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Xu Beihong: Painting as a nationalistic propaganda of enforcing China for political and ideological changes

(Abstract)

Xu Beihong’s reformative painting approaches associated with his aspiration to re-modify the capacity of Chinese fine arts as being able to bargain for academic and institutional recognitions from the global art scene. Inheriting the Lingnan spirit of Gao Brothers in beginning with the creation of innovative painting from a fundamental status of working for printing-used illustrations, Xu Beihong was much inspired by the effectiveness of a participation in art affairs with secularised goals and pushed forward a notion called “art as a sort of nationalistic propaganda” in order to arouse Chinese people’s alertness on the established cultural weakness, the risk of being scrambled by Japanese invaders, and the inferiority of Kuomintang Government to protect China’s sovereign integrity with determined diplomatic gestures.

The reason for Xu Beihong’s courage to “propagandistically” manifest his Chinese fine arts as expediency to strive for worldwide support to China’s effort in counteracting with Japanese Militarism went to his background of being influenced by the May Fourth doctrines of Cai Yuanpei, whom employed Xu as a fine-art instructor in Peking University. Xu’s manner of conveying patriotic implications with figurative metaphors was believed as reflecting his kind reference on Cai’s research on the Western trend of “ironic painting” initiated by Pieter Brughel the Elder during the Flemish Art Renaissance, whereas he showed an inclination to Menshevism due to his empathetic description on the impoverishment of rural proletariats in China. He absorbed insights from Ranbindranath Tagore’s interpretation on “Six Limbs” to increase the optical delights and the sociological idiosyncrasy in his Chinese-ink expression. By promoting an emphasis on nationalistic and propagandistic effect, Xu Beihong changed the functionality of Chinese fine arts and re-defined the identity of artists as being more privileged to introduce Chinese society with an enlightened mode of value judgment. Xu forbore intellectuals without aristocratic backgrounds to perceive equal education opportunities in fine-art institutes. Adoring the virtue of humanism, Xu acknowledged painters, like Qi Baishi, who dared to manipulate their secularised art styles and challenge the crony institutional norms of Chinese art academia established by conservative art scholars in monarchical era.

Introduction: Xu Beihong put forward an extroverted mode of aesthetic reformation to make Chinese citizens accept the enlightened institutional norms as an inevitable expedient to save China from decline

The nationalistic aspirations of Xu Beihong could be interpreted from his fine art with “narrative” themes that corresponded to the human-based spirits of Chinese compatriots. “Nationalistic propaganda”, being highlighted as a cored terminology in this research, implied a historical fact that, Xu Beihong bore a sense of responsibility to checkmate the prosperity and decline of our racial art tradition in China. Despite the non-secular persistence of widespread literati painters after the collapse of Qing Regime, Xu made a breakthrough to transform Chinese-ink painting as a promotion asset of spreading the benevolent and righteous mode of governmental thoughts to remind the Republican rulers for a serious attitude to resolve the existing cultural, social, institutional, political and diplomatic loopholes. He stressed the use of “iconographies”, which originated from the concept of Expressionism in the 20th-century European art, to either criticize internal corruptions or arouse civil resonance in case of national endangerments.

Xu Beihong’s aesthetic research accommodated the emerging trend of Lingnan Fine Arts, as the Chinese-ink painting experienced a change of functionality. The Lingnan Fine Arts originated from the liberal spirit called “hai na bai chun” (A forbearance on the diversity of knowledge or talents from different branches of the Earth, 海納百川)
 pursued by Cantonese art academia, with Lin Liang (林良)
, Li Kongxiu (李孔修), Zhang Mu (張穆) and Li Jian (黎簡)
 as leading representatives, during the reign of Emperor Shenzhong (明神宗) in Late Ming Dynasty. Beyond the era of May Fourth Movement, such a “frontier art fraction” in southern region was re-prospered by Gao Jianfu (高劍父)
, Gao Qifeng (高奇峰) and Chen Shuren (陳樹仁) as a source of enlightenment to urge for national unity to defend China against the diplomatic humiliation by the Western Powers in Versailles Settlement for condoning Japan to continue with her “militaristic” intransigence in Shandong and the nearby Manchurian territories. Xu Beihong borrowed much concept from the Lingnan Fine Arts to make his aesthetic reformation as an attempt with theoretical foundation. Corresponding to his socialistic inclination, Xu Beihong regarded Chinese-ink paintings as no longer the extravagant court items owned by either monarchical rulers or privileged bourgeoisie. He was aspired to make this creativity, which belonged to the cultural system of China, returned to a noumenal essence in which people from different social hierarchies were qualified to perceive the art contexts and raise individual thoughts on particular universal phenomenon. To realize such “extroverted” characteristic in the practice of Chinese ink medium, an idea called “art as a sort of nationalistic propaganda” was applied that helped Xu Beihong to diminish the optical and formalistic means of feudalistic inhibition on the rituality of painting art. Xu Beihong acknowledged the open-mindedness of Western education philosophy because it greatly encouraged the current art masters to tolerate a re-modification of “descriptive methodologies” apart from their prior emphasis on the norm of plastic techniques, and this provided a liberal framework for Xu to fuse his “national-saving” endeavour with his aesthetic innovations. 

Xu Beihong associated his aspiration of art-promotion with the concept of “publicity”
Xu Beihong resorted the medium of painting to the purpose of “public communication” as a mean of popularising his reformative aesthetic ideal, in which he began from the fundamental status as a textbook illustrator. According to the interpretation of Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), Xu Beihong depended on his trustworthy acquaintance called Xu Ziming (徐子明)
 to submit his paintings to Mr. Li Denghui (李登輝), President of Shanghai Fudan University and Senior Officer of Foreign Language Department of Zhonghua Book Store (上海復旦大學校長兼中華書局外文部主任)
 in order to beg for opportunities that helped publish his artistic fruits. Since Shanghai was opened by British Imperialists as an important treaty port in the Changjiang Delta Region after China’s failure in the First Anglo-Chinese War, it was then a cored commercial city on the Chinese Continent that accommodated the co-existence of both Chinese and foreign modes of thoughts. The foreign merchants and residents in Shanghai introduced the Western curatorial philosophies to the Chinese intellectual community. This initially raised Chinese people’s concern on the sustainable opportunities of Chinese-ink paintings, which belonged to the heritage of their Civilization, to be transformed as either products for commercial exchange or assets for the mission of “ego-cultural inheritance” (本位文化承傳) with nationalistic purposes.

As Chen Chuanji recorded, Xu Beihong sought Hui Tiezhao (惲鐵樵)
, Editor-in-Chief of “A Journal of Friction” in Commercial Press, for further assistance with a recommendation letter by Xu Ziming under a mediation of Huang Jinghuan (黃警頑), a staff of Commercial Press. Sharing the similar kind of ideological language with Xu Beihong’s intention of art expression, Hui Tiezhao agreed to publish Xu Beihong’s paintings as the illustrations of textbook publications by Commercial Press. This was then a prior step for Xu Beihong to make breakthrough upon the ritual called “psychological retreat” pursued by literati painters, as he subjectively invited the participation of public audiences to contribute useful feedbacks to his endeavour for personal art advancement. Huang Jinghuan loved martial arts, thus he requested Xu Beihong to paint a series of illustrations for the publication called “An Illustrational Interpretation on the Martial Kicks of Master Tan” (譚腿圖說)
, which was a kind of pictorial guidance to those with elementary knowledge in the manifestation of physical vibrancies for defensive fighting. This helped Xu Beihong to bridge his gap with the “patriarchal” community of China, as many male youngsters in this turbulent political epoch with aspiration in both physical and national self-strengthening would be interested in comprehending the possibilities of Chinese fine arts for perceiving innovations with educational purposes.

Xu Beihong knew that, Gao Jianfu (高劍父) and Gao Qifeng (高奇峰) had significant position within the reformative painting circuit, as these two avant-gardes in Lingnan Fine Arts could help him strive for more opportunities in a publicity of his unique art creations. Xu knew that, by establishing a good relationship with Gao Jianfu and Gao Qifeng, he could efficiently increase his “social capital” to equally bargain with the experienced editors and persuade them to believe in the scholastic value of his reformative painting approach. The “Shenwei Book Store” (審美書局), which located at the opposite side of Commercial Press Book Store, was established by Gao Jianfu and Gao Qifeng. With the help of Huang Jinghuan, Xu Beihong proceeded to the Gao Brothers and negotiated for the possibility of patronage. Gao Jianfu let Xu paint a package of monthly calendars. Xu had no choice but to paint two pieces of monthly calendars with “royal ladies” as the main themes. However, the Gao brothers did not purchase the “royal ladies”, as they donated the “royal ladies “ to the orphanages and the institutes for the deaf and dumb. Xu painted a large piece of “Zhongkui Portraitures” (鍾馗像), which were usually posted onto the gate doors to scare away the evils. Also, he drew the portraiture of Goddess Guanyin. The Goddess Guanyin, drawn by Xu, was printed onto the upper left corner of a publication called “Universal Peace” (天下太平).

