
Part 2: Cogs and Wheels: 
Socialist Realism and Political Art

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Moving on to our next section, Cogs and Wheels: Socialist Realism and Political Art. The challenge today in evaluating these works lies in confronting the vision of art as only a tool of propaganda. Can we appreciate political art of this era despite its political messages? With the end of the long Chinese Civil War and the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the “Century of Humiliation” was judged to be over, and the nation was reorganized for progress under the principles of Communism. Led by Máo Zédōng 毛泽东 / 毛澤東 (1893–1976) China began its transformation from an agricultural economy into an industrial power, greatly raising the standard of living for hundreds of millions and reducing inequality. However, Máo’s successes were tempered by disasters of totalitarian control and overreach, such as the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution.



What is the purpose of art?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
But let’s ease into this topic by asking “What is the purpose of art? (ideas?)



“In the world today all culture, all literature and art belong to 
definite classes and are geared to definite political lines. There is in 
fact no such thing as art for art's sake, art that stands above classes, art 
that is detached from or independent of politics. Proletarian literature 
and art are part of the whole proletarian revolutionary cause; they are, 
as Lenin said, cogs and wheels in the whole revolutionary machine.”

Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art (1942)

May 1942, Yan’an. CPC Central Committee Forum on Literature and Art. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The purpose of art in the Revolution was articulated most clearly in the “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art (1942)” made during the regrouping period for the Communists during the war. In one talk, Mao states: “In the world today all culture, all literature and art belong to definite classes and are geared to definite political lines. There is in fact no such thing as art for art's sake, art that stands above classes, art that is detached from or independent of politics. Proletarian literature and art are part of the whole proletarian revolutionary cause; they are, as Lenin said, cogs and wheels in the whole revolutionary machine.”



Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art 
(1942)

“In the world today all culture, all literature and art 
belong to definite classes and are geared to definite political 
lines. There is in fact no such thing as art for art's sake, art that 
stands above classes, art that is detached from or independent 
of politics. Proletarian literature and art are part of the whole 
proletarian revolutionary cause; they are, as Lenin said, cogs 
and wheels in the whole revolutionary machine.”

What is the purpose of art?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So, I ask again, what is the purpose of art, really, you bourgeois capitalists…



“Fine art works should be like 
sunshine from blue sky and breeze 
in spring that will inspire minds, 
warm hearts, cultivate taste       
and clean up undesirable work 
styles.” 

Chinese President Xi Jinping presides over a symposium that gathered some of the country's most 
renowned authors, actors, scriptwriters and dancers in Beijing, capital of China, Oct. 15, 2014. 
(Xinhua/Pang Xinglei)



The Cultural Revolution (1966-1976)
The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution 

(無產階級文化大革命 Wúchǎn Jiējí Wénhuà Dà Gémìng)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
However, by the mid 1960s, all of the arts in China, like so many other things, were affected by the Cultural Revolution as they were transformed into tools to support the specific concerns and ideals of the movement. To briefly give a little background, the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) was a period of great violence and social upheaval. After the deaths of tens of millions in the famine resulting from Mao’s disastrous policies during the Great Leap Forward, Máo was eased out of power by reformers. He regained his political dominance by appealing to the idealism of the youth and encouraging them to rise up and continue the Revolution. Many young people, raised in an era offear and instability, found an identity and mission in Máo’s message. Schools were closed and many students joined gangs of Red Guards—paramilitary groups who overthrew traditional culture by destroying and looting religious and historical sites, persecuting Máo’s perceived enemies, and sparking widespread massacres. Estimates of deaths in this period range from the hundreds of thousands to the millions.Today, the legacy of the period is complicated, remembered as a time of chaos, death and destruction by those who were its targets. Many experienced harassment, imprisonment, torture, hard labor, seizure of property, and sometimes execution. However, for some people who were young at the time there are nostalgic memories of freedom and excitement, for people in rural areas there was an expansion of agricultural research and building of infrastructure  The government, however, while acknowledging the destruction of the period, suppress discussion of it in public contexts or in academia.



