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Foreword

Dr. the Hon. Rayson Huang

Vice-chancellor of the University of Hong Kong

The establishment of a Department of Fine
Arts at the University of Hong Kong is the
culmination of years of planning and
preparation and comes at a time when the
community of Hong Kong is becoming
more actively concerned with cultural
activities. The Hong Kong Arts Centre itself
was perhaps the first notable achievement in
Hong Kong arising from this new awareness
and I hope that the Department of Fine
Arts will follow the Arts Centre’s pioneering
tradition and will flourish in the same way,
receiving support and encouragement from
all sectors of the community. If such
support and enthusiasm are forthcoming
and the new Department attracts staff and
students of the right calibre, we may look
forward within the next few years to Music
joining Fine Arts in our undergraduate
curriculum.

A retrospective exhibition of the works of
Madam Fan Tchun-pi could hardly be
more appropriate an occasion by which to
mark the establishment of our Department
of Fine Arts. Madam Fan’s works are
characterised by a particularly happy
marriage of western training and Chinese
tradition. Originally trained in western
techniques, she later turned to Chinese
painting, drawing on her own roots in
Chinese culture as well as on her western
training. The result is a fascinating merger
of Chinese and western traditions. It is this
two-fold approach to art which the new
department is in a unique position to
examine and explore. Like Madam Fan, the
Department hopes to be able to offer the
best of two worlds.



Preface

Alan Wong

Exhibitions Organiser of the Hong Kong Arts Centre

Fan Tchun-pi is not only an accomplished
painter as can be seen in her work, she is
also a courageous woman. To embark in an
artistic career over half a century ago in
conservative China was something unusual
and even more so when the person
concerned was a young girl of nineteen
who travelled as far as Paris to study art.
Since then for half a century, Fan Tchun-pi
pursued her art with a steadfastness and
tenacity of a true artist. The Hong Kong
Arts Centre is privileged to be able to
associate itself with such a worthy painter
and is proud to pronounce her
accomplishment.

I wish to take this opportunity to thank

Dr. the Hon. R.L. Huang, C.B.E., D.Sc.,
J.P., Vice-chancellor of the University of
Hong Kong, Mr. S.C. Chuang, Head,
Department of Fine Arts of the University
of Hong Kong, Dr. Mayching Kao,
Lecturer in History of Art, Department of
Fine Arts of the Chinese University of
Hong Kong and Mr. Tao Ho for their
articles to enhance the catalogue, the
University of Hong Kong for its generous
support for this exhibition notably Dr. the
Hon. R.L. Huang, C.B.E., D.Sc., J.P.,
Dr. N. Lee, Dean, Faculty of Arts, Mr.
C.C. Liu, Information Officer, Dr.
M.W.M. Lau, Curator who allowed part of
the Retrospective Exhibition to exhibit in
the Fung Ping Shan Museum; a special vote
of thanks goes to Mr. Tao Ho whose idea it
was to hold this exhibition, and who made
it possible through his generous support and
continued enthusiasm.

I have reproduced two articles written

some years ago on the work of Fan Tchun-
pi by Mr. Tsai Yuen-pai, former Minister
of Education of China and Mr. Rene
Grousset of the French Academy and
former President of the Cernuschi Museum
in Paris so that the public may have a better
insight into the life and work of this very
fine painter.
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Introduction

Tao Ho

In 1954 and 1966 Madam Fan Tchun Pi
held two exhibitions in Hong Kong. But to
some people, Madam Fan’s work may still
be unfamiliar, mainly because her activities
for the past thirty years have taken place
outside of China. I am very pleased to
introduce her again to Hong Kong in his
Retrospective Exhibition of her work
sponsored jointly by the newly established
Department of Fine Arts of the University
of Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Arts
Centre. This year also marks the 80th year
of this remarkable grand old lady of
world art.

I have known Madam Fan since early child-
hood and was fortunate enough to be her
first private student in 1954. Because of my
long association with Madam Fan, I hope I
can introduce her art to the local public in
this article. I have prepared a brief
biography of Madam Fan in this brochure,
which, I hope, will be helpful in under-
standing her background. In addition,

Mr. Chuang Shen of the University of
Hong Kong and Ms. Kao Mayching of the
Chinese University have also kindly agreed
to write separately on Madam Fan.

The works in this exhibition are selected oil
paintings and paintings on Chinese paper
by Madam Fan covering a span of 50 years
from 1924 to 1974. This is her first com-
prehensive Retrospective Exhibition.