In the monarchical era, Chinese people regarded painting as something with “scholastic dignity”. According to their conservative psychology, a painter should wait for the “natural emergence” of personnel opportunities. He should not be over-progressive in striving for widespread recognitions on his art talents. If a painter attempts to publish his art pieces onto textbooks, frictions, journals, calendars or magazines, Chinese people of the elder generation would categorize such behaviour as a deduction of that particular painter’s potential aesthetic values. Therefore, they dared not to let their art pieces appear on “propaganda-related materials” and remain courteous while waiting for appreciations from patrons.

Xu Beihong denied the validity of such perspective. He dared to sow the seeds of his artistic reputation by beginning from the fundamental participation in “publication tasks”. He regarded paintings with functional purposes as a channel for him to serve widespread Chinese people with art affections despite social stratifications, whereas he could persist with his habit of on-going painting practice and cautiously observe his rate of technical enhancements.

Xu Beihong’s dependence on Catholic personnel to justify his propagandising attempt of art promotion

A Shanghaiese oil-painter called Zhou Shang (周湘), who was a native from Jiading of Jiangsu Province, worked in Tumenwan Oil Painting Gallery established by Xu Jiahui Catholic Church (徐家匯天主教堂)
. Huang Jinghuan (黃警頑) endeavoured to help Xu bridge the gap for an efficient contact with Zhou Shang. In February 1916, by a connection with Catholic authorities through Zhou Shang, Xu Beihong was admitted to Zhendan University, which was a Chinese institute operated by the Catholic Diocese of France. Xu made use of this religious shelter, which was not obstructed by the negative trend of “cronyism” developed by the civil associations in Chinese society, to further his tertiary studies in French language, which helped him pave the way for penetrating his reformative painting art to the European art circuit. As the Western Catholic priests preferred to impose a just and unbiased standard of talent recruitment, Xu Beihong did not need to worry that his art could not become legitimate if he failed to appease the “liaison leaders” to persuade for general recognition among the members of their responsible associations.

A scholar called Wang Rongzu (汪榮祖)
 regarded the phenomenon that the intellectuals perceived a holistic learning environment with the strike of foreign thoughts during the turbulence of New Cultural Movement as “Sino-Western paradox”. The European mode of academic research stimulated the desire of Chinese intellectuals to intensify their research on their belonged national cultures, so did the cultivation of painting arts with Chinese characteristics. The Catholic missionaries adapted to the historical experiences of Roman Catholic Church in nurturing a group of distinguished artists who served for the religious art decorations, for example, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo and Raphael. Thus, comparing to the psychology of post-monarchical Chinese scholars, the Catholic missionaries were rather whole-hearted to condone painters in striving for an increase in their independent artistic reputations through the engagement in propaganda-related art affairs or the progressive connection with the secular world for more patronages. As the Zhendan University (震旦大學) admitted Xu Beihong to study French language, Xu could legitimately comprehend how the French artists, who were well educated by the forbearing and initiative spirits of Catholic faith, could obtain universal recognitions on their fruits of fine art without the burden of harsh criticisms from the privileged art masters within the upper part of the feudalistic hierarchy. Xu would never regard his propaganda-based art affairs as “undermining” his established aesthetic values. Rather, by firstly putting aside his shortsighted concern on monetary rewards, Xu could put his prior focus on the progressive search for publishing channels to better promote his art pieces within the Chinese community. Xu pragmatically thought that, once his fame was “well recited” within the local or international art circuit, he could then be able to bargain for a greater extent of monetary values from the commercial art authorities.

Catholicism stressed the idea of “searching for common understanding and conciliation from diversifications”. Catholic missionaries could tolerate those artists who pursued a retreat mode of creative life and offer them assistances if they were in need. But, the Catholic missionaries requested the retreated artists to respect the privilege of some artists who preferred a progressive mode of creative endeavour. Judging from the ideological circumstances between the 1910s and the 1920s, the academic environment reserved a certain extent of conservatism that restricted Xu from demonstrating his concreted art skills to the intellectual community. The admission by Zhendan University was regarded as a milestone of breakthrough for Xu to easily legitimise his reformative art perspectives, as he could continue with his progressive art promotion with the shelter of Catholic Churches.
Xu Beihong’s faith on Cai Yuanpei’s scientific avocation to justify the functional change of painting medium as a “nationalistic propaganda”
From Chen Chuanji’s interpretation in his publication called “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong”, Cai Yuanpei, being a prior intellectual leader of May Fourth Movement, contributed enlightened thoughts to Xu Beihong’s endeavour in practising “The Theory of Improvement”
 in Chinese-painting reform. Apart from “The Theory of Integration” by Gao Brothers and “The Theory of Moderation” by Lin Fengmian (林風眠), Xu’s theory was regarded as a pragmatic alternative to preserve the wholesome literary qualities of Chinese fine arts while searching for reformative languages in modern aesthetic expression. Cai Yuanpei further his academic studies in the Universität Leipzig of Germany between 1908 and 1911. Apart from his curiosity in researching Western Psychology, History of Western Philosophy and History of Western Civilization, Cai Yuanpei received art-history education from Prof. August Schmarsow (1853 – 1936)
. He broadened his aesthetic horizon by analysing the contribution of Laokoon art and Barock art to the advancement of European Civilization, as well as studying Dutch art in the period between Hubert & Jan van Eyck (c. 1385 – 1390 for H.; c. 1395 – 1441 for J.) and Quentin Metsys the Young (Antwrp, c. 1543 – Frankfurt, 1589). After completing his German studies, Cai Yuanpei focused on the tertiary education affairs in Republican China. Cai was employed as the President of Peking University in 1919. To realize his mission of promoting “popular art education” for making Chinese youngsters understand more about the creative trend of global art scene, it was a must for Cai to recruit fine-art scholars with aspiration in enhancing the appreciation value of Chinese art by inviting the wholesome elements of Western art, instead of recruiting literati who simply treated painting as a kind of “hobbies” that complemented their regular scriptural profession. And, with his awareness on Xu Beihong’s dependence on Gao Brothers to publish his paintings in printing materials, Cai dared to search for a contribution from Xu Beihong to conduct popular art education despite the oppositions by Sinologists like Jin Cheng (金城) whom stressed a staunch preservation of conventions in the pursuit of court and literati painting. Knowing that Xu Beihong had connections with Kang Youwei
 during his capacity as an art instructor in Chuang Sheng Ming Zhi University (倉聖明智大學) and shared the same intellectual pursuit with Kang of causing institutional, political, cultural and ideological enlightenments in Chinese society with deep-rooted feudalistic and autocratic tradition, Cai Yuanpei employed Xu as an instructor in the Department of Fine Arts at Peking University, as well as helping Xu to obtain scholarships for overseas art studies by a progressive contact with Fu Zengshang (傅增湘)
, Senior Secretary for ROC Education Bureau. Noticing that the evolution of Chinese fine art had to accommodate changes in the contents of cultural thoughts and social lives, Cai Yuanpei established “Painting Methodology Society”
 in Peking University in 1927 that authorized Xu Beihong to be the instructor and hold discussions with his teaching colleagues, namely Chen Shizeng (陳師曾), He Luzhi (賀履之), Tang Dingzhi (湯定之) and Li Yitu (李毅土)
, on how to modify the “formats” of Chinese-ink expression – particularly a permission on painters to create illustrative work that helped the Republican rulers to search for a nationalistic mean of unity within the illiterate Chinese majority.
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The Ninth Ode of Quyuan – The Mountainous Monster (屈原九歌．山鬼)
Xu Beihong was much inspired by Cai Yuanpei’s insistence on “utilitarian education” (shi li zhu yi jiao yu, 實利主義教育)
, which required exceptional awareness on social, political, diplomatic, cultural, philosophical and humanistic issues despite the restricted eyesight due to one’s established position within the hierarchical stratification. Xu regarded painting as an intellectual pursuit that could be comprehended by under-educated proletariat class, thus he made a great tribute to the reflection of common people’s livelihood by a narrative expression of their gestures, interactions and social activities. In Xu’s mind, the idea of “utilitarianism” comprised a positive emphasis on pragmatic purposes, so did the feeling of “concreteness” delivered in the reformative Chinese-ink creativity with proportional, geometrical or anatomical compositions. He dared to integrate his precautious observation with his realistic approach of figure and landscape description. Taking an example of his piece called “The Ninth Ode of Quyuan – The Mountainous Monster” (屈原九歌．山鬼), Xu paid much attention on making “field trips” to record the characteristics of cliffs, trunks, bushes, muddy floors, streams and waterfalls in agricultural regions due to his persistence on “life drawing” as a thoughtful comprehension on the nature. Unlike the court painters who portrayed the concubines and royal servants with customized imaginations and delineative plastic skills, Xu Beihong invited a female model from the rural village to demonstrate him a nude appearance and pretend sitting onto a mammal by putting leaf-made carpet onto her shoulders. He captured such posture with intentional spatial arrangement. Through a logical measurement on a female model who was willing to retain her body calm and unmoved for a longer duration, Xu was able to carefully adjust the thickness and transformation of his applied chrominance. By portraying a nude village lady as being courageous enough to surrender the “mountainous monster” with a combination of strings and ingenious martial tactics, Xu made a prior historical attempt to convey a possibility of integrating the nation-widely concerned “political metaphors” with the art of Chinese painting that implied a breakthrough of personal intrinsic experiences. Highlighting the propaganda-based features from his Westernised adoption of Chinese-ink medium, Xu showed his endeavour to arouse the awareness of peasants and proletariats on the need of expelling corruptive and betrayal influences within the Kuomintang Government that hindered China from implementing political reforms and counteracting with the intransigence of Japanese militarism. The anti-feudalist intellectuals in the New Cultural Movement proclaimed the idea of gender equality, and Xu Beihong was the first-ever artist to accommodate this trend in his Chinese-ink pieces and portray the nude village lady as being outgoing to defend her rural compatriots against external threats. This helped him introduce the concept of modern feminism to the illiterate Chinese people with a heroic perspective, as well as urging the patriarchal leaders to respect women’s autonomy in contributing to the productivity of labour class.
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Portraiture of Ranbindranath Tagore
Xu Beihong fulfilled Cai Yuanpei’s avocation on “global perspective education” (shi jie guan jiao yu, 世界觀教育)
, which was based on the “Theory of Knowledge” by Immanuel Kant. Cai realized that there was no longer a particular school of philosophical thought that monopolized the entire legitimacy in the global academia, and thus both the freedom of critical judgment and the freedom of speech were regarded as useful complements to the possible loopholes while putting corresponding avocation into effect within this secular. Cai urged intellectuals to manifest auspicious elements from the “world of phenomenon” to efficiently strive for a pragmatic approach of behavioural fulfilment in the “world of materialism”, which requested an unbiased observation on the difference of cored values between the culture of “ego” and the culture of “foreign”. Being a loyal subordinate of Cai Yuanpei, Xu Beihong exposed himself to many alternatives by exchanging aesthetic theories with scholars from foreign academia. He exchanged aesthetic opinions with Ranbindranath Tagore, an Indian poet-writer, in a chance that Liang Qichao successfully invited Tagore to make a visit to various academic, cultural and political institutions in Beijing from March to April 1924 
. Apart from a persistence on the Chinese painting theories by Gu Kaizhi (顧愷之), Zheng Zengyuan (張僧繇) and Lu Tanwei (陸探微), Xu Beihong’s approach of Sino-Western coexistence was much inspired by the Indian painting methodology, called “The Six Limbs” (六肢), after having an experience of creating Chinese-ink portrait for Ranbindranath Tagore – contexts of elegance and the expression of personal sentiments (表現情感), brush theories with a subtle attachment of chrominance (筆法與傅彩), comprehensive observation on the rationale of image (形象體察的認識), caring for a consistent vividness between forms and innermost qualities with realism as an essential criteria (形神的迫肖), the contents and elegance of aesthetics (美的內容與典雅), and alertness on the appropriateness of measurements and compositions (尺度與結構的正確)
. Xu regarded the “Six Limbs” as much more similar to the realm of Plato’s aesthetic pursuit called “art as a kind of optical perfection”, whereas the philosophical contexts of the corresponding art creations implied much Oriental emphasis on human relationship with transcendental, divined or magical forces. The Indian art methodology, highlighted by Ranbindranath Tagore, provided a well-comprehended framework for the art practitioners to elementarily manifest an empathetic but logical connoisseurship on the painting works with intentionally composed plastic features. By discouraging the vacillating evaluation on the intrinsic quality of “breath” (qi, 氣) since the emergence of literati painting in Yuan Dynasty, Xu Beihong was able to make the idiosyncrasy of his thematic Chinese-ink description as more approachable to the pragmatic condition of humanity in this secular, which was a fulfilment to the propaganda-based creative persistence that helped search for ideological consonance among people of the same infinity.