The Iconography of Ideology

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If anything, during the Cultural Revolution the art became more idealized, more abstract, with a greater focus on political ideology and current political campaigns. In many paintings, posters and murals of the area a kind of “holy trinity” appeared, often a worker, farmer, and soldier,  工农兵 Gōngnóngbīng 



Criticize the Slogan “Practice Self-
Control and Restore Civility,” early 
1970s.
Unidentified Chinese Artist.
Gouache on paper. Richard Lee Ripin 
Art Purchase Fund, 2002.10

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is a work form our collection with the complicated title: “Criticize the Slogan ‘Practice Self-Control and Restore Civility,’” Three figures—standard types in imagery of the era—stand dramatically looking off in the distance; their postures and faces express firm determination. In the front, a worker in blue overalls holds a rolled-up stack of political pamphlets in one hand, the other clenched into a fist. Behind him, a young woman holds one of the pamphlets. The sun hat hanging on her back and her smock suggest that she is a “barefoot doctor,” a program that sent healthcare workers with basic medical training out to underserved rural areas. At the upper right is a soldier grasping the pamphlet and a large ink brush, implying that he has just written the message of the pamphlet, “Criticize the Slogan ‘Practice Self-Control and Restore Civility,’” on the wall behind them. The “Practice self-control…” slogan was propagated by anti-Máo forces who wanted to end the violence and destruction of the Cultural Revolution, so this poster would have criticized that effort toward stability. Although probably never realized as a poster, the painting serves as an excellent example of the “mass criticism” posters that were widespread during the period. Even in China, very few studies for these posters survive.



Volunteer Soldier, early 1970s. 
Unidentified Chinese artist. 
Gouache on paper. Richard Lee Ripin Art Purchase Fund, 2002.11

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Another work from the early 1970s, was an image made to glorify the service of Chinese soldiers of the People’s Volunteer Army, who, from 1950 to 1958, aided the north in the Korean War while the south was supported by the United States. 



 Theatricality
 Rejection of Western Style
 “Red, Bright and Shining” 红光亮

 Art from previously 
disenfranchised social strata and 
regions

Jiang Qing 
江青
(1914-1991)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
But perhaps the most influential figure in the arts during the Cultural Revolution was Máo’s wife, Jiāng Qīng 江青 (1914–1991). Her guidelines for the arts included ideals like: Theatricality (her background as an actor) Rejection of Western Styles:Outlining Bold, primary colorsDe-emphasis on shadingMaking everyone  “Red, Bright and Shining” 红光亮 (inspired the REM song shiny, happy, people..) Art from previously disenfranchised social strata and regions 



Huxian Peasant Painters
户县农民画 Hùxiàn nóngmín huà

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One of those previously disenfranchised areas was rural Shǎnxī   province. Hù Xiàn  is the name of a village in rural Shǎnxī, today known as Hùyì District, near the capital of Xi’an.  In the 60s, the arts were seen as a useful part of the continuing efforts to create a new China on Socialist models, and professional painters were sent to rural areas to educate farmers in painting techniques and approved subjects. As has happened in other times and places a unique interplay of conditions, motivations, and individuals came together to make Hù Xiàn  in particular a center for art production. A group of these painters became known as the "Huxian Peasant Painters." As farmers, the painters were themselves seen as representatives of a new art that was rooted in folk traditions and free of the elitist associations of painting in earlier eras. In reality, they initially received extensive training and assistance from professional painters when the central government began to promote their work. The paintings were largely done in gouache on paper. Many works by these artists were reproduced and widely distributed as posters, and a number of Huxian paintings have become "canonical" works in art history textbooks.We were very lucky to be able to acquire these two examples last month, and I’m thrilled to debut them for you today.



A Cotton Blossom Viewing Occasion, 1973. Liú Fāng 刘芳 (Chinese, b. 1954–55). 
Gouache on paper. Museum Friends Fund, 2023.10

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Allen recently acquired two paintings by Huxian painters. Little is currently known about the artist Liú Fāng apart from what is provided on the inventory label on the back of the work: her name, and that she was female and 18 years old when she made the work in June 1973. Despite what some might see as a simplicity of technique, the painting demonstrates a sophisticated artistic vision in the composition and color scheme. The viewer is slightly elevated, giving us an overview of the setting. Subtle diagonals—in the line of figures and the break between the cotton field and sunflower field in the background—energize an otherwise tranquil scene. The serene, green cotton field that fills the composition is also enlivened by the group’s colorful clothing.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A group of young people and one older man gather in a cotton field. They seem to be doing a survey of the crop: a few have notebooks and pencils, and others are closely examining the plants. However, the beauty of the scene and happy facial expressions give the impression that it is as much a social event as a work outing. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The young people in the group may represent “sent-down” or “rusticated” youth. These were urban students who were sent to rural communities during the Cultural Revolution to learn from farmers, such as the older man second from the right, who accompanies the group.