The 20th century is an important turing
point in the history of art. Thisis especial-
ly true with Chinese art. Much effort has
been made by the Chinese artists of this
century to create a new art form. To do so
they have had to free themselves from a

tradition which has been established for
more than one thousand years. It is not an
easy task.

In this century there are two different
approaches in creating a new Chinese art
form depending on the training background
of the artists. On the one had there were
those artists who received a traditional
Chinese art education by copying old
masters’ works. After years of copying, the
revolutionary ones broke away from
tradition and developed a new art form. In
this category we have such masters as Chi
Pai Shih (1864-1957) and Huang Pin Hung
(1864-1955). On the other hand there were
those artists who were trained in Western
art. After they returned to China they
looked at traditional Chinese painting from
a completely different point of view. They
tried to mix the two different artistic
traditions both technically and philoso-
phically to create a new art from. In this
category we have such famous artists as
Hsu Pai Hung (1895-1953) and Madam Fan
Tchun Pi (1898-).

To create a new form of Chinese painting is
nothing new these days. Many local artists
are working in this direction. But one

has to remember that Madam Fan was one
of the first generation pioneers who started
the modernization of Chinese art movement
in the early 1930’s. Her contribution to the
contemporary history of Chinese art cannot
be ignored.

When looking at paintings by Madam Fan
superficially, some of the modernists would
probably find her paintings to be too old
fashioned whilst some of the traditionalists



would probably say her paintings are non-
Chinese. This is simply because the former
is looking for the ‘shock value’ of Western
modern art and the latter is looking for the

‘classical rules’ of the Chinese old masters.

None of these are, however, the aims of
Madam Fan’s artistic attitude. Her art is

neither Chinese nor Western, just as water is

neither hydrogen nor oxygen. Madam Fan
has developed a very unique style that
embodies the spirit of the two different
artistic traditions. Her art is what it is.

1. Expressing the Liveliness of Nature
One of the most distinctive qualities in

Madam Fan’s paintings is the feeling of

life. This is perhaps because she insists
on painting from life and not from

imagination alone. In fact painting from

life was a common practice during the
Sung and the Yuan Dynasties. In this
respect, Madam Fan’s art reflects the
classical Chinese painting tradition.
Technically, Madam Fan’s drawing
ability, which she learned from the
French beaux art academies, is superb.

She can quickly paint any natural subject

and she can successfully capture the
essence of the subject.

Portraiture on Chinese paper is perhaps
one of the most outstanding achievements

of Madam Fan. Working with this very
difficult medium, she not only captures
the spirit of her subject but also the
tenderness of the flesh of the person.

The same can be said about her paintings

of dogs, cats, flowers and even trees.
Each brush storke is full of her close

loving observation of the subject. In turn

this love gives the breath of life to the
painting.

. Searching for the Spiritual Realm of

Creation

Aesthetic experience in Chinese painting
is threefold. The first is the pictorial
form; the second is the poetic quality of
the pictures; the third is the artist’s
technical ability and creative depth in
expressing harmoniously the visible form
and the invisible poetry of the painting.

If all these qualities are successfully
captured by the artist, then the painting
has reached the supreme spiritual realm
of artistic creation. This is very much the
Chinese artistic attitude which demands
that a good painting should possess both
the visual and the spiritual meanings.

To Madam Fan each object, no matter
how small or insignificant, has strength,
feeling and poetic meaning. All these
qualities must be sympathetically
expressed in art.

It is, however, true that Madam Fan
only sees and depicts the beautiful side of
life. There is always a sense of optimism
and joy in her art. Maybe this is because
she sees our world as it should be. Such
an attitude is also quite typical of classical
Chinese painting. The spiritual realm in
her art is perhaps her Taoist hope for
man’s ultimate union with Creation itself.

. Creating an Individual Lyrical Style

In terms of style, the 20th century is
perhaps the most diversified one. There
are many significant artistic styles created
by masters in our century. At the same

time, many styles were created for the
sake of style or were created for commer-
cial reasons. In the midst of this stylistic
jungle, there is a fallacious tendency
today among the public to classify art
styles as if they were chemical elements
or different species of animals. If an art
form does not fit into an established
style, it cannot be good. By doing this,
not only much of the aesthetic experience
of art is lost but also many good works.
have been in eclipse.

Once in a while there are artists whose
works do not quite seem to fit into the
general trend of their period. In 19th
century, there was the French artist

J.L. David and in 20th century there is
the American artist Andrew Wyeth.
Madam Fan can be regarded as one of
these non-conformists who has developed
a style quite unrelated to the art
movements around her.