Ranbindranath Tagore did not agree that the extremely Bolshevik inspirations should completely encroach the honest reflection of one’s subconscious condition in particular literary creation, as he pursued a reserved maintenance of “equilibrium”. His faith provided Xu Beihong with a framework of “moderation” to conserve Chinese art tradition by integrating it with either the expressionistic or the plastic elements of Western Art. During the Moscow Chinese Painting Exhibition at Red Brick Museum of Fine Arts in 1930, Xu Beihong conveyed Mr. Aroseff, Chairman of Voks (i.e. The Foreign Culture Exchange Association of the Soviet Union), and the Soviet Russians to understand a fact that Chinese painting, as a sort of “peaceful, harmonious and forbearing art medium”, never considered of visually exposing either Bolshevik or Imperialistic aggressions
 to anaesthetize people with different ideological stances. During the turbulent revolution period of Russia beyond 1917, some Russian artists, such as Wassily Kandinsky (1866 – 1944), was driven to pursue a “nihilistic” expression and a deconstruction of secular phenomenon with illusion-liked iconographies because he frustrated with the exploitation of capitalism in the Czardom epoch and was afraid of the pressing threat from Leninist proletariat dictatorship
. But, to Xu Beihong’s mind, this kind of anxiety and external pressure, which was much related to the socialistic judgment on particular individual’s ideological legitimacy in his/her thematic inclinations, would rarely be perceived by either the Sinological or the reformative painters in Chinese art academia at all. Both schools of thoughts could coexist without conflicts under a criterion of pursuing mutual complementation for common advancements. Even though the Chinese-ink practice experienced structural renewals in aesthetic formats due to the impact of intellectuals’ outcry for nationwide cultural and institutional changes, the noumenon of Chinese aesthetics reserved an emphasis of reconciliation with a conventional emphasis on ethical codes and humanitarianism – never created over-conceptualised pieces that raised audiences an under-modulated sense of indifference. This perspective was much inspired by Ranbindranath Tagore’s reminder during his gathering with Zheng Zhenfeng (鄭振鋒), Wang Tongzhao (王統照), Xu Zhimo (徐志摩) and other occupational literati in Shanghai on 12 April 1922
 – advocating more wholesome communications with other countries for increasing mutual friendship among different racial cultures. From the “Portraiture of Ranbindranath Tagore”, it was seen that even though Xu Beihong applied Western figurative concepts to make Tagore appear as more approachable to the expectations of modernists, he never let the Formalism of Western Art become a sort of “cultural overbearance” that monopolized all kinds of iconographies and discouraged Chinese favour from appearing in the painting scenes. Based on the “Six Rules” (lü fa, 六法) by Xie He (謝赫) in Eastern Jin Dynasty, Xu still used the “skeletally-regulated brushstrokes” (gu fa yong bi, 骨法用筆) to portray the pine tree behind Tagore in a semi-random and infiltrative manner. He reserved some pale Chinese-ink shadows in the draperies of Tagore’s clothes despite the colourful expression, which proved his comprehension on how the thickness of Chinese ink could be coordinated with the Taoist manipulation of yin-yang contrasts. The “Portraiture of Ranbindranath Tagore” was the first-ever composition that showed how Xu Beihong acknowledged the contribution of foreign intellectuals by merging propaganda-based elements with the pursuit of Realism in the reformed Chinese-ink art for the sake of spreading enlightened ideas that encouraged either illiterate proletariats or post-monarchical privileged individuals to observe this secular with a global perspective and accept the emergent need of socio-economic progress by minimizing all kinds of over-Sinocentric psychological restrictions.
[image: image3.jpg]



The Ninth Ode of Quyuan – National Grief (屈原九歌．國殤)
Cai Yuanpei’s avocation for promoting “Military-Based Nationalistic Education” (ju guo min jiao yu, 軍國民教育)
 provided much enlightened concepts for Xu Beihong to materialize his propaganda-based creative aspirations in his Chinese-ink and oil practice with theoretical foundation. Xu understood a fact that, Chinese people historically neglected the importance of “self-strengthening”. In the aspect of humanity, the former privileged scholar-officials in monarchical China, who obtained upward social mobility due to their excellence in scriptural regurgitation, cared less about the accumulation of muscular strength through horse-ridding, arrow-shooting, sword-fighting or martial-art practices. In the aspect of national defense, both the Qing Regime and the Kuomintang Government did not invest much fund on an on-going invention for the functional improvement of the existing weapons in China, nor to say carrying out either a strategic recruitment of potential manpower for the protection of national security or a nationwide civil military service in a compulsory module. By making the first-ever historical attempt of portraying warrior scenes initiated by rural soldiers, Xu Beihong could treat such “genre aesthetic” as a sort of nationalistic propaganda to re-arouse the interest of intellectual adolescents in pursuing warfare spirits and defending China from being partitioned by foreign imperialists.

