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From "Li" to ""Ren'': When Confucius Straightened His Back

Deng Zhongyuan
Hubei Yuande Calligraphy and Painting Society, China Hubei Huanggang 438000

Abstract: For five hundred years since Raphael's The School of Athens, a Renaissance masterpiece symbolizing
the pinnacle of human wisdom, Eastern sages have been notably absent from Western artistic canons. In 2025, the
monumental oil painting The Discourse of Confucius and Laozi reconstructed the spiritual landscape of the dialogue
between Confucius and Laozi, addressing this historical omission. This paper examines three core dimensions of the
transformation of Confucius's image—from bowing to standing tall, from making a ceremonial bow to holding a torch,
and from static to dynamic—along with a philological decoding of the torch's symbolic imagery of "Hongmeng" and
the innovative compositional complementarity of Confucianism and Daoism. Through a modern translation of visual
language, the painting elevates Confucian thought from the normative framework of "Li" to the subjective core of
"Ren," thereby offering a visual restoration and contemporary interpretation of the Axial Age’s spiritual breakthrough
"from gods to humans."

Keywords: Confucius's image; Visual symbols; "The Discourse of Confucius and Laozi"; Complementarity of

confucianism and daoism; Cultural heritage
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