught a little bug. I tried to get the paint off the bug and I kept

trying until I killed the bug on the beauty's lip. So there was this bug, that could

have  been  a  beauty,  left  on  somebody's  Up  [sic].  That's  the  way  I  felt  in

Mussolini Stadium. Like a bug.47

The beautiful strengthens our cognitive powers, while the sublime paralyzes them. It

isn't the ocean, which is sublime, but a feeling created by the ocean. The sublime is in

45 Sensus communis in Multi- and Intercultural perspective. On the Possibility of Common Judgements in Arts and Politics,

(eds) Heinz Kimmerle and Henk Oosterling (2000), Würzburg: Königshausen and Neumann.

46 David Ingram (1992), ‘The Postmodern Kantianism of Arendt and Lyotard’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew Benjamin, 

Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, pp. 119-120.

47 Andy Warhol (1975), The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again, New York and London: Harcourt, 

p. 63.
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the eye of  the beholder  but not  completely subjective.  ''[T]he sublime – or  rather  a

judgment about it – has a twofold structure, which includes a negative and a positive

aspect. The first aspect is unpleasant and contrapurposive (too big, too forceful) for the

operation of the imagination, whereas the second aspect (the discovery of the sublime in

us) is pleasant and purposive for reason and our moral vocation as a human being.''48 It is

an important moment to stress, since ''[w]hile moral readings of Kantian sublimity figure

prominently in post-Kantian Continental philosophy, none of these readings captures its

systematic moral functions, and some of the most influential Continental interpretations

of Kantian sublimity ignore or misconstrue its moral dimensions."49

Kant separates two kinds of the sublime, the mathematically and the dynamically

sublime (5: 248).50 The difference is that the mathematically sublime is too big for our

cognition, while the dynamically one is too powerful. But the mathematically sublime is

not just simply too big, it is absolutely great in a non-comparative way. Or, as Kant puts

it: “[t]hat is sublime which even to be able to think of demonstrates a faculty of the mind

that surpasses every measure of the senses” (5: 251).

The dynamically sublime is also not just powerful in a commonsensical way.  For

Kant  power  is  a  'capacity'  to  subdue great  obstacles.  Dynamically sublime  is  nature

considered in aesthetic judgment as a terrible power, that inflicts no fear, because it is

observed from a safe distance (5: 261). By this, nature helps us to discover our higher

principles. With these principles for Kant, we can be above any dangerous forces of the

physical world. Kant also comments on theology, he tries to show how the virtuous man

fears God without being afraid of him (5: 261-262).

Kant discusses sublime phenomena of human psychology. He regards bravery as a

48 Christian H.Wenzel (2005), An Introduction to Kant's Aesthetics: Core Concepts and Problems, Malden, MA and 

Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, p. 107.

49 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, pp. 146-147.

50 Unless otherwise noted, the quotes are from Critique of the Power of Judgment, (tr) Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews 

(2000), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

23



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

sublime  phenomenon (5:  263).  Later  he  introduces  his  conception  of  'enthusiasm,'

defined as an idea of the good with an affect. Enthusiasm is another sublime 'state of the

mind'  (Gemütszustand).  Kant  excludes from enthusiasm passions as  interested.  Rage

(Zorn) is sublime, but hatred (Haß)  is a passion and  is not sublime. So-called tender

emotions are not sublime, while 'brave emotions' belong to sublimity (5: 273).

Discussing  the sublime, Kant does  not speak much about the art of his time.  It is

hard  to  find  other  examples  than St.  Peter's  cathedral  in  Rome  and  the  Egyptian

pyramids (5: 253).  Instead, Kant discusses nature. However, this fact doesn't endanger

the idea of the Avant-garde art as a transition to the aesthetics of the sublime, because

Kant simply doesn't  know the art of this type. Art at his age is centered around the

aesthetics of the beautiful. Avant-garde art, to use Clive Bell's phrasing, shakes hands

across the ages, and, in a sense, it is much closer to the pyramids than to the Renaissance

and Renaissance-influenced art. Maybe, a transition to the aesthetics of the sublime is a

return. If the art of scarification and tattoo which are used to make a human being look

like a warrior  (5: 231)  is sublime, sublime rage of Avant-garde art (or what Poggioli

calls the agonist moment of the Avant-garde)51 truly finds a connotation in the ancient

time.

There is a discussion  whether such a thing as a 'sublime object' is possible. Thus,

Eric Baker denies this possibility because for him ''the essence of sublimity lies in the

necessary failure of any attempt at its positive objectification or representation.''52 Or, as

Derrida puts it ''there cannot, it seems, be a parergon for the sublime''53. But Kant gives

objects as examples of the sublime, the Pyramids for instance (5: 253). Baker himself

51 Renato Poggioli (1981), The Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Gerald Fitzgerald, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harward 

University Press, p. 26.

52 Eric Baker (1998), ‘Fables of the Sublime Kant, Schiller, Kleist’ in MLN, vol. 113 (3), p. 524.

53 Jacques Derrida (1987), The Truth in Painting, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod, Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, p. 127.
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names the two lofty objects central to Kant: starry sky above the subject and moral law

inside the subject. For Backer the fact that Kant calls the starry sky and the moral law

''two things''  is a paradox. Because ''neither of which can be taken as objects in any

unqualified  sense.''54 However,  Baker's criteria  for  being  an  object  is  not  presented.

Moreover,  'an object'  does not by default equate with a 'physical  object'.  The object

which evokes the sublime feeling in a viewer is different from the expression of the

infinity it creates. 

On the other hand it is important not to 'overobjectify' the sublime. Thus, Joshua

Rayman in his critique of Backer writes that ''Kant and Schiller both refer at times to an

objective sublime, to degrees of sublimity and to the human experience of sublimity.''55

Rayman's ''objective sublime'' is not something possible in my reading of Kant, although

in  other  places  Rayman  mentions  ''Kant’s  view  that  sublimity  is  a  subjective

phenomenon''56. To shorten the argument, ''[t]he object that occasions the sublime''57 will

be called here 'a  sublime object'.  But  such  an  object  is  sublime only in this  narrow

special sense of an acronym.

For Kant, the sublime demands culture. Otherwise, people will not understand it. To

show this, Kant presents a Savoyard peasant's opinion from Voyages dans les Alpes by

Horace-Bénédict de Saussure (1740-1799). This peasant has no hesitation in calling all

interested in the mountains fools (5: 266). Demand of culture gives rise to a problem,

because the sublime judgment should be universal, that is, for everyone. Kant tries to

avoid the conflict: the sublime needs culture, but it isn't generated by culture. Instead,

the sublime is based on natural, healthy understanding and a predisposition for the moral

(Ibid.).  This  link  with  morality  is  crucial.  Although  the  sublime,  in  contrast  to  the

54 Eric Baker (1998), ‘Fables of the Sublime Kant, Schiller, Kleist’ in MLN, vol. 113 (3), p. 525.

55 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 147.

56  Ibid., p. 180.

57 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 237.
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beautiful,  pleases  through  resistance  to  the  interest  of  the  senses,  they  both  are

meaningful for our 'beauty duty', to use Allison's expression, to the ethical development

of the human being. The beautiful prepares us to love and the sublime to esteem (5:

268). At the same time the sublime and beauty push us in opposite directions:

[t]hus,  subjective (aesthetic)  as  well  as  objective (teleological)  purposiveness

reveal to us that we are part of nature. The sublime, by contrast, pushes us out of

(outer, physical) nature and instead forces us to look into ourselves and our inner

nature.58

In  The Analytic of Sublime Kant also shows how the aesthetic helps us to be less

selfish  through  our  sacrifices  (Aufopferungen)  of  interests  (5:  272).  At  the  highest

theoretical level of Kant's theory of the sublime it has something to do with the negative

presentation (negative Darstellung). Kant believes negative presentation to be the only

way  the  moral  law  can  be  presented  without  the  danger  of  'visionary  rapture'

(Schwärmerei) (5: 276). Maybe because of this, Kant speaks about the style of nature in

the sublime, it's simplicity. But a simplicity of Robinsonades, novels inspired by Daniel

Defoe and his Robinson Crusoe (1719), is not accepted (5: 277). In the understanding of

Avant-garde art as a transition to the aesthetics of the sublime this simplicity can be

viewed as an example to be imitated by the avant-gardists.  Avant-garde artists often

come close to the poetics of a Robinsonade in imitation of the 'noble savage', like in

Dadaist actions or Cubist artwork with African or Austronesian inspiration. Avant-garde

art theory based on the sublime has a problem with balancing these two elements: (1)

did Avant-garde art  succeed in  imitating  the simplicity  of  the  style  of  nature in  the

sublime? Or (2) should they be viewed as  'Robinsonades' and kitsch? These questions

58 Christian Helmut Wenzel (2005), An Introduction to Kant's Aesthetics: Core Concepts and Problems, Malden, MA and 

Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, p. 111.
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are presented in the second chapter.

At the end of The Analytic of Sublime, Kant argues with his predecessor in the theory

of the sublime, Edmund Burke (1729-1797) (5: 278), and tries to show that  Burke's

analysis of the sublime needs an a priori principle. Otherwise for Kant judgments of

taste  cannot  have  the  modality  of  necessity  and  its  aesthetics  will  be  completely

subjective (5: 279).

1.3 The sublime and Avant-garde art: A reading with Lyotard

According to my reading, the transition from the aesthetics of the beautiful to the

aesthetics of the sublime does not mean that beautiful artworks are impossible or that

there are no sublime artworks before the transition. It is like a transition from agrarian to

industrial economy: such a transition does not deny the presence of any industries before

itself  or of agriculture afterwards. The transition to the aesthetics of the sublime is a

complex process.  The sublime and the beautiful must coexist.  Or, as Friedrich Schiller

(1759-1805)  puts  it,  ''[t]he  sublime must  be  joined to  the  beautiful  to  complete  the

aesthetic education.''59 The transition is about the dominant mode, the way people judge

art, what they want from art and which artwork receives most attention. In other words,

'the sublime aesthetics' of some artwork, artist or period only means that the determining

principle is from the judgment of the sublime rather than the judgment of the beautiful.

Lyotard has greatly popularized a Kantian approach to Avant-garde art.  As Joshua

Rayman  puts  it,  ''Lyotard  has  wielded  considerable  influence  on  recent  Continental

philosophy of sublimity, for his work on sublimity is by far the most cited in the past

59 Friedrich Schiller (1902), ‘On the sublime’ in Friedrich Schiller, Aesthetical and philosophical essays, vol. 1, (tr) Nathan

Haskell Dole, Boston, Massachusetts: Francis A. Niccolls Company, p. 137.
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thirty years."60 Lyotard's work not only brings fresh air into scholarship on Kant, it also

manages to remain true to Kant himself. Or, as Christian Wenzel puts it, “Lyotard is too

much an original thinker himself to restrict his  Lessons to a close reading and allows

himself  to do creative and speculative philosophizing,  which fortunately  never loses

sight of the text”.61 David Ingram believes,62 because of Lyotard's interpretation, Kant's

heritage  conquered  the  central  position  in  the  debates  between  supporters  of

postmodernism (Lyotard) and defenders of Modernism (Habermas). 

There is a subtle terminological distinction, between 'postmodernist art' as this term

is used here and what Lyotard called 'postmodernist art'. As Ashley Woodward puts it:

Lyotard's postmodern art must be distinguished from the stylistic trends often

called  postmodern  in  the  art  world  (such  as  the  anti-modern  return  to

representational realism or the simulationism of Peter Halley, Sherrie Levine,

Jeff Koons and others). Lyotard's concept of postmodernism in the arts relates

more to what is usually called modernism in the arts.63 

As  Lyotard  himself  put  it,  “[a]  work  can  become  modern  only  if  it  is  first

postmodern.”64 Lyotard  subjected  to  severe  criticism works  which traditionally  were

60 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 163.

61 Christian Helmut Wenzel (2005), An Introduction to Kant's Aesthetics: Core Concepts and Problems, Malden, MA and 

Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, pp. 112-113.

62 David Ingram (1992), ‘The Postmodern Kantianism of Arendt and Lyotard’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew Benjamin 

Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, pp. 119-120.

63 Ashley Woodward, ‘Jean-François Lyotard (1924—1998)’ in Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: A Peer Reviewed 

Academic Resource, (ed) James Fieser, Bradley Dowden and others, http://www.iep.utm.edu/lyotard (accessed on the 7th 

of September, 2017)

64 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 79.
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understood as postmodernist art. For example he rejected the art by Malcolm Morley,

George Baselitz and Anselm Kiefer:

they’ve lost all  sense of what’s fundamentally at stake in painting. There’s a

vague return to a concern with the enjoyment experienced by the viewer, they’ve

abandoned the task of the artist as it might have been perceived by a Cézanne, a

Duchamp, or by any number of others, such as Klee, for instance.65

Paradoxically, modernism and postmodernist artists switch sides in this judgment

by Lyotard. Paul Cézanne (1839-1906), Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) and Paul Klee

(1879-1940) did not live long enough to face the contemporary meaning of the word

'postmodernism'.  Of course, they are fundamentally important,  Cézanne could be the

first artist to whom his own vision was crucial the same way Avant-garde art in general

demands it.  But  for  Lyotard they are more  postmodern  than artists  who live  half  a

century  later  and  shape  what  today  is  called  postmodern  art.  This  problem  is  too

complicated,  to  discuss  it  here  in  the  full  scope.  But  the  paradox  should  be

acknowledged to avoid possible misunderstandings. My thesis focuses on Avant-garde

art. Sometimes it has to touch things postmodernist, and in these cases the word is used

in  a  sense  that  is  standard  for  philosophy  of  art  and  art  studies.  It  is  a  standard

conception of postmodernist art, not the one by Lyotard.

Lyotard defends 'postmodernist art' while he argues for postmodernism in his own

sense of the word. As David Ingram puts it, the focal point in Lyotard's project is the

status of the judgment.66 On the one hand, it can be perceived as universal. Then  the

65 Quoted from Paul Crowther (1992), ‘Les immatériaux and the postmodern sublime ’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew 

Benjamin, Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, p. 195.

66 David Ingram (1992), ‘The Postmodern Kantianism of Arendt and Lyotard’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew Benjamin 

Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, pp. 119-120.
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Kantian  connection  between  common  sense  and  aesthetic  judgment  receives  more

attention. For Ingram this is the view of Hannah Arendt and Jürgen Habermas. On the

other hand, it can be viewed as, above all, a subjective act and thus always relative.

Ingram believed this is the position of Lyotard.

Lyotard  formulates  a  particular  terminology  in  which  the  sublime  occupies  an

important  place.  The  ground  of  this  system  is  Lyotard's  doubt  in  the power  of

representation. There are things that are above this power, and to Lyotard such a thing is

the incommensurability  of  language games of different 'genres'.  The genres here are

such things  as  morality,  art  or  science.67 The instance  of  the incommensurability  of

language games is called a paralogy, which, as Simon Malpas puts it, ''breaks the rules

of established ways of discussing and representing the world in scientific enquiry, and

opens up new horizons for thought.''68 

An event is another thing that is above the representation according to Lyotard.69

''The event [according to Lyotard] might be something as simple as a painting or a poem,

or as complex and world changing as Auschwitz or the French Revolution.''70 A phrase,

another notion important to Lyotardian philosophy, is also an event, and as such it can

cause a sublime feeling.71 There is an ''important distinction drawn between two ways in

which phrases works: the distinction between a presentation and a situation.''72

Both notions,  that  of  the  event  and that  of  paralogy,  by proceeding behind the

representation meet the sublime in Lyotard's work on Kant and Newman. ''According to

Lyotard, Neman's painting succeeds in presenting something that demands a reaction

without  having  to  present  any  particular  thing  (…).  This  success  can  be  explained

67 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 54.

68 Simon Malpas (2002), Jean-Francois Lyotard, London and New York: Routledge, p. 33.

69 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 22.

70 Simon Malpas (2002), Jean-Francois Lyotard, London and New York: Routledge, p. 101.

71 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity Press, pp. 35-36.

72  Ibid., p. 74.
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through the feeling of the sublime.''73

Another important Lyotardian notion with the necessary connection to the sublime is

Avant-garde  art,  which,  according  to  Lyotard  ''disturbs  established  knowledge  and

laws''74. Avant-garde art is so intimately linked with the Kantian sublime in Lyotard's

view that he goes so far as to claim that ''Avant-gardism is thus present in germ in the

Kantian aesthetics of the sublime."75

It is possible with Lyotard to find three types of Avant-garde  art. The first two are

related to the sublime. The first belongs to the pure sublime, while the second involves

the sublime and the free play. The third seems to be a special case. The pure sublime

type is represented by minimalist abstract art. It is an art of singular geometrical forms,

basic pure colors with sharp borders between them. Lyotard believes it to be an attempt

to  justify  the  absolute  through  art,  and  therefore  it  is  related  to  the  sublime.

Geometrically named works by Malevich, such as the Black Square (1915) or the Black

Circle (1915), are  good examples  of  such art.  Lyotard  himself  says  that  Malevich's

movement,  Suprematism,  is  an  example  of  pure  sublimity.76 Malevich  created

Suprematism  in  an  attempt  to  produce  the  final,  absolute  form  of  art  (hence

Suprematism, from Latin 'supremus'), in particular in his Black Square. 

In  The Postmodern Condition Lyotard made a  distinction in the  Avant-garde art,

between art related to melancholia and art related to novatio:

on  the  side  of  melancholia,  the  German  Expressionists,  and  on  the  side  of

novatio, Braque and Picasso, on the former Malevitch and on the latter Lissitsky,

73 Simon Malpas (2002), Jean-Francois Lyotard, London and New York: Routledge, p. 85.

74 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Oxford: Polity Press, p. 6.

75 Jean-Francois Lyotard (1992), The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, (tr) Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby, 

Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 98.

76 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 157.
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on the one Chirico and on the other Duchamp. The nuance which distinguishes

these two modes may be infinitesimal; they often coexist in the same piece, are

almost indistinguishable; and yet they testify to a difference (un differend) on

which the fate of thought depends and will depend for a long time, between

regret and assay.77

Later Lyotard derives all of the Avant-garde art movements directly from the sublime

feeling:

[t]his simplicity [of the sublime as aesthetic style] announces neither the end of

art nor the beginning of ethics. As style, it belongs to the aesthetic. It is the sign

made by the absolute in the forms of nature and in human mores, in Sittlichkeit.

The absolute sign in all simplicity. In art, the formulation of the absolute under

this sign gives rise to various "schools," suprematism, abstraction, minimalism,

etc., in which the absolute can signal itself simply in presentation. Morality, on

the other hand, considered in itself, has no style at all.78

The  second  group  is  constituted  of  surrealism  and  non-minimalist  (or  musical)

abstract painting. This art is full of details, of nuanced colors with smooth transitions

between them. For Lyotard, it is an artistic experience which stresses free play, just as

did baroque and mannerism79. Free play gives birth to the numerous details and endless

fractal  successions  in  the  compositions  of  that  art.  Kandinsky's  musically  named

77 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 80.

78 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, 

Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 157.

79  Ibid., pp. 74-75.
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abstractions,  Fugue (1914)  or  numerous  'Improvisations'  of  early  1910s are  good

examples of this. Already at this level Lyotard's approach faces a challenge: what is the

balance between free play and the sublime in the free play type? The conception of free

play itself does not endanger the idea of the transition to the aesthetics of the sublime,

because the sublime is perfectly compatible with it. Free play happens in the situation,

when  it  is  possible  for  the  ability  of  the  judgment  to  choose any  conception  of

understanding, in the case of the beautiful or of reason in the case of the sublime.

There are also Cubism, Constructivism, Cubo-futurism and other movements. Their

art is not rich enough to belong to the 'Free play type.' Cubism and Constructivism are

also not strict and implicit enough to belong to the type of the pure sublime. They seem

to be undetermined in Lyotard's typology. Let us call it a 'constructive type' of the Avant-

garde art.  But what  does  the constructive type have to do with  the transition to the

sublime? Cubism has no less a place of Avant-garde art than abstraction. If the theory of

the transition to the aesthetics of the sublime works well with abstraction it seems to

encounter some difficulties with cubism and the constructive type in general. In fact the

sublime is still an aim for cubists for Lyotard's reading of Kant and from the viewpoint

of the Kantian aesthetics. Lyotard believes that the end of realism in art is related to the

sense of lack of reality that human beings feel  in the capitalist  societies.  Capitalism

discredits the traditional European view on reality, with a reliable world and a forgiving

God. Lyotard thinks that one of the responses is a Nietzschean form of 'perspectivism', a

nihilism.80 The other is “a much earlier modulation of Nietzschean perspectivism in the

Kantian theme of the sublime.”81

A notion of shock seems to be one of the crucial features of both Avant-garde art and

the  aesthetics of the sublime. Kandinsky's first experience of non-realistic painting is

80 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 77.

81  Ibid..
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painful and Lyotard speaks of  how the sublime ''please[s] only by causing pain''82. But

Avant-garde art is shocking not only for artists and philosophers. Thus, the famous art

critic Douglas Crimp writes about the shock the public experiences in the meeting with

the Avant-garde art.83 The collectors of Avant-garde art express the same idea. Sergey

Shchukin  (1854-1936),  who,  for  example,  has  bought  Picasso's  Absinthe  Drinker

(1901)84,  writes  to  his  daughter:  ''if  you have experienced a  psychological  shock by

observing a painting - buy the painting.''85 Moreover, the shocking dimension can be the

main  element  for  the  Lyotard  aesthetics.  Or,  as  Philip  Shaw  puts  it,  Lyotard's

postmodernity  tries  ''to  maintain  the  shock  of  the  sublime,  so  as  to  prevent  the

ascendancy of the rational over the real.''86 Lyotard tries to use psychology to give a firm

ground  of  the  connection  between  the  shocking  and  the  sublime.  For  this,  Lyotard

interprets the Freudian conception of afterwardness (Nachträglichkeit): ''reenactment of

an original  shock in later  feelings of  fear  and anguish (in the case of  a phobia,  for

example),  is  analogous  to  the  role  played  by  the  feeling  of  the  sublime  in

communicating an event beyond understanding.''87 In another  place Lyotard uses  the

Walter  Benjamin's  notion  of  shocking  aesthetics,  but  with  the  opposite  attitude.

Basically, Lyotard changes the sign of 'minus' to that of 'plus':

[t]he finality of capitalism is not a technical, social, or political creation built

82 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 80.

83 Douglas Crimp (2000), ‘Redefining Site Specificity’ in Richard Serra, (eds) Hal Foster and Gordon Hughes, Cambridge,

Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, p. 147.

84 See the web page of Absinthe Drinker at the website of the State Hermitage Museum 

https://www.hermitagemuseum.org/wps/portal/hermitage/digital-collection/01.+Paintings/28498/?lng=ru (accessed on 

the 3th of November, 2018)

85 Quoted as in Natalia G. Dumova (1992), Moscow Patrons of Art, Moscow: Molodaya Gvardija, p. 32.

86 Philip Shaw (2005), The Sublime, London and New York: Routledge, p. 116.

87 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 54.
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according to rule, its aesthetic is not that of the beautiful but of the sublime, its

poetics is  that of the genius: capitalist  creation does not bend to  the  rules,  it

invents  them.  Everything  Benjamin  describes  as  'loss  of  aura,'  aesthetic  of

'shock,' destruction of taste and experience is the effect of this will that cares

little or nothing for rules.88

According to Philip Shaw, for Lyotard ''the ultimate mode of expression will be pure

abstraction''.89 This is indeed the role designated by Lyotard to Malevich in the appendix

of Postmodern Condition:

[a]s  painting,  it  will  of  course  'present'  something though negatively;  it  will

therefore  avoid  figuration  or  representation.  It  will  be  "white"  like  one  of

Malevitch's squares (...).90

Moreover, the high regard of abstract painting is present in Lyotard's thought very

early. Thus, James Williams shows how persistent is Lyotard's interest in the limits of

representation and how ''it has always been a concern of Lyotard's that there may be

things that cannot be represented, that is, brought back to us through language and art.''91

Maybe the first time Lyotard refers to this theme is in an essay ‘Born in 1925’ (1948)92:

88 Jean-Francois Lyotard (1993), ‘A Svelte Appendix to the Postmodern Question’ in Jean-Francois Lyotard, Political 

Writings, (tr) Bill Readings and Kevin Paul Geiman, London: University College London Press, p. 26.

89 Philip Shaw (2005), The Sublime, London and New York: Routledge, p. 116.

90 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 80.

91 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 21.

92 Williams calls it Lyotard's 'earliest writing', see James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, 

Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 21.
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art abandons figure, representation drowns the represented, and Raphael bores

us. The object  undergoes the same process of breakdown as had the field of

concrete actions and undertakings.  Surrealist  expression has made us used to

works whose very meaning is given over to chance as the summit of human

freedom. L’amour fou is so optimistic.93

In Williams'  translation,  the object in ‘Born in 1925’ undergoes 'liberation'  not a

'breakdown'.94 In both versions,  this liberation-breakdown parallels Malevich ideal of

abstract art as a revolutionary liberation of color,95 object and human being.96 At the

same time, the approach to abstract art as a limitation of representation is germane to the

theory of the sublime of Kantian type.

There are few moments where my reading differs from that by Lyotard. The biggest

methodological difference is a very low attention paid by Lyotard to the relations of the

sublime with ethics. Maybe to follow Joshua Rayman and say that to Lyotard Kantian

sublimity is ''anti-moral or evil"97 is too far, but Lyotard definitely writes very little about

morality and usually does not include this principle connection into the criteria of the

sublime.  Thus,  Rayman  is  absolutely  correct  when  he  claims  ''that  sublimity  has

virtually always been constructed in moral terms, from Longinus to Addison, Kant and

Schiller.''98

93 Jean-Francois Lyotard (1993), ‘Born in 1925’ in Jean-Francois Lyotard, Political Writings, (tr) Bill Readings and Kevin 

Paul Geiman, London: University College London Press, p. 86.

94 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 21.

95 Kazimir Malevich (1995), ‘The turning point’ in Kazimir Malevich, Collected Works in 5 Volumes, vol. 1, Articles, 

manifestos, theoretical essays and other works, 1913-1929, (eds) A.S. Shatskich and A.D. Sarabyanov, Moscow: Hylaea,

pp. 104-105.

96 Kazimir Malevich (2003), ‘The declaration of the rights of the artist’ in Kazimir Malevich, The Black Square (ed) 

Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 64. 

97 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 172.

98  Ibid., p. 173.
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To Lyotard one of important criteria for the sublimity of an artwork can be the fact

that the artwork ''devotes its 'little technical expertise' (son 'petit technique'), as Diderot

used to say, to present the fact that the unpresentable exists.''99 For me it is not enough, at

least in some possible interpretation of this quotation. The sublime as Kant presents it is

a particular qualia. The existence of the unpresentable can be given symbolically and

thus belongs to the world of aesthetic ideas rather than that of the sublime. 

In the Postmodern Fables Lyotard writes how the subject ceases to exist in sublime

experience:  ''[Sublime art]  [a]spires to exemption from syntheses,  forms, becomings,

intentions and retentions [i.e. memory], from repetition, in a word.''100 In my reading this

is only a metaphor, at least in case of subjectivity understood in a strict sense (like the

legal notion of living or dead subject). But the understanding of metaphor shouldn't be

too broad either. Or, in other words, the disrupture of a subject cannot be so little as for

example when one is disrupted by an insignificant phone call while he or she is writing.

A writing subject A really ceased to exist and than returns to existence as subject A',

different  in  some  moments  of  its  physical  existence  but  not  in  its  quality  (its

'writingness').

What  matters much more is the change of some inner quality. An art-appreciating

subject before the experience of Avant-garde art and after it should be deeply different.

''The sublime (…) pushes us out of (outer, physical) nature and instead forces us to look

into ourselves and our inner  nature.''101 Kant writes about the sublime that there is ''a

subjective movement of the imagination, by which it does violence [Gewalt] to the inner

sense [inneren Sinne]'' (5: 259). So the sublime is something transformative and violent

(gewalttätig) already to Kant.

99 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 78.

100Quoted as in Temenuga Trifonova (2007), The image in French philosophy, Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, p. 160.

101 Christian Helmut Wenzel (2005), An Introduction to Kant's Aesthetics: Core Concepts and Problems, Malden, MA and 

Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, p. 111.
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According to Temenuga Trifonova, the postmodern sublime, which is ''a descendant

of the Kantian sublime'', presupposes that ''the opposition subject-object loses relevance

as it dissolves into the pre-ethical and pre-rational command: Be!''102 However Matthew

Pacholec on the contrary argues that postmodern sublimity necessarily involves a special

sort of subjectivity:

the sublime evokes an agitated subjectivity signaled by a feeling of displeasure

that  accompanies  the  encounter  with  the  sublime.  The  sublime  recasts  the

ordinary experience of time into an 'aesthetic temporality' that intrudes on the

stability of consciousness.103

Both Trifonova and Pacholec have Lyotard in mind when one denies and another

acknowledges  the  existence  of  the  coherent  subject  in  the  sublime  feeling.  Joshua

Rayman rightly sees the contradiction between Trifonova and Pacholec as a compatible

antinomy:  ''both  [Trifonova  and  Pacholec] are  correct  (...)  Lyotard  argues  both  that

sublimity, as a form of taste, is subjective, admitting only of subjective universality, in

contrast to duty (...), and that the feeling of the sublime cannot allow for the deduction of

a  sublime,  unified  subject.''104 In  other  words,  no  one's  head  physically  explodes.

However, there is an explosion within one's aesthetic views.

1.4 Literature overview

There is a rich literature on Modern art in Taiwan. The most prominent for my thesis

are books by Xiao Qiongrui (蕭瓊瑞) and Lai Yingying (賴瑛瑛). The book by Xiao is

102 Temenuga Trifonova (2007), The image in French philosophy, Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, p. 161.

103 Matthew E. Pacholec (1999), ‘Time and the Sublime Self’ in Journal of Consciousness Studies, vol. 6 (4), p. 71.

104 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 174.
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the third volume of  An Illustrated History of  Taiwan Art (說臺灣美術史 ),  which

concerns the period from Japanese rule to the time after World War Two, thus it covers

the  time  frame  of  Taiwan's  Avant-garde  art.105 Moreover,  Xiao  Qiongrui discusses

Taiwan's  Avant-garde  in  a  separate article.106 The  book  by  Lai  Yingying  directly

researches  Taiwan's  Avant-garde.107 The  chapter  'Alternative  Chinas'  in  The  Art  of

Modern China by Julia F. Andrews and Shen Kuiyi examines the art world of Taiwan,

but not from the viewpoint of the Avant-garde art theory. In 2017 new books on  Liu

Guosong108 and Zhuang Zhe109 are published. Li Yuanjia's poetry receives a theoretical

treatment in the article by Diana Yeh.110 Many artists of the 60s are interested in printing

and estampes. These artists are covered among others in Printmaking art (版畫創作藝

術) by Zhang Jiayu (張家瑀).111

The book edited by Kikuchi,  Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in

Colonial Taiwan does not concern the period of Avant-garde art in Taiwan, but authors

of  Refracted Modernity discuss problems crucial for this research. A lot of important

analytical work on intercultural dialogue and modernization can be found in Kikuchi's

105 Jason Gaiger (2009), ‘Dismantling the Frame: Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Autonomy’ in The British Journal of 

Aesthetics, vol. 49 (1), p. 43,

106 蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展. Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 3.

107 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術. Taibei:遠流出版公司. 

108 Xiao Qiongrui 蕭瓊瑞 (2017), Xiandai. Shuimo. Liu Guosong. 現代.水墨.劉國松, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 10.

109 Pan Fan 潘襎 (2017), Yuanqi. Pongbo. Zhuang Zhe. 元氣．磅礡．莊喆, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 10. 

110 Diana Yeh (2008), ‘Contested Belongings: The Politics and Poetics of Making a Home in Britain’ in China Fictions 

English Language: Literary Essays in Diaspora, Memory, Story. (ed) Robert A. Lee. Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi,

pp. 299-326.

111 Zhang Jiayu 張家瑀 (2001), Printmaking art版畫創作藝術, Taipei: National Taiwan Arts Education Center 國立台灣

藝術教育館.
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book. The authors also elaborate on questions important for the philosophy of art, such

as what is 'modern' and what is 'traditional' art. Moreover, Refracted Modernity provides

an  interesting  analysis  of  how  the  cultural  background  of  Taiwan  influenced  the

reception of Fauvism. The book covers the first encounter of Taiwan with the Avant-

garde art. Jason C. Kuo's Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan112 deals with close

material to the book edited by Kikuchi, but in addition he covers the time long after the

Japanese period.

A deep analysis of Kantian aesthetics as well as a rich review of secondary literature

can be found in An Introduction to Kant's Aesthetics: Core Concepts and Problems by

Christian H. Wenzel. Although An Introduction does not discuss Avant-garde art, it has

commentaries  on  Lyotard  and  represents  all  elements  of  Kantian aesthetics,  from

disinterestedness  to  the  sublime  in  the  context  of  contemporary  debates  in  Kant's

scholarship.

Until recently, Kant's theory of the sublime received little attention. It seems that

Jacques  Derrida  in  The Truth  in  Painting (originally  published  in  1978)  revived an

interest  in it.  Later,  Lyotard linked it  with contemporary art on a larger scale in his

Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime (1991). In the English scholarship there  is no

literature dedicated to the problem of the Kantian sublime before 1989. However, after

1989 every year there is a new installment in the scholarship on this subject. Robert

Doran believes it to be a result of the publication in 1989 of The Kantian Sublime: From

Morality to Art by Paul Crowther.113 Crowther continued to research on this subject for

thirty  years,  the last  of  his  books on the Kantian sublime was published in  2010.114

During  his  work  on  the  Kantian  sublime,  Crowther  also  made  a  considerable

112 Jason C. Kuo (2000), Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan, Seattle: University of Washington Press, pp. 32-83.

113 Robert Doran (2015), The Theory of the Sublime from Longinus to Kant, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 5.

114 Paul Crowther (2010), The Kantian Aesthetic: From Knowledge to the Avant-Garde, Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press.
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contribution to the theory of Avant-garde art, such as in his book The Kantian Aesthetic:

From Knowledge to the Avant-Garde. Thierry de Duve tries to use Kantian aesthetics for

the understanding of one of the most enigmatic Avant-gardists - Marcel Duchamp in his

500 pages long Kant after Duchamp.115

An interesting approach to the problems of the theory of the sublime can be found in

‘The  Pathological  Sublime:  Pleasure  and  Pain  in  the  Colonial  Context’ by  David

Lloyd.116 Lloyd traces the origins of the idea of 'high culture' back to the formalization of

aesthetic judgment by Kant. Not only Lloyd's notion of the autonomy of art is quite

close to the one used in this thesis, his work is an interesting precedent of a research on

sublime in a crosscultural context.

It is necessary to mention other fundamental contributions to the scholarship on the

Kantian aesthetics made in the recent years. Such books as Kant and the Claims of Taste

(1988)  by Paul  Guyer,  The Genesis  of  Kant’s  Critique  of  Judgment  (1992)  by John

Zammito, as well as Henry Allison's Kant’s Theory of Taste: A Reading of the Critique

of Aesthetic Judgment (2001) greatly enriched the understanding of Kant's conceptions

of beautiful, art and sublime. Allison also touched on problems of contemporary art in

his book. For example, Allison has discussed the applicability of Kant to the Pop art by

Andy Warhol117 as  well  as  has discussed with Guyer  abstract  art  by Josef  Albers118.

Guyer recently put Kantian aesthetics in the context of the history of the philosophy of

art in his fundamental A History of Modern Aesthetics (2015).

115 Thierry de  Duve (1996), Kant after Duchamp, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press.

116 David Lloyd (2009) ‘The Pathological Sublime: Pleasure and Pain in the Colonial Context’ in The Postcolonial 

Enlightenment: Eighteenth-century Colonialism and Postcolonial Theory, (eds) Daniel Carey and Lynn Festa, Oxford 

and New York: Oxford University Press.

117 Henry Allison (2001), Kant’s Theory of Taste: A Reading of the Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, Cambridge and New 

York: Cambridge University Press, p. 275.

118 Ibid., p. 136.
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2 Transition's point of departure

The transition from the aesthetics of the beautiful to the aesthetics of the sublime in

Taiwan has started from some point.  To define what is this point  is  the task of this

chapter. There are two main components here. The first component is traditional Chinese

aesthetics in a Japanese version and in the version of the Qing dynasty  (1644-1912)

intellectuals  who were mainly Chinese but often Manchu. The second component  is

Japanese  cultural  politics  in  colonized  Taiwan  (1895-1945).  To  develop  a  Kantian

approach to Taiwanese Avant-garde art, it is necessary to locate both components in the

coordinates of critical philosophy.

2.1 Chinese aesthetics

2.1.1 Aesthetics West and East

Chinese aesthetics is in many ways a unique tradition. When Greenberg speaks about

Avant-garde art, it is quite predictable that he compares it to East Asia: 

Western  tradition  and  Western  society  have  produced  something  historically

unique:  the  avant-garde.  Why  it  was  produced  in  the  West  alone  has  to  be

explained in a variety of ways, only one of which I'll attempt. In its emergence

in Paris one hundred-odd years ago the avant-garde was a writers' and artists'

effort in a sense in which I can discern no other artistic or cultural tendency to
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have been (not even in China or Japan).119

Japan in this context also points to China, or, as Kojin Karatani puts it, Japan is a

part of Chinese civilization along with Korea, Vietnam and Mongolia.120 This tradition is

not only uniquely rich, it is also open for interaction with all the major elements of the

Avant-garde art.

The type of  Avant-garde  art  related  to  free  play  couldn't  avoid  in  Taiwan  the

influence  of Chinese  traditional  aesthetics.  It  seems,  that  Chinese  ink  painting

presupposes free play. This type of painting allows unrestrained flows of ink on rice

paper  and spontaneous strokes  of  the  brush,  which are  almost  reaching the  abstract

expressionists' technique of dripping. This similarity is acknowledged by the leader of

abstract  expressionism,  Jackson  Pollock,  who  is  interested  in  Eastern  spirituality.

Pollock's experience with Zen Buddhism can be compared with a reversed situation:

Pollock was a Western artist interested in Eastern spirituality, and in Taiwan there are

artists who are native of Eastern spirituality and interested in Western art.  Something

like  this  can be  found in  the meeting of  Nam June Paik and John Cage.  Paik was

studying in Germany and Cage was teaching there. Paik was interested in Western music

and Cage was interested in Buddhism. Due to Cage's influence Paik tries to unite his

cultural background and spirituality of Buddhism with modern artistic methods. This

attempt finds its realization in the creation of Video art.121

119  Clement Greenberg (1999), Homemade Esthetics: Observations on Art and Taste, Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, pp. 35-6. 

120  Kojin Karatani (2016), Nation and Aesthetics: On Kant and Freud, (trs) Jonathan E. Abel, Darwin H. Tsen, and Hiroki 

Yoshikuni, New York: Oxford University Press, p. 13.

121  Dieter Daniels (1997), ‘Über Anfänge – Intermedialität und Internationalität der frühen 60er Jahre in der BRD’ in 

Medien Kunst Aktion: Die 60er und 70er in Deutschland / Media Art Action: the '60s and '70s in Germany, (ed) Rudolf 

Frieling and Dieter Daniels, Wien and New York: Springer, p. 15.
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Besides the purely aesthetic influence, also the cultural background can influence the

reception  of  Avant-garde  art  in  numerous  ways.  Thus,  Taiwanese  surrealism  is

influenced  by  the  cultural  background  of  Taiwan. For  example  dreams  are  very

important for the surrealists. As Breton writes in the first manifesto of surrealism: 

Freud very rightly brought his critical faculties to bear upon the dream. It is, in

fact, inadmissible that this considerable portion of psychic activity (...) has still

today  been  so  grossly  neglected.  I  have  always  been  amazed  at  the  way  an

ordinary  observer  lends  so  much  more  credence  and  attaches  so  much  more

importance to waking events than to those occurring in dreams.122

But in the West, dreams are viewed as messages, from gods in antiquity or from the

subconsciousness  in  contemporary  psychoanalysis,  while  Chinese  tradition  has  a

different understanding of dreams. In Zhuangzi dreams are viewed as essentially not

different  from  reality:  Zhuangzi  cannot  decide  whether  he  is  dreaming  of  being  a

butterfly,  or  a  butterfly  is  dreaming  of  being  Zhuangzi.  This  difference  in  cultural

background  between  Western  and  Taiwan's  painters can  be  considered  as  the  other

important moment. Taiwan has  a  rich tradition of surrealism to work with. The first

surrealist group with participants from the island is founded in 1932 in Paris.123 Its name

is Le Moulin Poetry Society, it consists of four Taiwanese and three Japanese poets. 

The type of Avant-garde art that is related to the absolute has probably the most rich

connotations. Lyotard discusses the absolute in the judgment of the sublime, that it  “is

122 Andre Breton (1969), ‘Manifesto of Surrealism’ in Manifestoes of Surrealism, (ed) Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane, 

Ann Arbor: Ann Arbor Paperbacks, The University of Michigan Press, pp. 10-11. 

123 Michelle Yeh (2001), “Introduction” in Frontier Taiwan: An Anthology of Modern Chinese Poetry, (ed) N. G. D. 

Malmqvist, New York: Columbia University Press, p. 16.
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not conceived of as an Idea but only felt.”124 Lyotard also claims that the judgment of the

sublime, “presupposes both a capacity to conceive of the absolute and a sensibility of the

'presence'  of the absolute”125 Being a non-religious feeling to Kant,  the sublime was

analyzed by Lyotard through a religious aspect. Probably it has something to do with

Lyotard's own religious views, as it is discussed in 1.3.

Nothing in Kant  directly  contradicts  Lyotard's  religious reading of  sublime.  Kant

himself speaks about the sublimity of God (5: 261), and the same is the issue for the pre-

Kantian tradition in the theory of the sublime in general. Before Kant, the sublime is

often understood as a sign of the supersensible in a religious sense: it is the magnificent

world as a creation, which proves the magnificent nature of the creator.126 Avant-garde

artists are interested in religion, be it theosophy for Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944),127

Piet Mondrian (1872-1944)128 and much later for Joseph Beuys (1921-1986),129 or one's

own religious experience, as it is the case for Malevich and, with some indeterminacy,

for  Pablo  Picasso  (1881-1973). At least if one were to  consider Picasso's idea of his

artworks as 'fetishes'130 on one hand and  Crucifixion  (1930) as a religious painting by

Picasso on  the other hand, one cannot but see special religious sense in Picasso's art.

124 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 73.

125 Ibid.

126 Robert Doran (2015), The Theory of the Sublime from Longinus to Kant, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

pp. 164-165.

127 Boris Falikov (Борис Фаликов, 2016), ‘Astral color: Kandinsky and Theosophy (Астральный цвет: Кандинский и 

теософия)’ in Art Studies (Искусствознание), vol. 1-2, p. 68.

128 Pablo Bris-Marino (2014), ‘The influence of Theosophy on Mondrian’s neoplastic work’ in Arte, Individuo y Sociedad, 

vol. 26 (3), p. 490.

129 Mark C. Taylor (2012), Refiguring the Spiritual: Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy, New York: Columbia University 

Press, p. 22.

130 Pablo Picasso (2003), ‘Discovery of African art, 1906-1907’ in Primitivism and Twentieth-century Art: A Documentary 

History, (ed) Jack Flam and Miriam Deutch, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, p. 33.
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Marc Chagall (1887-1985)131 and Barnett Newman (1905-1970)132 are deeply influenced

by Judaism. The same element of own religious experience can be detected in Malevich

along Christianity.133

If  all  above mentioned artists  in  their  artworks,  despite  the religious differences,

presuppose the absolute in the judgment of the sublime, this absolute can be taken as a

relative  conception  different  from  civilization  to  civilization. For  this  it  should  be

viewed as what is called 'the  sacred' in the religious studies. The sacred, according to

Carsten Colpe can be posited 

as a special category of religion in the way that the correct or the true has been

made a category of  cognition theory,  the good a category of  ethics,  and the

beautiful a category of aesthetics. The sacred is then what gives birth to religion,

in that humanity 'encounters' it; or it functions as the essence, the focus, the all-

important element in religion.134

Artists of Taiwan's Avant-garde are influenced by two such conceptions. The first is

the Western absolute, which is retranslated with Avant-garde and through other moments

of  intercultural  dialogue.  The  second  is  coming  from  the  cultural  background  of

Taiwanese  artists.  It  is  possible  to  trace  how  two  prototypes  of  the  sublimity,  the

personal God of the West and the impersonal Chinese  Tian (天 ) influenced the most

radical form of Avant-garde art, as in the case of Taiwanese reception of abstract art.

131 Marc Chagall (2003), ‘The Biblical Message’ in Marc Chagall on Art and Culture, (ed) Benjamin Harshav, Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, pp. 172-173.

132 Jean-Francois Lyotard (1992), The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, (tr) Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby, 

Cambridge: Polity Press, p. 90.

133 Leonid Katzis (2000), ‘The Black Square by Kazimir Malevich and A Tale of Two Squares by El Lissitzky in Jewish 

perspective’, in Russian eschatology and literature, (ed) Leonid Katzis, Moscow: O.G.I., pp. 132-139.

134 Carsten Colpe (2004), ‘The Sacred and The Profane’ in Encyclopedia of Religion, (ed) Lindsay Jones, Thomson Gale: 

Farmington Hills, vol. 12, p. 7964.
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This difference seems to be the reason between the later discussed contrast between the

Malevich's Black Square and Li Yuan-Jia's (李元佳) numerous artworks devoted to his

'Cosmic Point' (宇宙點).135 

Earlier it was presented how Lyotard viewed Avant-garde art as escaping the realism

in art where 'realism' is understood as a presentation of stable objects from the organized

cosmos. But outside of Europe things could be very different. In Daoism change prevails

over permanent qualities of being, it is so in China even in mathematics.136 Even human

nature  can  be  viewed  as  a  ''momentary  determinacy'  possessed  by  each  individual

thing''.137 How can Avant-garde art as a refutation of 'realism' come to cultures with no

background  of  'realism'?  Commonsensical  understanding  of  'realism'  links  it  to  the

Renaissance-like perspective and illusion of depth created on a surface. There are both

practical  and  theoretical  problems  with  the  perspective  in  Western  and  Eastern  art.

Cubists  explore  the  way  the  three-dimensional  world  can  be  depicted  on  a  two-

dimensional  surface.  Albert  Glaizes  (1881-1953)  and  Jean  Metzinger  (1883-1956)

dedicate artworks and theory of cubism to this problem.138 In philosophy of art, problems

of perspective and pictorial form are developed mostly in the Kantian tradition by Ernst

Cassirer  (1874-1945)  and  Erwin  Panofsky  (1892-1968).  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  art

offers a unique opportunity for the dialogue between systems of perspective derived

from the  Western  Avant-garde  art  and  the  perspective  in  Chinese  art.  In  regard  of

Taiwan's Avant-garde art, three such systems can be mentioned: 

135 Please, see the illustrations, and 3.3.5 for the argument.

136 Yuan Jinmei (2002), ‘Exploring the Logical Space in the Patterns of Classical Chinese Mathematical Art’ in Journal of 

Chinese Philosophy, vol. 29 (4), p. 520.

137 Kai Marchal and Christian Helmut Wenzel (2017), ‘Chinese Perspectives on Free Will’ in The Routledge Companion to

Free Will, (eds) Kevin Timpe, Meghan Griffith, Neil Levy, London: Routledge, p. 379.

138 See Albert Glaizes and Jean Metzinger (1964), On Cubism by Gleizes and Metzingere in Modern Artists on Art: Ten 

Unabridged Essays, (ed) Robert L. Herbert, New Jersey: A Spectrum Book, pp. 1-19.
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1. Classical cubism rebelled against traditional illusionist perspective, known since

Antiquity and elaborated in the Renaissance. Renaissance perspective has a fixed

position of view, from where the illusion of three dimensions can be achieved.

2. Russian  Avant-garde  art  draws  from  the  Russian  Icon,  which  has a  reverse

perspective. The Russian Icon also has a fixed point of view, but the icon does not

create  the  illusion  of  the  three  dimensions,  the  geometry  of  all  pictures  are

'reversed' in comparison to Renaissance perspective. In Renaissance perspective

all parallel lines will meet each other in a point on the two dimensional surface.

The position of the viewer is fixed next to this point. But in the icon the position

of the viewer and the point of convergence of the lines coincide, as if the picture

were created for the viewer from the hither side of the painting. This creates an

effect of something from the depths of the icon entering the observer, an effect

discussed in Russian religious thought.

3. In addition, Chinese art has its own system of perspective. This perspective is

created partly due to the art form of the scroll. It is necessary to gradually unfold

the scroll to see the image. Therefore the point of the viewer is not fixed, it is

moving. In reality, it is the painting that is moving, not the viewer, but for the

logic of perspective this does not matter.
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The Russian icon influenced the Russian Avant-garde, hence one may  suggest the

same in the case of the Taiwan's Avant-garde art and classic Chinese art. This insight

helps  to  understand  the  role  of  the  cultural  background  in  the  globalization  of  the

modern art as well as the problem of perspective in art in general. How does the way the

world is painted correspond to the way it is viewed? For example, the Daoist view of the

cosmos stresses  change,  while  Western  philosophy  is  more  interested  in  permanent

qualities of existence. In parallel with this, Eastern art has a floating point of view in the

painting, and Western art wants the beholder to stay still  in a fixed position.  In this

regard both Western perspectives seems to be a kind of Lyotardian 'grand narratives'

which are viewed as oppressive by the philosopher.  The floating point  of  view and

especially a combination of perspectivisms have a great potential for a visual paralogy.

At the same  time  the  collision  of  different  perspectives  creates the  situation  of

extreme complexity. Lai Yingying (賴瑛瑛) even tries to create an approach to Avant-

garde art  based on this  quality  as  the substantial  one:  she views Avant-garde  art  as

Complex art (複合藝術).139 Crowther also mentions the close idea in regard of a Kantian

approach to Avant-garde art. Can something too complex be sublime? Complex things

create a challenge for our senses similar to the challenges which are presented as formal

demand by Kant. Our senses can be overwhelmed not only by a terrible storm or a

Pyramid but also by a 4-dimensional geometric figure like a hypercube or a hypersphere.

The complexity of a hypercube should overwhelm our understanding just like a Pyramid

does. In case of an artwork where different systems of perspective meet it is not just one

extra dimension added. Here different relations between dimensions mix in chaos. This

creates the first, the most simple level of the sublime aesthetics in Avant-garde art.

Gombrich in Art and Illusion stated that the artist presented not his view of the world

but mediated it with his materials (ink in the East or tempera colors (later oil colors) in

139 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛: 六○年代複合藝術, Taibei: 遠流出版公司. 
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the  West).  The comparison of  perspectives  can further  develop Gombrich's  classical

argument by showing the presence of the artist's world view in the artwork.

2.1.2 The origins of Chinese aesthetics

How is  the discussion of  the origin of  aesthetic  tradition possible?  When an  art

historian tries to begin from the prehistoric age, it is always an issue how the content, the

objects the art historian research, is relevant to the national art history. For example,

French archeology has a tendency to unite in a succession the Gaul culture, the Roman

province of Gallia and the Frank kingdom in the single line of evolution. Are they the

same  aesthetic  tradition  or  not?  The  three,  Celtic  Gallia,  Roman  Gallia  and  Frank

kingdom, speak different languages, worship different gods, have distinct art style.

The same can be said of China, although Chinese history is much more in one line

without such radical changes as Roman conquest and Barbarian invasion in the history

of France. Buddhism has entered China, but has not radically changed the society as it

happens with Christianity in Europe. The worship of the heaven and of the ancestors

continues  in  China  after  Buddhism,  while  pre-Christian  gods  of  Europe  have

disappeared. No ancient conqueror has ever changed the Chinese way of life in the same

manner, as Romans have changed the way of life in Gallia. Usually conquerors of China

become  Chinese.140 But  there  is  an  important  exception.  Western  Zhou  (1045—771

BC141) is established by a group, which is tentatively named 'Zhou people' and who is

most possibly a foreign invader into China. Although, ''[o]ver the past fifteen years, this

140 Joseph R. Levenson (1968), Confucian China and its Modern Fate: Volume One: The Problem of Intellectual 

Continuity, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, pp. 62-63.

141 Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy (1999), ‘Introduction’ in The Cambridge History of Ancient China From 

the Origins of Civilization to 221 B.C., (eds) Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy, New York: Cambridge 

University Press, p. 15.
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has been one of the most hotly contested issues in studies of Zhou history.''142 But even

in  the  traditional  view,  Zhou  people  came  from what  is  modern  Shaanxi,  which  in

comparison to the central plain of previous Shang dynasty (ca. 1570-1045 BC143) is a

foreign western region.144 Moreover, Shang did not worship heaven Tian (天), it is the

god of Zhou people.145 So that pre-Zhou art is under the same question, the art of the

Gauls is in the relation to the French art.

The beginning of Chinese art goes back to a deep prehistoric age. The objects of

Neolithic ceramics from China could never have been meant for aesthetic appreciation

by creators, but they have incredible aesthetic potential. But it is not easy to determine

which  objects  are  relevant  to  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  art  through  Chinese  aesthetic

tradition.  Some objects  seem to be disconnected,  like images  of  shaman faces  from

Banpo culture (半坡, ca. 5000-3500 BC146) decorated with fish. This motif of a face with

fish does not survive, while another art element from Banpo, the image of a lizard-like

creature, greatly proliferates: according to some scholars it can be a prototype of the

Chinese dragon long (龍).147 Some Neolithic objects on the contrary share many features

with later Chinese art. Some animals and flowers from stone and early bronze age have

the same or close semantics as in traditional Chinese art. For example calabash or bottle

gourd (Chinese  hulu,  葫蘆 ). The bottle gourd is related to immortality in traditional

142 Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy (1999), The Cambridge History of Ancient China From the Origins of 

Civilization to 221 B.C., New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 302.

143 Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy (1999), ‘Introduction’ in The Cambridge History of Ancient China From 

the Origins of Civilization to 221 B.C., (eds) Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy, New York: Cambridge 

University Press, p. 2.

144 Edward L. Shaughnessy (1999), ‘Western Zhou History’ in The Cambridge History of Ancient China From the Origins 

of Civilization to 221 B.C., (eds) Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy, New York: Cambridge University Press, 

p. 302.

145 See entry ‘tiān’ in ABC Etymological Dictionary of Old Chinese, (ed) Axel Schuessler (2006), Honolulu: University of 

Hawaii Press, p. 495.

146 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 20.

147  Ibid., pp. 42-43.
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China148 and images of bottle gourd are present in burial art.149

The  Kantian  notion  of  aesthetic  ideas  can  help  to  define  relevant  part  of

(proto-)Chinese  prehistoric  aesthetics.  Kant  believes  that  some  images  are  special

because they provoke a lot of thought. In the section 49, he defines such images as

aesthetic ideas (ästhetische Ideen). The example of aesthetic idea Kant uses, that of the

eagle of Jupiter (5: 315), is quite helpful here. The eagle in the Indo-European world has

a special meaning, which can be traced back for millennia,  to the origin of Western

aesthetics. The same can be found in some of Chinese symbols.

Kant introduces aesthetic ideas in the discussion on genius (§§ 46-49). The aesthetic

idea  is  a  special  kind  of  idea  which  can  be  created  by  human  imagination:  ''[t]he

imagination (as a productive cognitive faculty) is, namely, very powerful in creating, as

it were, another nature, out of the material which the real one gives it. We entertain

ourselves with it when experience seems too mundane to us.'' (5: 314 ). The genius for

Kant uses and creates aesthetic ideas. But Kant does not say that genius is the only

source of aesthetic ideas. In fact, he gives examples for which no genius can be named:

the above mentioned eagle of Jupiter is not created by a known genius. It is a part of

Roman religion. 

It  seems there are  two types of  aesthetic  ideas:  (1)  traditional  (like the eagle of

Jupiter) and (2) invented by a genius. Maybe every traditional aesthetic idea (2) is a

result of work by a prehistoric genius (1), or of different geniuses separated by centuries,

who modified and edited such traditional aesthetic idea. These geniuses can even create

new aesthetic ideas unconsciously, thinking they transmit rather than create. But in any

case, some traditional aesthetic ideas (2) are different from the aesthetic ideas invented

by  the  historical  geniuses  (1),  because  they  have  deeper  cultural  and  religious

148 Robert F. Campany (2002), To Live as Long as Heaven and Earth A Translation and Study of Ge Hong's Traditions of 

Divine Transcendents, Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 164.

149 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 48.
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connotations. For an ancient Roman, an eagle was not just a way to think about god, it

was  a  manifestation  of  the  god,  a  good  omen.  The  Ancient  Romans  believe  that

lightning, another symbol of Jupiter, ''does not strike the eagle among birds; this is why

the eagle is represented as armed with a thunderbolt as a weapon.''150 Pliny the Elder (CE

23–79) writes that two eagles show every time a legion create a winter camp: ''there was

scarcely  ever  a  legion's winter  camp without  a  pair  of  eagles being  in  the

neighborhood.''151 An Aquila, a silver sculpture of an eagle used as a flag for a Roman

legion, symbolizes the legion, the loss of it could lead to the dissolution of the legion. In

fact,  these  birds  where  ''totems,  reflecting  the  religious  beliefs  of  an  agricultural

society.''152

The reason why some images are aesthetic ideas is not very clear. Kant believes that

aesthetic ideas are indirectly linked (as 'pendants') to ideas of reason (5: 314). But can

this connection be the reason why some images are aesthetic ideas and other images are

not? It can be also only an effect: some images are linked to ideas of reason because they

are aesthetic ideas. They are widespread in a culture and constitute the milieu in which a

representative  of  this  culture  becomes  an  adult  and  thus  forms  his  or  her  way  of

thinking.

Chinese tradition has a lot of objects which can be researched as aesthetic ideas:

mythical creatures, like  the  dragon and phoenix; local flora, like bamboo and  a  bottle

gourd; and even the mineral world, like jade. Because Kant's examples are from  the

natural world, let us take a look at the flora. Moreover, it is a logical choice because the

bamboo plays the central role in Chinese art of the literati.153

150 Pliny the Elder (1967), Natural History, vol. 1, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 

p. 283.

151 Ibid., p. 303.

152 Lawrence J. F. Keppie (2005), The Making of the Roman Army: From Republic to Empire, London: Routledge, p. 46. 

153 Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-1636), Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 102.
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The fruit  of  a  bottle  gourd is  a  Chinese traditional  aesthetic  idea because of  its

practical  usefulness  and symbolic  meaning.  The bottle  gourd  can serve as  a  natural

container for liquids due to its thick watertight skin. It is still used as a bottle today, as it

was used in traditional and in prehistoric China. The bottle gourd has influenced some of

forms of prehistoric ceramics154 and it is present as a symbol (what is called 'gourd‐like

outlines',155 etc.) in burial art.156 The bottle gourd is a symbol of immortality in Daoism,

so that the link to human finitute in time survives. Daoist immortal masters often hold

staffs with bottle gourds. The bottle gourd in Daoism is also ''a Chinese symbol of self-

contained, self-sufficient cave retreats,  or 'grotto-heavens,'  and other hidden paradisal

realms.''157 Some sinologists view the source of such significance of the gourds in the

ability of these vegetables to preserve seeds inside.158 No less significant seems to be its

usage in folk medical practices, as mirrored in Chinese tales, where doctors often use

bottle gourd to store drugs and elixirs. Ge Hong (葛洪 , 283-343) records a history in

Biographies of the immortals  (神仙傳 ) which is very illustrative for that meaning of

bottle gourd. It is a hagiography of Hu Gong (壺 159公 , 'Sire Gourd' in translation by

Robert F. Campany) and Fei Changfang (費長房), in which Fei Changfang finds out that

Sire Gourd is not an ordinary man. Sire Gourd is a famous doctor who is always seen

with a gourd, but only Fei Changfang manages to spot that at night Fei Changfang hides

154 For example, some of the ping type, like one attributed this way and represented in color in Han Zhongmin, Delahaye, 

Hubert (1985), A Journey Through Ancient China From the Neolithic to the Ming, Belgrad: Jugoslovenska Revija and 

Beijing: Cultural Relics Publishing House, p. 19.

