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Stressed on humanism as a cherishment to political changes

The Exhibition on French Revolutions, recently held in Hong Kong Museum of History, grandly demonstrated how “artistic endeavors” were turned into an influential tool for the revolutionary intellectuals to legitimize their liberalistic ideals. An arrangement with oil-painting collections that mostly showed French people with simple demeanor and somber costumes made historians realize that, fine art was no longer the maneuvers of either Papal or state governance, but was to be civilianized into a widely-appreciative standard that supporters could perceive the metamorphic virtues, such as a strategic contentment to encourage public a rational outcry against the bureaucratic oppressions, from a sentimental approach of aesthetic descriptions towards Napoleon Bonaparte’s appealing gestures while the fundamental essence of royal flavor would not be easily lost.
Some marginalized and rarely-essentialized historical episodes, such as the execution of monarchists and nobles, the burning of Bourbon Palace and the controversial arguments between bourgeoisie and bureaucratic-class councilors inside the parliaments, were revealed with romanticized visions. Through re-observing the charisma of revolutionary intellectuals’ emergence with leadership and speeches, we could share the same ideological perceptions with the political painters that French admiration to fraternity and a thorough elimination of hierarchical inequalities decently coheres with the universal expectations of contemporary mankind.
There was a specific corner showing the ceramic and porcelain collections from Napoleon Bonaparte’s subordinates, which corresponded to Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s field-trip studies in Qing Regime for getting inspirations from the cultural eliteness of Confucian-Taoist civilization. Chinese artisans stressed the idea of refinement and delicacy, with a spiritual attachment to the surface-iconographies as a way of perceiving wisdoms from those “sacred figures”. Napoleon Bonaparte appreciated such method of promoting “subconscious affection”, while he showed his appreciation to the moisturized soil quality in Chinese lands that were good for producing staunch containers. His intellectual followers brought the techniques back to France and massively produced classical porcelains with an inclusion of revolutionary logos, iconic patterns and slogans. Napoleon’s endeavor on his liberalistic ideal extended to the details in daily lives in which he manipulated the refinement of craftsmanship to impress the illiterate lower-class people for a sympathetic concern towards the fate of political developments in French nation. Also, the popularization of revolution-oriented porcelains, though re-experiencing a precious collaboration between Chinese and Eurocentric aesthetics, evidentially proved Napoleon Bonaparte’s staunch ideal of decently proceeding to the bitterness, sufferings and miseries among the impoverished French people, hoping that their sentiments were stirred up with Napoleon’s sincerity in re-approachment with an elimination of bureaucratic, clerical or royal temperaments.
Most of the paintings attempted to show the episodes of mass participation in a humanist approach, which correlated to the distinguished codes of aesthetic liberation that cherished individualistic creativity with the support of independent patronage, whom might be the revolutionary bourgeoisie, the intellectuals, the merchants or Napoleon’s followers. The stress on humanism reflected museum curators’ cherishment to the precious values of democracy. From the dynamic gestures of revolutionary leaders’ theatrical presentations in “The Tennis Court Oath”, we could ensure that freedom of expression, freedom of thought, freedom of speech and freedom of association played prominent roles to facilitate the brainstorm of foreseeable political ideals. From the painting called “The Storming of the Bastille”, we could witness how influential Napoleon’s outcry was, as even the conscripted soldiers from the Bourbon Dynasty shifted to merge with the revolutionary front and counteract with the monarchical institutions.
Flow of exhibits:

From philosophical ideals to revolutionary campaigns with aesthetic breakthroughs

