
  China—Art—Modernity
A Critical Introduction to Chinese Visual Expression 

from the Beginning of the Twentieth Century to the Present Day
David Clarke

‘Here is a book that offers a comprehensive account of the dizzying transformations 
of Chinese art and society in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Breaking free of 
conventional dichotomies between traditional and modern, Chinese and Western that 
have hobbled earlier studies, Clarke’s highly original book is exactly what I would 
assign my own students. Anyone eager to understand developments in China within 
the global history of modern art should read this book.’
—Robert E. Harrist Jr., Columbia University 

‘Clarke’s book presents a critically astute mapping of the arts of modern and 
contemporary China. It highlights the significance of urban and industrial contexts, 
migration, diasporas and the margins of the mainland, while imaginatively seeking 
to inscribe its subject into the broader story of modern art. A timely and reliable 
intervention—and indispensable for the student and non-specialist reader.’
—Shane McCausland, SOAS University of London

China—Art—Modernity provides a critical introduction to modern and contemporary 
Chinese art as a whole. It illuminates what is distinctive and significant about the rich 
range of art created during the tumultuous period of Chinese history from the end of 
Imperial rule to the present day. The story of Chinese art in the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries is shown to be deeply intertwined with that of the country’s broader 
socio-political development, with art serving both as a tool for the creation of a new 
national culture and as a means for critiquing the forms that culture has taken. The 
book’s approach is inclusive. In addition to treating art within the Chinese Mainland 
itself during the Republican and Communist eras, for instance, it also looks at the art 
of colonial Hong Kong, Taiwan and the Chinese diaspora. Similarly, it gives equal 
prominence to artists employing tools and idioms of indigenous Chinese origin and 
those who engage with international styles and contemporary media. In this way it 
writes China into the global story of modern art as a whole at a moment in intellectual 
history when Western-centred stories of modern and contemporary culture are finally 
being recognized as parochial and inadequate.

Assuming no previous background knowledge of Chinese history and culture, this 
concise yet comprehensive and richly-illustrated book will appeal to those who 
already have an established interest in modern Chinese art and those for whom this 
is a novel topic. It will be of particular value to students of Chinese art or modern 
art in general, but it is also for those in the wider reading public with a curiosity 
about modern China. At a time when that country has become a major actor on the 
world stage in all sorts of ways, accessible sources of information concerning its 
modern visual culture are nevertheless surprisingly scarce. As a consequence, a fully 
nuanced picture of China’s place in the modern world remains elusive. China—Art—
Modernity is a timely remedy for that situation. 

David Clarke is an honorary professor in the Department of Fine Arts, University of 
Hong Kong, where he taught from 1986 to 2017. Trained in London, he is both an art 
historian and a visual artist. Amongst his earlier books are Hong Kong Art: Culture 
and Decolonization (2001), Water and Art (2010), and Chinese Art and its Encounter 
with the World (2011).
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