155 Hung Ling-yu (2011), Pottery Production, Mortuary Practice and Social Complexity in the Majiayao Culture, NW 

China (ca. 5300-4000 BP), PhD thesis, Washington University in St. Louis, p. 106. 

156 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 48.

157 Robert F. Campany (2002), To Live as Long as Heaven and Earth A Translation and Study of Ge Hong's Traditions of 

Divine Transcendents. Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 164.

158 Norman J. Girardot (1974), Myth and Meaning in Early Taoism: The Theme of Chaos (hun-tun), Berkley, Los Angeles, 

London: University of California Press, p. 226.

159 However here 壺 means not a fruit but a vessel made out of the fruit.
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in his gourd. In fact the whole paradise realm exists in Sire Gourd's calabash. Later Fei

Changfang becomes a follower of the doctor and learns a lot of his secret ways. 

Marina  Kravtsova believes  that  the symbolic  meaning of  immortality,  associated

with bottle gourd can be a result of its presence in burial ritual artifacts of the prehistoric

period.160 The  same  rather  civilizational  than  cultural  continuity  can  be  seen  in  the

persistent significance of the pig as a domestic animal and a symbol in Chinese art and

cultural semantics. Pigs are important in the geographic vicinity of sinosphare from the

examples of the pig's mandibles and skulls of the Neolithic burials of the 3 th millennium

b.c.161 to the celebration of the God pig in modern Sanxia (Taiwan).

The bamboo is another Chinese traditional aesthetic idea, probably the main such

idea. Bamboo is a central subject of Literati paintings, Su Shi (蘇軾, 1037-1101)162 and

others numerously paint bamboos. Bamboo is also present in Chinese Neolithic art. The

pottery from Hemudu culture (河姆渡 , ca. 5000/4500-3400 BC163), for instance, has a

bamboo pattern decoration.164 Wolfram Eberhard draws a parallel between the Western

hobby horse ('Steckenpferdchen') and Chinese bamboo horse (zhuma 竹馬) to show the

fundamental meaning of bamboo for China.165 It is indeed a plant and material which is

intimately connected with Chinese civilization. As an old cultural symbol, the bamboo

penetrates modern concrete jungle of glass and iron.

A lot  of  pottery  from Majiayao  culture  ( 馬 家窯  ca.  3300-2050  BC166)  uses

geometrical decorations to imitate the texture of woven baskets, which until now are

160 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 48.

161 Li Liu (1996), ‘Mortuary Ritual and Social Hierarchy in the Longshan Culture’ in Early China, vol. 21, p. 16.

162 Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-1636), Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 9.

163 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 22.

164 Ibid., p. 65.

165 See the entry on bamboo in Wolfram Eberhard (1983), Lexikon chinesicher Symbole, Köln and Taipei: Eugen 

Diederichs Verlag and Lucky book, pp. 31-32.

166 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 21.
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made of bamboo. Such an imitation of an older technological object (woven baskets) in

the  form of a  newer object  of  the same function (pottery vessel  for  grain)  is  called

skeuomorphism (from the Greek 'skeuos' – 'vessel' or 'tool' and 'morphe' – 'shape'167).

Skeuomorphism is not unique to China. Thus, all ceramic forms at Knossos ''show signs

of  skeuomorphism that links them to containers manufactured within well-developed

traditions of wood or basket-making.''168 Due to the more isolated and endemic nature of

Chinese civilization,  skeuomorphic objects  in  China  often have a  specific  feature  of

organicism.  Greek  skeuomorphic  objects  are  often  used  in  the landscape  where  the

living originals cannot survive. The skeuomorphism in the West is weakened because of

the dislocation of the Western civilization. 

As a result of  the  coexistence of the skeuomorph and its original natural object,

Chinese aesthetics of skeuomorphism preserves a special link to nature. With a calabash

it is almost  a  direct move from a natural object to an artistic style: from using it as a

water vessel to using a pottery copy of it.169 This is as if nature gives art to humans to

appreciate nature. Natural forms are not only purposive for themselves (survivability of

the organisms), but also for humans (a  bamboo stick for walking,  a  bottle gourd for

preservation of water). The teleology of nature and as-if teleology of nature's aesthetic

appreciation finds in the  Chinese  archaic age a hybrid form. It  is nor  a  pure nor  an

adherent beauty, but one of a successful overlapping of reason, human manual capacities

and environment. Humanity not only appreciates and uses such hybrids, humans build

their identity upon such mixed beauties. The Chinese bamboo,  heather  of the Western

Europe (German 'Heidekraut' and enduring tradition of Heather queen's elections), all

can be examples of this archaic hybridity. Or horses of different nations of the nomadic

167 David M. Berry (2014), Critical Theory and the Digital, New York and London: Bloomsbury, p. 63.

168 Christopher Mee and Josette Renard (2007), Cooking Up the Past: Food and Culinary Practices in the Neolithic and 

Bronze Age Aegean, Oxford: Oxbow, p. 186.

169 Han Zhongmin and Hubert Delahaye (1985), A Journey Through Ancient China From the Neolithic to the Ming, 

Belgrad: Jugoslovenska Revija and Beijing: Cultural Relics Publishing House, p. 19.
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past, Mongolian pony as well as Mongolian crocked bow, useless in war without a pony.

The same kind of the hybridity of art and nature are cowrie shells printed on the

Neolithic ceramics170 (Gaomiao culture, 高廟, ca. 7400-5300 BC171) or color mark of a

human hand on the wall of the cave. Such instances can be compared to a stone, taken

home by a child. Nature is manipulated and appropriated (the stone was chosen, it is a

child's stone now), but in exchange humans try to give themselves to nature, like in case

of totemism: worshiping something in nature, as an ancestor and also as a designator of

the  group.172 If  some  ancient  (proto-)Chinese  group  has  taken  cowrie  as  its  totem

(possibly the ancient dwellers of Gaomiao), the members of the group would have to

believe that the cowrie is their ancestor, they are cowries or cowrie's now. A child can

choose his or her stones only according to the random selection of stones around him,

the options of hunter-gatherers are limited in the same way. It is cowrie if there are

cowries, if there is a lake or a river. If there are steppes, it maybe be a deer, as Scythian

art shows. The prehistorical hunters worship animals they hunt, they are often chosen to

be totems, and in their art these hunters  are deeply indebted to these animals. In other

words, there is not only culture and nature (or, in Kantian terms, art, which is 'as if

nature', and nature), but also the trace of nature in art inside of the culture. The trace is

stronger  in  Chinese art  because  of  its  endemic nature.  Because  of  the  uninterrupted

sequence of Chinese history back to the Neolithic Zhou dynasty. This feature can deeply

influence  the  link  of  nature,  beauty  and  morality,  mutual  formation  of  which  is

tentatively  shown in critical philosophy. What is so special  about bamboo for Chinese

and for many close cultures? It is the beauty of us fitting in our landscape, but also the

beauty of orienting oneself in the masses of the human species.

The  forms of the past  have a power to become the symbols of the present,  in a

170 Marina E. Kravtsova (2004), History of Chinese art, St. Petersburg, Moscow, Krasnodar: Lan' Publishing House, p. 55.

171  Ibid., p. 21.

172 See Roy Wagner (2004), ‘Totemism’ in Encyclopedia of Religion, (ed) Lindsay Jones, vol. 13, Detroit and New York: 

Thomson Gale, pp. 9250-9253.
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feature of skeuomorphism. Even in the digital age interfaces of  the text editors have a

symbol  of  scissors  for  the  procedure  of  removing  part  of  the  text  to  the  operative

memory. The name of this command is 'cut', but nothing is cut through this process. No

paper or blade is involved. Why we need them? Why do interfaces need aesthetics in the

visual  milieu  for  human  beings to  dwell  while  working?  It  is  not  adherent  beauty,

because  perfection  is  actually  reduced  through  such  nostalgic  choice  of  forms:  a

computer is supposed to be more perfect than a typewriter  using which text  must be

'edited'  with  scissors.  The  same  holds for ancient  ceramics  from  the  burials.  The

decorations do not serve in a tomb. 

The beauty  of  burial  art  and of  the  interface are  not pure,  because there are  no

indications of these objects being meant for aesthetic appreciation. A burial vase, as well

as  contemporary  interface  aesthetics,  are  meant  to  be  fleetingly  experienced  during

particular interested moments of life. In case of the former it is burial rite, where they

hardly will be the main moment. In case of the latter, it is the usage of one or another

element of interface, often without any conscious attention how things which are used

look like. In these hybridities there is a moment of beauty as a natural human need.

There is  also  a link with the past. Forms of these objects, say a vase in form of a

bottle gourd, is  a 'when' of culture. They indicate the stage of cultural development.

Such vases point also in the direction from where the culture comes, as if  it were a

reversed trace of  progress.  The vase occupies the place where the bottle  gourd was

before the invention of ceramics. The real bottle gourd and the real bamboo are replaced

with ceramic or metal ones. Nature is replaced, but the replacement of nature lacks form,

so that previous,  more 'natural'  form  is  preserved. The technology relocated to other

regions  will  take  this  form with  it.  Where  bamboo  could  not  grow  it  would  exist

symbolically through the cultural dissemination, as a painting, for example. The inward

orientation of Chinese civilization or  maybe some other factors limits this spread of

cultural bamboo-like forms. 
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In the case of Greek civilization the dissemination is more pronounced – the Greek

column is new material for the cypress, the Greek (Minoan) analogue of the bamboo.173

And now a Greek column lets the stone cypress 'grow' in a climate way to cold for the

real cypress, like in Russian or in Scandinavian colonnades of buildings of the 17th-19th

centuries.  This  'petrification'  of  wooden  architecture,  to  use  Barbara  Barletta's

expression, is,  in the end, the petrification of cypress,  the material for  early Minoan

columns.174 It stands parallel to the process in Chinese civilization, where bamboo turns

to ceramic or to bronze.

However, there is the huge difference related to  the  autohtonic nature of Chinese

civilization. Unlike Scandinavian or North American stone 'cypress',  Chinese ceramic

bamboos co-exist with real ones in harmony. The northern copies of Greek statues of the

gods naked under the snow in public parks create a special  aesthetic dissonances of

relocation. When one sees a statue of naked Apollo covered with snow, the influence of

the civilization of  much softer  climate is obvious.  Traditional  China knows no such

paradoxical dissonances. The bamboo is used as a semantic center of Chinese fine arts

with other such symbolic entities. Its existence at the heart of Chinese culture is well

balanced with natural  landscapes dominated by the same vegetation. As a traditional

aesthetic idea, bamboo has also an important element of being straight, but flexible in its

ability to bow almost in human fashion when the wind blows. Thus, for Li K'an (pinyin

romanisation  of  the  name  is  Li  Kan,  李 衎 ,  c.  1245-1320)  in  Wen  C.  Fong's

interpretation,  ''[s]tanding  tall,  noble  yet  reverential,  bamboo  symbolizes  the

gentlemanly virtues of humility and uprightness.''175

173 The classical origin of Greco-Roman order system according to Vitruvius (exact dates of life are unknown, the first 

century BC) is from the previous wooden architecture, see Book IV, 2, 1-5. Modern archeologists accept Vitrivius' view 

in general, while disagree in regard of some of the details of Vitrivius' argumentation, see Barbara A. Barletta (2009), 

The Origins of the Greek Architectural Orders, Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 25.

174 James W. Graham (1987), The Palaces of Crete: Revised Edition, Princenton: Princenton University Press, pp. 144-146.

175 Wen C. Fong (1992), Beyond representation: Chinese painting and calligraphy, 8th-14th century, New York and New 

Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, p. 391.
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The Chinese aesthetic ideas, especially that of bamboo, have a stronger connection

to  the  natural  world.  The  natural  environment  in  which  the  most  basic  forms  of

civilization  is  produced  is  not  lost  in  the  Chinese  scenario,  unlike  Greek  (Minoan)

landscape for European civilization. It can be one of the factors, why Chinese aesthetics

is less separated from ecology. In the West, nature is just the 'creation', fundamentally

inferior to human beings, who are created in God's image,176 an idea famously criticized

by Nietzsche. In China, the traditional worldview is much closer to a particular sort of

monism,  even  Mahayana  Buddhism in  the  end  accepts  some  sort  of  unity  between

Samsara and Nirvana.177 Can it be that the Kingdom of heaven of Western civilization is

a dream of the native landscape of this civilization? The roots of the Bible go back to the

Mesopotamia, so it can be the dream of two great rivers, Tiger and Euphrates? Or can it

be non-Christian, Greek root of the West, then it is the nostalgia of the hills of Crete. The

fact that grapes are present in Russian folk songs puzzles the female Avant-garde artist

Natalia Goncharova (1881-1962) and  the  poet Marina Tsvetaeva (1892-1941).178 This

plant is mentioned in Christian art and liturgy, but absent from natural flora of most of

the Russian territory. The nudity in European art is definitely linked to the public nudity

of the Greek Antiquity and to a much warmer place than Western Europe.

In  Traditional  China  there is  no  such  nostalgic  sentiment.  Chinese  traditional

aesthetic ideas point directly to the objects of the Chinese natural environment. Despite

176 And at the same time in the West history has its sacred counterpart – actions by mere humans is secondary to the God 

will. In the West history is second to theology while ''[t]he quasi-religious role of history and historical knowledge in the

Confucian tradition provided for the high status historical studies have always enjoyed in China.'' M. Quirin (1996), 

‘Scholarship, Value, Method, and Hermeneutics in Kaozheng Some Reflections on Cui Shu (1740-1816) and the 

Confucian Classics’ in History and Theory, vol. 35 (4), p. 47.

177 Jikido Takasaki describes the popularity of this thesis in Japanese Buddhism because of Chinese translation of 

Tripitaka, where there is a passage ''生死即涅槃'' see Jikido Takasaki (2000), ‘Samsara eva nirvanam’ in Wisdom, 

Compassion, and the Search for Understanding: The Buddhist Studies Legacy of Gadjin M. Nagao (ed) Jonathan A. 

Silk, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, pp. 333-334. 

178 Marina Tsvetaeva (1995), ‘Natalia Goncharova’ in Marina Tsvetaeva, Collected works in seven volumes, vol. 4, 

Moscow: Ellis Lak, p. 98.
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much longer distance in time between the origin of Chinese aesthetics and its present

form,  the origins of Chinese aesthetics  are much closer. China never lost sight of its

roots, and the Western tradition dislocated itself more than once. Probably this is one of

the reasons why landscape painting is so old and powerful in China and relatively lately

developed in Europe. The first important  treatise on landscape painting in China is by

Zong Bing (宗炳 , 375-444) from the 5th century.179 The discovery of the landscape in

Europe  happens  more  than  a  millennia  later,  in  the  Renaissance,  and  even  then

''[l]andscapes in the Renaissance and Baroque period are not primarily about nature but

about human nature and human values, ideals, pleasures, anxieties, and goals.''180

2.1.3 Chinese Aesthetics in the Analects

It is hard to exaggerate the role Confucius (孔子, 551–479 BC181) plays in Chinese

civilization. He is one of the founding figures in the spiritual history of mankind, along

with  Jesus,  Buddha  and  Muhammad.  Confucius  is  concerned  with  things  modern

scholars  view to  be  aesthetic.  The most  important  is  music.  Maybe he  is  the  most

interested  in  the  aesthetics  among  all  the  founders  of  the  great  spiritual  traditions.

Confucius  approaches  aesthetics  terminologically,  the  character  美  (mei  'beauty')

appears  in  the  Analects  14  times,  of which,  according  to  Zhang  Qian,  it  is  used

aesthetically 8 times and ethically 6 times.182

As is always the case with something as ancient as the foundation of a great spiritual

179 Flora Li-tsui Fu (2009), Framing Famous Mountains: Grand Tour and Mingshan Paintings in Sixteenth-century China, 

Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, p. 26.

180 Lawrence O. Goedde (2013), ‘Renaissance Landscapes: Discovering the World and Human Nature’ in Companion to 

Renaissance and Baroque Art, (eds) Babette Bohn and James M. Saslow, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, p. 381.

181 Yao Xinzhong (2000), An Introduction to Confucianism, Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, p. xiii.

182 Zhang Qian (2009), ‘The boundaries of beauty in Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics’ in Frontiers of Philosophy in China, 

vol. 4 (1), p. 53.
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tradition,  not  much  is  known  about  Confucius.  As  Tae  Hyun  Kim  and

Csikszentmihalyiin put it, ''[b]efore the first extant systematic treatments of Confucius'

life and of his writings, 300–400 years of comparative silence surrounded his biography

and much of the content of the one work that is now regarded as most representative

work of his worldview.''183 Confucius' heritage is preserved in a very indirect way. That

is also typical for figures like him. The main source on his views is the Analects, a text

which is recorded in unknown circumstances even  according to the traditional view:

''during his [Confucius'] lifetime or perhaps shortly after his death''.184 Cui Shu (崔述 ,

1740–1816) is the first who challenges this idea and detects different layers in the text at

the foundation of Chinese civilization. In particular, the antiquity of the five last chapters

is brought under the question.185

Confucius might be the most interested in things aesthetic among the great spiritual

teachers. However, he never addresses the question what the beautiful is directly. Maybe

he  has  an  answer,  maybe  some  of  his  pupils  have asked  him this  question  which

Socrates  has  asked Hippias  in  The Greater  Hippias. Maybe the answer  is  given by

Confucius, but lost in the transition. But  according to all accounts Confucius refers to

beauty only inderectly. In the Analects  he sometimes says that something is beautiful

because of X. Such cases are the closest thing to ''what the beautiful is'' we have in the

Analects. Beside 'beauty' (美 mei) there are other words aestheticians believe have an

aesthetic meaning for Confucius: yue 樂 'music', ren 仁 'humanness', he 和 'harmony',

shu 書  'writing',  poetics  in  the  judgments  on  ancient  Chinese  songs  (詩  shi)  by

Confucius and other such terms.

183 Tae Hyun Kim and Mark Csikszentmihalyiin (2014), ‘History and Formation of the Analects’ in Dao Companion to the 

Analects (ed) Amy Olberding, Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London, New York: Springer, p. 22.

184 Edward Slingerland (2006), ‘Introduction’ in The Essential Analects: Selected Passages with Traditional Commentary, 

Indianapolis: Hackett, p. xii.

185 Tae Hyun Kim and Mark Csikszentmihalyiin (2014), ‘History and Formation of the Analects’ in Dao Companion to the

Analects (ed) Amy Olberding, Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London, New York: Springer, p. 28.
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2.1.3.1 Beauty (mei 美) in the Analects

There is an ongoing debate on the origin of the character 美. The classical definition

from The Origin of Chinese Characters (Shuowen jiezi 說文解字) by Xu Shen (許慎, c. 

58 – c. 148 CE) says that 美 is a combination of two characters, 羊 'ram' or 'sheep' and

大 'big'. Because of this Zhu Guangqian (朱光潛, 1897 – 1986) concludes that Chinese

beauty  originates  from the  flavor  of  a  mutton  soup.186 There  is  a  new tendency  to

disagree  with  this  idea.  Gao  Jianping  believes  that  sometimes  there  is  a  difference

between  羊 and the upper part of  美 in the oracle bone script as well as in bronze

script.187 A similar view is expressed by Li Zehou.188 However, this 'sometimes' makes

the demand for such a radical change in the understanding of 美 only a hypothesis. The

deep link of beauty and our palate can be found not only in Chinese, but also in English,

German,  Russian.  A gastronomic  expression  'taste  of  mutton  soup'  and an  aesthetic

expression  'taste  in  music'  uses  the  same  noun  'taste'.  Moreover,  other  fundamental

Chinese conceptions, like 'goodness' (shan 善) and 'duty' (yi 義) also have 羊 in it.189

This involvement of  羊 in the characters of highly abstract meaning seems to be an

indirect  proof  for  a  traditional  understanding of  the  etymology of  美 .  It  is  a good

question how important the origin of 美 is. My respondent Chinese native speakers do

not feel the link of beauty and sheep in  美 . But the parts of the characters can still

186 Gao Jianping (2018), Aesthetics and Art Traditional and Contemporary China in a Comparative Perspective, Berlin: 

Springer, p. 138.

187 Gao Jianping (2001), ‘The Original Meaning of the Chinese character for 'beauty'’ in Filosovski vestnik, vol. 22 (2), 

p. 143.

188 Li Zehou (2010), The Chinese Aesthetic Tradition, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, p. 2.

189 Herbert Allen Giles (1902), China and the Chinese, New York: Columbia University Press, p. 28.
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indirectly  influence  the  reader.  Confucius  seems  to  understand  it  and  use  in  the

Analects (4: 14)190: 

子曰，不患無位，患所以立，不患莫己知，

求為可知也。

The Master said, "A man should say, I

am not concerned that I have no place, I

am concerned how I may fit myself for

one.  I  am not concerned that  I  am not

known,  I  seek  to  be  worthy  to  be

known."

In this passage Confucius moves from 'position' or 'place' 位 to 'fitting' 立, which is

a part of 位 together with 亻 (a form of ren 人 , 'person' or 'human'). So, for a noble

man first concern should be not in 'position', but his fitting for a position, his nobility.

The written system is used as an argument, first come 立 and only with addition of 亻

comes 位 which is secondary in the moral perspective as well. The close likeness of 位

and 立 creates a kind of visual rhyme in two four character long lines: 不患無位/患所

以立.

In any case, the demand of an argument by Li Zehou and Gao Jianping amounts only

to the origin of the character  美 . The two century long tradition of historically known

Chinese aesthetics regards  美 only as a combination of  羊 'sheep' and  大 'big'. Li

Zehou and Gao Jianping are interested in the time before this tradition.

The 'beauty' 美 can be found in the Analects 14 times, as Zhang Qian claims.191 It is

190 I mainly follow the classic English translation of the Analects by Legge, but sometimes compare it to that by Waley, 

Slingerland, Annping Chin, as well as Russian translations by Perelomov and others. Here and below, unless otherwise 

noted, the text of the Analects in Chinese and in English is given according to this bilingual edition: The Four Books: 

Confucian Analects, the Great Learning, the Doctrine of the Mean, and the Works of Mencius, translation and notes by 

James Legge. Beijing: The Commercial Press, n.d.

191 Zhang Qian (2009), ‘The boundaries of beauty in Pre-Qin Confucian aesthetics’ in Frontiers of Philosophy in China, 

64



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

one of many aesthetic terms used by Confucius. Zhang Qian also states, that 美 in the

Analects  is  used  mostly  in  an  aesthetic  sense.  So,  美  of  the  Analects  is  usually

nonethical aesthetic 美, as Zhang Qian had shown, and never a gastronomic 美, as Gao

Jianping claims.192

Is  ' 美 '  anywhere  in  the Analects  used  to  designate  what  Kant  qualifies  as  free

beauty? Because Confucius does not discuss what beauty is directly193 and the closest

thing to it is when Confucius explains why something is beautiful, it is  reasonable to

consider these examples. Christian Wenzel shows how Confucius separates beauty and

morality in the piece concerning the Shao music (韶 , 'Succession Dance' in translation

by  Waley Wenzel  uses)  and the  Wu music  (武 ,  'War  Dance'  in  Waley's translation

Wenzel uses)194 (3.25): 

子謂韶，盡美矣，又盡善也，謂武，盡美矣

未盡善也。

 Ba Yi: The Master said of the Shao that

it  was  perfectly  beautiful  and  also

perfectly good. He said of the Wu that it

was perfectly beautiful but not perfectly

good.

美 is  important  particularly because it  has  visual  connotations.  Chi  Yun Chang

claims,  that  ''[t]he  only  philosophical  remark  about  painting  that  we  have  from

vol. 4 (1), p. 52.

192 Gao Jianping (2001), ‘The Original Meaning of the Chinese character for 'beauty'’ in Filosovski vestnik, vol. 22 (2), 

p. 146.

193 As Gao Jianping claims, ''Confucius said nothing directly about what beauty is.'' See Gao Jianping (2018), Aesthetics 

and Art Traditional and Contemporary China in a Comparative Perspective, Berlin: Springer, p. 119.

194 Christian H. Wenzel (2006), ‘Beauty in Kant and confucius: A first step’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 33 (1), 

p. 98.
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Confucius''195 is 3: 8 from the Ba Yi chapter of the Analects and this passage uses 美 (3:

8): 

子夏問曰，巧笑倩兮，美目盼兮，素以為絢

兮，何謂也。子曰，繪事後素。曰，禮後乎

子曰，起予者商也，始可與言詩已矣。

Zi  Xia  asked,  saying,  "What  is  the

meaning  of  the  passage  -  'The  pretty

dimples  of  her  artful  smile!  The  well-

defined black and white of her eye! The

plain  ground  for  the  colors?'"  The

Master said, "The business of laying on

the  colors  follows  (the  preparation  of)

the plain ground." "Ceremonies then are

a  subsequent  thing?"  The  Master  said,

"It  is  Shang  who  can  bring  out  my

meaning. Now I can begin to talk about

the odes with him."

However, the ode Zi Xia is interested in is called  Shuo Ren  (《碩人》 ), and the

subject of this ode is not a painting, but a real woman,196 a daughter of the prince Qi (齊

侯). Because Shuo Ren is not about a painting, but about a real person, the 'plain ground'

(su 素) is not a ground of a painting, but a ceruse on a face of an ancient Chinese noble

woman. Su has associations with face in modern Chinese. For example, 'a face without a

makeup' is suyan 素顏. It is the makeup of lady Qi that is described in the ode. Zi Xia

195 Chi Yun Chang (2013), Confucianism: A Modern Interpretation, (tr) Orient Lee, Singapore: World Scientific Publishing

Co, Zhejiang University Press, p. 209.

196 Karlgren translates 《碩人》 as 'the stately (person) lady', Li Xiaorong translates it as “A Splendid Woman”. See Book

of Odes (tr) Bernhard Karlgren (1974), Stockholm: The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, p. 38. Li Xiaorong (2012), 

Women's Poetry of Late Imperial China: Transforming the Inner Chambers, Washington: University of Washington 

Press, p. 123.
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and Confucius in 3: 8 are discussing not a painting but a makeup. On the other hand

makeup  can be  viewed  as  a  form of  painting.  In  fact,  in  traditional  China  makeup

receive more attention than in the West. In ancient Greek drama actors are masked but in

Chinese operas they are covered with makeup. The masks in China play a religious role

in exorcisms and such outside the secular theater. At first makeup and mask in Chinese

theater coexist  with superiority of makeup and special relation of the mask with the

supernatural.197 But later the mask is abandoned just like in the theater of the West. The

Chinese tradition of makeup capable of creating an effect of the mask, survived. No

wonder that Chinese philosophy of painting also started from the discussion of makeup.

Moreover, the discussion between Zi Xia and Confucius in 3: 8 shows the Confucian

attitude towards creativity. David Jones draws a parallel between 3: 8 and another place

where Confucius and a student discusses the odes,198 this time it is Zi Gong in 1: 15: 

貢曰，貧而無諂，富而無驕，何如。子曰，

可也，未若貧而樂，富而好禮者也。子貢曰

詩云，如切如磋，如琢如磨其斯之謂與。子

曰，賜也，始可與言詩已矣，告諸往而知來

者。

Zi Gong said, "What do you pronounce

concerning the poor man who yet does

not flatter, and the rich man who is not

proud?" The Master replied, "They will

do; but they are not equal to him, who,

though poor, is yet cheerful, and to him,

who,  though  rich,  loves  the  rules  of

propriety." Zi Gong replied, "It is said in

the Book of Poetry, 'As you cut and then

197 Colin Mackerras (1983), Chinese Theater: From Its Origins to the Present Day, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 

pp. 26-29.

198 James jr.  Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the

Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 51.
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file, as you carve and then polish.' - The

meaning is the same, I apprehend, as that

which  you  have  just  expressed."  The

Master  said,  "With  one  like  Ci,  I  can

begin to talk about the odes. I told him

one  point,  and  he  knew  its  proper

sequence."

Zi Gong and Zi Xia both show an excellent knowledge of the odes but also an ability to

apply  this  knowledge  to  a  current  situation.  They  both  mastered  some  kind  of  the

intrinsic  interpretability of  poetry,  the  feature of  Shi  Jing  discussed  by David

Schaberg.199 Moreover, it is hardly at random that both quoted passages from the odes

are on creativity – the creativity of lady Qi in her makeup in 3: 8 and the creativity of an

anonymous  artisan  in  1:  15.  Both  in  3:  8  and  in  1:  15  the  classical  expression  of

creativity from the Book of Odes is linked with moral self cultivation in an innovative

way.

2.1.3.2 Yue 樂 music/beauty in the Analects

Fu and Wang present the Confucius discourse on aesthetics through concepts of li 禮,

 which  they  translate  as  'rites/goodness'  and  yue 樂 ,  which  they  translate  as

'music/beauty'.  Chi  Yun Chang  ( 張其昀  1901-1985)  also  starts  his  discussion  on

Confucius' philosophy of art with the li-yue dichotomy.200 There is a question of priority

199 David Schaberg (1999), ‘Song and the Historical Imagination in Early China’ in Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 

vol. 59 (2).

200 Chi Yun Chang (2013), Confucianism: A Modern Interpretation, (tr) Orient Lee, Singapore: World Scientific Publishing

Co, Zhejiang University Press, p. 193.
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related  to  beauty  mei 美 and  樂 yue.  Fu and Wang stress  the  necessity  to  view

aesthetics of Confucius through the perspective of  yue.201 Unlike  mei and other such

terms, yue has no ethical connotations. Fu and Wang state it as an argument towards the

superiority of  yue as a central aesthetic conception.202 But on second look, especially

from a Kantian perspective, why does it make yue the main concept? In fact, for a good

aesthetics it is necessary that the chief term is open for such connotations not to isolate

aesthetics from ethics and epistemology. Beauty for Kant is a symbol of morality (§ 59

of the Critique of the Power of Judgment) and contemporary art is extremely ethically

minded. 

Another  vital  moment  is  the  relation  to  nature.  Both,  Kantian  aesthetics  and

contemporary art give a tremendous importance to nature, Kant due to the prognostic

potential of critical philosophy and contemporary art in reaction to the global ecological

crisis.  Here  only  樂  in  its  meaning  of  'to  admire,  to  appreciate'  (yao),203 has  rich

environmental  connotations.  In  6:  21  yao is  linked  with  the  natural  world  and  a

particular cosmological views, close to that of the Daoists204: 

子曰，知者樂水，仁者樂山，知者動，仁者

靜，知者樂，仁者壽。

The  Master  said,  "The  wise  find

pleasure  in  water;  the  virtuous  find

pleasure in hills. The wise are active; the

virtuous  are  tranquil.  The  wise  are

joyful; the virtuous are long-lived."

Mei 美 on the contrary is disconnected from nature in the Analects. All 14 times it is

201 Fu Xiaowei and Wang Yi (2015), ‘Confucius on the Relationship of Beauty and Goodness’ in The Journal of Aesthetic 

Education, vol. 49 (1), p. 70.

202 Ibid.

203 樂 has two pronunciations and two meanings: 'music' yue and 'joy' le.

204 As Slingerland believes, see Analects, (tr) Edward Slingerland (2003), Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett, p. 60.
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used, it is never related to natural beauty. In a sense,  mei is artistic beauty or ethical

perfection while yue is artistic or natural beauty.

Yue is in the center of debates between Mohists and Ruists after Confucius death.

Mozi (墨子, ca. 479-381 BC205) wants abolition of yue. He ''judged music in terms of a

negative  utilitarianism  that  was  anti-aesthetic  in  principle.''206 According  to  Mozi's

Condemnation of Music (Feiyue 非樂), ''it is the business of the benevolent or human-

hearted man to promote what is beneficial to the world and to eliminate what is harmful

to the humanity.''207 A few centuries after Confucius, Xunzi (荀子 , ca. 310-211 BC208)

defends music and speaks of ''the magical effect of music as such:'209

[h]ence,  when music  is  performed,  the inner  mind becomes pure;  and when

ritual is cultivated, conduct is perfected. The ears become acute and the eyes

clear-sighted; the temper becomes harmonious and calm, manners are altered

and customs changed. The entire world is made peaceful, and enjoys together

beauty and goodness.210

2.1.3.3 Harmony (he 和)

As James Behuniak puts it, harmony (he 和 ) is ''the paramount value that informs

early Confucian thinking.''211 In his analysis of harmony he, Behuniak uses this passage

205 Yao Xinzhong (2000), An Introduction to Confucianism, Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 61.

206 Wang Keping (2009), ‘Mozi versus Xunzi on music’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 36 (4). p. 653.

207 Ibid., p. 655.

208 Yao Xinzhong (2000), An Introduction to Confucianism, Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 6.

209 Wang Keping (2009), ‘Mozi versus Xunzi on music’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 36 (4), p. 659.

210 Ibid.

211 James jr. Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the 

Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 54.
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from The Book of Rites (禮記, 10: 34): 

君子曰，甘受和，白受采，忠信之人，可以

學禮。茍無忠信之人，則禮不虛道。是以得

其人之為貴也。

Li Qi: A superior man has said, 'What is

sweet  may be tempered; what is  white

may be colored. So the man who is right

in  heart  and  sincere  can  learn  the

(meaning of the) rites.' The rites should

not  be  perfunctorily  performed  by  the

man  who  is  not  right  in  heart  and

sincere. Hence it is all important (in the

performance of them) to get the proper

men.

For Behuniak the conceptual link between the aesthetics of harmony (he 和) and the

ritual is essential to understand the function of the ritual. The harmony is the main effect

of Confucian ritual: ''[r]itual (li 禮) showcases what is most unique about a person by

harmonizing that  uniqueness  in  a  variety  of  social  arrangements  (...)  creativity,  and

presentation are considerations.''212 

If any ritual is at bottom a way to facilitate the public expression of feelings that are

unique and personal,  Confucianism stresses the refining  of  the transmission of those

feelings, which is the harmony (he 和) in Behuniak's reading. Its conceptual content is ''a

proper balance (...) between form and uniqueness.''213

Wenzel analyzes how the harmony (he) in a ritual ''provides the grounds for beauty''

in the Analects. The way it happens gives an analogy in Confucius to Kantian free play,

212 James jr. Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the 

Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 55.

213 Ibid.
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an analogy which will be discussed later. Wenzel uses passage 1: 12 as a starting ground

of his interpretation: 

有子曰，禮之用，和為貴。先王之道斯為美

小大由之。有所不行，知和而和，不以禮節

之，亦不可行也。

The philosopher You said, "In practicing

the rules of propriety, a natural ease is to

be prized. In the ways prescribed by the

ancient  kings,  this  is  the  excellent

quality, and in things small and great we

follow them. Yet it is not to be observed

in all cases. If one, knowing how such

ease  should  be  prized,  manifests  it,

without  regulating  it  by  the  rules  of

propriety,  this  likewise  is  not  to  be

done." 

Wenzel uses a translation  by Arthur Waley:  ''1:  12. In the usages of ritual (li) it is

harmony (he) that is prized; the Way (dao) of the Former Kings from this got its beauty

(mei). Both small matters and great depend upon it.''214 

The word 'harmony' and the word 'ease' stand quite apart. The antonyms of 'ease' are

such words as 'toil', 'travail', 'labor'.215 If one performs a ritual not with ease, but with

discomfort as if it is a travail to him or her, he or she seems to be morally inferior to the

performer  with  ease  from  the  viewpoint  of  the  ritual's  tradition.  A  discomfortly

performed ritual  is  not  exactly  a  blashamy,  but  a  sign  of  something  lacking  in  the

214 Christian H. Wenzel (2006), ‘Beauty in Kant and confucius: A first step’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 33 (1). 

p. 99.

215 See antonyms in the entry ‘ease’ in Webster's New Dictionary of Synonyms: A Dictionary of Discriminated Synonyms 

with Antonyms and Analogous and Contrasted Words, (eds) Philip B. Gove, Philip H. Goepp and Maire Weir Kay 

(1984), Springfield, Massachusetts: Merriam Webster, p. 276.
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performer. The 'harmony', on the contrary, in the context of 1: 12 is antonymous to such

words as 'contention', 'difference', 'variance'.216 The antonyms of harmony signal lack of

something on the exterior side of the performance of the ritual. The 'disproportional'

performer's  problem is  not  necessary  his  or  her  attitude,  as  it  is  the  case  with  the

'discomforted'  performer,  but  it  can  be  also  a  simple  lack  of  training  or  of  another

morally neutral element.

In  one  interpretation,  he (harmony) is  linked  to  the  ethical  quality  (Legge's

translation), in Wenzel's account 1: 12 is aesthetic. In one interpretation the Way (dao) of

the  Former  Kings  receives  its  superiority  from  a  moral  advantage,  in  another

interpretation it is beauty. The last part of a passage 1: 12 seems to be in conflict with the

purely ethical reading by Legge:  ''[i]f one, knowing how such ease should be prized,

manifests it, without regulating it by the rules of propriety, this likewise is not to be

done". If this 'ease' or harmony (he)  in the ritual activities is not aesthetic or not both

ethical and aesthetic, how can be an inappropriate manifestation of it? If harmony (he) is

only an ethical effect of ritual  (li), than its manifestation presupposes the same ethical

cause. But Confucius warns against he in 1: 12, because it can be misleading. One can

feel harmony due to of self-deceit, for example.

According to Behuniak ''[t]he idea [of the harmony (he 和)] also informs Confucius's

appreciation  of  the  musical  arts.''217 Harmony  corresponds  in  Confucian  texts  with

chorus. Thus, Confucius wants to sing in harmony with others (7: 31): 

子與人歌而善，必使反之，而後和之。

When the Master was in company with a

person who was singing, if he sang well,

216 See antonyms in the entry ‘harmony’ in Webster's New Dictionary of Synonyms: A Dictionary of Discriminated 

Synonyms with Antonyms and Analogous and Contrasted Words, (eds) Philip B. Gove, Philip H. Goepp and Maire Weir 

Kay (1984), Springfield, Massachusetts: Merriam Webster, p. 394.

217 James jr. Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the 

Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 55.
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he  would  make  him  repeat  the  song,

while  he  accompanied it  with his  own

voice.

Confucius instructs the music teacher Lu with the passage 3: 23: 

子語魯大師樂曰，樂其可知也，始作，翕如

也；從之，純如也，皦如也，繹如也，以成。

The Master instructing the Grand music

master of Lü said, "How to play music

may be known. At the commencement of

the  piece,  all  the  parts  should  sound

together. As it proceeds, they should be

in harmony while severally distinct and

flowing  without  break,  and  thus  on  to

the conclusion." 

In Behuniak's interpretation, the aesthetic effect which is discussed in 3: 23 is ''[t]he

culmination (cheng 成) that comes with an achieved harmony (he 和) carries with it an

aesthetic intensity that foregrounds the uniqueness of its parts.''218 

The opposite of harmony (he) is, in the translation by Behuniak, the 'sameness (tong

同)'219 as it is presented in 13: 23: 

子曰，君子和而不同，小人同而不和。

The Master  said,  "The superior  man is

affable, but not adulatory; the mean man

is adulatory, but not affable." 

218 James jr. Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the 

Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 56.

219 Ibid.
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The 'sameness' in Behuniak's translation is 'adulation' in Legge's translation, as well

as Behuniak's 'harmony' is Legge's 'amicability'. These are two different readings of 13:

23, which are compatible, if the big scope of possible interpretations of classical Chinese

is taken into account. For the purposes of an inquiry in Chinese aesthetics the sense

Behuniak detects in 13: 23 should be taken into account.

2.2 Aesthetics in Kant and Confucius

Confucius practices what he teaches, he is considered by some scholars to be an

artist himself.220 Kant on the contrary, as Christian Wenzel likes to say, never teaches his

own philosophy, but only ideas of  others  in the academia:  there are notes of Kant's

lectures  by  his  students  on  anthropology  or  logic,  but  there  are  no  such  notes on

transcendental philosophy.  Confucius  is  without  doubt  a  musician.  Thus,  it  is  not  a

wonder  that  many  specialists in  Confucian  aesthetics  claim the  unity  of  beauty  and

ethics in the  Analects.221 Kant on the contrary wants only ''a possible pedagogical link

between aesthetics and ethics.''222 Wenzel sees the distinction between beauty and ethics

in the Analects through the conception of mei (beauty).223 Fu and Wang separate beauty

in Confucius through the conception of music (yue).224

220 Chi Yun Chang (2013), Confucianism: A Modern Interpretation, (tr) Orient Lee, Singapore: World Scientific Publishing

Co, Zhejiang University Press, p. 196.

221 Fu and Wang present the views by scholars who see the convergence of beauty and good in Confucius' thought. Fu and 

Wang oppose this view, and it seems quite reasonable. See Fu Xiaowei and Wang Yi (2015), ‘Confucius on the 

Relationship of Beauty and Goodness’ in The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol. 49 (1), pp. 68-69.

222 Zvi Tauber (2006), ‘Aesthetic Education for Morality: Schiller and Kant’ in The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol. 40

(3), p. 23.

223 Christian H. Wenzel (2006), ‘Beauty in Kant and confucius: A first step’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 33 (1), 

p. 99.

224 Fu Xiaowei and Wang Yi (2015), ‘Confucius on the Relationship of Beauty and Goodness’ in The Journal of Aesthetic 

Education, vol. 49 (1).
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According to  the  opponents  of  Wang,  Wenzel  and Fu,  goodness  and  beauty  are

merged in Confucianism as ''the supposed unity of beauty and goodness, or  meishan

heyi (美善合—).''225 In a sense, such an idea has a deep root in Confucian deontology:

accordingly to the Analects one must not only be moral but also practice arts. Thus, 8: 8,

for example, says: 

子曰，興於詩。立於禮。成於樂。

The Master said, "It is by the Odes that

the mind is aroused. It is by the Rules of

Propriety  that  the  character  is

established.  It  is  from  Music  that  the

finish is received." 

In Kant, only ethical cultivation is  a must and aesthetic cultivation is optional.  In

Confucianism,  according  to Eric  C.  Mullis,  arts  “were  seen  as  instrumental  in

actualizing  two  interrelated  social  ends:  self-cultivation  and  social  harmony.” For

Confucius, nobody can be moral (junzi 君子 ) without practicing fine arts. For Kant

nobody can be sure he is moral and any deed leaves enough space for a doubt. Allison's

indirect 'beauty duty' is  not nearly so strong as  the  ethico-aesthetic obligation in the

Analects.

Commonsensically, people do not demand of others to be both, moral and artistic.

The creative  abilities,  strong enough  for  fine  arts,  are not  something  everyone  has.

Confucius is not interested in the whole of the humanity, but only in the noble ones

(junzi). Originally his morality is not for everyone. It is hard to find a commoner in the

Analects. In fact the opposition of the noble one,  junzi and a base one,  xiaoren 小人

225 Fu Xiaowei and Wang Yi (2015), ‘Confucius on the Relationship of Beauty and Goodness’ in The Journal of Aesthetic 

Education, 49 (1), p. 68.
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(literally 'a little man')226 reminds us of feudal Europe, where ethical negativity is linked

with  the  lower  social  strata:  the  word villain  comes  from the  Latin  villanus,  which

designates  someone  who  works  at the  villa  (as  opposed  to  'good'  or  'chivalrous'

knight).227 The same usage of  xiaoren as a commoner can be found in the  Analects,

12: 19: 

季康子問政於孔子曰: 「如殺無道，以就有道，

何如？」孔子對曰: 「子為政，焉用殺？子欲

善，而民善矣。君子之德風，小人之德草。草

上之風，必偃。」

Yan Yuan:  Ji  Kang asked Confucius

about government, saying, "What do

you say to killing the unprincipled for

the  good  of  the  principled?"

Confucius replied, "Sir, in carrying on

your  government,  why  should  you

use  killing  at  all?  Let  your  evinced

desires be for what is good, and the

people  will  be  good.  The  relation

between superiors and inferiors is like

that between the wind and the grass.

The grass must bend, when the wind

blows across it."

Xiaoren 小人 is translated as the 'inferiors' by Legge, which is logical in a context

of a political advise  in  12: 19. Perhaps, there are other ways to understand it.  Thus,

Edward Slingerland, for example, translates xiaoren as 'petty person', but this translation

contradicts the context of a political advise.228

226 There are a lot of places where junzi is ethically contrasted with xiaoren: 2: 14, 4: 11, 4: 16, 6: 13, 7: 37, 12: 16, etc.

227 See the entry ‘villain’ in Oxford Concise Dictionary of English Etymology (ed) Terry F. Hoad (2000), Shanghai: 

Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press, p. 526.

228 See The Essential Analects: Selected Passages with Traditional Commentary, (tr) Edward Slingerland (2003), 
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On the other hand, there are passages which do not line up with meishan heyi ('the

supposed unity of beauty and goodness'). Wenzel shows how Confucius separates beauty

and goodness in 3: 25229. The notion of 'beauty' se 色 is separated from virtue de 德 in

the passages 9: 18 and 15: 13. There Confucius complains that he has not seen one who

loves virtue as he loves se.230 In Kantian perspective a better understanding of se can be

not 'beauty' but an 'interested satisfaction' since se seems to be necessary related to an

interest. Se is originally related to a healthy color of a face, but already in the Analects it

has an additional meaning of sexual attractiveness, like in  haose (好色 ,  'be fond of

women').231 An extrapolation of the distinction of (1) 3: 25 and that in (2) 9: 18 and 15:

13 can give a structurally higher distinction between free beauty and unfree satisfaction

which is so important for Kant and for modern aesthetics in general.

Is the distinction between ethics and aesthetics necessary? Wenzel compares ethics

and aesthetics to two human legs, which are both important to walking. Moreover, ''[i]f

we have two separate sources there is more chance for reflection, correction, and mutual

enrichment.''232 On the other hand, it seems to be crucial for us not to take as  merely

subjectively relevant things of absolute value. Ecology is a good example. This is why

ethical matters should not be taken for aesthetic ones. On the other hand, one should not

force another subject to decide what is up to another subject as an autonomous being.

So,  one  should  not  force  someone  else  to  accept  something  as  beautiful.  It  is  why

aesthetic matters should not be taken for ethical ones. 

However, the reading of 3: 25, 9: 18 and 15: 13 as a fundamental separation of good

Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett, p. 134.

229 Christian H. Wenzel (2006), ‘Beauty in Kant and confucius: A first step’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vpl. 33 (1), 

p. 98.

230 Legge translates se in both passages as 'beauty'.

231 See entry ‘sè’ in ABC Etymological Dictionary of Old Chinese, (ed) Axel Schuessler (2006), Honolulu: University of 

Hawaii Press, p. 451.

232 Christian H. Wenzel (2019), ‘Aesthetic Education in Confucius, Xunzi, and Kant’ in Yearbook for Eastern and Western 

Philosophy, (eds) Hans Feger, Xie Dikun, and Wang Ge, Berlin: de Gruyter, p. 69.
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and beautiful contradicts the spirit of Confucianism: the demand to be artistic in order to

be worthy. The good and the beauty  are separated but linked as a cause and an effect.

From a Confucian standpoint, without art people cannot be moral. Thus, passage 8: 8

teaches that only from music 'the finish is received'. A cause is not an effect, but such

relations between art and beauty limit the autonomy of taste. If one must be moral, and

morality is unequivocal, only one unequivocal standard of beauty is possible. Thus, the

melodies of Zheng (鄭聲) should be banished (15: 11). A complete distinction of ethics

and  aesthetics  cannot  be  found  in  Confucius,  and  it  is  an  important  feature  of  the

Analects.

However,  if  the  complete  distinction  of  ethics  and  aesthetics  in  the Analects is

dubious, the beginning of such a distinction is palpable. If aesthetics of the Analects isn't

autonomous,  ethics  definitely  reaches  this  level.  Thus,  even  if  Confucius  directly

demands 'do not violate ritual in any way' (12: 1),  he also stresses that 'becoming a

person of associated humanity is self-originating (youji 由已 ). How could it originate

from another?' (12: 1).233

There are also moments, when the Analects are close to the autonomy of taste. Thus,

there is an analogy of Confucian harmony (he 和 ) and free play. In Wenzel's account,

harmony as a ground of beauty in the 1: 12 mirrors the ''image of the harmony in the free

play of our cognitive faculties, imagination and understanding, which Kant points out

and upon which he builds his aesthetic theory.''234 The same can be said in regard of the

universal  communicability  of  the  state  of  mind,  a  necessary  element  for  Kantian

aesthetics. Thus, Behuniak claims that ''so long as one's sentiment remains consonant

with  the  fund  of  recognizable  human  sentiments,  one  can  be  vigorous  in  one's

233 Quoted as in James jr. Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary 

Encounters with the Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 52.

234 Christian H. Wenzel (2006), ‘Beauty in Kant and confucius: A first step’ in Journal of Chinese Philosophy, vol. 33 (1), 

p. 100.
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uniqueness  without  swerving  into  perversity  or  insignificance.  As  Confucius  says:

'Although the songs are three hundred in number, they can be covered in one expression:

'Go vigorously without swerving' (2: 2)''.235

However, Confucius views the art of  the  Zhou dynasty as an ideal and deviations

from it should not be tolerated. Confucius demands the melodies of Zheng (鄭聲) to be

banished (15: 11). Moreover, according to Shiji, Confucius demands a brutal punishment

of the musicians for the performance of ritual music that differs from the standard of the

Zhou dynasty.236 All these lead to the conclusion that the idea of beauty in the Analects is

not completely pure in the Kantian sense, but that Confucian beauty is, instead, adherent

to the moral ideal.

2.3 The role of Daoism and Buddhism in Taiwanese Avant-garde art

Confucius is fundamental to Chinese civilization, but he is of course not the only

source here.  There is a debate on the importance of  Confucian and Daoist  lines for

Chinese art. Thus, Li Zehou puts Daoism second in his Chinese aesthetics and Susan

Bush doubts the view by Nicole Vandier-Nicolas that Daoist and Buddhist mysticism

played the most influential role for art of the literati. ''[E]mperors more committed to

Taoism than to Confucianism or Buddhism were the exception rather than the rule.''237

But there is no questioning of the fact that Daoist and later Buddhist thought played a

great role in forging Chinese classical art and has been a powerful element in Taiwanese

Avant-garde art.

235 James jr. Behuniak (2008), ‘Confucius on form and uniqueness’ in Confucius Now: Contemporary Encounters with the 

Analects, (ed) David Jones, Chicago: Open Court, p. 52.

236 Sima Qian (1992), The Records of the Grand Historian, (tr) R. V. Vyatkin, Moscow: Nauka, vol. 6, p. 132.

237 Patricia Ebrey (2000) ‘Taoism and Art at the Court of Song Huizong’ in Taoism and the arts of China, (eds) Stephen 

Little and Shawn Eichman, Chicago and Berkeley: The Art Institute of Chicago and University of California Press, 

p. 96.
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I do not take a stance in the debate between Nicole Vandier-Nicolas and Susan Bush,

nor do I challenge Li Zehou or his pro-Daoist opponents. However, in this thesis, the

section on Daoism and Buddhist influences comes after the one on Confucianism and is

much  shorter.  In  the  case  of  Buddhism  the  reason  can  be  purely  chronological,

Buddhism enters China long after Confucius. Daoism, on the other hand, is probably as

old as Confucianism or could even be older. It is important to stress that the second

place of Daoism and Buddhism in the thesis is only structural, more material related to

Daoist and Buddhist influences can be found in sections 3.2.4, 3.3, 3.3.4 and 3.3.5.

On the other hand, we can try considering why Li Zehou believes that Daoism is less

important to Chinese civilization and art than Confucianism. Thus, in the preface  to The

Chinese Aesthetic Tradition he writes 

[w]hat  I  mean  by  'Chinese  aesthetics'  in  this  volume  is  Confucian-based

traditional  Chinese  aesthetics.  Because  of  the  length  and depth  of  its  socio-

historical  foundations,  and due to its  rich development through the continual

absorption and assimilation of various other schools of thought, Confucianism

has formed the mainstay of Chinese culture, as I have demonstrated elsewhere.

This  book  considers  the  same  phenomenon  from  the  point  of  view  of

aesthetics.238

Indeed,  the structure of  Li  Zehou's  The Chinese  Aesthetic  Tradition reflects  this

view.  The  Tradition begins  with  prehistory  and  then  has  a  chapter  on  Confucian

aesthetics which is followed not by a separate chapter on Daoism, but by one on the

Daoist-Confucian  synthesis.239 Thus,  without  denying  the  influence  of  Daoism,  the

structure of the book by Li Zehou posits Daoism as a branch on a metaphorical tree

238 Li Zehou (2010), The Chinese Aesthetic Tradition, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, p. ii.

239 Ibid., p. 76.
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where Confucianism is a trunk.

The art by the literati of the Song dynasty is very important for Taiwanese Avant-

garde art and to the history of Chinese art in general. It is art after the Daoist-Confucian

synthesis,  and again there are researchers who put Confucianism first in this period.

Thus, Susan Bush in  The Chinese literati on Painting is arguing with Nicole Vandier-

Nicolas's predominantly Daoist-Buddhist interpretation. For Bush 

''it  is  possible to overstress the mystical  view of creativity in the writings of

Sung literati. It was important for the critics and connoisseurs – Tung Yu and

Huang T'ing-chien – but less so for the painters – Su Shih and Mi Fu – who

generally took a more practical approach to their art.''240

It is important to see that in both cases, with Li Zehou and with Susan Bush, the

arguments are not about the denial of the Daoist influence, but rather about the limits of

this  influence.  Moreover,  it  is,  of  course,  possible  to  underestimate  Daoist-Buddhist

''mystical view of creativity''. Guo Xi (郭熙 , c. 1020 – c. 1090), for example, shows a

powerful mystical inclination in his Early Spring (早春圖, 1072) and in his theoretical

work,  The Lofty  Message of  Forest  and Streams  (林泉高致 ).241 In  his  art  he  was

influenced by Wang Wei (王微, 415-443), whose Discussion of Painting (敘畫)242 shares

many elements with  The Lofty Message. Both texts use anatomical metaphors for the

240 Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-1636), Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 65.

241 For Russian translation see Guo Xi (1994) ‘The Lofty Message of Forest and Streams’, (tr) V.V. Malyavin in Anthology 

of Taoist philosophy, (eds) V.V. Malyavin, B.B. Vinogradsky, Moscow: Partnership.

242 Wang Wei (1923), ‘Discussion of Painting in East’, vol. 3, (tr) V.M. Alekseyev. Alekseev translates the title of Wang 

Wei's work as ''Тайны живописи'' which can be translated in English as 'The Secrets of Painting'. That can create a 

strange impression, but Alekseyev's translation is not because of exoticism. It is rather because 'Discussion of Painting', 

as Susan Bush and Shih Hsio-yen translate 敘畫, would be too dry in Russian, and just 'On Painting' as 敘畫 is often 

translated, would be unusual and awkward in Russian.
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relations  between  elements  of  the  landscape:  the  mountains  are  bones,  while  the

waterfalls are veins full with running noble blood. Thus, the natural world is thought to

include the human body and both are viewed as growing and changing.  It  is  hardly

surprising, since 

''[o]ne of the earliest texts of religious Taoism, the Scripture of Great Peace (...),

teaches  a  profound  respect  for  the  Earth  as  a  living  body.  This  section  (...)

explores the traditional Taoist concept of the natural landscape as sacred and

reflecting the inherently divine structure of both the cosmos and the inner human

body (i.e., macrocosm and microcosm).''243

Or,  as  Susan Bush and Shih Hsio-yen put  it,  ''[f]or  Tsung Ping and Wang Wei,

landscape painting evoked grander sympathetic responses to cosmic order, responses in

which  sensory  stimulation  brought  forth  thought  and  emotion  that  rose  to  mystical

heights.''244

Just as it is the case in Vandier-Nicolas's view,245 Daoist and Buddhist elements are

often hard to distinguish. The natural beauty is closer to the main focus of the Daoist

tradition. The Buddhist element is also palpable, because, for example, Zong Bing (宗炳,

 Wade-Giles  romanization:  Tsung  Ping,  375-443),  another  important  theoretician  of

landscape painting discussed in the second chapter, was a devotee of Buddhism, as well

as many other influential art theoreticians of classical China.246

243 Stephen Little (2000), ‘The Sacred Landscape’ in Taoism and the arts of China, (eds) Stephen Little and Shawn 

Eichman, Chicago and Berkeley: The Art Institute of Chicago and University of California Press, p. 357.

244 Susan Bush and Shih Hsio-yen (2012), Early Chinese texts on painting, 2nd edition, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University

Press, p. 10.

245 As it is presented in Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang 

(1555-1636), Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 64.

246 Susan Bush and Shih Hsio-yen (2012), Early Chinese texts on painting, 2nd edition, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University

Press, p. 23.
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Again, there are authors, for whom Chinese aesthetics is predominantly Daoist, Xu

Fuguan in the 60s or contemporary aesthetician Gu Mingdong247 can be examples of this

tendency. Xu Fuguan is especially interesting because his Daoist aesthetics was created

in response to Avant-garde art. Xu Fuguan's encounter with modern art has happened in

1960,  during  his  visit  to  Japan,  particularly  in  Kyoto's  Museum  of  Modern  Art.248

Despite Xu Fuguan's rich background in Eastern art, he strongly rejected Avant-garde

art, reminding the stance of such Russian classicist  and a critic of  Avant-garde art as

Alexandr Benios.  Xu Fuguan had found Surrealism and Dadaism 'chaotic', 'dark', and

'ugly'.  Although somehow  sympathetic,  Xu Fuguan had seen the root of  the two art

movements in the modern world, technology and capitalism, as well as in the tragedy of

the two World Wars. However, despite being sentimental to 'anxiety' he sees at the roots

of Surrealism and Dada, Xu Fuguan believes it to be an unacceptable response to these

conditions.249

For Xu Fuguan, artists of Dada and Surrealism are retreating to the state of self-

isolation because of anguish and both art movements are fundamentally flawed because

of the absence of the connection with the society. Furthermore, Xu Fuguan formulated

an  idea  that  such  art  as  Surrealism  and  Dadaism  are  fundamentally  linked  with

communism. Thus Xu Fuguan greatly jeopardized many young artists in Taiwan and

made Liu Guosong react with a defense of Abstract art.250 Or, as Téa Sernelj puts it

[i]n Xu’s opinion, modern art, and in particular avant-garde movements such as

surrealism, Dadaism and Cubism, with their destruction of tradition and seeming

disinterest in the idea of beauty, was leading to the destruction of human culture

247 Gu Mingdong (2016), ‘Patterns of Tao (Dao): The Birth of Chinese Writing and Aesthetics’ in The Journal of Aesthetics

and Art Criticism, vol. 74 (2).

248 Lee Su-san (2013), ‘'China' in exile: The case of Xu Fuguan’ in Oriens Extremus, vol. 52, p. 120.

249 Ibid.

250 Ibid., p. 121.
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as  a  whole.  He  believed  that  modern  art  was  an  expression  of  a  turbulent,

grotesque and dismal primitive life that would drag people backwards toward the

complete end of civilization.251

Eventually, Xu Fuguan's criticism led to the notorious 'debate on abstract painting'

(抽象畫論戰) and to the 'controversy over the culture of China and the West' (中西文化

論戰).252 Fortunately for Taiwanese Avant-garde artists, this criticism did not make new

art in Taiwan impossible. But Xu Fuguan definitely put them in danger. Moreover, his

''ignorance  of  the  distinction  between  avant-garde  and  abstract  painting  became  the

target of ridicule.''253

Xu Fuguan suggested an alternative to Avant-garde art, he wanted artists to follow

the spirit of ancient Chinese art and thus cure the problems of the modern world. He

expressed this view in the book The Spirit of Chinese Art (中國藝術精神, 1966).254 Xu

Fuguan tries to replace the conflict between individual and society he sees in Avant-

garde art with such Daoist notions as 'fasting of the heart' (心齋), 'ridding of oneself' (坐

忘), and absence of the ego (無己). Xu Fuguan provides in The Spirit a sharp criticism

of  such  figures  from  the  Western  culture  as  Baudelaire,  Breton,  and  Picasso,  and

suggests the Chinese spiritual heritage as a cure for the West. But afterward, when Xu

Fuguan turns to Eastern artists, he surprisingly suggests for them to learn as much from

non-Avant-garde Western art as possible.255

Moreover, the conceptual core of Xu Fuguan's comparative aesthetics is built on the

problematical ground: Xu Fuguan sees a parallel between 'fasting of the heart' (心齋 )

251 Téa Sernelj (2016), ‘Xu Fuguan's interpretation of Zhuangzi's though’ in Problemos Supplement, p. 95.

252 Translated as in Lee Su-san (2013), ‘'China' in exile: The case of Xu Fuguan’ in Oriens Extremus, vol. 52, p. 120.

253 Lee Su-san (2013), ‘'China' in exile: The case of Xu Fuguan’ in Oriens Extremus, vol. 52, p. 121.

254 The title translated as in Lee Su-san (2013), ‘'China' in exile: The case of Xu Fuguan’ in Oriens Extremus, vol. 

52, p. 121.