Before the May Fourth Movement, the Chinese art academia paid less emphasis on the value of “ironic paintings”. Such kind of creative element was rarely found in monarchical China due to the political taboos, and it was only experienced in the art of Shi Ke (石恪) and Li Xiong (李雄)
, the two painters between the end of Five Dynasties and the beginning of Northern Song Regime who felt dissatisfied with the governance of Emperor Song Taizhong (宋太宗). In the West, the art of “ironic painting” was much adopted by the religious patrons to record how the grass-rooted people encountered the miseries with confidence given by the Creator despite of having their basic livelihood exploited by objective circumstances, so as to make these art creations as a sort of doctrinal medium to educate illiterate people with the notions of “benevolence”, “fraternity”, “compassion” and “patience”. The earliest “ironic painter” in European art history was Pieter Brueghel the Elder (1526 - 1569) from the Netherlands
. Pieter Brueghel the Elder was a representative of Flemish Art Renaissance who was keen at reviving the methodology of “humanistic” description with genre contexts. Pieter Brueghel the Elder made a historical attempt of reserving inspirational metaphors from his iconographical differentiation of various characters based on a slight exaggeration of their facial and postural expressions, an intentional highlight of their idiosyncratic individualities, and a connection of them with particular chapters of the well-recited classical tales. Such breakthrough on the thematic restriction of painting art since the Dark Ages also helped develop a catalytic effect to the cultural transformations in many European countries, as it raised a widespread alertness among European intellectuals in terms of being more “critical” and “suspicious” to the legitimacy of their established autocratic rulers for representing the genuine interests of the common people
. More threats were made to the stability of these monarchical regimes because they were appointed by either a minority group of privileged bourgeoisies or the ethnic races which did not belong to the heritage system of their Civilization. This could be observed from the historical evidences beyond the signing of “Vienna Settlement” in 1815; such as the diminishing authoritativeness of Bourbon Dynasty since the 1790s due to the emergence of Napoleon Bonaparte’s revolutionary influence under the patronage of bankers for representing the interests of common French people to fight for a downfall of aristocracy, and the growing outcry of Giuseppe Mazzini and his “Carbonari” fellows to expel the rule of Hamsburg Empire for establishing an independent sovereignty for the entire Italian Peninsular based on their “Risorgimento” avocation since 1831. Due to his acceptance in updating his Western art knowledge by a reference to Cai Yuanpei’s research experiences on Dutch art under the apprenticeship of Prof. August Schmarsow, Xu Beihong clearly knew about how the enlightened aesthetic elements in Flemish Renaissance paintings stimulated Europeans’ desire for nationalism and admired the courage of European art patrons in exploring the aforesaid “catalytic effect” from “ironic art” that pushed forward a rapid trend of Enlightenment for intellectuals from the basic class to reinterpret the classics in a more liberal approach and develop new sociological theories for revolutionary purposes. As the longevity of Pieter Brueghel the Elder (1525 – 1569)’s artistic life was at an intermediate point along the time scale of Flemish Art Renaissance between Hubert & Jan van Eyck (c. 1385 – 1390 for H.; c. 1395 – 1441 for J.) and Quentin Metsys the Young (c. 1395 – 1441), it was estimated that Cai Yuanpei had ever included Pieter Brueghel the Elder as one of his highlighted but informal topics while sharing his academic discoveries about Flemish Art Renaissance with Xu Beihong during his capacity of employing Xu as a fine art instructor and making him in charge of the “Painting Methodology Society” in Peking University. By merging “ironic” metaphors with his genre Chinese-ink painting and creating anti-heroic characters with grotesque features similar to the miserable scene in Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s “Die Parabel von den Blinden” (The Blind Leading the Blind, Created in 1568)
, Xu Beihong could vividly demonstrate some human sensations that were hardly interpreted by neither verbal nor scriptural means. These sensations included some “dark” social phenomenon, for examples, the rural slaves being oppressed by landlords, the sufferings of labours in nationwide famine or drought, people’s sadness due to the destruction of homelands, the elder people with skinny appearance who lacked care from society, the physically handicapped persons who felt helpless in war disaster, a group of impoverished but patriotic peasants who survived as same as the beggars, and a group of bleeding soldiers who insisted to confront with the gigantic monsters despite of having their arms or legs broken off.

In Xu Beihong’s Chinese-ink piece called “The Ninth Ode of Quyuan – National Grief” (屈原九歌．國殤), featured highlights were made to the peasants who rushed to protect the Han-Chinese territories from being conquered by the Jin barbarians (金人), even though lots of compatriots were equipped with backward weapons and died from the raindrop-liked scattering arrows. His mural oil painting with Chinese aesthetic features called “Rescue from an Intelligent Leader” (徯我后), which aimed at portraying a group of impoverished villagers who longed for Shang Tang (商湯)’s arrival to help them turn down the brutal governance of Emperor Xia Jie (夏桀), implied the eagerness of Chinese compatriots to obtain a capable and efficient leadership from Kuomintang Government for the sake of relieving their living burden and counteract with Japanese influence in Manchuria after the outbreak of 9-18 Incident
. Such a creative focus on “dark” episodes caused a breakthrough to the artistic trend that neither the court painters nor literati painters in monarchical China concentrate on describing the miserable sides of impoverished people to honestly reflect the values of humanity. Also, during the turbulent era of Japanese invasion, Xu Beihong fully utilized this sort of “ironic paintings” as propaganda to conduct academic seminars in Asian museum and university institutions
, present the overseas Chinese communities with the genuine situations of Mainland China in terms of having insufficient funds and piecemeal institutional supports from the Kuomintang Government to purchase technologically-advanced weapons for improving China’s defensive ability, urge the overseas Chinese for a joint contribution of money donations and relief-used necessities to the injured soldiers and civilians in the battlefield, and press the democratic Western allies to tighten their diplomatic collaboration with China for counteracting with the intransigence of Japanese Militarism in terms of restoring the peaceful international order in Pacific Asia.
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“Die Parabel von den Blinden” (The Blind Leading the Blind), created by Pieter Brueghel the Elder in 1568
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“Rescue from an Intelligent Leader” (徯我后), a nationalistic mural oil painting created by Xu Beihong
Xu Beihong’s paintings as “nationalistic propaganda”, which associated with a proletariat emphasis, reflected his inclination to Menshevism but never considered of diminishing the Chinese racial features
By observing the time scale of painting transformation in China, Xu Beihong was theoretically qualified as an avant garde during the New Cultural Movement who was able to demonstrate the global art scene with a renovated function of Chinese-art creativity – to depict the emphasis on the visual effect of “nationalistic propaganda”, to express a “socialistic” mean of sympathy to the impoverished majority whom were still unable to be liberated from the exploitation of privileged minority even after the downfall of monarchism, and to connect with the spread of anti-Japanese intellectual trend. Xu initiatively absorbed the wholesome elements from Western Realism between the 17th and 19th century. Knowing that the disordered figurative expressions by Abstract and Fauvist masters, represented by Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse respectively, were getting more adorable among European adolescent artists after the First World War; Xu Beihong endeavoured to discourage these art styles from being taught by instructors in the officially-subsidized art academies, safeguard the humanistic values of Realism, restrain the Chinese aesthetic heritage from being encroached by the Formalistic art contexts
 despite of the emerging German Expressionism in the 20th century, boycott the artists who lacked a respect to Confucian-Taoist tradition by stirring up “Deconstructionist” trends that ruined the harmonious regulation of painting-art evolution in China, implement a “standardization” of painting-teaching curriculum for the entire Chinese art academia based on the Lingnan School of Thought, and permit Chinese fine arts to be publicly and journalistically adopted for the purpose of spreading patriotic virtues. In 1930, the Central Fine Arts Association acknowledged Xu Beihong as “The First Voice of Chinese Art Renaissance”
. It was because Xu was determined and courageous enough to openly confront with the conservative painting methodology inherited by the former scholar-officials whom stressed the preservation of literati-based etiquette, define a clear stance for Chinese art in the global art scene that prevented it from being blindly hauled by the ever-fluctuating value-judgments of the highly “capitalist-oriented” Western art circuit, and deny the newly-emerged Western Expressionistic artists from making any imperialistic kinds of cultural interventions to the autonomy of Republican China in terms of developing her independent art languages with nationalistic features.
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“Where there’s a will, there’s the way” (愚公移山)
Sharing the similar ideological thoughts with Chen Duxiu (陳獨秀) and Li Dazhao (李大釗) in terms of being dissatisfied with the on-going corruptive governance of Kuomintang and the right-wing bureaucrats, Xu Beihong upheld a rather “Menshevik” approach of painting pursuit, which reserved a sustainable platform for communications and integrations with diversified artistic ideologies while caring more about the demands of the weakness groups. Xu was disfavoured with the over-progressiveness of the Soviet Union in promoting Socialism, for examples, her manipulation of COMINTERN to penetrate the ideas of “class struggles” among her surrounding countries with weak democratic or cultural foundations, her abuse of eye-catching illustrative propagandas to force Russian proletariats for an unconditional submissiveness to the “personality cult” of Soviet leaders, her over-glorification of “machinery” to marginalize all sorts of naturalistic or sentimental notions.

