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The exhibition “ Twentieth Century Chi-
nese Painting: Tradition and Innovation” examines
the survival of traditional elements in Chinese paint-
ing and the transformations which steer Chinese
painting forward in time to ride the waves of
change.

From the appearance of pictographs on the
surface of caves, shells and primitive pottery to
literati painting that reached its zenith in the Ming
and Qing dynasties, Chinese painting claims a
proud heritage of over two thousand years. The
traditional instruments of brush and ink used in
Chinese painting are responsible for the emergence
of the uniquely graphic and line-oriented quality
in Chinese painting. Through tumultuous events
that shaped the development of Chinese history,
ink painting has always been able to revitalize it-
self and surge forward in history in renewed vital-
ity.

The development of Chinese painting in
the 20th century can be divided into three peri-
ods. The first period is from 1901 to 1949, the sec-
ond period from 1949 to 1976, and the third from
1976 to the present. Some further divide the third
period into two sub-periods, that is, 1976 to 1989
and post 1989.

The chronological divisions are marked
with momentous historical events. In 1911, the
Manchu empire collapsed to make way for the
establishment of the Republic of China. In 1949,
the establishment of the People’s Republic of China
steered artistic development in a social direction
that reached its height in the Great Cultural Revo-
lution in 1966. The end of the Cultural Revolution
in 1976 was followed by an outpour of creative
energy. The temporary interlude of restrain brought
about by the turn of events at the Tian'anmen of
1989 bursted into full blossoming after Deng
Xiaoping took a journey to the south in 1992 to
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Dated 1957
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Zen painting

Dated 1974

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

promulgate a national programme of liberal eco-
nomic policy.

1901-1949

The first period of development was dis-
tinguished by artists like Wu Changshuo (1844-
1927), Qi Baishi (1864-1957) and Huang Binhong
(1865-1955). These artists upheld the literati tradi-
tion and they were supporters of the Jinshi (Steles)
School that emphasized the calligraphic quality of
painting.

The increasing encroachment of western
powers during this period spurred the Chinese in-
tellectuals onto an examination of the validity of
their own culture. There followed a nationwide
attempt to learn from the west in order to achieve
parity with the west.

The self-strengthening reform movements
which started in the late nineteenth century culmi-
nated in the May Fourth Movement of 1919. Many
intellectuals including painters took up the mis-
sion to save the country through art. Artists went
to Europe and Japan to study. Gao Jianfu (1879-
1951) went to Japan to study art in 1906. Upon his
return to China in 1908, he embarked on the pro-
motion of a New Chinese Painting (xin guohua)
which would incorporate the western realist tech-
niques of perspective and shading. This was in
line with the Chinese idea of “drawing utilitarian-
ism (yong) from the west and retaining the es-
sence (#1) of Chinese culture”, an idea propounded
by one of the earliest visionaries of reform Zhang
Zhidong (1837-1909).

Xu Beihong (1895-1953) went to Paris in
1919 to learn the techniques of the French Acad-
emy. When Xu returned to China, he adopted
western realism in depicting grandiose epics of
Chinese historical themes with Chinese brush, ink
and colour on paper. Lin Fengmian (1900-1991),




who went to France in 1920, was attracted to Im-
pressionism and Post-Impressionism; he was par-
ticularly fascinated with the art of Matisse and
Picasso. Liu Haisu (1896-1994) caused great havoc
in his contemporary art circle and was dubbed "a
rebel in art" for introducing nude models in an art
class in 1915. Initially a student of western paint-
ing, he made brief visits to Europe and was im-
pressed with Expressionism. His ink painting is
influenced by his oil painting executed in a broad
and spontaneous manner.

The reform in art gained further support
when Cai Yuanpei (1868-1940) became Minister
of Education in 1912 after his return from studying
in Germany. He vigorously implemented a cur-
riculum of modern art education in the schools. In
1917, Cai Yuanpei published his article “On Re-
placing Religion with Art” (“Yi meishu dai zongjiao
shuo”) in which he infused art education with an
ideological overtone. When issues of aesthetics
became issues of ethics, art could, and became a
useful propaganda tool. This was borne out after
1949 when developments in art became intertwined
with political events.