255 Lee Su-san (2013), ‘'China' in exile: The case of Xu Fuguan’ in Oriens Extremus, vol. 52, pp. 121-122.
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and Husserl's bracketing256 as well as a parallel between Schiller's (Kantian) notion of

(free)  play  and  Zhuangzi's  wandering  with  ease.257 Both  parallels  have  their  own

problems that Téa Sernelj has presented in her article. But besides them, there is also a

problem of commensurability: if Zhuangzi is in parallel with both, with Husserl and with

Kant, it is quite worrying that there is a considerable difference between Husserl and

Kant, between the purpose of bracketing and the role of free play in the third Critique.

The former is a way of researching intentionality and the latter is a way to define beauty.

Both conceptions are not strictly related to self-cultivation. Or, as Li Zehou writes in

regard of the former, Zhuangzi's emptiness ''is somewhat akin to Husserl's notion of pure

consciousness, but it is not epistemological.''258

According to Xu Fuguan there are even more people in parallel with Zhuangzi, and

even more differences can be found between them. Xu Fuguan compares Zhuangzi with

Heidegger, Hegel, Hermann Cohen, Ernst Cassirer, and Theodor Lipps.259

Xu Fuguan's  comparative  approach  still  deserves  attention  despite  its  problems,

because of unique attention to Zhuangzi in aesthetical perspective. Besides Xu Fuguan,

there are other scholars with views how Daoism influences Chinese aesthetics. Thus, Gu

Mingdong theorizes the conception of wen (文):

(1)  wen (writing)  as  manifestations  of  the Tao is  an  instance  of  'humanized

nature'; (2) the birth of wen marked the beginning of reflections on literature and

art,  hence  inaugurating aesthetics  in  the  Chinese  tradition;  and (3)  the early

discourses  on  wen have  determined  the  distinctiveness  of  Chinese  aesthetic

consciousness.260

256 Téa Sernelj (2016), ‘Xu Fuguan's interpretation of Zhuangzi's though’ in Problemos Supplement, p. 104.

257 Ibid., p. 101.

258 Li Zehou (2010), The Chinese Aesthetic Tradition, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, p. 81.

259 Téa Sernelj (2016), ‘Xu Fuguan's interpretation of Zhuangzi's though’ in Problemos Supplement, p. 106.

260 Gu Mingdong (2016), ‘Patterns of Tao (Dao): The Birth of Chinese Writing and Aesthetics’ in The Journal of Aesthetics
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For Gu Mingdong the aesthetic understanding of wen begins with The Literary Mind

and the Carving of Dragons (文心雕龍) by Liu Xie (劉勰, c. 465-521). According to

Gu, after Liu Xie, the idea of the patterns (wen) of the Dao, ''the two cardinal concepts in

Chinese metaphysics and art, dao and wen, became self-consciously connected, marking

the conceptual fusion of philosophy and art''.261 This argument puts Daoist aesthetics

chronologically after that of Confucianism, since the  Analects discuss beauty directly

and even if not all of it goes back to the lifetime of Confucius (551-479), a thousand

years before Liu Xie, the codification of the  Analects  happened in Han Dynasty (206

BCE  – 220 CE),262 three centuries earlier. Of course, there is a possibility of Daoism

before the known texts, but Confucius also built on the poetic and musical tradition of

Zhou dynasty.

The most important element of wen to Gu Mingdong is its function of the symbol of

the absolute, of Dao, where ''wen is like the signifier while dao is like the signified in a

sign.''263 According to Gu Mingdong it is somehow close to Plato's dichotomy in the

theory of form, but also very different from traditional Platonism. As it is often the case

with comparisons of the Western and Chinese thought, the opposition of wen and Dao is

less radical, the two are closer to each other and the theory itself is more like a sort of

monism: ''in the relationship between  wen and  dao,  the resistance to signification is

considerably  smaller  as  they  are  conceived  to  have  a  motivated  relation  or  natural

link.''264

One of the most fundamental aesthetic conceptions in Zhuangzi is, without a doubt,
and Art Criticism, vol. 74 (2), pp. 151-152.

261 Ibid., p. 152.

262 Tae Hyun Kim and Mark Csikszentmihalyiin (2014), ‘History and Formation of the Analects’ in Dao Companion to the 

Analects (ed) Amy Olberding, Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London, New York: Springer, p. 21.

263 Gu Mingdong (2016), ‘Patterns of Tao (Dao): The Birth of Chinese Writing and Aesthetics’ in The Journal of Aesthetics

and Art Criticism, vol. 74 (2), p. 161.

264  Ibid.
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the story of cook Ding, who never changed his blade since achieving the perfection. His

story shows how harmonization of the most mundane activities can lead to the ultimate

beauty and spiritual perfection. The story of cook Ding has been important already to Xu

Fuguan's interpretation and still attracts attention. Thus, David Chai recently has seen a

dance in cook Ding's work because of the comparison Zhuangzi made between cook

Ding's work and two pieces of ancient Chinese music, the Mulberry Forest and the Jing

Shou:

[a] dance with two pieces of music normally associated with sacrifcial ritual: the

Mulberry Forest and the Jing Shou. This is to say, cook Ding’s movements are

carried forth with such relaxed ease that  the undoing of  the ox takes on the

qualities  of  a  carefree  dance;  figuratively  in  the  form of  a  Shang-era  dance

whereby the cook prepares the sacrifcial meal unseen and unheard, and literally

as a shamanic rain dance invoked exclusively for the audience of the king.265

The Mulberry Forest is another name for a piece of music from the Shang dynasty,

while the Jing Shou is a movement from a shamanic rain dance called the Xian Chi.266

All these elements of Daoist aestehtics, that of shamanism, a special view on the nature

and  natural  beauty,  especially  as  it  is  given  in  aesthetic  skeuomorphism,  play  a

significant role in Taiwanese Avant-garde art and will be presented in more detail in the

second chapter.

265 David Chai (2019), Zhuangzi and the Becoming of Nothingness, New York: State University of New York Press, p. 51.

266 Ibid., p. 184.
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2.4 Local color in Taiwanese art

2.4.1 Problem of 'local color'

The common way to characterize the art of Taiwan during the Japanese colonization

is through the conception of 'local color'.267 What is 'local color' is a separate issue. To

provide a firm background for the transition to the aesthetics of the sublime from the

aesthetics of the beautiful in Taiwan this conception is crucial. Moreover, as the third

chapter (4-4.4) shows, 'local color' plays a role not only before the transition, but it is

even  more  relevant  to  contemporary  Taiwanese  art.  For  these  two  reasons,  let  us

consider this conception in depth.

Here  'local  color'  is  understood  as  an  aesthetic  representation  of  local  cultural

specificity. An artist who wants to depict the life of some particular place can be called a

local  colorist.  A local  colorist  reflects the local relations between human beings and

nature (traditional economy and ecology), as well as human interactions (culture and

society).  For  this  the  local  colorist  uses  observations  of  local  life,  local  crafts  and

cultural practices. A local colorist approaches the viewer as if the viewer were a friend in

a foreign land to whom the local colorist wants to tell through his art about the local

colorist's native country or a country the local colorist knows well.

267 Yuko Kikuchi (2007), ‘Introduction’ in Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko 

Kikuchi, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, pp. 11-14. Kikuchi seems to identify 'local color' and 'vernacularism'.
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Vladimir Kapor268 in his book269 and in a separate article270 as well as many authors of

entries  on  local  color  in  the  encyclopedias271 view  the  term as  related  to  literature

studies.272 Historically 'local color' first was introduced as 'couleur locale' in the French

romantic literature of the 19th century.273 But before 'local color' was conceptualized in

literature theory, it was practiced by many who try to express the cultural specificity of

some place. Kapor shows, how in 18th century conception of 'mores' (French 'moeurs')

268 I see the situation differently from Kapor, who traced 'local color' meant as 'local color of a place' back to the term 'local

color' meant as 'local color as on a part of a painting' in the 17th century. Kapor believes, that this 17th century's 

conception 'changed' its meaning to become a 'local color (of place)' in the 19th century. However, 'local color' in the 

sense it was used in the 17th century stays in a theory of academic painting until our days, and the meaning it got in 19th

century is the beginning of the conception I want to discuss. At bottom, I and Kapor present two compatible readings 

that divert only in the approach to the phrase 'local color'. For Kapor it is also a philological phenomenon, for me it is a 

conception of understanding of art alone.

269 Vladimir Kapor (2009), Local Colour: A Traveling Concept, Oxford: Peter Lang.

270 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1).

271 For example: “Local color” (1986) in The Concise Oxford Companion to American Literature, (ed)  James D. Hart, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press; “Local Color Writing” (1980) in A Handbook to Literature, (ed) William Harmon and 

Hugh Holman, Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall; in Russian: “Local color” (1987) in Encyclopedic dictionary of 

literature, (eds) by V.M. Kozhevnikov, P.A. Nikolaev, Moscow: Soviet Encyclopedia; “Local color” (1925) in 

Encyclopedia of literature, (eds) by N. Brodskii, A. Lavretskyii, E. Lunin, V. Lvov-Rogachevskii, M. Rozanov, V. 

Cheshikhin-Vetrinskii, Moscow: Frenkel Publishing.

272 Encyclopedia of Taiwan presents local color (Chinese 地方色彩, difang secai) as primarily a visual art related 

phenomenon, see Xue Yanling (1998), “Difang secai” in Encyclopedia of Taiwan, nrch.culture.tw/twpedia.aspx?

id=4706. Chinese word used for 'color' in this expression (色彩, secai) has also a meaning of 'local flavor', 'local 

peculiarity'. So that visual art related terminology is weakened through the translation, but the usage of the term shifts 

back to painting and the visual. The origin of the word '色彩' is not clear, it is absent from Kangxi's dictionary, so it 

should be a relatively new word. The character '色' is of a very deep meaning for Chinese civilization and Taiwanese 

culture, in Buddhism it is related to the way things appear to us, being a translation of the Sanskrit word for 'form' 

(rūpa). It has a relation to the face (Chinese word for face is '臉色') just like the English 'color' and French 'couleur' also 

has a relation with human complexion and appearance (see Anglo-French 'culur', Old French 'color': "color, complexion, 

appearance" and Latin 'color' - "color of the skin; color in general, hue; appearance").

273 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1), 

p. 39.
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plays the role of the notion of local color.274 But local colorists can be found even earlier.

For  example,  the  German  'Schelmenroman'  of  the  17th  century  depicts  the

(mis)adventures of different rascals, but at the same time represents the society of the

German states of this period in great detail. Many local habits, mores, and problems can

be found in these texts.  The same can be said about  Spanish 'novela picaresca',  the

source of inspiration of the 'Schelmenromanists'. Something like this can be found also

in a huge ancient genre of travelogues,  notes by travelers or depictions of journeys.

Some 'local color' can be seen in ancient Chinese travelogues, like Su Shih (蘇軾, 1037-

1101)'s Record of a Trip to Stone Bell Mountain (《石鐘山記》) and many other such

texts  from the Song dynasty275 (or  more recent Taiwanese travelogues276),  or  pilgrim

travelogues as can be found in the 12th century Russia, for example The Pilgrimage277 of

Abbot Daniel278 or similar kinds of narratives from other Christian literatures, etc.

In the 19th century the conception of 'local color' had spread all over Europe quite

fast. English 'local color' and German 'Lokalkolorit' stem from it directly. In the 19th

century Russian 'local  kolorit'  ('mestnii  kolorit'  «местный колорит»)  merged French

'couleur locale' and the German translation without forgetting the French original. In all

these cultures there were slight differences in understanding of what is local color. In the

20th century Russia, Mikhail Bakhtin greatly expands the conception of 'local kolorit'

274 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1), 

p. 49.

275 On Su Shih's text and other Song travel writing see James M. Hargett (2015), ‘Chinese travel writing’ in The Routledge 

Companion to Travel Writing, (ed) by Carl Thompson, Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, pp . 117-119.

276 See Emma J. Teng (2006), Taiwan’s Imagined Geography: Chinese Colonial Travel Writing and Pictures, 1683–1895, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Asia Center.

277 In Russian it is not a pilgrimage, but a travel, a walk even («хождение»/'khozhdenie', literary 'a walking'). In Russian 

tradition pilgrimage literature is not separated terminologically from other travel literature. For example, Afanasii 

Nikitin's travelogue on his journey to India in the 15th century is not a pilgrimage, but it is still a 'khozhdenie'.

278 On Abbot Daniel's text and other Russian early travel writing see Jostein Bertnes (2008), ‘The literature of old Russia’ 

in The Cambridge History of Russian Literature, (ed) by Charles Moser, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, pp. 11-12. 
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with his idea of 'chronotope'.279 Kapor stated that in France of the 20th century this

conception disappeared and in the English-speaking world it flourishes.280 

In Taiwan, this conception was received through Japan. Japan in turn received 'local

color' mainly through the English eyes. The cooperation of two island-based empires,

the Japanese and the British ones, are very deep on all levels in the late 19 th and early

20th centuries.  The  same  English  understanding  of  local  color  was  transmitted  to

colonized Taiwan by the US, another important partner of Japan before the WWII. It is

not a surprise, that two out of three thinkers most important for the understanding of

local color in Taiwan281 are British: John Ruskin (1819-1900) and William Morris (1834-

1896).  And another,  Russian,  Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910),  has a special  relation to the

UK.282

279 Bakhtin shows how every author puts his characters in some location, with its unique characteristics. Even if the author 

does not want 'to be topos-relative' or 'location-descriptive', he is still rooted in his environment. The author's 'accent' 

shows his origin, his characters' everyday life helps to reconstruct the author's everyday life, etc. Local color theory and 

chronotope theory can be compared like this: from the viewpoint of local colorist there is some specific local color, one 

wants to express, but according to the theory of chronotope any expression, any art form expresses some unity of time 

and space (in a sense a local color). So, that 'local color' is a kind of 'arche' of art, its first principle or primal element. 

Bakhtin even goes so far as to claim that chronotopes are the source of the diversity of literature genres, which are, at 

bottom, a set of different chronotopes. Bahktin believes it to be possible because some 'local colors' or chronotopes can 

exist after the death of the related locality. Examples are contemporary stories with a setting in 'old Taiwan' or 'pre-

revolutionary Russia'. The chronotope of the Chivalric romance (or 'the local color of Medieval Western Europe') also is 

reborn again and again. The Chivalric romance is reborn in Romanticist novels like Ivanhoe in the 19th century and in 

mass culture sub-genre of 'fantasy novel' such as works by Tolkien and others in the 20th century. In Asia, a similar 

situation is with 'Wuxia' or 'Martial art' novels (chronotope/local color of Medieval China). In this way the history of 

literature accumulates these different 'chronotopes' and by doing this creates the genre system.

280 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1), 

p. 41.

281 Among the people Kikuchi has mentioned these three are the most influential theoretically. Ideas by Ruskin, Morris and

Tolstoy influenced development of art and crafts in Taiwan during the Japanese colonization, see Yuko Kikuchi (2007), 

“Refracted Colonial Modernity: Vernacularism in the Development of Modern Taiwanese Crafs” in Refracted 

Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko Kikuchi, p. 238.

282 Tolstoy also has a special relation to Kantian aesthetics, which for Tolstoy 'understands beauty deeper than others [other

aesthetic theories] and therefore deeper understands art' (see Leo N. Tolstoy (1951), ‘What is art’ in Tolsoy's Complete 
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The first American 'local color' movement comes to prominence after the Civil War

and includes the writings of Irving. The British tradition is constituted by Scott, Maria

Edgeworth,  and  Bulwer-Lytton.  The  French  romantic  tradition  of  'couleur  locale'

represented by Hugo, Mérimée, and de Saint-Pierre.283 

The  aesthetics  of  'local  color'  is  becoming  bigger  and  bigger  in  the  age  of

glocalization and identity politics, when global and local tendencies overlap. But why

does  someone need local  color  aesthetics?  This  question  is  a  complicated  one.  The

Americans emphasize the idea of 'local color' to distance themselves from the colonial

past and to build a new identity, different from the British Empire. The same can be said

about Walter Scott's interest in 'local color' of Scotland, with the difference that Scots are

subjects of the British Empire and their demand is for an identity different from that of

England. 'Local color' seems to play a big role, when nationhood is problematic. In fact,

it  is  about  shades,  rather  than  colors,  accents,  rather  than  mutually  unintelligible

languages. It is a question of 'being the same, but different'. The 'sameness' is important

to avoid falling into 'provincialism', into a state when difference comes not from excess,

but from lack: lack of culture, education, etc. 'Local color' should be on the same level as

a 'global color', or the 'central color' to which the 'local color' implicitly refers. But 'local

color' has to show the difference, both due to the history and due to geography. In case

of the US it means 'to be' 'the same' as the UK but across the ocean and on a continental

scale. In case of Scotland – to be like England, but in the mountainous landscape with

disturbing memoryscape of conquest and oppression.

Unfortunately, despite its rich history and big potential, 'local color' receives little

theoretical  attention.  Today  there  are only  very  few  scholars  who  work  with  the

Works in 90 volumes, vol. 30, Works of 1882 – 1898, (eds) by V.C. Pishin, N.V. Gorbachev, Moscow: 

Khudozhestvennaya literatura, p. 45.) Much more can be said on Tolstoy's 'local color', as well as on Russian/British 

interaction in the reception of local color in Taiwan. I hope to return to this question after this thesis.

283 “Local color” (na, 1986) in The Concise Oxford Companion to American Literature, (ed) James D. Hart, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.
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conception of 'local color'. As Kapor says, ''[l]ocal colour is an undertheorized notion.''284

Research before Kapor is from the 70-s. Moreover the dominant view on local color in

Western scholarship is annihilatingly critical. Since this conception is so important to the

art of Taiwan, especially right before the Avant-garde  art period (and, maybe, no less

today) this criticism needs a detailed answer.  Perhaps it  is impossible to  counter the

criticism completely, but an attempt of counterargument is sufficient to give some hope

to Taiwanese local colorists as well as to all such traditions around the world. I believe

that Taiwan can be proud of its local color tradition despite the neglect of local color by

Kapor and others. I will try to show that the dominant view on local color as a failed

aesthetic strategy is  not entirely correct  and that  disambiguation is needed.  For this,

Kantian aesthetics, especially the conceptions of adherent beauty and normal idea, can

be of great help. This justification will also show the point from where the transition to

the aesthetics of the sublime happened in Taiwan. (I) First let us see what exactly makes

local color unacceptable according to the critics and then (II) let  us try to show, how

much of local color is not related to this unacceptable aesthetics (I).

(I) Kapor presents the history of local color in great detail. The depth of Kapor’s

approach and  the  absence of other  such researchers in the field make Kapor’s work

crucial to any contemporary analysis of local color. However, Kapor is very critical of

local  color.  For  him local  color  is  not  a  valid  aesthetic  strategy.  Moreover,  it  is  ''a

negative example that ought not be followed''285, even if, as Kapor admits, today many

are still using local color.286 The reason why local color is bad according to Kapor has

two sides. Kapor calls them 'two fallacies'  of local color. Together they expose local

color for a ''ready dismissal in our broadly postmodernist context.''287

284 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1), 

p. 39.

285 Ibid., p. 58.

286 Ibid., p. 54.

287 Ibid., p. 42.
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Kapor believes the first fallacy of local color is the 'relativist trap'288 - the local

colorist  needs to  judge local  color  from some point  of  view and this  view is  taken

uncritically as something 'timeless'. Kapor believes that since we can not have such a

'timeless view' we can not represent local color.  According to Kapor, the local colorist

needs  a kind of universalist position. The name of the first fallacy is a bit misleading,

because it is not the relativism which causes the problem, but the 'relativist trap' means a

lack of relativity.

Unfortunately, Kapor presents the first fallacy without examples. Hence it is not

completely  clear,  who is meant  here.  Probably,  the reason for  this  is  that  any local

colorists in Kapor's approach have such problems. But before concluding this, one still

needs to show it with a particular example. To present Kapor's position, let us pick some

example of local color which is close to what Kapor has described. There are famous

examples which meet Kapor's requirements, but it does not mean that all local colorists

are like those examples.  Let  us use  an  example from Europe, because Kapor himself

focuses on European, in particular French, material. La Russie en 1839 (Russia in 1839)

by marquis de Custine (1790-1857) can be such an example. It is French. Moreover, it is

severely criticized as a weak representation of Russia (Russian local color) because of a

set of reasons, which can be summarized as the author's ambition of having a timeless

position. 

Custine is hardly a famous writer, his collected works include only resonating La

Russie,  and a set of forgotten works: a Spanish  travelogue, some letters, some plays.

Custine's  educational  background  is  rather  limited.  Heinrich  Laube  (1806-1884),  a

friend and a colleague of Heinrich Heine (1797-1856), even called Custine "un demi-

288 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 

(1), p. 42.
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homme des lettres"289 (''a half-writer''290). The fame of his ultra-negative book on Russia

is puzzling. Custine has  visited Russia only once, briefly, for 3 months, without any

language skills. He writes mostly negative judgments on things he sees without chance

to understand due to his nonexistent  knowledge of  the  Russian language.291 Being a

French citizen de Custine severely criticized  the  Russian serfdom system as a slavery

ignoring the fact, that France herself abolished slavery in the Caribbean only in 1848.292

Custine criticizes Nikolai  I  (1796-1855)  as  a  despot  while  ignoring French emperor

Napoleon III (1808-1873) and the personal cult of this French emperor as well as his

uncle, Napoleon I (1769-1821) flourishing in France293 by replacing the republic with a

new  French  empire.  Despite  all  these,  the  international  tensions,  which  eventually

culminated in the Crimean war (1853-1856), create a social demand in France for such a

289 Jean Moes and Jean-Marie Valentin (1985), De Lessing a Heine: Un siècle de relations littéraires et intellectuelles 

entre la France et l'Allemagne, Paris: Didier-Erudition, p. 221.

290 ‘From the Memoirs of Heinrich Laube (1875)’ (tr) S. Friedland (1988) in Heine in the memoirs of contemporaries, (ed) 

A. Dmitriev, Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Literatura, p. 242.

291 ''[T]hey [Russians] did not understand French, beyond perhaps being able to read it with difficulty (...) I had thought it 

necessary to offer a few words of excuse for my ignorance of the Russian tongue (…)'' Astolphe marquis de Custine 

(1854) Russia (tr) NA, New York: D. Appleton and Company, p. 236.

292 Without any intent to justify serfdom it is also important to notice, that there is a big difference between slavery and 

serfdom: traditional gentry serf-owners, like Russian 'barin' («барин»), German 'Junker' or Polish 'pan' could severely 

exploit their serfs, but they need new serfs to be born and survive. If a serf-owner exploits all his serfs to death, he will 

go bankrupt. But Franco-English slave-owners rely on import of new workforce through burgeoning slave trade. The 

serfs-owners just cannot buy enough serfs to use a slave owners' business model. Often it was juridically fixed, serfs 

were sold en masse only with the land. In other words Pacific slave-owners buy slaves, kill them through work in five 

years to buy more slaves, while serf-owners have to give serfs enough time to procreate. Moreover, the serf-owners rely 

on serfs in time of war. The serfs were the only source of recruits. The soldiers of Prussian or Russian armies were serfs 

until abolition of serfdom in the 19th century. And slave-owners never give weapons to slaves. Russian Emperor Paul I 

(1754-1801) could have this in mind when he explicitly banned the usage of the term 'slaves' in regard of the serfs. This 

shows the difference in mutual trust and understanding in two (not-equally) unjust social systems. 

293 A good example of it can be the book by Napoleon III himself, see Napoleon III (1865), History of Julius Caesar, (tr) T.

Wright, London: Cassell, Petter and Galpin. A great inquiry in the subject can be found in Sudhir Hazareesingh (2004), 

The Saint-Napoleon: Celebrations of Sovereignty in Nineteenth-Century France, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: Harvard University Press.
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book. The first publication of La Russie happens in 1849 and meets with great success.

Later,  after  close  to  nonexistent  spoils  of  the  Crimean  war  and  a  bitter  defeat  of

Napoleon III in the Franco-Prussian war (1870), warm feelings about this book start to

fade. Today in literature criticism and cultural studies La Russie meets with controversy

due  to  numerous  reasons.294 Among  these  reasons  are  such  things  as  inaccuracy,

pretentiousness and national stereotypes.295 La Russie is viewed as one of the originators

of Russophobia296 and can be an important source for the anti-Slavic racism in the 19 th

century. What does Custine not find in Russia? The first half of the 19 th century is the

Golden age of Russian literature. A good local colorist who visited Russia in the 30s

could bring back to Europe information on Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) or Nikolai

Gogol (1809-1852) long before the boom of Russian literature in the West. Moreover, it

is the Golden age of Russian classic music, and visual arts are not at the Zenith but are

rising as well.

Perhaps from the viewpoint of the relativist fallacy, authors who depict local color

should  act  like Custine:  they should  speak as  'civilized  men'  who are  a  part  of  the

'intellect' outside of time and space. When these 'civilized men' try to depict some local

color they address other 'civilized men' and warn about barbarians at the borders. Such

local  color  is  definitely 'a  negative  example  that  ought  not  be  followed'.  From the

Kantian point of view, such art has a severely damaged link to morality. Such art instead

294 There are defenders of Custine, who believe marquis is a great friend of freedom and writes his book because of such a 

noble sentiment. This defense is rather inconsistent. First, it is not much to justify Custine's racist attitudes. Moreover, it 

also conflicts with the fact that Custine strangely happens to be 'great friend of freedom' only in Russia. He, unlike 

Victor Hugo, never speaks against Napoleon III. 

295 Steven Erlanger (1996), ‘Marquis de Custine: A Long-Ago Look at Russia’ in The New York Times, 

nytimes.com/1996/06/16/weekinreview/word-for-word-marquis-de-custine-long-ago-look-russia-so-what-else-new.html.

(accessed online on the 4th of March, 2019).

296 Paul Starobin (2014), ‘The Eternal Collapse of Russia’ in The National Interest. nationalinterest.org/feature/the-eternal-

collapse-russia-11126 (accessed online on the 4th of March, 2019).

Susan Layton (2006), ‘Russian Military Tourism’, in Turizm: The Russian and East European Tourist Under Capitalism 

and Socialism, (ed) Anne E. Gorsuch and Diane Koenker, Cornell: Cornell University Press, p. 51.
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of serving our 'beauty duty' to use the expression by H. Allison,297 serves vices of artists

and their native communities. De Custine is  definitely a prisoner to Kapor's relativist

trap. However, for the relativist trap to have an effect one more thing is necessary, and

this is eurocentrism or  another such prejudice. It is not really a problem of only local

color. Here two things are entangled, the first is some sort of local color and the second

is chauvinism of the artists. Custine chooses Russia among 'half-European lands'. He

concentrates on the subordinating other countries to the example of his own culture. 

There is another way to perform a local color artwork. Li Mei-shu (李梅樹 1902-

1983)'s representation of the town of Sanxia can be used for a contrast to illustrate the

difference between the ways. Li Mei-shu tries to represent his native Sanxia and he does

it  (quite  naturally  for  Taiwanese)  without  eurocentrism. Let  us  consider  A tranquil

village (寧靜的村落 , 1927)298 one of artworks which brought Li Mei-shu recognition

during the Japanese colonization. This is a picture of minor Taiwanese settlement. A

tillage  is  crossed  by  a  road,  across  the  fields  there  are  windowless  walls  of  the

farmhouses. Sun-burnt brushes and trees can not give any shadow, sun is raging and

only mountains at the horizon promises an escape from the tropical heat. All work is

saturated with a Heideggerian mood, reminds analysis of van Gogh (1853-1890) boots

in The Origin of the Work of Art. Just like Heidegger feels the hardship of a farmer's life

through the painted boots, an observer of  The tranquil  village  feels the hardships of

Taiwanese farmer's life. Li Mei-shu shows some Vangoghian influence in this work, his

brushstrokes are thick with color and forms are melting. This effect of dizzy, unsure

contours,  surreal  for  the nature of  van Gogh's  Netherlands,  perfectly  reconstruct  the

tropical climate, as if conveying waves in the heated air, when hot air mixes with colder

surrounding air, causing the light to bend. The hardness of life comes from nature, the

respect  to  the  creatures  who  dwell  in  this  landscape  is  palpable.  De  Custine  also

297 Henry E. Allison (1997), ‘Beauty and Duty in Kant's Critique of Judgment’ in Kantian Review, vol. 1 (1).

298  Please, see the illustrations.
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presented 'hardness',  but  it  comes from the stupidity  of  Russians as de Custine sees

them. De Custine's book shows the distance from the people portrayed, while Li Mei-

shu's artwork shows the intimate familiarity. Kapor's relativist trap is dangerous for local

colorist, but can be avoided.

This  'timeless'  point  of  view  was  understood  as unnecessary  by  some  local

colorists. Local colorists often understand their viewpoint not as 'timeless' but on the

contrary,  as  relative.  For example,  Russian local  colorists  of  the 19th century try to

depict Russian local color through a comparison with the West, mainly the Germanic

countries  and  France.  Thus,  Fyodor  Dostoevskii  (1821-1881)  in  the  novel  Gambler

(1866) writes that Russians are a young culture, yet without a form, while French are an

old  culture  which  is  all  about  form.299 Dostoevskii  does  not  refer  to  any  'timeless’

position, both parts of comparison, France and Russia, are located in the situation which

is contemporary  to Dostoevskii and is open for transformation. Kapor’s point is well

taken, but it is an exaggeration, not all kinds of local color are subjects to this flaw. The

difference between Li Mei-shu or Dostoevskii and 'local colorists' Kapor criticizes, is a

much more intimate relation to the 'source material' for local color. In a sense, rather

than a problem of 'local color' itself, Kapor's 'relativist trap' is a test to distinguish local

color artwork from a failed attempt of such an artwork, Li Mei-shu from de Custine, a

pure-hearted guest from a chauvinist.

(2) The second fallacy of 'local color' for Kapor is ‘referential fallacy’. This fallacy is

based on the “belief that there is such a thing as a distinguishing set of features intrinsic

to any one place”300 which, according to Kapor's analysis, leads to believe that what was

represented by local colorist is an ultimate truth about the place represented. However,

the same objection as before can be used here: the fact that such perception is possible is

299 Fedor M. Dostoevskii (1989), Gambler in Collected works in 15 volumes, vol. 4, Leningrad: Science, p. 611.

300 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1), 

p. 43.
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not an intrinsic part of local color. People should not take artwork as a source of reliable

information. There is truth in art, but it is not a mundane one, so that Romeo and Juliet is

not a guide to travel through Italy, even if this play can deeply enrich such a travel.

Together, these two fallacies are supposed to show, how local color is “a concept that

appears  to  amount,  with  the  hindsight  of  two  centuries,  to  not  much  more  than

stereotyping.” If I understand Kapor correctly, this is the third fallacy, which builds on

the  previous  two.  It  is  a  'stereotyping  fallacy'  of  local  color.  Commonsensically,

stereotyping fallacy is strong enough to be dangerous to local color on its own: it is easy

to imagine as some critic says to local colorist: 'all your work is just stereotyping'. For

Kapor's approach the third fallacy  operates in two steps, the first is the belief of  the

uniqueness of any culture (a statement, I can not interpret as a negative for local color)

and a fact that depiction of some place as culturally unique can lead to the creation of

the  stereotypes.  But  Kapor  does  not  raise the  question  of  necessity,  he  shows only

examples of the possibilities  for  stereotyping in local color. Because of this, ‘the third

fallacy’ isn’t strong enough. In fact, the third fallacy can be no more than one more test

for validity of local color artwork. Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880) is presented by Kapor

as the main critic of local colorists from the viewpoint of the harm they cause through

stereotyping. But on the other hand, as Kapor admits, Flaubert during his journeys writes

how he himself searches for local color in Alexandria. Flaubert expresses dismissal of

local color, and this dismissal has a support in the middle of the 19th century. But it can

be just a general change of the generations of authors, when the new have to criticize the

old for survival.

As a test the 'stereotyping fallacy' partly overlaps with the 'relativist fallacy': often

the problem of stereotyping comes from chauvinism. Another source is ignorance, when

a local colorist tries to depict the color of the place he or she does not know well. But the

critic who says: 'all local color artworks are just stereotyping' can still demand more

from a local colorist.
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A  distorted  local  color  can  be  compared  with  what  Kant  calls  'caricature'

('Karikatur'). In a note to the section 17 of the Critique of the Power of Judgment Kant

writes that ''[w]hat is characteristic in this way, when it is exaggerated, i.e., when it itself

breaks with the normal idea (of the purposiveness of the species), is called caricature''

(5:  235).  Indeed,  the  purposiveness  of  any  stereotypical  image  is  usually  very

problematic. 'A walking stereotype301 is a presentation of a representative of a culture

full of non-purposive features. These features can have two possible sources. The first

source  is  this  character's  stupidity,  supposed  by  the  author,  then it  is  a  chauvinistic

mistake in local color. The second possible source is no source at all, such features can

be left unexplained. Then it is a touristic mistake in local color. 

Consider the case of Othello as an example. Othello is a great character created by

one  of  the  greatest  writers  of  all  time,  by  William  Shakespeare  (1564-1616).

Shakespeare  presented  Othello  as  mostly  his  fellow  English  gentleman  with  an

exaggerated,  unproportional passions.  These passions are  unpurposive,  and show the

destructive nature of passion itself, and as such Othello as a character is a work  of a

genius. But as a representation of a 'Moor' (i.e. a Muslim of Berber or of Arab ethnicity)

it is a stereotype. Edward Said,  the  great theoretician of postcolonial studies of Arab

descent, complains exactly about this Othello-like hyper-passioned psychology which

the West links to Arab culture. Said calls such representation of Muslim civilization

'Orientalism' and Othello is one of the classic examples of Orientalist representation.302

Slavoj Žižek discusses an analogous group of stereotypes of Southern Slavs, of what he

calls 'Balkanism'.303

(II) The presentation of purposiveness (Zweckmässigkeit) of features of a group of

301 A Russian expression which means a literature character created out of stereotypes alone, or a socially awkward real 

person, who reminds such a character.

302 Edward Said (1977), Orientalism, London: Penguin, p. 72.

303 Hermann Vaskes (2018), ‘True creativity is order: Interview with philosopher Slavoj Žižek’ in Lürzer's Archive, vol. 2, 

https://www.luerzersarchive.com/en/magazine/interview/slavoj-iek-181.html (accessed online on the 19th of July, 2018).
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people  is  never  stereotypical.  The  purposiveness  in  Kantian  aesthetics  means  a

representation of something as if having a purpose given by nature or god(s). Such a

representation can be still mistaken or weak, but it cannot be a completely failed attempt

of local color. Local color can be subjective but not prejudicial. Said and Žižek both see

the bottom of stereotyping in irrationality: someone is shown as mad, and it is a problem

with the stereotypes for Said and Žižek. Said claims, that in Orientalism oriental people

are  shown  as  ''irrational,  depraved  (fallen),  childlike''.304 Žižek  tells  to  Vaskes  in  an

interview about 'Balkan-Kessel', a metaphor for madness which occupies the Balkans in

the collective imagination and even in the local  mass media of the late 80-s.305 The

problem with the understanding of stereotypes through madness is that madness is often

objectively present in cultures. There is always a literal, not metaphorical, madness. For

example a divine madness of  the  oracle, which grants the power to predict the future

(Platonic mania) or a battle madness of the ancient warriors. 

Žižek and Said both just claim that there are stereotypes and it is wrong, but what

are  the  stereotypes?  To understand  what  is  local  color,  one  need a  better  theory  of

stereotype as  a  kind of  local  color's shadow.  The problem of  both,  Orientalism and

Balkanism, anti-Arab and anti-Slavic racism is a presentation of human activities in an

unpurposive way. Stereotypes are Kantian caricatures. It is not just the depiction of some

group of people as irrational,  because some people are actually irrational.  Moreover,

irrational people often form groups, say madhouses, football stadiums, governments and

even whole social  classes,  like French aristocracy  at the end of  the  18th century or

Russian  aristocracy  in  the  beginning  of  the  20th  century,  etc.  The  problem  of

stereotyping is not in the presentation of  a  group of people linked with irrationality in

the  form  of  psychological  disorder,  lack  of  civilization  or  prematureness.  The

stereotypes  are  bad  because  they  depict  adult  self-sustaining people  as  having
304 Edward Said (1977), Orientalism, London: Penguin, p. 71.

305 Hermann Vaskes (2018), ‘True creativity is order: Interview with philosopher Slavoj Žižek’ in Lürzer's Archive, vol. 2, 

https://www.luerzersarchive.com/en/magazine/interview/slavoj-iek-181.html (accessed online on the 19th of July, 2018).
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purposeless features. Just like a biologist needs to find a function  of things he or she

observes, local colorist needs to view the elements of local color as purposive. Ideally,

he or she needs to find the purpose. The right approach to local color will be 'to depict a

group as if purposive in all the details’. Or, as a maxim by Nicolas Boileau (1636-1711)

says in Kapor’s translation: “study the mores of eras and lands”306.

It seems that Kapor does not give enough reason to 'expose local color to ready

dismissal'. Moreover, Kapor gives two more reasons not to dismiss it: the first reason is

a  role  local  color  plays  in  anti-globalism,307 which is,  no  matter  how to  judge it,  a

significant trend in contemporary intellectual  and cultural  life.  Another reason is  the

widespread presence of local color in  the  lower  strata of culture, like mass culture in

general,  and pulp  fiction  in  particular.  Although for  some theoreticians,  presence  of

something in mass culture does not speak in favor of this something (such is the position

of  Adorno),  widespread presence  anywhere  proves  the  significance  of  any  aesthetic

notion. Art of Taiwan in this aspect shows a new twist of local color: how it serves to the

purpose of identity building in a postcolonial milieu, a side of local color overlooked in

Kapor's analysis. This side alone is a significant reason to view local color as a solid

aesthetic strategy, as well as for Taiwanese to be proud of their local color tradition.

2.4.2 Local color and Taiwan

Taiwanese 'local color' (地方色彩 )  can come in many ways. It can be related to

China,  but  there  are  also  Japanese  and  Austronesian  alternatives.  Moreover,  China

aesthetically is a complex phenomenon, we can see there levels of the vernacular and of

the official culture, the vernacular can be from the South or the North of China. Thus,

306 Vladimir Kapor (2008), ‘Local colour revisited: an essay in conceptual genealogy’ in Postcolonial Studies, vol. 11 (1), 

p. 45.

307 Edward Said (1977), Orientalism, London: Penguin, p. 41.
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Minnan or  Hakka cultures can be the main inspiration.  Artists associated with 'local-

color' are painters Li Mei-shu (李梅樹 , 1902-1983), Chen Cheng-Po (陳澄波 ,  1895-

1947), Liao Ji-chun (廖繼春 , 1902-1976), sculpturer Huang Tu-shui (黃土水 , 1895-

1930) and others.308 Local color of Taiwan is originally a project of Japanese colonial

politics, introduced through the system of exhibitions. The first artworks with Taiwanese

local color can be found in Imperial Exhibitions (帝展, they were hold in Japan, 1919-

1936)309 and Taiten or Taiwanese Exhibition (臺展, also 灣展).310 Through Japan in the

beginning of the 20th century Taiwan receives influence of Western art and the idea of

local color. Japanese has tried to show its leading position in Asia through dissemination

of these ideas. Colonial administration of Taiwan and Korea justify themselves through

the ideas of 'cultural progress' and 'modernization'. Taiten in particular was dedicated to

bringing art and culture to the 'uncultivated' ('陶冶 '311) people. This system of colonial

cultural  politics  constitutes what Xue Yan-ling (薛燕玲 )  calls 'ambition of  cultural

leadership by the imperial Japan' ('日本帝國想在亞洲文化主導權的企圖心').312

Li Mei-shu (李梅樹, 1902-1983) seems to occupy more significant position than

any other painter related to Taiwanese local color aesthetics. Li Mei-shu has his own

308 For a brief introduction in Taiwanese local color tradition see Xue Yanling (1998), “Difang secai” in Encyclopedia of 

Taiwan, nrch.culture.tw/twpedia.aspx?id=4706. (accessed online on the 3th of June, 2018).

309 See Li Jin-fa (1998), “Dizhan” in Encyclopedia of Taiwan, http://nrch.culture.tw/twpedia.aspx?id=4675 (accessed 

online on the 3th of June, 2018)

310 For more on art and politics at the age of Japanese occupation as well as the role the exhibitions play, see Jason C. Kuo 

(2000), Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan, Seattle: University of Washington Press, pp. 32-83.

311 See the translation of speech by Hidehiko Guro (石黑英彥, head of the Bearau of Culture and Education), dedicated to 

the first art exhibition by colonial government in Xue Yan-ling (2004), Rizhi shiqi Taiiwan meishu di diyu secai. 

Taichung: Guoli Taiwan meishuguan. taiwaneseart.ntmofa.gov.tw/b3_3.html (accessed online on the 3th of June, 2018)

312 Xue Yan-ling (2004), Rizhi shiqi Taiiwan meishu di diyu secai. Taichung: Guoli Taiwan meishuguan. 

taiwaneseart.ntmofa.gov.tw/b3_1.html. (accessed online on the 3th of June, 2018).
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memorial gallery313 and his birthday is celebrated as the Mei-shu's month (梅樹月).314

This art festival is held annually since 2012 and takes place in the town of Sanxia as

well as in other locations. Li Mei-shu's heritage receives commemoration unlike any

other Taiwanese painter. So it is logical to concentrate on Li Mei-shu for a brief sketch

of Taiwanese local color tradition.

The main source on the art by Li Mei-shu is the 'Li Mei-shu Memorial Gallery'. The

gallery has a slightly random collection of the artist's works. Commercial portraits and

nudes  coexist  with  well  done  artistic  accomplishments.  The  curators  of  the  gallery

emphasize the painting Washing Clothes in a Clear Stream (清溪浣衣 , 1981315), a late

work, which, unfortunately, falls behind some other works by Li. Li Mei-shu skillfully

represent a bright sunny day. Two dozen of people are sitting on the shores of the river

in two groups, one at the riverside close to the observer and one group is around 150

meters away. Water is in the motion, partly it  is a natural flow of the river, partly it  is

waves created by human muscles and clothes. Light is refracted by the movement of the

liquid, mirrored figures and sky can be seen in it. The technique used to portray water

strongly reminds that of photorealism, a method to create hyper realist paintings with

numerous mirroring surfaces by using photographs.316 Probably a photograph is used by

Li Mei-shu as well. All people wear new bamboo huts and tidy new dresses. It seems

they  all  are  females,  but  it  is  not  clear,  Li  Mei-shu  does  not  show  a  single  face.

Everyone's  hair  is  of  a  dark  hue,  together  with  bamboo  hats  it  refers  to  Asian

background of the locale depicted. Grass is heavily sunburnt, so that traces of Taiwanese

heat are captured by Li's brush.  Washing shows people sitting near the shore from the

313 See website of The Li Mei-Shu Memorial Gallery, limeishu.org.tw (accessed online on the 4th of June, 2018).

314 See entry ‘2018 梅樹月’(na, nd), at the website of the Li Mei-Shu Memorial Gallery, 

https://limeishu.org.tw/culture/news/5a8180c61899920802ed3b52 (accessed online on the 4th of June, 2018).

315 Please, see the illustrations.

316 Craig J. Peariso (2013), ‘Styleless Style? What Photorealism Can Tell Us about 'the Sixties'’ in Journal of American 

Studies, vol. 47 (3), p. 743.
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back, but such a view can be accomplished also by a photographer. Such task does not

require a painter. A painter can show locals from the inside, not the outside. To show

what is missing in the painting Washing Clothes in a Clear Stream, it can be compared

to A Religious Procession in Kursk by Ilya Repin (1844-1930). Repin shows the people

of different age acting differently. He portraits social roles (a bureaucrat and a priest, a

young beggar and an old beggar). An observer can spot in A Procession brutal conflicts

and merry everyday interactions. In the case of  Washing everyone is just sitting in the

same kind of hat and that is it. But local folks go to this shore for decades, much more

must be going on than this.  Everyone is the same, just wearing funny hats – it  is a

perspective of a tourist, not a native 'local-colorist'. A much better decision would have

been to paint the same scene from the river, to find some 'local types'317 and to portray

them, to show faces. 

Li Mei-shu has used the theme of the washing of clothes at the river bank before

Washing. This theme is also central in A morning at the river bank (河邊清晨, 1970). A

morning is a very good painting. In fact, it is better than Washing from the viewpoint of

local  color.  A morning  shows a  face,  there is  some interaction between people:  one

figure is standing, another is turning to the standing person. It is not clear what is going

on between the two, but something can be sensed, one person is wearing simple clothes,

her back is bent in a bow-like fashion, bamboo hat is held in the hands. The other person

wears a more fashionable dress,  her back is straight,  her  haircut is  more elaborated.

Maybe it is the wife of a boss and a wife of an employee are having a greeting. The dim

light of A morning is another positive site of the earlier painting by Li. It is not only a

pictorial accomplishment, but also shows something of a local color value about the life

in Sanxia in the 70s. Everyone wears bamboo huts despite the fact, that there is no sun

yet. People come very early and will work long after the dawn will break. The artist is

more attentive to the bamboo huts: some huts are new and shiny, other ones are older,

317 A term used by Russian local colorists for good representatives of some local culture.
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darker, one hut is damaged. 

There are also numerous paintings by Li Mei-shu where he paints his family. They

are  very  good  paintings,  but  the  local-color  element  is  weakened  due  to  personal

idiosyncrasy: characters of those paintings aren't 'local types', but concrete individuals

the artist knows well.

Landscapes in general seem to be not that relevant to local color, because local-

color is about people. Definitely not every landscape is an artwork of local color, but the

border between genres is blurred. A possible criterion is if the artwork represents the

relations  between  nature  and  humans.318 When  artwork  does  not  represent  these

relations, when it is natural beauty alone – it is a landscape. Chen Cheng-Po's urban

landscapes are nice exceptions, due to the attention to the fate of the town, its major

architectural features, like a temple, a wharf or a lighthouse. Chen Cheng-Po in this way

shows how elements of the westernization and the industrial age penetrate the traditional

Taiwanese world. However, Li Mei-shu's picturesque views of Taiwanese mountains are

not of this kind. Li's landscapes like A mountain stream (溪水, 1973), A spring daybreak

in Jilai (奇萊春曉 , 1973) or A dawn (黎明 , 1968), are not related to local color. The

disinterest  in  human  side  of  Taiwan  of  these  landscapes  reminds  the  artworks  by

Japanese during the colonial period, for example by Ishikawa Kinichiro. In the case of a

Japanese painter, like Kinichiro, this coldness can be understood as a sentiment by the

representative of 'the main nation' of empire toward a colonized 'little brothers'.  Liao

Xintian also spots some elements related to this coldness, thus in Ishikawa Kinichiro's

works "electric poles were a rare sight" but "Taiwanese landscape artist  deliberately

emphasized modernity"319.

However, in the case of Li Mei-shu the source of this distance is unclear. Rural
318 Or between nature and any rational agents in general.

319 Liao Xintian (2007), ‘The Beauty of the Untamed: Exploration and Travel in Colonial Taiwanese Landscape Painting’ 

in Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko Kikuchi, Honolulu: University of 

Hawai‘i Press, p. 60.
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scenes  by  Li  often  feature  his  family  members  and  create  an  impression  of  family

portraits rather than local color artwork. On the other hand, Li's urban artworks, like The

red blouse  (紅衣 , 1939),  The new costume (新裝 , 1965) or  The Enjoyment of a cool

weather  (納涼 ,  1976) shows local color of vibrant lifestyle of metropolitan Taiwan.

Probably Li is an urban realist painter and a metropolitan local colorist. His upper class

origin  and  financial  success  as  a  landscape  painter  during  the  Japanese  and  as  a

portraitist  during  the  KMT limit  success  of  some  of  his  local  color  projects  while

strengthening other sides of his art.

Religion plays a crucial role in the creation of the 'local-color'. The Zhushi Temple

(清水祖師宮) in Sanxia, the decoration of which was Li Mei-shu's task for years, can be

a place of incorporation of 'local-color'. The only problem is that by itself it is rather 'a

source material for local-color' rather than 'local-color'. You cannot artistically represent

local-color by being potentially a good example of it. Someone has to pick such example

and entangle it in the artwork or in a novel. So, a hypothetical novel on Li Mei-Shu, or a

story his son tells during excursions (how his father didn't want to finish the temple,

because of the believe that after the work is finished the artist should die320) are perfect

examples of local-color. The relation with birds Li Mei-shu and Sanxia have – the 'birds-

characters' by early Li, birds from Zhushi Temple – are naturally poetic treasures. But

they  are  not  yet  aesthetically  reflected  or  interpreted.  Someone  should  show  the

interactions – of Li and Japanese occupants, of Li and KMT, of Japanese and KMT, of

Japanese and Sanxia, of KMT and Sanxia. Finally the relations between Li Mei-shu and

Sanxia should be clarified. It is a story of Taiwanese youth going to war in the name of

distant Japan and Li Mei-shu going to study in Tokyo School of Fine Arts. It is also a

story  of  birds  and  humans.321 But  Li  Mei-Shu  contributes  not  much  to  this  as  a

320 I'm very grateful to Professor Ju from NCCU for the introducing to me Li Mei-shu's son.

321 Li Mei-shu and Sanxia share a special relation with birds, as it is shown by early birds-characters by Li as well as his 

late decorations of the Zhushi Temple full of avian motives.
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storyteller, more as a participant. Probably he holds an elitist position in his community,

and because of  it  he is  separated from commoners.  The distance between artist  and

people artist paints in Washing Clothes in a Clear Stream hints on this elitist isolation. Li

Mei-shu paints Sanxia, but in later years he does it from the height of an ivory tower. On

the other hand, it is not the case with many other local colorists of Taiwan. Chen Cheng-

Po,  for  instance,  seems to be always deeply  connected with his  community,  and he

probably deserves much more attention. Moreover, 

Chen Cheng-Po's death in 1947 came in the roundup and execution of notable

intellectuals  that  accompanied  the  February  28th  Incident.  An  aura  of

martyrdom, therefore, further endears him to young Nativist painters in Taiwan

today.322

And of  course,  artists-martyrs  are  sublime.  This  sort  of  the  sublimity,  however,

comes not directly from their art, but from the historical connotations which cover their

artworks. Often, a historical tragedy prevents us from seeing the original intent of the

artists.  Chen  Cheng-Po's  ''subject  matter,  though,  was  not  foreign  but  very  close  to

home: the idyllic Taiwan of fifty years ago.''323 Chen Cheng-Po's native island is seen in

his art as beautiful, and sublimities of the mountains in Chen Cheng-Po's landscapes are

subordinated to the main idea of the Ilha Formosa,  an old Western name of Taiwan

which  means  a  'beautiful  isle  in  Portuguese.  As  I've  said  in  the  introduction,  the

transition from the aesthetics of the beautiful to the aesthetics of the sublime does not

mean that beautiful artworks are impossible or that there are no sublime artworks before

the transition. 

322 Gary Marvin Davison and Barbara E. Reed (1998), Culture and Customs of Taiwan, Westport: Greenwood Press, p. 98.

323 Ibid., p. 97.
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2.4.3 Kantian approach to Taiwanese local color

The problem of 'local color' as defined and defended above is an interesting task for

Kantian aesthetics.  Kant  stresses universality,  his  philosophy  is  meant to be for  any

autonomous rational subject, not necessary human. At first it seems that such a scale

leaves not much place for 'local color'. How is something like local color possible for

Kant? If it is possible, is local color a beauty, as defined in the Critique of the Power of

Judgment, and if it is, then how is it a beauty and of what kind?

First of all, it is necessary to stress that the fact that beauty for Kant is something

for autonomous rational subjects in general does not mean these subjects have no body,

no native culture and no locality where this native culture resides and develops its 'local

color'.  Society  plays  a  considerable  role  in  Kantian  aesthetics  through  the  link  to

morality. Kantian morality is duty based and  we have duties towards others whom a

rational subject is supposed to view always also as an end. Then in the aesthetics of local

color rational subjects are represented as  an  end in a way open to free play. It can be

Kantian ideal  of beauty –  the  human figure as  a  representation and incorporation of

reason, but local color is too specific for that. It is not only an incorporation of human

reason in general, but  of  one of its  empirical emanations. Figures in the paintings by

local colorists are usually dressed in local traditional ways. They show a particular case,

how human reason  develops in  specific  climate  and geography.  So it  is  not  just an

incorporation of  reason in  general,  but  representation  of,  say,  ‘Taiwanese  reason’ or

‘French reason’. Just as language sets a unique mindset,  climate and geography also

deeply  influence  human  cultures.  Through  an attempt  to  depict  such ‘reasons’ of

humanity local color has an element of the ideal of beauty (Ideal des Schönen). It is the

highest point of the local color aesthetics. There are many cases when such a lofty aim is

unfulfilled.  For example, cases of prejudice in local color,  no matter whether they are
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positive or negative.

The Kantian ideal of beauty is not about plants or houses, but about the human

being (rational beings) alone (5: 233). It means something much more complicated than

the commonsensical idea of ideal. It is not a winner of a beauty contest, but idea to be

created by every agent  herself.  It  is  a  priori  limited to  the representation of  reason,

because rationality supersedes sensitivity. This superiority comes from the fact that it

does not matter, how intensive a feeling encounters our sensual organ, reason always can

imagine a more intensive one. 

But, how reason can be represented?  Charles Darwin (1809-1882) writes  how

facial  expressions  related  to  thinking  come  from  more  mundane  things:  lowered

eyebrows of a thinker probably an echo of the mechanism of our sight to perceive a

distant  object  despite  the  sun  shining.324 These  eyebrows  just  give  the eyes  more

protection from light, even if the sunshine of thinkers is only a metaphysical vagueness.

But when these features, these exterior signs of thinking are represented to the observer,

like in Rodin's The Thinker, it produces a mixed feeling. On the one hand the viewer can

enjoy the forms, on the other he can recognize something in that artwork. The Thinker is

like a portrait of everyone who ever has experienced a thought. Local color is different

from The Thinker in a scale, it is a portrait of everyone in a particular location, not of a

human in general.

The Thinker is somehow limited: not any rational agent will feel thinking in its

indirect signs of the human species, but only the kind of rational agent who has human

features. Kant often wanders about extraterrestrial, non human reason325 and it seems

that for such a reason The Thinker will not belong to the ideal of beautiful. Even if a non

324 Darwin's idea is given here as it is presented in Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2005), Phenomenology of Perception, (tr) 

Colin Smith, London and New York: Routledge, p. 225.

325 Immanuel Kant (2009), ‘Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Aim’ in Kant’s Idea for a Universal History 

with a Cosmopolitan Aim: A Critical Guide, (eds) Amélie O. Rorty and James Schmidt, Cambridge and New York: 

Cambridge University Press, pp. 11-12 and p. 16.
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human rational agent will learn that humans think with eyebrows down, eyebrows of

The Thinker will not infect such a viewer the same way, as it infects the eyebrows-down-

thinkers. The thinker creates in human beings effect like synaesthetic pain326 (a modern

word  for  the  universal  communicability  of  the  state  of  a  soul  (die  allgemeine

Mitteilungsfähigkeit des Gemütszustandes)) and such effect requires the same organs of

the same function. 

For  local  color  aesthetics  Kant  generates  a  special  challenge:  can  an  artist

communicate through his art culturally specific form of rationality to someone without

knowledge of this rationality? When Kant writes on the ideal of beauty, he says that it is

a representation adequate to the idea (5: 232). In the case of the ideal of beauty it is the

idea of reason. For Kant, we have this idea a priori, and by being born and formed in

some culture we also have something like this in regard of this culture. In other words,

the human reason and human culture mutually create each other.327

Just like  The Thinker,  local color  is not only a portrait, it is still some sensual

representation we can try to see as an adequate to the idea of the locality we have. It can

be what Kant's call a normal idea: we have seen a thousand Taiwanese villages, and can

have a ready average image. Something a tired traveler can try to express in English

idiom 'seen one, seen them all'. But The tranquil village by young Li Mei-shu cuts much

deeper into the experience of Taiwanese villages. Li understands the village from the

inside. It is not just 'seen one, seen them all' village or A tranquil village. Some quality,

expressed also in a definite article (The village), is present. A traveler tired of 'seen one,

seen them all'-villages will not be able to plan one such village. But The tranquil village

326 A synaesthetic pain is a pain one feels while observes the signs of a someone else in pain. It is a phenomenon close to a 

phantom limb, see Fitzgibbona, Bernadette M., Giummarraa, Melita J., Georgiou-Karistianisa, Nellie, Enticottb, Peter 

G., Bradshaw, John L. (2010), ‘Shared pain: From empathy to synaesthesia’ in Neuroscience and Biobehavioral 

Reviews, vol. 34.

327 Foucault elaborates on this problem in his conception of historical a priori, which can be helpful for the further research

on local color à la Kantian aesthetics.
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gives the observer material to reconstruct how Taiwanese village should look. Some

reasons are represented: the size of the tilled land in comparison to the number of the

houses, not so many windows to protect from the heat and insects, choice of materials

and the sizes and proportions of the buildings, and so on.

There is one more effect a Kantian aesthetician can detect in local color. It is a

complicated effect  and some time is  needed to describe it.  Local  color  generates an

unique interplay between what Kant calls adherent and free beauties.  Adherent beauty

for Kant is a beauty not free from a function.328 Free beauty is what theory of art sees,

since Kant, in the aesthetic pleasure. Free beauty is a pure contemplation of something,

without the question of possession or of reality. The experience of free beauty will not

lose anything in case if this experience is illusory, hallucinatory or imaginary. Adherent

beauty in local color related to the identity represented, free beauty moment is related to

how we fit to our environment.  Free  beauty's moment  is also based on the element of

natural beauty local colorist tries to show. Taiwanese local color has such characteristic,

as any other local color tradition.329 In  The tranquil village, unlike Washing clothes by

late Li, traces of time are visible, all farmhouse are not new, they seem to be old and

deeply sunburnt. Earth is tilled open, showing traces of hard human work in numerous

328 Xue Yan-ling admits this 'adherentness' in some of local color artworks when he writes that Taiwanese local color does 

not belong to 'pure beauty' ('純粹性美'), see Xue Yan-ling (2004), Rizhi shiqi Taiiwan meishu di diyu secai, Taichung: 

Guoli Taiwan meishuguan. http://taiwaneseart.ntmofa.gov.tw/b3_3.html (accessed online on the 5th of June, 2018). 

Although he expresses mainly a political concern. To Xue this art is impure because of colonial oppression by the 

Japanese. But from the point of view of the critical philosophy, this impurity is of the same kind: it stems from the 

identity building, and at the bottom it does not matter, is it an identity of one who is independent and proud or of 

someone, who is subjected and colonized. For a critical philosophy both forms are historically relative and random on 

the way to the global cosmopolitan state as it is defined by Kant in Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan 

Aim.

329 Of course, there is a question Kantian aesthetician must answer: what is uniquely Taiwanese in Taiwan local color and 

how to verbalize this uniqueness in terms of critical philosophy. However, this is too big a task to accomplish here 

consider the position of a prolegomenon local color occupies in the transition to the aesthetics of the sublime. I hope to 

return to this question later. It is enough to present it as a beauty for the transition to the aesthetics of the sublime.
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wound-like trypophobic holes. Reason come in dialectical relations with nature on that

soil, and Li painted the circular logic of it by repeating the rhythms of the tilled soil.

This mass of dirt  and vegetation looks like meat from Francis Bacon's painting, but

unlike the art by Bacon, it justifies not to the trauma and experience of flesh, but to the

ability to overcome the trauma of hard work through reason. In other word, The village

has a special relation with locality, but its intrinsic character is not exclusive. One can

imagine himself living in that village, or imagine himself communicating with a local

person.