A Sleepless Night, 1974
Liú Zhīguì 刘知贵
(Chinese, b. 1945)
Gouache on paper
Museum Friends Fund, 2023.9

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Liú Zhīguì is one of the best known of the Huxian painters. He was born in Huxian, and in 1962 began to study painting with the Huxian Peasant Painting Group. He became an art teacher, an art editor with the Shaanxi Daily newspaper, and later vice-director of the Huxian Cultural Center.In A Sleepless Night, A woman studies late at night while her young daughter sleeps beside her. Agricultural tools and a sun hat are in the foreground, indicating that she is a farmer by day, but the books by Máo, Marx and Engels, and Lenin on the windowsill behind her demonstrate her commitment to Socialist thought. The certificates on the wall recognize her study and submission of essays like the one she is writing: “Severely Criticize the Fallacy that ‘Men are Superior to Women.’” The quote is from the ancient text the Yijing, attributed to Confucius, and the large poster visible outside of her window publicizes the “Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius” campaign of the period. Other details support the feminist theme of the painting: on the wall is a poster for the revolutionary opera Azalea Mountain 杜鹃山 featuring the revolutionary heroine Ke Xiang 柯湘; and the sleeping daughter’s toy is not a doll but a fighter jet, suggesting new opportunities for women.



A Sleepless Night, 1974
Liú Zhīguì 刘知贵
(Chinese, b. 1945)
Offset color lithograph
Museum Friends Fund, 2023.24

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Luckily, I was able to find a copy of the poster made form the painting. This is the way most people consumed art of the Cultural revolution. 



Climbing Over the Great 
Snow Mountain, 1977
Shěn Jiāwèi 沈嘉蔚 
(b. 1948)
Oil on canvas
E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter 
Foundation Fund, 2003.13.1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The final work in this section is our most important example of Socialist Realism, Climbing Over the Great Snow Mountain, by Shěn Jiāwèi. The painting shows a group of soldiers in threadbare uniforms, marching forward through snowdrifts, battling against high winds. One is wounded, his head bandaged, and rides a horse. They all lean forward, creating a strong diagonal line that seems to reinforce the grim determination seen on the leader’s face, which is raised and illuminated while the others are in shadow. He leads the horse with his right hand and pulls along a young soldier with his left.



Standing Guard for our 
Great Motherland, 1975
Shěn Jiāwèi 沈加蔚
(Australian, born China, 
1948)
Poster 
Gift of Jerome Silbergeld and 
Michelle DeKlyen, 2011-49 
Princeton University Art 
Museum. © Shen Jiawei

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Shen Jiawei was born to a working-class family in Shanghai a year before the People's Republic of China was founded. He taught himself how to paint and was assigned to make political propaganda images by his work unit during the Cultural Revolution.  His 1974 painting Standing Guard for our Great Motherland won praise from Jiāng Qīng, Mao Zedong's wife, and was reproduced in thousands of posters. After the Cultural Revolution, in the early 1980s, Shěn received formal artistic training at the Central Academy of Fine Art in Beijing. He left China in 1989 and emigrated to Australia, where he continues to work today.



Climbing Over the Great 
Snow Mountain, 1977
Shěn Jiāwèi 沈嘉蔚 
(b. 1948)
Oil on canvas
E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter 
Foundation Fund, 2003.13.1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Although it can be seen as a universal image of bravery, endurance, and the hardships of war, a Chinese viewer in 1977 would have immediately recognized a specific subject. It is a scene from the Long March, a pivotal moment in revolutionary history. In 1934, the Chinese Republican army led by General Chiang Kai-shek began a vigorous campaign to exterminate the Chinese Communist Red Army led by Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. Outnumbered and nearly surrounded, the Red Army made a daring escape by marching nearly eight thousand miles from Jiangxi province to Shaanxi province through some of the most difficult terrain in China. The Long March, as it came to be known, took more than a year to complete and cost the lives of tens of thousands of soldiers. However, it allowed the Chinese Communists to survive, regroup, and eventually emerge victorious in their struggle to control China. The memory of the Long March was often invoked by the Communist government during the tumultuous 1960s and '70s to remind people of the Party's earlier sacrifices and to encourage an ongoing spirit of endurance and loyalty to the state. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In the painting, the leader of the group is Zhōu Ēnlái 周恩来 (1898–1976), the widely admired premier of the PRC, who had died the year before. A major figure in the Chinese Communist Party from the beginning, at his death Zhōu was remembered for his moderation during the tumultuous years of the Cultural Revolution, protecting those out of favor and limiting the damage done by the Red Guards. Shěn Jiāwèi has said that this painting was inspired by Zhōu’s death and the huge outpouring of national grief that followed.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The AMAM was fortunate to acquire this important painting from early in Shen's artistic career thanks to a grant from the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Foundation. The acquisition also included a group of seventeen charcoal, ink, and oil sketches that illustrate the artist's creative process and make the painting even more valuable as a teaching tool for Oberlin College students. The artist has noted that when he made these sketches, he was a PLA army artist working as a costume and set designer in the Musical Theatre of the Shenyang Military Region. The models were actors or friends of the artist who posed for him.