From Xu Beihong’s approach of narrative art, there was a correspondence to Chen Duxiu’s notion called “making the government be more subjugated by the power of common people” (平民征服政府)
, which was to grasp more welfare circumstances and gain more public appreciations for the labouring classes by letting peasants or workers appear as prior characters in his painting pieces to teach adolescents with a new perspective of “critical analysis” on the issue of wealth, resources and income disparity in many under-developed Chinese provinces. Xu Beihong conveyed art lovers a phenomenon that, the entire Chinese society, led by Kuomintang, made the interest of capitalists, landlords and warlords as always the prior constitutional concern, whereas there was rarely a collective mean of compassion on those proletariats whom could not survive with basic human dignity and very few privileges were offered to them for an equal participation in the discussion of governmental politics to revert the national dilemma.

A gigantic Chinese-ink painting by Xu Beihong called “Where there’s a will, there’s the way” (愚公移山) was a good example to justify how Xu Beihong treasured labours’ contribution of “manpower forces” as an important element of artistic highlight to convey encouraging messages that boosted up the warfare morale of Chinese peasants, workers and intellectuals to search for a consistent goal and strengthen their strategic liaison in order to counteract with Japanese’ intransigent annexation on China’s territories. During his refuge journey to India in 1940
, Xu Beihong particularly employed the muscular Indian natives to be nude models as his anatomical references for portraying the stubborn old man and his descendents according to the implications of Lie Zi (列子)
’s idiom. This type of large-scale creativity by Xu reflected the style of “chiaroscuro” adopted by Italian Renaissance painters like Leonardo da Vinci (1452 – 1519) and Sandro Botticelli (c. 1445 – 1510), which helped illuminate the muscular details of the old man’s descendants with a particular highlight of their sweats, dusts and dirt. As the tough digging process of the old man’s descendants was described with a theatrical layout, the Chinese intellectuals were propagandistically reminded with the importance of “racial unity” despite of differences in ideological inclinations, as well as being reminded to be more alerted of the invisible racial betrayals who disclosed confidential information to the Japanese military authorities and obtained personal economic benefits at the expense of sovereign integrity.

A subsidiary concern from the notion of “art as a kind of propaganda” was that, the nationalistic intellectuals manipulated a comprehensive change in the national education system to make their reformative ideals as being more approachable to the civilians’ minimal standard of literary acceptability, so as an adjustment on the methodology of fine art education. By developing a mutual connection with diversified classes of university intellectuals who inherited the consistent kind of reformative thoughts, there could be an unprecedented level of social unity whenever a number of members from the renewed Chinese academia were commanded to patriotically fight for their deserved fair privileges and the elimination of social injustices from the Kuomintang Government, especially in a case that the intellectuals were spiritually motivated after being convinced by the nationalistic iconographies in the paintings created by the enlightened Chinese oil or ink painters. Coping with the downfall of the civic examination system, Cai Yuanpei played a vital role in bringing about the European mode of university management to China by providing professors and students in Peking University with more freedoms and self-autonomy to conduct and publish their unique academic researches, in which their incentives in lifelong studies would not be abnormally discouraged by the notions of social hierarchies and bureaucratic connections. Based on the doctrine of Cai Yuanpei’s education ideal, several of his peer education experts, such as Tao Xingzhi (陶行知), Yan Yangchu (晏陽初) and Liang Shouming (梁漱溟), turned to popularise the reformed and Westernised mode of primary, secondary and pre-collegiate education in rural and suburban provinces, which was theoretically regarded as a promotion of “Civilian Education” (ping min jiao yu, 平民教育) between the 1920s and the early 1930s. This notion was also adored by the left-wing intellectuals like Chen Duxiu (陳獨秀)
, for his belief in education as an important channel to recruit Menshevik revolutionaries and promote the socialistic propaganda. Xu Beihong made good use of such a liberal academic atmosphere to accommodate potential art talents from the basic class to initiate the establishment of modern fine art academies in various provinces. He manifested civil artists’ ability in terms of sharing the similar affinity of cultural and growing background with the adolescents from peasantry or workers’ families to stir up a social awareness on the danger of China for being too weak to resist the economic and diplomatic humiliation by either the Western countries or Japan. Yet, through the renewed system of “Civilian Education” by Tao Xingzhi and his peer education experts, Xu Beihong absorbed talents from the marginalized regions who demonstrated sophisticated talents in Realism. Then, Xu Beihong focused on recruiting master artists as professors whom received no scholastic honour during the Late Qing Era. These master artists included Wu Zhuoren (吳作人), Feng Faji (馮法祀), Ai Zhongxin (艾中信), Li Hua (李樺), Ye Qianyu (葉淺予), Zhong Qixiang (宗其香) and so forth
; whom encountered the similar dilemma of being boycotted by the conservative influences led by Jin Cheng (金城)
 and his peer Sinologists. By having Wu Zhuoren and the other aforementioned artists to penetrate their “liberated” art-education concepts in the regions where the intellectuals survived with impoverished creative circumstances, the recruited art students were thus ensured with a sense of loyalty once they were offered with adequate painting tools and resources for them to persist with their artistic aspiration. These students, being thanksgiving with the opportunity to receive a more Westernised mode of art education to revert themselves from the negative fate, exposed to be cultivated by Wu Zhuoren and his peers as potential descendents in persisting with the growth of Chinese art academia and counteracting with the corruptive Kuomintang governance. Both the professors and the students, recruited by Xu Beihong, were of humble origins without institutional or commercial supports from privileged bourgeoisie, but they were equipped with innovative horizons in creating art pieces for the propaganda usages of the nation. As Xu Beihong mobilized these enlightened art intellectuals to develop a new series of painting education theory that enabled Chinese fine arts to capably strive for a legitimate and authoritative say from international curators, art connoisseurs and museum administrators from different parts of the world, his nationalistic ideal of “reconstructing China with liberalism, equalitarianism, socio-economic stability, military strength and judicial transparency” could thus be noticed by the patriotic overseas-Chinese residents and the international allies who shared the same complication under the pressing military threat of the three leading totalitarian states. For example, the French Government, under the presidency of Gaston Doumergue (1863 – 1937)
, purchased twelve pieces of nationalistic Chinese-ink paintings from Xu Beihong’s exhibition in 1928. The Cultural Bureau of France in return established a Chinese Painting Gallery in Le Musée National d’Art Ètrangère à Paris (The National Museum of Foreign Art in Paris)
. Xu thus obtained a great honour for the creditable aspects of Chinese culture with regards to his endeavour in promoting his “civilian” concept of self-strengthening art cultivation.

Xu Beihong’s courage in making art as more secularised for an easier accommodation to the New Cultural Movement in China did not only result in a change of painting functionality, but also resulted in a change of Chinese people’s judgment and perception on the noumenon of artists’ identity. The privilege of fine-art practice was no longer monopolized by scholars, but was thoroughly returned to the initiative of common people. The legitimacy of artists’ reputation was no longer absolutely authorized by the Emperor, and the positional titles of becoming “artists” or not were not defined by one’s distinguished performance in the Royal Civic Examination. Painters, once having their fine-art degree studies nearly completed, could strive for various opportunities to demonstrate their stylistic uniqueness during the concierge session of Graduates’ Joint Exhibition. Thus, painters could communicate with the art-dealing visitors and bargain for “mutually beneficial” contract relations. The professors only played the role as “middlemen” to bridge the gap between their art students and the commercial field, whereas they made no autocratic intervention on students’ prospect of personal art development. The guidance that the professors offered varied case by case because students had different level of perceptibility, adaptability and sophistication. For sure, Xu Beihong knew very well with the loopholes of the ancient institutional norm, that the success of painters were rigidly subjected to the personal favour and prejudices of Emperor in their corresponding epoch. The Emperor preferred more on a selection of suitable candidates into the royal palace whom could pursue an efficient management of the domestic palace affairs while concentrating on the research of aesthetic contexts for royal decoration purposes. The employed court painters were expected as being able to devote their entire living time to the creation of monumental genre paintings for the purpose of glorifying the prosperity and longevity of the monarchical regime.