When Madam Fan was in France in 1917
as an art student, it was at the height of
both the Cubist and the Fauves
Movements. She must have been quite
aware of those strong art forms. But her
works do not show any trace of these
two modern influences. When she return-
ed to China in 1925 and 1930, she paint-
ed with the two Cantonese master
painters Kao Chien Fu and Kao Chi
Feng. But the two Kao brothers did not
influence Madam Fan’s work either.
During the 30’s she started to apply
Chinese brush technique in oil painting
and Western perspective and drawing in
Chinese painting, creating a unique style
of her own, different from both the



French academic and the Chinese
traditional styles. Later when she settle
down in Boston, U.S.A. in 1957, the
New York School of Abstract
Expressionism was at its peak. Again she
knew what was happening ground her.
But she did not change her style to follow
what was fashionable.

After almost a century of experimenting,
the general tendency of art is towards
more figurative and ‘real’ forms.
Ironically speaking, Madam Fan’s work
may appear to be less ‘old fashioned’
today than twenty years ago when
abstract art was the dominating force.
Throughout her long artistic career
Madam Fan has maintained a very con-
sistent style of her own.

What is her style anyway? To answer
this question, it is perhaps better to say
what her style is not. Her style is not
traditional Chinese and not Western. It
is neither abstract nor realistic. Her
paintings are not vulgar and yet not
sweet. And we can go on and on. The
fact is that her style is what it is—

-
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a kind of lyrical art full of human warmth
which is easy to reach but hard to grasp.
There is a danger though that Madam Fan
has created an elegant non-stylistic art which
can easily be misunderstood as just pretty
and skillful pictures. One has to look beyond
the surface of the subject matter in her
paintings in order to sense the delightful
union of the East and West in depicting
nature both in terms of technique and
content. Another virtue of her art is that her
paintings are so pure and graceful that there
is not a trace of commercialism and
gimmick in her works. In our highly
business oriented society today with so
many artists fighting to survive by
producing fashionable art, our minds have
become numb and less sensitive to the more
delicate aspects of art. I hope this show will
bring to the Hong Kong public a breath of
refreshing air full of warmth and serenity —
a rare experience the these days. I also hope
that the newly established Department of
Fine Arts of the University of Hong Kong
will further the study and the exploration of
artistic culture of the East and the West.

1929 YkALESE Nude






A FewRemarkson
FanTchun-pis Retrospective Exhibition

Chuang Shen, Head , Department of Fine Arts, University of Hong Kong

1937 WA FS The “Welcome Pine’” in Huang Shan

In the 1920s, a number of artists who now
enjoy wide recognition in contemporary
art, notably Liu K’ai-ch’ii, Li Chin-fa and
Wang Lin-i in the field of sculpture, and
Lin Feng-mien, Hsii Pei-hung, Ch’ang
Shu-hung and others in painting, went to
France to further their studies. Fan Tchun-
pi was-an outstanding lady artist who also
joined in this quest for knowledge. Her
apprenticeship lasted from 1917 to 1920,
and also, 1926 to 1928. Her diligence and
perseverence are qualities scarcely to be
found among painters at large, but
especially so among lady artists.

In examining Fan Tchun-pi’s works, it is to
be noted that after her return to China,

Fan was not totally satisfied with the
technical skill that she had learned in
France, and it is apparent that she gradually
incorporated in her paintings ideas
associated with Chinese cultural background
as well as the special atmosphere inherent
in Chinese painting. Thus starting from the
1940s, her style in painting had already
begun to show signs of amalgamating
Chinese and Western elements. In the
course of time, this inclination was further
developed to form a new personal style. Her
innovative approach was highly acclaimed
by René Grousset, Director of Cernuschi
Musée in Paris, when she held her
exhibitions there in 1949 and 1951
respectively. Her works, though small in
number, were first shown in Hong Kong in
an exhibition organized by L’Alliance
Francaise in 1954. The present exhibition,
held twenty-five years after the last one,
consists of paintings which amount to
almost one hundred. Especially noteworthy
is the fifty-year time span of the completed



works shown in this exhibition. Viewed
from this point, this retrospective exhibition
is significant not only because it affords us a
chance to trace clearly Fan Tchun-pi’s
changes in style and medium of representa-
tion, but also it enables us to understand
how a long-time overseas resident painter
who had devoted her early years in France
to the study of Western art turned away
from experimental groping in oil painting to
creative outbursts in Chinese painting.