Concerning the structure and approach of antique displays, curators of the exhibition started their thematic elaboration from the portraits of the most significant philosophers who contributed enlightened spirits that correlated to French eagerness for liberal changes. The exhibited items were figure-oriented, as we found homage accessories possessed by the philosophers as second-hand historical resources, for example, Voltaire and Rousseau’s Clock; in which its iconographic craftsmanship enabled us to realize that, “scientific progress”, “artisan invention” and “technical enhancement on the quality of life” were the vital assets to lead to the future development of mankind, with an additional belief of “rationalism” as a channel for perceiving human wisdoms.
The second session mainly showed how the French bourgeoisie and proletariat classes discontented with the existing bureaucratic corruptions in Louis XVI’s governance. The economically-suffered French people roared for an abolition of special privileges in noble and clerical classes, which revealed from the concreted transformation of painting trend, that the royal style of Romanticism could also be applied to a decent description of universal, social and civilian affairs, not just limited to the pursuit of aesthetic representation on Holy (religious) and monarchical figures. However, the rival episodes with bloodsheds were excluded from the painting collections, whereas the miserable experiences of “counter-revolutionists” for being tortured or executed by Napoleon’s followers were no longer revealed with regards to Napoleon’s broaden perceptive for an unquestioned attainment to the targeted goal with an absolute elimination of threatening forces at the expense of the innocent minorities.
The third session of the exhibition reflected a heroic image of Napoleon Bonaparte of becoming a dictator by turning his First Republic into an autocratic regime. This time, lots of “intaglio-printmaking pieces” were displayed that showed the interactive and dynamic movements of the councilors inside the National Convention, who actively debated over the constitutional issues. Intaglio printmaking was a renovated drawing medium that borrowed the printing techniques from China. Unlike the single originality of oil-painting collections, printmaking enabled artists to carve the political picture onto a bronzed board as a “based mould” to transfer the pigment, sketches and portraitures into numerous pieces of paper accurately and doubly. Such a mass printing process could enable a widespread delivery of artwork copies throughout the nation, no matter to museums, galleries, library collections or to the editing of textbook illustrations. The reason for Napoleon Bonaparte’s success in getting nation-wide cherishment regardless of his aggression in forming dictatorship was attributed to the effectiveness of printmaking as a propaganda to indoctrinate a justifiable image of Napoleon’s charisma, coincidently with the immaturity of democratic institutions and the neglected attitude of vast lower-class people in terms of safeguarding the first-ever liberal constitution – for their comparatively prior eagerness for an immediate pause of internal rivalries and a recovery of people’s living standards. The printmaking, with the romanticized aesthetics, could actually misinterpret the foreseeable route of constitutional re-modification, and mislead French people’s way of political re-orientation.
The fourth session, similar to the third session, mainly displayed the scenes of nation-wide demonstration of French masses against the Bourbon Monarchy with lithographic printmaking. “Lithographic ink” was an innovative cross-cultural medium that absorbed elements of Chinese ink as an enhancement to the quality of European printmaking paint. Also, with an instilment of Chinese spiritual essences from the pigment infiltration of lithographic ink, the bloodshed, warrior and confrontation episdoes were harmonized and neutralized visually. “Lithographic ink” was easily absorbed by newspaper which comprised a relatively soften tissues and textures, thus the popularization of art appreciation could be conveniently attained in which the iconographic aesthetics from printmaking illustrations could motivate literate French people’s sentiments to stand for the revolutionary intellectuals.
The fifth session concerning the Paris Commune of 1871 was illustrated by black-and-white photos, which showed the post-war ruins of Saint-Cloud and Hotel de Ville after French surrender to the counter-attack of Prussian military. Photography was a rational and objective medium for the recording task of historical tragedies. Unlike oil-painting and printmaking, photographic artists could avoid making any stylistic and emotional brushwork that caused a visual romanticization of the factual sceneries in Franco-Prussian battlefields, but to capture the first-handed miserable episodes without imagery re-adjustments. The reason for that Pro-Napoleon curator to adopt photography as a medium of expression was that, he attempted to gain sympathies from audience by stirring up their fear upon the horror of war destruction, which was an expediency for the Pro-Napoleon historians to illusionistically purify their nation from the historical guilty of outward territorial expansion, i.e., the Continental Diplomacy.
A neutral approach of constructing a chronological framework as an effective elaboration of historical facts