Adherent beauty in local-color Free beauty in local-color

Identity Reason 

The observer of  The Village can freely move from the position of identity to a

position of rational agent evaluating the conditions of other such agent.330 The former

harmonizes the viewer with his surroundings. The position of identity can harmonise

with a neighbor distant or close, if it is an alien identity or with the agent himself if it is

the identity of the viewer. The latter is a kind of 'extracorporeal experience': the viewer

is not a representative of his culture or civilization in this experience, he is in between.

Just like the mix of intellectualized and pure aesthetic judgements in the normal idea (5:

232) (as it is the case with local color in general) both principles are applicable. It can be

a pleasure of the identity building or an intellectual pleasure (intellectuelle Lust) of the

reflection on the human condition.

The Kantian characterization of Taiwanese local color (what is called the idea (die

Idee)  in  critical  terminology)  is  not  in  a  single  artwork  but  in  the  ways  open  for

Taiwanese local color. Taiwan can be a tropical China, or a tropical Japan or even a high

330 As it was said above, these two elements are in a free play relationship, so that they strengthen each other. Identity can 

be cured from different anxieties, reason can be enhanced through a bigger variety. It is a kind of free play in the 

beautiful. However, not any concept can be used, but any concept related to the locale represented.
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tech Austronesian domain. Since the Chinese line is still the strongest one in Taiwan,331 it

can be taken as a cornerstone. In this sense the idea of Taiwanese local color is in the

meeting of Chinese rationality with Austronesian and Japanese rationalities. From the

viewpoint of the geographic determinism, it is also the experience of Chinese rationality

existing in the condition of the tropical island. The implicitness of Chinese civilization,

discussed by François  Jullien,  is  crucified on the cultural  crossroad  of Taiwan.  This

collision can stand behind tragic episodes of Taiwanese history.

The implicitness presupposes isolation, which was the factor in Chinese history,

but not in the history of Taiwan. Taiwanese history has started with the discovery of

Taiwan, with a disclosure rather than with evasion, the main feature of the implicitness.

Another point is what can be called a continental mentality, which is the feature of China

and thus Taiwan gives  an island experience to  the most  continental  of  civilizations.

These fundamental cultural process affects everyone in the island, and the artists cannot

be the exception. It can be seen in the early paintings by Li Mei-shu, or in the local color

of Taiwanese art, in the pushcars,332 or in the deeply tanned faces on the paintings by

Chen Cheng-po.  The Chorus  (合唱 , 1943), a highly controversial painting by Li Shi-

qiao (李石樵 ) shows children singing while reading the lyrics from a piece of paper.

One of the children is wearing military-like green clothes and another is wearing a cap,

which reminds the military cap from the WWII Japanese soldier's uniform. This painting

is criticized for the conformity with colonial authorities and the support of Japanese

militarism at  the high point of World War II.  It  expresses the readiness to serve the

empire  on the  battleground, and willingness  of  Taiwanese  children to  grow up  and

replace  their  fathers  on  the  fields  of  Japanese  conquest.  But  behind all  this  terrible

331 After all, Mandarin is an official language of Taiwan, Japanese or Austronesian languages fall far behind Mandarin and 

its local topolects, Taiyu and Hakka.

332 Push car (台車) is a unique feature of Taiwan early industrial period, a wagonette moved by human physical force, a 

kind of 'railroad rickshaw'.
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elements,  The Chorus also shows the dialogue of cultures. Historically, such dialogues

are often accompanied with violence and oppression.
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3 The working model: The sublime aesthetics in the Taiwanese Avant-

garde art

The structure of this chapter comes from a double transition. The first transition is

from beauty to the aesthetics of the sublime in European Avant-garde art.  European

artists and critics used to judge art from the viewpoint of beauty, but during the early

years of the 20th century more and more elements of the sublime came in. The second

transition  was  in  Taiwan,  where  artists  of  the  60s  adopted  more  and  more  of  the

experience of Avant-garde. The comparison of the two has temporal, geo-cultural  and

'transcendental'  aspects.  The temporal  aspect comes from art history alone. The geo-

cultural aspect comes not only from art history, but also from sinology and Avant-garde

studies. The 'transcendental'  aspect comes from the shift  in focus from beauty to the

sublime.  It  is  concerned  with  the  empirical  applications  of  transcendental  faculties,

hence the 'transcendental' aspect.

The main problem comes from a conflict between the first and the third aspects.

Thus,  if  we take  the  Avant-garde period chronologically,  the  last  realist  painting by

Repin is made after impressionism, after Picasso's Cubism and even after the apex point

of full abstraction in Mondrian, Kandinsky, and Malevich. But from the viewpoint of the

transition, Repin's realism belongs to the beautiful and thus is replaced first with Picasso

and later with abstract art. The criterion of judgment has changed. Shchukin's 'if painting

shocks you - buy it' makes Repin obsolete in the 20s, and even more so at the time of his

last artworks.

Avant-garde art in general  shows a similar  logic of  succession and chronological

coexistence,  with surrealism and minimalist abstract art. Surrealism is still alive while

Suprematist-like minimalist abstract art is much less popular and successful. The case of

Richard Serra's Tilted Arc being removed from the Foley Federal Plaza in Manhattan is a
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good example.333

In the shocking strategy of Avant-garde art there are two main periods: the period of

exterior shock and the period of interior shock. In the period of an exterior shock artists

tried to shock the viewer by using material which the viewer was supposed to see as

inappropriate  (zweckwidrig).  It  was  a  time  when  artists  were  brave  enough  to  use

something 'vulgar' or something 'exotic'. It was also a time when they applied 'primitive

art' and 'folk culture'. It is exterior only in comparison to the next phase, otherwise, it has

a strong connection with a set of ethico-aesthetic problems, in particular with that of a

search for the unspoiled world of 'primitive art' (it is a case with Paul Gauguin (1848-

1903)) or Goncharova's wholeness of the 'folk culture'. Both options fall under the rich

category of Kantian simplicity,334 ''the style of nature in the sublime'' (5: 275). However,

despite  having a  deep inner  content,  these strategies are still  focused on an exterior

relation: something from the outside is brought to the gallery or to the museum. Artists

at that stage turn into explorers. Hence 'an external period'.

The shift from the exterior to the interior in Avant-garde art was because of two main

reasons. Partly it happened because of the drive of the art market: to shock more an artist

needed to go further and further. Gauguin seems to exhaust this strategy understood geo-

culturally by reaching the Austronesian world. On the other hand, there was a drive from

inner reasons, from the logic of the aesthetic of the sublime: Avant-garde artists tried to

internalize  their  search.  Geography  was  replaced  with  psychology.  The  interest  in

'primitive art' ignited interest in early forms of religion, like that of shamanism. Freud's

psychology gave an alternative path, theosophy and a fashion for all things occult or

mystical provided the third option. The Freudian line played a peripheral role here. Of

course,  some  Avant-gardists  used  Freud,  but  usually  Freudism  was  mixed  with

mysticism.  Even Breton,  a  leader  of  Surrealism with medical  background,  who was
333 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 57. In the thesis the case of Serra's Tilted Arc is discussed in more detail in 4.2.

334 Discussed in detail in 3.2.

118



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

accused  of  replacing  art  with  psychology,  not  only  used  psychoanalysis,  but  also

Medieval mysticism and alchemy.

The shift from the exterior to the interior periods is best understood as an invention

of a new type of Avant-garde artist. She is no longer just a creator of aesthetic objects.

Now she uses her art to open a new world to explore, a world which at first can be

interpreted as a mystical realm of cosmic rays, as theosophy teaches (it is particularly

the case of Mondrian, many  other artists create  artworks  which reminds abstractions

because of the interest in mandalas theosophy popularizes). The figure of a shaman, an

ethnic specialist in music, dance, painting and communication with the spirits, receives a

special attention in international art of the 20s.

The  'interiorisation'  of  Avant-garde  art  raises  particular  problems  to  a  Kantian

approach. The artwork which was meant to be a fetish, as it was the case with Picasso,

turned into an object of the sublime aesthetics only when it  survived as an artwork.

Otherwise, it could become a ritual object for a new religious movement. The mandala is

not  an  abstract  painting,  it  is  a  device  to  help  people meditate  (and not  in  a  broad

European way,335 but in a strict ritualized way as it defined in theosophy or in Buddhism

(修禪 )).  The mandala is not meant for free play. So, how to distinguish mandala and

abstract  art  in  a  Kantian  way?  Additionally,  Kandinsky  reported  a  strong  physical

experience,  a  pain of  the  first  meeting  with abstract  art.  Can pain  be disinterested?

Commonsensically, pain is the opposite of agreeable, a form of interested satisfaction.

However,  both  theoretically,  in  Lyotard's  reading  of  Kant,  and  practically,  as  it  is

reported by Kandinsky, there is pain in the sublime feeling. Special challenges created

by abstract art as a fetish and by pain in the sublime feeling are acknowledged in 3.3.1

and 3.3.2. These sections separate the exterior and interior periods of Avant-garde art.

Taiwan's cultural background provides an additional set of features of the aesthetics

of Taiwanese Avant-garde art. Sometimes it has something in parallel with the model of

335 Compare Eastern meditation and René Descartes' Meditations on First Philosophy.

119



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

European Avant-garde art. But there are differences almost in all cases. The shamanist

side  of  Taiwanese  culture  unites  Chinese  and  Austronesian  practices,  although  the

Austronesian element  was  mainly dormant in the 60s. The Chinese cultural heritage,

important to Taiwanese artists of the 60s, gives Taiwan's abstract art a unique vision.

Taiwan, China, and Europe, all created a symphony which is Taiwanese Avant-garde

art. A big exposition of context is needed to work with comparative aesthetics based on

such a wide cultural background. The expositions in my thesis often have to follow one

another, in a cascade-like fashion. For instance, it is so in the section on the shamanism

and Taiwanese Avant-garde art (3.2.4): to explore this segment of the sublime aesthetics

one  first  needs  to show  how  shamanism  is  related  to  European  Avant-garde  art.

Afterwards, one needs to present how the shamanist background is different in Taiwan

from that of Europe. Only after all these main questions are answered, can the subject be

presented in Kantian terms: how artists with a shamanist connotation do art in Taiwan.

I'm afraid that a similar structure can be seen in a treatment of other problems in the

thesis. I understand that it is not a straight line. To some degree the shortcomings of my

presentation are due to the complexity of the problem at hand. I try my best to make the

'cascades' of cultural material smooth and  the reason  for the  transitions between them

clear. And I'm very sorry for all the cases where I fail to do it properly. But my main fear

is not that of being unclear, but to lose the view of the cultural contexts related to the

issues I try to analyze. The main danger is not that my arguments have too many turns

before  they reach the final  points,  but that in a process I miss some crucial  cultural

moments and thereby destroy the authenticity of the analysis.
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3.1 Local reception of the sublime aesthetics

The history of  modern art in Taiwan is rich and diverse. Modern art came to the

island in two waves.  Avant-garde art is usually associated with the second wave.  The

first wave was during the Japanese occupation (1895-1945) and  with  Japan playing a

mediating  role.  The  violence  of  Japanese  colonial  rule  has  coexisted  with  colonial

cultural  politics  and  numerous  Japanese  intellectuals  have  come  to  Taiwan.  Among

them, the most prominent are Ishikawa Kin’ichirō (1871-1945) and Fujishima Takeji

(1867-1943).  Ishikawa  Kin’ichirō  is  called  ''the  father  of  Taiwanese  Western-style

painting.''336 He has  received  some  Ruskinian  influence  like many other  masters  of

Japanese water painting.337 Fujishima Takeji is more a francophile, who is influenced by

Fauvism and who views Avant-garde art as a phenomenon similar to the 'traditional'

Eastern art. In fact, Fujishima Takeji went so far as to claim that Fauvism was a result of

the influence of Japanese traditional style of ink painting called nanga.338

The notion of 'traditional art' also needs clarification. The commonsensical view on

traditional art is that it is a predecessor of modernism. For non-Western cultures, the idea

of 'traditional' art is viewed as an opposition to the art which came with modernization

and westernization. However, Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger have presented the

material  from  England,  Africa  and  India,  showing  that  the  opposition  between

modernization and tradition follows the simultaneous creation of both ideas. The idea of

336 Liao Xintian (2007), ‘The Beauty of the Untamed: Exploration and Travel in Colonial Taiwanese Landscape Painting’ 

in Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko Kikuchi, Honolulu: University of 

Hawai‘i Press, p. 41.

337 Toshio Watanabe (2007), ‘Japanese Landscape Painting and Taiwan: Modernity, Colonialism, and National Identity’ in 

Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko Kikuchi, Honolulu: University of 

Hawai‘i Press, p. 68.

338 Ibid., p. 71.
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'tradition'  is,  in  fact,  not  older  than  that  of  modernization.339 Kikuchi  believes  that

Hobsbawm and Ranger's analysis is also correct for the situation in Taiwan.340

The second wave of modern art happened after the end of Chinese civil war (1946-

1950).  This  time the mediating role  was played by the US.  In the earlier  50s Zhao

Chunxiang (趙春翔 ) emigrated to Spain. Later Zhao Chunxiang helped to organize a

joint exhibition of Taiwanese and Spanish artists.341 Some artists also went to Italy and

France. But American influence was growing every year, and at the end of the 60s it was

dominant. Abstract expressionism is especially influential in Taiwan's art world at that

time.

The main art groups of Taiwan were created in the end of the 50s to flourish in the

60s, such as May Art Group (五月畫會), Oriental Art Group (東方畫會) and Modern

Engraving Art Group (現代版畫會). One of the leading figures of the May Art Group,

Liu Guosong (劉國松, b. 1932), provided important ideas for local art experiments. Liu

Guosong states that 'modern' means 'abstract' (「抽象=現代」) and 'literati painting'

means 'Chinese' (「水墨=中國」). By this Liu Guosong started a period of dominance

of 'Modern literati painting' (「現代水墨」) as a style in Taiwanese art.342 Later in the

60s it was opposed by Today Art Group (今日畫會) a movement that rebelled against

'calligrafication' (「書法化」) of abstract art.343

339 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (2013), The Invention of Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

340 Yuko Kikuchi (2007), ‘Preface’ in Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko 

Kikuchi, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, p. 7.

341 蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展, Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 3.

342 Ibid., p. 5.

343 Ibid., p. 11.
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3.2 Sublime simplicity and Avant-garde art in Taiwan

One of the central parts of  the Avant-garde art aesthetics is an interest in so-called

'primitive art',  or art  from the distant  exotic tribal  societies.  Avant-garde artists have

always  been  deeply  interested  in  what  is  usually  called  'primitive  art'.  The

commonsensical  definition of  'primitive art'  is  'art  from societies  which lack writing

system' or 'art from indigenous cultures'. This kind of art set basic moments in Avant-

garde style. Picasso said that African art had the most important influence on him.344 

David Lloyd traces the origins of the idea of 'primitive art' to that of 'high culture'

back to the formalization of aesthetic judgment and thus to Kant. David Lloyd suggests

to  replace  the  term  'high  culture'  with  'aesthetic  culture',  because  its  role  as  a

demarcation line: ''[t]he emergence of a distinct field of aesthetic culture, made possible

by the emancipation of autonomous art from political or religious ends, or even, ideally,

from  the  demand  to  furnish  gratifications,  differentiates  the  civilized  or  developed

society  from  the  primitive  or  underdeveloped  one,  as  a  taste  for  autonomous  art

distinguishes  the cultivated from the uncultivated  individual.''345 Here and below, all

these contradictory terms are used in quotation marks to avoid the confusion and to use

the terminology natural to the 20s.

From the very beginning, Avant-garde art has been an intercultural  phenomenon.

'Primitive art' from Austronesian  and African cultures influenced Avant-garde art. The

344 Pablo Picasso (2003), ‘Discovery of African art’ in Primitivism and Twentieth-century Art: A Documentary History, 

(eds) Jack Flam and Miriam Deutch, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, p. 33.

345 David Lloyd (2009), ‘The Pathological Sublime: Pleasure and Pain in the Colonial Context’ in The Postcolonial 

Enlightenment: Eighteenth-century Colonialism and Postcolonial Theory, (eds) Daniel Carey and Lynn Festa, Oxford 

and New York: Oxford University Press, p. 73.
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artifacts  of  'primitive  art'  are  viewed  as  fashionable,  but  also  as  exotic  and  distant.

However, what is exotic and distant for the European tradition in the 20s can be found

next  door  here,  in  Taiwan,  among the  Taiwan's  aborigines.  The interest  in  Taiwan's

aborigines can be found in artworks by some artist in the 60s, like Yan Shuilong (顏水

龍),346 Chen Huikun (陳慧坤) and others.

'Primitive art' seems to be a kind of aesthetics of the sublime. As Kant puts it, “the

sublime must  always have a  relation to  the manner  of  thinking,  i.e.,  to  maxims for

making the intellectual and the ideas of reason superior to sensibility” (5: 275). And this

is exactly what happens with the observer of 'primitive art'. It isn't hard to imagine it in a

thought experiment: someone is slowly moving through the gallery full of art of the time

before Avant-garde. He sees impressionist pictures, he is tamed by nuanced colors. And

then the exotic cubist mask stares at him from the wall. This viewer is shocked, he can

not  understand 'why they put  it  here?'  He wonders  whether  it  is  a  joke  or  whether

someone is testing his taste.  Let us compare this viewer to a classical example on the

sublime  feeling.  Lyotard  writes  that  the  sublime  “disarms the presentation.”347 The

viewer with a 'disarmed presentation' is shocked how big the Egyptian pyramid is  (5:

253), he struck dumb, his inner dialogue is paused, he forgot to breath. He can not tell

what is the thing he sees because he can not speak and he can not understand what he

sees. That is exactly what happens to a sensitive viewer of a 'primitive art'. Of course the

first time matters the most, later the shock will be reduced. The first exhibitions of many

Avant-garde artworks have led to a scandal.  For example, first  viewers of Malevich

called him a Papuan348.  Later it seems to lose part of its striking effect. But even to an

experienced viewer of art, primitive art can produce the same effect. For example, in

346 蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展, Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 46. See the illustrations.

347 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 237.
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case if this viewer will meet an artwork of the early Avant-garde after a long period of

viewing only impressionists or classical art.

Kant speaks about the sublime figure of a warrior and how tattoos and body art help

to create an image of a brave warrior (5: 231) as well as how bravery itself is sublime (5:

273). This Kantian tattoo — a symbol of the 'noble savage', as well as Lyotard's idea of

the second mode of the sublime, that of the nostalgia for simple times left in the distant

past,349 help to illustrate the sublime connotations of the 'primitive' aesthetics. To put it

briefly,  primitive  is  sublime.  Primitivism at  the  time  of  the  Avant-garde  art  is  also

interested in morality. Gauguin left Europe in search for the unspoiled world.350 This

interest makes Primitivism germane to what Kant writes about simplicity:

Simplicity (artless purposiveness) is as it were the style of nature in the sublime,

and so also of morality, which is a second (supersensible) nature, of which we

know only the laws, without being able by intuition to reach the supersensible

faculty in ourselves that contains the ground of this legislation (5: 276).

Kant's simplicity  (German "Einfalt (kunstlose Zweckmäßigkeit)") stands quite far

from a commonsensical conception of simplicity. First, the simplicity as a feature of the

sublime can be traced back to On the Sublime by Longinus and the rediscovery of the

On the Sublime by Bioleau. Longinus, for instance, writes: ''[t]hus it [the sublime] is

that,  without  any  utterance,  a  notion,  unclothed  and  unsupported,  often  moves  our

wonder, because the very thought is great. The silence of Ajax in the book of the Lower

348 Alexandra Shatskikh (Александра Шатских, 1995), ‘Event of the meeting. Bakhtin and Malevich (Событие встречи. 

Бахтин и Малевич)’ in Dialogue. Carnival. Chronotop (Диалог. Карнавал. Хронотоп), vol. 3, p. 27.

349 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, pp. 79-80.

350 David Sweetman (1995), Paul Gauguin: A Life, New York: Simon & Schuster, p. 157.
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World is great, and more sublime than any words.''351 Second, for Kant this simplicity of

the sublime is ''the style of nature in the sublime'' (''der Stil der Natur im Erhabenen'').

The silence of Ajax in the 11th book of the Odyssey is close to the silence of nature. They

both are sublime.

Remembering the rhetoric source of the theory of the sublime helps to understand

the word 'style' in the Kantian definition of the simplicity. It is a rhetorical style rather

than an artistic one. It is the way nature speaks to human beings. No words are used, but

the greatness can be felt. The simplicity correlates with the sublimity in the cases which

meet the ethical requirement.

The silence of someone who has nothing to say is the opposite to the silence of Ajax.

The silence of nature is the apex point of sublimity, or, as Kant puts it in a note to § 49:

[p]erhaps  nothing  more  sublime  has  ever  been  said,  or  any  thought  more

sublimely  expressed,  than in  the  inscription  over  the  temple  of  Isis  (Mother

Nature): 'I am all that is, that was, and that will be, and my veil no mortal has

removed.' Segner made use of this idea by means of a vignette, rich in sense,

placed at the beginning of his theory of nature, in order at the outset to fill his

pupil, whom he was ready to lead into this temple, with the holy fear that should

dispose the mind to solemn attentiveness. (5: 316).

The natural mystery is a teacher of the sublimity (''solemn attentiveness'' (''feierlicher

Aufmerksamkeit'')).  In  fact,  the  solemnity  (die  Feierlichkeit)  is  a  synonym  of  the

sublime style of speech. However, speech is closely connected for Kant to the speaker.

Thus, in the note to the section 53, Kant writes that the ''[e]loquence and wellspokenness

(together, rhetoric) belong to beautiful art; but the art of the orator (ars oratoria), as the

art of using the weakness of people for one’s own purposes (however well intentioned or

351 Longinus (1906), On the sublime, (tr) P. M. Prickard, Oxford: The Clarendon press, pp. 14-15.
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even really good these may be) is not worthy of any respect at all.'' (5: 327-8).

Friedrich Schiller (1759-1805) develops further the notion of the harmony between

inner and outer in the sublime. The view by Schiller is particularly important because he

is a commentator of the third Critique who receives a positive response from Kant.352 Of

course,  it  is  necessary  to  be  cautious  in  regard  of  Schiller's  combination  of  ''an

affirmative reception of Kant's ideas and (...) critical attitudes against them''.353 However

the latter is mainly in Schiller's social utopism rather than his aesthetic views.

Schiller writes how ''childish simplicity is a fault; childlike simplicity is a merit''354 in

''children,  and in  the  manners  of  country  people  and of  the  primitive  races.''355 The

former ''exposes a weak side to the understanding, and provokes in us that smile by

which we testify our superiority (an entirely speculative superiority).''356 The latter, on

the contrary ''is not consequently a want of intelligence, an infirmity in a theoretical

point  of  view, but a superior  force (practically),  a  heart-full  of  truth and innocence,

which is its source, a heart that has despised the help of art because it was conscious of

its real and internal greatness – directly this is understood, the understanding no longer

seeks to triumph.''357

But how for Kant the lying orator is different from an honest speaker? The speeches

by both of them can be equally well tailored. The difference is in the audience's minds.

The fine speech by someone audience trusts is a fine art, the best speech by someone

352 ''I am always delighted to know and engage in literary discussions with such a talented and learned man as you, my 

dearest friend [Friedrich Schiller]. (…) I found your Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Mankind splendid (…)''. See 

Immanuel Kant to Friedrich Schiller, March 30, I795 in Immanuel Kant (1999), Correspondence, (tr) Arnulf Zweig, 

Cambridge and New York: Cambridge, p. 497.

353 Zvi Tauber (2006), ‘Aesthetic Education for Morality: Schiller and Kant’ in The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol. 40 

(3), p. 22.

354 Friedrich Schiller (1902), ‘On Simple and Sentimental Poetry’ in Aesthetical and philosophical essays, (tr) Nathan 

Haskell Dole, vol. 1, Boston, Massachusetts: Francis A. Niccolls Company, p. 283.

355 Ibid., p. 278.

356 Ibid., p. 283.

357 Ibid.
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audience does not trust 'is not worthy of any respect at all.' Of course, the last case is

impossible in complicated conditions of the empirical world, one cannot know whom

and when to trust,  even the self  is  an object  of  the suspicion.358 Kant believes,  that

enjoyment of art  rests deeply in our beliefs.  Thus,  when someone finds out that the

birdsong he or she enjoys is only an imitation by a 'mischievous lad': ''as soon as one

becomes  aware  that  it  is  a  trick,  no  one  would  long  endure  listening  to  this  song,

previously taken to be so charming'' (5: 302). So, to feel the sublime of nature, we need

to fully believe in its naturality. To aesthetically enjoy the speech, we need to trust the

speaker. And to enjoy the sublimity of one's art we need a special figure of an artist – a

martyr, someone who is poor, possessed by his lofty ideals. These ideals can be very

diverse from artist to artist, but its general frame can be caught in the fascination in the

radical left political movements by the aesthetic innovators of the 20s.

This fascination has a predecessor in the theory of the sublime. There are only a few

exceptions  in  this  line,  it  is  Italian  Futurists  and  abstract  art  of Francoist  Spain.

Something very special  is  brewing in so called 'primitive aesthetics'  as  it  is  seen in

Avant-garde art. This element not only forms a significant part of Avant-garde, but also

outlives Avant-garde and constitutes an important element of art at the global age of

postcolonialism.

Already Longinus has put the sublimity and the slavery as two opposite things. He

pairs great thinking, of which already the silence is sublime and little thoughts of slaves:

''for it is not possible that they who thinks small thoughts, fit for slaves, and practice

them in all their daily life, should put anything to deserve wonder and immortality.''359 In

a much later age of Enlightenment this opposition receives also an ethical dimension,

David Hume, with a reference to Longinus, writes: ''[w]ho is not struck with any signal

instance of greatness of mind or dignity of character; with an elevation of sentiment,
358 See the discussion on the connection between radical evil and self-deception in Henry E. Allison (1990), Kant's Theory 

of Freedom, New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 146-149.

359 Longinus (1906), On the sublime, (tr) P. M. Prickard, Oxford: The Clarendon press, p 15.
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disdain of slavery, and with that noble pride and spirit, which arises from conscious

virtue?  The  sublime,  says  Longinus,  is  often  nothing  but  the  echo  or  image  of

magnanimity (…).''360 Kant himself seems to unite with this line of though when he

writes that Robinsonades ''can at best only count as beautiful'' (5: 277) but not sublime.

Or as Joshua Rayman puts it, the ''[s]eparation from society can be considered sublime

but only as a non-antagonistic self-sufficiency that sees beyond all sensuous interest by

rising above (Überhebung) needs; this form of sublimity necessarily rests on ideas and

differs from unsociability, shunning society, the hostility of misanthropy, the excessive,

partially hateful, partially contemptible (verächtlich) fear of persons (anthropophobia) or

even the mature turn to utopian dreams of absolute, Robinsonian solitude.''361 But the

problem of Robinsonian solitude is not only its utopian nature. Kant seems to be aware

of it. Beside its utopism, Robinson Crusoe (1719), the novel and a character which give

the name to Robinsonades or castaway stories, has controversial relations with slavery.

Robinson experiences slavery in all roles, once he is enslaved, but much often he

possesses  slaves. In  fact,  ''[t]he  transition  by  Crusoe  from slave  to  slave  master  is

noticeably rapid.''362 And, as Adam Lifshey puts it, ''not owning other human beings will

prove unstomachable to him [to Crusoe]''.363 And beside being morally controversial this

feature of  Robinson plays a  grim role  in  the history of  colonialism.  Or,  as  Weaver-

Hightower puts it,  ''by helping generations of readers to make sense of (perhaps feel

better about) imperial aggression, the castaway story, in effect, enabled the expansion

and maintenance of European empire (...) castaway tales (...) made imperial expansion

and control seem unproblematic and natural.''364

360 David Hume (1983), An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, (ed) J. B. Schneewind, Indianapolis: Hackett, 

p. 62.

361 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 186.

362 Adam Lifshey (2010), Specters of Conquest: Indigenous Absence in Transatlantic Literatures, New York: Fordham 

University Press, p. 65.

363 Ibid., p. 66.

364 Rebecca Weaver-Hightower (2007), Empire Islands: Castaways, Cannibals, and Fantasies of Conquest, Minneapolis 
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It is true that in early Kant himself can be found quite controversial passages. Thus,

in  the Forth Proposition of  Idea for a Universal History with Cosmopolitan Aim Kant

compares the worth of the life of the members of the tribal societies to that of a sheep.365

Or, as Katrin Flikschuh and Lea Ypi put it ''no doubt Kant’s moral failings are many, and

his early racism and support of slavery and colonialism are certainly among them.''366

But  to  brand Kant  as  a  racist  would  be  unfair due  to  the  late  Kantian  criticism of

colonialism.  Thus,  in  1795  Kant  has  finished  his Toward  Perpetual  Peace:  A

Philosophical Sketch in which he states that:

China  and  Japan  (Nipon),  which  have  attempted  dealing  with  such  guests

[Europeans],  have  therefore,  wisely,  limited  such  interaction.  Whereas  the

former has allowed contact with, but not entrance to its territories, the latter has

allowed this contact to only one European people, the Dutch, yet while doing so

it  excludes them, as  if  they were prisoners,  from associating with the native

inhabitants. The worst part of this (or, from the standpoint of a moral judge, the

best part) is that they do not even profit  from this violence, that all  of these

trading companies stand near the point of collapse, that the Sugar Islands, that

seat of the cruelest and most premeditated form of slavery, do not yield any real

return,  but  rather  serve,  only  indirectly,  a  not  very  commendable  purpose,

namely, of training sailors for the navies, and hence ultimately serve the warfare

in Europe, doing this for powers which make much ado about their piety, and

who, while drinking injustice like water, consider their being the chosen ones to

and London: University of Minnesota Press, p. ix.

365 Immanuel Kant (2009), ‘Idea for a Universal History with Cosmopolitan Aim’ in Kant’s Idea for a Universal History 

with Cosmopolitan Aim. A Critical Guide, (eds) Amelie O. Rorty, James Schmidt, (tr) Allen Wood, Cambridge and New 

York: Cambridge University Press, p. 14.

366 Katrin Flikschuh and Lea Ypi (2015), ‘Introduction’ in Kant and Colonialism: Historical and Critical Perspectives, 

(eds) Katrin Flikschuh and Lea Ypi, Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, p. 17.
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be a matter of orthodoxy.367

3.2.1 Taiwan's Austronesian connotations and the transition to the aesthetics of the 

sublime

The actuality  of the Austronesians to Taiwanese  Avant-garde art  comes from the

'search of the unspoiled world' like one by Gauguin. Indeed Gauguin has chosen the

Austronesians  by  coming  to  the  island  of  Tahiti  not  that  far  away  from  Taiwan.

However, the theoretical foundation of notions Gauguin and others uses in the 20s has

changed  dramatically.  The  roots  of  ethical  search  of  the  primitivist  artists  are

problematic. Avant-garde art is created in the era when people revived the interest in the

beginning  of  the  human civilization.  This  interest  could  be  related  to  the traumatic

experience of the First World War. It could also be a result of some kind of the cultural

fatigue. This fatigue is expressed by many creative people at that time. Good examples

are  Nietzschean  or  Futurist  antagonism  against  the  domination  of  the  past.  The

beginning of the human civilization is attractive for such attitude since it is free from

such  a  domination.  An  extreme  form  of  the  past,  where  no  past  can  be  found,  a

prehistory, is used against too much past in the life of Europeans at the time of the late

modernism.

Additionally,  the  culture  studies  have created  a  unique  situation,  for  people  in

Europe now know not only their own civilization, but also possesses some knowledge of

other civilizations.  Since the early 20th century museums  have been ready to expand

everyone's knowledge about almost any culture and society. This kind of knowledge is

limited, but it makes a huge difference. Now humans are living not only in one cultural

367 Immanuel Kant (2009), ‘Toward Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch’ in Toward Perpetual Peace and Other 

Writings on Politics, Peace, and History, (ed) Pauline Kleingeld, (tr) David L. Colclasure, New Haven and London: Yale

University Press, pp. 83-84.
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world.

Taiwanese Avant-garde art is related to the conception of 'primitive art' in two ways:

the first way is common for any Avant-garde tradition and is an affect of the influence

by European Avant-garde art. Another is created by aboriginal cultures of Taiwan. The

relation between Avant-garde art and 'primitive art' is crucial for understanding of these

two aspects. Therefore, it is essential for the inquiry into Avant-garde art to clarify this

set of interrelated subjects of Taiwanese art: 'primitive art' – Avant-garde art – Material

culture of Formosan aborigines.

Probably the most influential figure for the connection between 'primitive art' and

Avant-garde art is Picasso. It is hard to exaggerate the role of archaic art in the creation

of Cubism by this artist. And Cubism plays the central role in the Avant-garde art. The

non-objective  art  is  impossible  without  Cubism.  Nevertheless,  the  relations  between

Picasso and 'primitive art' are complicated. According to Gertrude Stein, French, Italian

and  Russian  Avant-garde  were  almost  pushing  Picasso  away  from his  own  vision.

Picasso was interested in Iberian Archaic art, but other Avant-garde artists pushed him to

art from Africa. In a sense, they were attempting to transform Picasso into a follower of

universal archaic aesthetics.368 However, Picasso states that African art is the source of

his inspiration.369 This leads to a somehow double-sided role of 'primitive art'  in the

development of Avant-garde. One side is 'primitive art' as a kind of forsaken homeland

of  European  aesthetics  (Picasso-Iberian).  The  other  side  is  'the  aesthetic  other',  the

absolutely  new  set  of  aesthetic  values,  proportions  and  forms  (Picasso-African).  A

similar  dialectics  can  be  found in the  tradition  of  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  art.  Some

Avant-garde artists are interested in Taiwan's aborigines, others have found inspiration in

Chinese archaic artifacts, like Oracle bone script (甲骨文), ancient bronze vessels and

368 Gertrude Stein (1984), Picasso, New York: Dover Publications, p. 19.

369 Pablo Picasso (2003), ‘Discovery of African art’ in Primitivism and Twentieth-century Art: A Documentary History,  

(eds) Jack Flam and Miriam Deutch, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, p. 33.
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stone tablets (金石 ). Xiao states that the Oriental art group  is especially interested in

Chinese cultural heritage.370

Picasso himself states, that  van Gogh has been deeply influenced by Japanese art.

Echoing Picasso's interest in the East, Larionov writes in The Rayonists and Futurists:

''long live the East! We unite with contemporary Eastern artists for collective work.''371

For Picasso the  fashion has changed after  van Gogh,  art from Africa has  become  the

main source of inspiration.372 In this sense Africa, from the point of view of the observer

of  the  21th century,  dominates  art  for  a  long time.  Kandinsky  writes  that  'primitive'

painters are viewed as 'pure' in the beginning of the 20 th century and how their art is

supposed  to  fill  the  emptiness  of  modern  soul,  created  by  materialist  philosophy.373

Picasso writes that for him African sculptures were not sculptures – they were fetishes.

He defined conception of fetish as a "weapon against everything (...) to help people stop

dominated  by  spirits."374 And  thus,  he  himself  tries to  create  art  of  exorcism  and

therefore  "Les  Demoiselles  d'Avignon (...)  was  my  first  canvas  of  exorcism."375

Interestingly, the same line of exorcism and healing can be found in the letters related to

the founding of  Blue Knight almanac by Kandinsky and Franz Marc (1880-1916), the

synthesis of ethnic art and modern art is viewed there as the source of 'exorcism' and

'healing'.376

370 蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展, Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 7.

371 Mikhail Larionov (1913), ‘The Rayonists and Futurists: A Manifesto’ in A Donkey Tail and A Target, Moscow: Ts. A. 

Munster Publishing, p. 12.

372 Pablo Picasso ( 2003), ‘Discovery of African art’ in Primitivism and Twentieth-century Art: A Documentary History, 

(eds) Jack Flam and Miriam Deutch, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, p. 33.

373 Vasily Kandinsky (1912), Über das Geistige in der Kunst, Münich: R. Piper & Co. Verlag, pp. 4-5.

374 Pablo Picasso ( 2003), ‘Discovery of African art’ in Primitivism and Twentieth-century Art: A Documentary History, 

(eds) Jack Flam and Miriam Deutch, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, p. 33.

375 Ibid.

376 Pegg Weiss (1982), ‘The Blue Rider: Exorcism and Transformation’ in Kandinsky in Munich: Encounters and 
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While for Picasso to reach 'primitive art' is an infinite quest through archaeology and

museum collections, Taiwanese artists have the possibility to touch a living tradition.

This is partly similar to the situation of the Russian Avant-garde. Russian higher classes

of the beginning of the 20th century coexist with the untouched world of ancient popular

believes and Byzantine religiosity. The former is more or less common in all of Europe,

while the latter is unique. As Russian Avant-garde artists draw inspiration from the icon

and popular  art,  the same was possible for  artists in Taiwan. Taiwanese Avant-garde

artists could also draw inspiration from Chinese aesthetics and Aboriginal art. In fact,

both groups of artists are unavoidably exposed to the influence of surrounding cultures.

As Greenberg puts it,

[t]he continuity of sensibility — in this case the continuity of Western sensibility

— has seen to that,  if  nothing else.  That continuity happens to  be the most

inexorable  one  of  all.  You  can  no  more  escape  from it  than  you  can  from

yourself.  (I  say  this  in  the  face  of  the  plausibility  with  which  some  artists

brought up in China or Japan have created Western-style art.)377

Contemporary  understanding  of  'primitive  art'  is  very  different  from that  arising

from the European tradition. It is fascinating how deep the transformation made in that

field during  the  20th century is. It is still an ongoing debate.  Philosophers often work

with anthropological material, a good example is Kant's Anthropology. But in the case of

the  debates  on  'primitive  art',  not  only  philosophers,  but  also  anthropologists  face

philosophical issues: 'what is art?', 'what is 'primitive art'?' and 'how are they related?' At

the same time, Avant-garde art is  historically rooted in the question of  what art is378.

Such prominent  anthropologist  as  Erna Gunther  states in  1950 that  “the art  horizon
Transformations, New York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, pp. 68-69.

377 Clement Greenberg (1999), Homemade Esthetics: Observations on Art and Taste, Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, p. 38. 
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expands”.379 In that anthropology parallels aesthetics. Clive Bell also claims, that Post-

impressionism “shakes hands across the ages”380. 

However, understanding of art in the first half and in the middle of the 20th century

was  heavily  influenced  by  the  development  of  anthropology  and  the  domination  of

evolutionism: “a science of humanity was tempted to become a science of human basics,

and basics to be equated with origins.”381 Art as something universally present in the

human culture was taken for granted, but then, in 1984, when the Museum of Modern

Art's showed 'Primitivism' in 20th Century Art provoked, as Shelly Errington put it, “so

much controversy that the erosion of the validity of the notion of authentic 'primitive art'

became problematic, even to a general audience.”382

'Primitive  art'  is  in  a  process  or  transvaluation  and  conceptual  re-shaping  by

academic society. This process is a part of the evolution of the museum's practices of the

19th and 20th centuries.  “More and more objects gained status as art during the 19th

century  and  entered  the  museum;  one  thinks  especially  of  religious  objects,  like

Byzantine icons and Christian triptychs, but there were many more.”383 The mentioning

of icons is particularly important for the understanding of the global expansion of Avant-

garde  art,  in  particular  to  Russian  Avant-garde  art,  inspired  by  Russian  icons.  Re-

thinking  of  'primitive  art'  lead  to  re-thinking  of  European  understanding  of  art.

Accordingly to Gunther, “even to include the arts of China and Japan, the materials and

378 Gianni Vattimo (2011), ‘The Death or Decline of Art’ in The Continental Aesthetics Reader, (ed) Clive Cazeaux, 

London and New York: Routlege, p. 215.

379 Erna Gunther (1950), ‘Material Culture, the Museum and Primitive Art’ in College Art Journal, vol. 9 (3), p. 290.

380 Quoted as in Jason Gaiger (2008), Aesthetics and Painting, London, New York: Continuum, p. 120.

381 Francis Sparshott (1997), ‘Art and Anthropology’ in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol. 55 (3), p. 240.

382 Shelly Errington (1994), ‘What Became Authentic Primitive Art’ in Cultural Anthropology, vol. 9 (2), p. 202.

383 Ibid., p. 203.
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techniques in the traditional European art field have had to change.”384 What is the first

moment in this returning to primitivism in art? Is it the museum or is it the avant-gardist

experiment? It is not a chicken or egg dilemma, since they influence each other. The role

of the museum and 'primitive art' outside Europe can help us understand the role it plays

in original European Avant-garde art. In fact, it is a question of the origin of Avant-garde

art itself.

During  the  Avant-garde  art in  Europe,  'primitive  art'  was  considered  to  be  a

problematic  issue.  However,  'primitive  art'  was  accepted  as  art,  it  was  viewed  as

something similar to the artworks created by Europeans. Researchers, who were close to

this  age  tried  to  figure  out  questions  like  the  one  posed by  Gunther:  “can  these

techniques and materials produce fine arts or should they be classed with the decorative

arts?”385 Gunther described, how work with 'primitive art' in the first half of the 20th

century included 3 main dimensions:386

1. Artists were sharing with anthropologists the wealth of beauty in the field of 

primitive art.

2. Museums and art galleries are joining forces in making these collections 

available in exhibitions and study collections. 

3. Publications at several levels of interest interpret and illustrate the field of 

primitive art as it extends its influence to new audiences.387

Later,  Bruce  Inverarity  will  call  that  system  of  practices  'wedding  of  art  and

384 Erna Gunther (1950), ‘Material Culture, the Museum and Primitive Art’ in College Art Journal, vol. 9 (3), p. 290.

385 Ibid., p. 290.

386 Ibid., p. 294.

387 Ibid., p. 294.
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anthropology':  “It  is  this  'wedding'  of  art  and anthropology,  in  which today we find

dealers, museum personnel, students, and collectors consulting anthropologists and their

writings in order to understand and present primitive art as part of a culture rather than

an activity removed from context.”388 Thus, the category 'primitive art' was invented at

the turn of the 20th century and gained acceptance as 'art,' and, according to Errington,389

it also gets a monetary value. In the first  half of the 20th century, it has become an

inspiration  to  Avant-gardist  artists  and an  object  of  interest  for  collectors.  Errington

states  that  by  mid-century,  'primitive  art'  had  begun  to  enter  the  mainstream  of

established art390.  A special museum of 'primitive art' was open in New York in 1954,

funded by Nelson Rockefeller  and at  first  containing largely his  personal  collection.

After that event, according to Errington, about thirty years interest in 'primitive art' grew.

'Primitive art' met with more and more acceptance by the general public, galleries selling

it,  scholars  researching it.  In  1984,  'primitive  art'  seemed  to  be  at  the  peak  of  its

acceptance and validation.391

A Kantian approach to the problem of 'primitive art' can be beneficial if we consider

the  concept of autonomy. In the § 32 of the  third  Critique Kant postulated, that taste

requires autonomy. Adorno believes that there is a double  nature in  art,  ''[a]rt's double

character  —  its  autonomy  and  fait  social''392.  One  side  of  this  autonomy  is  the

independent subjectivity of every artist. The other side is independence of the sphere of

art itself. Art  is  supposed to serve only cultural functions. Poggioli commented on the

388 Bruce R. Inverarity (1955), ‘Anthropology in Primitive Art’ in Yearbook of Anthropology, New York: The University of 

Chicago Press and Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research.p. 381.

389 Shelly Errington (1994), ‘What Became Authentic Primitive Art’ in Cultural Anthropology, vol. 9 (2), p. 201.

390 Ibid.

391 Ibid.

392 Theodor W. Adorno (2002), Aesthetic Theory, (tr) Robert Hullot-Kentor, London and New York: Continuum, p. 229.
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art's consciousness of its historical nature as a condition for the birth of Avant-garde art.

Thus,  the relations between the conception of 'primitive art'  and that  of  fine art  are

problematic. They rely on a set of complex theories: of aesthetics, of art, and of the

subjective and institutional autonomy.

The understanding of 'primitive art' in the age of Avant-garde is often old-fashioned.

For example, in his analysis of primitivism in Modern European art and 'primitive art',

M. Bauer followed Tolstoy, quoting an English translation of Tolstoy's definition of art

from the  article  What  is  Art?  («Что  такое  искусство?»):  “art  is  a  human  activity,

consisting in this, that one man consciously, by means of certain external signs, hands on

to  others  feelings  he has  lived through,  and that  other  people  are  infected  by these

feelings and also experience them.”393 The understanding of 'primitive art' in the age of

Avant-garde  is as old-fashioned as  is the understanding of art itself before the Avant-

garde. The pre-Avant-garde definition of art  is used as the ground for the definition of

'primitive art'. Tolstoy's definition of art seems to be impossible after the experiments of

Conceptualism and Pop art. But it is nevertheless a reality for the Avant-garde art. This

transformation in art itself should always be  taken into account by any comparativist

analysis that included the middle part of the 20th century. Paradoxically, the conception

of Avant-garde, crucial for a rethinking the nature of art and aesthetics, is, in turn, related

to the conception of 'primitive art'. And this could be the reason for the short life of all

Avant-gardist projects.  The destructive or agonist moment in Avant-garde, as Poggioli

used to call it,394 makes its manifestations the more short-lived, the more successful they

are.  Avant-garde  art  is  a performative  contradiction  realized  practically  in  aesthetic

material. It also has a problematic ethical side of a Robinsonade.

The interest in live far away from modern capitalism is experiencing a revival at the

393 Marion Bauer (1923), ‘The Primitive Art Instinct’ in The Musical Quarterly, vol. 9 (2), p. 159.

394 Renato Poggioli (1981), The Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Gerald Fitzgerald, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harward 

University Press, p. 26.
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end of the 20th century. Thus, "[i]n the essay ‘The Artist as Ethnographer,’ Hal Foster

critiques  the  ways  in  which  contemporary  art  has  absorbed  certain  methodological

strategies from anthropology, and deconstructs the 'collaborative' interaction between an

artist and a local community group in ethnographic terms."395 Hal Foster believes that

''[f]ew  principles  of  the  ethnographic  participant-observer  are  observed,  let  alone

critiqued (…) [a]lmost naturally the project strays from collaboration to self-fashioning,

from a decentering of the artist as cultural authority to a remaking of the other in neo-

primitivist guise.''396

However,  despite  the deep  interest  of  European  and  Russian  Avant-gardists  in

'primitive  art',  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  art  show  little  influence  of  the  Taiwan's

Austronesian side. The reasons are both of the interior and of exterior nature. On the side

of the exterior stands the Nationalist Party's cultural politics, implemented strictly during

the period of martial law. During the 50s and the 60s Taiwanese are supposed to be

subjects of "re-sinicization"397 as they were viewed as ''infected by their exposure to

Japanese culture.''398 What makes the situation even worse for the artists, the Japanese

colonial  cultural  politics  are  considering  the  aboriginals  favorably.  The  Taiwanese

aboriginals  are  often  depicted  as  representatives  of  local  color  in  colonial  Taiwan.

Colonized Taiwan, especially in the early period, is seen by Japanese as ''a place full of

headhunting aboriginals and fatal diseases''399 with a specific romantic flavor. In the 50s

395 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 138.

396 Quoted as in Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and 

Cambridge: MIT Press, p. 139.

397 Antonio Chun-Nan Chiang (2010) ‘Taiwan: Yearning for an Identity’ in Taiwan Today, (eds) Anita Sharma and Sreemati

Chakrabarti, London, New York and Delphi: Anthem Press, p. 21.

398 Tse-han Lai, Ramon H. Myers, Wou Wei (1991), A Tragic Beginning: The Taiwan Uprising of February 28, 1947, 

Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 49.

399 Liao Xintian (2007), ‘The Beauty of the Untamed: Exploration and Travel in Colonial Taiwanese Landscape Painting’ 

in Refracted Modernity: Visual Culture and Identity in Colonial Taiwan, (ed) Yuko Kikuchi, Honolulu: University of 

Hawai‘i Press, p. 40.
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and the 60s,  the art world of Taiwan is polarized twice — one polarization is between

mainlanders and locals, another is between conservative painters and innovators. The

former polarization sometimes overwhelms the latter, thus  Liu Guosong (劉國松 ), an

aesthetic  innovator,  once  even ''joined  them [the  conservative  painters]  to  denounce

Toyoga  [or  Japanese]-style  paintings  by  Taiwanese  artists  not  to  be  included  in  the

Sheng-chan  competition  [the  main  art  exhibition  on  the  island]''.400 Liu  Guosong's

personal tragedy explains his anti-Japanese stance. His father fought with Japanese as a

battalion commander and perished in 1938.401 This tragic polarization in a situation of

state  control  over  the  art  world  influences  the  interest  of  Taiwanese  artists  in

Austronesian world.

Beside the politics, on the inferior side of Taiwanese Avant-garde art, Austronesians

are ignored due to the interest in Chinese aesthetics of the artists of the 60s. Most of the

prominent  Taiwanese  Avant-garde artists  are  born in  continental  China  and come to

Taiwan because of the defeat of the nationalists in the civil war.402 It is the case with Liu

Guosong403 and Zhuang Zhe (莊喆)404 from the Mai art group and Li Yuanjia (李元佳)405

from the Eastern art group and Qin Song (秦松)406 from Modern printing art group, as

well as many others. Of course the birthplace  does not guarantee a deep affection by

400 Jason C. Kuo (2000), Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan, Seattle, London and Taipei: University of 

Washington Press and SMC Publishing Inc., p. 75.

401 Ibid.

402 Thus, Xiao Qiongrui and Lin Mingxien (林明賢) periodizes the art of 60s as 'Mainland influences' see Xiao Qiongrui 

and Lin Mingxien (2004), Collision and action: the development of modern art in post-war Taiwan (1945-1987), (tr) 

Luo Yaxuan (羅雅萱), Taichung: Taiwan Meishuguan, p. 113.

403 Xiao Qiongrui (2017), Liu Guosong: Xiandai shuimo, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 10.

404 Pan Fan (2017), Zhuang Zhe: Yuanqi. Pongbo, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 10. 

405 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術. Taibei:遠流出版公司, p. 192.

406 Chen Minghui (nd), ‘Qin Song’ in Encyclopedia of Taiwan, http://nrch.culture.tw/twpedia.aspx?id=8280 (accessed 1. 

12. 2018).
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itself. Biographies and attitudes vary. But the constant interest in Chinese paintings, the

will to reunite it with Western influences shows that  for  Taiwanese Avant-garde artists

the birthplace counts.  The nostalgia of home is a strong feeling which can explain the

passion of Taiwanese Avant-garde artists towards the continental China they lost in the

civil  war.  This  passion  is  expressed  in  the  form of  devotion to  the  classic  Chinese

aesthetics.

Taiwanese  aboriginals  become  an  actual  subject  later,  first  with  new  nativist

movement in Taiwan (台灣鄉土運動407), ignited by the replacement of ROC with PRC

in the United Nations (1971)408 and later with the reception of the identity politics in

Taiwan,  which is discussed in the chapter of this thesis related to the time after the

sublime aesthetics.

The  very  beginning  of  Chinese  art  can  be  another  source  of  the  sublime  in

Taiwanese Avant-garde art. After all, China, as any other civilization, begins from the

pre-civilizational stage. Picasso, for example, is interested not only in African masks, but

also  in  Spanish  prehistoric  art.  But  at  first  it  seems  that  the  earliest  artifacts  from

Chinese  archeology  do  not  play  a  big  role  for  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  artists.  Liu

Guosong is interested in Shi Tao409 (石濤, 1642–1707), Fan Kuan410 (范寬 , c. 960 - c.

1030)  and Liang Kai411 (梁楷 , c. 1140 - c. 1210), Zhuang Zhe is speaking about Guo

Xi412 and fundamentalism of Song dynasty court paintings.413 The search for Chinese

aesthetic heritage is disconnected for them from the search for the origin of this heritage.

407 Xiao Qiongrui and Lin Mingxien (2004), Collision and action: the development of modern art in post-war Taiwan 

(1945-1987), (tr) Luo Yaxuan (羅雅萱), Taichung: Taiwan Meishuguan, p. 36.

408 Ibid., p. 37.

409 Liu Guosong (1998), ‘Huigu yu qianzhan’ in Liu Guosong, Yongshide Chimi 永世的痴迷, Jinan: Shandong Huabao 

Chubanshe, pp. 56-57.

410 Liu Guosong (1998), interview by Wei Tiancong尉天驄 in Liu Guosong, Yongshide Chimi 永世的痴迷, Jinan: 

Shandong Huabao Chubanshe, p. 76, p. 80.

411 Ibid., p. 83.

412 Pan Fan (2017), Zhuang Zhe: Yuanqi. Pongbo, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 136-137.
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At least in the statements by the artists. An earlier example of Zhang Daqian (張大千)

interest in the caves of Dunhuan414 seems to be an unique instance of the involvement of

modern Chinese artist with archeology rather than with classic texts. Of course, tragic

history of China in the 20th century can prevent artists from touching archeological sites,

but the incredible collection of ancient Chinese art can be found in the National Palace

Museum in Taipei. 

On the other hand the ideal of a literati can be influential in this regard. The Chinese

ideal of an artist is close to that of a scholar, an expert of classic texts. It is first of all

Confucian canons, but ancient views on painting are also important. The influence of Du

Fu  ( 杜 甫 ,  712-770),  Chinese  greatest  poet,  as  William  Hung  puts  it,415 can  be

particularly important in this regard. Du Fu has written that:

reading books, I polished off ten thousand volumes,

wielded my writing brush like a god.416

Susan Bush believes that this idea influences artists, in particular Huang Tingjian (黃

庭堅 , 1045–1105). According to Bush, Huang often cited the line on 'polished off ten

thousand  volumes'  in  the  context  of  the  artist's  education.  Moreover  Huang  has

''emphasized  the  purifying  effect  of  study  for  the  artist.  ''.417 To  Huang  scholarly

accomplishments orient  also the artistic  judgment.  Thus,  he  writes  that  "if  he [Zhao

413 Jason C. Kuo (2000), Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan. Seattle, London and Taipei: University of 

Washington Press and SMC Publishing Inc., p. 91.

414 James Cahill (1968-1970), Review on "Sixty-two copies of the wall-paintings in the Tun-huang cave temples, painted 

and presented to the Museum by Chang Dai-chien" by Ch'eng She, in Revue Bibliographique de Sinologie, vol. 14/15 

p. 149.

415 William Hung (1952), Tu Fu: China's Greatest Poet, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.

416 Du Fu (2002), The Selected Poems of Du Fu, (tr) Burton Watson, New York: Columbia University Press, p. 5.

417 Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-1636), Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 44.
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Lingrang (趙令穰 , 1070-1100)] had several hundreds of books in his breast, he would

not be inferior to Wen Yü-k'o [in pinyin it is Wen Yuke (文與可), 'Yuke' being a style

name, the artist is more known as Wen Tong (文同, 1018-1079)].''418

3.2.2 Folk culture and sublimity in Taiwan and in European Avant-garde art

Besides Austronesian aborigines and Chinese archaic period, Taiwanese Avant-garde

art has an opportunity to persuade simplicity in the feeling of the sublime in one more

form. The classical Avant-garde art searches for it through the form of folk studies and

folklore. It is the feature of Russian Avant-garde art.419 In particular, such female artist as

Natalia Goncharova is strongly interested in traditional forms of folk art, folk paintings,

folk songs, popular prints and folk religious images. Kandinsky before his studies of

modern art in Germany is not only an amateur painter and student of the law, but he also

participates  in  ethnographic  exhibitions,420 his  early  works  in  Germany  are  Russia-

themed and show deep interest  in the folk culture.421 In 1911, before founding  Blue

Knight, Kandinsky writes to his colleague Franz Marc (1880-1916), where he expresses

the  intention  to  create  through the  new art  journal  both  a  "mirror"  and  a  ''complex

synthesis'': "a Chinese [work] next to a Rousseau, a folk print next to a Picasso".422

418 Quoted as in Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-

1636), Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 44.

419 Tatyana P. Alekseeva, Natalia V. Vinitskaya (2016), ‘Folklorism in Neo-primitivism of the Russian Avant-garde in the 

first decades of the 20th century’ in Bulletin of Tomsk State University. Cultural Studies and Art History, vol. 4 (24). 

420 Sergey V. Chernov (2011), ‘Creator of memories of eternity: Vasily V. Kandinsky’ in Historical, philosophical, political

and legal sciences, cultural studies and art history: Theory and practice, vol. 3 (9), p. 184.

421 Good examples of the works of this period can be Sunday, Old Russia (1904) and The Russian Scene (1904).

422 Quoted as in Pegg Weiss (1982), ‘The Blue Rider: Exorcism and Transformation’ in Kandinsky in Munich: 1896-1914, 

New York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, p. 68.

143



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

Kandinsky and Larionov hunt for luboks (Russian popular prints) at marketplaces.423

An approach to popular prints is created in the beginning of the World War One by a

group of the biggest Russian artists of that period, Malevich, Goncharova424 and others.

According to Marina Tzvetaeva, Picasso shows the Spanishness in his ballet  Tricorne

and Natalia  Goncharova 'through the same riverbed'  shows Russianness  through the

application to the folk culture in her cooperation with ballets by Sergei Diaghilev.425 The

Taiwanese art world also shows signs of the same interest. In Taiwan in the 60s there is

Xi Dejin (席德進) and his book Taiwan Folk Art (台灣民間藝術).426

What  is  the  ground  of  the  interest  in  folk  culture  during  the  Avant-garde  art?

According to Yurii Lotman (1922-1993), it is important that luboks, a form of traditional

Russian popular prints, ''not an analogue of known forms of 'cultured' visual art, but an

antipode of it''.427 Lotman compares the luboks and the way children are drawing428 and

viewing pictures429: the method is the same, because for both, children and for lubok

artists, it is not the result which is important, but the process itself. Unlike the mode of

the  post-Renaissance  art  the  viewer  of  lubok is  supposed to  participate,  rather  than

passively 'receive' the artwork. Lotman sees a parallel of the life of text in written and

folk forms: in the former there is a production of text and its passive 'consumption', in

423 Andrey D. Sarabyanov (2010), ‘Lubok (popular print)’ in Enciclopedia of Russian Avant-garde art, (eds) Andrey D. 

Sarabyanov and Vasily I. Rakitin, Moscow: Global Expert and Service TIM, http://rusavangard.ru/online/history/lubok/ 

(accessed on the 8th of December, 2018)

424 Yu. Yu. Polyakova (2014), ‘Popular prints in the works of N. Goncharova and T. Churilin during the period of the First 

World War’ in Kremenets Comparative Studies, vol. 4, pp. 204-215.

425 Marina I. Tsvetaeva (1995), ‘Natalya Goncharova’ in Tsvetaeva's Collected works in seven volumes, (eds) Anna 

Saakyants, Lev Mnukhin, vol. 4, p. 121.

426 Xi Dejin席德進 (1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司.

427 Yurii M. Lotman (2002), ‘The artistic nature of Russian folk pictures’ in Yurii M. Lotman, Articles on the semiotics of 

culture and art, Saint Petersburg: Academic Project Publishing, p. 339.

428 Ibid.

429 Ibid,, p. 323.
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the latter  text  is  a  thing to  play with,  a  game.430 After  the autonomy of art  is  fully

established and Renaissance art impulse is replaced with that of Avant-garde art, artists

start to dismember the art form itself, and the border between the viewer and the creator

should be breached too. This can be the reason of the actuality of folk culture for the

Avant-garde art. This removal of the form corresponds with the Kantian demand of the

formlessness of the object to qualify for the aesthetics of the sublime (5: 245).

Something which is not finished, which is supposed to be 'participated in' to exist,

cannot have form, not only from a Kantian viewpoint but even commonsensically. Its

form is  becoming.  For  a  passive  eye  of  the  beholder  of  classic  post-Rennaissance

artwork  its  purposiveness  is  inappropriate,  controversial.  Mikhail  Bakhtin's  research

helps to understand this inappropriateness in a context of folk culture. Unlike the high

culture, folk culture still preserves a link with older social order. Carnival refers back, to

pre-Christian orgiastic festivities, to the removal of the borders inside and outside the

human body.431 Lotman also shows how lubok of the 18th and 19th centuries presupposes

different mores than that of the high culture of the same era. Lubok often speaks about

adultery, not acceptable sexual behavior, sexual and gastronomic appetite far above the

level acceptable according to the social norms.

