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On the occasion of the 150th anniversary
of Viennese artist Gustav Klimt's, Chinese
young artist Li Qing picked up the pen to
chronicle the important chapters of Klimt's
artistic career. Kiimt, a former revolutionist
and an "infidel", away from the cusp, he
became less interested in movement; it was
his art studio that granted him peace and
freedom. Compared to the flurry of revolt
and subversion, the only instinctive loyalty
to the artistic mind is sustainable in the long
run. This is the inspiration from one of our
most llustrious distant predecessor to the
present generation.

Gustav Kiimt is from Vienna; and, a man from
Vienna, a fact instantly recognizable from his
accent. Speaking of Vienna, if your impression
stops at a Golden Hall's New Year concert, then |
assume you are an honest CCTV fan, but did you
know, there exists a more expansive kind of gold:
the gilded works of Kiimt. In 2008, his work "Adele
Bloch-Bauer I sold for $ 135 million, surpassing
Picasso's "Gargon & la pipe", becoming the
world's most expensive painting.

This year is Klimt's 150th anniversary, and
all of Vienna's major museums are exhibiting
their inventories on Kiimt. His most famous work
“The Kiss" (1907-1908) hangs in the magnificent
Belvedere Museum, while Leopold Museum
presented 400 written documents sent by Kiimt to
o
woman depicted in one of his famed works, *The
Kiss". In addition, there are 100 drawings, all of
which display naked women, full of lust, many of

Fidge, his life companion believed to be the

whom were Kiimt's lovers.
I know | am putting this together like tabloid
fodder, but | don't seem to have a choice -~ it's
the result of the setting, in the context of this
article. | am certainly not the first person to do so.
“Magnificent, lustful desire”, are the most used
words to describe Kiimt and the life he led. *His
images convey exceptional beauty, it's almost like

an instinctively wonderful feeling." says art critic
Richard Koch. As of today, like the "Mona Lisa",
*The Kiss" is reproduced on countless everyday

Klimt - A

Revolutionist
by LiQing

merchandise like mugs, fridge magnets, key rings.
cup mats, so don't feel shocked if you see it on
the packaging of condoms one day.

Even with an awareness of his prominence, |
was still a bit surprised when | learned that Klimt
was ranked number three on “Top 200 Artists of
the 20th Century to Now" ing, in a survey by the
British newspaper *The Times" a poll participated
by over 1.4 million people. | don't quite remember
the first time | saw his work, probably in a photo
book when | was in middle school, a relatively

deep impression was when a classmate painted

*Music I to decorate a small bar, a gorgeous
yet melancholy picture especially suitable for
such a decadent setting. However, back then, it
seemed nothing but a cliché

And in fact, it's the same case at the art
academies around the world. Klimt has always
been neglected, because his paintings are so
beautiful, and students tend to drawn to artists
like Cezanne, Freud, Mo Randy, or Giacometti -
the bitter, the simpler, the dumber, the dirtier, the

better - instead of masters such as Picasso and

Matisse. And don't even mention the pornography
genre.

Symbolism and art nouveau related to Klimt
are unfortunately regarded as minor chapters
in the textbook of art history, and most of the
time, we are submerged in the golden haloes of
Impressionism, Post-Impressionism, Cubism,
Surrealism and Dada movement. This customary
gesture amongst our predecessors was even

“ more obvious: Kiimt and his ilk would be defeated

as the typical corrupted fallen bourgeois, and
eventually, only those artists who speak for the

toiling masses
be undoubtedly endorsed with accolades of

e Repin and Kollwitz would

brilliance.
So a few years ago when | first visited
Vienna, | carefully browsed through the exhibition
on Vienna Actionism (another internationally
influential genre following the Secession in
Austria) in the Museum of Modern Art (MUMOK).
Later, while | was lingering, looking at the
pretty streetscape, | passed by the Secession
Art Museum (Wiener Secessionsgebéude)
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without affording a glance. | decide to do a
brief introduction here to compensate for my
earlier inconsideration. It was built in 1898,
ommissioned to stand as a representation of the
Viennese Art Nouveau movement, as well as to

function as an exhibition hall. The Secession was
a self-organized group of rebel artists outraged
a1d dissatisfied with the traditional academics.
They were separated from *Company of Artists"
dominated by long-established fine art institution
and its administrations, an organization in

which Kiimt became its first president. Wiener
Secessionsgebaude was bift on hot blood,

and it became the frontier of revolutionary.
achievements.

"To every age its art, to art its freedom" is the
motto of the Secessionist movement, engraved
above the entrance of the pavilion. The typical
Art Nouveau gold dome decorated with gilded
Jugendstil branches and leaves, blends perfectly
with the simple geometric forms of the main
construction, and is an excellent representation of

Secession architecture.

The most effective way to absorb a revolution
is to quickly bestow on it, a degree of success.
This is something that has occurred frequently in

the history of art, even Impressionism which was
once attacked as provocative, and later became
aclassic all-encompassing taste. Similarly with
Secession, the first exhibition organized in 1898
had not been much of a rejection, and it even
received a lot of praise. In 1900, Austria’s main
pillar to participate in international exhibitions
was no longer the Company of Artists, but
the Secession. Their magnificent yet delicate,
beautiful yet plaintive style was pretty much in line
with the Vienna's end of the century trend. Despite
the Empire being in recession, art and literary.
were loosely treated, the general public was arty
and even indulged in pleasure. Secession, Freud,
Musil, Ciwei, grid, Mahler, Schoenberg, and all
sorts of people, brought Vienna to the peak of
modernism, but it was also the quick success that
diluted stunning aurora of revolution.