What is Propaganda? 

 Promote ideology
 Consolidate Authority
 Inspire action
 Clear, accessible message
 Plays on emotions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s return to the question “Can we appreciate political art of this era despite its political messages?”  Let’s start with the question What is propaganda…(elicit…)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When we think of propaganda, we most often think of blatant political propaganda, like these classic examples of American campaigns from the past. I won’t play include anything from the recent campaign because it’s probably a little triggering…



Propaganda?
 Promote ideology
 Consolidate Authority
 Inspire action
 Clear, accessible message
 Plays on emotions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
But what about this? Maybe this is less triggering but no less propagandistic…What is the implied message, and how does it make use of our list of effective techniques?



Propaganda?

St. Sebastian Tended by Irene, 
1625.
Hendrick ter Brugghen 
(Dutch, ca. 1588–1629)
Oil on canvas. R. T. Miller Jr. 
Fund, 1953.256

 Promote ideology
 Consolidate Authority
 Inspire action
 Clear, accessible message
 Plays on emotions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here is a work from the Allen collection, arguably our most important painting. Pierre Rosenberg, former director of the Louvre, published the painting in 2006 in his book Only in America: One Hundred Paintings in American Museums Unmatched in European Collections. Having conducted a survey of curators and art historians, Oberlin's painting was found to be cited more often than any other on the list and, as a result, it is the book's front cover image.  Clearly it is a work of art. Does it have a political dimension?Hendrick ter Brugghen worked in Utrecht during the early 17th century, during a politically and religiously charged period in Dutch history, during the Dutch Golden Age when the Netherlands was divided between Catholic Spanish control in the south and Protestant dominance in the north. Utrecht remained unusually tolerant of Catholicism despite being in Protestant territory. This allowed ter Brugghen to continue producing Catholic-themed works while living in a nominally Protestant area. Ter Brugghen received commissions from both Catholic and Protestant patrons. This demonstrated the complex religious-political dynamics of the time, where strict theological divisions didn't always match artistic patronage patterns. In fact, his religious paintings with clear influence from the Italian Catholic painter Caravaggio, brought an earthy realism to sacred subjects. This approach was politically significant as it aligned with Counter-Reformation emphasis on making religious art more accessible and emotionally immediate. The choice to depict holy figures as common people rather than idealized forms was itself a kind of political statement about the accessibility of faith. Finally, the specific subject may have had political significance. Saint Sebastian was invoked against the plague; one that struck Utrecht, Amsterdam, and Rotterdam in 1624, the year before this was made. I don’t know about the specific patronage, but a public demonstration of piety and public protection through the patronage for a work like this, displayed at a church, would have clearly had political value.





Part 3: Guóhuà 国画: 
Ink Painting is National Painting

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In the early 20th century, as many artists in China struggled with the identity of Modern Chinese painting, two broad currents developed that were navigated in the decades after the 1949 founding of the People’s Republic of China. One, simply called Western painting (Xīhuà西洋画 or Yánghuà洋画), referred to oil paintings on canvas using the techniques and conventions of the European tradition. In the 1950s to 1970s, this found expression in Socialist Realist paintings, seen in Part 2 of this exhibition. The other came to be called Guóhuà 国画, or “National Painting,” a term that implied a connection with Chinese painting traditions of the past. These traditions included materials—ink and opaque watercolors painted on paper or silk—and various conventional subjects such as landscapes, birds, and flowers. Styles of Guóhuà ranged widely and allowed greater creative freedom than was found in Socialist Realism.Interestingly, despite the official approval of Socialist Realism, the status of Guóhuà was often ambiguous. It was associated with tradition, and therefore was critiqued in the Cultural Revolution as part of the “Four Olds”—old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits—used to exploit the people. However, it was also a Chinese tradition, unlike Socialist Realism which was imported from the Soviet Union, so could appeal to nationalistic sentiments. Many Guóhuà artists tried to adapt by painting politically approved subjects or using elements of Socialist Realist style. 



