
Riding the Strong Currents: 
20th and 21st Century Chinese Paintings from the 

AMAM Collection

Kevin R. E. Greenwood
Joan L. Danforth Curator of 

Asian Art

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thank yous
Stephen, Brenda and Patrick for arranging this talk.




“As the sun sets on the clamorous river, 
we ride the strong currents.”

Huáng Bīnhóng 黃宾虹
(1864–1955)

Landscape at Madangshan, 1940s.
Huáng Bīnhóng 黃宾虹 / 黃賓虹
(Chinese, 1864–1955)
Hanging scroll, ink and colors on paper. 
R. T. Miller Jr. Fund, 1994.10
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The title of this talk is taken from an inscription on a painting in our collection, Landscape at Madangshan by Huáng Bīnhóng which we will return to.  For me the image of navigating the currents on a rushing river evokes the turbulent circumstances of people in China in the past century. From the challenges of Western and Japanese imperialism; to Civil War, Revolution, and its aftermath; and finally to reform and stability, these volatile currents of history are reflected in the evolution of Chinese painting. 



1. What is Modern Chinese Painting?
2. Cogs and Wheels: Socialist Realism 

and Political Art
3. Guóhuà 国画: Ink Painting is 

National Painting
4. The Reform Era and Beyond

Landscape at Madangshan, 1940s.
Huáng Bīnhóng 黃宾虹 / 黃賓虹
(Chinese, 1864–1955)
Hanging scroll, ink and colors on paper. 
R. T. Miller Jr. Fund, 1994.10
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This talk will present representative works that highlight the history of Modern and Contemporary Chinese painting in four sections. The first asks the question: What is Modern Chinese Painting? and covers the first half of the 20th century. The next two sections are parallel to each other in time, roughly the 1970s: Cogs and Wheels: Socialist Realism and Political Art looks at art made for political propaganda as an important artistic current in the period, but one challenged by art done in traditional mediums and conventions, found in Guóhuà: Ink Painting is National Painting. The final section, The Reform Era and Beyond, reveals the creativity and diversity of Chinese painters as they have taken their rightful place in the world of global contemporary art. Since the first gift of a modern Chinese painting to the Allen in 1957, and with other important recent acquisitions, the museum has built a collection of 20th and 21st century works that can  represent the range of subjects and styles of Chinese painting of roughly the last century, and all of the paintings as well as drawings and posters that we will see today are from the Allen’s permanent collection. 



1. What is Modern Chinese Painting?



“The Century of Humiliation”
• The Opium War (1839-1842, 1856-1860)

• The Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864)

• 1st Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895)

• Boxer Uprising (1900-1901)

• 1911 (Xinhai) Revolution

• Civil War (1921-1949)

• 2nd Sino-Japanese War (WWII) (1931-1945)

• Founding of the People’s Republic, 1949
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The turn of the 20th century found China at the midpoint of what Chinese writers often call the “Century of Humiliation” imposed by the forces of European and Japanese imperialism. It stretched from the beginning of the First Opium War in 1839 to the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. While the turbulence and tragedy of the period led to people in China questioning and reevaluating tradition, the rapidly interconnecting world economy of both trade and ideas provided alternatives to it.

In the first half of the 20th century, traditional forms of painting were challenged and refreshed by new ways of thinking. Many Chinese artists began to experiment with styles and techniques from the West, in a process similar to European and American painters who borrowed and adapted aspects of Japanese art in Western art movements like Impressionism and Post-Impressionism.  

The painters in this section were quite varied in their responses to the question: “What is Modern Chinese painting?” Some maintained deep roots in tradition; some picked elements of Western art, such as new color palettes and ways of representing space, light and shade, and adapted them to traditional subjects and mediums. Others dived more fully into Western painting, studying abroad, and making these styles and methods fully their own.




Huáng Bīnhóng 
黃宾虹

(1864–1955)

Landscape at Madangshan, 1940s.
Huáng Bīnhóng 黃宾虹 / 黃賓虹
(Chinese, 1864–1955)
Hanging scroll, ink and colors on paper.
R. T. Miller Jr. Fund, 1994.10
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Let’s start with painters with roots in tradition. Huáng Bīnhóng was born in 1864 in Zhejiang Province to an artistic family, and received a classical education as a young boy and developed a great interest in art history, which became an important source of inspiration. A prolific painter, Huáng also contributed his vast scholarship in art theory to many art books and journals, spending many years editing literary and art journals in Shanghai He taught painting at fine arts colleges in Shanghai and Beijng until he moved to Hangzhou in 1948 where he taught at the West Lake Art College. He is now recognized as having played a key role in the survival and vitality of traditional Chinese painting in the modern era.Huang was not an overtly political artist, but the sense of cultural and national pride embodied by his paintings may be one reason why they continued to be celebrated even after the foundation of the People's Republic of China in 1949.