To comment on the richness and representativenes of the exhibited items, I would regard the thematic selections as “scattered” but with a skilful avoidance to the risk of “personal idolatry” (probably on people’s admiration to Napoleon). The exhibition covered a greater diversity of associated intellectuals, leaders, targeted enemies or victims, which undermined Napoleon Bonaparte’s prominent impression in the revolution. More craft exhibits and accessories were included because the curator helped audience reminisce more on the level of Napoleon and other revolutionary leaders’ modes of living, as well as metaphorically perceiving virtues from their political, philosophical and academic pursuits; and in fact, the appreciation of crafts was of less possibility than that of oil-paintings and printmaking to ferment the nationalist, critical and sentimental feelings of the audiences. Placing more accessories and decorative containers could help un-officialize the revolutionary history with a greater degree of elimination upon the political controversies. Because of such attempt of neutralization, half of the exhibit items comprised a certain degree of secularization without a pre-dominance of authoritative thoughts from either the Bourbon stance or the Napoleonic perception.
The curator of this exhibition endeavored to select the oil-painting and printmaking collections that inclined to a rather sociological and journalistic approach of aesthetic expression, whereas coherent artists’ subjective perceptions towards the descriptive manners were minimized to the utmost moderate standard. These paintings were no longer of any politician-centered views towards a passionate commemoration to Napoleon Bonaparte’s contribution, but to offer a general framework for Hong Kong people to superficially understand how the philosophical thoughts in Enlightenment Period facilitated the flow of intellectual campaigns in France that nation-widely penetrated to the heart of French people. Though the ideological stance was not based on a specific icon of leadership, we could still perceive a slight level of French patriotism from the exhibit items, as the curators still regarded French setback in Waterloo Battlefield and Franco-Prussian confrontation as a “misfortune”, rather than a consequence from the “Heavenly wrath” due to Napoleon’s misconception (or miscalculation) towards the advantages of “over-expansion”.
Origin of curator’s bias:

Voltaire and Rousseau as spiritual and ideological affirmation 
In general, I think the exhibition stands FOR the contemporary French citizens’ compliments to Napoleonic Revolution, as it was revealed from the paintists and craftmens’ unprecedented forbearance to the freedom of discussion, freedom of thoughts and freedom of assembly, in which these ideological pursuits were rarely found from the fine art collections of pre-Renaissance European patronages – most of them were dominated by bureaucratic and religious authorities.

The two philosophers being upheld by the curator, Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau were prominently the spiritual avant-garde who promoted the modern human thoughts according to the regulations of Nature; and their ideological elites was eternally cherished by the latter French generations and set a prototype for other Capitalist-Democratic countries to imitate in the future centuries. The French Revolution, regardless of his ultimate failure, still left the most precious assets for the future constitutional transformations of different European countries.

Voltaire emphasized a respect to every individual’s ideals, proclaiming justice and natural governance with a forbearance to evaluate criminals’ guilt. He claimed an abolition of corruptive hierarchical politics, requesting people from all classes to equivalently contribute their talents, uphold civic awareness and obey a universal code of Common Law. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau proclaimed no exploitation of basic human rights and no imposition of private interests at the expense of the vast majority’s reluctance. He proclaimed a spread of thoughts in political reforms by absorbing the enlightened knowledge from the Chinese civilization. He declared the “Contract of Social Restraints” as a constitutional representation of people’s view, while he was dissatisfying with the privilege of clergymen and nobles for having tax exemption and taking up essential military posts. Both clergymen and nobles were restricted from making an exhaustion of national reserves as it caused a huge sum of foreign debts. Farmers should be freed from slavery. Workers’ association should be brought under an institutional control with constitutional protections. Merchants and bourgeoisie’s monopolization in trading and job opportunities should be ensured of no harmful impact to the people’s livelihoods. Bureaucratic structures should be simplified in order to abolish corruptions, inefficiency, administrative duplications, regional politics and unleash of responsibilities. Nobles and merchants should be prevented from organizing companies themselves as a way of recruiting taxes in the way of “package business”. 
All these ideas, though not being explained from the portraitures’ captions in high details, could still be indirectly re-assured from the strategic display of Voltaire and Rousseau’s collections. In reality, Voltaire and Rousseau’s emergence symbolized the climax of Renaissance spirits. The curators were assumed to support a stir-up of French people’s awareness on the absurdity of their existing monarchical institutions, while his bias goes to his denial for an aesthetic justification to Louis XVI’s sufferings.

To sum up, the curator recognized the influential needs of an ideological encroachment to the hierarchical rigidity through the promotion of enlightened spirits. The short-living success of Napoleonic Revolution helped liberate the Eurocentric humanist and cultural trends, as it did enable an upward social mobility beyond the hierarchical restrictions.
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