No man is born a revolutionist. In the early
years, Kiimt was pleased to be classified as

‘academic. When he began to undertake work
of murals and architectural decoration, he was
till under the influence of neo-classicism. The
gold engraver's son revealed a preference for
gold hues, adding ornamental styles to his work
In 1892, the death of his brother Ernst caused
abig blow. He didn't paint in the three years
that followed. These dreadful years changed his
understanding of fate and affected his artistic
vision. When he picked up his brush again, he

could o longer endure the seemingly senseless
and empty notions of beauty.
/And two years later, he created his most

ambitious masterwork - *Philosophy”, *Mec
and "Jurisprudence” to decorate the ceiling of the
Great Hallin the University of Vienna it was a
necessary time for self-declaration to the world.
*Philosophy” (1900) was the first to complete
among the three, a depiction of distorted naked
wormen thrown together but not united into
acylindrical tower, all characters seem to be
drifting in an aimless trance. The universe in the
background is a gigantic void onto which a barely
recognizable image of a woman is projected, as if
in deep sleep, or in contemplation. At the bottom
of the canvas is another face of a woman half-
veiled, representing the wisdom, her obscured,
hyprotic eyes looking directly at the viewers.
Kiimt abandoned all common symbols and
presented a dreamlike mass of humanity, instead
of the original proposal "The Victory of Light over
Darkness".

‘The painting triggered a huge controversy, 87
members of the Gomittee of the University of
Vienna, publicly expressed their opposition, and
asked the Ministry of Education to the cancel the.
commission. Klimt was accused for violating the
idea of mastery of nature through science, and of
dark obscure symbolism. He was then called "an
ignorant painter”.

The critics' interpretation s, in fact, correct.
Kiimt regarded Nietzsche as the great philosopher,
willfuly played his personal philosophy, as claimed
in “The Birth of Tragedy", rationalism *optimistic"
sensitivity must be accompanied by tragic, and
uncertainty should be accepted in our cognitive
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range. The Misty universe is really laughing at
the incompetence of reasoning, and suspicion
for science to liberate human from suffering. The
other two works, "Medicine* and “Jurisprudence"
retain the same acerbic suspicion, and provoked
quite a stir.

And when Kiimt made the decision to become.
an arrogant infidel, he knew the only way to deal
with arrogant enemies is to be more arrogant
than they were. Unwilling to compromise, he
utterly rejected the Commission's propose
to move these three paintings to the National
Gallery, and ultimately resigned the commission
o reclaim ownership of the works. This project
turned out to be Kiimt's last acceptance of a
public commission. Unfortunately, the three most
ambitious masterpieces were lost in the fire of the
Nazi doomsday canival along with many of his
other works in 1945. None of his survived works
are comparable to these three in mass or field.

*If you cannot please everyone with your
deeds and your art, please a few. To please many
s bad," quoted German playwright Schiller on
Kiimt's work. | am curious what would he think if
he get to see plentiful love the world has for him
today. Paradoxically, the world has the tendency
to give convention definition to beauty, and with
the passage of time, they are surprised to find out
how ridiculously shallow they were. Great
struggle with such definition, and eventually,
inevitably, become an archetype for this new
definition - like all revolutionists, unwilling to
become a hostage of the era, but fall into traps of
their descendants.

Such example are translated into a new kitsch,
2 popular style is reproduced extensively to
match consumers' needs. Kiimt style is precisely
captured by kitsch due to his intense sensual
beauty, and is constantly used for a variety of
objects and products. As a result, the images.
have lost their original appeal, and become
symbols, like a revolutionist idol degenerated into
trinkets used to embellish, to adorn. The barrier
between Kiimt and academia remained obscure

even after a hundred years, and flows, a century
later in kitsch.

Nevertheless, this has nothing to do with
revolutionists. Kiimt did not live to see the day of
ition
and became less controversial, and also began

his own revolution. He gained more recogr

to receive the appreciation for work which had
previously been dismissed as containing themes
of obscene, deceptive chaos. He was no longer
in the cusp. The torch of modernism was passed
tothe next generation of pure expressionists like
Egon Schiele and Oskar Kokoschka, Kiimt was
supportive of the younger generation that yet was
somewhat lost, leading to the comment: *Young
people always want to tear up the existing before
their first attack, but it doesn't bother me."

There is a photograph of Kiimt which is more
appealing to me than his works. He s dressed in
arobe, standing in the garden of his studio, as
if he's examining dense vegetation i a trance.

The robe is wrapped around him in the style of
the wise men of ancient Greece, or a troubadour
- perhaps he just wanted to dress like his ideal
Dionysus. Itis said that he preferred to wear the
robe with nothing underneath, spending his days
‘with several beautiful models, painting while
indulging in earthly delights. The bearded and
disheveled middle-aged man was already famous

by then, and like many esoteric revolutionists in
their later years, retreated into the closed doors,
became less interested in movement, reluctant
to talk about themselves or arguing with others,
and preoccupied with female sexuality and lived
in a trance-like state. His paintings of women
were really just to fulfil himself. He didn't need
someane to tell him what s precious - like all
powerful male animals, he simply acted out of free
will, and finally gained freedom in a life without
revolt.

Perhaps he already knew that the road of
artis longer than the road of revolt, and only by
following one's instincts could one keep moving
forward. But, by then, he would rather be the
target instead of the gun. After all, a target is what
everyone is aiming at.

*Gustay Kiimt: The Complete Paintings" published by
Taschen Publishing House, December, 2012
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