Liú Hǎisù 
刘海粟 / 劉海粟

(1896–1994)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
For Liú Hǎisù—one of the pioneers of Western painting in China but also a master of traditional Chinese painting—the choice of Guóhuà during this period was a subtle act of resistance. During the Cultural Revolution, the Communists attacked him for failing to produce “workers” art. During the Cultural Revolution, he was brutally beaten and forced by the Red Guards to clean the toilets of the art institute he founded. However, secretly in the attic of his home he continued painting, but not in the oil painting he had introduced to China, but in traditional ink painting. We are lucky to have a collection of 9 ink paintings form this period, thanks to the generosity of the Shih-Yen Wu family- which includes 3 generations of Oberlin graduates. Dr. Wu was a friend and patron of the artist, and the family gifted his collection of ink paintings, sketches, and letters from Liú. In the interest of time, we’ll just look at 2.



Blossoming Plum, ca. 1970. 
Liú Hǎisù  刘海粟 / 劉海粟 (1896–1994)
Ink on paper. Gift of  the Shih-Yen Wu (OC 1954) 
Family, 2016.45

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Blossoming plum trees have for centuries symbolized the hope of spring and rebirth after a period of hardship. Painted with strong tonal contrast and agitated brushwork, Liu’s twisted trunk seems to have survived many injuries. The tiny blossoms, painted with a dry brush, seem to vibrate with their own energy. 



Without undergoing a whole spell of cold 
that bites into your bones,
How can you have the plum-blossoms 
regale you with their piercing fragrance?

Huángbò Xīyùn 黄檗希运 (d. 850)

  -Trans. John C. H. Wu

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The inscription, taken from a poem by the 9th century Buddhist master Huángbò Xīyùn 黄檗希运, reads:Without undergoing a whole spell of cold that bites into your bones,How can you have the plum-blossoms regale you with their piercing fragrance?Trans. John C. H. WuIt’s hard not to interpret this as a commentary on his political persecution. 



Landscape After Mi Fu, 1972. 
Liú Hǎisù  刘海粟 / 劉海粟
(1896–1994)
Ink and color on paper. 
Gift of  the Shih-Yen Wu (OC 1954) Family, 
2016.28.1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In this landscape, the the title references the Song dynasty artist Mǐ Fú 米芾 / 米黻 (1051—1107 CE). A court official, renowned calligrapher, and collector of unusual rocks, Mǐ was also celebrated for a particular style of misty landscape painting, creating mountain forms with repeated, oblong brushstrokes known as “Mǐ dots” (Mǐ diǎn 米點), seen here in the mountains at the top. 



“Wind and rain passed by the village 
in the foreground,
the view of  streams and mountains 
turned hazy
Only a serene temple is left visible 
from the drizzling rain, 
This painting is an embarrassment in 
front of  Mi Xiangyang.  

Painted and written by Kunling Liu 
Haisu
During mid-autumn of  the year of  
Renzi (1972), at the age of  seventy-
seven.”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Liú’s reference to Mǐ, and self-deprecating admiration in his inscription, was a bold statement at a time when traditional, elite culture was being attacked.風雨前村過，溪山變渺茫荒䝉 留静寺，笑倒米襄陽Wind and rain passed by the village in the foreground,the view of streams and mountains turned hazyOnly a serene temple is left visible from the drizzling rain, This painting is an embarrassment in front of Mi Xiangyang.  -	昆陵劉海粟畫并題Painted and written by Kunling Liu Haisu-	壬子中秋時年七十七During mid-autumn of the year of Renzi (1972), at the age of seventy-seven



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In the foreground, a small, rural residence is nestled in a grove of colorful trees. A boat sits at the riverbank, waiting for us to board and sail off into the distance toward the mountains emerging from the mist. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The choice of blue and blue-green colors for the mountains and foliage is symbolic, traditionally suggesting a utopia or faraway paradise. For Liú, living through a time of great personal hardship, this world may have represented a momentary escape.
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