In the essays written by Tao Ho and Kao
Mei-ch’ing, Fan Tchun-pi’s stylistic
characteristics and her achievements in
contemporary Chinese art have been given
just and detailed discussion. Thus this essay
intends only to bring to light, from an art
historical point of view, a few interesting
points in certain exhibited works.

In the history of Chinese painting, at least
by the time of the Sung dynasty, artists had
already become fully aware of the spirit of
realism in pictorial representation. (This
point has been discussed by the author some
twenty years ago in an article entitled ‘“The
Spirit of Realism in Chinese Painting”’.)
The Southern Sung painters were particularly
fond of depicting still life. This interest can
be reflected in two extant paintings: Li
Sung’s ‘‘Basket of Flowers”’ in the collection
of Palace Museum in Taiwan, and the ¢‘Six
Persimons’’ painting by the Ch’an master
Mu Ch’i, now in the collection of Daitokuji
in Kyoto, Japan. Although the former is
executed with delicate fine-lined brushwork,
and the latter, exuberant ink splash
technique, both belong to the category of
still-life depiction in terms of subject matter.
This interest of realistic representation of

’

still-life subjects seems to have been
completely abandoned ever since the rise of
literati painting towards the end of the
Yiian dynasty. However in Western art,
still-life depiction came into vogue in the
eighteenth century and even up to now its
popularity is still very much in evidence. In
this exhibition, Fan Tchun-pi on the one
hand shows her indebtedness to the
Southern Sung realistic tradition in her
‘‘Basket of Chrysanthemums’’, while on
the other hand, her ‘‘Vase of
Chrysanthemums’’ is reminiscent of the
well-known still-life painting ‘“Les
tournesols jaunes dans un vase’’ by Van
Gogh, the nineteenth century Dutch
Impressionist painter.

The breath-taking scenery of Huang Shan
has won itself a place among the

famous scenic spots in China. Nevertheless
it was not until the latter half of the
seventeenth century that its scenery became
the favourite subject in the works of Shih
T’ao, Mei Ch’ing, and others. In the
present exhibition, Fan Tchun-pi has
depicted not only the special species called
the ‘“Welcome Pine’’, but also the unique
“Thread of Sky’’ view, both to be seen
only in Huang Shan only. Although the
medium of representation is oil painting,
her realistic expression is entirely in the
same vein as that of Shih T’ao and Mei
Ch’ing in the seventeenth century.

In the period between 1468 and 1469,
Sesshu, the Japanese monk painter, sailed

to China, arriving at the Chekiang province.

During his sojourn, he studied Buddhist
doctrines and painting. It is also known
that he had visited many places renowned

1966 &=+l
Mount Fuji

for their scenic beauty, reaching as far as
Peking. In his landscapes, the different
views of West Lake often recur. In like
manner, it is known that a number of
Chinese painters, notably in the latter half
of the seventeenth century, Shen Ch’uan
and I Fu-chiu from Chekiang, as well as in
the latter half of the nineteenth century,
Hu Kung-shou and Hu T’ieh-mei of the
Shanghai School, travelled to Japan and
stayed there for a considerable period of
time. But even though these Chinese
painters had exerted certain influence on the
Japanese art circle, it seems that they had
never depicted the Japanese way of life and
scenery as their subjects. In this exhibition,
Fan Tchun-pi has represented in some of
her works the Fuji Mountain near Tokyo,
the ancient pagoda situated in the vicinity
of Kyoto, as well as the scenery of
Hokkaido. In addition, she has painted a
half-length portrait of the Japanese Zen
scholar D.T. Suzuki. As a Chinese lady
artist, Fan’s depiction of Japanese
landscape in oils witnesses not only a
combination of various international
interests, but also her artistic versatility.

