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Chen Jianming

Director of the Hunan Provincial Museum
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f we look back upon the western art history, we will see that European
realistic painting is its most important part. From ancient Greece to
the Renaissance and to the Industrial Revolution period in the 19th
century, the techniques, works and ideas of realistic painting reached
its apex.

Europe in the 19th century witnessed great social changes when the bourgeoisie,
after launching revolutions aimed seizing political power, established its ruling
position and the fields of literature and art also responded accordingly. European
art began to change from reflecting social life and promoting social reform to
reflecting the secular taste of the civilians, from being lofty to being ordinary,
and from being serious to being entertaining. With the rapid development of
science and technology that accompanied the Industrial Revolution, people
yearned for invention and innovation while they at the same time constantly
harbored boredom. This led to the continuous emergence and boom of different
art schools. Great masters of oil painting and some minor masters of such
different schools and styles as pre-Raphaelitism, neo-classicism, romanticism,
realism and the Barbizon School all demonstrated their outstanding artistic
talents and pushed classical realistic painting to perfection.

As the largest public institution of culture and art in Hunan Province, the Hunan
Provincial Museum has always dedicated itself to the cultivation of the art
appreciation level of the local viewers and their perception of beauty by holding
high-level exhibitions and activities. At the same time, as a national-level
museum jointed developed by the central and local governments, it in the new
historical period is dedicated to not only the conservation and study of Chinese
traditional culture and art but also the demonstration of outstanding culture and
art of the whole world. Through the cooperation with various art institutions
around the globe, we have successfully held such highly-acclaimed exhibitions
of western art as “From Classicism to Impressionism — Exhibitions of the 19th
Century European Masterpieces in the Collection of the Simon Foundation™,
“Towards Modernity — Three Centuries of British Art”, “Light and Shade of
Tuscany — Exhibition of Italian Masterpieces from 1850 to 1950 and “European
Avant-garde: Exhibition of the 20th Century Works in the Collection of the
Unterlinden Museum™. These have made great contributions to the exchange
and continuity between Chinese and western art, the broadening of the viewers’
horizon, and the enlightenment of people’s aesthetic spirit.

This “The Other Masters — Exhibition of the 19th Century European Classical
Realistic Oil Paintings™ marks another great effort of ours in introducing and
demonstrating western classical art. This exhibition not only showcases the
rich aspects of the 19th century European classical realistic oil painting but also
manifests the different artistic styles and ideas of various European countries of
this period, such as the French Barbizon School with its subtlety and richness,
French Neo-classicism with its ideals and rhythms, German romanticism with
its mysticism and profundity, and pre-Raphaelitism with its symbolism and
aestheticism. A careful interpretation of these exquisite works will enable us to
enter the historical and life scenes of European industrial civilization, understand
the aesthetic and life taste of the people of that time, review the truthful and
beautiful memories of that period, and appreciate the essence of European
classical realistic art once again!

I express my gratitude to See-Yon Exquisites and the Vienna Art Salon for their
efforts in holding this exhibition, and I wish the exhibition a great success!
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he Other Masters — Appreciation of the 19th Century European

Classical Realistic Oil Paintings will be held in the Hunan Provincial

Museum recently. The exhibition, divided into two parts of “Portraits

and Genre School Paintings™ and “Landscapes and Still Lifes”, will
present 60 European classical realistic masterpieces. It will offer us an excellent
opportunity to appreciate and interpret European classical realistic oil paintings
at a close distance to original works.

According to the logic of classical, pre-modern, modern and contemporary
fine art history, classical realistic art was outdated a long time ago. So, is it of
any significance to mention an in-depth interpretation of European realistic oil
paintings?

The issue here is that we are talking about China. For China’s construction of
new culture, the “theory of being outdated” is rather detrimental.

China’s construction of new culture is a construction at low ebb, which does not
call for any unified action such as the universal “down with the Confucianism”
movement, the universal worship of Confucianism, the universal trend of
following the west or the former Soviet Union, or the universal anti-capitalism,
anti-revisionism or anti-West movement. What we need is diversified action in
which anyone can act as he pleases. In terms of fine arts, the three hard nuts —
calligraphies and paintings of Chinese literati, western classical art, and western
modern and contemporary art — all need a group of talents to crack open and
reach the very kernel before any mention of creative activities is possible.

When Kang Youwei and Xu Beihong went to Europe, what amazed them most
was the art of classical realistic painting. One century has passed since then, but
when we stand before the original works by such great masters as Michelangelo
and Rembrandt, we will still deplore that so far we have not truly mastered the
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essence of European classical realistic painting.

In my opinion, a full understanding of the essence of calligraphies and paintings of
Chinese literati to be followed by related creative activities is the cultural soil for
the rejuvenation of China’s fine arts, a full understanding of the essence of western
modern and contemporary art to be followed by related creative activities is the
artistic concept of the rejuvenation of China’s fine arts, and a full understanding
of the essence of European classical realistic art to be followed by related creative
activities is the cornerstone of the rejuvenation of China’s fine arts.

As to a full understanding of the essence of European classical realistic art, the
most difficult thing is a full understanding of its solid and powerful modelling
structure and its spiritual structure: infusing spiritual connotations into realistic
forms, adding abstract structures to concrete images, setting off formal charms
in narration, and hiding freehand brushwork elements in realistic paintings.

At present, there are rampant criticisms of Xu Beihong, but one has to remember
that he was the initiator and founder who “stubbornly” started this task with his
life. It is preposterous to ask the initiator to reach the summit with one stride.

Today, we have such works as Boat Full of Chinese Laborers, The Miners, Tibet
series, Father, and Liquid Steel and Sweat, but none of these saplings has ever
grown into a towering tree. People like Cheng Conglin, Zhou Sicong, Chen
Danqing, Luo Zhongli and Guang Tingbo have either passed away as at early
age or been bewitched by the “theory of being outdated”, so none of them has
been able to “stubbornly™ dedicate his whole life to this pursuit. What a pity!

Classicism will never die, and the task of fully mastering European realistic art
still remains unaccomplished.

If we regard the sculptures of ancient Greece as the beginning of European
classical realistic art, it then has a history of more than two thousand years. Its
classical essence lies not only in the masterpieces by the great masters known
to us but also in the great number of outstanding works by celebrated artists
we are not familiar with. For people with high aspirations, if they can have an
opportunity to appreciate exquisite works of the latter category at close distance,
this experience sometimes will be even more rewarding than viewing printed
works or computerized images of the former category. This is because the life
breath of the essence of classicism forever exists in original works.

What The Other Masters — Appreciation of the 19th Century European Classical
Realistic Oil Paintings has provided us is exactly such a rare opportunity for an
in-depth interpretation of original works. Works at the exhibition such as The
Ringing of Evening Bell, A Yearning Girl by the Window, Vagrant Fiddler,
Snow Scene at Dusk and Early Spring in the Woods are all masterpieces worthy
of appreciation and study.
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Librarian of the Austrian Royal Library

Art Director of the Vienna Art Salon in Austria
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