Another  element  of  lubok important  here  is  co-existence of  text  and of  picture,

which  resembles  co-existence  of  often  poetic  colophones  and  image  in  traditional

Chinese ink painting. Lotman stresses that in lubok the picture and the text do not exist

in the same temporal dimension, like a comic book where the image of a character and

the speech he 'produces' in the  'speech bubble' is supposed to be synchronic. Instead,

lubok and text coexist in organic relationships, the whole of the text is meant by the

picture  and  vice  verse.  Thus,  the  text  of  lubok  can  unfold  the  whole  story  of  the

430  Yurii M. Lotman (2002), ‘The artistic nature of Russian folk pictures’ in Yurii M. Lotman, Articles on the semiotics of 

culture and art, Saint Petersburg: Academic Project Publishing, p. 322.

431 Mikhail Bakhtin (2010), ‘Francois Rabelais and folk culture of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (1965)’ in 

Collected Works of M.M. Bakhtin in 7 volumes, vol. 4 (2).
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characters (before and after the battle, for example).432 The space in the lubokian image

is linked to that of a theater, especially a street theater of the marketplace. Thus, simple

side scenes, slips, coulisses can be present in a lubok as well as a stage itself. And just as

a stage can be a zone for a story to be unfolded, lubok's characters can go through the

lubok's  plot  without  leaving  the  lubok's  border  and  a  single  scene  this  border

encompasses.

Lotman believes lubok more resembles a tabletop game than a post-Renaissance

European painting.433 The latter  is  supposed to  be hung on the wall  for  the  passive

appreciation.  In  Kantian  terms,  free  play  is  supposed  to  be  more  instrumentally

implemented than in a Renaissance-like artwork. Both, Avant-garde art and folk painting

is free of this necessity of viewer's stillness. Folk painting is free because it yet does not

know the disciplining effect of the artistic autonomy. Avant-garde art, on the contrary, is

free because it knows the autonomy but moves further.

Taken in this sense, Classical Chinese painting is free from the autonomy in post-

Renaissance Western sense. The artwork is a scroll, it can be hung on the wall, but it can

also be read, moving from one side to another. It is also a subject of additions, colophons

can be added over and over again. After the artist has finished the ink painting, more and

more new stamps or handwritten characters can be put on it by viewers or owners. Thus,

the second inscription on Enjoying the Wilderness by Ni Zan (倪瓚; 1301–1374) is made

by the artist more than fifteen years after the work itself was painted.434

In  Taiwan  the  side  of  Avant-garde  art  linked  with  folk  culture  get  a  chance  to

develop only limitedly in the period of Taiwanese Avant-garde art (the 60s of the 20th

century). The more than influential book, Taiwan Folk Art (台灣民間藝術) by Xi Dejin

432 Yurii M. Lotman (2002), ‘The artistic nature of Russian folk pictures’ in Yurii M. Lotman, Articles on the semiotics of 

culture and art, Saint Petersburg: Academic Project Publishing, pp. 326-327.

433  Ibid., p. 334.

434 Wen C. Fong (1992), Beyond representation: Chinese painting and calligraphy, 8th-14th century, New York and New 

Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale University Press, p. 483.
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(席德進)435 can be among the few exceptions of the interest in folk culture by a famous

Taiwanese artist. But even in the case of Xi Dejin, it is hard to trace influences of folk

art  in  his  own artworks.  Moreover,  ethnographic  material  presented  by  Xi  Dejin  is

sterile, unlike the research by Lotman and Bakhtin of the 60s. In fact, around the same

time Xi Dejin completely ignores all things sexual in Taiwanese folk culture. Probably

the reason is again political, and the explosion of interest to adult themes in art after the

end of the military law speaks in favor of this hypothesis. Such artists as Yen Minghui

(嚴明惠), Chen Laixing (陳來興), Huang Zhiyang (黃致陽) and many others explores

the theme of the sexuality in the 90s. Sometimes this exploration takes an ethnographic

perspective.

Chinese and Taiwanese folk arts are not avoiding the theme of fertility, or as Jin

Zhilin puts it ''[p]ropagation of people and harvesting of crops were deemed as good

fortune. In this way, fortune and longevity became the basic cultural consciousness of

the people, which was also the main theme of folk art.''436 Unfortunately, it is not so in

case of the book by Xi Dejin. It seems that some kind of self-censorship is at work in

this  book.  Probably the same Puritan (or  batter  to  say,  Confucian)  denial  of  human

sexuality limits many of Chinese collections of folk art, especially the oldest ones. After

all the interest in folk art is a very recent development. It belongs only to the Republican

period of Chinese history. As Felicity Lufkin puts it, ''[a] hundred years ago, folk art's

position in Chinese culture was quite different,  if  it  can even be said to have had a

position: in the early twentieth century, the very concept of folk art as a category was

unfamiliar.''437 In the West the concept is also very recent and can be traced back to

435 Xi Dejin席德進 (1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司.

436 Jin Zhilin (2004), Chinese Folk Arts, (tr) Wang Dehua, Beijing: Wuzhou chuanbo chubanshe五洲傳播出版社, p. 12.

437 Felicity Lufkin (2016), Folk Art and Modern Culture in Republican China, New York and London: Lexington Books, 

p. xi.
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brothers  Grimm,  which  is  not  that  long  ago.  But  a  century  or  two  centuries  is

fundamentally different time frame for the development of cultural conceptualizations. 

Beside  Xi  Dejin  the  same  strange  silence  on  all  things  fertile  can  be  found  in

Traditional Taiwanese Folk Crafts (台灣早期民藝) by Liu Senhower (劉文三).438 Liu

Senhower also considers a lot of objects from the 'high' culture. Xiao Jiahui (蕭嘉慧)

also discusses the problem of the limited opportunity to express sexual related themes in

art during the martial law in Taiwan.439 Xiao Jiahui's main object of research is art by

Hou Junming (侯俊明 ),  a  later  artist  with  a  deep interest  in  folk  culture,  who is

discussed below.

The 'folk' in Taiwan Folk Art by Xi Dejin is a bit different from the conception used

in international folk studies. Xi Dejin includes objects of high culture, like chineware440

and religious sculptures441 as well as other objects related not to a 'common folk' but

rather  to  the  members  of  the  local  elite.  Xi  Dejin  even  writes  that  ''the  most

extraordinary  folk art of ancient China''  ('' 我國古代最了不起的民間藝術 '')  are

archeological  artifacts from the Han dynasty tombs of the nobles,  luxurious ceramic

figurines ('瓷塑 ') of the Tang dynasty.442 These objects are important sources on folk

culture, because sometimes some glimpse of the life of Chinese 'silent majority' can be

caught through these objects. But they do not belong to folk culture themselves.  Tang

438 Liu Senhower劉文三(1978), Traditional Taiwanese Folk Crafts, 台灣早期民藝, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄

獅圖書股份有限公司.

439 Hsiao Chia-Hui蕭嘉慧(2013), ‘Observations of the sociology of art in Taiwan after the lifting of martial law – A case 

study of Hou Junming's prints 台灣解嚴後 的一個藝術 社會學觀察 —以侯俊明版畫創作為例’ in The Journal of

Aesthetics and Visual Arts 美學與視覺藝術學刊, vol. 5, p. 83.

440 Jin Zhilin (2004), Chinese Folk Arts, (tr) Wang Dehua. Beijing: Wuzhou chuanbo chubanshe五洲傳播出版社, pp. 43-

60.

441 Ibid., pp. 30-42.

442 Xi Dejin席德進(1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司,

 p. 16.
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sculpture no more belongs to folk culture, than the richly illustrated books of European

Medieval,  where  sometimes  an  image of  a  villain  or  a  hunter  can  be  spotted.  This

material  helps to understand what dress is used by the old representatives of 'lower'

culture, but it is still 'high' culture.

Comparing  Xi  Dejing  in  international  perspective,  it  is  reasonable  to  start  with

Anglo-American  tradition,  since  Taiwan  Folk  Art  shows  the  deepest  interest  in

scholarship in the English language. In English, the conception of folk art is forged by

Holger Cahill (1887-1960), who ''remains today the most frequently cited authority on

American folk art.''443 Cahill  believes that  folk art  is  an "expression of  the common

people, made by them and intended for their use and enjoyment."444 

In German scholarship the bridge between 'high culture' and all things 'folk' ('Volk')

is made possible by the immortal research by the brothers Jacob Grimm (1785-1863)

and Wilhelm Grimm (1786-1859). Later in Austria Alois Riegl (1858-1905) begins the

theoretical approach to the art of often overlooked 'mere commoners' in the conceptual

frame  of  his  attempt  to  re-evaluate  decorative  art.  ''In  Volkskunst,  Hausfleiß  und

Hausindustrie Riegl sets out to construct a systematic method for considering the folk

art  idiom in a modern era,  ultimately  stressing its  importance for  all  the peoples of

Austria-Hungary.''445 What occupies Riegel is again the work of commoners for their

own  needs.  What  Riegel  calls  'Hausfleiß'  and  'Hausindustrie'  is  standing  in  clear

opposition to the high culture. Famous Avant-garde art era journal  Blauen Reiter  also

443 John Michael Vlach (1985), ‘Holger Cahill as Folklorist’ in The Journal of American Folklore, vol. 98 (38), p. 148.

444 Quated as in Elizabeth M. Delacruz (1999), ‘Folk Art as Communal Culture and Art Proper’ in Art Education, vol. 52 

(4), p. 23.

445 Sabrina K. Rahman (2007), ‘Industrializing Folk Art: Aesthetic Transformation in Alois Riegl’s Volkskunst, Hausfleiß 

und Hausindustrie (1894)’ in Kakanien Revisited, vol. 4. Online publication http://www.kakanien-

revisited.at/beitr/emerg/SRahman1.pdf (accessed on the 29th of December, 2018), p. 1.

149



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

plays a role in the popularization of 'Volkskunst'.446 And again the interest is in things of

the 'commoners'.

In fact, the strange broadness of the approach to folk arts by Xi Dejin is not special

in the case of Chinese folk art studies. Thus, famous calligrapher and folk art enthusiast

Huang Miaozi (黄苗子) writes in 1936:

[f]olk art can then be seen to have two kinds of meaning, a broad sense and a

narrow sense: the wood carvings of African blacks, or the sacrificial dances of

Balinese aborigines, can both be counted as folk art in the broader sense. Folk

songs about Lady Meng Jian, the Door Gods pasted on the main gate at the New

Year, the candy playthings sold at the roadside, and the clay-molded figurines

introduced in this issue can all be taken as folk art in the essential (or narrow)

sense.  Folk art  also includes art  that  is  not  entirely a  product of  the masses

themselves, but which is influenced by works introduced among the people by

the scholar-gentry, whether deliberately or accidentally.447

The problem is that folk art,  as it is shown above, is grounded in the opposition

between 'high art' of the nobility of all levels and 'low art' of the commoners. Thus, the

definition of folk art cannot be so broad as to include the opposite (art of  the gentry)

without loosing its meaning. The reason why this crucial feature of folk culture changes

in Chinese and Taiwanese cultures is the different social structure in Confucian society.

The  character  of  the  opposition  between  commoners  and  nobility,  absolute  in  pre-

modern  Europe,  is  not  so  radical  in  China.  The  traditional  European  nobility  is  a

birthright based, the nobility of China is, in the idea, based on the system of imperial

446 Klaus von Beyme (2005), Das Zeitalter der Avantgarden: Kunst und Gesellschaft 1905-1955, München: Verlag C.H. 

Beck, pp. 456-457.

447 Quated as in Felicity Lufkin (2016), Folk Art and Modern Culture in Republican China, Lanham: Lexington 

Books, p. 26.
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exams (科舉). In a sense, it is an opposition of Indo-European civilization with its caste

systems  and  that  of  casteless  China.  The  civilizational  difference  again  works  as  a

differentially  permeable  membrane  between  Avant-gardes  of  European  20s  and

Taiwanese 60s.

Another problem which sets the uniqueness of the view on folk art in Taiwan is

absence of Christianity in traditional period. The 'low'-'high' opposition is not only social

but also religious in Christendom.448 There is 'high' official religion of the church and the

'superstition' of half pagan commoners. Confucian doctrine is of course not free from

inter-religious  tensions,  but  is  much  more  open  and  inclusive  in  comparison  with

Christianity.  For  medieval  Chinese  bureaucrats  it  is  irrelevant  how  diverse  is  the

religious situation of the village, they can laugh at a ghost story or even believe in it, but

they will hardly interfere in rituals commoners use to deal with the ghosts. This feature

also allows shamanism and Daoism to coexist in the lower fringes of Chinese society

with little intervention from the center.

The term 'religion' itself is problematic in China.449 Avant-garde art in Europe can be

anti-Christian. The Malevich's Black Square, for example, is exhibited for the first time

hanging in  krasnyi corner («красный угол», literally 'beautiful corner') a place where

religious icons of a household should be. It is an blasphemous act by Malevich. Picasso's

interest in African fetishes is no less 'satanic' from a Christian point of view: pagans are

Satan worshipers and the power they have is 'unholy' and 'unclean'. This view is most

probably first formulated in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Book of Jubilees and the Book of

448 For more detailed exposition of the relation between religion and art paradigmatic to my, please see Irina A. Tulpe 

(1998), ‘Was the ancient Greek an artist or the life of the myth in Antiquity’ in Almanac of Metaphysical research: 

Culture, vol. 2 (5), Saint Petersburg: Aletheia.

449 For the further information on the vagueness of religion borders in China, please see the notion of Chinese popular 

religion, as for example in Meir Shahar and Robert P. Weller (1996), ‘Introduction: Gods and Society in China’ in 

Unruly Gods: Divinity and Society in China, (eds) Meir Shahar and Robert P. Weller, Honolulu: University of Hawaii 

Press, pp. 1-36.
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Enoch before Christ.450 The Scrolls write about people loyal to single God and people

loyal to his adversary, Belial. At the end of history, according to the Scrolls, Belial and

his nations will be defeated by God and his subjects. ''It is noteworthy that the Hebrew

term for  'demon,'  namely,  'shed'  [Hebrew word  for  demon],  is  used  in  the  biblical

references in connection with idol worship.''451

Unlike Europeans,  Taiwanese Avant-garde artists  has tendency to remain in their

spiritual traditions, they are good Buddhists or/and Daoists. In fact the act of  sacrilege

itself is adopted in some Buddhist school of thought, so that blasphemy will lead not to

anti-Buddhism but rather to Chan Buddhism. The famous Chan maxim by Linji Yixuan (

臨濟義玄, d. 866) says ''[t]he truly enlightened one cares not for the Buddha nor yet for

the Bodhisattva or the saints''452 Or, even stricter version of the maxim given by Daisetsu

T. Suzuki: ''[i]f you encounter the Buddha, slay him; if you encounter the Patriarch, slay

him; if  you encounter  the  Arhat  or  the parent  or  the relative,  slay  them all  without

hesitation; for this is the only way to deliverance.''453 What is 'anti-Daoism' is also hard

to imagine.

How to articulate the opposition to high culture in such cultural background as that

of Taiwan? The Han high culture is too all encompassing, loosely defined and inclusive.

The pain points are hard to find, and Poggioli's kind of an agonist protest is unlikely of

being as easily articulated as it is the case with European or Russian Avant-garde art.

Maybe the arsenal of the 20s years of the 20th century is not enough. Thus, Ai Weiwei

(艾未未) strongly challenges the high culture on the Chinese terms when he uses rather

Postmodernist  than Modernist  approach:  in  one of  his  pieces  of  performance art  he

breaks a Han  Dynasty urn while being photographed. It is already not a symbolic act

450 See Michael Mach (2000), ‘Demons’ in Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, (ed) Lawrence H. Schiffman, Oxford 

and New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 189-192.

451 Ibid., p. 191.

452 Heinrich Dumoulin (1963), History of Zen Buddhism, (tr) Paul Peachey, New York: Pantheon Books, p. 121.

453 Daisetsu T. Suzuki (1958), Essays in Zen Buddhism, vol. 1, London: Rider and Company, p. 347. 
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(like the case of Malevich or Picasso). In a commonsensical view, Ai Weiwei does an

atrocious  act  which  reminds  the  worst  iconoclasm  in  human  history.  The  recent

destruction of Buddhist sculptures by  the Taliban, or more traditional example of the

destruction of art by Girolamo Savonarola (1452-1498) in Renaissance Italy can be seen

in accord with that performance. The fact that nor the Talibs nor Savonarola pretend to

be artists can even be for their moral  advantage in this context.  Thus,  a tremendous

moral problem is accepted by Ai Weiwei. And even then it is not a success, Ai Weiwei

still does not really challenge Chinese tradition, because he can be still seen as a Chan

Buddhism practitioner  and thus  to  be  justified.  So that  the absence  of  the desire  to

challenge the Han high culture is paired with a failure of the later attempts.

Therefore, the different character of the opposition of 'high' and 'low' cultures in the

approach  to  folk  material  in  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  is  not  a  result  of  a  mistake  or

misunderstanding. It is rather another effect produced by the membrane of civilization

difference. Let us take an analysis of the results of this approach.

Xi  Dejin  says,  that  he  himself  makes  some  art  based  on  a  Taiwanese  folk

architecture.454 For folklore and folk studies folk architecture is relatively new subject,

maybe Xi Dejin is the first who approach the theme aesthetically. In itself, this move

reminds of a recurrence to local color with a tinge of impressionist technique.

Liao Xiuping (廖修平, his name is often romanized as Liao Shiou-Ping) is another

Taiwanese Avant-garde artist who uses folk culture for his experiments.455 Between Liao

Xiuping's work there is one often seen element – schematic representations of everyday

objects:  clothes,  a  mirror,  scissors,  shoes,  a  fan,  Western  style  hat,  ridges.  These

elements arranged in orderly fashion create the conceptual frame of his Daily utensils'

series ('「日常器物」系列 '). Liao Xiuping's Daily utensils look exactly like a print

454 Xi Dejin席德進(1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司,

 p. 19.

455 Ibid.
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without a name which is presented by Xi Dejin in his book on Taiwanese Folk culture.456

In April of 1973 Xi Dejin makes a trip to collect folk prints in Tainan, this folk print

should be among the other findings of the same year.457 Unfortunately Xi Deqing does

not provide any information on the print from the page 60. He even does not give it an

individual name or a number. On the other side, Liao Renyi (廖仁義 ) connects Liao

Xiuping's 'Daily utensils' with a journey to Japan the artist makes before the series.458

The images of everyday life objects Liao Xiuping creates are very close to the print

from Xi Dejin's book stylistically. But both examples are quite close to the Japanese

everyday aesthetics, concentrated on the simplest objects around human beings. But as

Yuriko Saito mentions,  Japanese everyday aesthetics is  rich,  but not the only one.459

Moreover,  Chinese  art  knows  very  long  tradition  of  the  creation  of  the  images  of

everyday utensils for mural and magic purposes.460

In fact,  no matter  are Liao Xiuping's 'Daily utensils'  Taiwanese or  Japanese,  this

series is greatly reminiscent of the previous period of Taiwan's art. Just as it is the case

with Xi Dejin, Liao Xiuping shows the tendency of the return to the aesthetics of local

color. A coexistence of Chinese and Japanese elements are only make this return more

Taiwanese.

456 Xi Dejin席德進(1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司,

 p. 60. Please, see the illustrations.

457 Ibid., p. 62.

458 Liao Renyi廖仁義(n.d.), Simple symbols, noble beauty – completely modern great master Liao Xiuping樸素的符號高‧

貴的美感—全方位的現代藝術大師廖修平, Kuandu Museum of Fine Arts' on-line publication, 

http://www.kdmofa.tnua.edu.tw/index.php?

REQUEST_ID=bW9kPWV4JnBhZ2U9ZXNzYXkmRUlEPTIxNyZZWT0yMDE2Jk1UPTU= (accessed on the 5th of 

January, 2019).

459 See note 46 in Yuriko Saito (2013), Everyday Aesthetics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 227.

460 For example the 'spirit objects' from the tombs of Qin and Han dynasties, see Xiaoneng Yang (2016), ‘Art and Early 

Chinese Archaeological Materials’ in A Companion to Chinese Art, (eds) Martin J. Powers and Katherine R. Tsian 

Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, p. 97.
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The third Taiwanese Avant-garde artist mentioned by Xi Dejin is Wu Hao (吳昊).461

His choice of the ethnographic material is also too broad for the international sense of

the term. He often works in a style of a local colorist. Thus Wu Hao depicts in his prints

images of the gate guardians or musicians with reference to folk feel of beauty, he also

creates classic landscapes with Taiwanese villages or temples. Of course he has right to

call himself a part of old Chinese print making tradition, as Zhang Jiayu (張家瑀) puts

it, but this alone is not all one need for a purely folk art reception in a way Avant-garde

art  demands.  However,  some of  the  Wu Hao's  artworks  are  probably  the  closest  to

Picasso's or Goncharova's understanding of folk culture's aesthetic interpretation.462

It is important that there is a big difference between local color and the reception of

folk culture in Avant-garde art. What is lacking in the former to be qualified as the latter

is the inside view. A local colorist is closely familiar with his material, but he is still in

the subject-object relations with it. He does not share the feeling of beauty the common

illiterate  folk  preserves  from the  time  immemorial.  Picasso  and  Goncharova  on  the

contrary, provides this feeling and thus reaches the level of the sublime aesthetics. Such

art is sublime due to the shock value for a viewer this art is created for. Additionally, the

language Goncharova uses often related to metaphors of formless, natural energies. On

the one hand, it is an approach to folk art as to something 'wild', 'unculturated' speaking

negatively. On the other hand, it is an approach to folk art as to something 'sincere' or

'wholistic'  speaking positively.  The former connotates with  the  formalism of Kantian

theory of the sublime, the claim that the object which generate  the  sublime feeling is

formless and counter-purposive, The latter leads to sublime psychology Kant present in

his 'General remark' in the third Critique.

461 Xi Dejin席德進(1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司,

 p. 19.

462 Information on Wu Hao used here is from Zhang Jiayu 張家瑀(2001), Printmaking art版畫創作藝術, Taipei: National 

Taiwan Arts Education Center 國立台灣藝術教育館, p. 131.
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The local color aesthetics of Taiwan is centered around the idea of beauty rather than

that  of  the  sublime.  Thus,  the  Kantian  approach  provides  new  possibilities  of  the

interpretation of Xi Dejin, Liao Xiuping and other's conformity. The absence of shocking

for an eye of bourgeois observer elements of folk art in case of Taiwan's 60s can be

because  of  the  presence  of  the  idea  of  the  beauty  deeply  linked  with  folk  art.  For

European and Russian Avant-garde artists application to folk material was a form of

aesthetic provocation, a daring to be 'vulgar'. In fact, the word 'vulgar' is originally a

synonym of 'folk'  and 'vernacular',  from Latin vulgāris,  and 'vulgus'  ('mob,  common

folk'). But in case of Taiwan's 60s this approach is a continuation of local color thinking,

and shift to the sublimity of shock aesthetics is prevented in two ways: the fist way of

prevention is merely negative, it is prevention through political oppression and a  strict

demand of  'good mores'.  The second  way  of  the  prevention is  inertially  positive,  it

operates  through  the  idea  of  the beuatiful  adherent  to  the  ideal  of  reason  as  it  is

formulated in Taiwan's locol color tradition.

Xi Dejin and Liao Xiuping folk art based aesthetics is extremely refined. Moreover,

it is a ground breaking project because nobody has done something like it before, but not

without  the  shortcomings  of  presenting  elements  of  a  conformist  view on  the  folk

culture. However, later numerous Taiwanese artists dive into the wild free world of folk

festivals and practices without self-censorship. Thus, many Taiwanese artists of the 90s

are deeply interested in Fukien folk culture and Fukien folk art.463 For example, Hou

Junming (侯俊明, Kuo romanizes his name as 'Hou Chun-ming'). In 1992 Hou Junming

creates the series of prints 'Pleasure tableaux' (「極樂圖懺」) modeled after Buddhist

repentant writings (懺文).464 The commonly used English translation of the series' name

463 Jason C. Kuo (2000), Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan, Seattle: University of Washington Press, p. 173.

464 Hsiao Chia-Hui蕭嘉慧 (2013), ‘Observations of the sociology of art in Taiwan after the lifting of martial law – A case 

study of Hou Junming's prints 台灣解嚴後 的一個藝術 社會學觀察 —以侯俊明版畫創作為例’ in The Journal of

Aesthetics and Visual Arts 美學與視覺藝術學刊, vol. 5, p. 83.
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as 'Pleasure tableaux' is not very fortunate because it ignores the character  chan  (懺 )

'regret, repent; confess sins'.  However, the multilayered nature of the series'  name in

Chinese left  little space for the translator,  and to avoid the confusion here the usual

translation is used.

In 'Pleasure tableaux' Hou Junming leads his characters through a series of bodily

ordeals, pain and pleasure intertwined. Each print has a structure of a folk print – there is

an image and there is a text to explain the image. Thus Hou Junming's ideas unfolds in a

way  reminiscent of Lotman's interpretation of Russian luboks. The 'Pleasure tableaux'

definitely goes into the zones the earlier Taiwanese artist do not dare to. However, Hou

Junming exceeds the level  of the  sensorically given by European Avant-garde art  as

well.  His  art  works  have  such  elements  as  human  genitals  shown  during  sexual

intercourse. Thus, in a piece entitled Tableau of the search for amusement (行樂圖) two

long  haired  naked  figures  touch  each  other's  genitals.  Such  theme  is  of  course  not

something new for visual culture. But it can be also understood as pornography. If older

European avant-gardists tries to challenge the autonomy of an artwork, if they try to

pose questions what also can qualify as one, post-Avant-garde artists have to work with

autonomy of art itself. The former autonomy's potential for positive critic seems to be

exhausted.  It  can  be  compared  this  way:  Avant-garde  artwork  can  be  mistaken  for

amateur attempt, for trash, random object. But post-Avant-garde art often works without

artwork  or  with  classic  finished  forms.  Post-Avant-garde  art  questions  not  the

conception  of  artwork,  but  that  of  art,  the  borders  between  art  and  pornography,

advertisement,  hooliganism.  In a  sense  it  is  inevitable  conclusion of  the strategy of

shocking aesthetics first initiated at a wide scale in Europe of the 20s years of the 20th

century. To continue to shock, post-Avant-garde artists need to reach the territory which

is at the border of art defined commonsensically.
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As Kant says in § 2 of the Critique of the Power of Judgment, judgment of beauty

should  be  free  of  any  interest.  Because  of  it,  later  Kant  even  puts  beautiful

representations  of  human bodies  into the  category  of  adherent  beauty  (5:  230).  The

image of the human being is too deeply linked with our existence, not to create worries

that the reception will be interested in one way or another. A close conceptual frame,

united with much stricter moral code than the one, actual at the end of the 20th century,

separated the artwork and sexual content for most of the history of modern art. The inner

logic of it is a necessity for art world to separate itself from pornography. In Kantian

terms, this necessity is of fundamental importance, since the instances of hybritity of art

and pornography is a priori unfree. For Chinese classic aesthetics, it is also an important

distinction, which is expressed in the opposition of the interested satisfaction se 色 and

virtue in the Analects  (9:18,  15:13) as  it  is  discussed in the chapter  on the Chinese

aesthetics above.

The shocking strategy of Avant-garde art needs to shock with art. However, for it to

be aesthetic it should be a shock without any interest. There are instances when this limit

is ignored by the artists of the 20s. For example, nudity in the ballets by Isadora Duncan

(1877-1927).  But  such  instances  are  rather  isolated  and  less  influential.  In  this

perspective 'Pleasure tableaux'  raises worries which are germane to the art at  the  time

'Pleasure tableaux'  is  created. This aspect of the problem is discussed in the chapter of

the thesis related to the end of the sublime aesthetics.

3.2.3 Bi discs and Taiwanese abstract painting

One of the distinguishing forms of the earliest Chinese art is bi discs (璧) made out

of jade.  Bi discs look like often seen element in Taiwanese Avant-garde art: big round
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surfaces, light on the dark background, which can be found in many artworks of the 60 th

and afterwards.465 There are  also a  lot  of  artworks  in  a round format  (rondo).  Such

connotation between material culture artist is exposed to and the art by this artist is not

unknown in Avant-garde art studies. Thus, Leonid  Katzis sees Jewish influence in the

origin of the main artwork of Suprematism, the Black Square. In particular, the tefillin, a

ritual object of Judaism, which looks like a little black cube, could inspire K. Malevich,

the  founder  of  Suprematism,  to  use  this  form  in  his  main  masterpiece,  the  Black

Square.466 This  return  of  an  object  from  the  artist's  cultural  milieu  is  a  form  of

Greenberg's continuity of sensibility, ''the most inexorable one of all (…) [y]ou can no

more escape from it than you can from yourself''.467

Examples of the bi-like silhouettes are such works as Liu Guosong's space-themed

ink paintings,468 and some of space acrylic paintings by Xiao Qin (蕭勤 ), as well as

many of Liu Shengru's (劉生容)469 art works. Zhuan Zhe's (莊喆) painting The Three

Generations (三代, 1969470) has two bi disc-like abstract figures – dark jadeite green in

the right upper corner and yellow circle right in the center, with a texture reminiscent of

that of the mineral. The bi discs-like forms enter also the installation art, for example,

the installation with dominoes of 1966-1967 years without a name by Li Yangqi (李鍚

奇 )471, as well as his another  installation with dominoes,  Wenzitu 1003 (文字圖 1003,

465 Please, see the examples in the illustrations.

466 Leonid Katzis (2000), ‘The Black Square by Kazimir Malevich and A Tale of Two Squares by El Lissitzky in Jewish 

perspective’, in Russian eschatology and literature, (ed) Leonid Katzis, Moscow: O.G.I., pp. 132-139.

467 Clement Greenberg (1999), Homemade Esthetics: Observations on Art and Taste, Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, p. 38. 

468 Xiao Qiongrui 蕭瓊瑞(2017), Xiandai. Shuimo. Liu Guosong. 現代.水墨.劉國松, Taipei: Yishujia, pp. 89-101.

469 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術, Taibei:遠流出版公司, pp . 126-129.

470 Pan Fan 潘襎(2017), Yuanqi. Pongbo. Zhuang Zhe. 元氣．磅礡．莊喆, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 40.

471 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術, Taibei:遠流出版公司, p. 157.
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1966).472 Li Yuanjia dot is often rendered in a way highly similar to a bi disc,473 or serves

as background of such discs, like in his  Magnetic Points  installation (London, 1966-

1968). Lai Yingying (賴瑛瑛 ) even has taken a flat circle as the main theme for the

design of her book on Taiwanese Avant-garde art.474

The bi discs as objects of the sublime aesthetics harmonizes with the view on the

East as particularly connected with the idea of the sublime. Such a view is, for example,

presented by Hegel, although his prejudices are strong in valuing the beauty and the

West  higher  than  his  notion  of  the  symbolical  sublime  natural  for  the  Orient  (das

Morgendland).475 But this shortcoming can be acknowledged and thus neutralized in the

whole of Hegelian argument. And thus Hegel can be taken here as an eyewitness from

an age of Kant and as another great mind.

The artworks reminiscent of  bi  discs have propensity to stay without a name (Li

Yangqi nameless installation, Liu Shengru's numbered works: No. 308, No. 86, etc.), to

be late in Taiwanese Avant-garde art. It is often the end of the 60-s or the beginning of

the 70-s. Liu Guosong treatment of the disc's theme even crosses the border of the 20 th

century, like in his most recent works, Obscured Moon (月色朦朧, 2014)476 or Buddha

(如來 ,  2010 ).477 The shadow of the jade  discs slowly floats  to  the surface of  the

Taiwanese art world as if it is an unconscious memory. As if a possible solution is found

in a dream, but it is a collective dream for the collective task of the artists of the 60-s.

472 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術, Taibei:遠流出版公司, p. 160.

473 Ibid., p. 193., p. 198.

474 See cover, the first pages and pages between chapters of 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術, Taibei:遠流出

版公司. 

475 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, pp. 155-156.

476 See entry in Artnet.com, http://www.artnet.com/artists/liu-kuo-sung/yuesemenglong-jingxin-zhiben-obscured-moon-

MnL-ZqS6dN8z9YXtxHsvIA2 (Accessed on 20th of July, 2018, the title's translation is as given by Artnet.com).

477 See entry in Artnet.com, http://www.artnet.com/artists/liu-kuo-sung/buddharulai-ivdhbrH4pF9gZe66S_GbjQ2 

(Accessed on 20th of July, 2018, the title's translation is as given by Artnet.com).
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What can be called the impact of bi disc on Taiwanese Avant-garde art is often not as

direct as it needs to be for a 100% sure, solid analogy. The artist uses the disc form

indirectly, the necessary hole in the center of the standard bi disc is sometimes absent.

But Katzis analogy is also not free of such problems – in his view, Malevich moves from

the impression of a small three dimensional black box fixed on the head of a praying

Jew to a flat two dimensional square.

In fact, is the  Black Square a 'portrait' of a square? Names can be misleading, as

René Magritte shows us. The Black Square can be no less a square, than it is a black

hole or just a universe of darkness. Its squareness can be only a result of a standard form

of a canvas. But Katzis work is meaningful, because it shows the significance of time

Malevich has spent in Viribsk, a Belorus town with a distinct Jewish minority. Katzis

presents a connotation which draws too much from cultural dialogue to be random. Such

connotations are helpful in our understanding of art in its context. In the case of the

shadow of the jade disc – it is not only less of transformation of the object (bi disc has

the  third  dimension,  but  it  is  insignificant  and  preserved  in  the  early  Taiwanese

installation art), but also not a single painter as it is the case with Katzis analysis of

Malevich. Moreover, the Black Square's squareness can be a random quality, a result of

the instrumental convenience of this format, while rondo format found in Li Yuanjia and

others is actually  an intended turn, demanding from artist  additional  effort and even

small extra fee (rondo canvases and underframes or other basis for an artwork in round

format are usually more expensive).

The  bi discs are often present in Chinese archeology of the Neolithic and of the

Bronze age. Moreover, ''[f]rom both archaeological contexts and textual records, it is

evident  that  bi were  the  most  important  among  jade  objects.''478 As  Childs-Johnson

describes it, ''bi has a small mouth (sometimes called hao after the Chinese term used in

478 Teng Shu-P'ing (2000), ‘The Original Significance of Bi Disks: Insights Based on Liangzhu Jade Bi with Incised 

Symbolic Motifs’ (tr) Lothar von Falkenhausen, in Journal of East Asian Archaeology, vol. 2 (1), p. 180.
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the  ErYa dictionary) that  is  created with a  drill  worked from two sides and marked

usually by thin circular ridges.''479 The bi discs can be very big, especially the discs from

Liangzhu culture, which are the biggest such discs known.480 Liangzhu discs are plain

and undecorated.481 The  bi  discs  can be  found among the  wast  majority  of  Chinese

archaeological cultures: in the excavating sites related to Hongshan culture482, Lingjiatan

culture,483 Taosi,484 Fanshan485 as well as in other places.

As it is often the case with the Neolithic objects, the original function of the bi discs

is not completely clear. In the early historic period, the bi discs play a role in the most

important rituals. As Rudolf V. Vyatkin describes it, ''[b]i is flat jade or jasper decoration

in the form of a disk with a hole in the middle. It was worn by representatives of the

highest aristocracy during the rituals."486 Rites of Zhou names bi as the main of the 'Six

utensils' (六器 ).487 However, indirect evidences allow to suggest that ''[t]hese objects

[the  bi discs] were handled by shamans who were the religious leaders of Liangzhu

society and the transmitters of cosmological knowledge.''488 

However, regarding Liangzhu culture there is a problem with the bird motif, which

is  very important  for  the shamanist  interpretation.  According to Roger Keverne it  is

479 Elizabeth Childs-Johnson (2002), Enduring Art of Jade Age China: Chinese Jades of Late Neolithic Through Han 

Periods. New York: Throckmorton Fine Art, p. 64.

480 Roger Keverne (1991), Jade, New York: Springer, p. 75.

481 Ibid.

482 Li Liu and Xingcan Chen (2012), The Archaeology of China From the Late Paleolithic to the Early Bronze Age, 

Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, pp. 179-180.

483 Ibid., p. 206.

484 Ibid., p. 222.

485 Ibid., p. 241.

486 Rudolf V. Vyatkin (2010), ‘Commentaries’ in The Records of the Grand Historian, (tr) Rudolf V. Vyatkin, vol. 9, 

Moscow: Eastern Literature, p. 440.

487 Shu-P'ing Teng (2000), ‘The Original Significance of Bi Disks: Insights Based on Liangzhu Jade Bi with Incised 

Symbolic Motifs,’ (tr) Lothar von Falkenhausen, in Journal of East Asian Archaeology, vol. 2 (1), p. 165.

488  Ibid.
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isolated in known objects. Only the bi discs found in some of excavating sites have such

birds, so it is possible that such discs are not of Liangzhu production, but are bought by

people  of  the  Liangzhu  culture  from some  other  culture:  Keverne  believes  it  to  be

''Dawenkou-type bird'',  directly related to Dawenkou culture.489 But the link of the  bi

disc with shamanism is not countered by this problem. Even if it is not the only problem

of Shu-P'ing Teng's approach,490 he definitely has a point. The bi discs cannot be away

from  religion  of  Neolithic  China  and  thus  from  a  particular  form  of  shamanism.

Dawenkou can be the origin of religious tradition important for the society of Liangzhu,

like Jerusalem is religiously important for Medieval Rome. Or it can be another kind of

relations between two religious centers. In any case, the bi disc is a representation of the

absolute in Neolithic China.

Moreover,  the  bird  motif  is  an  important  symbol  in  shamanist  traditions.  As

Vinogradov puts it, even if Eurasian shamanism shows great variety, ''[i]n some groups

of Eurasia, shamanic spirit-protectors are only animals, in others they may be animals,

various mythological  personae,  and ancestors-humans,  and in others only the human

489 Roger Keverne (1991), Jade, New York: Springer, p. 75.

490 Shu-P'ing Teng gives strange references to The Records of the Grand Historian (史記) in a note on the page 181 in his 

article 'The Original Significance of Bi Disks'. To show the significance of bi discs for the classic Chinese texts he refers

there to numerous sources. In particular, Shu-P'ing Teng references to The Records' chapters Fengchanshu (封禪書, 

'Tractatus on sacrifices to Heaven and Earth' in the translation by Rudolf V. Vyatkin) and Xiaowubenji (孝武本紀, 'The 

main record on (Emperor) Xiaowu' in the same translation). Both texts have only one character bi, it is Bimen (璧門, 

'gate of Bimen' in the same translation) in two identical passages related to a big fire in the tower of Boliang (柏梁), 

(compare Vyatkin's translation of The Records, vol. 2. (2001), p. 282 and vol. 4, (1986), p. 190.). If to follow Shu-P'ing 

Teng's note, one time he refers to the same passage on the fire in the tower of Boliang in Xiaowubenji (Shiji (1959), New

edition in 10 vols. Beijing: Zhonghua, vol. 2, p. 482.). But in case of Fengchanshu it is different. On the page 1381 Shu-

P'ing Teng uses, there is the beginning of a narrative related to the reform of the calendar and court clothes suggested by 

Gong Sunchen from Lu (魯人公孫臣) (Shiji vol. 4, p. 1381, Vyatkin's translation vol. 4, (1986), p. 167) and the end of 

the passage on a ritual reform initiated by Xiao Wen of Han (孝文帝, ruled 180 BC-157 BC); the passage on the gate of 

Bimen can be found on the page 1402 of the 4th volume of the Chinese edition of The Record (for the Vyatkin's 

translation it is vol. 4, (1986), p. 190.). In fact, not only pages Shu-P'ing Teng uses can say nothing in regard of the bi 

discs, the chapters of The Records Shu-P'ing Teng have chosen do not elaborate on these discs at all.
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ancestors play this role''491 it is the birds who ''are usually related to the Upper World,

deer, wolf, and elk, to the Middle World, and bear, badger, wolverine, and, especially,

the snake, to the Lower World.''492

Not only Shu-P'ing Teng presents the link of an elite class of the first  stages of

Chinese civilization and production of  bi discs. The same conclusion can be found in

The Archaeology of China by Li Liu and Xingcan Chen493 and it is widespread in other

secondary literature. The same can be said about the connection of such elite class and

shamanist practices. In fact, ''the central role of shamanism was the most remarkable

trait that distinguishes early Chinese civilization from counterparts in Mesopotamia.''494

Thus,  the  connection  of  the  bi discs  and  shamanism  is  safe  despite  any  local

shortcomings of Shu-P'ing Teng's approach.

As a further matter, early Chinese texts show deep penetration of shamanism into

Chinese civilization. For instance, shamans-wu (巫) are often participates in court life as

it is presented in The Records of the Grand Historian. It is the case with the illness of

emperor Xiao Wudi (漢武帝 156-87 BC) whose health was in caring by shamans495. The

most important figures of Chinese mythology have strong shamanist connotations. Sima

Zhen (司馬貞, 679–732 CE), according to Vyatkin,496 is an eyewitness of how shamans

during rituals moves using 'the walk of Yu' (yubu 禹步).

491 Andrei Vinogradov (2004), ‘Animal symbolism (Asia)’ in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices, 

and Culture, vol. 1, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: 

ABC-CLIO, p. 13.

492 Ibid.

493 Li Liu and Xingcan Chen (2012), The Archaeology of China From the Late Paleolithic to the Early Bronze Age, 

Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 240.

494 Ibid., p. 393.

495 Sima Qian (2003), The Records of the Grand Historian, (tr) Rudolf V. Vyatkin, vol. 2, Moscow: Eastern Literature, 

p. 259.

496 Rudolf V. Vyatkin (2001), ‘Commentaries’ in The Records of the Grand Historian, (tr) Rudolf V. Vyatkin, vol. 1, 

Moscow: Eastern Literature, p. 253.
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3.2.4 Shamanism and Taiwanese Avant-garde art

Shamanism plays a great role in the aesthetics of Eastern Asia. As it is shown in

2.1.3,  even the character  for the Chinese word for beauty  mei  (美 ) is  seen by  Gao

Jianping497 and by Li Zehou498 as linked to a shaman-like figure dancing and wearing a

goat mask or with headdress decorated with plumage.

The link of shamanism and sublime aesthetics is strong. Shamanism is one of the

earliest religions, so it has something to do with what Lyotard calls nostalgic mode of

the sublime. Shamans are viewed by believers (shamanists) as people who know a real

way to communicate with the Absolute. The powers of the shaman are gained through

painful  transformation,  shamanistic  initiation  which  definitely  demands  bravery.499

Moreover, shamans are not allowed to receive payment for their services,500 so it is a

selfless  commitment  to  the  duty.  Furthermore,  shamanism  often  involves  trance,

particular  experience with visions of  falling and flying through tremendous space.501

This experience is particularly important for abstract art, as an argument on Kandinsky's

shamanism by Pegg Weiss suggests. The shamanist link with the sublime aesthetics will

be presented in more detail below along the material from the Avant-garde art.

497 Gao Jianping (2001), ‘The Original Meaning of the Chinese character for 'beauty'’ in Filosovski vestnik, vol. 22 (2), 

p. 143.

498 Li Zehou (2010), The Chinese Aesthetic Tradition, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, p. 2.

499 Armando R. Favazza (2011), Bodies Under Siege: Self-mutilation, Nonsuicidal Self-injury, and Body Modification in 

Culture and Psychiatry, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 24.,  Evgeny A. Torchinov (2017), The Path 

in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal states, Saint Petersburg: Palmira, pp. 126-

128. 

500 Sergey A. Tokarev (1990), Early Forms of Religion, Moscow: Political Literature, pp. 266-267., Evgeny A. Torchinov 

(2017), The Path in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal states, Saint Petersburg: 

Palmira, p. 129.

501 Mircea Eliade (2004), Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, (tr) Willard R. Trask, Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, p. 4.
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The link of the Avant-garde art and shamanism is well established. Thus, Kandinsky

has a strong connection to shamanism not only through his ethnographic studies during

his student years. Kandinsky is also proud of his relations to Siberia and Altai through

his  father's  bloodline.502 Weiss  draws  a  striking  parallel  between  the  ritual  of  the

enchantment of the shamanistic drum and the essay by Kandinsky  Empty canvas, etc

(«Пустой холст и так далее», 1935).503 In the ritual shaman tries to animate the drum,

by addressing it and hearing the answer of the spirit helper 'here am I':

You who rides amongst the thunder

Who playfully with lightning comes

Autumn cloudgreat with thunder

Vernal cloud rich with lightning

Come ...504

After every address to a spirit, the shaman takes the role of that helper, as if the spirit

appears and says 'here am I'.

In the essay, Kandinsky is addressing the empty canvas which for the artist  only

creates a false impression of emptiness, but in fact is "full of tensions with a thousand

soft  voices,  expectant."  For  Kandinsky  each  of  the  element  announces  itself  when

appears on the canvas, "here I am." "Each line says 'Here I am.'" "Black circle is a

distant thunder, a world for itself that seems to concern itself about nothing.... 'Here I

am.'"505 All these voices come together for Kandinsky in the painting as a chorus of 'here

502 Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, vol. 7 (1), pp. 44-

45.

503 Ibid., pp. 55-56.

504 Quoted as in Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, 

vol. 7 (1), p. 55.

505 Quoted as in  Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, 

vol. 7 (1),  p. 56.
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I am'. Weiss shows quite clearly, that Kandinsky should be exposed to the above quoted

shamanist  text  in  his  student  years  of  ethnographic  studies.506 This  parallel  of  the

shamanistic response of the drum as a spirit helper and of an artwork can be seen in

much earlier  Kandinsky as well.  Thus,  in  On the Spiritual  in  Art (the first  German

edition is 1911) Kandinsky writes how art which uses all the potential of the beginning

of the 20th century will be able in the future ''instead: 'I was' - to say 'I am.'''507

Another  strong link  between  Kandinsky  and shamanism is  a  metaphor  of art  as

healing. If a shamanistic ritual is usually a performance with poetry and music with a

purpose to relieve an ill man or influence climatic conditions, it finds a parallel508 in

Kandinsky search for spiritual cure and how often Kandinsky speaks about salvation of

the 'cracked vase of the Modern soul'.509

Weiss has a big task to link Kandinsky and shamanism, a task which needs a lot of

secondary  literature  and  a  multidisciplinary  approach.  She deals  with  art  studies  on

Kandinsky and Religious studies on shamanism. The main line Weiss creates, that of the

salvation  through art,  seems to  be  firm and  reliable.  However,  Weiss'  approach  has

mistakes, unavoidable in such a huge scale project.510 Moreover, a lot of new research is

506 Quoted as in  Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, 

vol. 7 (1), 55.

507 Vasily Kandinsky (1992), On the Spiritual in Art, Moscow: Archimedes, p. 14.

508 Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, vol. 7 (1), p. 47.

509 Quoted as in Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, 

vol. 7 (1), p. 71.

510 (1) The concept of 'dvoeverie' (double-believe system, that of pagan beliefs and of the Christian creed) taken from 

Russian folklore studies play a major role in the article ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia'’ and it seems to be viewed as locally

unique and hence somehow shamanist (see Weiss, Pegg (1986). ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic 

Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, vol. 7 (1), p. 50, p. 52, p. 57, p. 58, etc.). The problem is that it is a feature of all 

Christian cultures: in the British islands people traditionally believe in Christ as well as in goblins and fairies, in Russia 

people traditionally believe in Christ as well as in domovii and rusalki. Because of this specific interpretation of 

dvoeverie for Weiss it is enough for a painting to have some binary opposition to be linked to shamanism. It is the case 

with the analysis of Motley Life (Weiss, (1986), p. 50.). (2) The interpretation of word 'poganye' by Weiss is wrong on a 

basic dictionary level. For Weiss 'poganye' is a 'derogatory Russian term' to call the Komi people before the baptism 
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published after Weiss groundbreaking approach to Kandinsky.

There are incredible rich aesthetic elements in the shamanist tradition, to the degree

that some researchers try to explain the origin of art through shamanism.511 It is hard to

speak  of  shamanism  in  an  aesthetic  context,  because  shamanism  is  'an  academic

construct'512 and on the other  hand,  ''[t]he term art  has endured a  similar  process of

homogenization, having also emerged as a concept in the West in the eighteenth century,

defined  according  to  Kantian  and  Hegelian  aesthetics  and  notions  of  genius,

connoisseurship, and taste; in the early twenty-first century, almost any form of visual

(and  material)  culture  can  be  incorporated  into  the  art  dealer-critic  system.''513 The

'suggesting something unclean because of its etymological association with the word poganke, a poisonous mushroom' 

(Weiss, (1986), p. 48). The problem is that 'poganye' is derived from Latin 'paganus' with the same meaning (and origin) 

as English word 'pagan' – 'outside the city', non- or pre-Chrisitan. Thus, there is no special relations to Komi in the word 

'poganye'. The poganke is the Russian word for a toadstool. So the relation is also contrary than suggested – it is not the 

mushroom the one who gives the meaning to the 'pejorative term' for the group of people, but the involvement of the 

toadstool in old pagan (most possible shamanistic) ritual life gave the mushroom its name. (3) After showing the role of 

an object like a hobbyhorse in Siberian shamanism, Weiss switches to the material from Kandinsky's childhood 

memories when the yet-to-be-artist likes hobbyhorses (see Weiss, (1986), p. 54.). This argument does not work, because 

not all children who like hobbyhorses are, thereby, shamans. (4) Weiss uses the woodcut with an image of the Russian 

Tsar Vasily III from Sigmund Freiherr von Herberstein (1556), Rerum Moscoviticarum commentarii (…). It has a 

heraldic emblem with a naked horseman ("the inset heraldic emblem depicting St. George and the dragon." (Weiss, 

(1986), p. 53.)). Weiss analyses the naked horseman in the comparative perspective of shamanistic ritual and 

Kandinsky's horsemen. The fact that the horseman is naked lets Weiss linked it to pre-Christian folklore and by this 

directly to shamanism. The problem is that Russia (until Peter I and 18th century) did not participate in the European 

heraldic system and therefore does not have any 'heraldic emblems' in the 16th century. The emblem from Rerum is pure 

fantasy by German artist from the 16th century. Even if 'Ezdez'- horseman is one of the symbols of the principality of 

Vladimir and later of Moscow, he is never naked, wearing a chain mail and a helmet of a knight, as Medieval coins show

it. Another illustration from Herberstein (Weiss, (1986), p.53), with the 16th century noble cavalrymen is interpreted as 

an image of 'streltsy', which is a name of non-noble infantry of 16th-18th centuries. Fortunately, all these mistakes and 

shortcomings are in the side arguments, and do no harm to the main line of the article by Weiss.

511 Andreas Lommel (1967), Shamanism: The Beginnings of art, New York and Toronto: McGraw-Hill Book Company.

512 Robert J. Wallis (2004), ‘Art and Shamanism’ in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices, and Culture,

(eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: ABC-CLIO, p. 21.

513  Robert J. Wallis (2004), ‘Art and Shamanism’ in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices, and 

Culture, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: ABC-
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pairing of the two started earlier than Weiss' approach to Kandinsky and receive some

criticism. The main problem is the risk that ''off-the-cuff use of the term shaman strips

shamans, art, and the material culture in question of context.''514 

The elements of shamanism are palpable in both Taiwanese and Russian materials.

Of  course the  latter  is  much  younger  than  the  former,  but  for  the  purposes  of  the

comparative aesthetics of Avant-garde art the two can be compared.  This case is also

unique due to the proximity of Chinese and Russian aesthetic traditions to the region

where people who practices shamanism in a strict sense of the word live. So that the

problem of  decontextualized  model  building  in  the  style  of  Mircea  Eliade  or  'core

shamanism' by Michael Harner can be avoided, and concerns expressed by Robert J.

Wallis and others can be addressed.

In Russia the traces of shamanism are strong in the European part, especially in the

North, and in Siberia shamanism is preserved and can be viewed as one of important

living examples of this tradition. Even the word shaman comes from Siberia, from a

word  of  the  Evenki  language  with  a  meaning  ''which  one  can  roughly  render  as

'agitated,' 'excited,' or 'raised.'''515 The word is saman (шаман in the subdialects516 of the

Southern  Evenki  dialect,  in  Symskiy  subdialect,  Podkamennaya  Tunguska  River

subdialect,  Nothern  Baikal  subdialect) or  xaman  (hаман in the  subdialects  of  the

Nothern Evenki dialect, in Erbogochenskiy, Ilimpiiskiy subdialects and in the Solonskiy

language or Suolun language (索倫, a group of Evenki living in China)) as well as aman

in Baykitskiy subdialect of the Southern Evenki dialect.517

CLIO, p. 22.

514 Ibid., p. 24.

515 Andrei A. Znamenski (2007), The Beauty of the Primitive: Shamanism and Western Imagination, Oxford and New 

York: Oxford University Press, p. viii.

516 Translation of Russian philologic term 'говор' since it has no direct equivalent in English and sometimes is used as a 

synonim of 'subdialect' ('субдиалект').

517 See enty 'Саман шаман' in Comparative Dictionary of the Manchu-Tungus languages, (executive ed) Vera I. Cincius 

(1977), Leningrad: Science, vol. 2, p. 59.
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A shaman is  usually  viewed as  a  special  practitioner  who  is  responsible  for  the

communication with the spirits. The shaman has a big authority in his or her group, but

he is not  a  'religious  professional',  in  a  sense  that  it  is  not  his  or  her  'permanent

occupation', but rather a special function along that of a hunter-gatherer, deer-breeder,

fisher, herder and so on.518 The shamans often do not accept any material benefits for

their services,519 a feature which puts them close to commonsensical view on artist as a

'selfless servant of a lofty ideal'. Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) tries to present a view on

shamanism as a tradition necessarily linked with a trance or another special altered state

of mind. Eliade creates a formula: ''shamanism = technique of ecstasy''.520 However, this

idea is viewed as obsolete by many contemporary scholars, due to the problem that too

many traditions related to shamanism are not related to any form of an altered state of

mind.521

One of  features  of  Siberian  shamanism is  so  called  'shaman sickness'  a  cultural

conception  of  a  specific  stated  of  the  health  of  a  future  shaman  during  his  or  her

childhood or teen years, which is regarded and felt by the subject as illness and can be

'cured' through the initiation in  the state of the shaman.522 The description of this state

vary  from  emotional  instability,  nightmares  or  insomnia  to  psychotic  states  with

hallucinations and self-mutilation.523

Russian background in shamanism is complex through direct  encounter with this

518 Sergey A. Tokarev (1990), Early Forms of Religion, Moscow: Political Literature, pp. 266-267. 

519 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2017), The Path in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal 

states, Saint Petersburg: Palmira, p. 129.

520 Mircea Eliade (2004), Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, (tr) Willard R. Trask, Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, p. 4. Cursive text is as in the original.

521 Andrei A. Znamenski (2007), The Beauty of the Primitive: Shamanism and Western Imagination, Oxford and New 

York: Oxford University Press, p. viii.

522 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2017), The Path in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal 

states, Saint Petersburg: Palmira, pp. 126-128. 

523 Armando R. Favazza (2011), Bodies Under Siege: Self-mutilation, Nonsuicidal Self-injury, and Body Modification in 

Culture and Psychiatry, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 24.
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phenomenon and traces of cultural memory palpable through oral tradition. Evenki word

saman or shaman long time ago enters Russian language.  At least as early as the very

beginning of the 20th century the word start to penetrate into the ideomatics.524 The first

appearance of the term can be found much earlier, in bureaucratic documents of the 17 th

century.525 Speaking of cultural memory specialist speak about shamanist elements in a

wide set of genres of Russian literature, from the oral epic tradition to modern novels

and poetry. For instance, the poem The Prophet  by Alexander S. Pushkin (1799-1837)

resembles the shamanist initiation according to Evgeny A. Torchinov.526

In the context of the deep interest by Kandinsky in horse archers, the interpretation

of  shamanist  elements  in  bylinas related to  the  fight  of  Ilya  Muromez and  Brigand

Nightingale as given by Anne Ferlat is particularly striking.527 A bylina is a folk epic,

and bylinas related to Ilya are something any Russian child knows. Kandinsky can not

be  an  exception.  In  this  story,  Ilya  challenges Brigand Nightingale,  a  supernatural

creature who kills with a power of his whistle.  ''He [Nightingale] whistles like a bird,

suggesting the celestial level; he hisses like a snake, suggesting the chthonic level (the

Underworld); and he roars like a ferocious animal, suggesting the terrestrial level.''528

Moreover, Nightingale is sitting on a tree, in accord with the shamanistic motif of World

tree, which unite the three levels of the world. Ilya, while sitting on a horse back (which

is important for Kandinsky's horse archer motif) hits Nightingale in the eye. It is also a

shamanistic motif of a body part exchanged for a wisdom or passage between the levels

524 See entry 'Shaman (Шаманъ)' in M. Popov (1911), A complete dictionary of foreign words that have come into use in 

Russian language, Moscow: I. D. Sytin Publishing, p. 433.

525 Sergey A. Tokarev (1990), Early Forms of Religion, Moscow: Political Literature, p. 267. 

526 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2017), The Path in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal 

states, Saint Petersburg: Palmira, pp. 129-130.

527 Anne Ferlat (2004), ‘Russian Folklore and Shamanism' in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices, 

and Culture, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: ABC-CLIO,

pp. 509-512.

528 Ibid., p. 510.
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of the world.529 

Unfortunately, Anne Ferlat does not say which version of the  bylina she uses. In

probably the most fundamental collection of Ilya Muromez's epics, Ilya Muromez edited

by Anna Astakhova (1886-1971) and published in 1958, there are 7  bylinas with this

story as well as a variant in a form of fairy tale. In the version in  bylina  number 6,

written from great singer of the bylinas Trofim G. Ryabinin (1801-1885), a peasant from

Russian North, the elements Anne Ferlat is mentioning are absent.530 An 'old Cossack',

Ilya  Muromez  fought  a  bandit,  as  any  historic  knight  could  do.  During  the  fight,

Nightingale is whistling like a bird and is crying like a beast, but no snake is mentioned

and the crying creates an impression of a war cry rather  than that  of a supernatural

ability.

However, in the  bylina number 8, written from another famous great singer of the

bylinas Gavrila L. Kryukov (1824-1913), a peasant from the White Sea, far in the North,

elements Ferlat discusses are all at a place. Moreover, Kryukov presents an interesting

topology, the path to the Brigand Nightingale is through the three  'outposts' (zastavi,

'заставы'), the first outpost is the dark forest, the second one is in the black dirt (is it a

swamp or the Underworld?) and the third one is a river with Kalin bridge,531 a mystical

bridge of Eastern Slavic folklore, which is separating the world of the living and the

world  of  the  dead according to  Vladimir  Propp.532 Before shooting  the  Nightingale,

Kryukov's Ilya enchants his arrow with these words: 

529  Anne Ferlat (2004), ‘Russian Folklore and Shamanism' in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices, 

and Culture, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: ABC-CLIO,

p. 510.

530 See Trofim G. Ryabinin (1958), ‘Ilya and Brigand Nightingale’ in Ilya Muromez, (ed) Anna Astakhova, Moscow and 

Leningrad: USSR Academy of Science, p. 31.

531 Gavrila L. Kryukov (1958), ‘The first journy of Ilya Muromez’ in Ilya Muromez, (eds) Anna Astakhova, Moscow and 

Leningrad: USSR Academy of Science, p. 54.

532 Vladimir Ya. Propp (2000), Russian fairy tale, Moscow: Labyrinth, p. 232.
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'fly my arrow to the sky, hit not the air, 

hit not the earth, hit not the wood, 

but hit Nightingal's right eye.'533

So, Kryukov's Ilya reminds a shaman. He even enchants his bow as shaman enchants

his drum or Kantinsky his canvas in Weiss' example. Ferlat believes, the point of the

story of a fight between Nightingale and Ilya can be seen as 'the story of an initiation' in

which Ilya is the initiator of the brigand, or it is the initiation of Ilya, who becomes a

shaman after initiation in a form of a fight. The bylina could also be seen, according to

Ferlat,  as  a  description  of  a  battle  between  two  shamans.534 The  last  version  fits  a

Kryukov's story the best. A victory over famous brigand, a distant daily event could just

be reinterpretation according to the rules of 'shamanist warfare'.