This painting was done in at some point in the 1940s, during the turbulent Chinese Civil War and World War II. Madangshan is a mountain in Jiangxi province overlooking the Yangzi River, and Huang was probably inspired to paint this image after one of his numerous trips around China in the late 1930s and '40s. Although the painting was never intended to be a realistic depiction of Madangshan, its association with a specific place is important for reinforcing the sense of Chinese tradition that imbues this painting. At a historical moment when the survival of China as a nation was in some doubt, Huang's travel-inspired paintings reconfirmed the vital power of the Chinese landscape to motivate the hearts and minds of its people.
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A cluster of rustic buildings sits beside a river in a mountainous landscape—one of the most traditional subjects in Chinese painting. Yet there are elements of the work that make are innovations of the 20th century.
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The loose brushwork and style of the painting—with its roughly sketched buildings, dense layers of ink and colors, and intimations of light and shadow—are mostly 20th century in style. This scroll’s combination of a traditional subject with a more contemporary style perfectly symbolizes Huáng’s place on the cusp between classical and modern Chinese painting. 
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INSCRIPTION: LANDSCAPE AT MADANGSHAN
日暮江聲赴急流，塞垣雲護楚山秋;
海東回首波瀾闊，只見沙禽送客舟。
馬當山舟次
賓虹
As the sun sets on the clamorous river, we ride the strong current. Mist gathers around the chilly cliffs; the mountains of Chu turn autumnal.
Turning my head back toward Haidong, distant across the waves, I see only sand gulls sending off our boat.
Boarding a boat at Madangshan
Bīnhóng
—Translated by Charles Mason
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Chang Dai-chien was one of the most prolific and widely known Chinese painters of the 20th century. Extremely versatile and with a distinctive style of his own, he also had the ability to closely imitate the styles of past masters. Traditionally, this imitation was a key part of the training of painters, rooting them in the past as they worked to create their own style. However, Chang notoriously put this talent to use as one of the most successful modern forgers of Chinese painting, a practice that has tarnished his artistic legacy.
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This is a good example of his work that is rooted in tradition. 
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 Chang adopts here a style based on the early Qing dynasty painter Shítāo 石涛 (1642–1707), with elegant minimalism: simple, rounded brushstrokes, limited ink tones, and large areas of empty space suggesting mist. The spareness of the landscape is accentuated by the lonely tone of the poem that is quoted in the inscription at the top.
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The inscription at the top is a poem by Song dynasty poet  Hè Zhù 贺铸 (1052–1125). It reads: 

“A rainstorm will soon take spring away, but a spring breeze seems to hold the rain back and keeps spring around. Flower petals are floating, green water is rising, and fish are playing, so the water ripples. Every year, the men are saddened by the end of the spring, but spring does not know their sentiments and still departs to its own way. Since we separated at the corner of the city wall, we have been left with bitterness and sadness, expressing our feelings only through letters. Leaning on the railing, I have to watch the sunset all by myself. Spouses are supposed to grow old together, but we, one on the south of the Yangtze River and the other on the north of the Weihe River, are three thousand miles apart.”
Painted in the spring of 1934, borrowing a poem titled Traveling on the Sha by He Fanghui.* (Courtesy name of the poet)
Zhang Yuan (Zhāng Dàqiān) of Sichuan

Connects to the long tradition of paintings as part of elite circles of connection and communication, even parted by long distances due to government service. Here , the painting may have been made for his wife, Huang Ningsu who he married in 1922. They had eight children together, before he ran off



Landscape, 1951. 
Zao Wou-Ki (Zhào Wújí) 赵无极 / 趙無極
(French, born in China, 1921–2013)
Oil on canvas. Gift of  Norbert Schimmel, 1957.65
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Now for something completely different. This was the first Modern Chinese painting to enter collection, Landscape, by Zao Wou-ki. 




Zao Wou-Ki
(Zhào Wújí 趙無極)
(French, born in China, 1921–2013)
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Born in Beijing, Zao Wou-Ki developed a strong interest in European modernist art after being exposed to postcard reproductions from Paris. Aspiring to find his own artistic voice, Zao studied first at the National School of Fine Art in Hangzhou—today the prestigious China Academy of Art—where he was encouraged by his teachers to challenge the academic traditions of his time. Though disappointed by the academy’s dogmatic training in professional Chinese painting and European neoclassicism, which he regarded as lifeless, Zao was inspired and encouraged by painters Wú Dàyǔ 吳大羽 (1903–1988) and Lín Fēngmián 林風眠 (1900 – 1991) to pursue his own interest in capturing the nature and harmony that he found in literati paintings and works by European masters such as Paul Klee and Henri Matisse. He moved to Paris in 1948 to continue his study of painting, later becoming a French citizen. In 2006 Chirac appointed Zao to the Legion of Honour, France’s highest recognition.
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Taken by itself, this painting might seem to be firmly a part of Euro-American modern painting. The playful and simplified pictorial symbols in Landscape reveal the artist’s interest in the work of Paul Klee (1879–1940), 