In the past, although the names of over
two hundred lady painters had been listed in
T’ang Sou-yii’s Yii-tai hua-shih, most of
their works have not survived to this\day.
Moreover, in contemporary art circle,
besides Hsiao Shu-fang, Fan Tchiin-pi and
Fang Chao-lin etc., accomplished woman
artists are extremely rare. Although owing
to editorial limitations, it is not possible to
outline Fan Tchiin-pi’s works in greater
detail here, the author wishes to express
his admiration of the freshness that Fan
instills in her ingenuous paintings.
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and Twentieth-century Chinese Painting
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China in the past hundred years has been a
great civilization in upheaval. Chinese
painting, as it developed from the stagnant
tradition of the late Ch’ing period to the
diversity of the present century, reflects the
challenges imposed by revolutions in all
spheres of Chinese civilization: political,
social, economic, and intellectual. As we
seek new directions in artistic development,
it should be a meaningful as well as an
urgent task to assimilate the experience of
our predecessors. A number of major ex-
hibitions devoted to Chinese painting in the
last hundred years have been held in Peking
(1958), Stanford (1969), Osaka (1972),
Hong Kong (1974), and Melbourne (1974).
However, it seems that much emphasis has
been placed on paintings in the traditional
medium. Therefore, the exhibition of Liu
Hai-su held in Hong Kong last year was
important in its more comprehensive
approach, from which we were allowed a
glimpse of the diversified development of
the twenties and thirties and the full artistic
achievement of one of the leaders of the
‘“‘New Art Movement’’. From this point of
view, the Retrospective Exhibition of
Madam Fan Tchun-pi (Fang Chiin-pi)
organized by the Hong Kong Arts Centre

is not without historical significance, because
from the paintings in oil and in brush and
ink covering a span of half a century, we
can learn about a Chinese artist’s develop-
ment in a time of great changes. The
exhibition not only commands our respect
to an artist who has joined force with the
pioneers in seeking a new path for Chinese
painting, it further illustrates signs of rebirth
in Chinese painting at the impact of Western

art. Therefore, we propose to appreciate
Fan Tchun-pi’s paintings from a wider
historical perspective; in other words, from
Madam Fan’s personal artistic development
we may grasp trends in Chinese art in the
first half of the twentieth century, particular-
ly the response of the Chinese artists towards
the challenge of the West.

Indeed the revolutionary changes taking
place in twentieth-century Chinese art can
best be understood against the background
of its contact with the West. The East-
west confrontation in art did not begin in
the last hundred years. Yet the second intro-
duction of Western art since the sixteenth
century took place at a time when many
aspects of Chinese life were shaken to the
roots by the impact of Western civilization.
In politics, economics, social structure, and
intellectual thought, the great questions
were:

What of the old [or traditional] is worth
keeping? Can we keep it and survive in
the modern world? What of the new [or
foreign] is desirable? Must we take the
undesirable too in order to survive?...The
questions were of mounting importance,
for the Chinese state was prostrate and
Chinese life seemed to be disintegrating. !

External stimulation combined with self
awareness to trigger the historic May Fourth
Movement in 1919. It was followed by
severe criticism of the very fundamentals of
the old tradition and intensive activities to
diseminate Western thought with the hope
of demolishing the old and establishing the
new. Chinese artists shared the dilemma of
the Chinese intelligentsia in seeking a future



path for the country. Some began to feel the
inadequacy of the traditional artistic idiom
to express new feelings and new experiences;
they looked to the West for the basis of
building a new art for China. Such was the
modest beginning of the ‘‘New Art Move-
ment’’ (Hsin I-shu yiin-tung).

Western art was imported into China
through reforms in the educational system
modelled on Japan and the West in the last
years of the Ch’ing dynasty. Art, or more
properly called drawing (¢ ’u-hua), was
promoted in China as a branch of Western
technology, called Asi-i by Chang Chih-
tung, in the company of mathematics,
minerology, medicine, physics, and
chemistry. Its newly acquired status of an
utilitarian subject of study was a sharp
departure from its former degraded associa-
tion with commercialized folk crafts in the
treaty ports and was only one step away
from finally regaining its status of art when
Chinese artists began to study it as a
potential force to revitalize Chinese art. The
key figure in this transition was Tsai Yuen-
pai who, as Minister of Education and
president of the Peking University, gave
new meaning and status to art. His definition
of aesthetic education (mei-kan chiao-yii)
as one of the five principles of education

in 1912 and his ‘“Theory of Substituting
Aesthetic Education for Religion’” of 1917
established art as a major moulding force
in the creation of an ideal society. This
attitude inspired in Chinese artists a sense
of importance and social responsibility in
the years to come. Obviously the traditional
mode of expression was no longer sufficient
to fulfil the needs of modern society in

general and of the modern artist in particu-
lar. Tsai pointed to the West as a source of
inspiration and encouraged the study of
Western art and aesthetics.