The Taiwanese shamanistic  background is  very rich.  Both Austronesian and Han

ethnographic material can provide information on figures analogues to the shamans of

Siberian Evenki. Among the Austronesian population of Taiwan figures reminiscent of

shamans  are  common.  It  is  a  rule  for  Austronesian  societies  everywhere  else.  The

cikawasays of the Amis people can be seen as an analogy of Evenkian shamans, who

have given the name for shamanism, Korean mudangs, practitioners of West African

Vodun535 and so  on.  Cikawasays  are  ''spirit  masters  whose  sexes  include  males  and

females''.536 The  ethnographic  material  related  to  the  Han  side  of  Taiwan  leads  to

Chinese shamanist  tradition, which is probably the oldest  such tradition with written

533 Gavrila L. Kryukov (1958), ‘The first journy of Ilya Muromez’ in Ilya Muromez, (ed) Anna Astakhova, Moscow and 

Leningrad: USSR Academy of Science, p. 54.

534 Anne Ferlat (2004), ‘Russian Folklore and Shamanism' in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices, 

and Culture, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: ABC-CLIO,

pp. 509-512.

535 胡台麗;劉璧榛(2010), 台灣原住民巫師與儀式展演, Taipei: 中研院-民族學研究所, p. 2.

536 Lee Hung-Fu (2001), Movement in Shaman Ritual The Mirecuk Ritual in the Amis Village of Lidow, Taiwan, Doctoral 

thesis, University of Surrey, p. 1.

173



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

sources.  In  fact,  bi discs  are  products  of  a  group  of  shamans537 and  they  seem to

penetrate  the  visual  language  of  Taiwanese  Abstract  painting.  Moreover,  ''Chinese

shamanism is so varied that it can be treated as a conglomerate of 'shamanisms,' with

each belief and practice sometimes resembling and sometimes differing from those of

more 'traditional' shamans in Siberia.''538 The first rulers of China, founders of the first

dynasty can be, in fact, shamans. As Julia Ching puts it, accepting that the first rulers of

China are religious as well as political leaders, it is also possible to consider their offices

to  be  not  only  charismatic  ones,  connected  to  the  claims  of  divine  or  semi-divine

ancestry, but also shamanic ones. And thus it is possible to present a question, ''[w]as the

first king of each dynasty, so to speak, a powerful shaman in his own right?''539 Ching

shows the deep connection between shamanism and mythology related to the sage kings.

Thus Yu, founder of the Xia dynasty, ''has been characterized as walking in a particular

gait, described as the shaman's dance step.''540 

Aruwai Kaumaka (武玉玲) is an interesting example of a contemporary Taiwanese

artist with shamanist connotations. She is a representative of the Taiwanese indigenous

population, and, in fact, a princess of the Paiwan.541 After the typhoon Morakot (2009)

the ancestral spirits encouraged her in a prophetic dream to return to her tribe.542 Such

537 Shu-P'ing Teng (2000), ‘The Original Significance of Bi Disks Insights Based on Liangzhu Jade Bi with Incised 

Symbolic Motifs’ in Journal of East Asian Archaeology, vol. 2 (1), p. 166.

538 Alison R. Marshall (2004), ‘Overview: China and Sino-Asia’ in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, 

Practices, and Culture, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: 

ABC-CLIO. p. 706.

539 Julia Ching (1993), Chinese Religions, Houndmills and London: Macmillan Press, p. 43.

540 Ibid.

541 Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), 

Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正紀念堂管理處, p. 25. The word 'malang', according to the 

authors of Malang, means 'releasing' or 'showcasing' (see Malang, p. 4). However, the authors do not say, which of 

indigenous languages has the word 'malang'. Rik De Busser, a specialist in Austronesian languages from NCCU, has 

helped me by identifying it as a word from Paiwan language, for what I'm very grateful.

542 Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), 
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late initiations is known in classic Siberian material on shamanism.543 Aruwai Kaumaka

makes installations out of cotton threads and red wool.544 Due to her significance to

contemporary Taiwanese art she is discussed separately below.

Another Taiwanese artist with rich shamanistic connotations is Huang Zhiyang (黃

致陽 , Kuo romanizes the name of the artist as Huang Chih-yang). Huang Zhiyang is

compared with a shaman (巫師) and even directly associated with shamanism.545 He is

born only in 1965 and thus Huang Zhiyang is from a later period than the 60s, but as it is

discussed above, there are non-aesthetic, mostly political reasons which postpone the

evolution  of  some kinds  of  simplicity-in-the-sublime related  aesthetics  in  Taiwanese

Avant-garde art.

Huang Zhiyang uses the 'taoist talismans'546, an element of Taiwanese culture linked

with  two  segments  of  the  'Chinese  conglomerate  of  shamanisms',  to  use  Alison  R.

Marshall's  expression,  with  Daoism and  with  folk  religion.  As  Gai  Jianmin  puts  it,

''[a]mong the most important [Daoist ritual techniques] are talismans, qi, and medicine,

which are called the three essential factors.''547 As such the talismans (which are called

fu548 (符 ) or 'fu sigils' in English scholarship) are mentioned in the chapter 45 of the

Daoist  canon  Yunji  qiqian  (雲笈七籤 ,  compiled  c.  1029  CE)  and  in  other  texts,

Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正紀念堂管理處, p. 25.

543 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2017), The Path in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal 

states, Saint Petersburg: Palmira, pp. 126-128. 

544 Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), 

Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正紀念堂管理處, p. 25.

545 Yu Guoliang餘國樑 and Lín Shizhu林似竹 (2013), ‘Interview with Huang Zhiyang黃致陽訪談’at Huang 

Zhiyang's official web site, http://huangzhiyang.com/cnessay.aspx?id=4 (accessed on the 27th of December, 2018).

546 Jason C. Kuo (2000), Art and Cultural Politics in Postwar Taiwan, Seattle: University of Washington Press, p. 174.

547 Gai Jianmin (2012), ‘Study of the Medical Elements in Taoist Healing: The Use of Talismans and Incantations’ in 

Taoism, (ed) Mou Zhongjian, Leiden and Boston: Brill, p. 294.

548 Julia Ching (1997), Mysticism and Kingship in China: The Heart of Chinese Wisdom, Cambridge and New York: 

Cambridge University Press, p. 183.
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fundamental  for  Daoism.  Gai  Jianmin  specifically distinguishes  among  the  Daoist

talismans the shamanistic ones, which are ''among the most ancient and have developed

into the most systematic and coherent use.''549 What unites Huang Zhiyang with folk

religion is importance of talismans for this conglomerate of beliefs. The fu sigils are an

important part of Chinese folk religions, which often is saturated with Daoism.

According to  Zhengao (真誥 ,550 by Tao Hongjing (陶弘景 ,  456-536)),  Daoist

talismans come from ''a primordial form of writing that emerged with the differentiation

of the Dao at the birth of the cosmos, still used by the highest gods and available to

humans  who  have  received  them  through  proper  transmission.''551 As  Stephen

Bokenkamp believes, although ''talismans often do include recognizable symbols and

words, but they are not meant to be read by humans.''552

There are also talismans made of 'superimposed characters',  fuwen (复文).553 Such

'superimposition' of characters can also be found in the talismans used in folk culture,

like a  zhenzhai talisman (鎮宅的符 )  presented by Xi Dejin in  Taiwan Folk Art.554

Moreover,  Gai  Jianmin  concludes  that  ''[t]aoist  treatment  through  talismans  and

incantations is developed from shamanistic medicine and is still influenced by it.''555

549 Gai Jianmin (2012), ‘Study of the Medical Elements in Taoist Healing: The Use of Talismans and Incantations’ in 

Taoism, (ed) Mou Zhongjian, Leiden and Boston: Brill, p. 294.

550 Zhengao is usually translated in English as Declarations of the Perfected. It is a compilation of texts by Daoist masters 

and shaman-like figures. The text is also viewed as a poetic and calligraphic masterpiece. See Thomas E. Smith (2013), 

‘Introduction’ in Declarations of the Perfected, vol. 1, (tr) Thomas E. Smith, St. Petersburg, Florida: Three Pines Press, 

p. 1.

551 Stephen R. Bokenkamp (2008), ‘fu 符 talisman, tally, charm’ in Encyclopedia of Taoism, vol. 1, (ed) Fabrizio Pregadio,

London and New York: Routledge, p. 36.

552 Ibid., p. 38.

553 Gai Jianmin (2012), ‘Study of the Medical Elements in Taoist Healing: The Use of Talismans and Incantations’ in 

Taoism (eds) Mou Zhongjian, Leiden and Boston: Brill, p. 294.

554 Xi Dejin席德進 (1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司,

 p. 80.

555 Gai Jianmin (2012), ‘Study of the Medical Elements in Taoist Healing: The Use of Talismans and Incantations’ in 
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Huang  Zhiyang  art  is  reminiscent  not  only  of  Daoist  talismans,  as  Jason  Kuo

believes, but also of what Lommel calls 'x-ray style' in the art of prehistoric societies.556

In this regard the series Faxiang Shuofa (法相說法)557 is particularly relevant. Among

art  represented  by  Lommel,  the  image  of  a  cervid  with  internal  drawing,  a  rock-

engraving from the Eastern Siberia,558 as well as 'Human figure showing ribs', a bark-

engraving from Chatham Island.559 Huang Zhiyang uses lines with spikes, as if he drew

with  thorny  stems,  or  objects  similar  to  Australian  wooden  ritual  implements  that

represent human ribs.560

In Kantian terms, the x-ray style of painting reminds of what the  Critique of Pure

Reason calls 'schematism', the way the concept is applied to the intuition: 

[p]ure concepts a priori, in addition to the function of the understanding in the

category, must also contain a priori formal conditions of sensibility (namely of

the  inner  sense)  that  contain  the  general  condition  under  which  alone  the

category  can  be  applied  to  any  object.  We  will  call  this  formal  and  pure

condition of the sensibility, to which the use of the concept of the understanding

is restricted, the schema of this concept of the understanding, and we will call

the procedure of the understanding with these schemata the schematism of the

pure understanding. (B 179 / A 140).561

Taoism, (eds) Mou Zhongjian, Leiden and Boston: Brill, p. 308.

556 Andreas Lommel (1967), Shamanism: The Beginnings of art, New York and Toronto: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 

pp. 129-144.

557  Please, see the illustrations.

558 Andreas Lommel (1967), Shamanism: The Beginnings of art, New York and Toronto: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 

p. 131.

559 Ibid., p. 136.

560 Ibid. Please, see the illustrations.

561 Immanuel Kant (1998), Critique of Pure Reason, (tr) Paul Guyer, Cambridge, p. 273. 
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A view on Kantian schematism close to the one I try to present here can be found in

the article by Peter Krausser.562 Krausser believes that ''[t]he chapter on the Schematism

deals with the problem which today more than at any time before is recognized as a very

real and most difficult problem - the problem of pattern-recognition''563.

It is important that  Kantian schemas are not commonsensical schemas. Thus, the

commonsensical schema of a triangle is any picture of a triangle, but Kantian schema is

a condition of sensibility. Thus, Kantian schema  is as it were ''a monogram of pure a

priori imagination, through which and in accordance with which the images first become

possible, but which must be connected with the concept, to which they are in themselves

never fully congruent, always only by means of the schema that they designate.''564 So, in

a strict sense,  a schema cannot be directly given in art,  but  the artist  can give us a

'monogram' which for Kant is 'as were' a schema. For the contemporary painting in the

x-ray style the work by the artist should be not a schematisation of thinks known, but on

the contrary, a dive into the unknown. It is more like an engineer creating a project of a

would be machine than a teacher presenting something to children in the most simple

way possible. However, a commonsensical schema is not a representation of something

unknown to the author of the schema, in fact a good knowledge of the object is required.

But Kantian schema predates the knowledge: we apply the schema of a concept of an

apple to the appropriate sense data and only then cognize the apple.

Kant believes in schemas of particular objects, like schema of a dog: 

[t]he concept of a dog signifies a rule in accordance with which my imagination

can specify the shape of a four-footed animal in general, without being restricted

562 Peter Krausser (1976), ‘Kant's Schematism of the Categories and the Problem of Pattern Recognition’ in Synthese, 

vol. 33 (1).

563 Ibid., p. 175.

564 Immanuel Kant (1998), Critique of Pure Reason, (tr) Paul Guyer, New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, p. 274. 
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to any single particular shape that experience offers me or any possible image

that I can exhibit in concreto. (A 141 / B 180).565

According to Krausser Kantian dog as a theoretic problem ''is attacked more or less

concentrical by such diverse sciences as the physiology and psychology of perception

and thinking,  learning theory,  generative  grammar  and the  new computer-science  of

artificial intelligence.''566 Since Krausser's time a lot of things have happened in these

interconnected  fields.  In  particular,  the  software  for  the  speech  recognition  and  the

software for  the face recognition make a big progress.  But the fundamental  level  of

problems  presented  by  Krausser  remains  intact.  The  understanding  of  the  pattern

recognition  on  the  level  required  by  the  strong  artificial  intelligence  is  still  terra

incognita.

In the Critique of Judgment Kant contrasts schematism and symbolism as direct and

indirect presentation (§ 59) and the way things are hinted at in rock art or art therapy can

not be understood otherwise as symbolic. But in a work called What Real Progress has

Metaphysics made in Germany since the Time of Leibniz and Wolff? published in 1791,

the  next  year  after  Critique  of  Judgment,  the  former  is  called  ''real  schematism

(transcendental)''  while  the  indirect  presentation  is  ''schematism  by  analogy

(symbolic)''567. So probably the 'real schematism' is above the resources of visual arts.

Art can only help human develop such schemas. The 'schematism by analogy', on the

contrary, can be an organic part of an artwork. It can be empirically accessible.

Among  the  rich  interpretative  literature  on  the  prehistoric  x-rays  painting  it  is

565 Immanuel Kant (1998), Critique of Pure Reason, (tr) Paul Guyer, New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, p. 273. 

566 Peter Krausser (1976), ‘Kant's Schematism of the Categories and the Problem of Pattern Recognition’ in Synthese, vol. 

33 (1), p. 176.

567 Immanuel Kant (2002), ‘What Real Progress has Metaphysics made in Germany since the Time of Leibniz and Wolff?’ 

in Immanuel Kant, Theoretical Philosophy After 1781, (trs) Gary Hatfield, Michael Friedman, Henry Allison and Peter 

Heath, Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 412.
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unusual to approach these images as a sort of a cognitive tool. However, a possibility of

this function, although hardly the main one or the only one, is quite possible. At the

dawn of human language normal ideas (Normalidee) could need some additional tool to

be formulated. The animals could be outlined in stone art of Siberia to link the newborn

sphere of words and old world, governed by instincts and hunter's predatory intuition.

The human consciousness in a state of total exhaustion or intoxication (what medicine

calls "acute mental  confusion") can benefit  from a visible symbol as a guide for  an

abstract line of action. It is the way an image is used in art therapy. According to Rita M.

Simon with such image ''[art therapists] try to translate non-verbal material into common

language, but a translation necessarily lacks many associations that are implied in the

original (…) the symbolic image proves a form that takes us beyond the literal meaning

of its subject'',568 and according to Simon this image can be very simple.

So,  Huang  Zhiyang  approaches  shamanism  as  a  form  of  such  pictorial  proto-

language. The realization and the intention are deeply related to the idea of 'art as a cure'.

As it is said before, the name of  Faxiang Shuofa is a reference to Buddhism. For

showing  a  rich  line  of  Buddhist  connotations  Huang  Zhiyang  applies  here,  a  brief

exposition of related concepts is required. First of all, what is dharmalaksana and what

is  dharma. As  it  is  written  in  A Dictionary  of  Chinese  Buddhist  Terms by  William

Edward Soothill and Lewis Hodous:

法相 The aspects of characteristics of things-all things are of monad nature but

differ in form. A name of the  法相宗  Faxiang or Dharmalakṣaṇa sect (Jap.

Hossō), called also 慈恩宗.569

568 Rita M. Simon (1997), Symbolic Images in Art as Therapy, London and New York: Routledge, p. 1.

569 William Edward Soothill and Lewis Hodous (1937), A Dictionary of Chinese Buddhist Terms, London: Kegan Paul, 

Trench, Trubner & Co., p. 271.
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According to Rosenberg dharmalaksanas are the manifestations of dharmas.570 It is

not easy to define dharma, a conception which can be viewed as central to Buddhism. In

the  secondary  literature  a  version  derived  from Pali  language  is  also  often  used  –

dhamma. The word has a double meaning,  the first  is  the whole of  the teaching of

Buddha (Dharma). The second meaning of  dharma, is an 'elementary psycho-physical

state'.571 The Sanskrit etymology of word 'dharma' comes from root dhr which means 'to

hold',  and  thus,  dharma  is  a  'holder',  it  is  what  Otton572 Rosenberg  calls  'carrier'573

('носитель', 'Träger'  in  German  translation  of  his  work).  Dharma  is  a  holder  of  a

quality.574 Instead of a unified 'real' ego many schools of Buddhism believe in the self as

at the bottom empty agglomeration of karma-generated numerous dharmas. As Wut Tai

Shing (屈大成) puts it, ''[f ]a (法) general translation of word 'dharma' in Chinese is fa

(法), corresponding to dhamma in Pali language and dharma in Sanskrit, transliterated

as damo (達磨, 達摩), tanmo (曇摩), etc..''575

The Buddhist terminology Huang Zhiyang uses stands in parallel with the Kantian

interpretation of his work given above. Metaphorically speaking, dharmalaksanas stands

to dharma in loosely the same relationships as schema stands to a concept. Of course the

former is ontological (especially for Yogacara, to which Huang Zhiyang refers) and the

latter is gnoseologic. There are much better analogies to schemas in Buddhist thought.

For example, Fyodor Stcherbatsky speaks about sarupaya as such an analogue.576 This

570 Quoted as in Govind Chandra Pande (1999), Studies in the Origins of Buddhism, Delhi: Shri Jainendra Press, p. 466.

571 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2002), Philosophy of Mahayana Buddhism, Saint Petersburg: Petersburg Oriental Studies, p. 124.

572 In English and German Otton Ottonovich Rosenberg (1888-1919) great Russian buddhologist of German origin is often

called Otto Rosenberg.

573 Otton O. Rosenberg (1991), Works on Buddhism, Moscow: Science, p. 97.

574 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2002), Philosophy of Mahayana Buddhism, Saint Petersburg: Petersburg Oriental Studies, p. 126.

575 Wut Tai Shing (2013), ‘Investigating the meaning of Dharma 'Fa' ( 法 ): with Chinese Samyuktāgama as the subject’ in 

New Perspectives on the Research of Chinese Culture, (eds) Pei-kai Cheng, Ka Wai Fan, Singapore: Springer, p. 77.

576 Fyodor I. Stcherbatsky (1988), ‘The Central Conception of Buddhism and the Meaning of the Word 'Dharma'’ in 

Fyodor I. Stcherbatsky, Selected works on Buddhism, (ed) N. I. Konrad, Moscow: Science, pp. 156-157. For the English 
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too broad analogy matters only since the thing in question is not a theory, but the artistic

language by Huang Zhiyang. It suffices only to show that according to the words Huang

Zhiyang uses a concern presented above should be germane to the artist. But nothing

more than this is needed for my argument here.

Huang Zhiyang aesthetically reactualize in his art the meaning of fa (法) as in wanfa

萬法 ,  ''[a]ll things,  everything that  has noumenal or phenomenal existence.''577 Each

stroke is an entity, psychological or physical one. The aesthetic eye tries to become a

dharmic one (fayan,  法眼), tries to see the reality as it 'really is'. The brushstrokes are

not the equivalents of some kind of noumena or phenomena, being phenomenal and self-

referential, but it is a way to present the appearances as decaying and defeated world in

the face of particular philosophical truth. The human figure disperses to show the total

ontological  relativity,  the  physical  object  follows  the  figure.  The  structure  of  an

brushstroke,  being a kind of  geometric dot,  a trace of the piercing movement of the

human hand, does not allow the eye to see it as given, but only as a becoming.

Huang Zhiyang's  project  is  an  interpretation in  the sense of  a  development  of  a

figure to non-figurative abstraction: it leads the viewer through the semantic layers of

dharma as defined by Otton Rosenberg.578 At first, human eye meets the piece of xuan

paper painted by Huang Zhiyang in an everyday mode. In Kantian terms, it means that

understanding and imagination cooperate designating objects, the wall of the gallery, the

paper  hung  on  it.  The  first  meaning  of  dharma is  ''[q]uality,  attribute,  predicate''579

(''Eigenschaft, Attribut, Pradikat''580 in classic German translation of Rosenberg), and the

version see Th. Stcherbatsky (1988), The Central Conception of Buddhism and the Meaning of the Word 'Dharma', 

Delhi and London: Motilal Banarsidass, pp. 55-57.

577 William Edward Soothill and Lewis Hodous (1937), A Dictionary of Chinese Buddhist Terms, London: Kegan Paul, 

Trench, Trubner & Co., p. 412.

578 Otton O. Rosenberg (1991), Works on Buddhism, Moscow: Science, p. 97.

579 Ibid.

580 Here and below German are given as quoted as in Govind Chandra Pande (1999), Studies in the Origins of Buddhism, 

Delhi: Shri Jainendra Press, p. 466.
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viewer of  Faxiang Shuofa  will at first inevitably recognize this fact: 'it is an  artwork,

made in Chinese material and techniques'. 

The second meaning of dharma is ''[s]ubstantial carrier, transcendental substrate of

an individual element of conscious life'' (''Substantieller Träger, transzendentes Substrat

des einzelnen Elementes bewuszten Lebens''). In this regard a piece like Faxiang Shuofa

No.4,581 an  image of a human figure made transparent, full strange not anatomical but

dynamical  entities  can  serve  as  an  illustration.  The  eye  with  a  propensity  towards

figurative will see No. 4 as a group of free people. Three geometric elements in the

upper part of a painting are regarded than as heads. The curves of a central element

makes it a body sitting in yogic position.  The two more elongated flanking groups of

graphic elements constitute the two standing figures.  Together  they are the classical

theme of Buddhist art, Buddha among  two  pupils. But they are stripped of flesh. The

artist uses mad drizzles of ink as if to present the purging fire of religious ecstasy. Thus,

the viewer can try to identify the seen in the painting as an attempt to paint three figures,

the dynamic forces that constitute human subjectivity. But a viewer with experience in

Buddhism can also see in No. 4 an attempt to paint Buddha and his students. The last

option already belongs to the third meaning of  dharma according to Rosenberg: ''The

Element, i.e. the constituent element of conscious life''582 (''Element, d.h. Bestandteil des

bewussten Lebens'').

The third level brings back the x-ray (shamanistic) style, this time as a topology of

human psychological  life.  It  is  also  Nirvana of  Buddha,  as  it  is  Rosenberg's  fourth

meaning of  dharma,  the dharma  ''par excellence'' (this  piece  of  French is the same in

Russian and German editions of Rosenberg). Now human figure is gone, the painting is

dispersing the reality itself,  humans are dispersed just  as any other physical  objects,

581 Please, see the illustrations.

582 All further quotation on the semantics of 'dharma' according to Rosenberg are from Otton O. Rosenberg (1991), Works 

on Buddhism, Moscow: Science, p. 97.
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ordinary time and space are far far away. In a sense it is the inner Buddhist structure of

any abstract art. 

Huang  Zhiyang  is  not  the  first  to  bridge  Buddhist  liberation  from Sansara  and

liberation from figurative in abstract art. Alexandra Shatskikh believes Malevich has his

own  conception  of  Nirvana,  developed  independently  through  the  creation  of

Suprematism.583 In so called 'Gershenzon's Chapter' of Suprematism: The World as the

Objectless or Eternal Rest Malevich tries to link his philosophical view on the real and

his art, where the real is lacking stability and the objects are nothing but phantoms. At

first Malevich declares the object to be 'absurd'.584 Then he present the self (the 'human

scull' in his colorful metaphoric language) to be relative non-entity, and human being as

unbeknownst  knower  of  the  whole  of  the  universe.585 At  the  same  time  Malevich

postulates ideas of human ignorance and a particular necessity of the liberation through

special  experience,  which  can  be  interpreted  as  both,  religious  (or  mystical)  and

aesthetic.586 The  further implications of  the  relations  between  Malevich  and  Huang

Zhiyang, Buddhism and Abstract art are discussed below. 

Huang Zhiyang is not alone in the tendency of creation of such dispersed human

figures  as  one  can  be  seen  in  many  works  from  Faxiang Shuofa.  Huang  Zhiyang's

figures can be compared to that of the Maomaoren (毛毛人) style by Xia Yang (夏陽), a

Taiwanese artist, active internationally in the 60s. In analytical cubism world falls apart,

but in result new solid parts come into existence. In Huang Zhiyang's ink and in Xia

Yang's  oil  the  resulting  parts  are  not  stabile.  They  are  dynamic,  self-undermining

entities. They are brushstrokes. 

583 Aleksandra Shatskikh (2003), ‘Kazimir Malevich – a writer and a thinker’ in Kazimir Malevich, The Black Square, (ed) 

Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 23.

584 Kazimir Malevich (2003), ‘Gershenzon's Chapter from Suprematism: The World as the Objectless or Eternal Rest’ in 

Kazimir Malevich, The Black Square, (ed) Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 146.

585 Ibid., pp. 152-153.

586 Ibid.
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The brushstrokes of Huang Zhiyang and Xia Yang are absolutely not like graphic

elements in cubism. Cubist element is usually a geographic form, produced through the

coverage of a fragment of a canvas with color.  The tip of the brush is used to create

sharp borders of the graphic element, while the center is covered by the middle of a

brushhead or with the edge of a special flat brush, which is used for spreading paint

quickly and evenly over a surface. When a Western artist does this procedure he or she

destroys two worlds. The first world is the canvas itself. It disappears under the color

surface. The second world is that of the artist's muscular activities, his or her 'dance' over

the painting.

Huang Zhiyang and Xia Yang avoid this  double apocalypse.  The artist's  gestural

world is preserved with ink in the former and with oil with the latter. The choice of

material  is important,  since it  dictates the way a painting is paint.  And Xia Yang is

capable of resisting the oil color. His Maomaoren preserves artist's moves and gestures

in a way only few elements of post-Renaissance painting traditionally allows to. Such

are the instances of the representation of deep shadows, of fire, of fog as well as of play

of lights in liquids, mirrors and eyes.

In regards of shamanism as an element of the aesthetics of the simplicity in the

sublime feeling, this material points at a parallel between religion and art as both being

based  on  a  particular  experience.  Torchinov  believes  that ‘Heart  Sutra’  from

Prajnaparamita (般若波羅蜜多) is an objectivation of an altered state of mind and can

stand as a source of this state for readers.587 In fact, Xiangfa Shuofa also can work as an

aesthetic form of that state. Buddhist 'dharmism' contrasts with Western atomism when

Huang Zhiyang and Xia Yang are contrasted to analytic cubism,  Filonov's Universal

Flowering and so on.

At the same time the art works by Huang Zhiyang do not lose the aspect of being

also talismans. As James Robson puts it, ''[w]hereas talismans in the Greek and other

587 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2002), Philosophy of Mahayana Buddhism, Saint Petersburg: Petersburg Oriental Studies, p. 111.
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contexts of the ancient world have received significant scholarly attention'', the role of

the  talismans  in  the  Buddhism  is  ''oft  overlooked''.588 According  to  Robson  both,

Buddhist  and  Daoist  talismans  play  a  role  in  contemporary  Chinese  folk  religious

practices.  Additionally, Buddhism is deeply concerned with a hypothetical cure of the

human condition and thus stand in an aesthetic correlation with shamanism.

The shamanist line of Avant-garde art stand for a broader strategy of bridging the art

and different religious techniques. It is hard to say why during the early years of the 20th

century this possibility attracts special attention in the art world. Kandinsky is interested

in  the  cure  through  art,  Picasso  in  the  fetishes  to  fight  conditions  of  modern  life.

Malevich in radical liberation through art. Mondrian tries to unite theosophy and art.

Rerikh - art and yoga. Goncharova - art and Eastern Orthodox religious icons. The list

can be expanded further. A possible explanation can be the transition to the aesthetic of

the sublime. The greatest source of sublime feeling is the conception of the absolute,

which vary from religion to religion,  and closely  connected to the idea of  salvation

Avant-garde artists tries to reach through art. Kant shows how the virtuous man fears

God without being afraid of him (5: 261-262). Lyotard extends this aspect of the theory

of the sublime. According to Lyotard the judgment of the sublime, “presupposes both a

capacity to conceive of the absolute and a sensibility of the 'presence' of the absolute.”589

The aesthetics of the sublime  allows a believe that it is possible to influence the

viewer mystically with an artwork, because the effect of an artwork is viewed differently

than that in post-Renaissance painting. The beauty pleases, while the sublime shocks. In

the former the viewer is in total control, in the latter the viewer is destroyed to be made a

new.  The  Renaissance  tradition  follows  older  tradition  of  Western  art:  theology  of

religious icon adopted in the Roman Catholicism, that of a simple decoration. Its limits

588 James Robson (2008), ‘Signs of power: Talismanic writing in Chinese Buddhism’ in History of Religions, 

vol. 48 (2), p. 130.

589 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 73.
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are based on the believe of ''impossibility that an ordinary artistic image display the

likeness of something immaterial''.590 The view of Western Christianity on religious art

as decoration  stands in  a sharp  contrast  with sacrality and mystical nature of religious

icons in the Christian East. An Avant-garde artist just like an izograph591 tries to grasp

the glimpse of the absolute in his or her artwork.

Avant-garde art's turn towards the sublime is in a sense re-enchantment of the art

world. It  stands in sharp contrast  with artists of the second half and end of the 20th

century,  who  do  not  want  to  be  poor  (Andy  Warhol's  maxim),  and  do  not  view

themselves as ascetics. Damien Hirst's effective strategies to sell art in a forms germane

to the stock exchange finishes the tendency and seals the fate of Avant-garde art. 

The artist-shaman tries to bring into existence some transcendent truths with his or

her  art.  The  artist-shaman  follows  the  general  line  commonsensically  linked  with

shamans,  prophets,  mystics  of  all  sorts.  It  is  an artist  as  a  pariah,  a  madman and a

prophet.

As a concluding remark,  it  is  necessary to say that Taiwanese Avant-garde art is

linked with the simplicity, a style of nature in the sublime feeling (Kant 5: 276) through

the  form  of  folk  culture,  in  the  dual  form  of  archaic  aesthetics,  Austronesian and

Chinese,  in  the  shamanic  connotations  and  Daoist  spiritualism.  This  simplicity  is

important for classical Chinese aesthetics as well as to the aesthetics of ethnographic

cultural milieu unique to Taiwan.

On the road to 'pure abstraction' European Avant-garde touches different 'materials'.

The artists  have worked with vernacular  aesthetics  as  well  as  with aesthetics  of  the

'exotic'. The latter is taken from a contradictory colonial context. These two elements

590 Celia Chazelle (1986), ‘Matter, Spirit, and Image in the Libri Carolini’ in Recherches augustiniennes, vol. 21, p. 172.

591 A painter who paints Religion icons in the tradition of Eastern Orthodox Christianity.
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often compete with each other as is the case with Picasso according to the interpretation

by Gertrude Stein.

It seems that in the 'conglomerate of shamanisms' of Chinese civilization, art has

tendency to rely on the Buddhist side of folk religiosity as well as on the practitioners of

devinational practices. Thus both, Huang Zhiyang and Hou Junming share the reference

to Chinese folk Buddhism. This affiliation could be due to the common nature of the

more  extrovert  kind:  both,  shaman and Buddhist  monk are  supposed  to  help  others

selflessly.  An  artist,  taken  commonsensically,  has  the  same  orientation  towards  the

outside, towards the community. Daoism on the contrary is viewed by many as a religion

of individual salvation.592 Thus, Shamanist and Buddhist connotations are necessarily

linked  to Kantian sublime psychology in the aesthetics of Taiwanese Avant-garde art.

Liu Guosong and Li Yuanjia are more interested in Daoism. Probably the solitude of

pure abstraction demands Daoist self-discipline and self-love, the problem is discussed

further below.

3.3 The sublime in pure abstract art of Taiwanese Avant-garde

Just as an encounter with 'primitive art' disarms the presentation, to use a phrase by

Lyotard,593 abstract art does it even after the primitivist shock. The viewer can adapt to

the possibility of different ways of representation, like in Avant-garde art inspired by

'primitive art' and in Cubism. Art without presentation targets deeper, it works on a more

fundamental  level.  When  a  child  sees  some  traces  on  a  two  dimensional  surface

592 ''[R]eligious Daoism, with its emphasis on immortality, is often perceived to be chiefly concerned with individual 

salvation''. See Mugitani Kunio (2004), ‘Filial Piety and 'Authentic Parents' in Religious Daoism’ in Filial Piety in 

Chinese Thought and History, (eds) Alan Kam-leung Chan, Sor-hoon Tan, London and New York: Routledge, p. 118.

593 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 237.
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seemingly intentionally made, the child tries to understand 'what it is supposed to be'.

The most natural question to the drawing child is 'what is it?' But in the encounter with

radically abstract art, the viewer should drop the 'what is it?'-question. She has to learn

to listen with her eyes, as if it was music. Probably, this metaphor is made for the first

time in a sense directly related to the abstract painting by Kandinsky, when he speaks of

'the inner sound of colors' which is its 'life' in On the Spiritual in Art.594

Certain features of non-objective art are indispensable  for an understanding of the

Avant-garde  art  as  the  transition  to  the  aesthetics  of  the  sublime,  in  particular  the

questions,  what  non-objective  art  is,  and what  role  it  played in  the development  of

Avant-garde art. Non-objective art is often called 'abstract art', but in English 'abstract

art' can mean artwork which is still partly objective or, to use another term, figurative.

Hence the term 'non-objective art' is different and more useful here. Non-objective art is

self-referential,  like  musically-named  works  by  Kandinsky  (Fugue (1914)  and

Improvisations of the early 1910s) and geometrically-named works by Malevich (the

Black Square (1915) or  the  Black Circle (1915)).  Works of non-objective art can be

identified as art, but besides it, represent nothing. In § 51 of The Critique of the Power

of Judgment Kant discussed something he called 'art of colors' (Farbenkunst). This art of

colors seems to be similar to non-objective art or at least to the formal qualities of non-

objective art.

What are the limits of non-objective art? Is a representation of a graphic symbol, or a

letter of the alphabet still a non-objective art? From the viewpoint of the aesthetics of the

sublime it is not so, because it manifests the return of the 'what is it?' question. Some

Taiwanese Avant-garde art gives much material regarding this problem, because of its

'calligrafication' (「書法化」) of abstract art.595 If Liu Guosong and Fujishima Takeji

594 Vasily Kandinsky (1992), On the Spiritual in Art, Moscow: Archimedes, p. 14.

595 蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展, Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 11.
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viewed calligraphy and non-objective  or Fauvist  painting as interconnected, this view

will support the argument that such symbols are part of non-objective art. On the other

hand, calligrafication means something different from mere representation of graphical

symbols of written language. Chinese calligraphy involves poetic meaning and visual

representation of  the symbol  as  well  as  a  moving hand and its  gestures.  It  reminds

American action painting and gestural abstraction. 

There is also a problem of outer space-themed paintings. Such Taiwanese master as

Xiao Qin (蕭勤) made numerous artworks of this type. Liu Guosong also made a 'Space

series'  ( 太空系列 ).596 They portray  different  astronomical objects,  nebulae,  stars,

galaxies. Does  outer  space-themed art by Liu Guosong and Xiao Qin belong to non-

objective art? The galaxy is quite like an abstract or non-objective painting. Such works

by Xiao Qin as Greetings for Sirius (向天狼星致敬, 2005) or Milky way series, (銀河,

2002-2008) can be viewed as abstract art, if the viewer does not mind the names.

Sara Wilson shows an analogy, especially interesting in the light of the space art by

Taiwanese avant-gardists. Jean-François Lyotard and artist Jacques Monory (1924-2018)

have  enjoyed  a  very  productive  cooperation  related  to  hyperrealism  movement  in

France. After discussing this cooperation, Wilson shows an analogous transition in both:

Lyotard's move to sublime aesthetics and Monory's move to painting of outer space.597

The examples can be such artworks by Monory as Sky 2 or Skies no. 39: 5766. Thus, the

starry sky is not only one of  the two great  objects of  the first  Critique. Beside this

Kantian  connotation,  the  triangle  abstract  'art  –  outer  space  –  sublime'  helps  to

understand the feeling of space in both, in the painting of a galaxy and in abstract art. It

is the feeling of an infinite abyss open for an aesthetic shamanist flight.  An abstract

596 See Liu Guosong's official website: http://www.liukuosung.org/projects.php?lang=tw&CateID=2 (accessed on the 29th 

of November, 2018), please see the illustrations.

597 Sara Wilson (2010), The Visual World of French Theory: Figurations, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

p. 177. 
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painting is such an abyss, it is reminiscent of that of the outer space.

The floating point of an observer in the system of perspective in the Chinese art also

raises particular philosophical questions. What can the system of perspective tell about

the world view of a culture, where this system is used? The fixed perspective in Greco-

Roman world seems to be in harmony with the idea of the  universe as a  'cosmos' or

'decorum' - static decoration to be enjoyed visually.598 Perpetual transformations as an

essence  of  reality  according to classic  Chinese  cosmologies  also  seems to  be  not  a

random coincidence with a floating point of  an observer in the system of traditional

Chinese  pictorial  perspective.  Even  traditional  Chinese  mathematics  is  free  of

constraints,  everything  is  a  subject  to  change.  Or  as  Yuan  Jinmei  puts  it,  ''[t]he

presumption in the Euclidean tradition is that there is a fixed order in this world, and the

goal  of  doing  mathematics  is  to  represent  the  beauty  of  this  rational  order.  The

presumption  of  the  Chinese  mathematicians  is  that  there  is  no  fixed  order  in  this

world.''599 Astronomy, the most stubborn witness for the constancy of the creation in the

West, in China also sees things as changing. As Cai Yong (蔡邕, 132–192) puts it: ''no

technique can be correct forever. (...) The motions of the sun, moon, and planets vary in

speed and in divergence from the mean; they cannot be treated as uniform. When the

technical experts trace them through computation, they can do no more than accord with

their own time.''600

The other side of this question is the level of iconicity of cultures. There are cultures

598 ''The verb 'kosmein' and the noun 'kosmos' have already occurred in Homer in the senses of 'order, arrange, 

arrangement' and 'adorn, adornment.' Heraclitus speaks of the world as a whole as ordered: kosmos, here, does not just 

mean 'world,' as it often did in later writers, but, precisely, world-order.'' Geoffrey Lloyd and Nathan Sivin (2002), The 

Way and the Word Science and Medicine in Early China and Greece, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

p. 175.

599 Jinmei Yuan (2002), ‘Exploring the Logical Space in the Patterns of Classical Chinese Mathematical Art’ in Journal of 

Chinese Philosophy, vol. 29 (4), p. 520.

600 Quoted as in Geoffrey Lloyd and Nathan Sivin (2002), The Way and the Word Science and Medicine in Early China 

and Greece, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, p. 192.

191



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

which are full of images, and cultures with strong prohibition of images, like Judaism or

Islam. Both, Chinese and European civilizations are considered to be iconic but analysis

of  Avant-garde  art  helps  to  distinguish  the  difference  in  iconicity  types.  European

iconicity  knows a zone isolated  from images  – it  is  a  text,  but  the  Chinese  writing

system includes images. Non-objective art seems to be another example of iconicity-free

zone, but in case of Chinese Avant-garde art images entered it with 'calligrafication' by

Liu Guosong.601

Are Chinese characters and Chinese calligraphy sublime for Kant? Both are crucial

for Taiwanese abstract paintings. In calligraphy a sensitive person can see both types of

the sublime: some calligraphic styles are too powerful, they just like a storm. They fully

express  brave  emotions,  to  use  Kantian  terminology,  of  the  author  (so  called  Wild

cursive script (狂草) can be a good example). Some examples of calligraphy are big in

the absolute sense, they are not such huge as Egyptian pyramid, but still big enough to

be impressive in a sublime sense (like work by Wang Dongling (王冬龄) and others).

Because the Kantian theory of the sublime is two level process with an ethical element

on the second level, object and how it affects the viewer should have a link to morality

to be acceptable for the evaluation as an example of the sublime. Traditional Chinese

calligraphy  has  such  link.  The  source  of  it  is  a  general  attitude  to  arts  in  Chinese

civilization. As it is shown in the section 2.1.3 of the thesis, art is a part of a moral duty

of self cultivation in Confucian aesthetics. Or, as Eric C. Mullis puts it, in Confucianism

arts  “were  seen  as  instrumental  in  actualizing  two  interrelated  social  ends:  self-

cultivation  and  social  harmony.”602 In  this  system  of  ethico-aesthetic  relations

calligraphy plays its own role. It is viewed as a way for moral self-cultivation rather than

601 Probably good examples of it can be Liu Guosong's works from the Wild cursive calligraphic abstraction series (狂草抽

象系列), like Xiao Xue (小雪).

602 Eric C. Mullis (2007), ‘The Ethics of Confucian Artistry’ in The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol. 65 (1), 

Special Issue: Global Theories of the Arts and Aesthetics, p. 100.
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a  simple  skill.  This  feature  contrast  it  with  the  Western  understanding  of  the

calligraphy.603

3.3.1 The pain, abstract art and the sublime

Before finishing  the  outline  of  Taiwanese  abstract  art  in  Kantian  terms,  it  is

necessary to meet some challenges Avant-garde rises to Kant at its apex point. These

challenges are too special to be considered in the introduction (1.2), because they are

related to abstractionism rather than to Avant-garde art in general. So, in addition to the

material given in the 1.2 and 1.3, I want to revisit the theoretical foundation of this thesis

to show that Kantian approach is valid in the case of abstract art.

The first  of the two challenges is  a pain in abstract  art  as it  is  presented below

through Kandinsky's experience and as it is given in Kantian aesthetics. The pain seems

to be related to interested satisfaction. It is a commonsensical opposite of the agreeable.

The moment of interested satisfaction threatens the possibility of the sublime aesthetics

because interested satisfaction has no claim to subjective universality. If I enjoy a taste

of tea,  it  is  fundamentally  different from my aesthetic taste  being gratified by a tea

ceremony. I can describe the ceremony to a friend, but the tea in my mouth is for me

alone. If somebody else likes the same sort of tea I like, we can never know do we enjoy

it the same way or differently. The experience of tea is all about qualia of the tea, which

is   comparable  but  not  verbalizable.  I  cannot  give  my  tongue  to  a  friend. But  tea

ceremony  is  fundamentally  different.  I  can  conceptualize  the  free  play  in  the  tea

ceremony  as well  as  involved aesthetic ideas.  Thus my experience has much deeper

correspondence with an experience of any other witness of the tea ceremony. The tea

603 Hue Ming-tak (2010), ‘Aestheticism and Spiritualism: A Narrative Study of the Exploration of Self through the Practice

of Chinese Calligraphy’ in The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol. 44 (2), p. 20.
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ceremony demands my involvement as a rational being, while we consume tea the same

way animals consume food and water. A bug consumes a leaf of tea the same way I

drink tea. Moreover, the pleasure is as incommunicable between me and a bug, as it is

incommunicable  between  two  human  beings  drinking tea.  And  thus,  according  to

Kantian  aesthetics,  it  is  possible  to  discuss  the  aesthetics  of  tea  ceremony,  but  the

aesthetics of tea is impossible. In Kantian view, tea can only have a standard, which is a

much simpler thing than aesthetics.

The pain in the sublime feeling can put sublime on the side of such objects as tea,

wine or meat rather than on the side of tea ceremony and other aesthetic objects. The

lover of sublime artwork can end up being merely a masochist, or a sort of an adrenaline

addict.  Unless there is such thing as  a disinterested pain.  Let  us try to look for  the

possibility of a  disinterested pain.

The experience of the sublime is not an easy one. Edmund Burke, whom Kant calls

'the foremost author' in the field of ''physiological exposition'' of the sublime (5: 277)

describes how ''the feeling of the sublime is grounded on the drive to self-preservation

and on fear, i.e., a  pain, which, since it does not go as far as the actual destruction of

bodily parts, produces movements which, since they cleanse the finer or cruder vessels

of dangerous and burdensome stoppages, are capable of arousing agreeable sensations,

not, to be sure, pleasure, but a kind of pleasing horror, a certain tranquility that is mixed

with terror.''604 The statement is among very few cases,  when Kant gives a quote of

another philosopher (5: 277), so it should be especially important to Kant. Sublime is

'physiologically' grounded in pain. And the first experience of abstract painting can be

painful. Thus,  Kandinsky himself says how his first encounter with non-representative

art is painful:

604 Quoted as in Immanuel Kant (2000), Critique of the Power of Judgment, (tr) Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood, 

Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 158.
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[t]hat it was a haystack, the catalogue informed me. I didn’t recognize it. I found

this nonrecognition painful, and thought that the painter had no right to paint so

indistinctly.605

Why abstract painting meets so much resistance? And why we need art which hurts

us? For Kant the beautiful is about forms and the sublime is a feeling from a 'formless

object'  (ein  formloser  Gegenstand) in  which  the  'limitlessness'  (Unbegrenztheit)  is

represented (5: 244). What makes this statement problematic is the fact that Kant has an

incredibly  rich  notion of  form,606 which cannot  be discussed here  in  all  its  subtlety.

However,  at  least  the  material  from  the  third  Critique should  be  acknowledged.  As

Howard Cagyl states it, ''the quality of a judgement of taste is abstracted from the matter

of the art object, and consists only in its 'form of finality.'''607 So, in a sense, what is

'formless' here is the purpose of the object for aesthetic judgment. Later Kant proceeds

from merely negative description of the form of the sublime object (formlessness) to a

positive one – its 'inappropriateness' or 'counterpurposiveness' (Zweckwidrigkeit). Kant

writes how the sublime ''appear in its form to be counterpurposive for our power of

judgment, unsuitable for our faculty of presentation, and as it were doing violence to our

imagination'' (5: 245).

Kandinsky  shows autoagressive  complex when he  feels  pain near  an artwork he

cannot view as a purposive one: his powerful imagination attacks his own understanding

in  a  pain  which is  reminiscent  of  'shaman's  illness'  Kandinsky  has  witnessed in  his

ethnographic  expeditions. The aggression  in  the  feeling  of  the  sublime  comes  from

605 Quoted as in David W. Galenson (2008), ‘Two Paths to Abstract Art: Kandinsky and Malevich’ In Russian History, vol. 

35 (1/2), p. 237.

606 See Robert Pippin (1982), Kant's Theory of Form: an Essay on the ''Critique of Pure Reason', New Haven and London:

Yale University Press. For a more recent approach see Rodolphe Gasche (2003), The Idea of Form: Rethinking Kant's 

Aesthetics, Stanford: Stanford University Press.

607 Howard Caygill (2000), ‘Form’ in A Kant Dictionary, (ed) Howard Caygill, Oxford and Malden: Blackwell, p. 204.
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overdemanding faculty  of  imagination,  which gets  an 'enlargement'  ('Erweiterung'  5:

249) in the sublime feeling. It is introverted violence, since the human subject of the

feeling willingly seeks for it. The subject can at any moment turn his back to 'something

too big or too powerful'. Instead, some subjects choose the pain of the sublime. Kant in

fact discusses an indirect duty to experience such pain in self-educational purposes.

Taken  as  a  form  of  autoagression,  the  sublime  feeling  can  be  put  amid  vivid

psychological and psychiatric research on so called 'self-harm' phenomenon. The most

common form of self-harm is ''the intentional and direct injuring of one's body tissue

without suicidal intent.''608 But self-harm can also include emotional and even cognitive

perspectives,  such  as  instances  of  intense  self-criticism.  Klonsky  presents  seven

functions  of  self  harm,  such  ''as  affect-regulation,  anti-dissociation,  anti-suicide,

interpersonal  boundaries,  interpersonal-influence,  self-punishment,  and  sensation-

seeking.  (...)  It  is  important  to  note  that  these  functional  models  are  not  mutually

exclusive since different functions may co-occur and overlap conceptually.''609 

Speaking of the self-harm and the sublime, there is one more moment, which seems

to shed light on two kinds of pain, 'interested pain' and 'disinterested pain': one of the

most popular therapies for the patients with self-harm is dialectical behavior therapy

(DBT) created by Marsha M. Linehan.610 The therapy includes practices of mindfulness

based on oriental spiritual practices, as one found in Chan Buddhism. In a sense it is an

attempt  to  relocate  self-harm from the  zone of  bodily  practices  into  the  intellectual

realm. Linehan tries to replace cutting of the body by the patient with cutting of the

understanding with imagination in the meditation, where the subjects are supposed to

stop conceptualizing. Thus, in a sense, medical practice sees two kinds of pain.

608 David E. Klonsky (2007), ‘The functions of deliberate self-injury: A review of the evidence’ in Clinical Psychology 

Review, vol. 27 (2), p. 227.

609 Ibid.

610 Ibid., p. 228.
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Klonsky summarizes the functional model in a table611:

Function Description of function

1 Affect-regulation To  alleviate  acute  negative  affect  or

aversive affective arousal

2 Anti-dissociation To end the experience of depersonalization

or dissociation 

3 Anti-suicide To replace, compromise with, or avoid the

impulse to commit suicide

4 Interpersonal boundaries To assert one's autonomy or a distinction

between self and other 

5 Interpersonal-influence To seek help from or manipulate others 

6 Self-punishment To  derogate  or  express  anger  towards

oneself 

7 Sensation-seeking To generate exhilaration or excitement

3,  5  and 6 seems to be away from general  aesthetic  problems,  while  other  four

models  fit  fine  arts  quite  clearly.  Especially  close  is  the  7th functional  model,  the

generation of exhilaration or excitement is of course one of the chief functions not only

of the pain in the instance of self-harm but also of the art world. It is basically a form of

a free play. Not all of the functions, which are in fact motifs from Kantian viewpoint,

stand in the sphere of the interested satisfaction. For instance, such functions as 'to end

the experience of depersonalization or dissociation' seems to be not interested at all, but

rather a fulfillment of a particular necessity of an injured (possibly even schizophrenic)

subject.

The category of shock has been for the first time introduced into art practice in the

611 David E. Klonsky (2007), ‘The functions of deliberate self-injury: A review of the evidence’ in Clinical Psychology 

Review, vol. 27 (2), p. 229.

197



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

age of  Avant-garde art.  It  can  be  found as  an  exception  earlier,  but  as  a  rule,  as  a

dominant strategy (Shchukin's 'experience a shock — buy the painting') it comes in the

early years of the 20th century. The complex conditions of modern life have made self-

injury 'a mainstream psychiatric problem,' to the degree that, as Graff and Mallin put it

in 1967, ''[nonsuicidal] wrist-slashers have become the new chronic patients in mental

hospitals, replacing the schizophrenics''.612 The same complex conditions can first affect

more sensitive people of the art world, and help them to deal with existential anxieties

and the horrors of the World War One. The parallel with the shaman's illness and self-

mutilation in shamanist initiation can be another connotation for the disinterested pain in

the sublime feeling. The contemporary classification of the self-harm allows not only to

understand deeper the sublime aesthetics,  but also helps to see the possibility of the

disinterested pain.

3.3.2 Kantian demands for fine art and abstract art

There  is  one  particular  problem in  Kantian  approach,  which should  be  regarded

before further discussion.  The purposiveness in the fine arts for Kant is inherited from

nature. Kant never articulated it directly, but does it not mean that for Kant likeness is a

condition of artistic success? Fine arts of the era when Kant lives are centered both

around the imitation of nature and the idea of the beautiful. In fact, in German the fine

arts are called 'beautiful arts' ('schöne Künste'). Moreover, for Kant art should be like

nature, it should be created naturally by a genius artist (§ 46 'Fine art is art of genius', 5:

307-308). The name of the section 47 is 'Beautiful art is an art to the extent that it seems

612 Quoted as in David E. Klonsky (2007), ‘The functions of deliberate self-injury: A review of the evidence’ in Clinical 

Psychology Review, vol. 27 (2), p. 227.
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at the same time to be nature' (5: 306). It does not limit the Kant's notion of art to the

imitation of nature, since one can imagine naturalness in creation rather than that in the

reception of art. But such a move does not cancel the possibility of such a demand on the

side of reception of  art.  The problem can be solved,  if  to suppose that  for  Kant art

centered around the idea of beauty (all the 'schöne Künste') should be imitative while 'art

centered around the idea of the sublime' is not limited to such imitation. Another option

is that nature in the sublime feeling looks like abstract painting.

Moreover, art is supposed to be appreciated naturally, while Avant-garde art needs an

introduction. It is necessary to know the ''isms'''. But Kant does not write about special

education for the appreciation of art. And beauty in nature also does not need a cultured

eye, because the notion of such education is also absent from the third Critique. If Kant

speaks about education with some relations  with the beautiful he speaks about ethical

development, not an aesthetic one. Thus, through the analogy between beauty and the

good Kant supposes that beauty in arts and especially in nature can help us to be more

moral. The same sort of education is discussed in the secondary literature.613 But what

can help us to be more receptive to art?

In fact, the term 'aesthetic education' has two meanings, one is an education through

aesthetic experiences, another is an education in aesthetic experiences. Kant is silent on

the latter matter. In fact, in the 17th section, Kant even undermines the possibility of

aesthetic education with aesthetic ends:

613 As examples of such approach can be named (among others): Z. Tauber (2006), ‘Aesthetic Education for Morality: 

Schiller and Kant’ in The Journal of Aesthetic Education, vol. 40 (3), pp. 22–47; Chris W. Surprenant (2012), ‘Kant’s 

Contribution to Moral Education’ in Kant and Education: Interpretations and Commentary, (eds) Klas Roth and Chris W.

Surprenant, New York and London: Routledge, pp. 1-11; R. R Joseph (2012), ‘Kant and Rousseau on Moral Education’ 

in Kant and Education: Interpretations and Commentary, (eds) Klas Roth and Chris W. Surprenant, New York and 

London: Routledge, pp. 12-25; Manfred Kuehn (2012), ‘Kant on Education, Anthropology and Ethics’, in Kant and 

Education: Interpretations and Commentary, (eds) Klas Roth and Chris W. Surprenant, New York and London: 

Routledge, pp. 55-78.
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[h]ence some products of taste are regarded as exemplary – not as if taste could

be  acquired  by  imitating  others.  For  taste  must  be  a  faculty  of  one’s  own;

however, whoever imitates a model certainly shows, so far as he gets it right, a

skill, but he shows taste only insofar as he can judge this model himself. (5: 232)

The same accent on autonomy makes Lewis White Beck deny the mere possibility of

the ethical education according to Kant: ''his [Kant's] strict moral philosophy has, and

can have, no place for moral education.''614 The education, at least in the beginning, is

based on rules given heatonomously and Kant wants the subject to be the source of such

rules. At the same time Kant allows an educator to use corporal punishment towards

children and to demand obedience. Thus in the section 79 of On Education Kant writes

''[i]f we wish to form the character of children, it is of the greatest importance to point

out to them a certain plan, and certain rules, in everything''.615

Not all art forms allow us from the start to hold a judgment. If sunset can charm an

illiterate person,  a  long old fashioned poem can be  found boring. The Black Square

meets  a  resistance  from conservative painters  until  today.  It  is  also  not  easy  to  tell

children what is the point of such painting. The shock value of Avant-garde is a subject

to fading with time, but some level of it survives to constitute a sublime feeling during

the first encounter with such art. One of the popular ways of rejecting Avant-garde art is

phrase  'I  can  paint  this  way  myself'.  The  leading  Russian  mediaphilosopher  and

aesthetician Valery Savchuk likes to answer to such statements: 'please, paint.' Savchuk

claims that in fact, nobody who rejects Avant-garde with this phrase can paint the way

the rejecter believes to be an easy one.  The art  of the Black Square is  not  palpable

without some education.  The Square seems to be a profanation, and Malevich himself

614 Quoted as in Gary B. Herbert (2012), ‘Bringing Morality to Appearances: Kant’s Theory of Education’ in Kant and 

Education: Interpretations and Commentary, (eds) Klas Roth and Chris W. Surprenant, New York and London: 

Routledge, p. 82.

615 Immanuel Kant (1900), On Education, (tr) Annette Churton, Boston: D. C. Heath and Co. Publishers, p. 84.
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intentionally creates such connotations. 

The problem of the reception of Avant-garde art  is its need of general theoretical

introduction. It can be a particular worry for a Kantian aesthetician. But if one considers

the hypothesis that nature in the sublime feeling looks like abstract painting this worry

can be relieved. The necessary theoretical introduction in the 'isms' of Avant-garde art

can stand as an analogy to what a Savoyard peasant lacks. Kant speaks about necessary

education for the feeling of the sublime in nature. A Savoyard peasant calls ''all devotees

of the icy mountains fools'' and therefore ''the judgment on the sublime in nature requires

culture'' (5: 265). 

3.3.3 The sublimity of Taiwanese abstract art from a cross-cultural perspective

Definitely it is hard to see the sublimity of 'calligraficated' non-objective art from the

single viewpoint. Created on a crossroad of civilizations, it is not the same from the

Western  and  from  the  Eastern  point  of  view.  How  Chinese  aesthetics,  as  an

epiphenomenon of an intellectual tradition for  which ''objectivity  did not become an

issue''616, transforms non-objective paintings during its reception? A thought experiment

of the two viewers can help (let  us call  it  'Two viewers thought experiment'  for  the

references below). One viewer is oriental and the other  is  a westerner, both from the

time of Taiwanese Avant-garde art and both deeply interested in art of that time. The

former is an expert in calligraphy while the latter is great adept of different movements

of abstract art. How will they encounter the mix of calligraphy and abstraction?  The

westerner will ask why the painting has a Chinese character on it. The oriental will miss

ink and rice paper. They can start to reevaluate all things related to the art practices they

616 Geoffrey Lloyd and Nathan Sivin (2002), The Way and the Word Science and Medicine in Early China and Greece, 

New Haven and London: Yale University Press, p. 192.
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are familiar with. It can be a real dialogue. Let us suppose that the western and the

oriental viewer meet in a joint exhibition of Chinese calligraphy and Western abstraction

at a painting by Liu Guosong. In fact, Liu Guosong provides the oriental half of such a

dialogue in an essay Retrospections and Premeditations (回顧與前瞻).617

In  Retrospections  Liu Guosong  discusses a lot of crucial  aesthetic problems, and

often comments on the way Western art, both new and old, is perceived through Oriental

(Taiwanese) eyes. Among other things, Liu Guosong writes, how 'Oriental ascetic eyes'

('禁慾主義的眼睛') meet 'intense lively coloration' ('西方強烈的生命色彩') of Western

art and how Occident eyes meet Eastern 'watered simple life'  (сhongdandanbo'沖淡澹

泊') of Chinese traditional ink painting.618 The language Liu Guosong uses is loaded with

deep meanings from Chinese intellectual tradition.

Danbo (澹泊) has a completely homophonic analog danbo (淡泊).619 The same can

be said of chongdan (沖淡) and chongdan (沖澹).620 Both binoms have the same dan (淡

/澹). Together the 2 words create a poetic effect of alliteration when double dan in the

middle are also linked through their semantic exchangeability. All involved words are

culturally  important. Ye  Taipin  puts  chongdan and  danbo in  a  list  of  interrelated

617 Liu Guosong 劉國松(1998), ‘Retrospections and Premeditations’回顧與前瞻 in Liu Guosong劉國松, Eternal 

Devotion for the Art of Painting永世的痴迷, Jinan: Shandong Huabao Chubanshe山東畫報出版社, p. 60, p. 76. The 

translation on the title of the essay and of the quotations are mine but not that of the book's title.

618 Liu Guosong 劉國松(1998), ‘Retrospections and Premeditations’回顧與前瞻 in Liu Guosong劉國松, Eternal 

Devotion for the Art of Painting永世的痴迷, Jinan: Shandong Huabao Chubanshe山東畫報出版社, p. 60.

619 See ‘澹泊’ in Revised Mandarin Chinese Dictionary 重編國語辭典修訂本. Ministry of Education (ROC) 中華民國

教育部版, 2015, http://dict.revised.moe.edu.tw/cgi-bin/cbdic/gsweb.cgi?o=dcbdic&searchid=Z00000044166 (accessed 

on the 12th of December, 2018).