Glance of  a Landscape, 1926. Paul Klee (Swiss, 1879 – 1940). Transparent and opaque watercolor 
sprayed over stencils and brush applied on laid paper, mounted on cardboard. Philadelphia Museum of  Art.
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Seen for example in this work by Klee from the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 



Autumn Colors on the Qiao and Hua Mountains 鵲華秋色, 1295. Zhao Mengfu (趙孟頫, 1254–
1322). Handscroll (detail), ink and colors on paper. National Palace Museum, Taipei.
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However, when shown with more traditional Chinese landscape paintings, we can see Zao’s connections to this subject. Landscape uses a flattened perspective, with elements higher in the composition indicating greater distance, and rural subjects like a cowherd leisurely playing a flute and a simple thatched cottage.




Liú Hǎisù 
刘海粟 / 劉海粟

(1896–1994)
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But perhaps the most important of these early 20th century painters is Liú Hǎisù 刘海粟 / 劉海粟 (Chinese, 1896–1994),  often described as the father of modern Chinese painting. Part of the “New Culture Movement”--an effort to overhaul traditional Chinese society using the industrially developed West as a guide. When he was 14 years old, he entered a painting school in Shanghai to learn western painting. In 1912, (age 16) he co-founded the first school of fine arts in modern China, Shanghai School of Fine Arts (上海美术专科学校) (later the Shanghai Academy of Chinese Painting (上海国画美术院) —the first art institute in modern China that aimed at combining the teaching of traditional Chinese art and Western art, and that taught both men and women. 
Equally revered as a painter and an educator, Liú created the first art journal in China, Art (Měishù 美術). Always an iconoclast, Liú was persecuted by the Nationalist government for being too radical in bringing European methods, such as nude modeling and coeducational classes, into China. In 1927 he went overseas to study painting and art education, first to Japan, and then to Europe for two three-year stretches. In Europe, he promoted Chinese modern painting in an acclaimed exhibition in Berlin and London in 1934–35. After the 1949 Revolution, he and his family were hounded by the Communist authorities for being insufficiently revolutionary, and Liú was forced to clean toilets during the Cultural Revolution. In China today, he is revered as a groundbreaking painter and educator, with a national museum devoted to his art.





Sketch of  a Man in Profile, 1963 
Charcoal on paper 
2022.41.3
Sketch of  a Man in Profile, n.d. 
Charcoal on paper 
2022.41.2
Sketch of  a Seated Man Holding a 
Cane, 1972
Brown charcoal on paper
2022.41.4
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Sketching from life was an important Western method of art education that was pioneered in China by Liú Hǎisù. We have a small group of sketches by Liu from the 1950s through the 1970s that demonstrates that sketching continued to be a part of Liú’s artistic practice. Whether it is a quick portrait in profile, …



Reclining Dog, 1972
Charcoal on paper
2022.41.5
Bird, n.d. 
Charcoal on paper
2022.41.6
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the sharp glare of a vulture, or a dog seemingly at rest but looking and listening intently, Liú carefully captures each of these moments with a few simple lines and shading.



The Cockfight, 1940. 
Liú Hǎisù  刘海粟 / 劉海粟 (1896–1994)
Oil on canvas. E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation Fund, 2002.20
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We also have this early oil painting by the artist. Two roosters face each other against an abstract background, one crouching low as if about to pounce, while the other—its beak slightly parted—seems to be screeching a warning. 
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The tension of the battle is conveyed with the painting technique; short, repeated brushstrokes and a raised texture of clumpy paint called impasto energize the roosters and the space around them with color and the play of light and shadow. 
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You’ll note that this painting was made in Bali, Indonesia, and dated 1940.  
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 In 1939, Shanghai was under occupation by Japanese forces, which had invaded China two years before. Under pressure to collaborate with the occupiers, Liú chose to accept an invitation from overseas Chinese communities in Southeast Asia to mount art exhibitions there. In reality, this art tour was intended to raise funds for the war effort, and Liú raised large amounts for the Chinese Red Cross by exhibiting and selling paintings, like this one, sold during that tour. 
Roosters had long symbolized bravery and independence in China, but in this painting—made during a time of war—they may have had a broader meaning. Do the fighting roosters symbolize the war with Japan? Is their fierce spirit intended to encourage resistance?
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