Since the Republican Era, the entire Chinese society eventually shifted to the social trend of the West in terms of providing art talents with a greater level of autonomy to increase a widespread recognition on their artistic identities. Painters or sculptors, even without any background in literature or scriptural research, could apply for a studio-art qualification (i.e. Bachelor of Fine Arts or Master of Fine Arts) from either universities or professional art academies. After completing their undergraduate or postgraduate studies, painters or sculptors could equally compete for exhibition opportunities granted by gallery or museum curators, make field trips for leaving their footprint of artistic creativity in different parts of the world, hire studios themselves for their convenience of persisting with an intensive and regular mode of creative production, find art critics to write articles for their art pieces that helped boost up their reputation, and connect with editors to have their paintings published in journals or magazines, join the civic-oriented painting associations themselves, compete for an eligibility in becoming members of Chinese Fine Artists Association by enriching their personal creative resume. Xu Beihong’s tremendous experiences in enlarging his personnel network in the global art scene implied a tolerance on artists to pursue “holistic development”, such as learning the marketing strategies for a better saleability of his painting pieces and getting some commissioned art projects themselves without governmental initiation. The reputation of an artist was not absolutely defined by his bureaucratic background, but was defined by his active participation in significant art functions organized by universities, tertiary institutes, museums or other cultural institutions, and commercial organizations. Due to Xu’s effort in promoting an enlightened mode of aesthetic principle, the oil and ink painting art in China could accommodate diversified purposes of expression apart from remaining it as a supplementation to poetic or literary publications. It could also be adopted by revolutionaries to serve for the industrial, agricultural and military advancements, such as merging their paintings with advertising mediums to boost up proletariats’ working morale. Moreover, as John Dewey, John Leighton Stuart, Hu Xi (胡適) and Cai Yuanpei introduced the post-monarchical Chinese academia with a Westernised system of humanistic tertiary education, Xu Beihong dared to proclaim that art students could integrate their creative emphasis with different academic disciplines. Not only did art associate with literature, it associated with social science as well. By reading a great diversity of theoretical materials, artists could comprise their comprehensive insights on sociology, history, drama (i.e. scenic art), archaeology, political science, philosophy, psychology and medical science in the thematic contexts. Yet, as aforementioned, Xu began with a promotion of his paintings by publishing his illustrations in textbooks, the discipline of Marketing and Communications, in such case, complemented to the propaganda purpose of Xu’s painting art. Noticing how a pursuit of holistic knowledge could efficiently help Xu to realize his renewed definition on the functionality of art, Xu endeavoured to search for a group of intellectuals with different backgrounds of academic disciplines but with the same sort of reformative ideology to unite together for minimizing the poisoning effects of feudalism in Chinese academia.

One conventional emphasis that was not changed in the system of Chinese fine arts even Xu Beihong endeavoured to instil the elements of “nationalistic propaganda”, which was, an irresistible consistency among the wholesome behavioural qualities of an artist, the gracefulness of aesthetic expression, and the deepness of philosophical implications in particular art work. A selected piece of statement by Xu Beihong during his formal analysis on Li Tang (李唐)’s “The Rose of Bo Yi and Shu Qi” (伯夷、叔齊采薇圖) justified how he cared for the issue of behavioural cultivation:

“…… Thus, a description of fairy gods was a challenging task, as it required the artist to be equipped with intelligence, honesty and spiritual leisure at the same time. If that person was immortal enough to contribute his nation regardless of sacrifices and hunger, he was that type of righteous person honoured by Mencius. Did his aesthetic styles and behaviours deserve to be consistently transcendent? I think, the common artisans and brushstroke manipulators could hardly create something that was as benevolent as those fine arts created by righteous persons.” 
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"The Five Hundred Muscular Men from Tian Heng" (田橫五百壯士) 
Xu Beihong’s mural oil painting named “The Five Hundred Muscular Men from Tian Heng" (田橫五百壯士) conveyed an emphasis on “moral integrity” as a preservation of racial dignity. Xu adopted the anti-Qin revolters from Tian Heng under the leadership Emperor Han Gaozu (漢高祖) as a metaphor to encourage Chinese intellectuals not to incline to imperialism and to be critical with the Kuomintang officials who used to serve their own political interests at the expense of national security. He provided reformative art intellectuals, who pushed forward the New Cultural Movement and supported the anti-Japanese defence, with a framework to ensure them with divined personality during their creative pursuit. The four criteria, according to Xu’s personal comments on “The Moral Scripts” (Dao De Jing, 道德經), were “to develop spiritual emptiness and to preserve mental tranquillity” (致虛守靜), “to never dare for becoming the prior among people with diversified characteristics” (不敢為天下先), “to never be too self-centred” (不自是), “to never undermine one’s self-confidence” (不自伐), “to prefer a retreat as a path for future progressive action and to restrain vibrancy with tranquillity” (以退為進、以靜制動)
. These reminded the Chinese Civilization to persist with its patience of jointly demonstrating a morally conscious but a courteous image to pacify the threat of evil forces without initiating violent means of counteraction.
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Pakistan in Jishui, Scholastic Temperaments (巴人汲水．懷學素養)
Accommodating the emerging trend of May Fourth Movement, the Chinese intellectuals condemned the Western democratic powers for making racial discriminations and imperialistic exploitations on Oriental countries. Hu Xi, Cai Yuanpei, Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao and other reform advocators urged the Ententes, whom strived to become permanent member states in the Security Council of the League of Nations after the First World War, to respect the autonomy of the economically and militarily backward nations in terms of deciding how to make their territories encounter with sovereign transitions after reprimanding the imperialistic influences. Xu Beihong manifested the Chinese-ink medium to propagandise the “universal cored values” with regards to his faith of maintaining harmonious international relationships and criticizing ambitious leaders who intended to tease the under-developed countries by forcing them to reluctantly accept the Western institutional norms. In his piece called “Pakistan in Jishui, Scholastic Temperaments” (巴人汲水．懷學素養), Xu Beihong advocated that the ethnical minorities from China’s neighbouring states were also committed to the enhancement of superstructures. The Pakistan scholar was described as being fond with a biological research on natural vegetations. Xu believed that this Pakistan scholar, as well as other Asian races, was also qualified to contribute professional talents to the goodness of humanity despite of his humble origin of growing up from peasantry class. Combining with the concept of “propaganda”, Xu upheld the cored value of “racial equality” and forbore the use of Chinese-ink methodology to describe the trivial scenes of weakness groups in the Orient that were worth of getting universal empathy.

Conclusion: Xu Beihong’s propagandistic art attempt associated with the notion of unbiased righteousness that re-introduced China with the non-hierarchical practice of humanism and saved the humble art talents from being exploited by cronyism

Xu Beihong’s aspiration of eliminating the restrained habit of textural strokes, avoiding pretentious modifications and fabricating a scene with compositional directness corresponded to the proclamations of May Fourth intellectuals, particularly Hu Xi and Lu Xun (魯迅), in terms of replacing “eight-legged scriptures” (ba gu wen, 八股文) with “plain languages” (bai hua wen, 白話文) which helped the Chinese illiterate majority to perceive the enlightened thoughts with neatly-patterned iconographies. Xu Beihong’s emphasis on the idea of “objectiveness” implied that Chinese people should re-consider the benefit of “rationality” as a complementation to the loopholes of traditional Chinese-ink practice in terms of over-emphasizing the non-secularised judgment on the virtual norm of “tranquillity” reflected from painters’ level of transcendence beyond their subconscious minds. The notion of life drawing, which was regarded by Xu Beihong as a key curriculum to facilitate a nationwide establishment of Westernised fine-art academies in China, helped the painting students to consolidate their plastic skills apart from a regular mode of calligraphic cultivation by guaranteeing them with a consistent coordination among hands, eyes and intrinsic condition. While comprising the skills of a concreted dissection on different biological or mechanical structures in his series of new painting methodology, Xu Beihong reminded the Chinese painters to learn the way of attaching their sense of “empathy” to the honest interactions of human beings, especially when portraying metamorphic figures with unique imaginations for arousing Chinese people’s sentiments to support the nation-saving ideal. To better cope with how the Western painters described people’s roles in nationalistic campaigns, Xu Beihong encouraged the fine art professors to closely attach their technique-training procedures to students’ complementary studies on art, cultural, political and dynastic history of China. Moreover, Xu Beihong reconstructed the Chinese-ink methodology as comprising more propagandistic functions for accommodating the reformative need of providing more equal opportunities in art education for the poor, ladies and handicapped persons. People, even without privileged backgrounds, could directly apply for vacancies of painting studies from fine art academies without being bounded by the rigid governmental requirement in terms of fulfilling the scriptural-oriented performances with distinctions. Xu Beihong had a sense of righteousness to provide humble art talents with career assistances; even though he noticed that some of the talents might have ideological disagreements with the conservative but privileged art scholars. One of the important contributions Xu Beihong made was that, he appreciated Qi Baishi (齊白石)’s courage in terms of practising a very nonchalant manner of ink infiltration that accidentally fabricated the semi-illusionary images of prawns. Xu Beihong visited Qi Baishi for three times to ensure that Qi promised him to become a Chinese painting instructor in the Peking University
. Similar to the notion of tolerance from Dante Alighieri (1265 - 1321)’s avocation called “Segui il tuo corso, e lascia dir le genti” (i.e. Go on your own way, and let the people talk) in his “Divine Comedy”, Xu Beihong cared much about his effort of defending the academic freedom of Qi Baishi and other potential reformative painters in terms of safeguarding their stylistic discoveries from being demonised by all sorts of biased reprimands, as well as ensuring them having the authorized basic right to propagandistically express a general eagerness through painting medium to urge the Republican Government for a party-free unity that helped prevent Chinese people from becoming slaves with their racial dignity being diminished.
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� Qiu Liyun (邱麗雲), “A forbearance on the diversity of knowledge & talents from different branches of the world – The open-minded spirit of Cantonese people” (海納百川．廣東人的開放精神), 1st Edition in September 2005, Guangdong, Guangdong Remin Publishing Company Limited  (廣東人民出版社). [P.157 – An opened environment for ideological debates]