His call was answered by the large number
of students going abroad to study and their
return to China to propagate new concepts
and techniques. The rapid expansion of the
art schools and the founding of art societies
offered new battle grounds for the partici-
pants of the New Art Movement. In the
newly popular magazines which sprang into
existence after the May Fourth Movement,
they found their most powerful vehicle to
present new styles and theories to a greater
audience. Many artists accepted in tofo the
Western medium and aesthetic, forming a
school of Western-style art in China. Their
place in the Chinese art world was recogniz-
ed and confirmed with the opening of the
First National Art Exhibition of 1929, when
Western-style painting shared equal ranks
with traditional painting and calligraphy.

The driving force behind the changes in
Chinese art can be traced to the returned
students from abroad. One curious
phenomenon with regard to the sending of
students abroad in early twentieth century
was the reliance on Japan as a transmitter
of Western learning. Having a teacher also
trying to resolve the conflicts of traditional-
ism and modernism put China in a position
sure to inherit some of that teacher’s prob-
lems and solutions. Earlier in time and
larger in quantity than the students learning
directly from Europe, these returned
students from Japan brought greater
complexities to the problems of cultural
transmission.

In the realm of painting, Japan provided
China with the earliest art instructors in the
modern educational system and trained the
earliest Western-style artists in their art
schools. Direct contact with Europe took
place in the second decade of the twentieth
century by Fan Tchun-pi and her contem-
poraries Wu Fa-ting, Li Ch’ao-shih, and Li
I-shih. Moved to France with her sister in
1912 at the young age of 14, Fan began
studying art at the Ecole des Bseaux Arts at
Bordeaux and the Ecole Nationale Superiére
des Beaux Arts since 1917, receiving training
in the realistic academic tradition. The first
generation of Chinese art students in Europe
shared certain characteristics which marked
them from art students of later decades.
Firstly, it is probably true that few of these
painters intended to study Western art in
Europe prior to their departure from China,
as can be seen in the case of Wu Fa-ting, who
was originally a law student, and Li I-shih,
who studied both painting and physics in
England. As for Fan, she attached no
significance to her choice of Western art
because she was brought up in France; she
would naturally study Western painting if
she were interested in art. Secondly, they
have all chosen to learn from the academic
tradition and have acquired a firm
foundation in Western artistic techniques,
making them the representative of the
academic school in China. By returning to
China to teach at the art schools (Fan in
1925, Wu and the others in 1918-19), they
pioneered serious study and disciplined
training as opposed to the freer self-
expression of the returned students from
Japan. Consequently, they put the move-



ment for new art on a stronger foundation
for later development.

Much criticism has been levelled at the
adoption of realistic academic school in
learning from Western art and the neglect
of the more dominant and vital modern
trends. We cannot hope to analyze the

pros and cons of this argument here and
now, but if we are to understand the artistic
aims of Fan Tchun-pi and her contemporar-
ies in their struggle for a new art for modern
China we should at least bear in mind the
following historical circumstance which
conditioned their artistic aspirations.

As previous by mentioned, a new art for
China originated at a time when China’s
traditional values had collapsed at the
intrusion of the Western powers and with
the desire for survival in the modern world.
The Chinese artists faced the stagnant
tradition of the ink-plays of late Ch’ing
literati. They saw only its imaginary sub-
ject matter totally divorced from real life,
the imitative and repetitive ‘‘type-forms,”’
and the decadent and meaningless content.
The more progressive artists proclaimed its
death sentence and considered it a hindrance
to the modernization of China. They felt
that the foremost critirion for the founding
of a new art was to free Chinese art from
the slavish imitation of ‘‘type forms”’ of the
ancient and to explore the inexhaustible
vitality of the real world for new meaning
inart. As early as 1912 Ch’en Shu-jen had
propagated ‘‘the education of the eye’’ to
emphasize the need to observe real nature
and to be able to render correctly the artist’s
visual experience.2 Therefore, the scientific
and rational aspects of Western realistic art

were considered particularly useful as they
would provide the art students with the
technical means and the psychological
attitude which enabled them to grasp the
outward world of reality. Such was the
prerequisite for the introduction of Western
art and was advocated by all reform-minded
artists of the early decades of the twentieth
century. From the widespread influence of
realistic art in China we could not help but
come to the conclusion that it answered the
urge of the time. Questions of narrow-
mindedness or falling behind the world
trends were irrelevant here.