620 See ‘沖淡’ in Revised Mandarin Chinese Dictionary 重編國語辭典修訂本. Ministry of Education (ROC) 中華民國

教育部版, 2015, http://dict.revised.moe.edu.tw/cgi-bin/cbdic/gsweb.cgi?o=dcbdic&searchid=Z00000126658 (accessed 

on the 12th of December, 2018).
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terminology621 connected to the conception of  emptiness  xu  (虛 ) and 'artistic  mood'

yijing (意境) as a condition (xu) and a result (yijing) of artistic creation.622 Danbo (澹泊),

 for example, is used in  the same sense  as  Liu Guosong uses it  also  in  Zhuge Liang's

Admonition for his son  (諸葛亮誡子 ),  very famous and culturally influential  text,

popular as ''a motto to be hung in the main hall to encourage and admonish''623 in the

East while hidden in the shadow of Zhuge as a military strategist in the West: 

蜀諸葛亮誡子曰夫君子之行靜以修身儉以養德非澹泊無以明志非寧靜無以

致遠夫學須靜也才須學也 (...)624

This passage is translated in English by Huidi Ma and Er Liu:

[t]he gentlemen cultivates himself in quietude and nurtures his moral sense with

a life of thrift. Without indifference to fame and wealth his ideal would not be

made clear, and without tranquility of mind, he would not be able to go far in

realizing his ideal. A calm mind is necessary for studying (…)625

The language by Liu Guosong is heavily loaded with ethical connotations. In case of

621 As well as ''「空白」、「空靈」、「清空」、「枯淡」'' see Ye Taipin葉太平 (1994), Spiritual World of Chinese 

Literature 中國文學的精神世界, Taipei: Zhengzhong shuju正中書局, p. 516.

622 Ye Taipin葉太平 (1994), Spiritual World of Chinese Literature 中國文學的精神世界, Taipei: Zhengzhong shuju正中

書局, p. 516.

623 Huidi Ma and Er Liu (2017), Traditional Chinese Leisure Culture and Economic Development. A Conflict of Forces, 

New York: Palgrave Mcmillan, p. 20.

624 蜀諸葛亮誡子 in 藝文類聚卷二十三, (ed) Ouyang Xun歐陽詢. http://shanben.ioc.u-tokyo.ac.jp/main_p?

nu=C5912500&order=rn_no&no=00930&im=0070036&pg=354 (accessed on the 14th of December, 2018).

625 Huidi Ma and Er Liu (2017), Traditional Chinese Leisure Culture and Economic Development. A Conflict of Forces, 

New York: Palgrave Mcmillan, p. 20.
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free beauty in Kantian perspective, it can be a problem. But in case of the sublime such

connection is even required. Beside this,  such an ethisized approach to art stands in

harmony with Confucian aesthetics as discussed above.

Moreover,  danbo is  not  a  sign of  a low regard of  Chinese art  by Liu Guosong.

Danbo allows for the 'making clear of one's ideal' (mingzhi 明志). Zhi (志) of mingzhi

according to Wenzel and Marchal is ''another term in Classical Chinese (...), that has

often been translated as ‘will.’ But a more precise translation is 'direction [of the heart-

mind],' which will be discussed under (1) [xin 心 (heart, heart-mind)]''.626 So in a sense,

danbo is a way of  self-understanding for the  ethical purposes. Thus,  danbo stands not

only for autonomy of the ethical zone in a sense close to Kant, but also shows deep

involvement of the ethical terminology into aesthetic language from the age of classical

Chinese and to Taiwanese Avant-garde art.

What  also  should  be  lacking  for  the  participants  of  the  'Two  viewers  thought

experiment'?  The  westerner  is  accustomed  (and  possibly  spoiled)  by  the  excessive

numerous coloration of the oil painting (Liu Guosong's 'intense lively coloration'). The

bright colors frozen in lacquer, imprisoned by thick golden frame is not there. Western

art is connected with authority, now of that of the museum, earlier with that of the royal

court.  This habitus is present  in art  of  the Avant-garde period as well:  big canvases

demand big specialized places for the exposition, expensive lasting materials demand

eternal  care in the museum's vaults.  The Eastern tradition is different,  despite being

orbited the same way around the monarch, it is more about the ritual and the austerity of

the senses than about  a  display  of  skill  and riches,  as  Liu Guosong's  conception of

'Oriental ascetic eyes' ('禁慾主義的眼睛') shows.

The material splendor of the Chinese court seems to be disconnected from artistic

tradition  of  the  ink  painting,  which  is  devoted  instead  to  some  kind  of  the  'moral

626 Kai Marchal and Christian Wenzel (2017), ‘Chinese Perspectives on Free Will’ in The Routledge Companion to Free 

Will, (eds) Kevin Timpe, Meghan Griffith and Neil Levy, New York and London: Routledge, p. 376.
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splendor' of the ruling dynasty. The material splendor of Chinese court can be found in

different places, in ceramics,627 jewelry, imperial ritual robes,628 'curio boxes'  duobaoge

(多寶格) and many other traditional objects of luxury. Calligraphy and ink painting are

not related to that task, they are, to use Liu Guosong words, 'ascetic' and of the 'watered

simply life'. They are supposed to teach the way of ascetic life, to replace riches of the

palace with a seclusion of the hermit's misty peak or  a  grove. It is a way for Chinese

officials to play in a game of such 'simple life'. The different categories of objects listed

above show that it can be only a game. But the ideal and the realization have a tendency

to go apart not only in the Orient. Western classical art, which is supposed to show the

splendor and richness of the court also tries to lie to the eye: Baroque gold is usually a

fake one.  It  is  the case with the gilt  of girandoles and the  gilt  of a frame of an oil

painting.

The Kantian approach shows additional possibility present in the Eastern 'ascetic' art,

that of 'enthusiasm' (Enthusiasm). The notion of enthusiasm is probably the center of a

Kantian reading of the Two viewers experiment. The enthusiasm, according to Kant, is

an effect of imagination, which is both dismembered and unbounded by the sublime: 

''for the imagination, although it certainly finds nothing beyond the sensible to

which it  can attach itself,  nevertheless feels  itself to be unbounded precisely

because of this elimination of the limits of sensibility; and that separation is thus

a presentation of the infinite, which for that very reason can never be anything

other than a merely negative presentation, which nevertheless expands the soul.''

(5: 274).

627 Suzanne G. Valenstein (1989), A handbook of Chinese ceramics, New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

628 Bernard Vuilleumier (1939), Art of silk weaving in China: Symbolism of Chinese Imperial Robes, London: The China 

Institute.
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This liberation of the imagination, from its content as well as from its limits, grands

this faculty strength to distract the viewer and move him into  a  different mindset. In

particular,  mind  feels itself  proud,  Kant  in  particular  refer  to  the  'pride'  (Stolz)  of

Judaism and Islam (5: 274). Both cultures are uniconic, and this prohibition of images

Kant finds sublime (Ibid). Chinese sinocentrism can be a result of the same enthusiastic

visual austerity. This prejudice can be seen in "the scholar-officials' reluctance to accept

'the  barbarian  ways  to  change  the  Chinese,'  and  their  profound  reverence  for

traditionalism and antiquity''629 in early Modern China. In its classical form it demands

not only hierarchical superiority of China but also its physical geographical centricity:

''[l]ately Matteo Ricci utilized some false teachings to fool people, (…) take for example

the position of China on the map. He puts it not in the center, but slightly to the West and

inclined to the north.''630 Just as Jewish or Muslim 'pride', sinocentrism is based not on

the blood relations and supposed anthropological constants (as is the case of European

'scientific' racism as defined by Herbert Spencer631 and others) but on the acceptance of

particular  cultural  treats.  Among which uniconicity  is  important:  it  is  prohibition  of

religious images in Judaism and Islam, and 'watered simply life' of Chinese ink paintings

and calligraphy.

One more moment puts closer the Kantian 'pride' and sinocentrism: the relations to

the exterior world. In both traditions exterior people are viewed as inferior, but the mode

is rather passive than active: to avoid, to self-isolate. As Moses Mendelssohn, Kant's

contemporary  and  great  Jewish  scholar  of  the  age  of  Enlightenment,  puts  it:  ''[i]n

accordance with the principles of my religion, I must not seek to convert anyone who

629 George H. C. Wong (1963), ‘China's Opposition to Western Science during Late Ming and Early Ch'ing’ in Isis, 

vol. 54 (1), p. 30.

630 Wei Chün,‘On Ricci's Fallacies to Deceive the World’ as quoted inQuoted as in  George H. C. Wong (1963) ‘China's 

Opposition to Western Science during Late Ming and Early Ch'ing’ in Isis, vol. 54 (1), p. 44.

631 John P. Jackson and Nadine M. Weidman (2006), Race, Racism, and Science: Social Impact and Interaction, New 

Brunswick, New Jersey and London: Rutgers University Press, p. 80.
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was not born into our law. This spirit of conversion, whose origin some would wish to

impute to Judaism, is completely contrary to it.''632

Although there are exceptions, but as a rule, the Jews and the Chinese does not try to

spread their cultures. Greeks and Romans, the two cultures with strong affirmity to the

iconicity, on the contrary, always are active towards the exterior world. Greco-Roman

slave-based economic system grants another motif for it, but economic system can be

the result of culture; or culture and economy can be in relations of mutual formation.

The 'exhibitionist' act of creating and exposing an image, showing the face of the god(s)

already hints toward expansionism, just as self-isolationist stance presupposes avoidness

and implicitness of  the prohibition of  images:  Jewish God shall  not  be presented as

sculpture or image, the face of a Chinese lord as well as face of an emperor is covered

with a veil made of fringes of beads  liu (旒 ) as a part of traditional imperial 'crown'

mianguan (冕冠).633 The same can be seen in Avant-garde art as well. The West gives the

Square by Malevich, while the East presents Li Yuanjia's Dot. The former is accessible,

even unavoidable. The latter is eternally elusive.

Kant  speaks  about  enthusiasm along  the  discussion  on  another  problem,  that  of

'visual rapture' (Schwämerei). Kant writes:

''[t]his  pure,  elevating,  merely  negative presentation of  morality,  by contrast,

carries with it no risk of visionary rapture, which is a delusion of being able to

seek something beyond all bounds of sensibility, i.e., to dream in accordance

with principles (to rave with reason), precisely because the presentation in this

case is merely negative.'' (5: 275).

632 Quoted as in J. C. Paget (1996), ‘Jewish Proselytism At the Time of Christian Origins: Chimera or Reality?’ in Journal 

for the Study of the New Testament, vol. 18 (62), p. 65. 

633 Julia K. Murray (2014), ‘Confucian Iconography’ in Modern Chinese Religion, (eds) Pierre Marsone and John 

Lagerwey, vol. 1, Leiden and Boston: Brill, p. 807.
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Together the Eastern 'asceticism' and Western 'lively coloration' create a pair of the

opposite  intentions in  the  'Two viewers thought experiment':  an Eastern artist  wants

from the meeting to enrich his way of making art materially, to make it brighter to the

senses. The Western artist is in the search of emancipation. In a self-criticizing act of

Avant-garde art she gives away a lot already, and in some instances leaves the oil colors.

But  Avant-garde art  does not completely countered the danger of being framed in a

gilded wood. After all, it is the state most of the main Avant-garde artworks are in. 

In the end, according to both Liu Guosong and Kant, the victory over the iconicity

can be beneficial to the independent thinking. Liu Guosong tries to present art history as

a struggle of artists against the power of images and towards abstract painting (''一部美

術史也就是一部藝術家掙脫形象束縛的奮鬥史 ''634). In the political world this

struggle finds a connotation, which is presented by Kant:

governments  have  gladly  allowed  religion  to  be  richly  equipped  with  such

supplements [images] and thus sought to relieve the subject of the bother but at

the same time also of the capacity to extend the powers of his soul beyond the

limits that are arbitrarily set for him and by means of which, as merely passive,

he can more easily be dealt with.'' (5: 275).

This element of iconicity demands caution. It also can illustrate Lyotard's worries

about ''a  vague return to a concern with the enjoyment experienced by the viewer''635

after the apex point of sublime non-objectivity.

The  conception  of  'visual  rapture'  (Schwämerei)  is  a  Kantian  analogue  of  'the

634 Liu Guosong 劉國松(1998), ‘Retrospections and Premeditations’回顧與前瞻 in Liu Guosong劉國松, Eternal 

Devotion for the Art of Painting永世的痴迷, Jinan: Shandong Huabao Chubanshe山東畫報出版社, p. 75. 

635 Quoted as in Paul Crowther (1992), ‘Les immatériaux and the postmodern sublime ’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew 

Benjamin, Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, p. 195.
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constraints of the images' (Liu Guosong's  xingxiangshufu 形象束縛 ). The demand of

likeness is viewed in China as a sign of a shallow artist taste quite early. Thus, Su Shi

(蘇軾, 1037-1101) writes in his poem:

If anyone discusses painting in terms of formal likeness,

His understanding is nearly that of a child.

If when someone composes a poem it must be a certain poem,

He is definitely not a man who knows poetry.

There is one basic rule in poetry and painting;

Natural genius and originality.636

論畫以形似，見與兒童鄰。

賦詩必此詩，定非知詩人。

詩畫本一律，天工與清新。637

A natural genius and originality  according to Su Shi presupposes non-likeness and

thus  includes  the  abstract  painting  as  an  extreme  case  of  non-likeness.  Kant  also

believes fine arts to be linked with the conception of the genius, even if between the

Kantian conception of  'genius'  (Genie)  and one by Su Shi  (tiangong 天工 )  exist  a

tremendous drift of time, space and of a civilizational difference. At the same time the

purposiveness in fine arts for Kant is received from nature. And since the purposiveness

is a form of object to aesthetic judgment, Kant seems to view formal likeness as the

chief criterion. And in a sense, Kant is but a Su Shi's child in this regard: likeness is a

636 Quoted as in Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-

1636), Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 26.

637 Quoted as in Susan Bush (2012), The Chinese literati on painting: Su Shih (1037-1101) to Tung Ch'i-ch'ang (1555-

1636), Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 188.
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condition of artistic success. However, in other places (5: 275) Kant shows movement in

the direction of Su Shi. And, as it is shown in 2.4.2 Kantian aesthetics is open to the

integration with that view by Su Shi. Moreover, it is possible to regard Su Shi's beauty

as a sublime rather than free beauty in Kantian terms. Taken in this perspective, Kant

and Su Shi agree with each other.

According to Kantian approach, the 'Two viewers thought experiment' can be seen as

a meeting of 'enthusiasm' (Enthusiasm) and 'visual rapture' (Schwämerei) for a mutual

enrichment. Liu Guosong also writes how in the reception of Western abstract painting

two forms of abstractionism meet each other, the Western one is exterior ('形式方面 ')

and a catalyst ('触媒作用') while the Eastern abstractionism is interior, belongs to a kind

of inner psychological movement ('一種內在的感動').638

3.3.4 Nature as the sublime in Taiwanese skeuomorphic abstract art

When Malevich creates his new image of the absolute, he designates it  by using

traditional cultural topos – the krasnyi corner. The krasnyi corner is a sacred place of a

traditional Russian house. The Religious icons of the house are supposed to be in the

krasnyi corner.  People put the icons in this  corner,  on a  special  high shelf  near  the

ceiling. It is the corner on the opposite side from the entrance, to the right.639 This corner

should be oriented to the East640. The Black Square is a representation of the absolute for

638 Liu Guosong 劉國松 (1998), ‘Retrospections and Premeditations’回顧與前瞻 in Liu Guosong劉國松, Eternal 

Devotion for the Art of Painting永世的痴迷, Jinan: Shandong Huabao Chubanshe山東畫報出版社, p. 76. 

639 Vladimir I. Dal (1881), ‘Krasniy’ in Explanatory dictionary of the living Great Russian language, (ed) Vladimir I. Dal, 

vol. 3, Saint Petersburg and Moscow: M. O. Wolf Publishing, pp. 189-190.

640 Albert K. Baiburin (2005), A dwelling place in the rites and beliefs of Eastern Slavs, Moscow: Languages of Slavic 

Culture, p. 152.
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Malevich because it is positioned as a religious icon.641 But he uses new materials, its oil

color and a canvas. The same can be said of Picasso's fetishes, they are inspired by wood

and ivory sculpture, but made in the same oil color. In this regard, Western Avant-garde

art can be contrasted to Liu Guosong, whose abstractions are loyal to the traditional

materials  of  Chinese civilization:  bamboo paper  and ink.  In  the сhapter  on Chinese

aesthetics,  it  is  shown  how  skeuomorphism  is  important  for  Chinese  civilization

aesthetically,  and the  Avant-garde  period ensures  the  continuation  of  this  style.  The

bamboo  penetrates  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  art  retaining  what  is  called  here  the

'traditional aesthetic idea' of Eastern Asia. There is also an attempt to include nature in

Taiwanese Avant-garde art using these aesthetic ideas. To show this we can compare the

tea ceremony, that uses rough 'natural' material like new bamboo and new linen,642 and

traditional Chinese paintings, where artists reach nature directly. The artist is supposed

to take the ink stab and create ink with it. The use of 'prepared ink' (mozhi 墨汁 ) is

discouraged even in modern manuals on Chinese paintings643. A traditional Chinese artist

borrows from nature for his art when he takes an ink stone to make ink. Liu Guosong

goes even further, by creating his own paper.

In Picasso and in Malevich the symbolism is limited to the ideal conceptual frame of

the artwork. It is a fetish and a krasnyi corner in the mind's eye. But substantially it is a

painting, an artist from Renaissance era can recognize as such. The attitude to artistic

materials  is  probably  the  point  of  convergence  of  traditional  and  of  new  Eastern

painting. It is a return to nature when artists create the materials  they use. The role of

641 Other proofs of this attitude can be seen in Malevich's theoretic works and his poetry, especially in his poem ‘I'm the 

beginning of everything…’ («Я начало всего…»).

642 ''The mellowness of age is over all, everything suggestive of recent acquirement being tabooed save only the one note 

of contrast furnished by the bamboo dipper and the linen napkin, both immaculately white and new.'' in Kakuzo Okakura

(1906), The Book of Tea, London and New York: Putnam's sons, p. 86.

643 Johann C.C. Chang 張志強 (2011), Chinese Paintings For Beginners 中國水畫入門, Tainan: Hongda chubanshe宏大

出版社, p. 78.
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nature in artist's colors and canvases is something Western art has forgotten. Kakuzo

Okakura (1862-1913) even writes that ''[o]ne of the first requisites of a tea-master is the

knowledge  of  how  to  sweep,  clean,  and  wash,  for  there  is  an  art  in  cleaning  and

dusting.''644 These simple everyday activities create are where the artists meet nature. It

is natural to be dusty, winds  have scattered dust since long before the origins of life. But

the  oriental  artist  sees  a  particular  aesthetics  in  challenging this  side  of  pre-organic

nature. The next step is a direct borrowing from nature – ink, a bamboo for the handle of

the brush. Liu Guosong even goes further, he takes cotton and creates his own species of

paper for his work, so called 'Liu Guosong's Paper' (劉國松紙).645 Joseph Zhang (張子

寧 )  describes  Liu Guosong's  Paper  as  one which ''contains paper  granules added to

cotton paper.''646 As a result

[t]he technique extends the tenacity  of  the lines indefinitely.  Because of  the

width of the random distribution of paper granules, the artist needs to observe

the distribution of the grain when working with this technique. One must first

map out the primary lines using a larger brush, which is then blotted or colored,

before the paper grain is removed to leave behind finely ribbed lines in reversed

white.  After  the  paper  grain  is  removed,  the  painter  still  must  adjust  the

layout.647

So, it is not only a return to material gathering for art, it is also a play of chance. This

technique is well known in Western surrealism. But Liu Guosong uses it  differently,

644 Kakuzo Okakura (1906), The Book of Tea, London and New York: Putnam's sons, p. 86.

645 Joseph Zhang 張子寧 (2007), ‘On the Process of Liu Guo-sung's Water-Ink Painting Experiment and His Position in 

Modern Water-Ink Painting試論劉國松水墨實驗歷程—兼述其在現代水墨畫發展的地位’ in Liu Kuo-sung 60 

Years of Painting劉國松繪畫一甲子, (ed) Jiang Meisiang江梅香, Taoyuan: Chan Liu Art Museum, pp. 44-45.

646 Ibid., p. 45.

647 Ibid.
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more as a challenge than as a purpose. Liu Guosong just limits himself to this chance,

and does not fully submit himself to it (as Joseph Zhang says, ''[a]fter the paper grain is

removed, the painter still must adjust the layout''648). Because of it and along with the

connotations of the materials used, this chance stands not as an absence of consciousness

of surrealism, not as a 'voice of Id'. It is rather nature in a dialogue with the artist. Liu

Guosong also creates art by first 'painting' the water in flat containers, and then placing

paper on top of the water to let the paper absorb the ink and create a unique texture, as if

returning to the ocean, where life is originally created.649

In Daoism nature is absolute. As Eric Nelson puts it, Dao (道) ''can be articulated as

the lived or performative enactment of the intrinsic value and life of the myriad things,

of 'sky and earth' or the natural world (tiandi 天地 ) as such and as a whole through

which how and the way humans address and are addressed by them.''650 In this regard,

Liu Guosong's  art is  sublime in two  senses: first,  because of  the direct  reference to

natural phenomena which are the main examples of the sublime in Kant's 'Analytic'. And

second, because  nature in art is  the  Dao of Daoism. Or, as Daoist painter Zong Bing

puts it in probably the first inquiry on landscape painting, in his famous Introduction to

Painting Landscape651 (Huashanshuixu 畫山水序):

[s]ages,  possessing  the  Tao,  respond  to  things.  The  virtuous,  purifying  their

thoughts, savor images. As for landscape, it has physical existence, yet tends

648 Joseph Zhang 張子寧 (2007), ‘On the Process of Liu Guo-sung's Water-Ink Painting Experiment and His Position in 

Modern Water-Ink Painting試論劉國松水墨實驗歷程—兼述其在現代水墨畫發展的地位’ in Liu Kuo-sung 60 

Years of Painting劉國松繪畫一甲子, (ed) Jiang Meisiang江梅香, Taoyuan: Chan Liu Art Museum, p. 45.

649 Please, see the illustrations.

650 Eric S. Nelson (2009), ‘Responding with Dao: Early Daoist Ethics and the Environment’ in Philosophy East and West, 

vol. 59 (3), p. 294.

651 Translation of the title is as in Susan Bush and Hsio-yen Shih (2013), Early Chinese Texts on Painting, Hong Kong: 

Hong Kong University Press, p. 38.
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toward  the  spiritual.  Therefore,  such  recluses  as  the  Yellow  Emperor,  Yao,

Confucius, (...) insisted upon roaming (...). These have also been praised as the

pleasures of  the humane and wise.  Now, sages follow the Tao through their

spirits, and the virtuous comprehend this. Landscapes display the beauty of the

Tao  through  their  forms,  and  humane  men  delight  in  this.  Are  these  not

similar?652

3.3.5 Taiwanese and Western icons of abstract art

It  is  also  possible to  see  a  dialogue,  like  one  of  the  'Two  viewers  thought

experiment',  in  objectively  accessible  data.  This  can  be  done  by  comparing two

representatives of abstraction; one from Taiwanese Avant-garde art, and another from the

West.  For example,  Malevich's  square and Li Yuan-Jia's (李元佳 ) point can be very

illustrative for this purpose.653

One of the important moments of sublimity for Kant is the mind's ability to grasp the

object conceptually while being overwhelmed by it regarding the limits of the senses.

This is why Kant believes human beings find the pyramids of Egypt interesting. The

mind can find an ideal  object  to practice this  ability  in the  Black Square  (1915) by

Malevich, where the viewer is exposed to an infinity of blackness from one side of the

frame to the other.  How big is the Square? Its objective size does not help. The question

is: “How big is  the  represented object?”, and not its physical representation. Does it

belong to the microcosm or to the macrocosm? For Kant, the aesthetic measure used to

view the world gives no clues on how to proceed.

In Taiwanese Avant-garde art Malevich's square finds an interesting companion in Li

652 Zong Bing宗炳 Introduction to Painting Landscape 畫山水序, quoted as in Susan Bush, Hsio-yen Shih (2013), Early 

Chinese Texts on Painting, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, p. 36.

653 For the examples of Li Yuan-Jia's dots, please see the illustrations.
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Yuan-Jia's (李元佳) point. Li Yuan-Jia was interested in this graphical element which at

the same time is a concept in mathematics. He refers to this idea in his poetry, in the

name of his Italian art group, Punto, and in his art. Both Malevich and Li Yuan-Jia used

their signature forms of abstract art, a square and a point, to refer to the absolute. During

its first exhibition, Malevich puts the Black Square  in a sacred place of the traditional

Russian house – in krasnyi corner. Li Yuan-Jia builds on Daoist symbolism to ground his

own  'Cosmic Point',  as critics call it. The stability of  the Black Square, the way it is

filled with color from border to border, contrasts with the elusiveness of the point, for

which, as geometry supposes, its real physical size stands for no size at all. A point, to

quote Euclid, “is that which has no part.”654 Points also are “the ends of a line” where

line only has pure length. In a modern language point is “a 0-dimensional mathematical

object which can be specified in n-dimensional space using an n-tuple (x1, x2, ..., xn)

consisting of n coordinates.”655 A point can also be understood as either a 0-dimensional

object or as “not a thing, but a place.”

The square and the point  show  the general contrast between Western and Chinese

styles of ontology: the world as something permanent or as an endless change. In case of

Malevich's  Square the  sensitive  viewer  is  falling  in  a  shamanist  fashion  into the

square.656 This viewer is in the abyss of darkness. He or she can fall forever without

reaching the edges of the  Square. In an abstract painting by Li Yuanjia representing a

dot, there is a fall, but the  viewer falls into the center.  In the case of Li's  Point,  the

viewer  can  shamanistically  fall  forever  in  white  space  without  reaching  the  point,

because the point has no body to grasp, only coordinates. The Square and the Point are

aesthetic analogies of centrifugal and centripetal motions:  in the  Square the viewer is

654 Euclide (1968), Thirteen Books of Euclid's Elements, vol. 1, Books I-II, (tr) Thomas L. Heath, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, p. 153.

655 Concise Encyclopedia of Mathematics (2005), (ed) Eric W. Weisstein, Second Edition, Boca Raton, Florida: Crc Press, 

p. 2272.

656 For the shamanist connotations of abstract art, please see section 3.2.4 of this thesis.

215



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

oriented towards its limits, in the Point the viewer is oriented towards the center. It is not

only a contrast of cosmic stability and Daoist becoming, it is also an aesthetic realization

of the opposition of directness to evasiveness. It is easy to translate these features into

comparative  cultural  studies,  since  what  is  taken  here  as  'evasiveness'  can  also  be

understood  by what  François  Jullien  calls  implicitness.  According  to  the  logic  of

traditional  Chinese thought words ''must  remain inchoate,  must merely begin to say;

their richness comes from their implicitness.''657 Confucius seems to foresee Li Yuanjia

in 1: 3: ''I told him one point, and he knew its proper sequence'' (''告諸往而知來者 '').

Art by Malevich, on the other hand, is understood as 'the climax of disclosure' by Rainer

Crone and David Moos.658

Why is Li Yuanjia's point a dynamic entity? First, he spent his whole life trying to

dynamize the point, from canvases with a calligraphic dot on it in Taiwan to Li Yuanjia's

later untitled installation in England.659 The British installation has actual magnetic 'dots'

for  viewers to move on metallic  discs which are hung unstably in  the thin air.  The

biography of Li Yuanjia shows the experience of the elusiveness of identity analogous to

the  conceptual  elusiveness  of  the  point.  It  is  hard  to  imagine  the  cultural  shock  Li

Yuanjia experienced in his life, from a childhood in an orphanage in the mainland China

to escape to Taiwan, from immigration to Italy to immigration to England.

Second, Li Yuanjia's artworks have a special dynamism because they are based on

the conception of  the point,  something the viewer  can eternally  'zoom in'  on to  his

mind's eye,  to  see  it  anew  in  more  and  more  precise  coordinates,  but  without  the

possibility of finding any part of it. Also, calligraphic dots by Li Yuanjia are the artist's

gestures masked by  a single  brush-stroke. The main impulse  of the  gestures is hidden

somewhere inside it, like a center of the explosion is hidden in a flash, between  the

657 Quoted as in Eske Mollgaard (1991), Daoist Thought: Action, Language, and Ethics in Zhuangzi, London and New 

York: Routledge, pp. 67-68.

658 See Rainer David Moos Crone (1991), Kazimir Malevich: The Climax of Disclosure, London: Reaktion Books.

659  Please, see the illustrations.
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shards and debris. Although, in the case of Li Yuanjia, debris is the periphery of the

brush's hair.  The association with Daoist symbols of yin-yang unity also contributes to

the  dynamism of  Li  Yuanjia's  point,  the  artist  could  take  it  from ''the  dynamically

divided yin-yang circle''660.

What are the sources of the sublimity of Li Yuanjia's point? First, it is one more big

rondo of Taiwanese Abstract art, standing in a connotational shadow of the bi disc as it is

discussed in 3.2.3. The  bi  disc and the way Kandinsky defines abstract art aesthetics

opens the possibility to see the shamanist free fall in Li Yuanjia's point. The bi discs are

the heritage of China's Neolithic shamanist culture. Abstract art has taken something

from the shamanism through Kandinsky. In the case of classical shamanism the shaman

is flying with the help of the spirits to the Underworld or to the Heavens, while the

viewer  of  Kandinsky  is  falling  into  the  world  of  visualized  music.  The  viewer  of

Malevich is consumed by the eternal darkness of the  Black Square. Both experiences,

the one by Malevich and the other by Kandinsky, are primordially the experience of vast

spaces. The eye trained to see a sky painted on the canvas readily takes the same scale

for abstract art. There are other indirect signs that it is so. Thus, outer space landscapes

are popular among the Taiwanese abstract artists. Jacques Monory, a friend of Lyotard,

shifts  to  the  space  theme  around  the  same  time  Lyotard  shifts  toward  the  sublime

aesthetics.

However, the vastness of Li Yuanjia is principally different to that of Kandinsky or

Malevich. It contains a special sort of dynamism, the dynamism of the point. The space

around the point is sublime in a general sense  of abstract art. It is  an ocean of white.

There is a point in the center of it. It is both the small mouth of the bi disc, called hao

(好),661 and the graphic element germane to Daoist cosmology. Even in popular culture

660  François Louis (2003), ‘The Genesis of an Icon: The 'Taiji' Diagram’s Early History’ in Harvard Journal of Asiatic 

Studies, vol. 63 (1), p. 148.

661 Ancient Chinese Encyclopedia of Technology: Translation and Annotation of the Kaogong Ji (the Artificers' Record), 

(tr) Jun Wenren (2017), London and New York: Routledge, p. 170.
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Daoism is associated with  the disc of  yin and  yang which has  a  point in each half. A

good example of such  a  disc is ‘The Taiji  Diagram of the Heart  of the Changes as

Mysteriously Revealed by Fuxi’ from Yijing Laizhu tujie (易經來註圖解, 1688) by Lai

Zhide (來知德 , 1525-1604).662 In fact the Daoist cosmos has a point as the beginning:

''[t]he Origin-beginning is  one:  the Dao, the One (yi),  Original  Pneuma (yuanqi),  or

Chaos (hundun).  This  unity  harbors  the  seed of  multiplicity  and the patterns  of  the

world. It contains three principles merged in one: pneuma (qi), form (xing), and matter

(zhi 質), or Yin, Yang, and the Central Harmony (zhonghe 中和).''663

The point of Li Yuanjia,  according to Daoist perspective, is a seed. The point of

Daoism, like the starting point of Big Bang Theory, is dynamic in an absolute sense with

its  endless  possibilities  for  the  unfolding  and  development  of  the  universe.  It  is  a

reminder of the  chaos  in the creation according to  traditional religions, something for

gods  to  create  the  world  with.  Another  connotation  of  Li  Yuanjia's  point  with  the

primordial chaos of Daoism, is that both  hundun and the point have no parts. Or, as

Christopher Cullen puts it, ''[w]hen the root of the Dao had been established, from the

non-existent (wu) there grew existence (you). The Great Basis first began to sprout, to

sprout though as yet with no outer sign. The qi was all together, and all appeared as one

– an undivided Chaos"664.

For  Malevich,  the  creation  of  the  Black  Square is  a  blasphemous  act  against

Christianity,  while  remaining  germane  to  Christianity.  The  artist  creates  the  Black

Square ex  nihilo  and presents  it  to  the  viewers  in  a  completely finished  state.  The

blasphemy comes through the direct challenge to God, the idea of replacing the world

God has created with a new one. Li Yuanjia is opposite in both these crucial points.

662 François Louis (2003), ‘The Genesis of an Icon: The 'Taiji' Diagram’s Early History’ in Harvard Journal of Asiatic 

Studies, vol. 63 (1), p. 146.

663 Christopher Cullen (2008), ‘Cosmogony’ in Encyclopedia of Taoism, vol. 1, A - L, (ed) Fabrizio Pregadi, London and 

New York: Routledge, p. 49.

664 Ibid., p. 48.
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Firstly, he does not challenge Daoism but rather extends it. Secondly, Li Yuanjia's world

is not finished, it is in a stage logically opposite to  the one taken by Malevich,  a total

beginning against a total completeness. But despite such radical differences, there is a

fundamental  similarity  in  Malevich  and Li  Yuanjia.  They both theorize  their chosen

geometric  forms  as  a  hypoteposis  to  the  Absolute.  Thus,  Malevich  writes  about  his

Square in a poem:

I665'm the beginning of everything, because in my consciousnesses 

Worlds are creating.

I'm looking for God I'm looking for myself in me

God all-seeing all-knowing all-powerful

future perfection of intuition as universal global

Superrationality

I'm looking for God I'm looking for his lik666 I already have drawn his silhouette 

(...)667

Thus, the Square is Malevich's analogy to Li Yuanji's 'Cosmic Point'. Or, as Li puts it

poetically668:

665 According to Malevich, by 'I' here he means the human being in general. See Kazimir Malevich (2003), The Black 

Square, (ed) Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 376.

666 Malevich uses a special word for face, 'lik' («лик»), which is used for a face of a saint or God on the traditional icon. 

Later in the poem Malevich uses other izographic metaphors.

667 Kazimir Malevich, ‘I'm the beginning of everything…’ («Я начало всего…»), my translation of a part of the poem 

from Kazimir Malevich (2003), The Black Square, (ed) Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 376. 

I'm unaware of the existence of any other English translation of this poem.

668 Quoted as in Hilary Floe (2016), ‘Li Yuan-chia, Monochrome White Painting, 1963’, on the Website of Tate Galleries, 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/li-monochrome-white-painting-t11871 (accessed on the 6th of December, 2018).
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The point is the beginning of everything

and also the end.

If you can really understand it

you will feel indeed the great life of the universe

and the value of your existence.
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4 The model does not seem to work anymore: The end of Avant-garde art

in Taiwan

4.1 The end of Avant-garde art 

This chapter is an attempt to evaluate Taiwanese Avant-garde art from the point of

view of the posterior period. For this an exposition of what is going on globally is given.

Then a comparison with  current art of  Taiwan  is made. The situation is considered  in

Kantian terms along the presentation of the related material.

Art history after the Avant-garde has changed its direction. This notion can already be

found in the theory of the Avant-garde art by Bürger. For Bürger Avant-garde art lost its

vitality with its recognition as art:

[o]nce the signed bottle drier has been accepted as an object that deserves a

place  in  a  museum,  the  provocation  no  longer  provokes;  it  turns  into  its

opposite. If an artist today signs a stove pipe and exhibits it, that artist certainly

does not denounce the art market but adapts to it.669

Behind the fact that the aesthetic role of the readymade (Bürger's 'signed bottle drier')

has already been defined, there is also exhaustion of a crucial resource Avant-garde art

669 Peter Bürger (1984), Theory of the Avant-Garde, (tr) Michael Shaw, Theory and History of Literature #4, Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, p. 52.
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uses. The limits of innovations in terms of Avant-garde art seems to be reached. As

Rebecca Schneider puts it, according to Philip Auslander and Hal Foster ''there are no

longer any cultural  limits  to transgress''670.  Or,  as  Jonathan Jones phrases it  for  The

Guardian, ''[w]hatever happened to the isms in art? (…) we were all ismed out.''671 The

shock which is so important for the aesthetics of the sublime disappear. Or, as Douglas

Crimp puts it, ''[i]t is difficult to convey the shock registered then, for it has since been

absorbed, brought within the purview of normalized aesthetics, and, finally, consigned to

a history of an avant-garde now understood to be finished.''672

An example of Joseph Beuys, an artist with an interest in mystical teaching of Rudolf

Steiner and in shamanism, just like Kandinsky used to be, can be contrasted with a pure

scientism of  later  performance  artists,  like  Stelarc.  The  last  line  of  defence  of  the

sublime aesthetics in the performance art, the idea of humanity in the form of a human

figure, starts to crack in the bodily modifications Stelarc performs, like his Exoskeleton

(1999) or Ear on arm (2006).

Postmodernism shows deep theoretical interest in the sublime. Rayman believes that

''interest in the sublime seems only to have increased since the eighteenth century, and

especially  in  the  past  fifty  years.''673 But  theoretical  interest  can  signal  for  the

problematic zones.  Hegelian owl flies  at dusk,  already after  the event.  For example,

colonial studies is a field which establishes itself not  at the peak of colonialism, but

afterwards, when most of the territories in question are in politically autonomous post-

colonial stage.

Fredric Jameson in Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1984)

670 Rebecca Schneider (1997), The Explicit Body in Performance, London and New York: Routledge, p. 4.

671 Jonathan Jones (1999), ‘The 'ism' that isn't’ in The Guardian, 

https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/1999/jan/05/features11.g23 (assessed on the 3th of March, 2019).

672 Douglas Crimp (2000), ‘Redefining Site Specificity’ in Richard Serra, (eds) Hal Foster and Gordon Hughes,

Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, p. 147.

673 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 144.
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speaks about ''the waning of affect in postmodern culture''674:

[o]f  course,  it  would  be  inaccurate  to  suggest  that  all  affect,  all  feeling  or

emotion, all subjectivity, has vanished from the newer image. Indeed, there is a

kind of return of the repressed in Diamond Dust Shoes, a strange, compensatory,

decorative  exhilaration,  explicitly  designated  by  the  title  itself,  which  is,  of

course, the glitter of gold dust, the spangling of gilt sand that seals the surface of

the painting and yet  continues  to  glint  at  us.  Think,  however,  of  Rimbaud's

magical flowers 'that look back at you,' or of the august premonitory eye flashes

of Rilke's archaic Greek torso which warn the bourgeois subject to change his

life; nothing of that sort here in the gratuitous frivolity of this final decorative

overlay.675

This  'waning'  means  also  the  end  of  the sublime  aesthetics  if  one  distinguishes

properly Jameson's conception of  'postmodernism'  and that  by Lyotard.  Or as Philip

Shaw puts  it,  ''[a]s  far  as  sublimity  is  concerned,  whilst  postmodernism retains  the

Romantic feeling for the vast and the unlimited, it no longer seeks to temper this feeling

through reference to a higher faculty (…) [postmodernism] lays stress on the inability of

art or reason to bring the vast and the unlimited to account.''676

Lyotard, on the contrary, repeats the demand by Bürger in the  definition of Avant-

garde art as art which ''disturbs established knowledge and laws''677. Moreover, Lyotard

prizes artists of Avant-garde art, the artists of the 20s, while he criticizes many artists

674 Fredric Jameson (1992), Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, London and New York: Verso 

Books, p. 10.

675 Ibid.

676 Philip Shaw (2005), The Sublime, London and New York: Routledge, p. 115.

677 James Williams (1998), Lyotard: Towards a Postmodern Philosophy, Oxford: Polity Press, p. 6.
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who are postmodern in a standart sense of the word. That is the case with Malcolm

Morley,  George  Baselitz  and  Anselm  Kiefer.  ''They’ve  lost  all  sense  of  what’s

fundamentally at stake in painting (...)  they’ve abandoned the task of the artist  as it

might have been perceived by a Cézanne, a Duchamp, or by any number of others, such

as Klee, for instance''678 writes Lyotard. It is really hard to detect any disturbances in art

after the 20s. Especially in comparison with the 20s. If the 20s give us abstract art, the

60s and afterwards give its evolution, as well as its modifications and local receptions.

The provocation as a form of protest transforms into a special  discipline. As Foster,

whose view seems to be different than Bürger and mine, has to admit, ''with figures like

Yves Klein dadaist provocation was turned into bourgeois spectacle''.679

If the 20s give a readymade, the 60s and afterwards proliferate the readymades. Foster

believes that readymade is ''as an epistemological provocation in the historical avant-

garde  but  also  as  an  institutional  probe  in  the  neo-avant-garde.''680 The  problem,

however, is how many times the institution should be probed, what is the criterion of

such probing and why this probing is needed in a form of art, rather than in a form of

social science.

Foster continues by accusing Bürger of taking the Avant-garde art's self-view for the

reality  of  Avant-garde  art,  as  if  Avant-garde  art  falsely  proclaimed  itself  to  be  a

revolution. Here I do not try to defend a radically skeptical view on the art of the second

half of the 20th century, like one presented by Bürger. But I agree with Bürger that art

changes the direction after Avant-garde art. The problem is that the introduction of the

first readymade is a revolutionary act. But the creation of yet another readymade has

678 Quoted as in Paul Crowther (1992), ‘Les immatériaux and the postmodern sublime ’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew 

Benjamin, Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, p. 195.

679 Hal Foster (1996), The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, p. 11.

680 Ibid.
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nothing to do with revolution. If it is a probing,  then stating bigger and bigger natural

numbers is a 'probing' of mathematics. The first readymade already has all of the future

readymades in its paradigm. Just as the conception of natural number includes the idea

of the infinity set of such numbers. What artists do now is actualization of different

aspects of the paradigm. And if "the neo-avant-garde enacts its project [of Avant-garde

art] for the first time - a first time that, again, is theoretically endless"681, it does not

mean that it is an endlessly meaningful repetition in terms of an art experiment. It seems

that readymades after Avant-garde art turn into a form of visual poetry. In this regard the

conception of aesthetic ideas can be more useful.

Surrealism origins in the 20s and manage to survive without change until now, like a

real 'living fossil' of Avant-garde art. Or, as Jameson interprets such surrealist painter as

Magritte, Surrealism survives ''the sea change from the modern to its sequel, becoming

in  the  process  something  of  a  postmodern  emblem  (…)  [t]he  ideal  schizophrenic

[surrealist artist], indeed, is easy enough to please provided only an eternal present is

thrust  before  the  eyes,  which  gaze  with  equal  fascination  on  an  old  shoe  or  the

tenaciously growing organic mystery of the human toenail.''682 According to Jameson,

Magritte  is  exceptional,  but  Magritte  has a  lot  of  disciples. The reason of  surrealist

resilience  seems  to  be  the  truce  with  the  illusionist  painting.  Surrealism  allows  a

continuation of Renaissance practices, and in this regard, stand out among the artists of

Avant-garde art as an  exception. It is not so with  the founding father of Surrealism,

André Breton (1896-1966), but Breton's tenets allow such a truce.

Moreover, Surrealism unites art with 'depth psychologies', approaches to human mind

from the viewpoint of unconsciousness.  Breton  himself has practiced psychoanalysis.

681 Hal Foster (1996), The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, p. 20.

682 Fredric Jameson (1992), Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, London and New York: Verso 

Books, p. 10.
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Thus,  during  World  War  I,  Breton has  treated  with  Sigmund  Freud's  (1856-1939)

method the soldiers  who suffer  from a shell  shock.683 The interest  of  society  in  the

psychoanalysis helps the Surrealism to keep itself alive, even if it is a kind of 'stabilizing

natural selection'. Taken in this perspective, Surrealism successfully preserves part of its

sublime aesthetics from the time of Avant-garde. But on the other hand a significant part

is gone. In the experience of Avant-garde art the aesthetic subject constituted by the idea

of the beautiful dies to be reborn in the aesthetic subject constituted by the idea of the

sublime. Because of it  Surrealism is met with strong resistance in the 20s. In fact the

beginnings of  Surrealism are criticized not only in the conservative anti-Avant-garde

camp but even among the innovators. Thus, dadaist Yvan Goll (1891-1950) has ''accused

Breton of confusing art with psychology, and of creating a false version of Surrealism

through his misleading notions about the all-importance of the dream.''684 Now very few

people reject  Surrealism art as art.  Today such an experience is a part of art education

rather than of art criticism. Only a child can still react to Surrealism like its first critics

of the 20s did.

Moreover,  one more  particular feature is lost  by Surrealism.  During the period of

Avant-garde art, many surrealists were mystically minded artists, deeply interested in

mysticism and in occult doctrines.685 Good information on the subject is presented in the

683 Mark Polizzotti (2003), ‘Introduction’ in André Breton: Selections, (ed) Mark Polizzotti, Berkeley, Los Angeles and 

London: University of California Press, p. 5.

684 Nathalia Brodskaïa (2009), Surrealism: Genesis of a Revolution, New York: Parkstone Press, p. 52.

685 The term 'mysticism' comes from 'mystic', is synonymous to 'occult', and comes from Greek 'muein', 'closed (eyes)' (see

the entry ‘mystic’ (na, 2000) in Oxford Concise Dictionary of English Etymology, (eds) T. F. Hoad, Oxford, New York 

and Shanghai: Oxford University Press and Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press, p. 307.). The term refers back 

to Greek mysteries, ''initiation ceremonies through which individuals were granted admission into fellowship with the 

divine (…) [they] satisfied some spiritual need of the individual, either for salvation, revelation, peace of mind, or inner 

illumination.'' ( Antonía Tripolitis (2001), Religions of the Hellenistic-Roman Age, Grand Rapids, Michigan and 

Cambridge, U. K.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, p. 16.). The word 'esoteric' comes from Greek 'esoterikos', 

related to the prefix 'eso' which means 'within' (see entry ‘esoteric’ (na, 2000) in Oxford Concise Dictionary of English 

Etymology, p. 165.). Numerous religions have its esoteric traditions. Supposedly, it is spiritual knowledge which is 
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4th chapter of  Max Ernst and Alchemy686 by M. E. Warlick, called 'the occultation of

Surrealism'.  A close approach can be  found in Tessel  Bauduin's Surrealism and the

occult.687

Artists of Avant-garde art is often interested in the things occult, mystic or esoteric.

Their interest is not of a scholarly type, but rather spiritual or religious. Some material

related  to  this  religious  interest  is  presented  above  in  the  context  of  Avant-garde

connection with shamanism. Warlick describes how mediums,688 medieval treatises on

alchemy,  related  more  to  the  spiritual  search  than  to  chemical  side  of  alchemy,

intertwine with artistic experiments and important exhibition of Avant-garde art. Even

the  Second  Manifesto  of  Surrealism  by  Breton  has  some  alchemic  references.689

Nowadays surrealists do not do this. It is rather en exception than the mainstream in art

for an artist to have a personal spiritual search. Warhol's new version of the ideal of the

artist as a celebrity privatizes the religious life of an artist.

Pop art has its own deep meaning and newness, but it is modeled on a 'vernacularism

of the mass culture' and on the interest in folk culture as it can be seen in the Avant-

garde art of the 20s. Performance art and science art seems to stand out here. But just as

Pop art, the two can be traced down to the 20s, to the theater of Dadaism and Futurist

possible to comprehend only by a chosen few. Because of this belief esoteric knowledge is a secret addition to the 

'religion for everybody'. The word 'occult' origins from Latin 'celare', which means 'conceal' (see the entry ‘occult’ (na, 

2000) in Oxford Concise Dictionary of English Etymology, p. 320.). The questions what are mysticism, occultism and 

esotericism, how are they connected, which is subspecies of which, and other related problems are far behind the task at 

hand. However, it is important to mention, that the questions are quite complicated and, for instance, Sergey Pakhomov 

for decade tries to attract scholarly attention to this set of problems in his articles and conferences on Esotericism studies

in Saint Petersburg. 

686 M. E. Warlick (2001), Max Ernst and Alchemy: A Magician in Search of Myth, Austin: University of Texas Press, 

pp. 61-104.

687 Tessel M. Bauduin (2014), Surrealism and the occult: Occultism and Western esotericism in the work and movement of 

André Breton, Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

688 M. E. Warlick (2001), Max Ernst and Alchemy: A Magician in Search of Myth, Austin: University of Texas Press, p. 63.

689 Ibid., pp. 101-102.
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and Constructivist aeshetico-engineering experiments. If Pop art is a reaction to the new

conditions of everyday life, where mass culture replaces the vernacular culture, science

art is a response to the new instruments artists receive from the progress in technology.

They both already have analogs in Avant-garde art.

As  Rebecca  Schneider  puts  it,  ''the  roots  of  performance  art are  clearly  in  the

modernist  avant-garde,  especially  Futurism and  Dadaism.''690 The same point  can be

found in the first historical account of Performance art,691 in the book Performance: Life

Art 1909 to the Present by Roselee Goldberg, written in 1979. And for her the history of

Performance  art  is  moving  ''from  the  Russian  and  Italian  Futurists  through  to  the

present''.692

This historical narrative is challenged by scholars who hold a view on Performance

art as ''a marker for the break between modernism and postmodernism'',693 to use the

phrasing by  Schneider. Douglas Crimp, for example, states in a text dedicated to the

exhibition Pictures in gallery 'Artists Space' in 1977 that artists have created a new type

of representation ''as an autonomous function that might be described as 'representation

as such'. It is representation freed from the tyranny of the represented.''694 But it is hard

to  see  how  the  representations  in  Crimp's  artworks  from  1977  is  more  free  from

represented than, for instance, the Malevich's Black Square (1917). The involvement or

non-involvement of the body is irrelevant to the issue of representation since non-living

objects can be represented as well.  Crimp believes that the artists of the 1977 takes

Walter Benjamin idea that ''caption will become the most important component of the

690 Rebecca Schneider (1997), The Explicit Body in Performance, London and New York: Routledge, p. 209.

691 Marvin Carlson (1996), Performance: A Critical Introduction, London and New York: Routledge, p. 79.

692 Roselee Goldberg (1979), Performance: Life Art 1909 to the Present, New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers, 

p. 6.

693 Rebecca Schneider (1997), The Explicit Body in Performance, London and New York: Routledge, p. 209.

694 Douglas Crimp (2005), ‘Pictures’ in X-TRA, vol. 8 (1), p. 19.
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short''695 while the title of Malevich artwork coincides with artwork. As Robyn Brentano

replies to Crimp's texts, ''an examination of the history of performance may show that it

was in motion well before the 1960s''.696

In fact, the idea at the bottom of Performance art, the will to unite art and live, the

stage and the audience, can be traced even further into the past. ''Kant's hierarchy of arts

does  indeed  appear  to  depend  upon  the  value  of  full  presence.''697 Something  very

reminiscent to the idea of uniting life and art  can be found in a letter by Jean-Jacques

Rousseau to  Jean  D’Alembert  against  the  classical  theater.  In  a  passage,  which has

influenced Kant,698 Rousseau writes:

let  the spectators  become an entertainment  to  themselves;  make them actors

themselves; do it so that each sees and loves himself in the others so that all will

be better united.699

In the same time, there are particular problems in contemporary performance art.

The  performances  by  an  actor  Shia  LaBeouf can  be  an  example.  Before  doing

pieaces  of  live  art, LaBeouf  has  started  an  career  as  Disney  child  star.  He  has

received a fame as an adult actor from Transformers blockbuster movies. The intend

695 Douglas Crimp (2005), ‘Pictures’ in X-TRA, vol. 8 (1), p. 19.

696 Robyn Brentano (1994), ‘Outside the Frame: Performance, Art, and Life’ in Outside the Frame: A Survey History of 

Performance Art in the USA Since 1950, (eds) Robyn Brentano and Olivia Georgia, Cleveland: Cleveland Center for 

Contemporary Art, p. 33.

697 Jay M. Bernstein (1992), The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida and Adorno, University Park, 

Pennsylvania and Hong Kong: Pennsylvania State University Press, p. 166.

698 Anthony J. Cascardi (1997), ‘Communication and transformation: aesthetics and politics in Kant and Arendt’ in 

Hannah Arendt and the Meaning of Politics, (eds) Craig J. Calhoun and John McGowan, Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, pp. 105-106. 

699 Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1959), ‘Letter To D’ Alembert on the Theatre’ in Jean-Jacques Rousseau's 'Letter To 

D'Alembert': Politics and The Arts, (tr) Allan Bloom, Cornell: Cornell University Press, p. 126.
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of Transformers movies is to sell more toy robots and at least the series has a clear

criterion  of  success.  Shia  LaBeouf  has  his  performance  'And  in  the  end  …'  in

Sydney  Opera  House.  It  is  quite  a  good  art  space  for  a  beginning  author  of

performance pieces. During this event anyone could make one  sentence, starting

with 'And in the end …' Guardian reports how Transformers fans were searching for

inspirational  quotes  with  their  phones  while  scared  to  forgot  what  they  have

found.700 From the viewpoint of performance art history the piece is as repetitive as

it  is  banal.  What  institution  is  criticized?  If,  according  to  The  Guardian, the

performance art by LaBeouf 'asks the big question', what is  this question? Only

Sydney Opera House is big in this art action. And art space's real and symbolical

size seem to be enough for a success in contemporary terms. And it is not only

LaBeouf.701 The ''form of unabashed celebrity worship''702 seems to be more and

more a problem for performance art. In a sense there is a problem that ''pop culture

commandeering genres  of  art  for  marketing  purposes  and celebrities  using it  to

expand their brands''.703

4.2 The New Beauty

Lyotard writes about ''a vague return to a concern with the enjoyment experienced by

700 Roslyn Helper (2016), ‘'And in the end …' Shia LaBeouf's latest performance art project asks the big question’ in The 

Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/dec/18/and-in-the-end-shia-labeoufs-latest-performance-art-project-

asks-the-big-question (accessed on the 27th of January, 2019).

701 For other examples please see Philip Auslander (2016), ‘Twenty-First-Century Girl’ in Global Glam and Popular 

Music, (eds) Ian Chapman and Henry Johnson, New York: Routledge, pp. 184-185.

702 Carrie Lambert-Beatty (2010), ‘Against Performance Art: Carrie Lambert-Beatty on the art of Marina Abramovic’ in 

Artforum, vol. 5, p. 213.

703 Amanda V. Wagner (2013), ‘The Future of Performance Art’ in The Philadelphia Inquirer Digital Edition, 

www.philly.com/philly/blogs/art_attack/The-future-of-performance-art.html (accessed on the 1th of March, 2019).
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the viewer''704 in work by a group of contemporary painters. The example of Warhol can

be useful to show the change towards beauty and acceptance in modern art  globally.

Critics of contemporary art like Mark C. Taylor705 view Warhol as a model for the artists

after Avant-garde art. Warhol is the main artistic 'yes-sayer' to the world of today. The

question  is  whether  Warhol's  art  belongs to  the aesthetics  of  the  beautiful  or  to  the

aesthetics of the sublime. Douglas Crimp can be quoted in this regard, Warhol art is the

'most beautiful'706 to use a name of a chapter in the Crimp's book. 

The 4th section of Warhol's  Philosophy is on beauty.707 No one is smart like Warhol

when he pretends to be silly, when Warhol tries on a  wig  of a 'Pop idiot savant',  as

Christopher Schmidt  has called  this manner.708 In the section 4 Warhol does not speak

about  the  abstract concept of beauty but about human attractiveness. He speaks about

'Beauties' and 'Talkers': 

[s]ome people think it's easier for beauties, but actually it can work out a lot of

different  ways.  If  you're  beautiful  you might  have a  pea-brain.  If  you're  not

beautiful you might not have a pea-brain, so it depends on the pea-brain and the

beauty. The size of the beauty. And the pea-brain. (...) I really don't care that

much about 'Beauties.' What I really like are Talkers. To me, good talkers are

704 Quoted as in Paul Crowther (1992), ‘Les immatériaux and the postmodern sublime ’ in Judging Lyotard, (ed) Andrew 

Benjamin, Warwick: Warwick Studies in Philosophy and Literature, p. 195.

705 Mark C. Taylor (2012), Refiguring the Spiritual: Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy, New York: Columbia University 

Press, p. 2.

706 Douglas Crimp (2012), Our Kind of Movie: The Films of Andy Warhol, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: The 

MIT Press, p. 110.

707 Andy Warhol (1975), The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again, New York and London: Harcourt, 

p. 57

708 Christopher Schmidt (2009), ‘From A to B and Back Again: Warhol, Recycling, Writing’ in Interval(le)s, vol. 2 (2) - 3 

(1), p. 797.
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beautiful because good talk is what I love. The word itself shows why I like

Talkers  better  than  Beauties,  why  I  tape  more  than  I  film.  It's  not  'talkies.'

Talkers  are  doing  something.  Beauties  are  being  something.  Which  isn't

necessarily bad, it's just that I don't know what it is they're being. It's more fun

to be with people who are doing things.709

In ‘Hippias Major’ Socrates presents710 a question: 'what is beauty'. Socrates discards

Hippias'  answer  close  to  that  by  Warhol  ''beauty  is  a  beautiful  young  woman''711.

Socrates (or Plato) wants instead to rise over particulars and find the idea. After so many

centuries after Plato it is not surprising that an educated reader of Warhol's 4th section

can be repelled by its vulgarity. However, many philosophers of the 20th century want to

challenge  Plato  in  this  regard.  Kant  denies  the  idea  of  the  beautiful  as  given  in

Platonism. For Kant the beautiful is only a relational feature. Some objects empower

cognitive faculties of the human beings in a process Kant calls free play (Freispiel) (5:

217). If there is such an objective entity as 'the beauty' and all things beautiful share it,

this property can be scientifically  researched. And for Kant such science is impossible

(5:  305).  The  line  of  a  hidden  criticism  by  Warhol  is  germane  to  any  critics  of

metaphysics  in  aesthetics.  For  example  Wittgenstein  and  Deleuze  can  be  named.

Deleuze, in particular, challenges Platonism as oppressive.

Moreover,  Kant  and Warhol  meet  in  their  judgment  of  the  supreme beauty.  Kant

prefers 'Talkers' no less than Warhol does. In the Kantian classification of the fine arts

'the art of speech' (die redenden Künste) is the highest art (5: 321). This 'art of speech'

709 Andy Warhol (1975), The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: From A to B and Back Again, New York and London: Harcourt, 

pp. 61-62.

710 It is not an original question by Socrates, he says ''someone has asked me''. 

711 Plato (1990), ‘Hippias Major’ (tr) A. V. Boldyrev, in Collected works of Plato in Four Volumes, (ed) A. F. Losev, V. F. 

Asmus, L. L. Tacho-Godi, vol. 1, Moscow: Mysl, p. 394.
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consists of rhetoric and poetry. The specialist in the former, a 'Talker' in Warhol terms, is

an orator (der Redner) in Kantian terms. Moreover, the ideal of beauty for Kant is the

incorporation of reason (5: 233), which is again the 'Talker'.

For a correct comparison of Warhol's 'Talker' and Kantian 'orator'  it is necessary to

modify a little the translation of the third  Critique  by Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews.

The word 'talker' presupposes something natural and seen in everyday life, while 'orator'

is something solemn and official. But Kant means the former, not the latter. Kantian 'der

Redner' can be closer to 'talker', than to 'orator'. Moreover, in German a word for 'orator'

is not 'Redner', it is 'Orator'. The German word 'Redner' comes from very broad 'Rede',

which includes an official speech and a private monologue. 'Ein  Redner' can mean 'a

talker'. For example, in Liebe Deinen Nächsten by Erich Remarque (1898-1970): ''[d]er

Redner zuckte die  Achseln''  (''the talker  shrugged his  shoulders'').712 Here  Remarque

means not  an orator,  but  an informal  talker.  To be precise, the talker in  Remarque a

Russian illegal  immigrant who is sharing a bottle of vodka with other  'illegals' in a

prison of inter-war Austria.