� Chen Zehong (陳澤泓), “The Cantonese Culture” (廣府文化), 1st Edition in April 2007, Guangdong, Guangdong Remin Publishing Company Limited (廣東人民出版社) as editor, Lingnan Archive Editorial Committee (嶺南文庫編輯委員會) and Guangdong Chinese Civilization Cultural Exchange Association (廣東中華民族文化促進會) as co-editors [P.287 – The Early Lingnan Fine Arts]


{Lin Liang (林良), an occupational Lingnan painter from Nanhai (南海), dared to enclose his aspiration of promoting “the Campaign of Realism” (寫實運動) in his self-expressive (xie yi, 寫意) concentration on flowers and birds (hua niao, 花鳥)}


� Same as above [P.287 – The Early Lingnan Fine Arts]


{Li Kongxiu (李孔修), Zhang Mu (張穆) and Li Jian (黎簡) with the stylistic approaches inherited by literati painters since the Yuan Dynasty. To this group of enlightened Cantonese painters with exceptional interests in animals and natural substances with vitality, literati painters, such as Ni Zhan (倪瓚), Wen Zhen (吳鎮), Huang Gongwang (黃公望) and Wang Meng (王蒙), abused the use of illusions from their subconscious minds to describe natural landscapes. According to the aesthetic pursuit of the aforementioned four Yuan masters, the mountainous, rocky and waterfall compositions had to be painted with loosened and un-proportional contours, as such approach was regarded by the latter court painters in Ming Dynasty as a legitimate expression of literati’s nonchalant frustrations towards the political disturbances of their nation.}


� Cai Shengyi (蔡星儀), “A Famous Collection of Chinese Painters – Gao Jianfu” (中國名畫家全集．高劍父), 1st Edition in March 2002, Hebei, Hebi Education Publishing Company Limited. 


[Gao Jianfu studied in Japan between 1906 and 1908. After 1908, Gao returned China and supervised the Guangdong Tongmenghui (廣州同盟會). He worked as a Chief Commander in the Guangzhou Rebellion. After the 1911 Revolution, Gao Jianfu endeavored with the tasks of national art education. He established the Chunshui Painting Academy (春睡畫院) and Nanzhong Academy of Fine Arts (南中美術院). He had ever worked as the Principal of Guangdong Province Industry College (廣東省立工業學校), Guangzhou Municipal Academy of Fine Arts (廣州市立藝專) and Nanzhong Academy of Fine Arts (南中美術院). He worked as the Fine Art Professor of Zhongshan University (中山大學) and Central University (中央大學). He was the Chairman of Guangdong Fine Arts Association. In 1949, Gao relocated in Macao.]


� Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong” (中國名畫家全集．徐悲鴻), Hebei, Hebei Education Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Oct 2003 [P.6-7]


{Xu Ziming (徐子明), was born in Yixing City of Jiangsu Province (江蘇省宜興市). He was employed by Peking University to conduct tertiary education after working for a while as a teacher in Shanghai China Public College (上海中國公學) .}


� Same as above[P.6-7]


� Hui Tiezhao (惲鐵樵, 1878 - 1935), graduated with an English qualification from Shanghai Nanyang Public College (上海南洋公學), endeavored to defend the interests of Chinese medicine practitioners while the Republican Government was implementing a fully-pledged abolition of Chinese medicine. After his collegiate graduation in 1906, Hui shifted to pursue teaching career in Changsha. Later, he returned to Shanghai Pudong Secondary School (上海浦東中學) and continued his teaching career. Apart from his job, Hui Tiezhao translated and published the novellas written by Captain John Charles Barron Jarvis (1857 - 1935) in a Shanghai academic post called “The Novel Times” (小說時報). In 1911, Hui began to work as the Translation Editor in Commercial Press Book Store. [Source: � HYPERLINK "http://www.wikipedia.org" ��http://www.wikipedia.org�]


� Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong” (中國名畫家全集．徐悲鴻), Hebei, Hebei Education Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Oct 2003 [P.8]


� Same as above [P.8]


� Wang Rongzu (汪榮祖, born on 7 March 1940), whose registered province was Huizhou (徽州), was born in Shanghai and grew up in Taiwan. He graduated with a History major in National Taiwan University (國立台灣大學). He graduated with a Ph-D qualification in Historiography at The University of Washington in Seattle. He began with his teaching career as a lecturing professor in National Taiwan University.


� Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong” (中國名畫家全集．徐悲鴻), Hebei, Hebei Education Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Oct 2003 [P137: Xu Beihong proclaimed a unique idea called “The Theory of Improvement”. It encouraged painters to manifest their brushstrokes with forbearing, relaxing and straight-forward spirits, just to Mr. Nan Hai (南海先生)’s sharp methodicalness with leisure and vibrancy.]


� Chow Kai-wing (周佳榮), “From Hanlin Studies To Becoming Educator – Cai Yuanpei & His Career” (從翰林到教育家．蔡元培及其事業), Hong Kong, Chung Hwa Book Store, 1st Edition in November 2007. [P.73 – The situation for Cai Yuanpei to further his studies in Universität Leipzig; P.103 – The situation for Cai Yuanpei to have German studies]


� Xu Ji (徐冀), “An Illustrational Explanation on Chinese Fine Arts: Xu Beihong” (中國書畫名家語錄．徐悲鴻), Beijing, Chinese Remin University Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition in 2005 [P.250 – Appendix: Summary of Xu Beihong’s artistic life]


{In February 1916, Xu Beihong was admitted by the Department of French in Zhendan University. He needed to borrow loan from Yuan Zheguang (阮翟光). The Chuang Sheng Ming Zhi University, a supplementary institute established by Shanghai Hatong Garden (上海哈同花園), recruited a portraiture of Cang Jie (倉頡像). Xu Beihong painted Cang Jie, and obtained acknowledgements from Chaung Sheng Ming Zhi University. The Chuang Sheng Ming Zhi University invited Xu to be an art instructor. There, Xu Beihong got known with Kang Youwei, Wang Guowei (王國維) and so forth. Xu Beihong regarded Kang Youwei as his master and learnt calligraphy from Kang. Same as Xu’s vision, Kang denied the preciousness of “Four Wangs”, cherished the revival of painting methodologies from Song Dynasty, sough for a grandeur sense of sophistication, and refused to adopt the minimal-art philosophy of scholar officials. After his return to China in November 1917, Xu Beihong created “The Three Horses”, “The Ancient Pine Trees of Western Mountains” (西山古松柏) and “Mui Lan Fang – Casting a fairy lady who spread flowers” (演出天女散花之梅蘭芳) and so forth. With the recommendation of Kang Youwei, Xu Beihong got known with Cai Yuanpei, President of Beiping University.}


� Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong” (中國名畫家全集．徐悲鴻), Hebei, Hebei Education Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Oct 2003 [P.12]


� Wang Zhen, (王震) “A Collection of Criticisms on Xu Beihong” (徐悲鴻評集), Guangxi, Lijiang Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition of Dec 1986 [P.131]


� Xu Beihong as the Author, Wang Zhen (王震) as the Editor, “Xu Beihong’s criticisms on art issues” (徐悲鴻論藝), Shanghai, Shanghai Shuhua Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Jan 2010 [P.211]


� Chow Kai-wing (周佳榮), “From Hanlin Studies To Becoming Educator – Cai Yuanpei & His Career” (從翰林到教育家．蔡元培及其事業), Hong Kong, Chung Hwa Book Store, 1st Edition in November 2007. [P.108 - (2) The Doctrine of Education by Cai Yuanpei]


� Chow Kai-wing (周佳榮), “From Hanlin Studies To Becoming Educator – Cai Yuanpei & His Career” (從翰林到教育家．蔡元培及其事業), Hong Kong, Chung Hwa Book Store, 1st Edition in November 2007. [P.109 – (2) The Doctrine of Education by Cai Yuanpei]


� Tong Youzhen (董友忱), “An Illustrative Biography of Ranbindranath Tagore” (泰戈爾畫傳), Beijing, Huawen Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition of January 2005. [P.162: Chapter 24 – A Visit to China]


{On 29 April 1924, Ranbindranath Tagore proceeded to Guizhou Community Hall (貴州會館) in Yingtaoshe Avenue (櫻桃鈄街) and visited a fine art exhibition there. Chinese painters who attended the exhibition organized a tea forum for him. He met Xu Beihong, Qi Baishi, Chen Banding (陳半丁), Yao Mangfu (姚茫父) and so forth. He established a tight friendship with these painters.}


� Wong Siu-hon (王兆漢), “Kao Chien-fu’s Theory of Painting” (高劍父畫論述評), Hong Kong, Centre of Asian Studies, The University of Hong Kong, 1972. [P.7: The Process of Transformation in Traditional National Painting – The six painting rules from China and India]


� Xu Beihong as the Author, Wang Zhen (王震) as the Editor, “Xu Beihong’s criticisms on art issues” (徐悲鴻論藝), Shanghai, Shanghai Shuhua Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Jan 2010 [P.76 – Xu Beihong’s art as a promotion of Sino-USSR relations]