Viewed from a different angle, we find that
modern art in the west was also closely
aligned with the need of the time. Artistic
development since Impressionism had been
areaction against the artificiality (or
idealism) of the academic style and the
expression of the personal subjectivity of
artists in an advanced industrialized and
capitalist society. The works were eloquent
expressions of the artists’ aspirations and
sufferings and their artistic developments
were anticipated and supported by similar
progress in aesthetics and philosophy.
China at this time was in a social condition
often called ‘‘semi-feudal’’ and ‘semi-
colonial”’, and its population was still strug-
gling to survive. It was almost impossible to
find in China problems arising from exces-
sive industrial development. Learning from
these modern artists without scrutiny would
inevitably adopt their asocial and alienated
interpretation of reality. Such would be
diametrically opposed to the original ideal
of learning from the West in order to
strengthen China and to build a modernized

state. Perhaps this would explain why
modern art is as yet to take root in Chinese
soil.

If we must find fault with the pioneers of
the new art movement in the third decade of
the twentieth century, we feel that it should
be in their hasty repudiation of traditional
art, rather than their neglect of modern
trends in the West. Undoubtedly we cannot
ask these artists with a heightened sense of
social consciouseness to be sympathetic to
the state of mind engendered by leisurely
ink-plays of the literati elite and their
escapist attitude usually adopted in times of
turmoil. But their rejection of traditional art
without acknowledging its essential elements
and its unique development exposed the
limitations of the reform programme set
forth by the leaders of the New Art
Movement.

Nationalism in the twenties propelled many
intellectuals to advocate complete Western-
ization to save China. But during the thirties
the same sentiments made many people look
at traditional culture with less antagonistic
prejudices. The participants of the New Art
Movement not only started to relate a
Western experience to their native environ-
ment but also began to reappraise traditional
art for possible lessons to learn. The attitude
of the new artists was best summarized by
Lin Wen-tseng, a fellow-student of Lin
Feng-mien in France and, later, his colleague
at Hangchow National Academy of Art. He
wrote in 1934:

If we want to make the decadent Chinese
art responsive to the needs of social con-
sciousness and to plough a new path, we



must not forget the contribution of
Western painting in our study of Chinese
painting. At the same time, if we want to
separate oil painting from tired forms and
to establish a new art, adequately re-
presentative of our national spirit, it is
not all right to neglect the achievement
of traditional painting in the past
centuries.3

The new direction of the New Art Move-
ment, joining forces with the strong interest
in reform of the traditional painters gave rise
to a dominant current in twentieth-century
Chinese art. It had been generally called the
Movement for the Renaissance of Chinese
Art (Chung-kuo i-shu fu-hsing yiin-tung),
and its underlying principle was the synthesis
of Chinese and Western art with particular
emphasis on the traditional medium of brush
and ink. The movement was by no means
homogeneous; it embraced the increasingly
Japanized version of the Ling-nan school in
Canton, the idyllic landscapes of Lin Feng-
mien in Hangchow, the realistic figures and
animal paintings of Hsii Pei-hung in
Naking, the almost entirely traditional
landscapes of Liu Hai-su in Shanghai, and
many others like Fan Tchun-pi, Ting Yen-
yung, Wang Ya-ch’en, and Wang Chi-yiian
offered their personal solutions in the
meeting of Chinese and Western art. Since
this return to tradition was undertaken by
artists who had been exposed to Western
influences, they were inspired to look at
tradition with a more probing and rejuvenat-
ing eye; and they were less bound by the
artistic conventions which had inhibited the
progress of Chinese art.

In view of the lack of documentation, we
are not able to determine the exact time for

the reorientation of the New Art Movement.
It must have started around 1929 and
became the vitalizing trend in the thirties.
The motivating force could have come from
the artists themselves, who felt the dilemma
of being cut adrift from the native tradition
and not yet masters of the other. But there
were other factors present which brought
about the reappraisal of traditional art.
After the initial undiscriminating absorption
of Western learning, the leaders of the New
Art Movement were caught in the middle of
nowhere, being heirs to one tradition and
claimants to another. The simple solution
of Westernization would not bring forth a
new culture or to save China from foreign
aggression. In terms of national feeling,
they were reluctant to see China in a ‘‘semi-
colonial’’ state as far as politics, economics,
and material culture were concerned, but
they were even more reluctant to see China’s
spiritual culture being dominated by the
West. Scholars like Liang Ch’i-ch’ao and
Hu Shih initiated the call for the reorgani-
zation of national heritage (chen-Ili kuo-ku)
which the Chinese art world went through

a similar but slower process. T’eng Ku,
Tsung Pai-hua, Fu Pao-shih, Yii Chien-hua,
Cheng Ch’ang, and Liu Hai-su adopted a
more critical and rational approach so that
tradition emerged in a more favourable light.
In addition, the founding of museums and
galleries (by 1937 the number stood at 146)
made available an unprecedented quantity
of ancient masterpieces to the general public
and the Chinese artists. These treasures
opened the eyes of the Chinese people and
renewed their pride in the national heritage.