Moreover, the Kantian 'Redner' should be natural  rather than official, ''[t]he orator

thus announces a matter of business and carries it out as if it were merely a play with

ideas in order to entertain the audience. (...) The combination and harmony of the two

cognitive faculties,  (...)  must  seem to be unintentional  and to happen on their  own;

otherwise it is not beautiful art [fine art]'' (5: 321).

Warhol's  simple,  direct  talk  in  the  Philosophy  makes  a  reader  wonder  is  Warhol

imitating contemporary uneducated urban dweller or is he sincere or is he both. In the

same time, Warhol aesthetic style meets acceptance, even obsession in contemporary art

and  design.  Warhol-inspired  art  can  be  seen  anywhere,  on  the  cover  of  Jameson's

Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (edition of 1991), on Obama's

712 Erich Maria Remarque (1959), Liebe Deinen Nächsten, Wien, München and Basel: Verlag Kurt Desch, p. 75.
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election poster 'Hope', and in 'Andy Warhol's Fifteen Minutes' (1985-1987), an MTV

talk show hosted by the artist until his death in 1987.

The modern fate of Warhol beauty can be compared with the fate of Richard Serra's

sublime.  Unlike  Warhol, Serra's  Tilted  Arc  sparkles  ''a  rancorous  and  vehement

controversy.''713 The Titled Arc is a very big abstract sculpture, a solid piece of steel 12

feet high and 120 feet long installed horizontally. It was originally located outside the

government buildings in New York in Federal Plaza. The Arc used to separate the plaza

in two parts. It can be a sculptural version of the Black Square. People working in the

offices near the plaza complained about the sculpture, while the expert community was

defending the Arc.  In a sense the removal of the Arc starts the ''post-Tilted Arc era,''714

since after the removal the art festival 'Art in Action' uses different criteria than one used

during the planning of the Arc. The Arc is a project created by the expert community in

disregard of people who are permanently connected to the place where the Arc used to

be. As Serra himself puts it:

I know that there is no audience for sculpture, as is the case with poetry and

experimental film. There is, however, a big audience for products which give

people what they want and supposedly need, and which do not attempt to give

them more than they can understand.715

Kwan believes that Serra ''uses the language of sculpture to interrogate rather than

713 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 57.

714 Ibid., p. 103.

715 Richard Serra (1985), ‘Extended Notes from Sight Point Road’ quoted as in Douglas Crimp (2000), ‘Redefining Site 

Specificity’ in Richard Serra, (eds) Hal Foster, Gordon Hughes, MIT Press, p. 147.
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accommodate the given architecture''.716 The verb 'interrogate' comes from Latin 'inter',

'between'  and 'rogare',717 to  'ask'.718 In  other  words,  Serra  does  not  help (please)  the

viewer, but threaten him like an interrogator. In Kantian terms, he pushes the viewer to

esteem his or her inner humanity.

Of course Serra has a point. But people who work nearby the Arc also have a point. If

Malevich's exhibition left freedom of choice to visit or not to visit, Serra's Arc separates

a  public  plaza  in  two parts thereby forcing people  to  go  around it.  Douglas  Crimp

defends the Arc by blaming the lack of intellect of people working near that plaza. He

blames ''a very different public from the one conditioned to the shocks of the art of the

late 1960s''719 for the removal of the Arc. But it is a 'public' in a different sense – public

of a gallery. Serra is quite successful in Leo Castelli Gallery in the 60s. The 'public' of a

gallery is not the 'public' of the public place. A place of art and a place of everyday life

have different relations with the sublime. People are not interrogated on the public. The

sublime should be a private business. But what is even more important, the time has

changed since the 60s. That is so because earlier sublime aesthetics successfully enters

the sphere of public art. Kwan presents examples of artworks which means resistance by

public but survives. Thus, if any Avant-garde artist  is sublime in his aesthetics, it  is

Picasso and there is a sculpture by Picasso at the Chicago Civic Center (The Chicago

Picasso (1965)).720

The Arc is removed and the sublime aesthetics itself is in a process of the removal. It

716 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 5.

717 Oxford Concise Dictionary of English Etymology, (ed) Terry F. Hoad (2000), Shanghai: Shanghai Foreign Language 

Education Press, p. 240.

718 Ibid., p. 407.

719 Douglas Crimp (2000), ‘Redefining Site Specificity’ in Richard Serra, (eds) Hal Foster, Gordon Hughes, Cambridge, 

Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, p. 149.

720 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 185.
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is  replaced  with  the  aesthetics  of  the  beautiful.  As  it  is  mentioned  above,  it  is  the

determining creterion, the leading type of aesthetic judgment that is matters. The old

examples stays as a cultural heritage.

Kwan  presents  numerous  successful  artist  who, after  the  end  of  the  80s,  try  to

democratize art,  to  replace  a  collective  subject  of  expert  community  with  the

community. For Eleanor Heartney this process coincides also with the dematerialization

of public art.721 In Heartney's view the Arc  is 'a counterpoint' in changing attitudes of

public  art.722 Thus  ''discussion  shift[s]  away  from the  notion  of  site-specificity  as  a

response  to  the  formal  dynamics  of  the  site  toward  a  concern  with  community  as

context.''723 Suzanne Lacy defines and propagates what she calls 'new genre public art',

''visual  art  that  uses  both  traditional  and  nontraditional  media  to  communicate  and

interact with a broad and diversified audience about issues directly relevant to their lives

—is based on engagement.''724

Not only a return of the beautiful can be seen in the democratization of the art world

and  figures  like  Warhol.  The  influence  of  sublime  aesthetics  shows a  particular

transformation by contemporary artists. This transformation can be understood as some

kind of a beautification of the sublime. It is like a translation between two languages,

but one language (the sublime) is formless, while another (the beautiful) is all about

forms.  Zaha  Hadid,  an  Iraqi-British  designer  and  architect,  who  received  many

international prizes, brought Suprematism to the new level in her project  Zaha Hadid

721 Eleanor Heartney (1993), ‘The Dematerialization of Public Art’ in Sculpture, vol. 12 (2).

722 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 110.

723 Quoted as in Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and 

Cambridge: MIT Press, p. 110.

724 Quoted as in Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and 

Cambridge: MIT Press, p. 105.
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and  Suprematism.725 Taiwanese  art  group  Zukunftsmusik  presents  the  version  of

Suprematism in the form of video art. Their video art  Suprematist Kapital is  made in

2006.  The  name  of  the  video  art  Suprematist  Kapital is  a  direct  reference  to

Suprematism by K. Malevich. The name is a kind of a word game, it tangles together

suprematism of capital and the ambitious name of Malevich's movement. Sometimes

artists from Zukunftsmusik make a direct quotation of Malevich art. They also realized

Malevich dream to see the colors of paint in a movement.

Video art shows how minimalism can adapt to new forms. Suprematist Kapital tries to

comment on a grim side of the Modern history. For this a set of ideograms is shown. It

includes symbols, like that of a dollar or stylized pictures, like that of fuel dispenser or

an airplane. A minimalist representation of the terrorist attack on USA in 2001 is shown,

than a gas dispenser and then a red dollar. As artists themselves put it in a commentary,

it  was  a  reference  to  the  War  on Terror  and  its  possible  connection  to  struggle  for

resources ''in the age of peak oil.''

In fact, what is given by Zukunftsmusik is a set of aesthetic ideas. It is unusual, that

Zukunftsmusik tries to say something. Video art normally is not a narrative.726 It tells

nothing. It is a video as art. Video art is more like a painting, rather than an ordinary

video with a story to tell. Maybe, that is a weak spot of Zukunftsmusik. They approach

video art as a way of writing texts. But on the other hand, this move takes Suprematism

from the aesthetics of the sublime and translates it in the aesthetics of the beautiful. The

725 R. Etherington (2010), ‘Zaha Hadid and Suprematism at Galerie Gmurzynska Zurich’ in Dezeen magazine, 

http://www.dezeen.com/2010/07/12/zaha-hadid-and-suprematism-at-galerie-gmurzynska-zurich/ (accessed on-line on 

the 7th of March, 2014).

726 Without entering into the debates regarding what is a narrative in art and how it is related to video art and experimental 

cinema, how video and film are related to each other, etc., I just want to address a position close to mine, that of Helen 

Westgeest in Video Art Theory. She speaks about repetition and fragmentation of the classic narrative in video art, see 

Helen Westgeest (2015), Video Art Theory: A Comparative Approach, Malden and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 164-

193.
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mind is shocked in the sublime feeling while the aesthetic idea sets the mind in a state of

intensive  work.  And  Zukunftsmusik's  intent  is  the  latter  rather  than the  former.  Of

course, there is also a moment of the shock from the event represented. But this moment

of the sublimity is related not to the artwork, but to the things it refer the viewer to.

4.3 The adherent beauty in site-specific art

It is hard to define what is site-specific art. Jason Gaiger writes about ''the orientation

of recent art practice towards site-specificity''.727 It is a loose tendency in the art practices

at the border between the 20th and the 21th centuries, in particular in public art. Miwon

Kwon thematezise the practice in her book One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art

and Locational Identity.  Along the 'site-specific' other terms can be used, like ''[s]ite-

determined, site-oriented, site-referenced, site-conscious, site-responsive, site-related.''728

According to Kwon, the term 'site-specific art' ''is embraced as an automatic signifier of

'criticality'  or  'progressivity'  by  artists,  architects,  dealers,  curators,  critics,  arts

administrators, and funding organizations.''729 At the same time, it is very hard to define

this kind of art as well as what is new in it. Kwon herself states that she ''critically

examines site specificity not exclusively as an artistic genre but as a problem-idea,  as a

peculiar cipher of art and spatial politics.''730 Nick Kaye tries to define site specific art by

using the view of  sculptor Richard Serra: ''[o]ffering a key definition of 'site-specific'

727 Jason Gaiger (2009), ‘Dismantling the Frame: Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Autonomy’ in The British Journal of 

Aesthetics, vol. 49 (1), p. 46.

728 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 2.

729 Ibid.

730 Ibid.
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work, Serra concluded simply and unequivocally that 'To move the work is to destroy

the work' (...). To move the site-specific work is to re-place it, to make it something

else.''731 

The first site specific artworks are sculptures, but now it can be anything. Kwan gives

examples of installations,732 video art works733. Some artists seems to define site specific

art  as  being outside  of  traditional  locations,  like museums.734 But  at  the same time,

museums  actively  incorporate  the  site  specific  art.735 As  Nick  Kaye  puts  it,

''minimalism's  site-specificity  can  be  said  to  begin  in  sculpture,  yet  reveal  itself  in

performance, a move which calls into question its formal as well as spatial location.''736

One of the main dangers of  the site-specific  art  projects  for  the aesthetics  of  the

sublime is  that  in  such artwork there are  signs  of  what  Kant  calls  'merely  adherent

beauty'. Kant introduces this notion in § 16 of the Analytic of the Beautiful where it is

described as beautiful dependent on a concept and thus not 'pure' (5: 230).  The purely

beautiful things are supposed to be free from concepts, the viewer sees something in

them,  but  he  does  not  proceed  with  determining  this  quality.  However,  in  adherent

beauty,  the concept is  determined and at  the same time some  practical  usage  of the

object  can be seen, or foreseen. The viewer can see a thing, and then say that it is an

excellent chair. His contemplation of the chair will not be free from thinking how nice it

will be to have such a chair in his dining room. Or, to use Crowther's interpretation of

Kant's example of an adherent beauty of a horse, ''[w]hat kind of horse is it? Is it old or

731 Nick Kaye (2000), Site Specific Art: Performance, Place and Documentation, London and New York: Routledge, p. 2.

732 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 12.

733 Ibid., p. 102.

734 See the example of Fleming in Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational 

Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT Press, p. 144.

735 See, for example, the engagement with the museum by Monk, in Nick Kaye (2000), Site Specific Art: Performance, 

Place and Documentation, London and New York: Routledge, p. xii.

736 Nick Kaye (2000), Site Specific Art: Performance, Place and Documentation, London and New York: Routledge, p. 3.
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young? Is it healthy? Can it pull a cart or clear a fence?''737 

The objects  of  adherent  beauty  are  not  meant  for  disinterested  contemplation. Of

course, there is a moment of free beauty inside of the judgment of the adherent beauty.

In other words, there is a fluctuation between free beauty and adherent beauty. But there

is no fluctuation between adherent beauty and the sublime.

It is relatively easy to show adherent beauty in a particular example of site-specific

art. Gaiger and Kwon discusses Fred Wilson's project Mining the Museum. In this work,

Wilson tries to manipulate the contextuality of the museum's exhibition space, first at

the museum in Baltimore later in the Seattle Art Museum. For example, Wilson put in

the same context ''iron slave shackles next to elaborately wrought silver pitchers, goblets

and decanters in a glass case labelled 'Metalwork 1793 – 1880'''.738 Wilson's political

commentary is a noble one, society should remember dark sides of its history such as

slavery. But such artwork's function is not autonomous and completely determined by

the civil position of Wilson. A viewer of Wilson's work wonders how well the artwork

serves the mean of making the political commentary like another viewer can wonder

how beautifully can a healthy horse clear a fence. Beauty is adherent in both cases.

A lot of artists in Taiwan do site-specific art. Au Sow-Yee (區秀詒) with video project

Kris Project I: The Never Ending Tale of Maria, Tin Mine, Spices and the Harimau

(2016)739 Chang  Yun  Han  ( 張允菡 )  with  site-specific  installation  Your  Museum

(2008),740 a conceptual audio track A Night Visit in Heiqiao by sound artist Feng Hao (馮

737 Paul Crowther (2010), The Kantian Aesthetic: From Knowledge to the Avant-Garde. Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, p. 120.

738 Jason Gaiger (2009), ‘Dismantling the Frame: Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Autonomy’ in The British Journal of 

Aesthetics, vol. 49 (1), p. 50.

739 https://ausowyee.wordpress.com/2016/06/03/kris-project-i-the-never-ending-tale-of-maria-tin-mine-spices-and-the-

harimau-2016/ (accessed on-line on the 14th of December, 2017).

740 http://www.changyunhan.net/129570 (accessed on-line on the 14th of December, 2017).
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昊)741 and others. It is hard to discuss such fresh tendencies in art, a lot of material is too

recent, culture has yet not made the selection. To some degree it is possible to say that

the very first site-specific art projects appeared in Taiwan almost in the same time as in

the  US.  The  first  instances  of  performance  art  in  the  island  has  features  of  site-

specificity. For example, performance Breathing Techniques (空氣呼吸法 ) (1982) by

Zhang Jianfu (張建富 )742 where the universality of the necessity of breathing meets

quite site-specific political metaphor.

The autonomy of the site-specific art is also threaten due to the 'nomad nature' of

artists  who  do  such  projects.  A ''language  derived  from  the  work  of  Deleuze  and

Guattari'',743 as Gaiger calls it, helps Kwon to describe the very specific contemporary

tendency: artists are like nomads, they are detached from the societies. They go from

one museum or 'artist-in-residence' to another. 'Artist-in-residence' seems to be a unique

feature of the age of site-specific art.  This is how  one of  database of such residences

defines the term:

[w]hat  are  residencies?  Artists  and  other  creative  professionals  can  stay  and

work elsewhere temporarily by participating in artist-in-residence programs and

other  residency  opportunities.  These  opportunities  offer  conditions  that  are

conducive to creativity and provide their guests with context, such as working

facilities, connections, audience, etc.744

741 https://fenghao.bandcamp.com (accessed on-line on the 14th of December, 2017).

742 蕭瓊瑞(2015),圖說臺灣美術史 III：深耕戀曲(日治.戰後篇) An Illustrated History of Taiwan Art, vol. 3, Taibei:藝術

家出版社, p. 176.

743 Jason Gaiger (2009), ‘Dismantling the Frame: Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Autonomy’ in The British Journal of 

Aesthetics, vol. 49 (1), p. 50.

744 http://www.transartists.org/about-residencies (accessed on-line on the 25th of December, 2017).
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An artist who does a site-specific art is like a sophist from the Classic age of Greece,

he moves from polis to polis. Such attitudes towards artists and artworks (as to a kind of

a 'wisdom' from a well paid stranger) is widespread in contemporary Taiwan just as in

any other modern developed country. The 2014 Burning Issue Residency Programme by

the  Taipei  Contemporary  Art  Center  is  an  example.  This  is  the  way  this  initiative

describes itself:

[w]alking out the studio and exploring the community and the city, artists regard

artist-in-residence as a process to seek for the breakthrough in practice so as to

response their  researches  in  practicing.  Artists  can  choose  one residence  and

propose a 'key issue' related to it. In the residency, artists manage to deal with the

issue.  (…)  In  comparison  to  traditional  on-site  and  outcome-emphasized

residency, this new form of residency mainly focuses on the cultural researchers

and  the  contemporary  artists  with  their  long-term  concerned  issues  as  their

proposed projects. Whether the proposed issue is important or not is to be the

key factor for candidate’ selection.745

The  site-specific  artists  are  regarded  as  a  problem-solving  force,  anonymous,

homeless, impersonal. For a real artistic personality such artists lack personal interaction

such as between anti-avant-gardists and avant-gardists at the age of the historical Avant-

garde  art.  For  example  the  lifelong  exchange  of  criticism  and  dialogue  between

Alexander Benois (1870-1960) and Malevich would be impossible, if one of them or

both were artists in-residence, if they visited St. Petersburg for a year and then leave it

745 ‘2014 Burning Issue Residency Programme’, http://artres.moc.gov.tw/portal_q1_page.php?button_num=q1&cnt_id=12 

(accessed on-line on the 25th of December, 2017).
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forever and become irrelevant  to each other. Such famous contemporary art critic as

Eleanor Heartney also criticizes the ''short-term collaborations''746 as a ''smack of another

kind of paternalism which assumes that  artists with a superficial understanding of a

community's needs and history can supply the conceptual tools to solve its problems.''747

A rising Taiwanese identity in some degree also leads to an end of Avant-garde art on

the island. It matches a prevalent tendency: globalization rather than internationalization

in general is hostile to the universal claims of taste in Kantian methodology and Avant-

gardists  totality.  If Avant-gardists demand unification of humanity in utopian projects,

artists of the new age have to work with local identities rather than  transcend it.  This

accent  on universalism in  Kantian  aesthetics  was  already stressed by Bürger.  Art  is

sinking into adherent beauty from the sublime aesthetics of the historical Avant-garde

art.

In fact, art moves from 'destruction' or at least 'disruption' of the (aesthetic, bourgeois)

subject  to  affirmation  of  subjectivity.  Kwon  believes  that  ''the  production  of  such

'empowered' subjects, a reversal of the aesthetically politicized subjects of the traditional

avant-garde, that is the underlying goal of much community-based, site-specific public

art today.''748 It is ''[a] reversal because the traditional avant-garde did not seek to affirm

the  subject  but  to  shock  it  loose  from  the  comfort  and  familiarity  of  bourgeois

complacency.''749

746 Hilde S. Hein (2006), Public Art: Thinking Museums Differently, New York and Oxford: Altamira Press, p. 104.

747 Eleanor Heartney (1993), ‘The Dematerialization of Public Art’ in Sculpture, vol. 12 (2), quoted as in Hilde S. Hein 

(2006), Public Art: Thinking Museums Differently, New York and Oxford: Altamira Press, p. 104.

748 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 97.

749 See note 88, Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and 

Cambridge: MIT Press, p. 189.
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4.4 Towards a new Taiwanese art of the beautiful

The strong  tradition  of  local  color  aesthetics  of  Taiwan,  described  in  the  second

chapter, despite all its inherited controversy returns in a new form with a global trend of

site  pecificity.  For  instance,  some  people  who  ethnically  are  Taiwanese  aboriginals

become  artists.  The  group  who  before,  from  the  viewpoint  of  dominating  social

institutions, were related to art mainly as the objects of representation become artistic

subjects. The great examples of such artists can be Yuma Taru (尤瑪 達陸‧ ) and Aruwai

Kaumaka (武玉玲 ). On the other hand, the rich background of local color in Taiwan

helps Yuma Taru and Aruwai Kaumaka to transcend the limitations of adherent beauty

by representing one of possible human modes of rationality, a version of a Kantian ideal

of beauty discussed in 2.4.3.

Moreover, these indigenous Taiwanese artists perform the almost impossible task of

restoring  their  Austranision  communities  badly  damaged  by  modernization  and

colonialism. Yuma Taru was able to restart the education of traditional skills between her

native Atayal.750 The same can be seen in activities of indigenous  sculpturers, such as

Iming Mavaliw, Haku, Rahic Talif,751 and others. Aruwai Kaumaka's art is also cordially

linked with Paiwan.

The ethnic identity crosses the gender one, since many of these artists are women.

These artists follow current tendencies in contemporary art which are, in turn, already

have  been  tested  by  critics.  For  example,  Hal  Foster  writes  a  criticism of  amateur

anthropology, which is often given as art often with a relation to the site specificity.752

750 Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), 

Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正紀念堂管理處, p. 6. 

751 Ibid., p. 9. 

752 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 139.
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How well  do the  Taiwanese  artists  of  aboriginal  origin  represent  their  culture?  The

misrepresentations  are  possible.  As  well  as  straightforward  fakes,  like  Formosan

Aboriginal Culture Village Sun Moon Lake (九族文化村連結日月潭 ). This place

pretends to be representational of Austronesian culture while it uses a boat with a Jolly

Roger,  includes  such  landmarks  as  'Aboriginal  Ropeway',  'Aladdin  Square',  'Mayan

Adventure'  or  even  'UFO  Adventures'.  It  is  basically  a  theme  park  named  'culture

village'  for  the purpose of  selling a fake version of  'Formosan aboriginal  culture'  to

tourists.

Another problem to be cautious of is a forceful implementation of a false assumption

that  any  artist  of  Austronesian  ethnicity  in  Taiwan  is  a  priori  a  representative  of

'Indigenous Contemporary Art'. People can freely choose their cultural identifications.

Kwon, in her critique of 'Art in Action' festival in Chicago, gives an illustrating example

of such a forceful  implementation. Renée Green, an African American artist,  tries to

participate in 'Art in Action' and to do a project related to an architect Frank Lloyd

Wright and his Prairie School.753 However, the administration of the project want her to

do a project related to local African-American community. As a result Green never takes

part in 'Art in Action'. As Kwon puts it in a note, ''Green does not recall being officially

disinvited; Sculpture Chicago may never have felt the need to disinvite her since she had

never been officially invited to participate in the first place (no contracts were signed at

the point of the initial visit). Yet each party seems to have understood the other’s agenda

well enough after Green’s visit to Chicago to refrain from further communication."754

Something  similar  can  happen  in  Taiwan.  Some  artists  from  recent  'Aboriginal

Contemporary Art' exhibition are interested in their cultural identities, but some are just

ethnically belongs to the group.

753 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 141.

754 Ibid., p. 202.
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The assumption of one's representativeness due to ethnic background on the side of

productional aesthetics is paired with a danger of ''[t]he mirage of this coherence [of

community identity], fortified by the fact that the representation of the community is

ostensibly produced with or by the same, is consumed as authenticity''755 on the side of

receptional aesthetics. Moreover, there is much more problems in this direction than a

mere illusion or a mirage. As Kwan warns, the ideal of community stands close with

such risks as racism and ethnic chauvinism.756

After taking into considerations all the risks, it is still possible to say that more and

more good art related to indigenous community finds success in Taiwan. For example,

let us discuss the beauty in works by female artists Yuma Taru (尤瑪 達陸‧ ) and Aruwai

Kaumaka. Yuma Taru is Atayal, she uses a traditional 'tangling technique' ('纏繞技法 ')

to create installation representations of the rivers,  made out of wool yarn.757 Aruwai

Kaumaka is also using soft materials. Her Chinese name is Wu Yuling (武玉玲)758 but

ethnically she belongs to Paiwans. Aruwai Kaumaka uses cotton threads and red wool.759

The art of weaving, earlier considered only a craft, gains more and more significance

in the art world of the 21th century. However, it generates new challenges for a standard

aesthetic  methodology.  For  instance,  the  soft  materials  used  in  weaving  gives  new

dimension to the artwork –  its  softness.  But  the sense of  touch is excluded from the

world of free beauties. Museums traditionally isolate artwork from the viewer by using a

gilded frame and a layer of glass. Some work has already been done in the direction to

understand the uniqueness of weaving as art.  Sheridan Hough has created an approach

755 Miwon Kwon (2002), One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, London and Cambridge: MIT

Press, p. 154.

756 Ibid., p. 150.

757 Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), 

Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正紀念堂管理處, p. 3.

758 Ibid., p. 25.

759 Ibid.
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based on Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology to the work of Mabel McKay, whose heritage

can be considered as one of the earliest examples of the artistic weaving760 like one by

Aruwai Kaumaka and Yuma Taru.761 Just as Merleau-Ponty returns body to the Western

philosophy, Hough begins a project to recognize the  sense of  touch as an aesthetical

problem.

Hough  analyzes the  traditional  baskets  by  Mabel  McKay  (1907-1993),  who is  a

''world-famous shaman and basket maker''762.  Ethnically McKay  is ''the last surviving

member of the Cache Creek Pomo Nation''763. Pomo is a big group of Native American,

who formerly  has  occupied  territory  between  the  Pacific  Coast  and the  Sacramento

Valley in California and who speak seven mutually unintelligible Pomoan languages.764

McKay uses traditional ways of creating baskets which in Pomo culture are viewed as

something sacred.

It  will  be too much of sidetracking to present in detail  Merleau-Pontian approach

Hough develops. One of the main moments, however, is closely linked to the subjects

already discussed in this thesis: the tactile aesthetics of McKay, Aruwai Kaumaka and

Yuma Taru touches the ecological problems through the indigenous genealogy of this

new sort of art. It is art with a nostalgic reference to the time when humanity existed in

an ecological balance. Hough stresses the attention a traditional basketmaker pays to

nature in her creative action: the question how long it takes to make a basket means to

760 Sheridan Hough (2003), ‘Phenomenology, Pomo baskets, and the work of Mabel McKay’ in Hypatia, vol. 18 (2), 

pp. 103-113.

761 I'm very grateful for the time Professor Sheridan Hough has spent discussing her article during the conference 

‘Selfhood, Otherness, and Cultivation’ in NCCU (2019) as well as to the organizers of the conference, Professor Kai 

Marchal and Professor Ellie Hua Wang. To me it is particularly important that Prof. Hough believes it is possible to 

expand her analysis of McKay to other weavers through chronological and cultural borders.

762 Douglas Cazaux Sackman (2010), Wild Men: Ishi and Kroeber in the Wilderness of Modern America, Oxford and New 

York: Oxford University Press, p. 322.

763 Greg Sarris (2013), Mabel McKay: Weaving the Dream, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, p. x.

764 Lyle Campbell (2000), American Indian Languages: The Historical Linguistics of Native America, Oxford and New 

York: Oxford University Press, p. 124.
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such a basketmaker not the time artist invests in the basket, but also time ecology needs

to  create  the  material  for  the  basket.765 The  art  of  (basket)  weaving  seems  to  be  a

particular sort of ecological mindfulness. The result is seen as a live creature rather than

an artwork. Susan Bill, Pomo basket weaver, states that ''[b]askets have a life, a birth,

and a death. Seeing them in the museum case is like seeing them in a hospital ward on

life-support."766

The choice of material in the case of Aruwai Kaumaka and Yuma Taru already signals

the dramatic turn in comparison with Avant-garde art. Of course, some of such 'soft'

mediums as yarn in threads are used before. For example, something like this can be

found in Duchamp's installation in the exhibition 'First Papers of Surrealism' in  New

York (1942). Duchamp uses a mile long thread to cover the whole of the exhibition's

space. The Duchamp's thread completely prevents any movement in the gallery in a way

reminiscent of a frontline with barbed wire. By this installation Duchamp accomplishes

so  much,  that  it  is  pointless  even  trying  to  briefly  put  it  here.  Most  importantly,

Duchamp's thread is used differently than threads in the works by Aruwai Kaumaka and

Yuma Taru. It is made to be hard. It is intensely stretched, belongs more to the militant

world of maleness than the representation of womanhood as one given by Yuma Taru

and  Aruwai  Kaumaka.  The  threads  in  the  installations  by  Yuma  Taru  and  Aruwai

Kaumaka are loosened freely. 

Duchamp's threads are more like a tripwire of a landmine or a wire fence.  Avant-

garde art does not like soft things, only if something is melting can it be excused for its

softness.  As  if  the  extremity  of  hardness  can  be  substituted  with  the  extremity  of

temperature. And all the extremes, all things which are situating at their limits belong to

765 Sheridan Hough (2003), ‘Phenomenology, Pomo baskets, and the work of Mabel McKay’ in Hypatia, vol. 18 (2), 

p. 107.

766 Quoted as in Sheridan Hough (2003), ‘Phenomenology, Pomo baskets, and the work of Mabel McKay’ in Hypatia, 

vol. 18 (2), p. 106.
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sublime aesthetics. Or, as Rayman puts it, ''[c]ontinental philosophers are drawn to the

sublime, because in their reading, it constitutes a site for the working out of the limit

questions characteristic of continental philosophy."767 In art by Aruwai Kaumaka and

Yuma Taru this extreme interest in the limits is replaced with moderateness, the hardness

is replaced with the softness. And art lefts the sublime for a new vision of the beauty.

The  main  sin  of  Avant-garde  art  can  be  a  particular  cult  of  masculinity  which

expresses  itself  sometimes  in  straightforward  machismo,  like  Marinetti  and  the

militarism of Futurism, in its both right and left versions. The other side of this sexist

stance  is  a  model  of  the  oppressive  leadership  found  in  some  of  Avant-garde

movements, for instance, that by Andre Breton in Surrealism or that by Malevich in

Suprematism.

767 Joshua Rayman (2012), Kant on Sublimity and Morality, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, p. 162.
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5 Conclusion

5.1 Towards the 3rd theory of Avant-garde art

There is a deep necessity to revisit the question of what Avant-garde art is, not only as

a completed period in art history, but as a period which ended  a  long time ago.  Both

theories of Avant-garde art were developed closer to the time of Avant-garde than to the

21th century. The first Avant-garde art theory by Renato Poggioli was developed in 1962,

and  the  second,  Peter  Bürger's, was developed  in 1974.  When  Poggioli's  book was

published, Marcel Duchamp was still alive, he was 75. 2017 was the 130 th year since

Duchamp was born and the 100th year since the first exhibition of the Black Square. The

Avant-garde art's сentennial jubilees will be celebrated in the 2020s.

 Although this thesis maintains that the Avant-garde art period has ended, it has no

argument against Hal Foster's attempt despite ''the false pluralism of the posthistorical

museum,  market,  and  academy in  which  anything  goes  (as  long  as  accepted  forms

predominate)  (…)  [to]  traces  these  genealogies  [of  innovative  art]  through  signal

transformations.''768 My conclusion limits the scope of the success of the artists Foster is

interested  in  and  thereby  shows  the  difficulties  Foster  is  facing.  Foster  writes  how

''[s]ince  the  middle  1970s  critical  theory  has  served  as  a  secret  continuation  of

modernism by other means: after the decline of late-modernist painting and sculpture, it

occupied the position of high art, at least to the  extent that it retained, such values as

difficulty and distinction after they had receded from artistic form''.769 However, Foster

illustrates  my  point,  when,  according  to  him,  critical  theory  becomes  ''a  high-art

768 Hal Foster (1996), The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, p. x.

769 Ibid., p. xiv.
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surrogate and an avant-garde substitute''.770 This means, according to Foster, that artwork

loses values such as difficulty and distinction, and the institution of art itself loses the

functions acquired by critical theory. Forster focuses on underground avant-gardes, and,

therefore,  in my view, new sublime aesthetics  only survive at  the fringes of  the  art

world. From this perspective, the given model of the end of the aesthetics of the sublime

as a dominant criterion of aesthetic judgment is compatible with Forster's ideas.

We also observe that Avant-garde artists have a tendency to fight for the right to enter

a museum, while contemporaries create their own art spaces. This further reinforces the

view that Avant-garde art has ended. New York is the precedent, and in particular the

rise of SoHo. After  the rise of SoHo the ''alternative museum and exhibition spaces

became rife then in New York, in other cities in the USA and in the rest of the world.'' 771

Consider, for example, Donald Judd. At the beginning of the contemporary era, in 1968,

he bought an old military barrack to establish his permanent exhibition. 'Dia Center for

the Arts' is another example. It was born out of a foundation created in 1974 by art

collectors  Philippa  de  Menil  and  Heiner  Friedrich.  I  myself  have  participated  in

establishing a gallery Kukhnia ('Kitchen' in Russian)  in Saint Petersburg. The building

Kukhnia was occupied in 2010-2011 and used to be empty because of the situation in the

real estate market after the financial crisis of 2008. The owner could not sell it for a long

period of time and the building became an artists' haunt. At Kukhnia, I gave lectures on

art and held a small personal exhibition together with artist Natalia S. Koroleva. After

the recovery of the real  estate market artists moved further. Anton Chumak was the

leading artist at Kukhnia and established his great and well-deserved career there. From

self-made  spaces  he  has  moved  into  leading  zones  (Russian  Museum  in  Saint

Petersburg) and leading events, like European Manifesta.772

770 Hal Foster (1996), The Return of the Real: The Avant-garde at the End of the Century, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, p. xiv.

771 Jesus Pedro Lorente (2011), The Museums of Contemporary Art: Notion and Development, Burlington: Ashgate, p. 230.

772 See entry 'Anton Chumak' in the database of Art Ru agency, http://agencyart.ru/artists/chumak-anton (accessed on 
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For contemporaries, any abandoned industrial space can be turned into an art space

for  innovative art  which innovates the space it  occupies rather  than art  history.  The

merging of the artist and the art space is a symptom of postmodernism and removes the

independent judgment of the curators. An example of this is Li Yuanjia and his LYC

Museum and Art Gallery (1971-1982). But does a dot need a museum? It seems that Li

Yuanjia had to change his direction due to the environment. 

In a sense, the creation or appropriation of an art space seems to be fundamental in

modern conditions and the creation of good art to be optional, as Shia LaBeouf shows. If

someone invests a lot in his art space the result can only be a success.

One can say that this process has huge advantages. For example, it can be viewed as

'disenchantment' of art in the understanding of Weberian sociology or its 'rationalization'

in terms of philosophy by Jürgen Habermas. Some artists of the second half of the 20 th

century even take the idea of 'disenchantment' as their purpose.773 In this way art comes

closer to human beings. But this signals the end of the aesthetics of sublimity. Instead of

conquering the museum as a fortress, a contemporary artist buys or rents a cheap place

to make it his or her museum. An Egyptian pyramid can be recreated as a casino, like

one in Las Vegas. But such a pyramid loses its sublimity. Of course, this casino brings

pyramids closer to the inhabitants of Las Vegas. Moreover,  a  casino can be beautiful.

But to return to the idea of the beautiful at a large scale we should judge art based on its

beauty. This means less attention should be paid to the radical newness and experimental

elements of art. At its most basic, beauty is not new or old, but eternal.

Mass culture paradoxically does not suffer from commercialization as high art does.

For mass culture there is an open acknowledgment of its commercial or  entertaining

27th of January, 2019).

773 See, for example, the manifesto written in 1968 by Le Parc, Julio Le Parc (2009), ‘Demystifying Art’ in Institutional 

Critique: An Anthology of Artists' Writings, (eds) Alexander Alberro, Blake Stimson, Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

London: The MIT Press, pp. 66-71.
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nature,  and  some  attempts  at  independent  creativity  in  mass  genres.  Graffiti,  for

example, has reached new heights. Thus, Amy Scarfone, one of the reviewers of the

book One Place After Another by Miwon Kwon, complains that Kwon ignores Banksy,

a graffitist who is also ''some of the more organic, interventionist, and 'culture jamming'

artists''.774

It seems that the line of contemporary art is moving down in a diagram '0-x: time, 0-

y: sincerity', while the line of mass culture is moving up. The two lines will converge in

the future, and this will  definitely change the way the art world lives, and probably

creates a firm foundation for the return of the beautiful. For some specialists the ''return

to convention in the art of the 1980s can only seem false, a betrayal of the processes of

thought that our confrontations with art had set in motion.''775 But maybe it is better to be

more open to the new.

Will the new world of the aesthetics be more diverse than what we have now? It

seems that in terms of high and low cultures, the division should be less pronounced.

Will it be more Oriental? That is up to the creative forces of Asia to define. As Kant puts

it, the best divination is ''if the diviner himself creates and contrives the events which he

announced in advance.''776 In one way or another, the future of art will definitely become

more Oriental than in the early years of the 20th century.

It is possible to try, by following Bürger's Marx inspired analysis, to grasp the future

of the aesthetic world in a more detailed way. For Bürger, when institutions critique

themselves, they reach a stage of ultimate maturity. He believes Avant-garde art to be the

stage of the self-criticism of art itself.777 The logical conclusion will be to predict that the

774 Amy Scarfone (2007),‘One Place After Another Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity by Miwon Kwon’ in Rhetoric 

Society Quarterly, vol. 37 (2), p. 211.

775 Douglas Crimp (2000), ‘Redefining Site Specificity’ in Richard Serra, (eds) Hal Foster, Gordon Hughes,

Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, p. 147.

776 Immanuel Kant (1979), Conflict of the Faculties, (tr) Mary J. Gregor, New York: Abaris Books, p. 143.

777 Peter Bürger (1984), Theory of the avant garde, (tr) Michael Shaw, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 20.
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self-criticism of another institution, for example, mass culture, will possibly lead to the

return of the sublime aesthetics. In other words, sublime aesthetics seems to work when

particular systems in the structure of the cultural world bifurcate.

The future of the provocative art strategies seems to be uncertain.  The aesthetical

provocation, which in Kantian terms is an event which leads to the sublime feeling, loses

its power when it becomes history.  The artist has no other way but to repeat what has

happened during the Avant-garde art if she wants to follow the dominating tendency.

Collage, abstraction, primitivist art can be mixed and remixed, but it is, as a proverb

goes, the same old cabbage soup, only thinner. At the same time, the ethical interest of

an artist  is  withering.  This  factor  is  less  obvious but probably even more important

because the Kantian sublime is a two-level process and the second, the ethical element,

is crucial. The image of the artist as a martyr, someone like van Gogh, is replaced with

the  image  of  the  artist  as  a  celebrity.  In  this  context  the  1985 claim by  Taiwanese

minimalist Richard Lin (林壽宇) that 'painting is dead' (「繪畫已死」) seems to be a

well-timed conclusion.778 

Mark C. Taylor believes the turning point was Andy Warhol, who claimed, probably

for the first time after Avant-garde art, that it is appropriate for an artist to be rich.779 It is

how 'the financialization of art' began, according to Taylor. Artists started to not only do

purely commercial projects, but some of them didn't even do or design their own art.

Such artists  as  Warhol,  Koons,  Hirst,  and  Murakami established special  factories  to

produce their art. Contemporary artists do not simply sell artworks. For example, Hirst

was the first  who started to sell  parts of artworks instead,  like in a  stock market.  A

successful  artwork nowadays is  not  made,  it  is  founded  in  a  way  which is  hard  to

778 陳譽仁(nd),減法的極限：林壽宇的回歸與台灣低限主義前史, IT Park Gallery online publication, Taipei. 

http://www.itpark.com.tw/artist/critical_data/173/739/274 (accessed on the 27th of January, 2019).

779 Mark C. Taylor (2012), Refiguring the Spiritual: Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy, New York: Columbia University 

Press, p. 2.
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distinguish from the founding of the joint-stock company.780 Hirst attracted investors,

rather than traditional patrons and kept part of the ownership. 

As Miwon Kwon puts it, the  artist has  become “a cultural-artistic service provider

rather than a producer of aesthetic objects”.781 Jason Gaiger modifies Kwon's analysis

and shows how autonomy in art has been declining since the 60s:

the orientation of recent art practice towards what has come to be termed ‘site-

specificity’ is best understood as a progressive relinquishment of the principle of 

aesthetic autonomy.782

5.2 Taiwanese aesthetics of the sublime

The transition to  the sublime aesthetics  from the aesthetics  of  the beautiful  is  a

complicated process. The transition does not only include both elements, the beautiful

and the sublime, while subordinating the former to the latter, it  also expands and refines

the theory of the sublime. Different elements suggested by Kant, and some elements

Kant never even thought of himself, have been detected and explored by artists of the

original European Avant-garde art and by Taiwanese Avant-garde artists.

 Yan Shuilong (顏水龍),783 Chen Huikun (陳慧坤), and other artists in the 60s were

interested in the culture of Taiwan's aborigines. Kant speaks about the sublime figure of

780 Mark C. Taylor (2012), Refiguring the Spiritual: Beuys, Barney, Turrell, Goldsworthy, New York: Columbia University 

Press, p. 12.

781 Ibid., p. 4.

782 Jason Gaiger (2009), ‘Dismantling the Frame: Site-Specific Art and Aesthetic Autonomy’ in The British Journal of 

Aesthetics, vol. 49 (1), p. 43.

255



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900191

a warrior and how tattoos, and body art, help to create an image of a brave person (5:

231). The  Kantian tattoo  is a symbol of a 'noble savage'  obviously connected to what

Lyotard calls  the  second mode of  the  sublime,  that  of  nostalgia.784 Back in  original

Avant-garde  art, Gauguin left  Europe  in  search  for  the  unspoiled  world.785 This

Primitivism is  close to what Kant writes  about  simplicity.  However,  Kant's simplicity

(Einfalt)  is quite  far  from a  commonsensical  conception  of  simplicity:  it  is  ''artless

purposiveness [kunstlose Zweckmäßigkeit]'' and it is ''as it were the style of nature in the

sublime, and so also of morality, which is a second (supersensible) nature'' (5: 276).

The important element is an attempt of the atonement of history. In Europe it is

related to a consciousness of colonialism and slavery. In Russia the atonement has a

unique inward turn, as shown by Goncharova's interest in folk culture with a background

of serfdom, privilege, and Westernization of the nobility. For Taiwanese Avant-garde

Austronesian indigenous people are those whose world predates Chinese colonization

and is now but a fraction of what it is used to be.

There are also Taiwanese artists who have found inspiration in Chinese prehistoric

artifacts, like ancient bronze vessels, stone tablets, and Oracle bone script. The Oriental

art group  is especially interested in Chinese heritage.786 During the 60s Austronesians

were often ignored due to the interest in Chinese aesthetics. The nostalgia of China can

be easily understood because of the number of prominent Taiwanese Avant-garde artists

783 蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展, Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 46. See the illustrations.

784 Jean-Frangois Lyotard (1984), The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (tr) Geoff Bennington and Brian 

Massumi, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, pp. 79-80.

785 David Sweetman (1995), Paul Gauguin: A Life, New York: Simon & Schuster, p. 157.

786蕭瓊瑞(2007),從創新到前衛──50-60 年代台灣美術發展, Taichung: National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts Online 

publication, p. 7.
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born in  mainland China.787 In addition, there were political complications.  During the

50s and the 60s Taiwanese were supposed to be subjects of "re-sinicization"788 as they

were viewed as 'infected' by Japanese culture.789

If one considers the interest in Chinese cultural heritage by artists of the 60s and a

continuity of sensibility, to use Clement Greenberg's expression, it is possible to see the

influence  of  jade discs,  also  called  bi discs, in  Taiwanese  Avant-garde  art.  The

silhouettes of the bi discs, present in China since pre-history and featured in the National

Palace Museum in Taipei,  can be found in the work of such artists as Li Yuanjia (his

'Cosmic  point'),790 Liu  Guosong,791  Liu  Shengru792 and others.793 If,  as  Lyotard

believes,794 abstract artists try to justify the absolute with their art, it should be related to

traditional religious symbolism. An example of such a relationship is the location of

Malevich's Black Square in the krasnyi corner, a traditional sacred place of house icons.

The  bi  disc is a special form of sublimity. It is interpreted as an old form of Chinese

shamanism,795 probably  a  ritual  link  between  the  human  world  and  the  heavens.

Traditionally, and even in the present, the circle has been a Chinese celestial symbol, a

787 Thus, Xiao Qiongrui and Lin Mingxien (林明賢) periodizes the art of 60s as 'Mainland influences' see Xiao Qiongrui 

and Lin Mingxien (2004), Collision and action: the development of modern art in post-war Taiwan (1945-1987), (tr) 

Luo Yaxuan (羅雅萱), Taichung: Taiwan Meishuguan, p. 113.

788 Antonio Chun-Nan Chiang (2010) ‘Taiwan: Yearning for an Identity’ in Taiwan Today, (eds) Anita Sharma and Sreemati

Chakrabarti, London, New York and Delphi: Anthem Press, p. 21.

789 Tse-han Lai, Ramon H. Myers, Wou Wei (1991), A Tragic Beginning: The Taiwan Uprising of February 28, 1947, 

Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 49.

790 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術, Taibei:遠流出版公司, p. 193, p. 198.

791 Xiao Qiongrui 蕭瓊瑞(2017), Xiandai. Shuimo. Liu Guosong. 現代.水墨.劉國松, Taipei: Yishujia, pp. 89-101.

792 賴瑛瑛(2003),台灣前衛：六○年代複合藝術, Taibei:遠流出版公司, pp . 126-129.

793 Please, see the illustrations. 

794 Jean-François Lyotard (1994), Lessons on the Analytic of the sublime: Kant's Critique of judgment, sections 23-29, (tr) 

Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford: Stanford University Press, p. 157.

795  Shu-P'ing Teng (2000), ‘The Original Significance of Bi Disks: Insights Based on Liangzhu Jade Bi with Incised 

Symbolic Motifs,’ (tr) Lothar von Falkenhausen, in Journal of East Asian Archaeology, vol. 2 (1), p. 165.
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traditional association related also to the  bi discs.796 At the same time,  bi  discs as an

image of a round entrance has somehow been reincarnated in Chinese culture in many

forms, as, for example, the moon gates (月亮門). Besides the bi discs, Chinese ancient

aesthetics share a lot in common with shamanism. Even the character 'beauty' mei (美) is

interpreted by Gao Jianping797 and by Li Zehou798 as  originating from an image of  a

dancing shaman-like figure in a goat mask or wearing a headdress with plumage.

Kandinsky  is  also  deeply  interested  in  shamanism.  Weiss'  analysis  of  parallel

between Kandinsky's text and shamanist enchantment reveal a close attitude towards

unanimated  objects  quite  different  from  a  commonsensical  view.  In  the  shamanist

worldview everything is full of spirits. The stone is no less alive than the  human being.

In Christianity this does not exist, humans alone have souls. Descartes views animals

simply as machines without sensations. Kandinsky wanted to reanimate at least part of

the world of unanimated physical objects, at least the ones related to the fine arts and by

doing this to cure the 'cracked vase of the Modern soul'.799

One of the main elements of the consciousness of an abstract painter is readiness to

assess color for what it is rather than for what it refers to. Malevich means this when he

demands the liberation of colors,800 and Kandinsky's view on 'inner life of color'801 is

similar. This attitude towards color as a living creature brings the shamanist worldview

and the aesthetics of abstract art very near to each other. Another important element is a
796 Li Shuicheng (2014), ‘Eternal Glory: The Origins of Eastern Jade Burial and Its Far-Reaching Influence’ in Death 

Rituals, Social Order and the Archaeology of Immortality in the Ancient World, (eds) Colin Renfrew, Michael J. Boyd, 

Iain Morley, New York: Cambridge University Press, p. 319.

797 Gao Jianping (2001), ‘The Original Meaning of the Chinese character for 'beauty'’ in Filosovski vestnik, vol. 22 (2), 

p. 143.

798 Li Zehou (2010), The Chinese Aesthetic Tradition, Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, p. 2.

799 Pegg Weiss (1986), ‘Kandinsky and 'Old Russia': An Ethnographic Exploration’ in Syracuse Scholar, vol. 7 (1), p. 71.

800 Kazimir Malevich (1995), ‘The turning point’ in Kazimir Malevich, Collected Works in 5 Volumes, vol. 1, Articles, 

manifestos, theoretical essays and other works, 1913-1929, (eds) A.S. Shatskich and A.D. Sarabyanov, Moscow: Hylaea,

pp. 104-105.

801 Vasily Kandinsky (1992), On the Spiritual in Art, Moscow: Archimedes, p. 14.
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shamanist flight. Shamanist traditions usually include a special kind of imagined journey

– shamanist flight, when the spirit of a shaman leaves his body to go to the world of the

spirits.802 The  viewer  of  abstract  art  is  also  'flying'  in  a  world  of  colors.  Malevich

explicitly claims that he has broken ''the ring of the horizon''803 for his viewers and that

he has created a new world. The idea of duality between the art world and the everyday

world as well as a belief in the possibility of a journey between the two with help by a

lofty medium (shaman or Avant-garde artist) creates a connotational structure between

two traditions which can explain why artists,  from Kandinsky  to Beuys and  Aruwai

Kaumaka, are so interested in shamanism.

However, it  is equally possible for shamanist connotations in modern art to shift

towards the beautiful or towards the sublime. Thus, Kandinsky is more on the side of the

sublime due to the shocking newness of abstract art in the 20s, but, for example the

contemporary Taiwanese  artist Aruwai Kaumaka is on the side of the beautiful. Her art

is related to shamanism because, according to Kaumaka, after the typhoon Morakot the

ancestral spirits encouraged her in a prophetic dream to return to her tribe to do art.804

Such late initiations are known in classical Siberian material on shamanism.805 Her art is

beautiful rather than sublime, because she uses soft materials and it is full of  nuanced

colors and organicism.

The Daoist dynamic view on cosmology plays a role in the choice of a point as the

signature form of abstract art by Li Yuanjia. The aesthetics of the moving objects plays a

802 Roger Finch (2004), ‘Drum, shamanic: form and structure’ in Shamanism: An Encyclopedia of World Beliefs, Practices,

and Culture, (eds) Mariko Namba Walter, Eva Jane Neumann Fridman, Santa Barbara, Denver, and Oxford: ABC-CLIO,

p. 103.

803 Kazimir Malevich (2003), ‘From Cubism and Futurism towards Suprematism’ in Kazimir Malevich, The Black Square, 

(ed) Alexandra Shatskich, Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka klassica, p. 29.

804 Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), 

Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正紀念堂管理處, p. 25.

805 Evgeny A. Torchinov (2017), The Path in transcendence: Religions of the world. Psychotechnics and transpersonal 

states, Saint Petersburg: Palmira, pp. 126-128. 
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special role in the theory of the sublime. A video shows objects in motion, and moving

physical  objects  are  naturally  blurred.  In  our  everyday  perception  moving  physical

objects are formless, just as the object of a sublime feeling. The static objects, like a

painting,  are clear,  they are perceived as having forms in regard of the dynamically

sublime and thus to be beautiful. A video art Suprematist Kapital by Taiwanese art group

Zukunftsmusik  makes  sublime  aesthetics  of  Suprematism  beautiful  because  in  the

dynamic state everything is between forms. What is beautiful in a dynamic state will be

sublime in a static state because of our ability to filter out the blurriness of the dynamic

objects. However, this ability has its limits, thus humans are unable to grasp the forms in

a horse trotting until the invention of the photograph. To a human eye the legs of a

moving horse  are  just  a  blurred  mess.  Thomas  Eakins  (1844-1916) was the  first  to

demonstrate precisely how horses move based on a systematic photographic analysis

made for his painting  The Fairman Rogers Four-in-Hand (1879-80).806 Eakins'  work

belongs to the beautiful because he presents this movement without the optical effects of

dynamism so loved by Futurists.  A moving circle in the eye of an observer is not a

circle, it  looks like a falling drop of water (which is,  according to a photograph, an

illusion because  water  falls  in  little  spheres).  For  the  human eye the  moving  circle

generates  a  sort  of  a  cone,  something  like  a  comet's tail,  pointing  in  the  direction

opposite to the movement.

Li Yuanjia's signature form of abstract art,  something as formless as a  geometric

point, best demonstrates this logic of a dynamic state in a static medium. On the one

hand, one can say that  through Daoist symbolism Li Yuanjia finds  a realization of the

second type of sublime according to Kant, the dynamically sublime feeling from object

too powerful for our senses  (dynamisch Erhabene, 5: 260-266). On the other hand, Li

Yuanjia's  art  demonstrates  new facets  of  the dynamically  sublime.  It  is  not  just  too

806 Henry Adams (2005), Eakins Revealed: The Secret Life of an American Artist, Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, pp. 263-265.
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powerful, it is also too fast for our senses.

New Taiwanese art  of  the beautiful  already dominates  Taiwan's  art  world after

Avant-garde art left Taiwan. It can be seen in such female artists as Aruwai Kaumaka

and Yuma Taru. Art globally tends to revisit indigenous art themes.  The image Avant-

garde art creates is fundamentally flawed because in Europe in the 20s there is no

direct connection between the cultures of Africa and Austronesia. The artists see only

objects delivered by dealers. As ''[m]any potential pieces of primitive art [sic], made

in  the  mainly  tropical  climates  from  which  primitive  art  pieces  are  drawn,  are

composed of soft materials or a combination of soft and hard materials: flowers and

woven  palm-leaf  offerings,  baskets,  bamboo,  bark  cloth.  These  more  ephemeral

materials tend to disappear before the objects can be turned into art.''807 The dealers

remove  the  soft  elements  from the  artifacts  they  sell  to  make  the  artifacts  more

durable and also  to  give them  a  more  modern look.808 The museum workers and

gallerists are also interested in such modifications because a flower rots much faster

than  wood.  Moreover,  it  is  much  easier  to  keep  wood,  stone  or  ivory  in  good

condition than wool or skin.

This  image  of  African  and  Austronesian  art,  stripped  of  all  soft  decorative

elements, greatly contribute to the shocking element Avant-garde artists so readily

and desirably embrace. Avant-garde artists needed to stretch a thread to the limit and

fix the canvas properly to the hard wooden underframe. However, in the art of Aruwai

Kaumaka and Yuma Taru the original ecocentric softness returns.

807 Shelly Errington (1998), The Death of Authentic Primitive Art: And Other Tales of Progress, Berkeley, Los Angeles and

London: University of California Press, pp. 80-81.

808 Ibid.
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Illustrations

Liu Guosong (劉國松), Xiao Xue or Lesser snow, 20th of the 24 solar terms (小雪), 

1963.
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Liu Guosong (劉國松), The Blue Moon (藍月圖), from the Space series (太空系列), 

1969.
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Yan Shuilong (顏水龍), The Orchid Island's Impression (蘭嶼印象), 1972.
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Li Yuan-Jia (李元佳), Untitled, 1962.
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Li Yuan-Jia (李元佳), Untitled installation with moveable Magnetic Photographic Points

on hanging metallic discs, 1980s.

General view, Camden Arts Centre, 2001.

Installation shot of participant manipulating Li’s moveable Magnetic Photographic 

Points on hanging metallic discs (detail), 1980s.
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Huang  Zhiyang ( 黃 致 陽 ),  from  the  series Faxiang  Shuofa  ( 法 相 說 法 ).

Faxiang Shuofa 法相說法 No. 4, 1989, ink on Xuan paper.
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Huang Zhiyang (黃致陽), from the series Faxiang Shuofa (法相說法).

Faxiang Shuofa 法相說法 No. 3, 1989, ink on Xuan paper.
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'Human  figure  showing  ribs',  a  bark-

engraving from Chatham Island.809

Cervid  with  internal  drawing,  a  Rock-

engraving from the Eastern Siberia.810

Shamanistic  art  in  the  'x-ray  style'

(Lommel).

'Schematic representation of human ribs'

from Australian wooden ritual implement.811

809 Andreas Lommel (1967), Shamanism: The Beginnings of art, New York and Toronto: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
p. 136.

810 Ibid., p. 131.
811 Ibid., p. 136.
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Li Mei-shu (李梅樹), Washing Clothes in a Clear Stream (清溪浣衣), 1981.

Ilya Ye. Repin, A Religious Procession in Kursk, 1880-1883.
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Li Mei-shu (李梅樹), A Tranquil Village (寧靜的村落), 1927.

Li Mei-shu (李梅樹), The Morning at the River Bank (河邊清晨), 1970.
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A wood print without a name from Taiwan Folk Art, by Xi Dejin.812 

Liao Xiuping (廖修平), The Double Blessing 1, 2, 3 (雙福一二三), 2008.

812 Xi Dejin席德進 (1978), Taiwan Folk Art 台灣民間藝術, Taipei: Xiongshitushu publishing雄獅圖書股份有限公司,

 p. 60.
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The shadow of the bi disc 1813

1

2 3

4 5
6

7

8

9

813 The names of the artist and of the artworks are given below, please follow the numbers.
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The shadow of the bi disc 2

10 11 12

13 14

15

16 17

18
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The shadow of the bi disc: the information on the artworks

1. Jade bi disc, Liangzhu Culture c. 3200-2200 B.C.E., National Palace Museum.

2. Li Yuanjia (李元佳), a piece from an untitled installation, Camden Arts Centre, 

photo is made in 2001.

3. Li Yuanjia (李元佳), an untitled installation, Camden Arts Centre, photo is made 

in 2001.

4. Liu Guosong (劉國松), The Shadow of the Night in Early Spring (早春夜影), 

1963.

5. Xiao Qin (蕭僅), The Dispersed world (分裂的世界), 1965.

6. Li Yangqi (李鍚奇), Untitled, 1957.

7. Liu Shengrong (劉生容), No. 86, 1969.

8. Xiao Qin (蕭勤), The Emergence of the New World-7 (新世界之誕生-7). 1997.

9. Zhu Weibai (朱為白), The Three in One (三位一體), 2010.

10. Zhu Weibai (朱為白), Yuan (元), 1999.

11. Zhu Weibai (朱為白), The Return to the Primordial Unity 1 (歸元組合 1), 1997.

12. Zhu Weibai (朱為白), The Return to the Primordial Unity 2 (歸元組合 2), 1997.

13. Li Shiqiao (李石樵), The Dream of the Ancient Stones (璋璋的夢)，1970.

14. Huo Gang (霍剛), Untitled 25, 2012.

15. Chen Tingshi (陳庭詩), The Hibernation 11 (蟄#11), 1969.

16. Chen Tingshi (陳庭詩), The Insight (窺), 1968.

17. Xiao Qin (蕭勤), Towards Sirius (向天狼星致敬), 2005.

18. Yao Qingzhang (姚慶章), In High Spirits (揚眉吐氣), na.
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The new techniques by Liu Guosong

Liu  Guosong  is  showing  his  technique  

of 'water print' ('水拓技法'814).

Liu Guosong is painting on the back side of 

a paper.815

 

Liu Guosong is removing a layer of paper

like in zhijin technique ('紙筋法'816).

814 Xiao Qiongrui 蕭瓊瑞 (2017), Xiandai. Shuimo. Liu Guosong. 現代.水墨.劉國松, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 160. Translation

of '水拓技法' as 'water print' is from Joseph Zhang 張子寧 (2007), ‘On the Process of Liu Guo-sung's Water-Ink 

Painting Experiment and His Position in Modern Water-Ink Painting試論劉國松水墨實驗歷程—兼述其在現代水墨

畫發展的地位’ in Liu Kuo-sung, 60 Years of Painting劉國松繪畫一甲子, (ed) Jiang Meisiang江梅香, Taoyuan: 

Chan Liu Art Museum.

815 Xiao Qiongrui 蕭瓊瑞 (2017), Xiandai. Shuimo. Liu Guosong. 現代.水墨.劉國松, Taipei: Yishujia, p. 97.

816 Joseph Zhang 張子寧 (2007), ‘On the Process of Liu Guo-sung's Water-Ink Painting Experiment and His Position in 

Modern Water-Ink Painting試論劉國松水墨實驗歷程—兼述其在現代水墨畫發展的地位’ in Liu Kuo-sung, 60 

Years of Painting劉國松繪畫一甲子, (ed) Jiang Meisiang江梅香, Taoyuan: Chan Liu Art Museum, p. 44.
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Aruwai Kaumaka and Yuma Taru

Aruwai  Kaumaka,  an  untiteled

installation.

Aruwai Kaumaka, working.

Yuma Taru, an untiteled installation. Yuma Taru, an untiteled installation.817

817 All untitled pictures of installations by Yuma Taru are from Malang, Aboriginal Contemporary Art Exhibition 「山‧海

靈境—Malang 美的釋放」原住民族當代藝術展, (2018), Taipei: Guoli Zhongzheng Jiniantang Guanlichu 國立中正

紀念堂管理處, p. 7. The untitled pictures of installations by Aruwai Kaumaka are from the same source, p. 25.
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