� Wu Lipu (伍蠡甫), “A Collection of Fine Art & Aesthetic Essays” (藝術美學文集), Taipei, Hua Cheng Book Store, 1st Edition of September, R.O.C.Year 95 [P.163 – The Abstract Art & The Formalistic Beauty of Art]


� Tong Youzhen (董友忱), “An Illustrative Biography of Ranbindranath Tagore” (泰戈爾畫傳), Beijing, Huawen Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition of January 2005. [P.160: Chapter 24 – A Visit to China]


� Chow Kai-wing (周佳榮), “From Hanlin Studies To Becoming Educator – Cai Yuanpei & His Career” (從翰林到教育家．蔡元培及其事業), Hong Kong, Chung Hwa Book Store, 1st Edition in November 2007. [P.108 – (2) The Doctrine of Education by Cai Yuanpei]


� Wu Lipu (伍蠡甫), “A Collection of Fine Art & Aesthetic Essays” (藝術美學文集), Taipei, Hua Cheng Book Store, 1st Edition of September, R.O.C.Year 95 [P.468 – The Painting Theme – Ironic Painting]


� Same as above


� For example, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712 - 1778) spread the thought of political reforms in Europe by absorbing the enlightened knowledge from the Chinese Civilization after a comprehension on Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646 – 1716) ’s experiences in making cultural exchanges with scholar-officials of Qing Regime during the reign of Emperor Kangxi. Rousseau found the “Contract of Social Restraints” in 1762, which declared that the autocratic rulers should make no imposition of private interests at the expense of vast majority’s reluctance. He was dissatisfied with the privilege of clergymen and nobles for having tax exemption and taking up essential military posts, whereas the aforesaid two groups of privileged people caused the emergence of heavy foreign debts due to their continuous exhaustion of national wealth.


� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pieter_Bruegel" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pieter_Bruegel� (The “Die Parable von den Blinden” , created by Pieter Brueghel the Elder in 1568, is permanently collected by Galleria Nazionale di Capodimonte.)


� Wang Zhen, (王震) “A Collection of Criticisms on Xu Beihong” (徐悲鴻評集), Guangxi, Lijiang Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition of Dec 1986 [P.41 - The Patriotic Spirits from Xu Beihong’s Art Pieces – Written by Liao Jingwen (廖靜文), Xu Beihong’s wife)]


� Xu Ji (徐冀), “An Illustrational Explanation on Chinese Fine Arts: Xu Beihong” (中國書畫名家語錄．徐悲鴻), Beijing, Chinese Remin University Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition in 2005 [P.256 – Appendix: Summary of Xu Beihong’s Life in Pursuing Artistic Thoughts]


{From 1938 to 1940, Xu Beihong brought his pieces to Southeast Asia and organized solo-exhibitions for four times in Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, Penang and so forth. The feedbacks were positive. He donated all the incomes from his exhibitions to the refugees and family members of those sacrificed soldiers due to the battlefield against Japanese invasion. In 1940, Xu Beihong accepted the invitation from Ranbindranath Tagore to conduct academic lectures in Indian International University. With the recommendation of Ranbindranath Tagore, Xu Beihong painted portraiture for Gandhi, the Sacred Hero of Indian Independence.}


� Wang Zhen, (王震) “A Collection of Criticisms on Xu Beihong” (徐悲鴻評集), Guangxi, Lijiang Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition of Dec 1986 [P44]


� Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong” (中國名畫家全集．徐悲鴻), Hebei, Hebei Education Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Oct 2003 [P.18]


� Liu Rongmou (劉永謀) and Wang Xingbin (王興彬), “Move Towards Chen Duxiu – Raised Chinese Alertness” (走近陳獨秀．警醒中國人), Beijing, Chinese Social Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition of January 2005 [P.105 – Chapter 2: “Prospectus – From Mr. Hu and Mr. Cai to Mr. Marx”]


� Xu Ji (徐冀), “An Illustrational Explanation on Chinese Fine Arts: Xu Beihong” (中國書畫名家語錄．徐悲鴻), Beijing, Chinese Remin University Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition in 2005 [P.240 – Chapter 6: Comment on the consistency among virtues, benevolence and beauty]


� Same as above


� Liu Rongmou (劉永謀) and Wang Xingbin (王興彬), “Move Towards Chen Duxiu – Raised Chinese Alertness” (走近陳獨秀．警醒中國人), Beijing, Chinese Social Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition of January 2005 [P.125 – P.128 – Chapter 2: “Prospectus – From Mr. Hu and Mr. Cai to Mr. Marx”]


� Xu Beihong as the Author, Wang Zhen (王震) as the Editor, “Xu Beihong’s criticisms on art issues” (徐悲鴻論藝), Shanghai, Shanghai Shuhua Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Jan 2010 [P.211 – A description on the painting trend in Beijing throughout the 40 years]


{Cai Yuanpui governed Beijing University, and he found the Painting Methodology Society in 1927. Instructors were Chen Shizeng (陳師曾), He Luzhi (賀履之), Tang Dingzhi (湯定之) and Li Yitu (李毅土). Before the Japanese occupation, Jiang Zhaohe (蔣兆和) was getting popular in Ancient Capital with regards to his innovative Chinese paintings. During the period of Japanese occupation, Jiang painted a large piece called “Hoodlum” which was issued in Tai Temple (太廟). Thereafter, Jiang was intervened by the Japanese soldiers. Jiang then brought his painting to Shanghai. At that time, Qi Baishi refused to accept visitors. Qi resigned from his teaching career and refused to sell his paintings. I (Xu Beihong) was appointed as the Principal of Beiping University National Academy of Fine Arts on August 1947. Then, I put forward the education of Realism, which raised much opposition from the conservative forces. Regardless of their harsh criticisms, I pursued my unique manner of governance, as I employed Wu Zhuoren (吳作人), Feng Faji (馮法祀), Ai Zhongxin (艾中信), Li Hua (李樺), Ye Qianyu (葉淺予), Zhong Qixiang(宗其香) and so forth to be art professors. I obtained a particular extent of achievements for my art education in southern Chinese provinces, and my reputation extended the art circuit of Beiping. But I was still repressed by the conservative influences because those people were still very loyal to the ancient philosophy.}


� Chen Chuanji (陳傳席), “A Full Collection of Prominent Chinese Painters – Xu Beihong” (中國名畫家全集．徐悲鴻), Hebei, Hebei Education Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Oct 2003 [P.137]


{Jin Cheng (金城) proclaimed “The Theory of Sinology”, which was, to staunchly preserve the Chinese aesthetics and refuse Western techniques.}


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Presidents_of_France" ��http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Presidents_of_France� [Gaston Doumergue was the first Protestant President of the Third French Republic. He took a firm political stance against Germany and its resurgent nationalism. His seven-year term was marked by ministerial discontinuity.]


� Xu Ji (徐冀), “An Illustrational Explanation on Chinese Fine Arts: Xu Beihong” (中國書畫名家語錄．徐悲鴻), Beijing, Chinese Remin University Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition in 2005 [P.256 – Appendix: Summary of Xu Beihong’s Artistic Life]


� Xu Ji (徐冀), “An Illustrational Explanation on Chinese Fine Arts: Xu Beihong” (中國書畫名家語錄．徐悲鴻), Beijing, Chinese Remin University Publishing Co. Ltd., 1st Edition in 2005 [P.134–136 - Comment on the required standard of artist]


{PERSONALITY - Preface for “The Roses of Bo Yi and Shu Qi” (伯夷、叔齊采薇圖) by Li Tang (李唐)”, Written by Xu Beihong, Published by Zhonghua Book Store in October 1939}


{* Original Chinese text: “……故寫神仙匪極難事也，聰明直與縹緲空靈其兒矣。若其人之高貴，可以讓國，其忠貞，甘自餓死，為孟子所舉聖之清者，其風格德操為何如乎？豈尋常象物之工，或以筆歌墨舞者所能措手乎！”}


� Shen Puixin (沈培新), “Xu Beihong – An Interpretation On His Paintings” (徐悲鴻．作品解讀), Anhui, Anhui People Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in March 2007 [P.31]


� Xu Beihong as the Author, Wang Zhen (王震) as the Editor, “Xu Beihong’s criticisms on art issues” (徐悲鴻論藝), Shanghai, Shanghai Shuhua Publishing Company Limited, 1st Edition in Jan 2010 [P.211]


{Autumn 1929: Xu Beihong met Li Shizeng (李石曾) in Beijing School of Fine Arts, and we turned this school into the Academy of Fine Arts after several months. I visited Qi Baishi for three times and he promised my invitation to be the instructor in Chinese painting.}


� Karl Marx used a paraphrase of “Purgatory” by Dante Alighieri (1265 – 1321) to conclude the preface to the first edition of “Das Kapital” (1867) as a kind of motto: “I welcome every opinion based on scientific criticism. As to the prejudices of so-called public opinion, to which I have never made concessions, now, as ever, my maxim is that of the great Florentine: Segui il tuo corso, e lascia dir le genti (Go on your own way, and let the people talk). [Karl Marx, “Das Kapital”, Germany, Penguin, Volume 1 on September 1867 – P.93]
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