1949-1976

When socialism became the state ideology
in the newly founded People’s Republic of China
in 1949, the didactic function of art was exploited
to an unprecedented scale. Following Chairman
Mao Zedong’s proclamation at the 1942 Yan’an
forum that: “All our literature and art are for the
masses - for workers, peasants, and soldiers (gong,
nong, bing)”, artists set about to make art acces-
sible to more people. One thing to do was to con-
nect art with popular culture. From then on, the
stringent aesthetics of the traditional literati mode
of art became diluted with characteristic folk ele-
ments of bright colours, naive composition engen-
dered in traditional wood block prints, textile,
embroidery, papercut and other ethnographic ar-
tifacts.

Nonetheless, traditional art was not entirely
repudiated. Qi Baishi, Xu Beihong and other art-
ists, who had established themselves in the pre-
revolution days, continued to be honoured as long
as they disengage themselves from the values of
its “reactionary origin”. Western realism was also
imported into China as an integral ingredient of
Russian social realism. Thus, the painting styles
encouraged in the new state built on old styles
and techniques and incorporate non-traditional ele-
ments.

In the new regime, figure painting rose
in importance as a genre that glorifies workers,
farmers and soldiers. Figure painting also extols
ethnic harmony, a theme that gained increasing
importance in new China. At the same time, the
glorification of the beautiful motherland became
the raison d’étre of landscape painting. Investing
landscape (shanshui, mountain and water) with
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Gu Wenda (b.1955)

World of meditation

Not dated (ca.1985)

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art
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The five-storeyed pavilion

Dated 1926

Collection of Hong Kong Museum of Art

nationalistic overtones is not a recent develop-
ment in China. The compound heshan (river-
and - mountain) has long been a synonym of
country or nation. Landscape as the symbol of
the nation is part and partial of the genre. Many
landscape paintings appeared to glorify the beauty
of the motherland and celebrate the reconstruc-
tion of the nation.

During this period, artists who rose to fame
include Pan Tianshou (1897-1971), Fu Baoshi (1904-
1965), Li Keran (1907-1989), Qian Songyan (1898-
1985), Song Wenzhi (b.1919), He Tianjian (1891-
1977), Lu Yanshao (1909-1993), Guan Shanyue
(b.1912), Li Xiongcai (b.1918), Cheng Shifa (b.1921),
Ye Qianyu (1907-1995) and Wu Zuoren (b.1908),
etc.

The urge for a cultural orthodoxy in art
was stressed after Mao repudiated the Hundred
Flowers Movement in 1957. The trend was further
intensified in 1966 when the ten-year long Great
Cultural Revolution started. Nearly all the artists
were sent to the country to labour in the fields. Art
academies suspended recruitment. Contents and
themes of art then produced were all designated
prototypes (yangban) massively produced in the
form of broadsheets (xuanchuan bhua) to serve
as political propaganda. Cartoon (manhua) and
linked pictures (lianbuan hua) or illustrated books
also prospered during the Cultural Revolution.
These popular art forms had been extensively used
as propaganda tools both before and after 1949.

1976-1989

After the Cultural Revolution, many cartoon
artists went back to the art academies to acquire
formal training. These artists’ technical proficiency
and their power of expression in the cartoonist
background refined by academic training combined
to produce a genre of popular art assured of an
extensive basis of popular support due to visual
attractiveness. Some artists tried to reconstruct their
own order of art after the Cultural Revolution.

Unfortunately, there was no miracle recov-
ery of inflicted injuries. In the first few years after
the Cultural Revolution, Lu Xinhua’s novel Scar
(Shanghen) and a mass of creative material in the
literary and visual arts appeared as sad reminders
of the experience of the Cultural Revolution. On
the other hand, the kitsch produced during the
Cultural Revolution later serve to establish the true
value of art.

In March, 1979, the Twenty-third extended
meeting of the Executive Committee of the Asso-
ciation of Chinese Artists (Zhongguo Meishujia
Xiehui Changwu Lishihui) officially declared that
the work of the Association of Chinese Artists
(Zhongguo Meishujia Xiehui) which was suspended
during the Cultural Revolution could then begin
again. The relatively liberal atmosphere encour-
aged artistic expressions. Many styles, artist societ-
ies and art exhibitions such as the Star Star exhibi-




tion appeared. Moreover, issues related to art were
discussed with vigour.

Some artists returned to the tradition with
greater scrutiny in search of inspiration. Others
again turned to western styles and techniques in
quest for their future. The works of many contem-
porary Chinese painters expressed the acute aware-
ness of art in its purest form in the context of his-
torical circumstance and most important of all in
the context of deeply rooted nationalism.