Admiration for the rich artistic heritage of
China was given more support from abroad.

Large-scale exhibitions of Chinese art were
organized in the West under the sponsor-
ship of the Republican Government. The
most important was, of course, the Inter-
national Exhibition of Chinese Art held in
London in 1935 which, according to J.C.
Ferguson, established traditional Chinese art
on the same plane as the art of Western
countries.4 Even the academicians of the
Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris urged their
Chinese students to learn from their own
tradition without coming all the way to
Europe to acquire “‘tired stuff”’ from the
Europeans.s In these sounds of praise
Chinese artists regained their confidence in
traditional painting. They came to realize
that the individual characteristics of trad-
itional painting were based upon different
artistic values and technical expressions from
the Western tradition. With the gradual re-
laxation of antagonism between the
Western-style artists and the traditionalists,
they were able to explore more possibilities
for integrating the best elements from the
two traditions. Cheng Ch’ang, a reform-
conscious traditional artist historian, correct-
ly observed in 1931 the historical process of
East-West encounter while looking for pre-
cendents in the long history of Chinese art.
He wrote:

Concerning the introduction of foreign
art [into China], from the characteristics
of our national culture and verified by
historical facts in the past, [we see that]
in the beginning [foreign art] is accepted
as much as possible; next comes the
process of selecting the essence and dis-
carding the coarse, gradually achieving
the effect of assimilation, and in the end,
a new path by which the true [Chinese]



self is manifested will be set.6

According to Cheng, signs of selection and
assimilation had begun already as indicated
by the return to the traditional medium by
the Western-style artists. This marked a new
direction in the thirties, and it was also the
path which Fan Tchun-pi has selected to
follow.

Upon her return to China in 1930 from

her second sojourn in Paris, Fan Tchun-pi
began to paint in the company of two of the
most influential artists of the Ling-nan
school, who were also the pioneers in using
Western techniques to reform traditional
painting. She started to experiment with the
traditional medium in 1932. In line with her
thorough academic training, she refused to
copy the ancient masters to acquire the
techniques, rather, she persisted in a close
study of nature, as can be seen in the paint-
ings on exhibit. Her oil paintings also
demonstrate the liberties she has taken with
the rules of the academic tradition. She took
as her subject matter the landscapes and the
people of China and has achieved a personal
style reflecting the delicate sensibility and
the subtle poetic moods of the artist. The
homogeneous style found in the different
media indicates a personal achievement of
assimilation and synthesis in the meeting of
Chinese and Western art.

Viewing the historical process of the synthes-
is of Chinese and Western art in retrospect,
we cannot help but notice that the painting
traditions of China and the West differ
basically in terms of technique and forms of
expression. The earlier experiments to
amalgamate the two illustrate forcefully the
incompatibility of one emphasizing self-

expression through the subtle use of brush
and ink in generalized imagery and the other
stressing the realistic representaiton based
upon life study, perspective, and colour and
form. However, these artists command our
respect for their response to a foreign
stimulus and for their pioneering efforts to
relate their Western experience to the native
tradition in their quest for new art. As long
as their spirit of experimentation persists

as part of their heritage to us, a truly
modern Chinese art will evolve in time.

The founding of the People’s Republic of
China in 1949 saw the exodus of Chinese
artists to the art centres of the world, among
whom were Fan Tchun-pi and her family.
Uprooted from their homeland and tran-
splanted to a new cultural evnironment,
these Chinese artists generally fall into two
categories. The larger group consists of
artists who subject themselves to direct
influences and new stimuli from recent
developments in modern art, finally achiev-
ing a place in the international world of art
only dreamed of by their predecessors.
Chao Wu-chi in France and Ting Hsiung-
ch’uanin the U.S. are good examples of
this group. And, to some extent, Chang
Ta-ch’ien and Wang Ch-chien have also
been responsive to stimulus in their adopted
homeland and thus rediscover subjective
elements that have lain at the root their own
tradition for centuries. The other group of
artists, as if untouched by the passage of
time, either cling to their traditional heritage
to retain their national identity in a foreign
land or choose to continue the historical
process observed by Cheng Ch’ang
mentioned earlier, hoping to bring to
maturity the personal styles initiated in the
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