The reoriented insight helped to recover
some previously neglected artists such as Shi Lu
(1919-1982), Huang Qiuyuan (1914-1975) and Chen
Zizhuang (1913-19706). These artists gained renewed
respect as instigators of vital new energy and set-
ting new milestones in traditional forms. Jia Youfu’s
(b.1942) modern monumental landscapes harking
back to Northern Song. Shi Lu’s tortured images
created with individualist brush technique is
couched in a traditional lexicon.

After the Cultural Revolution, middle-aged
artists rose to fame. Many artists, including Zhou
Sicong (b.1939) and Jia Youfu, taught in the art
academies to pass on their art to students. They
bridged the gap between the pre and post-Cul-
tural Revolution generation of artists. Some of them
evolved into the post-1989 era with bold experi-
mentations.

Post-1989

Immense artistic activities have taken place
in China in the last decade. Many academy-trained
artists of the period are intellectually alert and tech-
nically accomplished. A renewed interest in tradi-
tional modes of Chinese painting is part of the

serious attempts at revival and renewal.

The revivalist mood in the post-1989 pe-
riod was attributable to an awakening from the
compulsive borrowing from the west. Introduction
of styles, techniques and subjects from the west
has failed many Chinese artists in their search for
satisfying content or spirit.

In the renewed exaltation of tradition,
movements such as New Literati Painting (xin
wenrenhua) and New Academy School (xin
xueyuanpai) appeared to reassert the regenera-
tive power of the Chinese painting tradition.

Moreover, the experience of artists in the
last ten years differed substantially from that of
their predecessors. An artist is a far more compli-
cated entity than his predecessors. He not only
wields his tools to execute and create. He seeks to
understand himself and his art from a wide range
of perspectives, spanning the east and the west,
and aspires to analyse his activities as a critic, a
theorist, a historian as well as an artist.

Wu Guanzhong (b.1919) is one of the most

important artists who incorporated abstract con-
cepts of western art into an indisputably Chinese
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Yellow River gorges
Dated 1972
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Yu Chengyao (1898-1993)
Landscape

Not dated

Private collection

format. He is very intellectual and analytical about
the artistic statements that he makes. Wu’s uncon-
ventional lines and dots are organic and free. His
individual statements are combinations of the figu-
rative and the abstract.

Artists like Yang Gang (b. 1940), Shi Hu
(b.1946), Gu Wenda (b.1955) emerged from their
past with changed styles and images by experi-
menting with pictographic signs. They explored
primitive forms and tried to establish the relation-
ship between the Chinese written language and
pictorial forms. Others like Zeng Mi (b.1935) dis-
sected traditional concepts and tools and manipu-
lated ink to execute works of modern outlook with
traditional sentiments.

The political changes in China in the twen-
tieth century, possibly more cataclysmic than in
any period throughout her history, have brought a
dispersal of her people on a colossal scale. Be-
yond the national boundary of China, Chinese
painting underwent exciting changes. In Hong
Kong, Li Shoukun (1919-1975) started a new move-
ment in Chinese painting by manipulating purely
artistic elements and incorporating concepts of
abstract art from the west. In Taiwan, Liu Guosong
(b.1932) explored texture and created his imagi-
nary landscapes. Further afield in New York, Ho-
nolulu and Paris, Wang Jigian (b.1907), Zeng Youhe
(b.1925) and Zhao Wuiji (b.1921) respectively made
their mark in the charting of new courses in the
development of Chinese painting.

Conclusion

In the early part of the twentieth century,
Gao Jianfu, Xu Beihong, Lin Fengmian and Liu
Haisu attempted to incorporate western realism into
Chinese painting. As time progresses, every sig-
nificant movement and mode of art that appeared
in Europe and America were not without imitators
in China. However, it is also unfortunate that by
the time Chinese artists caught up with each of
these movements, they would have already gone
out of fashion in their land of origin.

Indiscriminate borrowing from the west
have led to the production of a mass of mediocre
works and kitsch of little or no artistic merit. As
we reach the end of the twentieth century, Chi-
nese artists have come to the realization that the
west has no wondrous solution to the problems of
Chinese artists. This is perhaps the most inspiring
lesson learn from a century of borrowing from the
west. Now Chinese artists have embarked on in-
tensive reassessment of their own tradition in a
global context.

The state of painting in China in the twen-
tieth century is rich and diverse. The old and the
new, the conventional and the unorthodox, time
and space is woven together in a rich tapestry of
forms and colours.

Christina Chu
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